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Prologue


Twenty miles off Land’s End, England,
1 a.m., April 4th


It took twenty minutes via helicopter to fly from any one of the Scilly Islands to Penzance. Benjamin Pike had spent the first half of this relatively short trip convinced that the man sitting next to him intended to kill him before they arrived. It had been an excruciating, regret-filled ten minutes. Regrets made all the more painful because if he could have gotten to Penzance, he’d have made them right. He’d have talked to Max, told her everything. Fearing her anger or outright rejection wasn’t a good enough reason to hold back, nor was it fair to her.

In the midst of his self recriminations, he spotted the lights of Cornwall’s coast, appearing like bright, tiny gems on jewelers’ velvet, and hope sparked in his chest. If they planned to kill him, surely they’d have done it by now.

He glanced at Tommy. His large, round head rested against the back of his seat and his arms were folded across his broad chest. It was too dark for Ben to make out his face, and he wondered if the man had fallen asleep.

By shifting, he was able to peer between the two seats in front and could make out the pilot’s profile, cast in an eerie shade of green from the glow of the craft’s instruments—the slash of a nose, the ubiquitous toothpick now gripped steady between his teeth. Krett seemed intent on flying the craft.

No, Ben decided, if these men had orders to kill him, he’d be sinking into the Atlantic by now, and his escorts would be on their way back to the island like a flight crew returning from a successful mission.

He ran a hand through his thick, white hair and wiped at the dampness accumulating on the back of his neck. Strange to be sweating a thousand feet above the ground in a helicopter without any doors. His face was numb with cold. He wiped his hand against his khakis, drew in a deep breath and expelled it. What if he had died without being able to explain any of this to Max? He clenched a fist and wrapped his other hand around it. He needed to call her as soon as he could get to a phone. Ask her to come here. Insist on it this time. She’d be confused at first, perhaps angry, but she had to understand how her destiny and the stone’s were entwined. As was his. He refused to believe otherwise.

The helicopter bumped over some turbulence and Ben squeezed his eyes shut. He put himself back on the island, imagining what he’d say when he returned. Why had Murdoch been in such a damned hurry to get him off the island? He couldn’t have known Ben’s plans. Could he? Damn. He was so close. Thirty years, and it had finally come together like the pieces of a miraculous puzzle. He’d found the final piece—seen it, touched it. He could make it whole.

If only he’d gotten past Murdoch, Ben knew he could have explained. He believed in a world where reasonable minds prevailed. There had to be a way to recover.

After he called Max, he would call Antony. Within two hours, they’d be on their way back to the island. With any luck, they’d be there by morning. Murdoch would wait until then to report Ben’s alleged misdeed.

Ben sucked in a deep breath and released it slowly. He visualized the stone, imagined holding it, feeling its warmth. Its greens danced and vacillated, cloaking the flame within. Consider your advantages, he told himself. Work from there.

Beside him, Tommy shifted his bulk and dropped his hands into his lap. Ben glanced out the door. It took a moment for him to re-establish his bearings, and when he did he knew something was wrong. They were still out over the water. England was on the right. They were heading north rather than east toward Penzance. Why? What was north? … Wales was north. He tried to swallow, but his throat constricted. Rhys Lewis lived in Wales. They weren’t taking him to Penzance. They weren’t going to kill him. They were taking him to Rhys Lewis first.

Ben’s thoughts spiraled toward the inevitable outcome of that encounter. Once Lewis had Ben, he’d be able to control Max. Ben couldn’t let that happen.

He glanced at Tommy, who perhaps was not here to kill Ben, merely subdue him. They weren’t expecting him to go quietly. Despite the man’s current state of repose, Ben knew that Tommy would enthusiastically thwart any attempts he made to hijack the helicopter. Which, he realized, was what he had to do. Soon.

When he looked at Tommy again, Ben saw that his head now rested on his shoulder. He had to be asleep. A plan formed. It was a desperate plan, but there were no sane ones available. If he could get his hands on Tommy’s gun, he could threaten Tommy with it, forcing Krett to take him to Penzance. The hell with Penzance. Just get him down on Cornwall soil.

Ben’s heart thudded against his chest as he worked out the logistics. Tommy carried his gun in a shoulder holster beneath his left arm. Ben had seen it when the big man’s jacket flopped open as he climbed into the craft. A big chrome revolver. Ben sat to Tommy’s right so he’d have to lean across his body with his right hand to reach the gun. Unfortunately, Ben was left-handed, but he could play a decent game of darts with either hand, so he knew he could maneuver well enough. But it wasn’t simply a matter of slipping the gun from its holster. He’d have to undo the holster snap and pull it free. The seat belt limited his range of movement. He considered releasing it, but he was literally inches from a long fall into the ocean that would kill him as surely as a bullet in the brain. If Tommy woke in the middle of this, Ben wanted a fighting chance. The steady vibration of the helicopter might help cover his movements. A drop of sweat slid between his shoulder blades and he shivered. This was insane, he told himself. Tommy was a trained killer. But he apparently had instructions not to kill Ben. Yet.

Get on with it, he told himself. If he thought about this much longer, he’d freeze up. He’d be in Rhys Lewis’s living room and it would be too late. Too late for everything.

He edged around in his seat as much as the belt would allow. After looking to make sure Krett was still occupied with flying the helicopter, he gently lifted the edge of Tommy’s wool coat. The smell of must and dried sweat rose in a wave and dissipated. Beneath the jacket he wore a light-colored shirt, which allowed Ben to make out the dark mass that was the holster. Holding his breath, he reached into the jacket and felt for the butt of the gun, then the holster, found its snap and, gritting his teeth together, nudged it open. It was like flicking on a switch. Grunting his surprise, Tommy jerked his head up and locked his huge hand around Ben’s wrist, twisting.

It shouldn’t have been much of a contest—Tommy outweighed Ben by at least fifty pounds. But his right arm was wedged between Ben and the seat, and he was fighting to hold onto Ben and get out from under him at the same time. Ben pressed his shoulder into Tommy, gaining traction by bracing one foot against the front seat; he could feel the rumble in the big man’s chest as he struggled. Ben managed to snake his free hand across Tommy’s belly toward the gun.

Just as he yanked the revolver from its holster, the helicopter dropped and swerved to the left. The momentum propelled Ben forward, throwing him off balance and freeing Tommy from his pin. Before Ben could recover, Tommy had one arm wrapped around his neck, the scratchy fabric pressing hard into Ben’s windpipe. He grabbed for the gun, knocking it from Ben’s hand. It fell between Tommy’s feet, and he had to let go of Ben in order to go after it. Ben gulped air and dove first, but his seat belt held him back. He pressed the release, and when it gave, he lunged. Tommy caught him under the chin with the toe of his boot, and Ben gagged as a bolt of pain shot up his jaw. This time Tommy reached the gun first and Ben thought he heard him cackle as he picked it up. Ben seized the thick wrist with both his hands and prayed for an adrenalin rush as he tried to wrench the weapon away.

A loud report set Ben’s chest on fire. He pitched backwards. Colors swam in his head and blood surged up his throat. The helicopter lurched again and then the floor fell out from under him.

