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PROLOGUE

 


The pawns had been sacrificed for the greater
good of the game. Moved into play by an unseen player, confident
they would remain ignorant of the role they'd performed in that
deadly game. But what if those pawns were to learn how they had
been used? What if the game itself took on a life of its
own...?

 



PART ONE: OPENING MOVES

CHAPTER ONE

 


Only moments before the phone call that
would change so many lives, it looked like it was shaping up to be
a different kind of day for Megan Águila. One of laughing and
loving, of breathing freely—not the kind that would twist her gut
into a knot and lay a cold blanket of fear on her chest. Only a
moment before she seemed to be without a care.

With her lithe middle-aged body resisting a
yoga pose, she murmured aloud to herself, "Come on, Meg, don't give
up. You know you never give up."

Following her own advice, she pushed on
until her face came to press against her shins in a full sun yoga
position. A knife of sensation sliced through the tension in her
shoulders, and a groan escaped from the place within her where
torture and ecstasy met. A pure moment of relaxation, savored…until
a cloud wandered before the sun, darkening the room and breaking
her concentration.

"Computer," Megan said in a crisp voice.
"Living room lights, level three."

She smiled, as she sometimes did, at the
schizophrenic contrasts contained in her home. That she ran a house
that even the most generous might describe as “cozy,” while the
more frank would merely call “a shack,” with a sophisticated
voice-activated computer. But a small rundown house with a
technically advanced operating system captured the essence of their
lives at this point better than anything else. No question about
it, she thought, life makes some unexpected moves.

She eased the pressure on her mind, allowing
it to drift back to that restful place, when the quick sound of
determined footsteps, accelerating toward the door, wrestled her
attention away again.

"Don't slam—" Megan started to say.

Too late. Shock waves rolled through the
small house. Never knows her own strength, Megan thought
affectionately of her daughter, Andie.

Accepting the impossibility of uninterrupted
concentration, Megan ordered the computer to play her language
learning CD.

"Translation drills," a dry mechanical voice
soon intoned. "Where is the hotel?"

"Onde é o hotel?" Megan
translated.

"Do you have a room with two beds?" the
voice asked.

"Tem
um quarto com duas cartas? No,
camas. Damn, I always
forget that."

Megan slipped from the sun pose and assumed
a shoulder stand. Just as the telephone rang.

"Great timing. Computer—" she started, but
stopped. A computer-activated telephone was a luxury they'd enjoyed
in their former home. Nick hadn't had time yet to hook the phone
into the system there. And they couldn't afford any extra phone
services, such as voice mail. It was picked up by an answering
machine she'd found at a garage sale.

Megan counted the rings under her breath, as
if she were calculating how long she could hold her pose before the
machine took up the call. She jumped to her feet at that moment and
ran to the closest extension. The language CD played on.

"I would like a quiet room," the cloying
voice continued.

"Damn. Computer—stop that CD."

Megan grabbed the receiver a moment too
late. When she picked up the phone, she heard the sound of her own
voice saying, "You have reached the home of..."

"I'm here," Megan shouted over the message.
"Sorry about that," she announced breathlessly to the caller at its
completion. "What can I do for you?"

"Mrs. Águila?" a throaty male voice
asked.

"Yes."

"Megan Águila?"

"Who is this?" Megan demanded, a shade
coldly.

"That don't matter—just listen. We have your
husband. If you want him back alive, it's gonna cost you big."

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


The trick to juggling, Dallas Burton Hale
always thought, was just keeping all the balls in the air. The idea
that he might drop one never occurred to him. Yet when he
approached the drugstore's automatic door too quickly, he
confounded the mechanism, causing it to stall in his face. He
stared in disbelief. He usually timed things so much better.

A young cashier who witnessed the collision
apologized. Hale flashed a reflexive smile of acceptance to the boy
in passing. But that moment really didn't hold his attention. His
eyes had already moved on to searching the aisles of the store,
while his mind remained with the conversation that had brought him
there.

He should have noticed something odd from
the start. Megan had grasped the phone on the first ring, then
hesitated with her greeting. But Hale had just finished taping a TV
talk show, and felt so high from the rush of the audience's
reaction to his charismatic presence, he failed to notice.

"Hey, watsamatter? The genius oversleep?"
Hale had asked. "I just called the office and they said he's not
there yet. He's a working-boy now. Eight to five and no slacking
off. Tell Nick if he doesn't get his ass in gear, he's living on
borrowed time."

Megan gasped.

"Meg, I'm only kidding. I just called
because I thought something might be wrong. Does Nick need a lift?
That wreck you bought him can't have much life left in it."

Megan's cryptic response had been to give
Hale a rundown of her schedule for the morning, starting with a
trip to Statewide Drugs. He only barely caught the location before
she hung up.

Now, as he scoured the store for her, he
wrestled with a couple of reactions. On one hand, he wasn't used to
being summoned for audiences with his employees' spouses.
Especially not in such exotic locations, he thought with wry
amusement. But he knew Megan Águila. One-upmanship was not her
style. Nothing short of a crisis could have made her act as she
had.

He caught up with Megan in the rear of the
store, pushing a cart piled high. Seeing her finely sculpted face,
framed by the soft ash blonde hair, and her trim little body in
workout gear, Hale had to remind himself that she was the mother of
grown children. Nick Águila had known more than his share of
luck.

Megan obviously hadn't noticed Hale standing
off to her side. She reached into the cart for something when he
called to her.

"Megan?"

Her body visibly tightened at the sound of
his voice. She turned quickly. The made-up parts of her face stood
out in stark contrast to the pallid expanse of her skin. "Dallas?"
she asked, her voice as taut as a wire.

It shocked him to see her so shaken. He'd
known Megan Daniels for years, long before Nick Águila entered the
picture. She weathered crises as well as old lighthouses. Though
countless storms had hit her in the time he'd known her, the last
several years especially, she always handled them better than
anyone else. Until now.

"Of course, it's me. Who else did you order
to meet you here?" Hale heard uncharacteristic testiness in his own
voice and struggled to restore his balance.

With a rattled sigh, she said, "Sorry,
Dallas. I didn't recognize you with your glasses on."

"Oh, right," he drawled. Though he'd lived
in Northern California since his college days nearly twenty years
before, the honeyed sounds of his Virginia roots still caressed his
voice, though more at some times than others. "The makeup woman got
some powder in my eye this mornin' and I had to take my contacts
out."

He did look different, he had admitted to
himself after catching a glimpse of himself in his rearview mirror
during the drive there. Sure, his golden hair always fell perfectly
into place when he raked it back with his fingers, and his smile,
the stuff of toothpaste ads, still dazzled. Even his once-broken
craggy nose lent its usual character, as well as serving as a
reminder to never again start a fight he couldn't win. But today,
it just didn't add up. Not only had a cluster of angry red
capillaries scored the white part of one eye where the powder brush
had hit that morning, but the absence of the emerald contact lenses
left him muted somehow. His natural eye color looked so murky, like
algae on the bottom of a pond.

"Dallas, what took you so long?" Megan asked
in a voice about to break.

"I came as quickly as I could, darlin', but
I was just outside of San Francisco when I called you. You don't
want to know how many traffic snarls I muscled my way through
getting back to our own Silicon Valley. But I'm here now, Meg.
Whatever is wrong, I'll take care of it."

Through narrowed eyes, Megan seemed to
assess the degree of his commitment and apparently found it
sufficient. "Oh, Dallas, I hope you can." Her icy hands grasped his
for support.

"Look, Meg, we can't talk here. Are you
almost finished with your shopping?"

He looked at her cart, haphazardly filled
with an odd assortment of products, some of which, like baby food,
he knew she didn't need. What did she do, wander through the aisles
plucking items at random from the shelves?

Megan followed his gaze to the cart and
seemed surprised by the things she'd collected.

"Meg, are you finished?" Hale repeated.

"What?"

"Have you finished your shopping?" He
struggled to keep his voice level. Was she trying to be obtuse?

"Oh, I don't really want these things," she
snapped with brusque dismissal. "I just wanted to look natural
here. This was the first place I could think of to tell you to
come. But you took so long getting here."

Natural? "Well, that's just fine," Hale
muttered with exaggerated patience. "Why don't you leave your car
here, and we'll—"

"I didn't bring my car. I cut through the
vacant lot behind the house and took a bus. I didn't want anyone to
see me leave."

"Who...?"

"Anyone who might be watching," she said
with distracted impatience.

Hale prided himself on his ability to roll
with an endless variety of punches, but her erratic behavior
unnerved him. "Better still, Megan, honey. I'll drive you back to
your house."

"No! Not there. We can't talk there."

"Why not?"

"I think my house is bugged," Megan
whispered after a quick glance over her shoulder.

Hale fidgeted uncomfortably, while deciding
how to proceed. "That so? How did you come to that conclusion?"
Despite the casual delivery, Hale could hear his own voice
tightening.

"Damn you, Dallas," Megan snapped. "Don't
treat me like I'm crazy. Don't you understand what I'm saying?"

He still spoke tentatively. "No, Meg, I
don't."

Anger broke the strong woman he knew from
her frazzled shell. "It's Nick, dammit. He's been kidnapped. Now do
you understand?"

 



CHAPTER THREE

 


Megan agreed to return home when Hale
promised her the house would be checked for electronic listening
devices by an expert. Now, fifteen minutes later, he returned to
the kitchen where Megan sat at the table and announced, "It's
clean," after completing the job himself with equipment he carried
in his trunk.

His gaze absently swept over the small
shabby room. Quite a change from the acres of granite and the gleam
of stainless steel their last place had sported. This
claustrophobic space featured a little "L" of chipped tile counters
on one side, whose stained grout had been scrubbed, if not all the
way back to white, at least into submission. Filling the opposite
corner was the oversized pine table from the old place, which
extended beyond the confines of the snug nook, claiming too much
floor space.

"You're sure?" Megan asked. "The kidnapper
said he would know everything that happened in this house. How else
could he know?"

"He was bluffing, Meg. What's a kidnapping?
Just an elaborate chess game." Hale thought he should know; nobody
played them better.

