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WASHINGTON, D.C.

LATE AUGUST

TUESDAY, LATE AFTERNOON

Sherlock had the next hour planned out to the minute. A quick stop at Clyde’s Market for mozzarella cheese for Dillon’s lasagna and some Cheerios for Sean’s breakfast tomorrow, then thirty minutes at the gym: fifteen minutes on the treadmill and some quick upper-body work, that is if she managed to avoid Tim Maynard, a newly divorced firefighter who kept putting the moves on her. She was bummed she couldn’t be with Dillon at the gym as usual, sweating her eyebrows off, but she’d been tied up in a meeting about the Mason Springs, Ohio, middle school murders. She thought of Agent Lucy McKnight, who’d been in the meeting with her until she had to run out to throw up. Lucy was four months pregnant now, nearly over the heaves, she had announced when she’d returned to the meeting, and everyone had applauded. Sherlock, Shirley, the CAU secretary and commandant, and Agent Ruth Noble were giving Lucy a just-beyond first-trimester party this Friday evening at Shirley’s condo. Not a baby shower, too early for that. Their gift to her would be two pairs of pants with elastic waists. Sherlock flashed back to her own pregnancy with Sean, how happy and terrified she’d been. Lucy had a good man in Agent Coop McKnight. What a wild ride the two of them had had before they’d hooked up.

Sherlock had only enough time to jerk the wheel left, fast and hard, before the black SUV struck her passenger side. The impact hurled her Volvo into a parked sedan, and then spun her into the oncoming traffic. The world sped up, blurred into insanity. As if from a great distance, she heard horns honking, screaming metal, yells. Her Volvo struck the front fender of a truck, glanced off, hit a sedan trying to swerve out of her way, ricocheted off yet another swerving car. Her head slammed against the steering wheel an instant before the airbag exploded in her face. She heard a sharp thunk and saw only a flash of what looked like a body flying across the hood of the Volvo, and bouncing off her wildly spinning car. Her brain registered splattered blood on the windshield—she’d hit someone. He’d come out of nowhere. She looked at all the blood, so much blood. Hers? The person’s she’d hit? The world turned round and round, a whirling kaleidoscope of colors and shapes, until they ended when the Volvo’s rear end slammed into a fire hydrant. Her head was thrown violently forward into the bag and she was out.
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Justice Cummings ran hard out of the alley between two brick buildings and into the street, looking back over his shoulder at the man and woman who were chasing him. He was a geek, not a runner, and he was surprised they weren’t closer. It had been a fluke he’d gotten away from them. They’d been slowed down by a homeless man who’d shuffled between them, his head down, mumbling. Justice didn’t know who they were, but they had to know he was CIA. There was no doubt in his mind they were out to take him, or worse. But why him? Why now? His brain squirreled around. All he could think of was the bizarre chatter he’d been picking up on the Russian dark web, some new kind of covert surveillance technology they were interested in, chatter his bosses hadn’t thought worth pursuing. But why attack him? Besides, how could anyone outside the campus have found out about anything he did? He never spoke about his work when he left Langley, he knew the rules.

He was vaguely aware of shouts and screams as he ran all out into the street to get away from those people. He never saw the wildly spinning Volvo until it struck him, sent him airborne. His face smashed against the windshield, and he kept flying, the force of the impact bouncing him over the hood. He landed on his side, not a foot from a car sitting sideways in the street, the driver yelling out the window toward the still-spinning car. Adrenaline rushed through him. He couldn’t lie there, even though blood was spewing from his face and pain seemed to be everywhere. They’d catch him. He managed to jump up and run hobbling through the gauntlet of screeching and stopped cars to the other side of the street, pushed through the gathering crowd, all staring, not at him but at the growing mayhem. He looked back and saw a car slammed into a fire hydrant, saw the windshield was streaked with blood, his blood. But he was alive, he could move. He didn’t know where they were, and maybe they’d have a hard time getting to him through the growing chaos of mangled cars, blaring horns, and throngs of people running.

A moment later he was alone in another alley next to a Korean restaurant, the smell of kimchi and the fetid odor of garbage from the two dumpsters mixing with the smell of blood on his face. He ran behind the far dumpster, pulled off his hoodie, and ripped off a sleeve to press against his nose. It ached fiercely, probably broken. His breathing was ragged and too fast. He tried to calm down, but it was hard. He was afraid and he hurt all over. He kept the sleeve pressed hard against his nose and waited. His ribs hurt and his left hip felt like it had been twisted sideways, but he could still move. He looked to see blood running down his leg, and just seeing it, recognizing his leg was hurt, made pain blast through him. He ripped off his other sleeve and made a tourniquet, tied it above the wound. He didn’t know how bad his injury was, only hoped to stop the bleeding. He stood there, panting, trying to deal with the pain. In twenty minutes he had gone from thinking he’d be having a cup of coffee with a nice woman he’d met at Langley who’d never shown up at the café she herself had chosen, to running for his life. Was it all a setup? She’d been part of a plan? He realized he knew next to nothing about her except he’d thought her pretty and very nice. But he’d been lucky, he’d gotten away, only to run full tilt into a spinning car and bounce over the hood, and maybe that was lucky, too. Wonder of wonders, he hadn’t broken all his body parts, only his nose, and hopefully the cut on his leg wasn’t bad. Yes, he’d call that big-time luck. He wiped the blood from his face, hoped he wasn’t only smearing it enough to scare people.

He knew he had to leave the alley. The man and woman must have seen him flying over the hood of that car, and they were probably still looking for him, maybe thinking he’d been too injured to get very far. They’d come again, work their way through the chaos to find him. It had to be about his work, a foreign government, maybe. What could they possibly want from him that was worth a kidnapping in broad daylight? Or worse. There were CIA protocols to follow, an emergency number to call. But someone had betrayed him, maybe someone at Langley had set him up. Would they be the ones who came for him? Who could he trust?

Justice felt pain building in his ribs, felt his leg throb, and his nose was on fire and still bleeding, but he wasn’t about to go to an ER, that would be the first place they’d look. He thought of calling his wife, but no way would he put her and their kids in danger. He could hunker down at home, it was empty, his family wasn’t there, but they’d know where he lived. So he was on his own until he didn’t hurt so much and had time to think this through. He had to move, but Justice knew he couldn’t make it far on foot. He called an Uber and set the pickup point on a street three blocks away, and thankfully saw the driver would be there in five minutes.