Falling, he thrashed wildly, but found only air. This was wrong. He hadn’t finished. There was so much to do. To witness. Then, as the universe slowed, his panic receded. He felt no pain, only release. Like letting go and feeling your muscles sigh. But still he resisted. People needed him. He hadn’t finished the fight. Pikes didn’t give up. No, they don’t. Then he experienced a moment of piercing clarity and all the pieces tumbled into place. This was his time. Spreading his arms, Ben closed his eyes and submitted himself to his faith in a legend and in a daughter who would have to find the answers herself. And as the black water rushed to him, he prayed that she wouldn’t come to despise him for what he’d given her.


Chapter 1

Chicago, Illinois, April 15th

As Maxine Pike unlocked and pushed open the door of her second-floor apartment, Fiona nosed past her and headed for the kitchen, where she lapped loudly at the water in her bowl.

Max slammed the door shut with her hip and tossed her jacket, along with the Great Dane’s leash, onto the nearest chair. Not yet noon and already it had been a day of small scourges. Nothing disastrous, but wasn’t it the little stuff that brought you down, gnawing away at you like rats’ teeth? She shuddered.

Noting the blinking call button on her answering machine, Max rewound the tape and listened to her messages as she unwrapped two slices of American cheese for a sandwich. While she’d hoped to hear from Ben, she was only a little disappointed when the first message was from her office mate’s daughter, Kenzie, who had actually called to talk to Fiona. Smiling, Max listened as she spread low-fat mayonnaise on wheat bread, picturing the three-year-old with her serious, blue eyes and reminded herself she’d promised Kenzie a photo of Fiona. Kenzie chatted for more than a minute, telling the dog about her trip to the dentist and her fitting for her aunt’s wedding. Then Alison, Kenzie’s mother, came on. “Hi, Max. Sissy and I are going to the movies tomorrow night. She wants to see a chick flick and I want to see something blown up. Why don’t you come along and cast the deciding vote? Give me a call.”

Max was thinking how it all depended on who was blowing things up, when the next message clicked on. It was her real estate agent, sounding chirpy as ever, informing Max that the seller had rejected her offer on his house. “I believe I warned you the offer might be too low,” she added, then asked Max to call her.

“Damn,” Max said without much feeling. Leaning against the counter, she ate her sandwich and listened to the kitchen clock ticking the seconds away. She could think of only two ways to recover from a miserable morning and since there was no man in her life and she wasn’t in the habit of bedding strangers, she decided now was a good time to make that photo for Kenzie.

After cleaning up the dishes, she transferred her darkroom equipment from the closet in her office to the small bathroom.

The series of unpleasant events had started at the post office. She’d intended to go in and buy a roll of stamps while she mailed the three bills, but as she drove past the building she saw her department chair, Cheryl Horchow, climbing the steps. Max didn’t feel like sparring with the woman while on spring break, so she pulled up to the drive-up mail slot. The moment she let the three bills slip from her hand, it hit her. Had she put stamps on those envelopes? No. Damn. It hadn’t even occurred to her. How dumb can you be? she thought. As she sat there, stunned by her actions, the guy behind her in the SUV honked loud and long. Max’s foot slipped off the clutch and her car shuddered and died. Fiona, who had been curled up on the back seat of the Honda Civic, rose like Godzilla from the sea and began baying as the guy continued to lay on the horn.

Max got the car started and pulled away from the mailbox. She knew she ought to go into the post office and throw herself at the mercy of a civil servant, but Cheryl would probably still be in there and Max wasn’t going to reveal her air-headed actions to someone who thought she was marginal to begin with.

As she merged onto Halsted, she pushed up the button for the Civic’s window. It rose three inches and stopped. She pushed the button again, harder, and the window emitted an urgent moan—it wanted nothing better than to go up—but didn’t budge.

“Hardly a disaster,” Max chided herself now, as she set the enlarger on a board spanning the sink.

“Bad things happen in threes, don’t they girl?” The harlequin Great Dane regarded her briefly from the hallway, then resumed cleaning herself. Max closed the bathroom door. “By law, the rest of the day has to be charmed.” Besides, it was Friday, and next week was her spring break. Plenty of time for the fates to turn.

After filling the developing trays and lining them up in the tub, she positioned the negative she wanted to print—Fiona in her chair—beneath the enlarger’s lens. She supposed that one day she would give digital photography a try, but there was something about the process of developing a print that she craved. As she adjusted the shot, cropping out the edge of the couch, she felt some of the tension leave her shoulders. The rest of the morning hadn’t been awful, she told herself. Just frustrating.

Even if it hadn’t been a drizzly April day, Max couldn’t park her car on Chicago’s north side with a window open. Might as well leave the keys in the ignition and the engine running. So, she’d driven to her local service station only to learn that Raoul, the mechanic, wasn’t expected in until eleven. She and Fiona sat in the small office inhaling oil and gasoline fumes until Raoul arrived and pulled the window back up—by sheer force—and made her promise not to open it again until he could look for the real problem.

Max slid the exposed print into the developing solution and nudged it down into the tray with a pair of tongs, completely submerging the white paper.

“You’ll survive,” she told herself. The bills would come back, she would get the window fixed, and she wasn’t all that sure she wanted to buy a house anyway.

Maybe the rejection was an opportunity to examine her ambivalence and that twinge of relief she’d experienced upon learning her offer had been turned down. She ought to want to buy a house, so what was the problem? There’d been so many reasons it seemed like a good idea—more space, an extra bathroom for a darkroom, an investment, a commitment. She should want a house. She’d worked hard to reach her five-year goal a full six months ahead of time—tenured English instructor at Coulter Community College with the means to buy a house. And now it was all she could do to remember why she worked so hard to get here. Maybe it was the commitment part that made her balk. It placed a period in her life, when she was so much fonder of commas.

Max knelt on the doubled-up throw rug, reached into the tub and rocked the tray gently from side to side. The black-and-white image began to emerge. She thought she’d captured Fiona’s gentle nature with this shot of the big dog draped over the beanbag chair. It was in the eyes and in the way the late afternoon light softened the shadows.

Then the phone rang. Please be Ben. Her father would help her out of this malaise. At times he knew her better than she knew herself.

Juggling the tray with one hand, she groped for the portable phone on the toilet seat with the other.

Later, Max would recall noting the British accent as Walter Bacon introduced himself as Ben’s solicitor in London.

“It’s dreadfully unpleasant discussing this by telephone …” He continued, explaining Ben’s instructions, and then, when Max said, “Go on,” he began to read Ben’s words.

“ ‘If I have not contacted you by the fifteenth of any month, you must presume that I am dead and act in accordance with my request. My heirs must be brought together at the earliest possible date to learn the details of their legacy.’ “

As she listened, Max leaned her weight against the door. When her knees went wobbly, she slid to the floor, feeling the cool tile through her sweat pants. “Do you know what happened?” Her words sounded cracked and brittle. Behind her, on the other side of the door, Fiona scratched to be let in.

“I don’t,” Bacon said. “We’ve been trying to learn the circumstances and have made enquiries to that end, but I’m afraid at this time we haven’t an idea.” He explained how Scotland Yard had been notified, and every possible lead was being exhausted. Then he added, “Your father and I have had this arrangement for nearly three years now. He has never failed to call.” He paused. “I gave him the entire day of the fifteenth. I kept hoping.”

Max had so many questions, she didn’t know where to start. “Why would he need a clause like that?”

“I’ll answer that as completely as I can when I see you.”

“He must have been involved in something dangerous. What—”

“Again, Miss Pike—”

“But you don’t know that he’s dead, do you?”