"Dallas, you're certain there are no
eavesdropping devices here?" Megan impatiently drummed her
fingertips against the tabletop.

"I swear to you—the kidnapper has not bugged
this house."

Megan leaned back and sighed deeply. Her
tension visibly fell a notch from the pressure point. "Thank God
for that. Can you imagine what it feels like to know you're on
display all the time? To be performing? No, of course, you can't."
She gave her head a toss, as if she were shaking irrelevant
thoughts from it. "Thank you, Dallas. When you promised to check my
house for bugs, I never thought you'd have the equipment with you.
Nor that you'd do it yourself."

Light footsteps entered the kitchen and
stopped behind Megan. "Didn't you?" Sabrina Hale purred. "For once,
Dallas' paranoia came in handy."

Hale scowled at Sabrina. Couldn't she give
the hostility a rest, even now? From the top of her coal black
chignon, from which not a hair escaped, to the tips of her soft
designer shoes, he considered his wife a walking billboard for the
desirability of marrying money. She should also have been a
flawless beauty, but she was living proof the whole is sometimes
less than the sum of its parts. While excellent individually, her
features just didn't work together. Maybe it was the placement that
was wrong. Or that they were too large for her small, skinny face.
Then again, it might simply have been the way she used them. The
way she emptied her eyes of everything but venom. The way she
needed to hurt. Him, anyway.

Megan reacted neutrally to Sabrina's
presence, but the effort showed through a tightening of her jaw.
Hale had called his wife to join them because, still finding
Megan's behavior unnerving, he believed a woman's presence might
comfort Megan. How could he forget that nobody would consider
Sabrina a comforting woman?

Hale dismissed his wife's jeering with a
disarming shrug. "Industrial espionage is a fact of life in my
business. I have to deal with it."

"That's as good an excuse for distrusting
everyone as any," Sabrina snapped.

Hale struggled to ignore Sabrina, but the
effort was too much for him as well. As his gaze locked onto his
wife, some deep longing stirred within him. Not sexual, but a need
that felt as primal and intense. But his victory over it came
quickly.

Hale turned to Megan. "Okay, Meg, it's safe
to talk here. What exactly did the kidnapper say?"

"He said—" A thought distracted her. "Wait,
I think—" She dashed back to her worn living room, with its pea
soup green paint, and checked the answering machine on the chipped
Formica end table. "Just as I thought. The answering machine went
on before I could pick it up."

"An answering machine? How primitive,"
Sabrina said following behind Hale. "You mean Nick hasn't wired the
telephone into the house computer?"

"He hasn't had time yet," Megan answered.
"Fortunately, this primitive thing taped the whole
conversation."

As he listened to the tape, Hale thought
Megan's vulnerability, while she begged the kidnapper for mercy,
sounded as painfully clear in her voice as it had been on her face
at the drugstore. She looked a little better now, though. Not quite
so shattered anyway.

The effect it had on her still surprised
Hale. This wasn't the dynamo who had successfully directed the
advertising campaigns of the various Hale Enterprises companies for
years. Not that she ever came on that strong, but people always
sensed her power. Hale himself had felt her genteel pummeling
countless times, as she coaxed him to put her judgment before his
own. Later he never regretted it. Her ideas had continually sent
sales into the stratosphere.

He didn't see much of that power now. Megan
hung her head as the tape played out, embarrassed perhaps for
anyone to be hearing something as demeaning as groveling. But
everyone has a limit. When you deal with people, Hale had always
believed you should know what they were.

"What are you thinking, Dallas?" Megan
asked.

"That I still haven't forgiven Nick for
taking away my ad account exec." Hale tossed in a smile to show he
was kidding. He turned and saw a canvas director's chair behind
him. He drew it close to Megan and sat, leaning toward her. "Okay,
we've heard the tape. Now, Meg, what have you done?"

"Done?" she asked.

"Who have you talked to?"

"Just you, of course, Dallas." She didn't
say she wouldn't have included Sabrina, but the glance she threw in
Sabrina's direction said it for her.

"You haven't called the police yet?" Hale
asked.

"Of course not. You heard what the kidnapper
said. No police." Megan glared at him.

Hale leaned back in the sagging canvas
chair. "Megan, you have to call in the authorities. They are the
only people equipped to deal with this."

With a swift shake of her head, Megan rose
and stood before him. "No way, Dallas. He said he'd kill Nick if I
did. And remember, he told me he'd know. Even if he's not
listening, it wouldn't be hard. I've had more experience with the
police than you have. Believe me, they are the worst gossips and
braggarts. I'm not going to take chances with Nick's life."

When Megan began to pace, Hale rose and
followed her, though the tiny space, he was never more than a small
step behind. "So what are you gonna do, darlin'? Let him roll over
you. Just meekly pay the ransom?

Megan spun around to him.
Some spark of the woman who had once faced him down across a table
filled with ad copy surfaced in that instant. "No, Dallas," she
snapped. "I'm not
going to pay it—you are."

***

Megan suppressed a quivering sigh.

"What's taking so long?" Andie Daniels
demanded.

Megan's twenty year-old daughter sat with
her arm around her mother on the worn tweed of the living room
sofa. In contrast to Megan's petite elegance, Andie combined the
fresh young beauty of the girl-next-door with the hardened body of
an endurance athlete. Even tied in its usual ponytail, her
strawberry blonde hair curled in irrepressible waves. And even in
repose, her muscles were as taut as those of a cat poised to
strike. In her skimpy cycling clothes, few were hidden.

"Don't rush him, Andrea, dear," Sabrina
advised from where she stood at the front window. "Dallas doesn't
spend the Hale clout on just anyone, you know. Take as much of it
as you can get."

Megan knew she'd startled Hale with her
expectation that he would pay the ransom. She had to remind him of
the kidnapping insurance plan Hale Indemnity, one of the Hale
Enterprises companies, had designed and marketed to most of the
employers in the Silicon Valley. Industrial kidnappings weren't
unheard of in the electronic world, though she'd never actually met
anyone who'd been a victim.

"Halex employees are covered, Dallas," Megan
reminded him. Halex was the division within Hale's empire that
employed Nick Águila. "And you're the one who talked Nick into
signing on as an employee."

"That was for his sake, Meg. Because I knew
he wouldn't make it as a consultant this time. Most of his old
clients wouldn't have him back now. I offered him the job because I
knew none of you would survive if I didn't. Nick had no choices
anymore," Hale said.

"And I have no choice now. Surely you see
that, Dallas. I'm going to hold you to the terms of that contract."
Megan propped her fists on her slim hips for emphasis, to let him
know she wouldn't back down.

Hale gave his head a shake. "Then, darlin',
you better read it. You'll see that when I pay the bills, I call
the shots. And, Meg, I have to come down on the side of the
authorities."

Megan started to protest.

He held up his hand. "Oh, I agree with you
about our locals boys in blue. I remember when Nick… Well, that
doesn't matter now. But we don't have to bring those clumsy
flatfoots into it. We'll call in the FBI."

"That's not the way it
works, Dallas. You don't call in the FBI, your local police force does that. How
can you bypass them?"

"Oh, the Bureau brass should be
accommodating about that. Foster Hale's name still carries weight
in Washington. Only now, I wield it instead of my daddy." Without
waiting for her response, Hale started toward the living room
phone. But he hesitated. "Why don't I just called from the bedroom
on my cell phone? You ladies don't need to hear my haggling."

But that had been at least twenty minutes
ago, and he still hadn't returned. The wait agonized her. She rose
and anxiously moved to the round dining table they had wedged into
one corner of the living room.

"I don't care how much clout he's
squandering," Andie snapped. "Why's it taking so long?"

Andie went to her mother and gave her
shoulders an encouraging squeeze. "I'm going to make you some tea,
Mom," she said.

Megan's gaze followed Andie's dash to the
kitchen with affection. "She always has to do something," Megan
said to Sabrina.

"But does she have to do so much?" Sabrina
asked in a catty whine.

"She's upset, Sabrina. That should be
obvious." Megan struggled to control her temper.

"I was talking about other things she does,
like her exercise. Sure, working out with a personal trainer is
fine. Maybe even a little power walking or Pilates. But Andrea
takes it too far. Running, biking—swimming in the ocean, excuse me.
I see her all over the South Bay. Hasn't she ever heard of
traveling long distances by car?"

With a sigh, Megan said, "She's a
triathlete, Sabrina. In training for the Ironman."

Sometimes Megan still found it hard to
believe she'd produced that magnificent athlete. Ironchild, was the
way Megan thought of her, though Andie wasn't a child any longer.
Megan stifled the longing she sometimes felt. She had wanted to
have another child, this one by Nick. But they lost the time when
it would have been possible. Now the risk would be too great.

"Ironman." Sabrina snorted derisively while
inspecting her own flawless blood red nails. "All I can say is
she's making a big mistake. What man is ever going to look at
her?"

Megan's head snapped up in surprise. Who was
Sabrina trying to kid?

Andie returned with two mugs of tea. She
placed one before Megan and sipped from the other.

"Oh, I'm sorry, Sabrina," Andie said in a
voice as sweet as her tea. "I forgot about you."

Sabrina looked more relieved than insulted.
She nearly shuddered, perhaps over the prospect of putting her lips
around a cup in that house. From the way Megan had heard it,
Sabrina had put them around worse.

But Sabrina had been looking more attractive
lately, Megan admitted. Plastic surgery? No, her skin wasn't any
tighter, it was simply that her face looked flushed, like she'd
just had a brisk rubdown. Of course, it might simply have been the
heat. The house wasn't air-conditioned and August was the time when
heat became visible in the San Jose-South Bay Area, rising off the
asphalt in sultry waves and scorching hillsides that had been green
just a few months before.

No, Sabrina seemed filled with an energy now
that made her jumpy, nearly giddy. Was she just preening for Megan,
basking in the envy she wanted to believe Meg felt? Or simply
afraid that if she didn't keep moving, some of the Águilas'
working-class lifestyle might rub off. Or scratch down to hers.