Blood kept oozing out of his nose. All he could do was keep pressing hard as he slipped through the crowds of people leaving work, all hurrying, many of them focused on their smartphones, none paying him any attention. He kept looking back, but no one was following him. He’d lost them. He began to feel hope.
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Four blocks away, Savich was walking to his Porsche after a hard workout, his muscles pumped and warm, and feeling pleased with himself. He was whistling, tossing the key fob into the air, catching it. He felt good, but he always felt good after working to his limits. He looked at his Mickey Mouse watch. Sherlock would be arriving soon, he had to get home to get the lasagna together. He climbed into the Porsche, pressed the starter. He knew she’d bring the extra mozzarella cheese for the lasagna that was defrosting, and maybe some ice cream for the cherry pie she’d made the previous evening, one of Sean’s favorites. He thought of Sean’s birthday list and laughed. His boy, who’d just learned how to ride a bike without training wheels two months ago, had said what he really wanted was a Schwinn three-speed. Yeah, like that would happen. Fortunately, he also wanted Steph Curry sneakers. Did somebody make Steph Curry sneakers for little kids? Probably so.

He was buckling his seat belt when his cell belted out Gilbert Hillman’s “Shining on the Moon.”

“Savich here.”

“Agent Savich, this is Officer Ted Malone. There was a car accident. Your wife, Agent Sherlock, is in an ambulance on the way to Washington Memorial. I’m sorry, but I don’t know her status.” A slight pause. “It looked bad, sir. You need to hurry.”

His world shrank instantly to a single black point. He roared out of the gym parking lot, wove between startled drivers on Wisconsin, and quickly picked up two police cars, sirens blaring. Finally, a vicious left brought him to the hospital’s emergency room entrance. He slammed on the brakes and jumped out of his Porsche in front of the ER, his shield held high as officers jumped out of their patrol cars, their guns drawn, yelling at him.

“FBI,” he yelled, “car accident, my wife.” He threw the nearest officer his keys. “Please move my car.” Before they answered him he was through the doors.

The place was a madhouse, but that was no surprise, it usually was. Savich threaded his way through the crowd of humanity to the counter.

“My wife, Agent Sherlock, was brought in—a car accident. What can you tell me? I’m—”

Savich wasn’t aware he was sheet white, his hands shaking, but Nurse Nancy Baker was. She said, her voice matter-of-fact, “I know who you are, Agent Savich. I’ll take you to her. Come.”

“Is she hurt badly?”

Nancy paused, laid her hand on his arm. “I’m sorry, Agent Savich, I don’t know the particulars, but the doctor’s with her. She’ll tell you.” She wasn’t about to tell him his wife had been unconscious on a stretcher, her beautiful curly red hair soaked with blood, more blood streaking in rivulets down her face. She’d recognized Agent Sherlock immediately, she’d been in a number of times, not as a patient but as an FBI agent, usually with her husband. More than that, she was well known, the heroine who’d saved countless lives at the hands of a terrorist at JFK several months before.

Savich followed her, weaving through men, women, and several children, some upright, some in wheelchairs, some being comforted by relatives. They walked through swinging doors into a large space with curtained-off cubicles on each side, surrounding a central nursing station. Here it was a controlled chaos, the doctors, nurses, and techs moving fast, their faces intent and focused.

From behind the curtains, Savich heard moans, a cry, and low voices speaking urgently or trying to soothe, one voice nearing hysteria, another calm and deep, reassuring. A doctor.

The nurse pulled back the nearest curtain and stepped aside.

Two nurses and two doctors were bending over Sherlock. The female doctor looked up, frowning. “Who are you?”

Savich immediately held up his FBI creds. They always gave him instant access. “I’m Agent Dillon Savich. She’s Agent Sherlock. I’m her husband. Talk to me. What’s her status?”

The woman straightened, walked to him, lightly laid her hand on his arm just as the nurse had. “I’m Dr. Loomis. That’s Dr. Luther.” She nodded toward a young man who was bending over Sherlock, lightly palpating her belly. “He told me about who she is and that you’d be coming. We have some urgent tests to do now, but I can tell you she’s got a gash over her temple that will need stitches, multiple contusions on her arms and chest. Nothing appears broken, but we’ll need X-rays to be sure. There are no signs of internal bleeding, but again, we need tests to confirm.

“She was unconscious when she got to us, but she’s awake now, though still confused. She smiled up at me and said her head felt like it was kettledrumming. That’s a good sign, as you doubtless know. We’re about to take her for a CT brain scan and they’ll scan her chest, abdomen, and pelvis as well, our protocol for trauma of this sort. I’ll know more soon. Perhaps you’d like to go to the surgical waiting room on the second floor? It’s more private, less intense than the ER waiting room. I’ll come see you there. Agent Savich?” She squeezed his arm. “Are you with me?”

Dr. Loomis knew he was scared senseless and would stay scared until she was willing to swear on a stack of Bibles his wife would recover. Sometimes even that wasn’t enough. She would be scared to death, too, if it were her husband or her daughter lying there.

“I want to see her, a moment only. I—I need to see her.”

Dr. Loomis stepped aside. “Only a moment, they’re ready for her in CT.”

Sherlock’s eyes were closed. She lay perfectly still on a steel-framed gurney, most of her clothes cut off, the two nurses and the doctor surrounding her. So many bruises, cuts, and abrasions, as if she’d been thrown every which way. One of the nurses was speaking low to her, holding her hand as she pressed a strip of gauze over the cut on her temple. He swallowed when he saw all the blood—her hair was black with blood.

The other nurse moved aside at a nod from the doctor and Savich stepped in to lean over her. He lightly kissed her cheek, tasted her blood. He wanted to weep. “Sherlock? Sweetheart? Can you hear me?”

She opened her eyes and stared up at him, her eyes vague, not quite focused on his face. “Are you here to tell me you’ve got to cut me open now?”

“No cutting for you. You’re awake and that’s good. They’re going to take excellent care of you. You were in an accident, but you’ll be all right.”

“An accident,” she whispered. “What happened?”

“I don’t know yet, but your Volvo saved your life. Doesn’t matter, your next car’s going to be a Sherman tank.”