“We don’t,” he assured her, “and the truth of it is, I’ll not be convinced of it until we have proof. Nonetheless, his instructions were specific and he made quite certain that I understood the importance of carrying them out.” When he continued, his words sounded strained and thin. “Your father was not merely my client, he was also my friend. This seems premature to me as well, but I assure you it is precisely as he directed.”

Max pushed her short, blond hair off her forehead, nearly poking out her eye with the developing tongs. She stared at them for a few seconds, trying to recall why they were in her hand. “I understand.” Her response had been automatic; she was far from understanding.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she remembered Ben asking her to come to Wales last month. She should have gone. Instead, she’d asked if he could wait until spring break. Canceling classes or finding someone to sub for her just wasn’t done for anything but an emergency. Even though Ben hadn’t called it an emergency, she should have known. How often did he make that kind of request? This week was spring break and she hadn’t talked to him since last month. What kind of daughter was she?

“There’s one other thing,” Bacon interrupted her self-recriminations.

She waited.

“Your father left a message that you are to contact a man there in Chicago, before coming to London.” He paused. “Ben did stress that.”

“Who?”

“Elliott Schiff. He’s a curator at your Field Museum. I’ve got a number for him.”

She pushed herself up from the floor. “Let me get a pen.”

Temporarily blinded by the move from safe light to daylight as she opened the bathroom door, Max stumbled over the Great Dane sprawled across the hall. Recovering, she made her way into the kitchen, Fiona’s claws clicking behind her on the wooden floor.

Setting the tongs on the counter, Max took a pen from the “Carpe Diem” mug. “Go ahead,” she said, and wrote the name and number on the bottom of her grocery list. “I’ll call him right away.”

“Good,” Bacon said, then added, “but it’s late Friday, so getting here by tomorrow is probably a bit difficult for you.” He hesitated. “I’ve got to be in York on Sunday, but I could cancel if—”

“No, don’t,” Max said. The idea of waiting another day appealed to her. Not rushing it meant Ben had more time to get hold of her—to tell her this had all been a horrible mistake and he was sorry he’d worried her. “Monday will be fine.”

“Thank you, Miss Pike.” She could almost hear his sigh of relief. “Shall we say eleven on Monday morning then?”

She told him that sounded fine and wrote down the office phone number and address he gave her.

“Don’t hesitate to call if you have any questions before then,” he said. “If I’m not here, Amanda, my secretary, can get in touch with me.”

She thanked him, suddenly anxious to get off the phone and be alone with her thoughts.

But then Bacon continued, “There is one other thing I hope you can help me with. I have to ring your sister, and I’m afraid the number I have on file has been disconnected.”

Max dug her tattered address book from the junk drawer. “She probably has a new number.” Olivia always had a new phone number.

Olivia occupied most of the “P” and all of the “Q” pages. When she thought about it, Max couldn’t recall the last time she’d spoken to her older sister for a reason other than a change of address. Olivia’s last move had landed her in Paris.

Bacon thanked Max for the number and said, “Again, if you’re not able make the connections in order to be here on Monday, give Amanda a call and we’ll reschedule.”

Max added the solicitor’s name and number to the “B” page in her directory before disconnecting the call. Then she stood, leaning against the kitchen counter, staring at Fiona lying on the beige tiled floor. Her eyes burned and her chest felt tight.

“How am I supposed to ‘presume’ that you are dead, Ben? How can you even ask that of me? And wouldn’t I know if you were dead?” Shouldn’t it feel like someone had ripped out one of her lungs?

She looked over her shoulder at the grocery list lying on the counter and then at the phone number just below “grapes.” She picked it up. Who the hell was Elliott Schiff?


Chapter 2

Jillian chewed on a thumbnail as she waited for the water to boil. Large bubbles rose in the saucepan and she set the oven timer for three minutes, then deposited a slice of wheat bread into the toaster.

She hated this waiting. Each day that passed with no news, Rhys’s temper grew shorter. It was like living with a cobra.

The egg bobbed and floundered in the boiling water, as though it were fighting the inevitable. Jillian’s scalp tightened. She thrust out her jaw and exhaled sharply; stray wisps of hair lifted off her damp forehead.

After she assembled his breakfast tray, she cleaned up her own lunch dishes. Long ago she’d stopped trying to match her schedule to his. He often didn’t go to bed until the sun was up; then he’d sleep a few hours and ring Jillian when he wanted breakfast.

The first time Jillian Babcock saw Rhys Lewis, standing beside the reflecting pool, hands clasped behind his back as he stared into the image of the Washington Monument, she didn’t realize this tall, poised man was the one she’d spent three years and most of her savings pursuing. She’d expected someone older. When he looked up and his gaze settled on her, she felt a mild surge of electricity—a vibrant hum—which made her acutely aware of her own body: the film of perspiration on her upper lip, the chill of the slender gold chain around her neck and the press of satin against her breasts. Had she known he was her father, she might have been troubled by her reaction, but she didn’t know.

Moments later, when he introduced himself, and she felt the color rise in her face, she’d been unable to look away from him. His eyes, an odd cinnamon shade, never wavered, and she had the uneasy impression that he knew exactly what her body and mind were experiencing.

At his suggestion, they’d gone for coffee. They drank theirs the same—black with sugar. He’d explained the extent of his relationship with her mother—a one-night stand that neither had pursued. After that, Jillian did most of the talking as he asked her questions. She told him everything: how she’d been raised by her grandparents, the string of jobs for which she was overqualified and undervalued. As she spoke, finger crooked tightly in the mug’s handle, Rhys nodded his understanding, appearing open and sympathetic. Just as it occurred to her that their conversation was a lot like a job interview, Rhys asked if she would consider working for him as his personal assistant. Without knowing what he did for a living, she had accepted.

Since then she’d learned a great deal about what he did, but little about who he was. Rhys’s confidence was hard won and every morsel he gave her was manna. She could hear the television as she drummed her nails against the oak door. Rhys’s muffled response came a moment later.

When she entered the room, Rhys was facing the forty-two-inch, high-definition screen wearing a maroon silk robe, one fist cocked at his hip while the other wielded a toothbrush. His eyes never left the television, and his only acknowledgment of Jillian’s presence was a nod toward the images on the screen. A reporter stood in the parking lot of a strip mall as he told the camera how a forty-four-year-old man had gunned down three travel agents working out of a storefront office.

She half-listened as she moved Rhys’s Palm Pilot off the table to make room for the tray. Then the reporter said, “Travel Merchants,” and the coffee cup clattered in its saucer as she released the tray. “Was that Diver2199?”

Rhys nodded, eyes still fixed on the screen.

Her heart pounded and she could feel the rush of energy to her fingertips. Another online conquest. “That’s three this month.”

The reporter, a stocky Hispanic man who kept referring to his notes, was saying that the man, who died of a self-inflicted wound before the police could apprehend him, had been an agency client, although the motive for his shooting spree was not known.

“They left him stranded in Belize when the tour went bankrupt,” Jillian said. The face of a middle-aged man filled the TV screen. He had thick eyebrows and a weak chin. Jillian was still surprised when they turned out to be so average-looking.

She poured coffee from a carafe and added a level teaspoon of sugar, stirred twice, and set the spoon on the saucer. Rhys’s breakfast consisted of a soft-boiled egg in a blue porcelain egg cup, one slice of wheat toast with sweet butter, a large glass of grapefruit juice and coffee. It never varied.