Sabrina stole a look at her
diamond-encrusted Rolex, the second time Megan caught her doing
that. Dallas might have made the mistake of asking her to come, but
why had she stayed? She positively radiated indifference to their
suffering. Sabrina glanced at her surroundings with undisguised
repugnance. Megan knew how cramped and worn the place looked. She'd
bought that little house as a single mom years before she married
Nick. The furniture had never been expensive, and years of renting
it with the house hadn't improved its appearance. But she had
earned it herself. Something Sabrina wouldn't understand.

Sabrina might have been reading her
thoughts, though she gave the subject a different interpretation.
"How you must miss your old things. So sad that you had to sell
everything."

It had been worth it to Megan. No contest.
Things didn't matter as much as people. Not that Sabrina would
understand that, either.

"Oh, but I see you kept the Gauguin,"
Sabrina said. She walked to what appeared to be a priceless work by
a celebrated artist—except for the name in the corner. She adjusted
the picture and stepped back to view its placement critically.

Megan struggled with her temper. How much of
this did she have to endure? Today of all days. "That's because it
isn't a Gauguin, it's a Hale." As Sabrina knew. Though it might
even fool an expert. Hale wasn't much of an original artist, but he
was a brilliant copyist. "It was also a gift from a friend."

"That wouldn't stop Dallas. It never has."
Sabrina smiled maliciously.

Megan went to the painting, nudging Sabrina
aside. She slipped her fingers under the frame and smiled with grim
satisfaction, as she eased it back into its prior position.

Hale finally burst back into the room, but
jerked to a halt at the sight of Megan and Sabrina standing before
his painting.

"Yes, Dallas?" Megan prompted.

"Okay, Meg, it's settled. I—" He spotted
Andie and his handsome face brightened. "Andie, when did you get
home? How was your workout?"

"Who cares about that now, Dallas?" Andie
asked in abrupt dismissal. "What did the FBI say?"

"Oh, right. Just as I promised, the Bureau
will take over the case. No local cops. I went right to the top.
Jim Stuart, the Special Agent in Charge for the San Francisco
Office. You know who he is?"

Megan shrugged. "Who doesn't? He's always
being interviewed on the news."

"Told you I went to the top. He's picking
his best people out of all the offices he oversees. He wouldn't
dare to pawn the B-team off on me." Hale tossed his hair back
attractively. "Frankly, there's something he wants. Can't talk
about it yet, but I told him if he pulls one out of the hat for us,
I'll do what I can for him."

Despite Sabrina's apparent animosity toward
her husband, Megan noticed she reacted to his announcement with
smug conceit, as pride brightened her normally blasé face.

"Okay, Dallas, we'll try it your way," Megan
said. She slowly slumped into a chair. Her body trembled from the
emotions bottled up in it.

"I'm right, darlin'. You'll see that. The
team from the Bureau should be here to set up soon. I'm going back
to the office to clear away some things, then I'll return to keep
you company. We'll get through this, I promise." Though Hale spoke
to Megan, his eyes kept drifting back to Andie.

Megan noticed and looked uneasily from him
to his wife, but if Sabrina noticed her husband's interest in
Andie, she wasn't letting on.

"I have to leave, too, Megan," Sabrina said.
"I have an appointment."

A godsend, Megan thought. She endured it
when Sabrina pecked the air next to her cheek.

Sabrina headed for the door, so fast she
wobbled unsteadily on her high designer heels. But at the door, she
turned back to Megan, her face reflecting something she probably
meant to be taken for sympathy. "So sad, all of this. Especially
since Nick's been... away till only recently."

The strain finally got to Megan. "Away? He
wasn't just away, Sabrina. Where did you think they sent him—on a
Caribbean cruise?"

 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


What a choice, Paul Gray thought, staring
into his bathroom mirror. If he didn't put toilet paper on his
shaving nicks, he could bleed to death; yet if he covered the
blood, he stood to lose the only contrast in his otherwise
colorless face.

Gray. What an apt name. With skin the tone
of recycled paper, hair the shade of a field mouse, and eyes the
color of dust, at thirty-five, he looked ten years older and often
felt like a guy ready for a pine box.

He faced those dust-tinted
eyes in his bathroom mirror now without the benefit of denial.
Gray, you can't lose what you never had, he told
himself—almost don't mean squat. But if it wasn't a loss, why was it bleeding
him dry?

It had been eighty-three days since he'd
seen Megan. Nearly three months. Maybe one day he'd even get used
to it.

Nah.

It had been all over for him from the first
time their paths crossed. He could still see her as she'd been in
that first moment—rushing to her husband's defense. The friendship
should not have stood a chance. It almost didn't. Megan nearly lost
it the first time he showed up at her door. "You dare to come
here," she had screamed. "After what you did? Get out—or you might
not see tomorrow."

But Paul prided himself on being a slow
learner and nobody could take more abuse. He kept coming back. He
made himself useful to her and her kids. He'd pace Andie's running
or fix her son Luke's car. He even helped them move when Meg had to
sell the big house and all her other friends suddenly found
themselves too busy. In time they came to tolerate him as an
acquaintance. They needed him. Only a fraction of his need for
them, perhaps, but it was enough.

Then Nick came home and Paul had to fade out
of the picture. Because if the possibility of friendship with Megan
had been improbable with Nick gone, it would have been impossible
with him there, even if Paul's feelings didn't get in the way.

After all, he was the man who had sent Nick
Águila to prison.

Now he just hoped he didn't have to send him
back.

Or did he?

***

This had to work, Sabrina thought. She
couldn't go back to what she had been before. Not after how far
she'd come. If she ever had any doubt of that, the time she'd spent
that morning in Megan's wretched little house convinced her. At a
traffic light, she ran her hand over the surface of the leather
seat in her black Mercedes sedan to convince herself it hadn't
disappeared.

Sabrina figured she had it made when Dallas'
car broke down outside that crummy bar where she'd worked ten years
earlier. Especially when he kept coming back. By withholding what
he wanted, she forced him to propose. Or so she thought. Once he
did, she realized meeting his parents would be tough, but she
couldn't have prepared for the vehemence of their reaction. She'd
seen his old man speaking on the tube, always going on about the
poor. Who was that if it wasn't her? But they had no right to say
the things they did. Though maybe they'd found out drinks weren't
the only things she'd hustled.

Still, she learned from them. Them and their
kind. She left what she was behind, and today she was
indistinguishable from them. Now she didn't need them anymore. She
didn't need anything from the Hales—except their money. That she
couldn't live without.

She glanced at the dashboard clock. Almost
time. Her foot came down harder on the accelerator. She felt a rush
of warmth rising to the surface of her skin.

The worst part of the morning was having to
comfort Megan. Sabrina had always hated her. She hated Megan for
her devotion to Nick, for being the plucky little wife everyone
admired. But mostly she hated her because Megan seemed indifferent
to the kind of success Sabrina had achieved in her life.

Wasn't it ironic that now their futures had
become so closely entwined?

***

Paul took the long way to work. Time didn't
matter. It was his day off anyway, so he wasn't even supposed to be
there. But what else did he have to do?

Besides, he liked to drive around his city,
keep up with its goings and comings. Santa Susana, California.
Wedged between Santa Clara and San Jose, Saint Suze, as the
residents called it, was almost a hundred and fifty thousand strong
now, the vast majority employed in the electronic industry. It
contained more electronic companies packed into it than anywhere
else in the country, maybe the world. The city of tomorrow.

But for all its prosperity, Saint Suze had
grown too fast and now some of its seams had frayed. Paul could
remember when it was all orchards and farms and country roads. When
the sign at the city limits had read "Santa Susana, the
All-American City" instead of "Hub of the Silicon Valley" as it did
today.

But what a cross section it claimed. The new
rich who shot there too fast and didn't know how to deal with it
except by showing off. The ever-present middle class hanging on by
their fingernails, seeing property values slip with each ensuing
tech-crash, and watching college educations fly out the window.
And, of course, the forgotten ones who fell through the cracks but
made their presence known through gangbanging and graffiti.

They got it right the first time, Paul
thought, the all-American city.

Paul knew better than to expect much from
the day, when before he could reach his cubicle in the Detective
Division of the Santa Susana Police Department, Lieutenant Wilson
called him into his office.

"One thing about you, Detective," Wilson
began. "I never have to rag you for slacking off. Now wrecking my
career, that's another thing."

Paul didn't think: What did I do? But: What
had he heard?

"Felicia Nevers called the chief at home
first thing this morning. When the chief's been out at a fundraiser
till all hours, first thing comes pretty early. And, Gray, when the
chief's not happy, nobody is."

"How did she—" Paul began.

"Get his home number? I don't know, Gray.
I'd suggest you ask her, only you're never gonna see her again.
Right?"

Paul lowered his head in what he hoped
Wilson would take as surrender; it helped hide the expression he
feared might show on his face.

"The lady's husband has been dead four years
now, and she doesn't remember him so fondly that she wants to keep
talking about him. The case is over, Gray."

Stubborn silence.

"Gray...?"

Paul's head came up. "It's too pat, sir. I
still don't like it."

"It's always too pat for you. Or not enough.
What does it take for a case to be packaged to your liking? The
guilty man has been punished and the innocent set free. How much
better does it get?" The Lieutenant sighed and came around to lean
against the front of his pale oak desk. "You're a good cop, Paul,
but you never know when to quit. Did you ever think it might help
if you had something else in your life?"

The trouble was he was good at police work.
He wasn't so good at living.

"And I mean something more than mooning
around over another man's wife. She's too old for you anyway."

"I'm too old for myself."

"She was using you, Gray."

Paul shrugged.

"Don't you care?" Wilson asked.

"She was always up-front about it."

Wilson hesitated. "You still see her since
the old man came home from the joint?"

"Sometimes." Paul wondered why he lied.

"Well, you won't see her anymore. That's an
order, Detective." Wilson returned to his desk chair.

Paul leaned across the desk. "Excuse me,
Lieutenant, but isn't that part of the personal life you advised me
to have?"

"Not any more, Gray. The chief also received
a call from the Feds this morning. Just a courtesy call to say
they're operating in our jurisdiction, and they'll have our balls
if we don't stay out of whatever brought them around."