“We really need to take her now, Agent Savich, it’s important,” Dr. Loomis said from behind him.

He leaned down, kissed her again, and straightened. She was simply staring up at him, her mouth opening. He lightly laid his finger over her lips. “No, don’t talk. You can tell me everything later. I swear, you’ll be all right.”

She looked up at the blurred face above her. All the people hovering around were wearing white, so much white. She didn’t understand why, but in that moment, it didn’t seem to matter. “Stay with me,” she whispered, and closed her eyes again.

Savich held Sherlock’s hand as he walked beside the gurney out of the ER down a long hallway. She squeezed his hand once and his heart stuttered. He couldn’t stand seeing the smear of blood on her cheek, the blood matted in her hair beside the pressure bandage they’d placed on her head. No, she would be fine, her breathing was slow and steady. They pushed through another door, down another hallway, and through a door marked COMPUTED TOMOGRAPHY.

“Time to leave her with us, Agent Savich,” Dr. Loomis said at the doorway. “I promise I’ll come speak to you as soon as I can.” She paused, then said, “Try not to worry, all right?”

He leaned down, lightly cupped Sherlock’s face, kissed her mouth, and straightened. They wheeled her in and the door closed in his face. Savich stood staring at the door, aware of low voices, machines beeping, people hurrying past him. It seemed no one walked in this place, and for that he was grateful. He stood in front of the door, unable to move. He realized there was nothing he could do, and he hated it, hated feeling helpless. Slowly, Savich walked up the stairs past two nurses talking about a patient who’d thrown a bedpan at an orderly, to the second floor surgical waiting room. It was empty. Well, who would want to operate at nearly seven o’clock in the evening? Only for emergencies, like Sherlock. He had to stop it, there was no talk of surgery. Not yet.

It had been only a matter of months since Savich had spent time in that waiting room. Nothing had changed. It was small and square, its walls painted a light green, with three eye-level Monet water lily reproductions, lamps on side tables, and year-old magazines stacked neatly on a coffee table. A new Keurig machine held the place of honor on a table in the corner, pods of coffee and tea piled in a basket. He sat down, immediately jumped back up, and began to pace. He stopped, took a deep breath. He had to get it together, there were things he had to do. That steadied him. He pulled out his cell, called Gabriella. He told her what had happened, where he was. He heard Sean in the background. “Put him on, Gabriella, and please listen, this is what we’re going to tell him for now.”

He said simply to his son, “Something has come up, Sean. Your mother and I won’t be home until late. Eat your dinner, ask nicely if Gabriella would like to play Captain Carr with you or maybe watch those clips of Steph Curry shooting three-pointers in China again. Go to bed when she tells you to. No whining, okay? You promise?” Of course, Sean wanted to know if they were chasing bad guys, and Savich, an excellent liar, spun a fine tale about three bank robbers on the loose, nothing to worry about. Finally, he said to Gabriella, “Don’t worry, I’ll keep you posted. Thanks for staying with him.”

There were others to call, but he simply couldn’t do it yet. He slipped his cell into his jacket pocket and eased back down on a surprisingly comfortable chair. He looked straight ahead at nothing in particular, and prayed.

Savich was still sitting, his hands clasped between his knees, when Metro detective Ben Raven, a longtime friend, hurried in. “Ted Malone, one of the officers at the accident site, knew you and I were friends and called me. Savich, the nurse in the ER said Sherlock was getting tests, no word yet on the results.” Ben plowed his fingers through his hair. “Of course, you already know that.” He sat down beside Savich, laid his hand on his shoulder.

“Thanks for coming, Ben.” Savich looked at his friend. “It’s strange. There’s nothing I can do, only sit here like a zombie and wait. And wait. I don’t think they ever run out of tests. Her hair was soaked with blood, Ben, it was black.”

“You know as well as I do scalp wounds bleed bad. It doesn’t mean much.”

Savich shook himself. “Yes, I know. Do you know what happened? Who hit her?”
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WASHINGTON, D.C.

WASHINGTON MEMORIAL HOSPITAL

TUESDAY EVENING

Ben said, “An SUV ran a red light, swerved suddenly, and broadsided her passenger side, sent the Volvo into a spin. She ended up rear-ending a fire hydrant.”

Savich saw it clearly in his mind. She’d had an instant of awareness, and then wham—the rest would have been a blur. He’d bet Sherlock didn’t even know exactly what had happened. She was an excellent driver, but spinning backward into a fire hydrant? Shut it off. He had to know more, had to see. “Do you have photos of the accident?”

Ben hesitated and Savich merely stared at him. “All right.” Ben pulled out his cell and scrolled down, past a dozen shots of Callie, his wife, smiling that wonderful smile of hers, tickling their baby daughter, Taylor, who was showing all her gums she was laughing so hard. He stopped and handed his cell to Savich. “There are several videos witnesses forwarded to us, so, if you wish, you can watch some of what happened after the accident. Since Sherlock is well known, you can bet people will upload some videos on YouTube.” He handed Savich his cell and watched him stare at the totaled Volvo, the fire hydrant rammed into its rear, the smears of blood across the windshield.

“That’s not her blood, Savich. The blood on the windshield is on the outside, which means the Volvo struck someone when it was out of control.”

The next shot was of two paramedics lifting an unconscious Sherlock out of the driver’s side. Then a video of a woman somewhere in her thirties, her hair in black tangles straggling down nearly to her shoulders, wearing a brown trench coat, of all things, in the middle of summer. She was limping slightly as she walked past a paramedic and away from the smashed front end of a big black Escalade. She was holding her arm, and looked to be talking a mile a minute.

Savich felt killing rage, swallowed. “This woman’s the one who hit her, isn’t she?”

“Yeah.”

“And you’re telling me she walked away? With what? A broken arm and a limp?”

Ben said, “Yes, and some bruises. She’s downstairs in the ER with two officers, along with one other person who was hurt. The woman’s name is Jasmine Palumbo, age thirty-six. She works as a security engineer for the Bexholt Group, going on eight years.”

Savich nodded. The Bexholt Group was a communications security company owned by Garrick Bexholt, headquartered in Maryland.