Tucking a strand of long, blond hair behind her ear, she bent over the computer to check messages. Nothing vital. She straightened up and turned to find Rhys watching her as he scoured his teeth. One of the many things she hadn’t been able to glean regarding her father was why he brushed his teeth both before and after he ate. The idea of mixing mint flavors with the tartness of grapefruit juice made her queasy. And then there was the cigar.

“What’s the news from our friend?” he said.

In the moments it took her to refocus, her shoulders stiffened and her heart began to race. “Nothing yet,” she answered, silently cursing Murdoch’s idiots. They were the ones who had botched it with Ben Pike, yet she was the one who had to manage the situation, not to mention Rhys’s anger.

Rhys removed the toothbrush from his mouth, and his eyes narrowed as he stepped closer to her. The space between them rioted with charged particles. “This is vital.”

A gob of peppermint-scented foam hit her cheek. “I talked with him this morning,” she said. “Nothing.”

He turned his back on her and strode into the bathroom. Jillian wiped her face. Water ran as he spat vigorously into the sink, gargled, spat again and repeated the process three times. He came out of the room wiping his mouth with a hand towel.

“Dammit, Jillian.” He drank down the juice in three long swallows, grimaced slightly, then exchanged the glass for his cigar. “Are you sure this man you hired knew what he was doing?”

“I am.” Then she added, “His brother is a minor player in Marquez’s drug initiative, currently serving time for possession and awaiting trial for smuggling.”

“Sounds incompetent.”

“Murdoch says he’s loyal and swears by his brother’s abilities. Not only can he break into places, he can also blow them up.”

The doorbell rang, but Jillian held onto her sigh of relief as Rhys walked over to the corner of his room, where a twelve-inch-screen television alternated views of the five video surveillance cameras set around the house. He pushed a button twice to bring up the main entrance. David Sandstrom.

“David?” Rhys’s brows drew together and the lines around his eyes softened. “What could he want?” he murmured. “Show him in.” He bit off a corner of toast.

As she walked to the front of the sprawling single-story home, Jillian didn’t know whether to be annoyed or relieved by Sandstrom’s arrival. She should have been used to these angry surges by now. Since Ben Pike had tumbled into the ocean before Rhys could interrogate him, he’d been more volatile than usual. And Rhys liked to take his frustrations out on her. She was convenient. But each time he did, he seemed on the verge of telling her why he was so interested in that stone. She could put up with some abuse in exchange for knowledge.

As soon as Jillian opened the door, she knew there was trouble on the porch. Sandstrom was usually immaculate—hair moussed to perfection, signature French-cuffed shirts a crisp, brilliant white and his eyes clear and alert. Now, his hair was all over the place, he wore no tie and his distress practically rose off him in redolent waves. For a second, she felt a flutter of pleasure, then reminded herself that trouble for Sandstrom was trouble for all of them.

“Jillian.” He nodded. “I need to see Rhys. It’s important.”

A lot of things about Sandstrom bothered Jillian, not least of which was how he pronounced Rhys as “Reeze,” rather than “Reece.” As close as he claimed to be to her father, he ought to get his name right. She let him feel the chill in her gaze. Jillian knew she had the reputation of being Rhys’s guard dog. Behind her back, some of his clients and associates called her Cerberus. It made her smile.

She held open the door for him. With anyone else coming to see Rhys without an appointment, she’d have toyed around with him a bit. But David, a promising Congressional representative, was a favorite of Rhys’s. “He’s got a busy day.”

When she took him back to the bedroom, the shower was running and steam billowed from the bathroom. Nothing was so urgent that it couldn’t be improved on by a few minutes’ waiting.

“Have a seat, David.” Jillian waved toward one of two Victorian chairs flanking the French doors which opened onto the garden.

“Think you could get me some coffee?” David said, as he tried to find a comfortable position in the spindly chair. “Cream, no sugar.”

Jillian smiled to herself as she left to refill the carafe, thinking Sandstrom shouldn’t be overly confident of his stature with Rhys. Years ago, Rhys had established a scholarship fund, designed to assist young, disadvantaged students who showed the right kind of potential. Rhys selected the recipients himself. David Sandstrom was the fund’s most visible success. A bright kid raised by a mother who earned her living cleaning rooms at a motel, David got an Ivy League education, thanks to Rhys, who later helped position him for the state legislature and partially financed his successful run for Congress. Sandstrom was bright, affable and attractive. Rhys had a lot invested in him. On the other hand, Rhys was better than anyone Jillian knew at cutting his losses and moving on.

As she set a mug of steaming coffee on the table beside Sandstrom, the shower switched off. Sandstrom glanced toward the bathroom door, then up at her. She quickly averted her eyes. If the Congressman’s news was as bad as his hygiene suggested, she didn’t want to be caught exchanging pleasantries with him.

On the television, a reporter was interviewing the partner of a murdered police officer. The man couldn’t have been much older than Jillian—twenty-six—and had trouble controlling his emotions. Stock market figures—hieroglyphics for the initiated—scrolled by in a banner across the bottom of the screen.

Rhys came out of the bathroom, naked except for the towel he was using to dry himself. It wasn’t the first time Jillian had seen Rhys naked—he had a healthy body image—and she had managed to move past her embarrassment. She never ceased to be impressed with the muscle definition in his back and shoulders. Although he’d never told her his age, she assumed he was in his early sixties, but he could easily pass for a virile fifty-year-old.

He finished patting himself off and then tossed the towel on the bed, poured himself some coffee and walked over to Sandstrom.

From where Sandstrom sat, he was eye-level with Rhys’s not-so-private parts. This effectively forced Sandstrom to look up into Rhys’s eyes.

Rhys studied him, then sighed and said, “What happened, David?”

“I—I think I’ve been set up.”

“What happened?” he repeated.

Sandstrom glanced at Jillian.

“She’ll hear it eventually, David. Get on with it.”

Jillian could have kissed him, even though he’d only said it to make David squirm.

Finally, David began: “I had a woman over.”

“When?”

“Just a little while ago.”

Rhys made a show of consulting the clock on his dresser. “A nooner?”

David shrugged.

“At your house?”

He swallowed. “Abby is in Minneapolis. I—”

“David—”

“Look, Rhys, I’ve done this before.” Elbows planted on his knees, he lowered his face into his hands. “Tinley arranges it. He drives her there in his car. She’s down in the back seat. He parks in the garage and she comes in through the side door.” Slowly, he raised his head, looking into his hands as though he left an impression of his face there. “This has been going on for a while. It’s the same girl. She’s a pro.”

“What’s ‘a while’?”

He shrugged. “I guess about a year.”

“You’ve only been in office for fifteen months.”

Sandstrom nodded.

“What happened then?” Rhys asked, his voice tight.

Sandstrom’s clasped hands were pressed between his knees. “Someone rang the doorbell. I thought it was Tinley. He’d just called and told me he’d learned something about the victims’ rights bill. We needed to talk. I opened the door and it’s this guy with a camera. Then I hear the woman behind me. I’d told her to stay put. She’s … wearing a skimpy robe. That’s all. It’s falling open. He takes a picture and, before I can grab the camera or anything, he’s halfway to his car.”

“And the woman?”

“Well, she acted surprised, but …”

“You doubt she was.”

He nodded. Despite his unchecked libido, Sandstrom was no imbecile.

