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CHAPTER ONE

    I first noticed the woman just before she passed out. Not
that I expected her to pass out, and not because I was paying any
particular attention to her. In fact, I was lost in my usual mental fog,
a dozen thoughts careening at breakneck speed through my brain:
motions I needed to file in a divorce case, a major brief due in
Denver District Court that afternoon, and the never-ending
bombardment of emails, faxes and phone calls.

   She was huddled against the wall near the Tenant
Directory beside the bank of elevators. She looked to be in her
mid-thirties and was drenched from the top of her tousled red hair to her
flowery dress and black pumps. As I knew from having just ventured
out onto Sixteenth Street, an autumn storm was sending down
sheets of rain in great waves, like arrows from an army of medieval
archers, and I presumed she had sought refuge in the lobby of the
McGaa Building.

   The bell sounded and the 'up' light indicated that one of
the elevators had arrived. Along with half a dozen other people, I
moved toward the door. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw her
crumple and fall onto the marble floor. Her head hit hard as she
landed. She just lay there, sprawled out and motionless.

   My mind was jolted from the cloud of inner thoughts. I
looked to the faces of the people around me, but none of them
showed any concern. Nobody else had even noticed her. Not a single
one of them! Or if they did, they were pretending they hadn't. They
shuffled into the elevator, totally unconcerned about what was
happening to this woman.

   For an instant, I considered letting the elevator whisk me
upstairs, back to the sanctum of my law office. That would have been
the easy answer. Instead, I found myself moving quickly toward
where she lay. I had no idea what I was going to do. I just figured I
had to do something. Behind me, I was vaguely
aware of the elevator doors closing. She and I were alone. I kneeled
down and touched her face with the back of my hand. She was ice
cold. Her breathing sounded shallow and labored. I took her hand
and tested at the base of her thumb for a pulse. It took me a while to
find one but, finally, there it was. Her heartbeat was rapid and
erratic.

   Drugs? Alcohol? Diabetes? There was no way to tell. She
wasn't convulsing, which meant that, whatever it was, at least she
wasn't having a seizure.

   Suddenly, she jerked her arm away. She looked alarmed
as she shrank back against the wall. She said nothing, but her eyes
flitted desperately around the lobby as though she was struggling to
figure out where she was. After about half a minute, she must have
realized her ankle-length skirt was up to mid-thigh, because she
reached down and adjusted it self-consciously.

   Pressing her palms against the floor, she moved cautiously
to an upright sitting position. "What happened? Did I pass
out?"

   "I think you fainted," I told her. "I just happened to be
walking by."

   Her eyes widened as she focused upon me for the first
time. "You're Adam Larsen. The lawyer."

   I blinked at her. "Have we met before?"

   She shook her head. "I've read about you in the
Clarion."

   I made a sour face. The news editor of the
Clarion was a sometimes friend of mine, and he delighted
in printing exaggerated accounts about my cases. I had no illusions
about his motivation, of course, which was to sell as many
newspapers as he could; and the harder I tried to get him to stop,
the more outrageous his stories became.

   "Can you stand up?" I asked her.

   "I think so." She added in a matter-of-fact tone, "I haven't
had anything to eat today."

   That surprised me since it was already mid-morning, but I
didn't comment. She certainly looked like someone who could afford
a meal, and I noticed for the first time she was clutching a small
purse. I presumed there was money, or at least a credit card,
somewhere inside it. I offered my hand. She shook her head and
slowly climbed to her feet. She was shaky, but she managed it
without any help. She gestured toward the Tenant Directory. "Your
office is in this building?"

   I nodded. "We're on the twenty-ninth floor."

   "I look dreadful," she said, glancing down at her
   rain-soaked clothes. She seemed to be trying to gather the courage to say
something. Finally, she asked, "Mr. Larsen, is there any chance you
could spare a few minutes to talk to me? I know I don't have an
appointment, but I--well, I'm in serous trouble. I could really use
some advice."

   Sternly, I reminded myself of the motions in the divorce
case, the legal brief and a dozen unreturned phone calls. My day was
already completely planned, and some of the matters had deadlines I
couldn't miss. On the other hand, this woman, pale and still looking
shaken, obviously needed help. In light of my own past, could I really
turn her down?

   "Come on," I told her. I pressed the button for the
elevator.

* * * *

    My secretary, Diana Hollister, sat behind her large curved
desk in the reception area. As always, her white hair was perfectly
coiffed. She pressed the buzzer to let me into our office suite and
arched her brows quizzically when she realized I wasn't alone.

   "Diana, this is--" I paused and turned to my rain-soaked
companion.

   "Mary Bryant."

   In her crisp British voice, Diana asked, "Would you care
for some tea?"