“Witnesses told Officer Malone how Palumbo came barreling through the intersection like a bat out of hell. Palumbo swears she didn’t see the red light, didn’t see Sherlock until it was too late, said she tried to stop, but maybe her brakes failed. We’ll check out the brakes. Sherlock saw her coming at the Volvo passenger side at the last second and instinctively jerked the wheel left, so she was hit at an angle, and that sent her into a parked car, then into a spin. Thankfully there wasn’t a lot of traffic in either direction, but still, in all she clipped a Tesla, a Ford F-150, and two sedans before spinning backward to smash into the fire hydrant. The airbag saved her life.

“As for Palumbo, the paramedic told Malone he thought she would be fine. Still, they’re doing a tox screen, checking to see how badly her leg and arm are injured. After she hit Sherlock, she swerved and crashed into a kiosk, injured a couple of passersby and the man selling newspapers. She’ll pay a hefty fine for reckless driving, but she won’t go to jail unless she was on drugs or drunk. It’ll be ruled an accident. I don’t know anything more yet. I’ll forward her insurance information.”

“What about the blood on the windshield, Ben?”

“Now, there’s a question I can’t answer yet. All we know for sure is that according to a couple of witnesses, a man ran out into the street in front of Sherlock as she was spinning and she struck him. He was thrown up onto the hood and into the windshield, bounced off the other side. It wasn’t her fault, of course. But after that bounce, he disappeared, seems to have run off. There was pandemonium, as you can imagine, people calling 911, rushing to help, shooting videos, you name it. So far he’s not on any of the videos. We don’t know who he is.”

“You have a description?”

“We know it’s a man, age undetermined, but young enough and fit enough to run fast. He looked like a tourist—hoodie, jeans, sneakers, a watch cap. We have people out looking for him, checking with other ERs to see if he took himself to one. One woman told Officer Casspi the guy was running out of an alley between two buildings, looking back over his shoulder, like someone might be chasing him.

“Obviously he has to be hurt, what with the hard impact, all that blood on the windshield. Maybe there was someone chasing him, they picked him up and hauled him away? Don’t know yet. No one’s reported seeing anything like that, but again, all the attention was on Sherlock.

“I have two men backtracking him, checking to see if there was a robbery, anything hinky to set someone after him. If he did manage to walk away on his own, there’ll be a blood trail. I hope. We should find him soon.”

Ben saw Savich’s hands clench, flex. “Listen, Savich, when Palumbo is cleared from the ER, the officers will take her to the Daly Building until her tox screen comes back. I’ll have control.” Again Ben touched his shoulder. “A favor, Savich, don’t get involved with Palumbo, it’ll keep things cleaner. It sounds like she wasn’t paying attention, probably looking off at something, got distracted. If she was high, I’ll clap the irons on her myself and haul her to a cell.”

Savich managed a ghost of a smile. The two men sat side by side, quiet now. Savich couldn’t get the image of Sherlock’s beautiful hair soaked with blood out of his mind. He wasn’t about to call her parents until he knew more. He swallowed, he had to call his boss, Jimmy Maitland.

Within twenty minutes FBI agents began to arrive, among them Davis Sullivan, Lucy McKnight, and Shirley Needleham, the CAU secretary, with Mr. Maitland at their head. Ben had to repeat what had happened three more times. When Dr. Loomis walked in an hour later, the surgical waiting room was full, everyone coming to their feet when she appeared in the doorway. She smiled at them. “Agent Sherlock’s CT scans were completely normal, except for the superficial injuries. No intracranial bleeding, no broken bones, no sign of internal bleeding. She suffered a concussion, of course, and a cut on her head we stitched, and as Agent Savich knows, there are considerable upper-body contusions and bruising. But with some luck, she’ll be fine.” Given the photos a police officer had shown her of the crash, Dr. Loomis was amazed Agent Sherlock survived, but she didn’t say that. She knew Agent Savich, probably all the agents in this waiting room, had seen the photos. She added, “Given the severity of the accident, she’s very lucky. Right now, she needs quiet and rest. We won’t know more about how bad her concussion is until tomorrow morning, when any remaining symptoms could manifest themselves. I’ll review what we can expect privately with you later, Agent Savich. I want to monitor her closely throughout the night, so I prefer she stay in the ICU. If you wish to stay with her, I’ll have a cot brought in for you. As you know, the cubicles are small and I doubt you’ll get much sleep.

“As for the rest of you, alas, I can’t offer you the five-star accommodation we’re offering Agent Savich. I can assure all of you she will get the best of care.” She smiled really big. “After all, she’s famous, isn’t she? The heroine of JFK.”

Dr. Loomis looked at all the relieved faces, some smiling back and nodding at what she’d said.

Agent Davis Sullivan raised a finger. “May we see her in the morning?”

Now, this young man could raise a flutter, Dr. Loomis thought, not immune. She said, “Check with Agent Savich first. He’ll let you know if visiting tomorrow is a good idea.” She turned to Savich, who still looked white around the gills, and something else, too. He was angry. She didn’t blame him. She’d heard the woman who’d struck Agent Sherlock’s car was downstairs in the ER. She’d walked away with a sprained arm, now in a sling, and nothing but bruises on her leg. Didn’t that just figure? “Agent Savich, I’ll send an orderly in to take you to her.”

When she left, everyone started high-fiving and talking at once. Savich shook Ben’s hand, started to thank everyone for coming, but when a skinny young black orderly with thick glasses and a goatee showed up, he only nodded and left. The orderly had to double-time it to keep up. Savich knew exactly where the ICU was, he’d been there often enough over the years. He couldn’t help himself, glanced at the man’s name tag and asked, “Did you see her, Malcolm?”

Malcolm wasn’t deaf to the fear in Agent Savich’s voice. “Yes, Agent, I did. She’s sleeping, not unconscious. There’s a big bandage around her head, so it looks worse than it is. One of the nurses said all her curly hair would cover the stitches over her temple. Is her name really Sherlock? As in the Baskerville Sherlock?”

“Yes, and surprise, she loves dogs.”

Malcolm left him in front of a curtained cubicle in the ICU with a small salute. Savich pulled back the curtain to see a nurse fussing over Sherlock, taking her blood pressure, her pulse. She straightened, nodded to him. “You’re her husband, Agent Savich, right?”

He nodded. “How is she?”

“Her vitals continue to be in the normal range. I’m hoping she’ll sleep most of the night, even with the frequent checks. If anything worries you tonight, give us a holler.” She shook his hand, nodded to the stingy narrow cot snugged into the small space. “Good luck with that. I’ll see you again soon.”