"What did bring them around?"

The lieutenant held up his hands to show
they were empty. "Don't know anything about it. Just that it
concerns your girlfriend. Sounds like she's up to her neck in it
again. But you're to stay clear of her, Detective. You got it?"

Paul gave a tight nod.

Lieutenant Wilson told Paul to get out, but
stopped him again before he reached the door. "Paul, seriously, a
lot of your problems might be solved by finding a woman of your
own."

"That never seems to happen, sir."

"It might if you took that toilet paper off
your face."

Paul grinned sheepishly, but he left the
torn, bloody bits of toilet paper where they were. He thought the
Loot should know by now that, despite his amiable manner, the
surest way to get Paul to stop was to tell him to go.

He returned to his desk and busied himself.
The glass wall of the lieutenant's office faced Paul's cube. But
the view went both ways. It wasn't until Paul could see Wilson had
returned to his own work, dismissing him, that he placed a few
phone calls.

***

Why now? James Scott Stuart,
the Special Agent in Charge of the San Francisco FBI Field Office,
thought in his Bureau office. Why did it all have to come
together now?

Only moments after Hale's telephone call
earlier that morning, Stuart received another one. From the White
House. The decision was in, his number had been drawn. In only two
short weeks, his name would be announced as the President's choice
to replace the ailing Attorney General.

Heading up a major office of the FBI might
have seemed like an accomplishment to some, but never to him. Now
Stuart didn't have to make do any longer. He caught his reflection
in the glass of a picture hanging on his wall and stood a little
straighter. He considered himself a striking man. Tall, trim, but
with the weight of authority. He wore his magnificent mane of steel
gray hair like a crown above his strong face. As a boy, he'd been
too wiry, his face too thin. He no longer permitted the memory to
mar his self-image, but as a child, schoolyard bullies had called
him ferret-face.

They wouldn't be calling him anything now.
Not if they wanted to survive it. Finally, he had it all: The
prestige he deserved, the right woman was his except in name, the
job that would make everyone take notice, and soon—the money.

And nobody was going to take it away from
him. He'd stepped on many people to get here. He damn well wasn't
going to let them rise up and haunt him now.

But why should he worry?
He'd been in tougher spots than this and always pulled it off. He
laughed bitterly. But that was why he was in this spot.

He just had to stay on top of it all the
way. He knew the stakes. He knew what he would lose if he failed,
and he couldn't let that happen.

His movements, when he pushed up his sleeve
to see his watch, were tight, jerky. Still early, but he couldn't
wait. Stuart rushed out the door and down the hall. If he heard his
assistant calling to him, asking where he was going and when he
would return, he never looked back.

 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


"I don't understand," Special Agent Glenn
Bridges of the Federal Bureau of Investigation announced.

Perhaps he really didn't. The grooves
between his eyebrows, already etched enough to add years to the
thirty-two or three he'd seen, deepened more, making him look like
a man who needed glasses. Or someone who frequently didn't
understand.

Bridges, Megan and Hale had clustered too
tightly together in the small space before Megan's coffee table in
her cozy living room.

Hale cleared his throat and continued more
directly than Southern gentlemen ordinarily consider necessary.
"What I'm tryin' to say is Miz Águila was against my calling the
Bureau. You will see that I'm never sorry I made that choice, won't
you?"

If Bridges felt pressured by the weight of
Hale's powerful family, it didn't show. He smiled without rancor at
Megan, took hold of the rigid hand that she clenched at her side,
and gave it a pat. "Now don't you worry, little lady, we're going
to bring your hubby back safe-and-sound."

Megan thought he might as well have patted
her head. Hale gave her a nervous glance, as if to judge how she'd
take being patronized. But there was too much riding on this to
react to small slights. Sensing some reaction was required, she
merely nodded, as if she accepted Bridges' remark at face value.
Yet she continued to watch him after he concluded their
conversation with a crisp nod and went to join his troops.

"He's the best," Hale insisted, while also
watching him depart. "He has to be. Stuart wouldn't dare send
anyone else."

"He doesn't look like my idea of an FBI
agent," Megan said.

But none of them did. They were more like
locusts when they descended on her house nearly an hour ago, all
dressed in realistic guises meant to fool anyone who might be
watching. They were like a wave that broke through the door and
washed Megan and her family aside. It was all she could do to
direct them to set up in Nick's den, which had been converted from
the home's small formal dining room, when he came home from prison.
They had been eying her bedroom, but she had enough preservation to
realize that would be her only sanctuary in the difficult days
ahead.

She hadn't met most of them yet and probably
wouldn't, though there were reasons for that. Some were
technicians. Only one of those would remain behind after the
electronic gear was in place. And she wouldn't meet the agent
working out of a telephone company truck. Today the work he did at
the telephone box was real, but he would continue to perform
surveillance in that guise around the neighborhood until it was
over. Nor the men who appeared to be gardeners clearing the park at
the corner. Bridges explained that she should have no more
association with those people than she would with their real life
counterparts, if their disguises were to be effective. There were
good reasons why she would never know any of those people. Still,
she found it disturbing that the people who held such power over
the outcome of her life wouldn't recognize her on the street
tomorrow.

Just as well. By necessity, a chasm existed
between them and her family, though it wouldn't be apparent to any
but the most perceptive observers. A matter of intent. In the
Bureau people, anticipation, as they waited for the kidnapper's
next call, was charged with excitement for the most thrilling part
of their job, not the family's dread of what could go wrong.

Megan didn't sense quite that level of zeal
from the three people she would come to know too intimately, the
man in charge of the command post and his two assistants. They
didn't have as much riding on the outcome of that case as she, but
it would also affect their futures, too. Still, she didn't feel
completely settled with the mixed impressions she had of those
three, either.

Agent Bridges looked more like a slightly
undersized male model from a better department store's sale booklet
than her idea of an FBI agent. If he was too thin to inspire any
confidence in his physical prowess, at least he looked good in
clothes. Absent was the stereotypical navy suit in favor of one
that was tan, silk and just this side of trendy. Also missing was
the tight-lipped speech. But that would have hidden a row of
expertly capped teeth.

At the other end of the personal care
spectrum was the technician who would remain behind to monitor the
electronic equipment, a man introduced to her only as Fischer. He
was quite a sight. Long, greasy strands of graying hair rose from a
part just above his ear to cover a time-speckled balding pate. His
soft, round stomach pressed against a dingy shirt, with yellow
underarm circles and a prophetically stained pocket protector,
until the buttonholes gaped. He seemed old enough to be breathing
down the neck of retirement. Megan supposed it was only her good
fortune that he stuck around long enough to be part of the team
working to bring Nick home.

The woman, Agent Elena Rios, looked like she
alone had read the manual, with her conservative charcoal skirt
suit and high-necked white blouse, and her dark hair was drawn back
into a simple knot. She wore no makeup other than a little
lipstick. If she'd made that choice to downplay her looks, Megan
thought, she'd miscalculated; she was still striking. Thick dark
lashes draped her dark almond eyes, her skin was tawny and clear,
and not even a smearing of pale pink lipstick could distort the
beautiful shape of her full mouth. The cool, quick assessment that
flashed in her eyes might be enough to instill confidence in her
judgment, only she was very young. And she was edgy. So much so an
outsider might imagine she had some personal involvement in the
case.

Though on second thought, maybe it wasn't so
farfetched at that. Megan found something familiar about the young
woman, even though she was sure they had never met. Stranger still,
she sensed that while Agent Rios tried to be professionally caring,
she just couldn't bring herself to like Megan. Nor to completely
hide whatever negative emotion she felt. Such as when she
apologized for the hurried indifference of the technical crew.

"It must be difficult having so many people
in your home at a time like this," Agent Rios had said.

She was the only one who noticed her
co-workers' callous disregard of the victim's family. Megan
appreciated the effort and had sought to put Agent Rios at ease.
"Oh, I'm not used to much privacy. This house is more like a bus
station than a home. I guess I should be flattered that it's the
one place where all my children's acquaintances feel welcome."

Wrong thing to say, Megan quickly realized,
though she couldn't have said why. She felt the young woman
recoiling from her, bristling with offense. What could Megan's
comment have to do with her?

Agent Rios would bear watching, she decided.
They all would. Whatever future she and Nick might have together
was riding on it.

Hale might have been reading her mind.
"They'll do. I'm sure of it."

Megan glanced at Hale. "Excuse me, Dallas,
but I have to call Luke. They want to speak to the whole
family."

Hale stopped her approach to the living room
phone. "There, you see. Bridges does know what he's doing."

"How do you mean?" Megan asked with a
frown.

"Well, if I were in his place, Luke would be
the one I'd want to question, too."

Hale turned away too fast to see the look
Megan directed his way, but she thought he should have felt it
boring into his back.

***

Later that day, Megan staggered into the
kitchen laden down with armfuls of heavy grocery bags. Only when
she'd placed the bags down on the kitchen counter did she notice
her son seated at the table, pen in hand, with the newspaper before
him folded to the crossword puzzle.

In appearance, he was more Megan's child
than Andie. They shared the same fragile build, though Luke's was
also underweight. Megan thought his tall, slight body looked even
more lost in those baggy hospital greens than usual today. His face
also resembled hers, but his features were less distinct than
Megan's clear-cut good looks. Even the expression in his watery
blue eyes looked hesitant.

"Luke, you came," Megan said. She hated that
she sounded so relieved.

Luke shrugged. "When you called, it didn't
sound like I had a choice."

But Luke didn't always recognize that. "When
did you get home?

He sketched a faint smile with one side of
his upper lip. "'Bout a half hour ago. Where have you been?"

"They let me go to the supermarket when I
told them I didn't have enough food in the house to feed all of
them." Of course, they sent the woman agent with her; that was fun
for both of them.

"Not enough food. You'd almost think this
wasn't planned." His eyebrows lifted in appreciation of his own
sarcasm. "We have to feed them, too?"

Megan laughed. "I think so."

"Your tax dollars at work." This time his
smile broadened, but more derisively.