    "A glass of water would be nice," Mary Bryant
answered.

   "I'll bring it to you."

   "Thanks."

   I led Mary Bryant down the hall to my office and gestured
toward one of the black leather chairs in front of my desk. She
arranged herself in the seat, leaning back with her eyes closed as
though trying to ward off some evil spirit, while I circled around my
desk and got settled in. She stayed that way until Diana returned,
carrying a large glass of water. Our visitor gratefully downed a
healthy gulp and slowly took a few more sips. Diana looked
questioning at me. I nodded to indicate she could leave us.

   "What can I do for you, Ms. Bryant?"

   She leaned back against the chair and let out a deep sigh.
"I'm not sure. I've just come from police headquarters. My sister is
being accused of a crime she didn't commit and I've got to do
something about it. It's just so unfair!"

   "Have they set bail yet?"

   "Bail?" she asked, looking puzzled. "Oh, I see. Because I
said I've come from the police building, you thought I went there to
see her. She's not under arrest, Mr. Larsen. She's
missing." She leaned forward. "I guess I'd better explain.
There was an embezzlement at the company where she works and
they're saying she's the one who did it. But she didn't, Mr. Larsen. I
know that for a fact."

   Something started to click. "This isn't, by any chance,
about the NetScanners International case, is it?"

   She nodded. "You've heard about it?"

   "The principal suspect seemingly vanished into thin air,
leaving no trail whatsoever. The media have made it headline news.
"

   "I know," she complained bitterly. "Especially the
Clarion."

   "Well, half a million dollars is a lot of money," I pointed
out. "The missing suspect, I take it, is your sister?"

   "That's right. Her name is Alice."

   I eyed her dubiously. "And you say she didn't steal all that
money?"

   "That's right," she insisted flatly. "She didn't do it."

   "I've been following the case, Ms. Bryant, and I have to be
honest with you. From what I've seen in the newspapers, the
circumstantial evidence against your sister is very strong.
She--"

   She shook her head stubbornly. "What you've heard is
wrong, Mr. Larsen."

   I smiled to myself at her unwavering confidence in her
sister. "Well, let's find out. What I've heard is this: Your sister was
the Comptroller at NetScanners International. Two weeks ago, she
mysteriously disappeared--the same day the CEO discovered that
someone has been systematically pilfering company funds. She hasn't
been seen or heard from since then. When she left, she took her
personal belongings with her. All that was left at her house was the
furniture. At the moment, there are no other suspects and no
evidence pointing to anyone else as the thief. Have I stated the facts
correctly?"

    "On the surface, that's the way it looks," she allowed.

   I waited for her to elaborate but she didn't speak.

   She seemed to be wrestling with some sort of decision.
Abruptly, she added, "But there's one little detail that hasn't been
made public. Can I trust you with a piece of information?"

   I nodded and placed my palms upturned on my desk.
"Anything you tell me today is protected by the attorney-client
privilege. Completely confidential. I can't reveal it to anyone without
your permission. Besides," I added with a smile, "you've piqued my
curiosity."

   She shifted her weight in the chair and lowered her voice
to nearly a whisper. "I haven't told this to anyone, Mr. Larsen, but
it was Alice who discovered the embezzlement, in the first
place!"

   I stared at her. "Your sister discovered the
embezzlement?"

   "That's right. Alice was the one who first noticed
something wrong."

   "And you haven't told anyone about this?" I asked, not
bothering to hide my skepticism.

   "No," she said. "I have not."

   "Why not?"

    "Well, actually I've tried to, but no one would listen to me.
From the very start, the police treated me as though I had something
to do with it. Or like I know where Alice is."

   "Do you?" I asked mildly.

   She met my eyes. "No!" She added sadly, "I wish I
did."

   "What happened this morning that made you so
upset?"

   "The police. They wanted me to answer some more
questions. When I got there, they all but accused me of helping Alice
go into hiding and demanded to know where she is. They were
downright nasty about it, especially that one Sergeant. I think his
name is Stone or something like that."

   An icy tingle shot down my spine. "Stone? Joe
Stone?"

   "Yeah, I think that's his name. All I know for sure is he's a
Sergeant."

   "Humorless with a big jutting jaw and very bad
skin?"

   She nodded. "That's him. Do you know him?"

   I said distastefully, "Like Europe knew the Black
Plague."

   "That bad?"

   "That bad. If Stone has decided you were involved in the
crime, he'll never stop until he proves it--whether you actually did it
not. I sometimes think of him as Inspector Javert from Les
Miserables. Only worse. The man is a menace."

   "I'll second that," she agreed vehemently.