Savich stood over Sherlock, simply listening to her slow, even breathing. They’d cleaned the blood off her face and put her in a light blue hospital gown. The bandage around her head was in layers, like a turban. He remembered when she’d been hurt in San Francisco before last Christmas, her head had been covered with layers of white bandages then, too. The leaching fear flooded back, drowning him. He touched his fingertips to her hair, still stiff with dried blood. He looked at the bruises on the top of her shoulder from the seat belt, bruises he knew looked worse than they were. An IV line snaked into her wrist from a bag of liquid, probably saline to keep her hydrated. Nothing they could give her for the concussion. She was pale and still, a lifeless model of herself. It scared him to death. She was always on the move, always ready to take on anything thrown at her. She was vital, a dynamo.

Savich leaned down, lightly kissed her mouth. He stood by her bed for a very long time.
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WEDNESDAY MORNING

She opened her eyes and saw his face again, only inches above hers, beautiful dark intense eyes framed by black eyelashes. She remembered he’d stayed with her, holding her hand, as she was being wheeled—somewhere. He was utterly focused on her. Why did he look worried? Then pain struck inside her head out of nowhere, pain so sharp she gasped. She no longer cared if the angel Gabriel was standing over her, she was only aware of the pounding pain. She tried to raise her hand but felt a hard tug. She saw a needle sticking out of her wrist tethered to tubing.

What had happened? Where was she? Well, given the needle in her wrist, she was in a hospital, but— Her brain twisted, turned inward, and she no longer cared if she was on Mars. The pain in her head was like nails hammering into a board. She whispered, her voice insubstantial as candle smoke, “My head—it hurts, really hurts. What’s happening?”

She closed her eyes against the pain, heard him call out, “Nurse, come quickly. She’s awake and in pain.”

She felt his fingers lightly touch her cheek. “Hold on, help’s coming.” His hand moved to cup her chin, and it distracted her for a moment. His low, deep voice sounded close to her cheek. “The pain only now started?”

She opened her eyes, closed them again real fast, whispered, “Yes, and it’s bad, like a jungle drum pounding a battle cry.” Raw fear struck through her. She was dying, she couldn’t survive this pain, no one could. She felt his hand squeezing hers. “Hold on,” he said again, “they’ll be here soon to help you.”

“I’m dying, aren’t I?”

“No, you’re not dying until the next millennium, then maybe another decade or so after that. Hang on, sweetheart.”

Sweetheart?

A nurse hurried into the cubicle. “Good, you’re awake. Let’s take care of the pain first. Dr. Loomis expected you might have a bad headache this morning. She left orders for a very nice drug for you, Dilaudid. Not enough to knock you out, we can’t have that. I’m injecting it into your IV right now. Breathe normally. That’s it. You should feel better very quickly, only a couple of minutes.”

The three of them waited silently. The couple of minutes seemed an eon to Sherlock, until finally she began to ease.

The nurse leaned down. “Better? Was there pain anywhere else? Or only your head?”

Sherlock had enough control to give this some thought. She whispered, “I feel achy, little jabs of pain here and there when I move, mainly in my chest and arms and my shoulder, but that’s better now, too.” She felt another ripple of pain in her head, but it wasn’t nearly as bad. Still, she closed her eyes and lay very still. She whispered, “It’s the oddest thing. I feel like I’m ready to float to the ceiling. Should I hang on to something?”

Savich took her hand. “I’ve got hold of you. If you float up, I’ll bring you back down. Or maybe I’ll float up with you.”

“Thank you.” She blinked, opened her eyes. “I know I’m in the hospital. What happened? Did someone mug me?”

“No. Another driver slammed into you at the intersection of Prior and Williams, and sent the Volvo spinning. You ended up rear-ending a fire hydrant.”

“The man who hit me, is he all right?”

“It wasn’t a man. Last I heard she walked away with a sprained arm and bruised leg.”

“A woman hit me? A woman? But women don’t drive crazy like that.”

“This one did, for whatever reason.”

“Did I hurt anyone?”

“A few people were injured, but not seriously. Don’t worry. We’ll talk more about it later.”

The nurse said, “That’s right, no more talk about the accident. I’m Joan Marlow, I’ll be taking care of you today. I’ll bet you’re thirsty, right?”

“Yes.”

“Let me check you out first, then water.” She took Sherlock’s pulse, listened to her heart, shined a penlight into her eyes, asked her to follow the light to the right, then to the left. She had Sherlock grip her hands and move her legs. She studied her face a moment. “Any nausea?”

She thought about it, then, “No.”

“Good. Dizziness?”

“No, but I’m afraid to move. I feel sort of balanced on the edge and I don’t want to take the chance of falling off.”

“I understand. Is the pain in your head down to a dull throb now?”

“Yes, it’s amazing. I’d like a liter of that wonderful drug, please. Maybe a bit more would send me floating right out the window.”

The nurse laughed. “A lot of people like it, too many like it too much. Now you get some water, only a bit.” Savich held out his hand and she handed him a plastic cup of cool water with a flexible straw. He moved in close, held it to Sherlock’s mouth. She hesitated a moment before she sucked on the straw. She kept sucking until Nurse Marlow patted his shoulder. “That’s it for right now. You can have a bit more in fifteen minutes.”

Sherlock closed her eyes a moment. “Thank you.”

“Any nausea from the water?”

She opened her eyes, saw her nurse had a comfortable older face, kind eyes. “No nausea. Your name—Joan Marlow. Wasn’t she an actress?”

Joan grinned, patted her arm below a small bandage covering a cut. “Close. You can thank my parents, well, mainly my dad. Now, I promised to call Dr. Loomis when you were awake. She’s already downstairs, on rounds. She should be here shortly.”

“This is wonderful. I don’t feel any pain at all, but I don’t want to float anymore, I want to snuggle down and sleep for a year.”

Savich leaned down, lightly kissed her nose. “Don’t go to sleep yet, okay? Wait up for Dr. Loomis. See, you have a magic button to press whenever you want more painkiller.” He closed her hand around a small device, saw her fingers tighten around it, and smiled. He wouldn’t want to let it go, either.

“If someone tries to take it away, I’ll hurt them.” Was that still her own voice, sounding all low and easy?

She heard the nurse chuckle. “I don’t blame you.”