“How long ago?”

“I came straight here.” He shrugged. “Less than an hour.”

“Did you recognize this paparazzo?”

“Yes … no. I don’t know his name, but I’ve seen him before. He’s freelance. I got his license plate number.” He recited it.

Rhys went over to the armoire, where he removed a pair of boxers and stopped at the closet to select his clothing. Then he retreated behind a Chinese silk print screen in the corner next to the armoire. While Rhys had no reservations about parading around naked in front of Jillian or an occasional guest, she had never seen him perform the act of dressing.

“And the young lady’s name?” Rhys’s voice came from behind the screen.

Sandstrom took a moment to focus. “Sherry. Like the drink.”

“Tinley arranged this?”

He nodded, then said, “Yeah.”

Both Sandstrom and Jillian watched the screen, waiting for the disembodied response. It reminded her of the Wizard of Oz.

“You don’t think Tinley tipped him off?” Sandstrom said.

“How else would he know?”

“I was thinking someone Sherry knew found out.”

“You said Tinley drove her there every time?”

“Yeah.”

He came out from behind the screen, buttoning the cuffs of his cream-colored shirt. “Sounds to me like she was doing a little more than riding on the floor of the back seat.”

Sandstrom’s disbelief was genuine. “But Tinley’s been with me since college.”

“People don’t have friends in Washington.” Rhys shook his head and muttered, “They have allies and they have enemies. No one else is worth knowing.”

He stood beside Sandstrom and waited until Sandstrom looked up at him before saying, “You can’t keep doing this, David. It was that family values twaddle that got you elected. You’re what this country needs. A man who understands the fragile structure of freedom. You can’t keep doing things like this.”

Sandstrom bowed his head. “I won’t.”

“Get up.” Sandstrom stood and faced Rhys, who said, “I want you to go home now. Don’t leave the house for the rest of the day. Don’t answer the phone or the door.” He waited for Sandstrom’s nod. “What have you got scheduled for tonight?”

“A fundraiser. At the Hilton.”

“Arrive late, leave early.” Rhys placed his hand on the younger man’s shoulder. “I’m going to take care of this, David, but I don’t want to be called on to do this again.”

“You won’t,” he said, lowering his eyes.

“I know I won’t.” Rhys patted his shoulder, then drew his hand away and glanced at Jillian. “Show him out.”

When she returned, she found Rhys in his office. Without looking up from his manuscript, he said, “Give Barney Waldrop a call. I want to see him this afternoon.”

Rhys was meeting with Waldrop when the call came. Jillian recognized the familiar voice before he identified himself. She listened to what he had to say, then told him to sit tight and wait for instructions.

She considered interrupting Rhys. It was that important. But when she opened the door to her office, she heard voices in the hall, indicating that they had finished. Jillian positioned herself in the doorway to watch them pass. Barney’s name was entirely out of character with his appearance. Someone named Barney should be slow with soft edges. This one had broad shoulders and pale blue eyes that weren’t so much cold as they lacked any emotion at all. A crescent-shaped scar on his chin kept him from being too handsome.

He nodded at Jillian as they passed, and their eyes locked for just a moment. She was a little puzzled by her attraction. Jillian considered most men (with her father a notable exception) a means to an end. She’d never given much thought to the potential pleasure of the ride. But recently she’d been having erotic dreams—some violently erotic—and several had featured this man.

She waited for Rhys in the living room, standing in front of the beige marble fireplace. Above the mantle hung an acrylic painting of a city park on a late fall afternoon. The leaves had turned brilliant shades of red, orange and gold, and the buildings caught the sun’s last strong rays in such a way that they appeared to be on fire. The viewer saw either a dazzling end to a fall day or a blazing inferno.

When Rhys came into the room, he walked past her to the fireplace and stood quietly, staring into the flames.

Jillian waited several seconds before saying, “I have some news.”


Chapter 3

Whoever Elliott Schiff was, he wasn’t in his office and wasn’t expected back until tomorrow. Max left a message, then started to put away her developing equipment. Ten minutes later when the phone rang, she snatched it up without checking her caller ID. When she heard her real estate agent’s voice, she had to swallow her disappointment before she could speak. “I got your message,” she said.

“I don’t mean to be pushy about this, Maxine, but I think if you come up just a little in a counter-offer, the house is yours.” She named the amount, which was more than reasonable. “And I hate to see you lose this place. It’s perfect for you.” She sounded so sincere.

“Sorry,” Max said, not feeling sorry at all. “Something has come up that I need to take care of.” She didn’t want to explain. “I’m going to have to take myself out of the house market … for a while.”

“Oh—” The syllable managed to convey both surprise and curiosity.

“Family,” Max said.

The agent offered a few generic words of sympathy and asked Max to call her when things returned to normal. Max hung up, doubting she’d ever talk to the woman again.

She felt like walking, but it was raining hard now. She also felt bound to her apartment, waiting for Schiff’s call—he might phone in for messages—so she settled for a trip to the mailbox in the building’s vestibule. On the way down, she warned herself not to put any hope in this call. But it was too late; her annoying streak of optimism had already kicked in. Maybe this guy could tell her where Ben was. For some reason he’d gone into hiding. Or he was on a dig in some remote part of the world. Elliott Schiff would explain everything.

All her mailbox produced was five catalogues and a credit card application. She tossed the catalogues into the recycling bin and held onto the credit card application to shred when she got back to her apartment. As she started up the stairs, she saw Grey coming up the walk, a brown paper grocery bag in each arm. His shoulders were hunched and his head bowed against the rain as he tried to balance one bag against the other to free a hand.

She opened the door for him when he reached the stoop, and rain splattered against her cheek as he pitched into the vestibule. Wiping his shoes on the floor mat, he turned toward her. “Max.” He smiled. “Thank you.”

His gray-threaded hair was soaked, and he had to keep blinking to clear his eyes.

“You need a hand there?” She reached out for one of the bags. “So you can get your mail.”

“They’re a bit wet,” he said, but let her take one. It smelled like soggy paper and apples.

He mopped back his hair, squeezing some of the moisture from it, then dug a set of keys out of his pocket. “How’s this weather for a man who’s missing London?”

His accent reminded her of Bacon, and then Ben.

“Look at this.” He pulled out a couple of catalogues and some junk mail. “I haven’t lived here a month and already they’ve found me.”

As he closed and locked the mailbox, he looked at her closely. “You all right?”

“Yeah,” she said. She ran into Grey Fisher occasionally at the mailboxes or while walking Fiona, but didn’t know him all that well. They exchanged greetings, small talk, and once she’d seen him at a Chinese restaurant on Belmont with a raven-haired beauty. He knew how to use chopsticks and drank Tsingtao beer.

“You don’t look it.” He unlocked the inner door and took the bag from her while holding the door open with his foot.

The tight lines that had materialized between his brows seemed genuine. She started up the steps. “I just got some bad news. Maybe. I don’t know. My dad is missing …” Her throat thickened. “They think he’s dead. I don’t know what to think.”

Grey blinked a drop of water off his eyelashes. “What happened?”

“They don’t know.” She barely voiced the words.

“Where was he?”

“England. Last I heard from him.”

Nodding as though he understood, he said, “Is there anything I can do?”

Poor guy, she thought. Stumbled into her crisis and had the bad sense to ask how she was.