   I leaned back in my chair, taking a moment to gather my
thoughts. This had all the potential of being one of those
cases, as my legal assistant called them--the ones that, more often
than not, somehow wound up getting me into hot water. Joe Stone
was not someone you wanted as an enemy, and over the years I'd
managed to climb to the top of his list.

   On the other hand, if Alice Bryant was really the person
who stumbled onto the embezzlement, then her disappearance raised
some interesting possibilities.

   I decided to get a second opinion. "Do you mind if I ask
my legal assistant to join us?"

   She started to ask something but decided against it.
"That's fine with me."

   Reaching for the telephone receiver, I pressed the
intercom button.

    "Yes?" Diane asked, with a concerned edge in her
voice.

   "Everything's fine," I assured her. "Is Maurice
around?"

   "I believe he's in the library."

   "I'd like to have him join Ms. Bryant and me."

   "I'll let him know."

   "Thanks."

   Thirty seconds later, the door opened and Maurice White
lumbered into my office. He was two hundred and thirty-five pounds
of walking muscle, dressed that day in gray pleated slacks and a blue
pinstripe shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbows. His raspy voice made
him sound like he always needed to clear his throat.

   "Diana said you wanted me?"

   I nodded. "Maurice, this is Mary Bryant."

   "Pleased to meet you," he said, with a little nod, as he
visually inspected Mary Bryant's body from head to toe. I'd
repeatedly asked him not to do that, but it was a hopeless cause. He
simply couldn't help himself. He claimed he wasn't even aware he
was doing it.

   Mary Bryant didn't seem to mind. Her eyes widened with
excitement. "Aren't you Maurice White? The former Bronco?"

   He gave her a broad smile. "That's me."

   She said, "You played defense. You were a middle
linebacker, weren't you?"

   He nodded approvingly. "Hey, I'm impressed. Most people
don't give a rip about anyone but the quarterback."

   "I'm a rabid fan," she confessed. "I was really sorry when
your career ended." She added darkly, "Especially so
abruptly."

   "Me, too," he admitted. He glanced in my direction,
silently asking me what I wanted to see him about.

   I gestured for him to sit down and he took the black
leather chair next to Mary Bryant's. "Ms. Bryant is the sister of Alice
Bryant, the principal suspect in the NetScanners International
embezzlement case. Mary has just told me two things of
significance: First, her sister is the one who actually uncovered the
crime. Second, the officer in charge of the investigation is Joe
Stone."

   Maurice's eyes flickered with amusement. "So naturally
you want to jump right into the fray?"

   I ignored his comment and returned to Mary Bryant. "Tell
me more about your sister."

   She let out a deep breath and settled back in the leather
chair. "Alice and I have always been very close. She's four years
younger than me. We're pretty different. We don't spend a lot of
time together, except during the holidays. She's awfully
straight-laced and I, well, I'm not." She glanced meaningfully in Maurice's
direction, as though she knew he would understand, and then
returned her attention to me. "We usually talk on the phone two or
three times a week. At least, we did until a couple of weeks ago.
That's when she disappeared."

   "Tell me about that," I invited.

   She explained, "The last time Alice and I talked was on a
Thursday night. She called me as soon as she got home from work.
She was really upset, which isn't like her at all. Usually, Alice is
pretty calm and controlled. But not that night."

   I asked, "Exactly what was she upset about?"

   "She said there was something wrong with the company's
bookkeeping records. She tried to explain it, but I didn't really
understand what she was saying. I'm not too smart about computers,
Mr. Larsen. They totally baffle me. She said she was going to meet
with her boss first thing the next morning and she was terrified about
what he might do."

   I raised a brow. "Why?"

   "Because the man is a psycho! His name is Paul
Wyndham."

   I nodded. "I've heard of him. He--"

   "Nothing good, I'd bet," she said. "He's an awful man!
Alice dreaded having to deal with him, especially about anything she
thought might upset him. Anyway, I figured it was just some sort of
mistake and things would work themselves out." She added with a
bitter laugh, "Boy, was I wrong about that!"

   "Apparently so," I agreed. "What happened next?"

   "I tried to call her that next night to find out how things
had gone with Wyndham, but there was no answer. She usually
worked bingo for her church on Friday nights, so I didn't think too
much about it."

   I nodded. "I read about that in the Clarion.
Your sister showed up on time and worked her usual shift."

   "I heard that later," Mary Bryant said. "Of course, it didn't
surprise me that Alice wasn't home when I called on Friday night.
Even over the weekend, I wasn't particularly concerned. I tried to call
her a couple of times on Saturday and Sunday, but there was no
answer. I just figured she must be out shopping or something. I had
no idea she was, well, gone."

   "How did you find out your sister was missing?"