Luke started to rise to help his mother put
the groceries away, but she pressed him back into his chair with a
hand on his shoulder.

"No, Luke, I can handle this. You just
continue what you were doing."

He shrugged indifferently and went back to
staring at the crossword puzzle. Megan's lips tightened. She'd seen
him do this so often she ought to be used to it. If she watched his
face, she'd always know when the answers occurred to him. She might
even see his hand start when he considered writing them in the
blank boxes. But he usually overrode the urge and went on to the
next. He'd work the whole puzzle that way. Figuring out the
answers, but leaving them blank. Just in case he was wrong.

"Have you spoken to any of the FBI people?"
she asked.

"Just some fat guy working at the door. He
told me to make myself scarce until they were ready for me."

Megan nodded. She hesitated, before taking
the chair next to Luke at the table. "Honey, I'm sorry about this,
but the man in charge insisted I call you. I know you don't want to
be here."

Her hands were spread out defenselessly on
the pine surface. Luke stared down at them. For a moment, Megan
thought he considered taking one of her hands into his. He didn't,
of course.

"It's okay, Mom. It's not exactly a surprise
that they'd want me here."

"I wanted to keep you out of this, but it
was not my decision."

"Yeah, I know. They think they're in
charge."

Megan laughed, though it didn't offset the
concern she felt.

The front door slammed, jarring the whole
house. Someone in the other room cursed.

"Andie's home," Luke said with wistful
affection. "And I think she wrecked whatever that guy was doing
with the door." He chuckled.

"Luke, Dallas is here, too. He's going to
pay the ransom to get Nick back."

Luke hesitated. "And you want me to stay out
of his way."

"Just...don't make waves. You know what's
riding on this."

From the twist of his mouth, she could see
he was thinking of a crack; they came easily to him. But she was
the one person whom Luke never subjected to the sharper side of his
tongue.

"Tell you what, Mom, I'll—"

Luke's offer was cut-off when Andie shouted
in outrage from the living room.

"No, I won't do it!" she insisted. "Mom?
Mom, come in here."

"What now?" Megan muttered.

Megan rushed to the living room, where she
found Andie arguing with Agent Bridges. Luke strolled in behind his
mother—just as Agent Rios emerged from the den. At the sight of the
female agent, Luke faltered to a stop.

"Elena, what—" he sputtered, his face pale,
his eyes too wide.

Megan looked in surprise from her son to the
female agent. In contrast to Luke's ashen skin, she noted, Agent
Rios's complexion had reddened. Yet the young woman pressed on,
even if she looked like someone facing a firing squad.

"Hello, Luke." Her voice sounded taut, and
more than a shade bitter. "Where have you been keeping
yourself?”

 



CHAPTER SIX

 


From the sidelines, Hale noted the return of
the Megan he knew—the pint-sized tiger—but only when one of her
kids was threatened.

"Mom, tell this—this...guy why I have to
train." Andie's voice rose by octaves. "He expects me to hang
around here all day."

Megan looked stricken, but overcame it
quickly. "Agent Bridges, you're asking the impossible."

"So are you, Mrs. Águila. You oughta
remember that."

"Yes, I suppose we are." Megan sighed.
"Look, can't we just sit and discuss this?"

Bridges shrugged, but sat on the living room
sofa. The instant he did, Megan rose and looked down on him, as she
explained the requirements of Andie's unusual career.

Yes, this was the Megan Hale remembered.
Demanding, but never appearing so. Bridges wasn't a big man, but he
still towered over her. Now she hadn't simply leveled the playing
field, she gave herself an advantage.

"I'm sorry," Bridges insisted, "but she'll
just have to put the workouts on hold for a while. It won't be
long."

"Can you guarantee that? How long will it
last? Two days? Three? A week? Can you swear to me that my husband
will be home in that time? I've heard of kidnappings that have gone
on for months." Her chin quivered for a moment, but she quickly
seized control again.

Still, she didn't have it won, Hale thought.
Bridges was a stubborn man; Hale had discovered that in their brief
meeting. He supposed it would come down to whichever wanted it
more. Didn't it always?

"That's not going to happen," Bridges
insisted. He reacted instantly to the demanding look on Megan's
face. "All right, it could, but it won't. Anyway, there's always
another race next year."

"Next year?" Andie wailed.

Megan absently reached out for Andie's hand
and gave it a calming squeeze. "A year might as well be a decade in
the life of an athlete. They have so little time. Andie has to
compete this year, when she'll be ready. But it's not just the
race. If she has a good showing in the Ironman this year, she'll
finally attract some major sponsors. We need that. Frankly, my
husband and I can't afford to keep subsidizing her."

"She said she had a part-time job at some
bike store. I thought that was where she was going this
afternoon."

"I'm sorry if I seem patronizing here,"
Megan said, "but no one receiving a regular paycheck, especially a
government employee, can possibly understand the financial vagaries
of Andie's way of life." Megan went on to explain that Andie didn't
receive money from the bike store; she was paid in equipment and
service. So far, that was the biggest sponsorship she'd attracted.
"If she doesn't keep having good showings in races, they won't
continue her support. And if she doesn't train, she can't
race."

"Okay, ladies, I see where you're coming
from, but what do you say we compromise? Miss Águila—"

"Daniels," Megan corrected. "Andie's name is
Daniels."

"Okay, Miss Daniels. Maybe we can find
someone to go along with you."

Andie snorted.

Bridges jumped to his feet. "Hey, little
girl, you're not that unique. The Secret Service runs with the
President, you know. Lots of our agents stay in good shape. I
myself jog most mornings."

"You jog—I beat trucks to Redwood City."

"Andrea, please," Megan snapped. She gave
Bridges a lesson in the awesome number of miles that went into
making a long distant triathlete. "It's just not practical."

"Well, then—"

"Look, Agent Bridges, this is not subject to
debate."

"Mrs. Águila, I told you we were going to
bring your husband home. But we need your cooperation."

"You also told me we should all look as
natural as possible and not do anything out of the ordinary. If
Andie stops training, people will notice. They'll ask questions.
Believe me, she's famous for what she does in this area."

"But—"

"Besides, I don't think you realize what
this means to our family. My husband is my daughter's biggest
supporter. Nick will die if Andie has to stop training. I can't
tell you how important it is to all of us."

"Luke, too?" Elena Rios asked.

That drew a sharp look from Bridges.

"Luke?" Megan turned to her son, her silent
appeal undisguised.

Luke drew a deep breath and released it
slowly. "That's right," he said at last. "Nick really needs Andie
to keep training. We all do."

"There is another consideration, Mrs.
Águila," Elena said. This time she delivered the suggestion more
professionally. "Sometimes kidnappers like to increase the pressure
on the family by taking a second hostage. Out there alone with no
one to protect her, your daughter is vulnerable."

That suggestion caused a stricken look to
flicker across Megan's face, and right before Hale's eyes, her
resolve wavered. She looked to Andie, questioning, unsure.

"Mom, please," Andie said in a fierce
whisper. "Don't you give up on me, too."

Megan cast the indecision aside. "I'm her
mother—of course, I'm afraid for her. Not just now, but always, out
there doing what she does. I can't bear what's happened to my
husband. If my daughter…" A sob escaped from her. "But if Andie and
I are brave enough to take this risk, you must be, too. Besides,
Agent Rios, if anything happened to her, you would have a valuable
clue. My daughter is so strong and fast, the only person who could
get near enough to snatch her—would be someone she knew."

***

Megan returned to the comfort of her snug
little kitchen. She paused for a moment, staring longingly out the
window. When she bought that house part of the appeal was the large
vacant lot that filled the whole block behind it. No neighboring
windows to stare into; nobody staring back. She always figured
someone would build there eventually, but no one did. In time the
lot’s owner died and deeded the land to the city as additional
parkland. But now his heirs were contesting the will, so the land’s
future was tied up in the courts. That was not to say it gave her a
picturesque vista. The saplings there had fattened into thick,
twisting trunks, and the weeds nearly reached the top of her fence.
People in the area also treated it like a free dump, dropping off
whatever castoffs they were too lazy to dispose of properly. And
sometimes transients slept there; more than once a crazy street
person found his way into her yard. But that lot, with its rotting
furniture and overgrown weeds, had always represented escape to
her. Never had its appeal been stronger.

She sure couldn’t find it in her kitchen.
Hale had followed her in and Fischer was already there, wiring the
backdoor, wedged next to the white refrigerator. With no escape
allowed, for the first time in years, she wished she still smoked.
She busied herself instead by making a fresh pot of coffee.

"None of this would be happening if you'd
let me sponsor Andie the way I wanted to," Hale insisted.

"How do you figure that?" Megan asked.

"Well, she wouldn't have to worry about
doing well in races. To keep her sponsorship, I mean. She wouldn't
even need any other sponsors."

There was a word for what he wanted, she
thought. "You want to sponsor a losing athlete? We've been over
this before, Dallas. It's a generous offer, but you've done enough
to this family."

He laughed and tossed back
his flawless hair. "Darlin', shouldn't that be for?"

"I beg your pardon?" Megan looked Hale's
way, while clutching a coffee can.

"Shouldn't you say that I've
done a lot for this
family?"

She shook her head in confusion. "Of course.
What did I say?"

"Doesn't matter." He smiled kindly. "Meg,
think of it as a business decision."

"As a business decision, Dallas, it's a
lousy one—for both of you. Andie's not someone you should sponsor
if you want that person to promote Hale Enterprises. Not one of
your companies appeals to the same market. You, on the other hand,
can't offer Andie anything except money, and that's only part of
it. There's a lot of jockeying for position in this sport, psyching
the other guy out. Attracting the sponsorship of…say, a bike
manufacturer or a key shoe company—sends a message to the other
girls on the circuit."

"Should that be
women?" Fischer demanded
from where he worked on the floor.

He never looked up as he spoke and seemed
unaware that he'd interrupted a private conversation. With the hint
of sarcasm in his voice, it wasn't even clear what his position was
on the subject.

"Yes, I think it should be,
Agent Fischer, but I'm not a participant in this sport. What most
of the women in this sport call themselves is girls. Besides, every profession has
its own vocabulary. Doesn't the FBI?"