He was holding her hand, his flesh warm. She felt his fingers lightly touch her cheek. “Don’t worry about Sean. I told him last night we were hot on the trail of some bank robbers. I’m sure Gabriella embellished to make us sound really heroic.”

Such a mesmerizing voice, an actor’s voice, deep and resonant, but his words made no sense. She blinked, focused on his face, licked her lips. “Was I mugged?”

The nurse said quietly, “Don’t worry, the repetition isn’t uncommon with a concussion. She might ask this same question again until her brain sorts things out.”

And so he said, “No, you weren’t mugged, you were in a car accident,” and repeated what he’d told her before, adding, “I’m sorry, but your Volvo’s totaled. Do you remember anything that happened?”

Her Volvo was totaled? She saw a shocked face, wild fear, and then nothing. A door slammed shut in her mind and she felt trapped inside, something she didn’t understand. She could only lie there, helpless. “The woman who hit me, I saw her face for a moment. She was surprised, then afraid.” She paused, trying to bring it back, but no go. “I don’t remember anything else.”

“It’s all right. It’s amazing you remember that much. Your brain got slammed around even with the airbag. It will take a while to fill in the blanks.” Maybe she’d never remember the accident, which might be better.

She had to know, simply had to, but it was frightening to say the words. She whispered, “Why are you here?”

She watched him cock his head. “Where else would I be? You scared the bejesus out of me, out of a lot of people. Last night, nearly everyone in the unit was here, including Mr. Maitland. Don’t worry, I spoke to your parents and my mom last night, assured them you’re all right. And of course to Gabriella. I told Sean you and I were chasing bank robbers.” He didn’t mention the calls he’d gotten from the Post and the local TV stations. Videos of the spectacular accident and its aftermath had gone viral. The reporter from the Post said there were half a dozen on YouTube. Savich had referred all calls to the media liaison at the Hoover.

“Parents?”

He lightly patted her cheek. “Well, sure, no choice. They’re very worried, but I told them not to fly back, you’d be fine in a couple of days. They’ll probably call you later today. You slept through the night, even when the nurse came in to check on you. She was surprised you did and very pleased, said it was the best thing for you.”

She was silent, then slowly raised her vague summer-blue eyes to his face. It was time to spit it out, time to know, though she was afraid to say it out loud. But she had to know. She whispered, “When I first saw you last night, I thought you had beautiful eyes and awesome eyelashes. Looking at you made something stir in me, something familiar, comforting, but it faded away. I know you’re not a doctor, yet you were here with me whenever I was awake. You’re very handsome and kind and I love your voice. But here it is, I don’t know who you are. And who is Gabriella? Who is Sean?”
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At first her words made no sense. Then they did, and Savich felt them like a punch to the gut. She didn’t know who he was? He’d seen memory loss after head trauma, most cops had, but this was different. This wasn’t a stranger, this was Sherlock. Not only didn’t she remember the accident, she didn’t remember him. It nearly broke him, but he knew he had to keep it together, had to keep calm. It was only temporary. It had to be only temporary. He managed a smile. “I’m your husband, Sherlock. Dillon Savich.”

She frowned, never taking her eyes from his face. “Sherlock? My name is Sherlock?”

“Yes. Lacey Sherlock Savich.”

“You’re my husband?”

“Yes, I am.”

Everyone called her Sherlock? Not Lacey? How strange. Sherlock, now she’d have to get used to her odd name. She stared up at him and he saw a flash of fear, then a hint of a smile. She whispered, “If I were Stacy instead of Lacey, the alliteration would rock the world.”

For an instant he saw his Sherlock, saw her smile, heard her humor. She was in there. “Yes, you’d be a triple S.”

“Where did I get a name like Sherlock?”

Don’t let her see how freaking scared you are. “Your father, Corman Sherlock, is a federal judge in San Francisco. I understand defense lawyers try to avoid cases in front of Judge Sherlock. Your mom is Evelyn. Since the first of the year, she practically runs Davies Hall—that’s where they have classical music, symphonies. They’re both very worried about you.” Was he telling her too much? If he squeezed her hand to reassure her, would he frighten her? After all, she didn’t know him. He was handsome? He drew a breath. “We have a wonderful little boy, Sean. He’s nearly five years old, and a pistol. Gabriella is his nanny, really one of the family.”

Sherlock heard the words, understood them, and she knew they should make her feel something, remember something, but they didn’t. The life those words painted belonged to someone else. She suddenly saw a large room with workstations, men and women talking, she heard typing on keyboards, laughing, someone calling out a series of numbers, and then a door slammed in her brain again. A memory, but then it was gone, simply gone. The world began spinning, she was in a car and it was spinning round and round, and then there was nothing, only blankness.

She gasped. His arms were around her, this stranger’s arms, yet somehow familiar and strong. He smelled good. His breath was warm and sweet against her cheek, his voice reassuring. “It’s all right. Don’t worry. Everything will straighten out.” He kissed her forehead, only a light touch, but it froze her.

He felt it, knew he was scaring her. Well, he was a stranger to her. He eased her back down and lightly stroked her hands.

She forced herself to calm, focused on his face above hers. This man was her husband? He looked tough with the black beard scruff, like he could derail a train with a punch. His dark eyes were nearly black.

“I bet women are all over you. Do I have to beat them off with a stick? Maybe punch a few of them?”

He had to grin. “I guess you’ve protected me a couple of times.”

Humor. She recognized he was trying to keep it light, keep her fear at bay. She studied his face. It was hard to get the words out. “We’re really married?”

“Yes. Nearly six years. You became pregnant very soon after we married.” He paused. “Whenever I forgot and said the word ‘pregnant’ in front of you, you had to run to the bathroom and hurl. And something I’ll never forget, whenever I slipped up, you punched me.”

She pictured herself hugging a toilet, wasn’t sure if it was a flash of memory or a simple visual from his words. “Please show me a photo of Sean.”

Savich pulled out his cell, showed her a short video of Sean playing basketball with Marty Perry, his best friend for years and years, he’d say. A small boy and girl were kid-shrieking, trash-talking each other like they’d seen on TV, and then she heard a woman’s voice calling out, her own voice, “Come on now, guys, I’ve got my special lemonade ready for you.” The camera panned toward her and she saw a young woman wearing shorts and a cutoff top, her curly red hair in a fat ponytail, flip-flops on her feet and pink toenails. The kids were running madly toward her and she hugged them both and turned to walk up the steps into a house, a kid on each side of her, talking nonstop.