   "They called me that Monday from NetScanners. The
security man--his name is Garrison--called me up and asked if I
knew where Alice was. He said she hadn't shown up for work. He
was being a real squirrel about it, as though something big and
secret was going on. Of course, now I know it was because of the
missing money. Anyway, I got concerned, too, and I agreed to meet
him at Alice's house. He was very insistent about it. When I got
there, I used my key to let us inside. I was afraid she might be sick
or something even worse. She wasn't there, of course, and this
Garrison character started looking around. That's when I noticed
some of her things were missing."

   "What sort of things?" Maurice asked her.

   "Believe it or not, what I noticed first was her toothbrush.
The holder was empty. And her curling iron was gone. I hated to
start pawing through all of her stuff, but by then I was getting frantic.
The more I looked, the more I noticed other things missing, too.
When I opened her bedroom closet, I couldn't believe my eyes. It
was completely empty! Mr. Larsen, virtually everything she owned
was gone!"

   I nodded. "Tell me about your conversation with her that
Thursday night, before she disappeared. What exactly was she upset
about?"

   "What she told me was she'd been going through the
accounting spreadsheets and something wasn't right. As I say, I'm
not too smart when it comes to computers, so I didn't really
understand what she was telling me, but the gist of it was that a lot
of the numbers didn't add up. And from the way she was describing
it, it had to be more than just a mistake. Something about security
access codes. She was really upset about it."

   "Right. And you say she told her boss about it?"

   "No, I said she tried to. That night, just before
she left the office. But Wyndham had some sort of appointment,
something about getting ready for a meeting with his Board of
Directors the next evening, and he wouldn't even take the time to
talk to her. He said she'd have to wait until the next morning to talk
to him about it. I guess he made a big fuss about her upsetting his
busy schedule."

   "Did your sister actually meet with Wyndham the next
morning?"

   "I don't know," Mary Bryant said. "I assume so. From what
I understand, Alice went to work as usual and worked all day Friday.
They say she didn't disappear until some time that night after bingo,
or maybe the next day."

   "And you have no idea what happened to her?"

   "Not a clue! Except that Alice didn't steal that money, Mr.
Larsen. I know that for a fact."

   I nodded. "Because she's the one who discovered the
crime?"

   "That's part of it. I talked to her that night. I heard her.
She wasn't planning to run away. She couldn't have fooled me, even
if she'd tried. Besides, Alice would never steal anything from anyone.
She's worked for NetScanners for thirteen years and all that time,
she's been a hard working and loyal employee. And now, without a
scrap of evidence, they're calling her a thief. She's not even here to
defend herself." She lowered her head, fighting back a trickle of
tears "I just know that something horrible has happened to
her!"

   Soon the tears were doing more than trickling. I reached
into the bottom drawer of my desk and pulled out the box of
tissues.

   She reached for the box. "Thank you."

   I glanced over at Maurice. He seemed genuinely touched
by Mary Bryant. I had to admit, so was I. After a while, I asked,
"Tell me this, Mary: if your sister found herself in trouble, serious
trouble, is there somewhere you would expect her to go hide out?
Somewhere she would know she'd be safe?"

   "Not really," she said, frowning. Her eyes suddenly flashed
in anger. "Are you saying you think she stole the money and she's
hiding out somewhere?"

   "Actually, I'm not. Based on what you've told me, I'm
assuming that Alice had nothing to do with the embezzlement but
that something nevertheless caused her to run away. If she'd stolen
money from the company, the last thing she would do is go to her
boss and tell him about it. Do you agree?"

   "I sure do."

   Turning to my legal assistant, I asked. "Maurice?"

   "That makes sense."

   "Which leaves only a few other possibilities. Mary, did
Alice tell you who she thought was responsible for these
discrepancies?"

   "No. I honestly don't think she had any clue who it
was."

   "Then let's rule out the notion that Alice is hiding out
somewhere because she's afraid of the real thief."

   "Absolutely," Mary said. She gestured with her thumb
toward her chest. "If Alice is ever afraid of anyone, she knows she
can come to me and I'll take care of it."

   "Then we're really left with just one other possibility. Alice
didn't leave voluntarily. Possibly she inadvertently said or did
something that made the real thief think she posed some sort of
threat."

   She sighed dejectedly, as though her worst fears were
coming true. Her voice faded to a whisper. "You think she
was..."

   I nodded gravely. "We don't know that for a fact, of
course."

   Mary Bryant began to cry again. The only sounds in the
room were her muffled sobs.

   Maurice and I exchanged helpless looks, but neither of us
spoke.

   Finally, she took a deep breath and let the air slowly
escape from her lungs. "That obnoxious Sergeant Stone wants me to
come back and answer more questions," she said. "I don't know what
I'm going to do about him."

   "I do," I told her. "You're going to refuse to talk to
him."

   She glanced up sharply. "Can I do that?"