Fischer made a noise by flapping his lips.
As a response it might have meant anything.

"Andie is a girl," Hale insisted. "A fresh
young thing, still wrapped up in sports. She's so much younger than
other girls her age."

Was he serious? Megan wondered.

Hale looked through the kitchen window over
the chipped sink to something in the backyard. "You did a great job
on Andie, Meg. I wish I could say the same for both your kids."

Megan followed his glance. Luke and Agent
Rios had gone to the yard together, though it didn't look like a
happy reunion. Now Megan understood why Elena Rios seemed familiar.
She was the woman Luke had dated during his freshman year in
college. Megan had seen them together once when she visited Luke,
before he transferred to another school. She hadn't met Elena,
however; Luke never brought them home. Megan also understood the
resentment the younger woman felt towards her. Her bitterness
extended to everyone close to Luke.

"You always seem so accepting of everyone,
Dallas. Warts and all. Why does Luke bother you so much?"

Hale spoke spontaneously. "He's so...
bright. He could almost be Nick's son."

"That's a bad thing?"

"What use is he going to make of it, Meg?"
Hale continued quickly.

"He used it well enough to have his choice
of medical schools."

Despite her defense of her son, Luke
troubled her, too. She worried about him. For that matter, she
worried about both of them. She told Agent Rios the truth. She
worried because Andie always went too far. Someday, she really
might try beating a truck to Redwood City! But if anything were to
happen to Megan, Andie would survive without her. Luke…well, Luke
was the one who put knots in her stomach. The last ache late at
night, the first the next morning.

"Where, I'm sure, he's using just enough of
it to get by, but no more," Hale insisted. "Hedging his bets. Luke
holds too much back, Megan. And he seems to go out of his way to
make things harder on himself. I'll give you an example. I've asked
him countless times to stop in and see my daddy at the hospital. Do
you think he has?"

Megan dumped a scoop of coffee onto the
counter that was meant for the coffee maker's basket. "Noooo," she
moaned softly.

Hale didn't notice and took her comment as a
response. "You see what I mean? Foster Hale can still do a lot for
a young person's career—he served as Secretary of State under no
less than three Presidents, after all. The right comment into the
right ear, and the future is made. Though even if Luke doesn't care
about that, you'd think as a budding doctor, he'd have enough
compassion to spare a few minutes for a sick old man."

"Medical students don't have much free
time."

"What about this summer? What's he working
as? An orderly, isn't it? I guess they don't get breaks and lunch
hours, either. If he were well enough, I'd drag Daddy off to see
Luke—only your son doesn't deserve it." He stopped suddenly. "Meg?
Are you all right?"

"Just a little lightheaded. I must need this
coffee." She poured the water in the top of the coffee maker.
"There we go." She sounded slightly breathless.

"Here, Meg, sit down." Hale pulled out one
of the pine rail-backed chairs and helped her into it. "Will you
listen to me? Going on and on when you're so broken up over Nick.
Truth is, I blame myself a little for Luke. I should have helped
you more with the kids when Nick was gone."

"You did plenty," Megan insisted, making
strong eye contact with Hale. "And you don't give yourself enough
credit, Dallas. You can't imagine how much influence you've had on
Luke. He may not be all you would like or I would, but Luke's a
much different person for having known you, Dallas. Trust me on
that."

***

Luke slumped deeply into his mother's
weathered redwood patio chair, while Elena paced tightly before
him.

"What was the matter, Luke? Your mother
didn't want you involved with some Spic from East LA?"

"My mother is married to some Spic—your
word, Ele, not mine—from Columbia. And she's pretty broken up about
the possibility of losing him, in case you haven't noticed."

She had. It was just something to say. Some
way to express the anger.

"Three hours, Luke. I sat in that restaurant
waiting for you for three goddamn hours! People felt sorry for me.
It was two days before I found out you'd transferred to another
school. Transferred! Was that to get away from me?"

His silence made for an eloquent
response.

She laughed harshly. "All you had to do was
tell me, Luke. Would that have been so hard?"

"I said I was sorry, Ele," Luke exploded,
catapulting out of the chair and rushing past her, only to stop a
few feet onto the grass. "What do you want me to do?"

What did she want? "I want
to you be sorry."
She wanted for him to make it so it never happened. "You know,
Luke, all these years, I thought there was something wrong with me,
but it's you, isn't it? You just can't care about anyone. That's
it, isn't it?"

"Yeah," he said shortly, "that's it."

Elena stared at him, trying to find some
answer beyond those she had already reached. What she found instead
was that she couldn't bear looking at him anymore. She went to one
of the pair of rope swings that hung from a tree at the rear of the
yard, near the new-looking gate in the weathered wooden fence.
After a moment, Luke took the other. They swung out of
sequence.

"So what are you doing here, Ele?"

"Where here? In Santa Susana or in your
house? I—Oh, wait a second, Luke. If you think I'm chasing you,
you're out of your mind. I'm not that much of a fool. The moment
when I realized I'd have to see you, was the worst in my life.
No—second worse. The very worst was the one when I actually saw
you."

"Why don't you say how you really feel,
Ele?"

"Chingate!" she muttered. Fuck
yourself. She noticed he didn't ask for a translation. He didn't
need to; he knew she was a child of mean streets.

"You knew this case involved my family,"
Luke said.

"Of course. I remembered your stepfather's
name. Naturally, I've read about him over the years. Who
hasn't?"

"Naturally. Yet you came anyway."

"That's my job, Luke. I go where they tell
me."

"Strange job, Ele—for you. The Chicana
radical in the FBI?"

He'd obviously never seen more of her than
she wanted him to see. "People grow up, Luke," she snapped. "You
should try it sometime."

That wasn't exactly what she wanted to say,
but Luke wasn't someone with whom she could share her dreams. Too
late, she realized he never was.

Luke shrugged. If he understood her
reasoning, he wasn't letting on.

"I'd better get back inside now," Elena
said, bringing her swing to a halt. "The next time we meet in front
of the bathroom, Luke, let's just try to pretend it never happened
before." She marched back toward the house.

Luke stared out at some point in the
distance. "Ele, wait," he shouted and ran after her. "There are
some things I have to know."

She turned back too quickly.

"These guys you're working with—are they any
good?" Luke asked.

That wasn't what she expected to be asked.
What she hoped for.

"My mother...she's crazy about Nick. What
are the chances they'll find him before the ransom is paid?"

So he did care about someone, Elena thought.
She didn't know whether that made her feel better or worse.

"Look, Luke, I've been in the Monterey
Resident Agency—that's like a branch office of San
Francisco—exactly one week. I barely had time to find an apartment.
These guys are from other RA's, and I never met either of them
before today. But I can tell you the Bureau's record on kidnappings
is second to none."

"Yeah, well, that may be true for the whole
organization, but what about your partner? Why does he look like an
anchorman and talk like the guy who goes home from the game show
with the rice mix?"

"Still keeping that tongue razor sharp, huh,
Luke? It should come as no surprise to you that the Hale family
carries a lot of clout with the government. For that reason alone
the SAC—the Special Agent in Charge, Mr. Stuart—has to want this
handled as well as Mr. Hale does. Do you really think he would have
assigned anything less than his best people?"

She spoke with conviction. Her loyalty to
the Bureau unwavering, her logic impeccable. But ever since she'd
received her assignment that morning, she'd been expecting someone
to realize an error had been made in choosing someone with so
little experience. Yesterday they had her doing routine follow-ups
to bank robberies; today she was partnered with the agent assigned
to a major kidnapping. As much as she had dreaded the necessity of
crossing paths with Luke again, she feared the loss of this job
even more. Now an embryonic doubt sprouted in her mind.

"What about the old guy?" Luke demanded.
"Have you seen him?"

Elena smothered it. "You're so superficial,
Luke. Who cares what he looks like? It's how he does his job that
matters."

She threw open the sliding glass door to the
den. Somewhere in the house a buzzer sounded, indicating a break in
the secure perimeter. Elena shot him a triumphant glance. She
started to speak, but Bridges, who was on the telephone, waved them
from the room. She motioned for Luke to follow her.

"You see, Luke? Sure, setting up a security
system is not as important as finding your stepfather, but it's an
example of the kind of work that's being done here. Thanks to the
FBI, no one is getting into this house unannounced."

"That's too good a line for me to pass up,"
a male voice said. "Will someone please tell me what in hell is
going on here?"

 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 


"Shit!" Fischer snapped, as he bent to
repair the front door sensor.

Luke looked at the man who had penetrated
the house's secure perimeter. "Grandpa," Luke yelped. "What are you
doing here?"

"Thanks for the welcome, Luke," the old man
said. "Can't tell you how warm that makes me feel."

Megan's father stood a few feet into the
room. He didn't share much in common with his daughter and grandson
except for their fair hair, though his looked even lighter thanks
to a liberal sprinkling of gray. He was a large man whose muscular
body had only begun to soften around the middle. Quite an
accomplishment given his age and that he walked with a pronounced
limp. His engaging grin made his leathery face seem warm and open,
an impression only slightly mollified by the challenging expression
in his eyes.

"Who is your friend?" he asked with a nod to
Elena.

"Uh...right. Ele, this is my grandfather,
Evan Clarke."

"Didn't they teach you anything in all those
schools you've gone to, boy? I'm the old fart. You're suppose to
present her to me."

"Guess they forgot that part. Grandpa, I'm
not sure—"

"Pop?" Megan said from the kitchen doorway.
"I thought that was your voice. What are you doing here?"

Evan gave his head a shake. "You folks sure
know how to make a fella feel wanted. If I happened to drive past a
couple of times today and saw some strange cars in my daughter's
driveway, why wouldn't I stop? With this family's history? But I'll
leave if I'm not welcome."

"What a thing to say. Of course, you're
welcome." Megan moved forward to hug her father, hesitating only
slightly before the follow through. "We were just surprised to see
you. Forgive us, but it's been a difficult day."

"So something is wrong. Thought so. Why
doesn't someone to introduce me again to this young lady, as well
as the gentleman kneeling behind me?"