She swallowed, aware he was looking at her, waiting. For her to suddenly remember everything?

“The little boy, that’s Sean?”

“Yes. He loves computer games, Captain Carr and his sidekick Orkett this week. Of course, he loves basketball, would do anything to meet Steph Curry, though he claims he’s going to be tougher and shoot more threes. He’s always running around with our Scottie, Astro. Sean’s smart, a kindhearted kid, and he likes to tell people Marty’s going to be his future wife. Well, one of them.”

Oddly, that sounded okay, sounded natural. “That woman, it’s me?”

“Yes. You make lemonade from our own Meyer lemon tree. You’re as kindhearted as Sean and you’re beautiful, as you saw. And smarter than you have a right to be.”

She remembered the large room. “Do I work?”

“You do more than work. You and I are both FBI special agents. We’re at the Hoover Building, in my unit, the CAU—the Criminal Apprehension Unit. I’ll tell you all about it later. I think that’s enough for now. Time for you to let your brain relax. Don’t worry too much, everything will come back. A little time, that’s all you’ll need.”

She was a cop? A federal cop? Did that mean she was tough, like he was? The large room with all the working men and women—that was where she worked? Probably so. The person she was before the accident knew all those people, but the person she was now had no clue. He didn’t want her to be too worried? Like that was possible.

“She—I—have red hair. Really curly?”

He lightly touched a curl hugging her cheek. “Yes, and lots of it, beautiful stuff. And summer-blue eyes. You’re a knockout, Sherlock. You saw that yourself on the video.”

“Are my toenails still pink?”

“You changed to coral last week, to end out the summer, you told me, to prepare your toes for the final leap to fall red.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, and closed her eyes. She wanted to cry. She whispered again, “I’m sorry.”






7


MORGANTOWN, VIRGINIA

REDEMPTION HOUSE

WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON

They called her Athena, at her own request. Of course they knew her real name, but no one called her by that name when they had to communicate or when they met here to work at Redemption House, their headquarters in rural Virginia. She said the code name was an added level of security, one she’d picked herself: Athena, goddess of war.

Nikki Bexholt, Athena, looked at the three people standing in front of her, every one of their faces grim. She’d selected each of them carefully, some for their expertise, some because of their unquestionable loyalty to her. Jasmine Palumbo, her team leader, a supervisor in Bexholt’s client security division, stood tall and straight, with her arm in a sling, guilt radiating off her in waves. Cricket Washburn, supervisor of campus security at Bexholt, managed only an occasional furtive glance toward her. And Dr. Craig Cook, her most precious asset, the shining star in Bexholt’s R&D division, a rare inventive talent, an electrical engineering genius. He was her brain trust with his bald head and his Fu Manchu mustache he hoped made him look less like a nerd, but didn’t. He’d actually been excited about snatching Cummings off the street, undoubtedly pictured himself as a debonair badass. Now he looked more scared and miserable than Jasmine or Cricket. Well, he wasn’t a trained operative, and he never would be. It had been her mistake to think otherwise, a mistake to think any of them were more than the rankest amateurs. But she realized what they needed now was reassurance, her word this was only a minor mishap. They needed some spine, something that seemed at the moment to be in short supply.

She said in her usual cool, clipped voice, “It wasn’t only you who failed, Jasmine. Our assessment of Cummings, and of the risks involved, was flawed. I thought with a quick injection, a forty-five-minute drive in Jasmine’s SUV, we could get Cummings here without a problem, and believe me, once we had him here, we’d have convinced him there was no choice but to cooperate. I’ll admit, it wasn’t the best-laid plan, but what’s done is done.

“We have a situation now, and we need to deal with it. Be thankful you weren’t arrested, Jasmine, and fortunately your injuries aren’t too severe.”

Jasmine Palumbo lightly rubbed her arm through the sling. At least it no longer ached like a rotting tooth with the oxycodone on board. She pulled back her shoulders, ready to accept the ax belonged on her own neck. “Still, I blew it, Athena, it’s all on me. I was watching from my car, on my way around the block, expecting to pick up Craig and Cricket holding up Cummings between them. I couldn’t believe it when I saw Cummings running full tilt out of the alley, no sign of Craig and Cricket, and I panicked, thought I could head him off. I didn’t see the light turn red, didn’t see the Volvo until it was too late. I was told the woman driving the Volvo is recovering in Washington Memorial, a concussion the worst of her injuries.”

She swallowed. “To make it worse, it wasn’t just any driver, like some student or housewife from Foggy Bottom. No, the woman I hit is FBI Special Agent Lacey Sherlock, the one who topped the media charts several months ago. Believe me, I was public enemy number one to the cops at the Daly Building. They were ready to throw me in solitary and flush the key.”

Athena shook her head, laughed. “Jasmine, regardless of your screwup, it could have been worse. You could be the one in the hospital. Good news is it’s been ruled an accident and you’re not in jail. Nor do they have a way to connect you with Justice Cummings. Of course, we have no way of knowing where Cummings is, and the last word from Artemis is the CIA doesn’t know, either. She’s got people out looking for him. If she finds him first, she’ll make sure he’s brought to us, as originally planned. He’s either badly hurt, or he’s hiding—from everyone, the CIA included. It would be best if we were the ones to find him, people.”

Cricket Washburn said, “We know Cummings has to be hurt. We saw his blood smeared all over the FBI agent’s windshield.” She plowed nervous fingers through her short spikes of blood-red hair. “I don’t know how he was able to move quickly enough to hide from Craig and me, but he managed it. On the opposite street, we saw a few blood spots, but they soon disappeared. We searched the whole neighborhood, but we couldn’t find him.”

Jasmine said, “At least Craig and Cricket had their sunglasses and hats on the whole time. They won’t be identified, even if the police check the cams in the area, try to run facial recognition.”

Craig said, “I’ve tracked down the names of some of the people Cummings knows, but we haven’t found out yet where his wife and children are. No one’s been in his house in Fairfax. Ellie’s there, as you know, waiting for him to show.”