“No. Thanks, though. I’m waiting for a phone call.” They stopped in front of her door. “I’d better get back there.”

He tilted his chin and she was struck by how—with his narrow features and bent nose—he reminded her of a bird of prey. “If you need anything, let me know. All right?” He thrust his chin out and up. “Just two floors above you.”

“I will. Thanks.”

Back in her apartment she shredded the credit card application, then poured herself a glass of cabernet and stretched out on her couch. Fiona was curled up in her red beanbag chair. Her jowl and eyelids twitched with some dog dream.

Max leaned her head against the cushion, closed her eyes and recalled the last time she’d seen Ben. He’d come to Chicago last fall. Just for a day. They’d gone to their favorite restaurant, Cannizzaro’s, a storefront trattoria two blocks from Max’s north side apartment, where they ordered a starter of fried calamari and their usual drinks—a Scotch for Max and a Beefeater martini for Ben. Dinner with her father invariably resulted in a slight hangover for Max. She considered it a small price to pay. There was no one else with whom she trusted herself to get a little drunk.

When the drinks came, they had paused in conversation as Ben savored his first sip. He was a striking man with thick, white hair tending toward shaggy and lots of character within the lines and shadows of his face. Max had always been good at reading his eyes, and that day they seemed a little sad and thoughtful.

“Next time you’re in town, you ought to give me a little notice,” Max said. “There’s an art teacher at Coulter you should meet.”

The lines at the corners of his eyes deepened just before he smiled. “You’re wearing your matchmaker hat today.”

“Yes, it’s the one with the big, dangling bell. The beret doesn’t work. Too subtle.” Over the years, she’d tried to fix him up with every woman she considered worthy of him, which really wasn’t a large number. “You’d like Kim. She designs jewelry. Mid-fifties. Smart. Funny.” When Ben just continued to smile and drink, she added, “Ben, I can’t help myself. You’re a catch.”

“I know,” he said, struggling to keep a straight face.

She wouldn’t go into the “I worry about you being lonely” routine. While this was her main reason for wanting to fix Ben up—he’d been widowed since Max was five—she was tired of hearing how his life was so full he didn’t have time to be lonely. As far as she was concerned, no one was that busy. “You need two women,” she said. “One in England and one over here. Really. Let’s face it, half a year with you is going to be enough for any woman. I’m pretty sure Kim would be delighted with the arrangement.”

Ben was chuckling as he shook his head. “Maybe next time I’m in town.”

“And when will that be?”

“Next summer,” he said, then deftly changed the subject by asking about her teaching.

She gave him a look that said he wasn’t off the hook, but decided not to push. “Teaching’s going pretty well. Love the students. Most of the students.” Max smiled as she realized what she was about to say would sound familiar to Ben. “It’s the department politics I can live without.”

Ben raised an eyebrow. “And you’re thinking about applying to a doctoral program? You think you’ve got politics now.”

Max sipped her Scotch. As always, the first swallow made her wonder why she drank the stuff. “I’ve got to go somewhere. Up seems like a good direction.”

“You don’t want to teach the rest of your life, do you?”

“Is that such a bad way to live?” she asked, her smile feeling a little unsteady. She’d expected support.

“I teach one semester a year.” He dipped his glass and shrugged. “That’s probably why I’m good at it. The burnout rate is higher for those teaching full-time.”

Then, perhaps sensing his daughter wasn’t prepared to argue, he asked her about the department politics.

“Well, let me say that I’m glad I got tenure last year. I don’t think the new chair is my biggest fan.”

“Why the hell not?” Even the slightest affront to Max’s character or abilities seemed to genuinely amaze Ben. That was one of the things she loved about him.

“Cheryl thinks folklore belongs in anthropology, and that ‘master’s thesis’ and ‘fairies’ don’t belong in the same sentence.”

Ben took the spear skewering the jumbo olive from his glass, tapped it against the rim and handed it to Max, who didn’t care much for martinis but liked what they did for olives. “And she’s making your life miserable.”

“You could say that.” She chewed the olive slowly, enjoying the pungent mix of salt and gin. “If my folklore class didn’t draw high enrollment, I’d be sunk.” She swallowed. “But it does.”

“She might take you seriously if she knew what a thoughtful, practical four-year-old you were.” He looked down at his glass and smiled. “Do you remember how you laid bare the Santa myth by asking the mailman how many houses he delivered to in a day? You figured if he could do—I don’t know—a few hundred houses in six hours, there was no way Santa could do a few billion in twenty-four hours.” When he raised his eyes to her again, they were full.

Before she figured out what to make of her father’s tears, he said, “You know I always want what’s best for you, Max, don’t you?”

“I know.”

The deep-fried aroma arrived a few seconds before the calamari did, heaped high on a plate with a bowl of marinara sauce for dipping. She hoped the food would divert the conversation. Pikes only got maudlin after several drinks. Then they never spoke of it again.

Ben inhaled deeply and released his breath with a satisfied “Ah.”

Max lifted a morsel by its tentacle and tossed it on Ben’s plate. “For you,” she said. With squid, Max preferred not to be reminded of what she was eating. She helped herself to a few of the fried rings.

“This grad school thing. Don’t do this because you’re running out of options, Max.” He chewed thoughtfully for a minute, then added, “You can’t always fall into something first time out. Don’t push it. You’re very focused. Maybe a little too focused.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“There are times when you need to sit still, get quiet and listen to yourself. Find out what you really want.” His eyes narrowed as he studied her. “You ever do that?”

Max shrugged. “Who’s got the time?” In truth she was afraid if she did what he suggested, she’d find nothing. Then what was she supposed to do?

“Make the time.” His harshness startled Max. But then he smiled a little self-consciously. “I guess with age you develop perspective. Don’t be so intent on one thing that you lose sight of everything else. You know, don’t focus so closely on the trunk that you miss the fact that it’s part of an elephant.”

Max swallowed a bite of calamari. “You’ve been cracking open fortune cookies again, haven’t you?”

He shrugged. “What good’s an old man if he can’t give his daughter advice?”

“You’re not old.”

“Some days I feel it.”

Ben taught archaeology at a small New England college that was generous in the amount of time they gave him for his field work. They appreciated having a widely-published authority on their faculty. As successful as he was, Max had always thought he seemed vaguely unsatisfied in his findings, as though what he really sought eluded him.

He drained his martini and, with a gesture toward the waitress, ordered another round. When he turned back to Max he asked, “How’s the photography going?”

“Okay.” She blotted her fingers with a red linen napkin. “I had a photo published in the Tribune Magazine. Full page.”

Ben nodded his approval. “Your mother would be proud.”

Max cherished the few memories she had of her mother, who died when Max was five. She’d been a tall, graceful woman with soft hands and a wide smile who wore brilliant shades of blue and green and recorded family events with her camera. Max wasn’t more than seven or eight when she picked up her mother’s Nikkormat and started shooting her own pictures.

Ben studied her as the waitress brought their fresh drinks. When she’d left, he tapped the olive stick on the edge of his glass and said, “Just remember you have an exciting future ahead of you.”

“May I borrow that crystal ball of yours?” She accepted the olive. “Maybe it starts at graduate school.”

“Maybe,” Ben conceded. But, the way he bobbed his eyebrows as he sipped his martini suggested he believed otherwise.

The evening had left her confused. It had also left her with a roommate, when Ben told her his new landlord didn’t allow dogs over twenty pounds. “Until I find a new place,” he’d said. “It shouldn’t be long.”