Luke and Megan looked to Elena for guidance.
Unsure, she silently deferred to Fischer, still working on the door
sensor, who pretended he didn't see any of them. With a shrug,
Megan gave Luke wordless permission to explain the situation to his
grandfather.

"Grandpa, these are Special Agents Rios and
Fischer of the FBI."

"FBI, huh? What's that bastard done
now?"

***

"I'm not a spy, Bridges," Elena snapped
indignantly once they huddled alone in the den. "If I wanted to
listen at keyholes, I'd have joined the CIA, not the FBI."

"What you are, Rios, are a lucky little girl
straight out of the Academy who lucked into a plum assignment.
Guess it's all connections. Who do you know?"

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

"If you're saying you don't know anybody,
you're damn right I don't believe you. But I don't have your luck
so I can't afford to ask questions. I also can't afford to screw
up. This case is the best thing that's fallen in my lap in years,
and I intend to make the most of it. If you're smart, you will,
too. Influence only carries so far. Unless you want to end up like
Fischer, if you get my drift."

How could she help but get it, driven as it
was by a gale force wind?

"Now I sense some trouble between the old
man and the Águila woman. I'm a sensitive guy, I pick up on things
like that."

Was he kidding? Elena wondered. The tension
between Megan and her father was so thick, it fogged the air.
Someone with all the sensitivity of a sledgehammer would pick up on
it.

"But I want to know the cause of that
trouble. If you can't find that out for me, you can just go back to
the office. Understand, Rios?"

"Perfectly."
Maravillosa. What a way to
start a career.

***

Megan brought her father to her bedroom. She
had selfishly retained two of the chairs from the large fireside
retreat she and Nick had shared in their last house and placed them
in a cramped setting at the window. It was now the most private
spot in the house, considering that nothing was private
anymore.

Evan glanced at the dresser mirror. Megan's
eyes followed and met his briefly in their reflection. Then, as if
taking a cue that it was okay to just let go, she collapsed in her
chair, sighing deeply. She closed her eyes for a brief moment of
rest.

"Meggy, my poor girl. Everything has always
been so hard for you, sweetheart." Evan pulled Megan to her feet
and wrapped his huge arms around her.

"I'm okay, Pop. And I'm a little old to be
called Meggy."

"Your babies are always your babies."

Megan shot him a wry smile. "Tell me about
it."

"Oh, give him time, honey. He'll find his
way."

Megan nodded as they took their seats. She
didn't comment on it, but noticed there was no doubt in her
father's mind which of her own babies gave her the most grief.

She reached out to him and took his hand.
"I've missed you, Pop."

"Can't we just agree to disagree on this
one, honey?"

"It's not that simple. You know that. I
thought we'd see you after the pardon," she said.

"To admit I was wrong? I'm still not sure I
was."

"Oh, Pop," Megan said through a groan.

"Well, let's just say they were right about
Nick once. Which time was it?" Evan asked.

"You can't blame Nick for this. He's the
victim now, dammit."

"But it's always something with him. And who
pays the price? You do. Face it, Meg, you have terrible taste in
husbands. I blame myself for the first time. I should never have
let you marry him. You were too young to be saddled with two kids
and a husband like Tom Daniels."

Megan shook her head. "You couldn't have
stopped me."

"I should have tried harder. But we were
both so lost that year your mother died. I thought Tom would give
you the security you needed. What a joke that was."

Only not a very funny one, Megan
thought.

"With Nick, I figured you finally had it
made."

She slapped her hand against the chintz
flowered arm of the padded chair. "That's right. You adored
him."

"But I was wrong. I can admit when I'm
wrong, honey—you should try it. Deep down inside, you must rue the
day you ever met Nick."

***

The day she met Nick.... It hadn't been an
ordinary day even before they met. Nor satisfying. Pressure was
building in Megan. It had been for some time, but it reached a
critical level that night. Never before had she felt such a
desperate need to break out, without having any idea why. Perfect,
unflappable Megan Daniels, she'd thought with bitter amusement. Who
would have thought?

Her boss at the ad agency had dragged her
off to some party. Dallas' party, actually, to celebrate the
explosive sales of some new line of computer programs. Though Megan
had written every word of the ad copy promoting that line, she no
longer remembered which one it was. She had never cared.

Countless people had crowded the party, yet
she couldn't ever remember feeling so lonely. Not because she
didn't connect with anyone. Quite the opposite. Because too many
people who only wanted a piece of her, kept trying to tear her
apart.

"Megan, there's someone here I'd like you to
meet," her boss had said repeatedly. Dragging her off to make
another pitch to potential clients. Expecting her to mesmerize them
with a web of words guaranteed to ensnare them in his agency's
clutches. Sucking in every sound she uttered so he could repeat
them later to yet another prospect, to whom he would pass them off
as his own.

Hale was just as bad. He also got his
money's worth from her at events like that.

"There you are, Meg," he had said. "There's
someone I'd like you to meet. Nick Águila. I told you about him.
We'd have never gotten those computer programs out on time without
his advice. I'd like you to talk him into coming to work for Halex
full time. His consultancy fees are killing me."

But when Hale looked for him, he couldn't
find Nick.

Megan escaped from Hale, and later from his
bitchy bride, only to find herself surrounded by a cluster of horny
men. Young men who saw an older divorcee as easy pickings, married
men on the prowl. Oh, most of them were amusing enough;
good-looking losers had always been her type. But they weren't what
she needed that night.

Not one of them cared about
anything except the space between her legs. If she shared how she
felt—this restless longing for something to happen, this need
to make something
happen—she knew they'd all have a suggestion. The wrong one. It
wasn't sex that she was after. But there was something missing in
her life, and she feared if she didn't find it, that feeling would
to blow her apart.

Suddenly, a strange man broke into the
group. He was tall and thin to the border of gaunt, with strong
bones, a prominent nose and flashing black eyes as quixotic as a
summer storm.

"Would you like to go somewhere to talk?" he
asked in a lightly accented voice.

That was it. No preamble, no
introduction.

Crazy.

She reached out for the large, slender hand
he extended.

"Hey, buddy," one of the men objected. "Does
she look like she needs company?"

"No," Nick had answered. "She looks like she
needs a friend."

They went to a coffee shop, where they
ordered a late night breakfast and talked until the place closed.
She didn't learn his name until they'd arrived. Nick Águila, the
man Hale had wanted her to charm on his behalf. Águila, the
eagle—how odd that the word fit. She couldn't say whether he was
the best or worst looking man she'd ever seen, only that when she
was with him, she couldn't look at anyone else. She later wondered
whether it would have been the same if she'd met him through Hale
and was glad they would never know.

Megan shared a wealth of feelings, some of
which surprised even her.

"I'm so tired of the advertising business,"
she had said. "If I have to write another superlative about another
product, I think I'm going to shoot myself."

"Isn't there anything else you'd like to
do?"

Megan hesitated, then continued softly,
"I've never told anybody this, but...I'd like to write. Really
write, I mean. Novels. That's what I've always wanted to do. It's
funny, my mother shared the same ambition, and I watched her die
before ever making any more use of her talent than writing cute
little poems for her daughter's lunchbox. Of course, it wasn't as
easy for women in her generation, though maybe she gave up too
easily. Maybe I have, too. But I had responsibilities."

"And now?" Nick asked.

"Now my aunt has died and left me an
inheritance. Not a lot, but enough to pay off the house and keep us
afloat for a while. Of course, my father would have helped me to do
it before this. But I don't believe grown people should take
allowances from their parents. He respects my choice even if he
doesn't always like them. But now, there's no question of
that."

"No, now there are no excuses."

Megan felt anger rising within her, but it
died just as quickly. "That's it, isn't it? I no longer have an
excuse separating me from what I'd like to do. Why would I want an
excuse?"

"The things we want the most are always the
hardest. What risk is there in something you don't want to do? Who
cares if you fail? To get the most out of life, sometimes you have
to scare yourself to death, Meg—but what you end up with is worth
it."

"Maybe so, but letting go isn't easy for me.
The last time I did—" She laughed shortly. "Well, never mind about
that. I've been divorced long enough to know you don't bore your
date with talk about your ex-husband."

Nick considered her thoughtfully and asked,
"There isn't anyone else you could discuss this with, is
there?"

"No." The admission was quietly made.
"There's my father, naturally, but he'd just try to take care of
everything. He can be awfully controlling. I can't make confidants
out of my kids, it isn't fair. And my friends—well..."

"You're the one they come to with their
problems. The strong one they expect to have all the answers."

She wrinkled her nose. "How did you
know?"

"It shows. Well,
Mariposa, have you
decided?"

"What did you call me?"

Nick smiled sheepishly.
"Sorry, that was the way I was thinking of you and it just slipped
out. Mariposa,
Spanish for butterfly." He shrugged self-consciously. "It just
seemed to suit you."

"A butterfly, huh? A bit of fluff? Is that
what you think I am?"

"A butterfly, a beautiful, fragile-looking
creature that defies gravity, appearing to float on air and making
it look effortless." Nick paused thoughtfully. "You know, Dallas
thinks you're a magician who just pulls brilliant ideas from the
air. He has no idea how much they take from you."

"Mariposa," Megan mused.

"What have you decided?"

"I'm going to do it. Leave the agency and
take a chance on myself." She looked down at the coffee in her
chunky white mug.

"Bueno." Nick was quiet for a moment,
then spoke quickly. "I know that was a difficult decision for you,
Meg. And now you'll have another decision to make."

Megan's head flew up, startled. But she
didn't pretend not to understand. "It doesn't happen like this.
Besides, you're not the person I was expecting," she admitted with
a laugh.

"And how do you feel about surprises?"

"I love 'em."

***

Now, in her bedroom seating area, Evan
asked, "Meg, did you hear me?"

"Sorry, Pop," she said, coming out of her
reverie. "I guess my mind wandered. What did you say?"

"I said you do lots of things well, but
picking husbands isn't one of them. I asked if you were sorry you
ever met Nick?"

"Am I sorry I ever met Nick?" she repeated.
"I—"

There was a sharp rap on the door before
Andie threw it open.