Jasmine said, “If he’s gone to ground, maybe to some cheap motel where he paid with cash, we have almost no hope of finding him. Not unless he goes home to fix himself up, pack some clothes, and take off again. Then Ellie will see him.”

Craig said, “I might be able to access the traffic cams, at least see what direction Cummings went after he was thrown off the hood, but that’s not going to be much help. The truth is, Athena, unlike the CIA, we don’t have the resources to find him.”

“Well, if the CIA finds him first, Artemis will contact me immediately,” Athena said. “In any case, Cummings has no idea who you are or why you chased him. If he surfaces on his own and goes, say, to the police, then it’ll be a different ball game. Oh yes, Artemis has arranged quite a surprise for him at the CIA.”

Jasmine, twisted with guilt, said, “Still, it’s my fault we don’t have Cummings. I’m very sorry, Athena.”

Athena said, “Jasmine, Craig, Cricket, it’s over and done. Let’s review how things stand.” She held up one finger. “Metro knows your name, Jasmine, and that you’re employed at the Bexholt Group. You and I will go over how to handle the police or anyone else who interviews you. I know someone will, given you struck an FBI agent. They might check your background from all the way back in Hannibal, Missouri, to find out your father’s in prison for bank robbery. But you can tell them you’re estranged from both your parents, and none of that will matter. Your record is clean, you have a professional degree and a responsible job.” A second finger went up. “We need to be prepared for either Metro or the FBI identifying Justice Cummings as the man who left his blood on the scene. The FBI will jump on it with both feet if they find out he’s CIA, a federal employee who was being chased by parties unknown, and is now missing.” She leaned forward, splayed her palms on the table in front of her. “If they do, Artemis will see to it they get nowhere near finding out what he was working on. That we can’t allow. No way will they find out we are already negotiating a price with the Russians about your smart wall, Craig, and that Cummings is missing because he stumbled across it. Obviously, if I’m wrong, if Artemis is wrong, it could be the end.”

Athena paused. “So, we all need to go to work as usual, continue as if nothing has happened. This will still turn out all right. Artemis has her end covered. We’ll continue to look for Justice Cummings.

“There is something else you should know. Agent Sherlock’s husband is Agent Dillon Savich. Yes, I see you’ve heard of him as well as his famous wife. He’s very high-profile and he’s smart. We cannot underestimate him. You can count on his being interested because his wife was involved in the accident. We have to be careful he gets nothing.

“People, there’s no turning back now, for any of us. We need to have everything in place by Monday.”

When Athena was alone again, she walked to the window and looked out over the rolling Virginia hills, dotted with houses and thick copses of maple and oak. She took several deep breaths. It would be all right. She was not going to let this man Cummings destroy what she’d planned so meticulously. She’d waited too long, and she’d worked too hard. It would be all right.
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WASHINGTON MEMORIAL HOSPITAL

WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON

“I came as soon as I could,” said Dr. Emanuel Hicks as he walked into Sherlock’s private room on the third floor, her new home after being released from the ICU. He was a renowned psychiatrist and hypnotist, and an Elvis impersonator in his spare time. Luckily for the FBI, he was very happy to be in his tenth year at Quantico. He was tall and skinny as a parking meter, had to wear a pillow strapped to his belly when he was Elvis.

“I appreciate your coming,” Savich said, and shook his hand.

“I’m very sorry about all this, Savich.” Dr. Hicks looked at Sherlock, sound asleep and breathing easily. He took in the small bandage on her head, her pallor, her stillness. She looked peaceful, but he knew the Sherlock he liked and admired was locked away. As for Savich, Dr. Hicks knew how hard it had to be for him to keep it together. Were it his own wife, Mary, lying there with no clue who he was, who she was, he would be scared spitless. But Savich needed him as a professional now, not as a longtime friend. He said in a practiced, calm voice, “Since I have privileges here, I was able to look at her chart before I came in. You know there are excellent neurologists and psychiatrists on staff here at Washington Memorial.”

“I don’t know any of them,” Savich said simply. “I know and trust you. She’s been asleep about an hour now since they gave her a sedative to keep her still in the MRI.” He paused, then, “As I told you, Dr. Hicks, she doesn’t know who I am, who Sean is, who she is. I hope I handled it right. We talked and I saw glimpses of her, but she doesn’t remember anything.” He stared toward her, wanting to touch her, to kiss her, to tell her to come back to him. He felt impotent and hated it. “I’m a stranger to her. The doctors didn’t find that out, I did.”

Dr. Hicks laid his hand lightly on Savich’s shoulder. “I grant you they could have done a more thorough neurological exam a few hours earlier, but they were more concerned with her physical injuries, with making sure her life wasn’t in danger. It was good you were with her when she realized she didn’t remember, rather than someone who didn’t know her.”

“That’s one of the reasons I asked you here. I wanted a friend as well as a doctor to see her, someone who knows who she is. What she is.”

“I understand, and it’s my pleasure. Now I need to wake her up and do an exam, and frankly, it would be better if I’m alone with her. When I’m done, I’ll go check the MRI, and then we can talk. She’s going to recover from this, Savich, I can promise you that already.”

Those few steady words calmed him. But Savich didn’t want to leave. Dr. Hicks looked after him as he finally walked out of the room, his steps lagging, then he looked back at Sherlock. Dr. Hicks couldn’t imagine how it felt for her to have no memory of self or anyone else close. He touched his fingers to her wrist. The pulse was steady and slow. Good. He pushed up his glasses and bent over her, lightly shook her awake.

Twenty minutes later, Dr. Hicks walked into the family waiting room. Savich was on his feet in a flash. “How is she? What do you think, Dr. Hicks?”

Dr. Hicks said quickly as he walked into the room, “She’ll be all right, Savich, as I told you. When I woke her, she didn’t know me, of course, but she accepted I was a doctor and a friend, and cooperated nicely with her neurological exam.”

Dr. Loomis said from the doorway, “You must be Dr. Hicks.” Both men turned to see her walk in, her hand outstretched. “Your fame precedes you, Doctor. I’m Dr. Andrea Loomis. Sorry I couldn’t catch up with you earlier. And Agent Savich,” she added, nodding to him, “insisted he wanted to call you in.”

Dr. Hicks smiled and shook her hand. “I’ve had a chance to examine your patient and take a look at the MRI you ordered for her. I don’t know if you’ve reviewed it, but it appears to be normal.”
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