“And what are you going to do with her when you go to England?”

He shrugged and looked at something over Max’s shoulder.

“You are so transparent, Ben.” She had to laugh. “Here I am trying to fix you up with women and you’re foisting hounds on me.”

That was six months ago. It had taken only a fraction of that time for her to grow attached to Fiona. A part of her opened up to make room for the dog, reminding Max that she was too young to be set in her ways. Ben had been right about that, too.

Since then, she and Ben had kept in touch, talking at least once a month. She’d never applied to graduate school but did look into the real estate market. Then, last month he’d called and asked her to come to Wales. She should have tried. She also should have listened harder at dinner. If she had, she’d have realized he had something serious on his mind.

She drained the glass of cabernet. A glance at her watch told Max it was going on two-thirty. It had the makings of a long wait. She thought about hauling out her photo equipment again, but decided she needed something more extraneous. Grading papers ought to do the trick. She had three sets of freshman essays and a term paper for the folklore class. If she could get into a groove, she might be able to shut down the right side of her brain for a while.

An hour and a half hour later when the phone rang, she’d just corrected the spelling of Tennyson for the third time in the same essay. She cut it off mid-ring.

“Elliott Schiff,” the man said. “I have a message from Maxine Pike.” His tone was brusque.

“This is she,” Max said. “Thanks for calling back.”

“You’re Ben’s daughter?”

“That’s right.”

“I hope nothing’s happened to him.” He sounded apprehensive.

“We don’t know what’s happened to him. That’s the problem. He’s missing … And I received a message from his solicitor that I’m supposed to call you.”

The line went silent for a number of seconds, then Schiff sighed. “Wow,” he said quietly.

She gave him a few more seconds, and then said, “Do you know why I’m supposed to call you?”

“Ah, yeah. Right.” When he continued, it was with the brusque tone again. “I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but your father had an item on loan to the museum.”

“I wasn’t. What kind of item?” She was thinking some ancient dagger or awl.

“A stone.”

“A stone?” Ben specialized in Celtic artifacts. As far as Max knew, the only stones he was interested in were ones fashioned as weapons.

“Right. He told me if you were ever to call, I was to see that you got it.”

She had so many questions, she didn’t know where to start. Finally, she just said, “Are you at the museum? I can be right there.”

“Whoa, wait a minute,” he said. “I’m thirty thousand feet over the Grand Canyon. How about we meet in the morning at the museum? Nine o’clock?” He told her how to find his office.

“I’ll be there.”

When she got off the phone, she poured another glass of wine and grabbed a bag of pretzel sticks. It was still going to be a long night. She thought about calling Grey. He said to call if she needed anything. Right now she could use some company. But she didn’t trust her emotions, so she forced herself to go back to the grading.


Chapter 4

When Olivia Pike got out of the cab in front of Walter Bacon’s office building, she undertipped the driver, feigning ignorance of the pound system. She wasn’t cheap, just short of cash. She’d rather look stupid than poor.

It was a few minutes before her ten o’clock appointment with Bacon, so she slipped into the women’s room. The flight from Paris had been a short one, and it hadn’t done as much damage as the sleepless night she’d had.

As she brushed some color onto her cheeks, she decided the darker hair wasn’t kind to the few lines in her face. She had it colored last week—gone from honey blond to this dark brown with red highlights. Maybe it was a bit harsh. What made her angry was that she’d done it for a stupid and, ultimately, pointless reason. Sebastian had spent too long admiring that waitress at Leon with the same color hair. Olivia had been foolish to think it was the woman’s hair color, rather than her youth or the way she’d been so pathetically impressed with the old lech. Olivia was also loathe to admit that she’d attached herself to a man who liked being fawned over. Then he’d gone and taken up with her—or someone like her—and Olivia had to scramble.

A scant hour before Bacon had called, Sebastian had informed Olivia he wanted her to move out by the weekend. Bastard. With Sebastian it was always a hurry. Even sex. She told him that. It felt good—for a moment—but then he told her he wanted her out the next day. Touchy, touchy.

Which was why she’d pressed for a meeting with Bacon this morning, rather than waiting until Monday when Max was supposed to be there. The solicitor had been reluctant, but Olivia had insisted and he’d relented, telling her that they couldn’t proceed with Ben’s bequest until Max arrived, but he would tell her what he could. Olivia agreed. Mainly, she needed to know how much she would be getting. She was too damned close to selling off her jewelry.

Since Bacon’s call, she hadn’t actually thought much about Ben. If he was dead, she supposed she felt sad. But it was more like losing an uncle with an interesting occupation. He was never around much. He’d breeze through town, bring presents and thrill her and Max with his adventures, then just when Olivia was getting sick of hearing it all, he’d move on again. Max never got enough and Olivia knew she was hurting now, but life was for the living and money was for the spending. Indeed, if he was dead, Ben would appreciate the fact that in his death he was able to do something good for Olivia.

She thought about having a cigarette—she hadn’t had one since De Gaulle Airport—but decided she’d get to Bacon’s office before lighting up. She carefully ran liner around the contours of her mouth, filled in her lips, then brushed on a coat of red. Blotting, she admired her handiwork. Walter ought to be impressed. She’d never met him, but from his voice she pictured him as being older and pudgy, with thinning hair and nervous eyes.

A sign on the office door read: “Bacon and Bradshaw, Solicitors,” and Olivia wondered what Bradshaw might have to solicit. She opened the door to a large outer office with a single desk and bookshelves lining the walls.

Behind the desk, with the phone to her ear, sat, Olivia assumed, the secretary. The black nameplate on her desk read “Amanda Wright.” She wore large, red-framed glasses and a green cardigan sweater buttoned up to her throat. Her hair was almost the color of Olivia’s, but Olivia assumed it wasn’t a professional job. Amanda was way too pale to pull off the color. She looked like a hennaed vampire.

When she smiled up at Olivia, the corners of her mouth twitched as though the gesture required effort to sustain. She said into the phone, “I’ve got to go now.”

Olivia turned away, not interested in this woman’s private conversation. And obviously it was. You didn’t use that syrupy tone with a client. Olivia’s first impression of Bacon’s operation wasn’t a good one.

“Can I help you?”

Olivia turned to see Amanda was off the phone and apparently ready to work. “Olivia Pike here to see Walter Bacon.”

“Of course,” she said. “Mr. Bacon should be in directly.” She nodded toward a corner of the room where three chairs flanked a low table. “Won’t you have a seat?”

Olivia looked over Amanda’s shoulder at the office door behind her with Bacon’s name on it. It was shut. She glanced at her watch—ten-oh-five—and sighed.

Amanda watched her, her hands clasped together so tightly the skin across her knuckles was stretched white.

Olivia gave her a thin smile and walked over to the grouping in the corner. She dropped her coat onto a brown leather chair and settled into the one beside it. When she looked around for an ashtray and saw none, she assumed one would appear when she lit up. She dug to the bottom of her purse for her cigarette case with the lighter wedged into it.

“Sorry, Miss Pike. There’s no smoking,” Amanda said, hands still folded together. Olivia noted that her red nail polish was chipped.

“I knew there was a reason I preferred the French,” Olivia muttered as she let the pack drop back into her purse.

Amanda added, “I’m asthmatic,” as if Olivia cared.