   "Sure you can. You have no obligation to give him
information, especially if he won't listen to what you're trying to tell
him about your sister."

   "That's good to know," she said.

   I smiled wryly at her. "I don't suppose you've got your
sister hiding out in your basement, do you?"

   She returned a feeble smile and shook her head. "I wish I
did." She took a deep breath and made an effort gather her courage.
"Mr. Larsen, is there any chance you could try to find out what
happened to Alice? From what I've read about you, you seem to have
a knack for accomplishing things no one else can."

   "It's just stubbornness," I told her, with a knowing glance
in Maurice's direction. "My staff tells me that the surest way to get
me to take on a project is to tell me I can't possibly succeed."

   "That's for sure," Maurice muttered in a disgusted tone.
"It's like throwing gasoline on a campfire."

   She cocked her head at me. "Would you consider trying to
find Alice?" With a forced smile, she added, "It's impossible."

   I took my time before answering. It all hinged upon
whether Mary was telling the truth about her sister stumbling onto
the embezzlement. The story seemed plausible enough, but there
were only two people who could verify it--and one of them, her
sister, had vanished.

   "Let's conduct an experiment," I suggested. "You say Paul
Wyndham is the CEO of NetScanners International?"

   She eagerly nodded her head. She knew she had me
hooked. "Do you know him?"

   "No," I said, "but we're about to get acquainted. Let's see
what he has to say about all of this."

   I reached for the telephone.






CHAPTER TWO

   After keeping me hold for nearly three minutes, Paul
Wyndham's secretary finally put my call through. Wyndham was one
of Denver's best-known VIPs and, according to the buzz I had heard,
one of the least-liked. Rumor had it that he was a real S.O.B. His
picture appeared regularly in the newspapers, most often in the
society pages. I never read that section of the paper, but Josie
Ballantine, my significant whatever-she-was, was keenly interested in
such things. Many of the people who attended those extravagant
galas bought their expensive houses from her company, Ballantine
Realty.

    An important-sounding voice intoned, "This is Paul
Wyndham."

   "This is Adam Larsen," I began in a friendly tone.
   "I--"

    "I know that!" he interrupted curtly. "My secretary informed
me. What do you want?"

   "I'd like to talk to you about Alice Bryant."

   "That goddamned thief? I'll talk about her after she's been
locked up in prison where she belongs! She's nothing but a--" He cut
it off. "Say, you're not representing her, are you?"

    So it was going to be like that. "No," I began, "but
    I'm--"

   "I don't suppose you happen to know where she is, do
you? Or what she did with all the money she stole from my
company?"

   "No, Mr. Wyndham," I said, struggling to control my
temper. "I don't."

    "Then why are you calling me?"

   "Because Ms. Bryant's sister is here in my office. She's just
provided me with a piece of information that I need to verify."

   His voice was ice-cold. "And what information might
that be?"

   "That the day before she disappeared, Alice Bryant told
you about discrepancies she had discovered in the company's
records."

   Wyndham emitted a noise like a lion's roar.
"What?!"

    "I said--"

   "I heard what you said! You listen to me, Larsen, I know
all about people like you. Do-gooders who love sticking their noses
in other people's business. Well, this is one time when that would be
a mistake. A very big mistake. You screw around with me, and
you're going to regret it! Do you understand, Larsen?"

   "Oh, I understand perfectly, Mr. Wyndham," I growled
between clenched teeth. "Don't say I didn't try to handle this
amicably." I was ready to press the disconnect button, but he still
wanted to talk.

   "What the hell is that supposed to mean? Are you
threatening me?"

   "Absolutely not," I replied. "I don't make threats. I just do
what I have to do."

    "Meaning what?"

   "Meaning that I'm now convinced Ms. Bryant's statement
is true. So convinced that I'm going to put her in touch with someone
I know at the Clarion as soon as we hang up."

   He made that growling sound again, as though he might
crawl through the telephone wire to get at me. "Oh, yeah? Then I'll
sue you--and her!--for every damn dime you've got!"

   I shrugged, which was silly since he couldn't see me. "You
know, I'd really prefer to work this out like adults, Mr. Wyndham,
but your intransigence leaves me no other choice."

   After a long silence, he tried another tack. "Why is this so
damned important to you, Larsen?"

   Mary Bryant was leaning forward in her chair, listening
intently to the conversation. With my index finger and thumb, I made
an 'okay' gesture to let her know we were finally making
progress.

   "Because if Alice Bryant is really the person who told you
about the crime, then she almost certainly isn't the one who
committed it. Which means the police have spent two weeks looking
for the wrong person."

   "What business is this of yours, Larsen?"

   "Evidently, an innocent woman is being accused of a crime
she didn't commit," I said. "That offends my sense of justice."

   "Very noble," he observed dryly. "I'm practically moved to
tears. And what does your client want from all of this?"

   "She wants to know what happened to her sister. Nothing
more and nothing less. And if Alice is innocent, then someone else is
guilty. Which is why I'm asking whether Alice Bryant is the one who
told you--"

   "Look, I'll tell you what I'll do, Larsen. I'll meet with you
tomorrow morning. Be here at nine-thirty. Don't be late. We'll
discuss this thing then. In the meantime, if you release one word of
this to the Clarion--or to anyone else for that
matter..."

   I said, "I won't do anything until after we've met tomorrow
morning."

   "You'd better not!"

   There was a loud click as he broke the connection.

   I turned to Mary Bryant. "I have been ordered to appear
before His Royal Highness at nine-thirty tomorrow morning."

   She asked, "Did he admit Alice told him about the
problem before she disappeared?"

   I shook my head. "He didn't admit anything. He just made
a lot of threats."

   She looked puzzled. "Then what--?"

   "I don't know what his game is," I admitted. "Although I
can think of a number of possibilities."

   "What are you going to do?"

    I leaned back in my chair and took my time thinking it
through. Then I said, "I'm going to meet with Paul Wyndham
tomorrow morning at nine-thirty. Do you want to be there?"

   She shrank back in her chair. "Heavens, no!"

   "All right, Mary, I'll deal with Paul Wyndham myself. But,
first, there's one thing you and I need to resolve."

   She bit her lip, suddenly looking embarrassed. "Your fees,
of course. I--what is your hourly rate? I'm sorry I have to ask, but
money is a huge problem for me right now. I worked at Metro
Power and Gas until the end of March, but they went through a
series of layoffs and my job was eliminated. So far it's been five
months and I haven't been able to--"

   I raised a hand. "Relax, Mary. This isn't going to cost you
anything. Not one penny."

   "Oh, no, Mr. Larsen, I couldn't let you do that! I didn't
come here asking you for charity."

   "You're not going to get any." I felt an odd anger welling
up in me, anger at the way Paul Wyndham had treated me--and
anger at what had apparently happened to Alice Bryant. "The more I
think about this, the more I think it would be appropriate for
NetScanners International to pay for my services."

   She tilted her head at me. "How do you expect to--"

   "Leave that to me," I told her. "I've got an idea."






CHAPTER THREE

    NetScanners International occupied the top three floors of a
shiny new high-rise at I-25 and Colorado Boulevard. I stowed my
silver Audi in the covered parking area beneath the building and rode
the elevator to the top floor. As I approached the gilded sign that
sported the NetScanners name and logo, a tall striking woman
emerged from behind the opaque glass double doors. She had dark
brown hair, speckled with just a hint of silver. I reached out an arm
to hold the door open for her, but she was lost in thought and barely
noticed me.

   "Thank you," she muttered absently as she passed through
the doorway.

   "You're welcome, Mrs. Wyndham."

    She stopped, shaken from her thoughts, and appraised me
with a perplexed look. "I'm afraid I don't recognize you."

   I explained, "That's because we've never met." I offered a
hand. "I'm Adam Larsen."

   Frowning, she stared at me as she took my hand. "The
lawyer?"

   "That's me," I said. "Your dance ensemble performed at
the Diabetes Society benefit last spring. I happened to be in the
audience. I really enjoyed the show."

   She colored slightly. "Thank you." She pulled her hand
away and glanced down at the expensive gold watch on her wrist,
moving away from me as she spoke. "I'm sorry, but I'm late for an
appointment."

   I watched as she glided away. Then I moved toward the
opaque doors and entered the domain of Paul Wyndham. The
reception area had the sumptuous look of old money, with thick
carpeting, textured wallpaper and dark hardwood trim.

   A green-eyed secretary nodded when I told her who I was.
"Mr. Wyndham is expecting you." She stood up with a secretive little
smile and led me toward the door.

   I had no idea I was walking into an ambush.

   The room was large and imposing. Paul Wyndham sat
rigidly upright behind a big mahogany desk, his jaw jutting
belligerently like a prizefighter. I recognized the smooth face and
salon-cut hair from pictures I had seen in the Clarion. He
wore a double-breasted black Italian suit and a yellow power
tie.

   Seated in a chair in front of Wyndham's desk, looking
imperious and dominating in his two thousand dollar gray suit, was
Walter C. Groves, the senior partner of Denver's oldest and most
aggressive law firm. He regarded me disdainfully, in the way that
only the lawyers from the big firms know how to do it. To his right
sat a pudgy man with a thin moustache, who began glaring at me the
moment I entered the room. I learned later that he was Garrison, the
security officer Mary Bryant had mentioned. Last--and certainly not
least--was Sergeant Joe Stone, who stood posted like a sentry beside
Wyndham's desk, with arms folded in front of his chest, his cold
black eyes seething with hatred.