Olivia rummaged through her cosmetic bag for her manicure scissors, remembered she’d moved them to her suitcase because she was flying and made a mental note to transfer them back. She needed her tools and they had to be the right ones. Scowling, she removed a nail file from her cosmetic bag and smoothed the rough edge of a nail she’d caught on the seat on the plane; the ragged cuticle would have to wait.

Every now and then she’d look up at Amanda, just to let her know she was under scrutiny. The secretary fidgeted with a paper clip and seemed to be pointedly ignoring Olivia. She tapped the keys on her computer a few times, but didn’t seem to have much of a purpose. Every thirty seconds or so she consulted her watch, which pleased Olivia. It was nice to know she wasn’t the only one who didn’t wait well.

Several minutes later, the door opened. Olivia looked up, assuming it was Bacon. When she saw the newcomer, she knew that wasn’t the case. Too young, too casual and too working class. Too bad. He wasn’t unappealing. His sandy-colored hair brushed the collar of his jacket, and he glanced over his shoulder towards Olivia as he approached the secretary’s desk.

“Amanda,” he said, sounding as though he knew her.

“Nick,” she responded, her voice tight and her smile tighter.

“I’ve a ten o’clock with Walter.”

“Yes. I-I know.”

“Shame on Walter,” Olivia said. “Double-booking and then not showing up. Where are the manners you people invented?”

Nick checked his watch, then pushed back the edges of his tweed jacket and sunk his hands into the pockets of his jeans.

“Mr. Bacon shouldn’t be long,” Amanda said to him, adding, “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” He added a smile.

Amanda’s cheeks flushed pink.

Then he nodded and turned, his gaze falling solidly on Olivia. While she was used to being noticed, she had the impression that his interest wasn’t merely physical.

“Why don’t you have a seat, Nick,” Amanda began. “Like I said, I’m sure he’ll be along at any moment—”

“That’s what you told me fifteen minutes ago,” Olivia said. She wasn’t going to let this guy go ahead of her, and from the way Amanda was batting her eyes at Nick, he had the inside track. Besides, she wanted a cigarette. Maybe she couldn’t do anything about Walter’s punctuality, but this little excuse for a receptionist wasn’t going to tell her she couldn’t smoke. Slinging her purse over her shoulder, Olivia stormed the desk. Amanda’s eyes grew wide behind her glasses. “Listen,” Olivia said, “I’ve been trapped in economy class, and then in a cab that smelled like the inside of a tennis shoe whose driver’s knowledge of the English language was limited to ‘No smoke, please.’ “

As Olivia spoke, Amanda stood. Mistake. Olivia had six inches on her. She’d been restraining herself with Sebastian for the last three months and now her full-throttle bitch mode was kicking in. It felt great.

“I could’ve bought a Porsche for what it cost for a lastminute ticket to London, because Walter Bacon said it couldn’t wait. And what am I doing? I’m waiting for Walter.” She began to walk around the desk, heading toward the office behind it. “Well, I’m going to have a cigarette and I’m smoking it in his office.”

Amanda threw herself between Olivia and the door, her small hand grasping the knob.

Nick was watching the scene from in front of Amanda’s desk. From his frankly curious expression, he didn’t look as though he was going to intervene.

“I’ll tell you what,” Amanda said, wetting her lips, her gaze nervously passing from Olivia, to Nick, then back to Olivia. “I’ve got to use the loo You have a smoke out here. I’m sure Walter won’t mind.”

“I wouldn’t dream of polluting your air, Amanda.” She’d found her cigarette pack and pulled one out, along with her lighter. “I’ll smoke in Walter’s office.” She looked down into Amanda’s eyes. “Will you move?” Olivia realized she didn’t care about the cigarette anymore. She wanted to know what was on the other side of the door. “Don’t make me get ugly.”

Then the phone rang and Amanda slumped against the door.

Olivia smiled, figuring it must be the boyfriend calling back. “Aren’t you going to get that?”

Amanda seemed to grow an inch. Her flat little chest expanded. “Fine,” she said. “Smoke where you bloody well like.” She plucked her hand from the knob and stepped away from the door.

The switch was so abrupt, Olivia didn’t know what to make of it at first. She watched as Amanda snatched her purse from an open drawer, thrust it under her arm and marched toward the door. “Enjoy your smoke,” she said with a smirk, and added, “those things’ll kill you, you know.”

The little bitch, Olivia thought as the door closed behind Amanda. When she met Nick’s eyes, he frowned and shrugged. The phone stopped ringing.

“Is she always like that?” she asked.

“She’s a bit high-strung.”

“I wonder if she’s ever heard of decaf.” Olivia opened Bacon’s door and stepped into the office. The smell hit her first. Leather mixed with something foul. It was a long, narrow room and his desk was in the corner opposite the door, in front of a window. The blinds had been pulled, and it was several moments before Olivia’s eyes adjusted to the dim light.

“Walter?”

Amanda had been wrong. Bacon was in. Sleeping? Olivia took two steps toward the desk, then jumped back, a scream caught in her throat. On the desk, the pedestal of a large Celtic cross rose out of a pool of Walter’s blood. The back of his skull was caved in and a sliver of white bone protruded from his blood-matted hair. She released the scream.

The door banged against the wall and a moment later, someone was standing beside her.

“Good God.” It was Nick.

Walter’s eyes were wide open, vacant and yet surprised.

She heard the sound of the door closing, but couldn’t look away from the body until Nick said, “What the bloody—”

He had crossed to the door and was trying to turn the knob. It didn’t budge.

“Hey.” Olivia felt an edgier kind of fear take over.

Nick was yanking at the door, twisting the lock which appeared to be jammed.

“Amanda!” he yelled as he pounded his fist against the door.

From the other side of the door, a small voice said, “I’m sorry, Nick. But you shouldn’t of gone in there.”

“Amanda?” He pounded on the door. “Amanda!”

Silence.

“Open this.” He kicked the door. More silence. Then he turned to look at Olivia. Something about the way his gray eyes darkened and narrowed told her they shared the same thought.

“We need to get out of here,” she said, swallowing. It wasn’t just the corpse or the smell. There was something wrong in this room.

“We do,” he said, took a step back and gave it a solid kick near the door knob. He did it again.

Olivia determined his foot wasn’t going to do the job. She looked around for an object. All she saw was the Celtic cross. Gritting her teeth, she lifted it out of the blood—it was as heavy as it looked—and handed it to Nick. Without hesitating, he took it from her and slammed it into the door. Wood splintered and flew. He wielded it like an ax, holding onto the bloody end and using the crosspiece as the blade. It was surprisingly effective, and after four solid hacks, he had a large enough hole to maneuver his hand through and remove whatever had jammed the lock.

Nick dropped the cross and waved Olivia through the door.

Once she entered the anteroom, she started to feel silly about her nerves. She wasn’t the dramatic type. Still, it was good to be out of there. As she passed Amanda’s desk, the phone in Bacon’s office started to ring. Dead and still taking calls. She swallowed a giggle that was more from hysteria than disrespect. Still, her first priority was to get through this so she could contact Bacon’s partner and see if he could settle Ben’s estate. She couldn’t remember his name, but it was on the outer door. She was reaching for the door knob when the phone stopped in mid-ring. As she started to turn toward Nick, who she assumed was behind her, a flash of white light filled the room, then a deafening crack knocked her to the floor. She couldn’t hear her own scream.
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