   I paused for a moment just inside the doorway. What the
hell had I gotten myself into? The air was so thick with tension I
almost couldn't breathe.

   Resolutely, I fixed my eyes on Wyndham as I crossed the
room. "I wasn't expecting a welcoming committee."

   "Well, you've sure as hell got one!" he snapped. "I've
informed Mr. Groves and Sergeant Stone that you are attempting to
blackmail me."

   Without taking my eyes off of Wyndham, I strode over to
one of the chairs near his desk and sat down. "Then you probably
ought to press charges. Of course, before you do that, you'd better
ask Sergeant Stone about the perils of false arrest. He knows all
about that. Don't you Stone?"

   Stone's face tightened with anger. A few years earlier, in a
fit of rage, he'd had me hauled me down to the Detention Center,
just to impress me with how powerful he was. As soon as I was
released, I sued Stone and the City and County of Denver for false
arrest. The morning of the trial, the City Attorney forced Stone to
cave in to my settlement demand: one dollar from the City and a
handwritten apology from Stone. The letter was still hanging in my
office, in a gold frame on the wall beside my desk.

   Wyndham glanced sharply at Stone, silently demanding
that the Sergeant respond to my challenge. Stone said nothing, but
his eyes smoldered dangerously.

   I took advantage of the silence. "Would you care to tell me
how I'm trying to blackmail you, Mr. Wyndham?"

   "I'd be delighted, Mr. Larsen," he replied in a tone
dripping with sarcasm. "By threatening to disclose confidential
information to the press."

    I gawked at him. "Confidential information? Received from
my own client--who actually wants it disclosed? You'll have to come
up with something better than that, Wyndham."

   He exploded, "You won't be so goddamned smug when
   I--"

   Walter Groves cleared his throat and raised a manicured
hand. "This is obviously getting us nowhere, Paul." He addressed me
in the condescending tone of someone reluctantly dealing with an
imbecile. "Mr. Larsen, we're not here today to make any accusations
or threats. That is not the purpose of this meeting."

   "Then why are we here, Mr. Groves?"

   "I can't speak for Sergeant Stone, but I'm here to issue a
friendly warning," he purred in a voice that was anything but
friendly.

   "What sort of friendly warning?"

   Groves let out an impatient sigh, letting me know how
ignorant and uncultured I was. "There is an ongoing police
investigation into the defalcation of funds from NetScanners
International. Your threat to disclose information to the newspapers
was reckless and ill-conceived. If you interfere with the police, your
actions may well constitute criminal conduct, for which you could
suffer significant, and very adverse, consequences. That could mean
jail, Larsen. Or disbarment."

   "Or worse!" Wyndham added darkly. His tone was so
sharp that Groves cast a warning glance at his client.

   "Well," I said sourly, "I'm glad you're not here to make
threats." I twisted in my chair, so that I could meet Groves full-face.
"Let me explain something to you, Mr. Groves. I called Mr.
Wyndham yesterday afternoon to pose a simple question. Instead,
he--"

   "What question?" he demanded.

   "According to my client, Alice Bryant found something
wrong with the company's books and tried to talk to Mr. Wyndham
about it. I called yesterday to ask Mr. Wyndham if he could verify
that fact."

   The lawyer's eyes narrowed a fraction of an inch. I thought
I saw a flicker of surprise--and concern. "Go on," he invited.

   I nodded and continued, "Mr. Wyndham was apparently
too busy to talk to Alice Bryant that night and they agreed to meet
first thing the next morning. I assume they did meet. Within
twenty-four hours of that meeting, Alice Bryant disappeared. My question to
Mr. Wyndham--at least, initially--was whether the facts I've just
stated are true. And whether Alice Bryant is really the person who
first uncovered the embezzlement."

   Groves was studying me warily, as though deciding he
might have to reevaluate his opinion of me. "What do you mean,
initially?"

   I nodded approvingly. "You're a perceptive man, Mr.
Groves. Obviously, we've gone far beyond my initial question. Mr.
Wyndham's refusal to answer, and the fact that he felt the need to
assemble such a formidable group as you gentlemen, convinces me
my client must be telling me the truth."

   "We have made no admissions of any kind!" Groves
insisted hotly. "This discussion is not to be construed as--"

   I raised a hand. "Relax, Mr. Groves. We're not in court
and I don't intend to bind you to any statements that are made here
today. But I do intend to act upon them. I've been hired to
find Alice Bryant, and I intend to find her."

   Wyndham curled his upper lip into a sneer. "Do you have
an investigator's license, Larsen? It would be illegal for you to
start--"

    I shook my head. "Actually, it wouldn't, Mr. Wyndham.
Even if I were acting as a private detective, which I'm not, you don't
need a license in Colorado. Right, Stone?"

   Stone gave me a loathing expression and then turned to
Paul Wyndham. "You're wasting your time with Larsen, Mr.
Wyndham. He thinks he knows more than anyone else." He stepped
forward aggressively. "Don't you, Larsen?"

   I held my ground. "In your case, Stone, it would be
true."

   He strode toward me and for a moment I thought he was
finally going to go berserk and kill me. From the look on his face, he
thought so, too. But he stopped advancing and pointed his finger,
like a .44 Magnum, at my chest.

   "You listen carefully, Larsen. This is a major criminal
investigation into a very serious crime. If you so much as release one
word to the media--one word!--I'll have you arrested as an accessory
after the fact to the embezzlement. You know what I think of you,
Larsen, and you know I'd like nothing better than to see you behind
bars. Just give me one good reason, and, by God, I'll do it!"

   "Releasing information to the newspapers would make me
an accessory after the fact?" I asked. "How do you figure
that?"

   "You're damn right it would! Mary Bryant is a principal
suspect in this case. If you start--"

   I asked incredulously, "You think Mary Bryant is involved
in this?"

   Stone placed his face three inches from mine. "Ask your
client to tell you about her criminal record. Then tell me she's as
innocent as a lamb."

   Mary Bryant hadn't mentioned anything about a criminal
record. Doing my best to look unconcerned, I asked Stone, "What
does her so-called criminal record have to do with NetScanners
International?"

   "Everything! So far, we've found no trace of Alice Bryant.
And no proof she actually left town. For my money, your client is
hiding her out somewhere. And, to cover themselves, they've
concocted this cock-and-bull story about her being the one who
uncovered the theft. Hell, maybe you're the one who concocted
it--and maybe you're in this thing up to your neck."

   I said, "Well, there's a simple solution to all of this, isn't
there, Stone? Ask Mr. Wyndham whether Alice Bryant reported the
embezzlement to him before she disappeared. That's all I intended to
do, in the first place."

   Stone turned toward Paul Wyndham, gesturing to invite
the CEO to rebut Mary Bryant's accusation. It was obvious from the
eager faces around Wyndham--his lawyer, his security officer and the
Police Sergeant--that each of them confidently expected him to
declare in no uncertain terms that my client was a bald-faced liar. It
was one of those rare moments, like the point in a high stakes poker
game when all the bets are in and the players finally have to lay their
cards down on the table. Our eyes locked in a silent confrontation,
both of us oblivious to the people around us.

   And then something unexpected happened. He suddenly
lowered his eyes toward his desk, and immediately I knew the
answer to my question.

   "So it's true?" I asked in a subdued tone.

   "She did come to me that Thursday," Wyndham admitted
weakly, flipping his hand to indicate it was something insignificant.
He added in a louder, more defiant voice, "But she didn't say
anything about an embezzlement!"

   Walter Groves let out a hiss, as though someone had just
kicked him in the stomach, and dropped back into his seat. The
security officer sat, red faced, staring at the expensive carpeting. Joe
Stone, of course, was furious. Anger was Stone's first response to
every stimulus. The Sergeant's bony jaw jutted forward and the veins
in his neck stood out as he glowered at Wyndham.

   "What did she tell you?"

   Wyndham stammered, startled by Stone's sudden
vehemence. "She didn't--she just--"

   Stone took a step toward the desk. I had never seen him
that mad, not even at me. "What did she tell you?" he
repeated.

   Groves intervened by addressing his client. "Paul, do we
need to talk about this in private? You might be putting yourself in
jeopardy."

   Wyndham shook his head. "It's not that big a deal,
Walter." I knew the CEO was assuring himself that a mere police
sergeant would never dare to arrest a member of the Wyndham
family for something so petty as withholding information in a theft
investigation.

   Stone repeated, "What did she tell you, Mr.
Wyndham?"

    "She said there was something wrong with our income and
expense spreadsheets. Something about some payees she couldn't
identify. But she didn't say a word about an embezzlement."

   "What else did she say?" Stone demanded. The veins in
his neck were still bulging.

   Wyndham shrugged. "That was it. I was on my way to
meet with two of the members of my Board of Directors. The full
Board was set to meet the following evening and it was going to be
very unpleasant. It slipped my mind about Alice's having tried to
speak with me. I'm sorry, Sergeant," he added, not sounding sorry at
all. "It was an honest mistake, and I'm sorry. I simply forgot to
mention it."

   "You're sorry?" Stone exclaimed indignantly. "How could
you forget to mention something that important?!"
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