"Mom, I think you better come," Andie said.
"They're interrogating Luke."

 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 


"Fuck you, Bridges," Megan heard Luke
bellow, as she and her father rushed to the den.

An indecipherable murmur from Bridges was
the only response.

"Yeah, well, you prove it!" Luke burst into
the living room and headed up the hall toward his room.

"I just might," Bridges shouted after
him.

Megan stormed into the den and found Bridges
seated behind Nick's Formica computer desk. "Agent Bridges—how dare
you."

"Sorry you had to hear that, Mrs. Águila,
but I have a job to do."

"My son is not part of it," Megan insisted.
"Luke is not involved in my husband's kidnapping, and I resent the
implication that he could be."

"The questions had to be asked, Mrs. Águila.
Family members are behind kidnappings more often than you'd think.
And Luke wasn't very helpful."

"As if he ever is," Evan muttered under his
breath.

Elena popped in from the kitchen. "What
about you, Mr. Clarke?" she asked, a trifle breathlessly. "What do
you do? Or are you retired?"

"Retired?" Evan snorted derisively. "Not
till they carry me out."

Megan shot him a stern look.

"Okay, so maybe I don't go in everyday
anymore, but my name's still on the door and I make the decisions.
All of them. I own a manufacturing concern, make plastics."

"Dish pans and lawn daisies?" Elena
pressed.

"More like contact lenses and…stuff like
that. Anything else you want to know?" Evan asked. The belligerent
tone matched the fists he propped on his hips.

Bridges took over. "Not right now, Mr.
Clarke. Some of our people have been reporting in and we're about
to start a meeting of our own." He shot Elena a look that
reinforced his authority. "But you'll be around if we need
you?"

"Just say the word," Evan insisted.

Bridges gave him a long look. "Count on
it."

***

Her first team briefing. Elena didn't know
whether to feel excited or anxious. Who was she kidding? Both.
Still, she vowed to pull her weight.

"Okay, let's review what we have." Bridges
rapped his knuckles against the desktop "Our best lead might be
catching the kidnapper's voice on tape. Most of these guys are
practitioners. A voiceprint match might be all we need to narrow it
down."

That puzzled Elena. Wouldn't they need a
suspect to have a match? The Bureau had added voiceprint and DNA
records to their famed NCIC system, but far fewer of those entries
existed than fingerprints.

"The Lab Unit just started, but I'm sure
Nick was snatched from the Halex parking lot at the Hale
Enterprises compound. His car's there, but he never made it to the
building. The doors open with electronic badges, and Nick's wasn't
used this morning."

"How do we know he didn't go off with
someone and get picked up somewhere else?" Elena asked.

"Oh, he went off with someone all right—the
kidnapper. Anyone else? I don't think so." If Bridges' sarcasm
didn't fully express what he thought of her suggestion, the sour
look on his face did the trick.

Elena felt her own face heat up, but she
pressed on. "Wouldn't he have tried to get away, attract attention?
Wouldn't someone have heard him?"

Bridges' dark eyes widened in surprise, as
if it hadn't occurred to him. Though he didn't admit it. "We don't
know that he didn't, do we, Rios? It's too bad the parking lot was
empty when he arrived, but they'll be talking to the employees,
especially those with offices overlooking that lot. They also found
some prints on the car that aren't Nick's. They've run them through
the Hale Enterprises personnel files, but didn't find a match. If
they don't belong to anyone in the family, we might have something
to work with there, too."

Elena's temper overshadowed her
insecurities. "The kidnapper was stupid enough to leave his prints
on the car?"

"Never know. It's a mistake to overestimate
the opposition. Any questions?"

His call for questions sounded rhetorical.
Elena nearly complied with his expectation; his sarcasm made her
reluctant to speak up. But even if he was the senior member of the
team, they were supposed to be working together, dammit.

"A couple," Elena said.

"Yeah?"

"Why Nick? Why is he the victim?"

"Why not? Seems to be working out okay so
far."

"But why was he chosen?"

"Maybe because he's the most well-known.
Anyone who has watched TV or read a newspaper even occasionally
over the last few years has heard of him."

"Then they have to know this family is
broke. That's common knowledge, too."

Bridges rolled his eyes. "Insurance, Rios.
Remember? Nick is insured against kidnapping."

"At the academy they told us confidentiality
is always important in kidnap insurance plans. They never bandy
around the names of insured individuals so as not to attract
potential kidnappers."

Bridges grinned knowingly. "When you been
out in the real world longer, Rios, you'll learn that what they
told you at the academy ain't necessarily so."

"In the Real World there's no such thing as
confidentiality?" she demanded.

"You got it."

"That proves my point. If most of the
employees in the Valley are covered, then any one of them would
have done as well. Mr. Hale would have been a better choice, his
family's loaded. Well, no, I guess they aren't anymore, but he is.
The company's worth a fortune. Why not choose a target with a
better guarantee?"

"Sometimes you don't learn that till you
pick up the perp, Rios. Sometimes you never do. What else?"

Elena shook her head. "Never mind." What was
the point?

"Come on. Spit it out."

"It's just...well, something that struck me
as odd. Nick is supposed to be this hotshot computer genius,
right?"

"So?"

"Shouldn't there be more electronic gear in
this house?"

Bridges nearly gagged. "Are you kidding?" He
made a point of addressing the walls of the room. "Computer, pipe
in music, level 2, easy listening."

The command was initiated instantly.

"Computer, cancel order." With a gesture,
Bridges conveyed a silent voilà. "Weren't you listening when Mrs.
Águila showed us around this place? They talk to their microwave,
for chrissakes. Microwave—hell, the doors are voice-activated.
That's why we had to install a security system. Anyone the computer
knows can just walk in here. And she doesn't know how to dismantle
it. How much more technology do you need?"

"That's just the house," Elena
protested.

Even to her own ears she sounded defensive.
But she still considered the point valid. Apart from the computer
running the house's functions, and Megan's laptop, before they
arrived with their own electronic gear, the desk said to be Nick's
was clear.

"Never mind, Rios. I know you're trying.
Just—in the future—you might want to keep the suggestions more to
the point."

And you might want to—but no, Elena decided,
that was what she wanted him to do.

They moved on to discussing suspects. Nick's
enemies were obvious to anyone who kept up with the news, but
Bridges didn't hold much hope for that.

"Too obvious," he concluded. "It's only in
novels that the person who shouted, 'I'll kill you!' is actually
stupid enough to think he can get away with it. Besides, we got a
better choice right here."

"Luke?" Fischer asked.

"That kid really burns me." To prove it,
Bridges stewed in surly silence as he drummed his fingertips
against the faux wood surface of the desk.

It had become personal with him, Elena
thought. Luke had better watch his back.

"Nick would have left with Luke," Fischer
suggested.

Bridges looked stunned, though it wasn't
clear whether the validity of the idea shocked him or that it came
from Fischer. "He would have, wouldn't he? His own kid,
practically." He turned to Elena. "So what's the deal with you and
Luke, Rios? He dumped you, huh?"

Bridges was obviously displaying his
sensitivity again. "Bridges, it was a long time ago."

"Uh-huh. I know how you women are. Never
forget anything."

A jolt of unexpected adrenaline threw
Elena's thoughts into overdrive. She answered with a worldly laugh.
"All I can tell you is that I would love to forget it. It's so
embarrassing to remember. Luke broke my little heart, and I thought
I would never recover." An easy smile accompanied arms spread
demonstratively. "As you can see, I have." She spoke in the
over-dramatizing fashion one woman might use with another, not with
a male superior she'd just met. Yet it came across as candid. "It
was kid stuff, Bridges. I'm grateful to him now. God, what if I'd
ended up with him?" She performed a convincing shudder. "Besides,
if I hadn't broken up with Luke, I would never have met the man in
my life now."

Bridges accepted that logic with a
thoughtful nod. Too bad there really wasn't any man in her
life.

"Still, you know him, Rios. Think about it.
Would he snatch the old man to pick up a few bucks? Things have
been a little lean around here for a while. Maybe he got tired of
it."

"Luke doesn't
do anything." She
remembered that college transfer. "Well, not often." It pained her
to think of how desperate he must have felt. "Mostly, he lets
things happen to him. Maybe that's why he's so angry." She went on
quickly. "Aren't you interested in what I found out about Evan
Clarke?"

She filled him in on what she learned from
eavesdropping at Megan's door before she heard Andie coming and had
to dash away.

"Don't think he needs the money," Bridges
concluded. "His clothes and car aren't much, but he wears an old
Rolex."

Elena continued with, "There are other
motives. He thinks his son-in-law is bad for his daughter."

"You said he didn't like the last one,
either. He's an old man with a limp. What could he do? Luke is
still our best shot. I'm going to have him followed. I know he's
not going to stay here, especially if we ask."

"Bridges, I think Clarke raises too many
questions. Why did he pick today to show up here? He and Megan
haven't been speaking for a while. You can't believe that stuff
about seeing strange cars," she said.

"Why not? There really were strange cars in
her driveway."

"She never has a guest he doesn't know?"
Elena shook her head. "Besides, if he really has money he could
have hired someone to grab Nick."

Bridges flashed his superior smile. "Then
suppose you find out whether he does or not. You're in charge of
background on Clarke, Rios. I'll put someone else on Luke."

With a look he shared with Fischer, and
didn't bother to hide from Elena, Bridges seemed to congratulate
himself on how adroitly he'd sent her down a dead-end.

They heard a throat clearing behind them.
"Excuse me, Agent Bridges," Hale said from the doorway. "I need to
go back to my office for a little while. Might I have a word with
you before I leave?"

Elena wondered how long he had been there.
She hadn't heard his approach.

Bridges leaped to his feet. "Absolutely,
sir."

Hale looked around the tiny converted dining
area. "Maybe we could step outside." He gestured for Bridges to
precede him to the sliding door to the rear yard, but paused
alongside where Elena was seated. "In case I didn't tell you
before, Agent Rios, we're mighty glad to have you here. You're
gonna bring our boy home, aren't you now?"

Elena felt her face heating up again. She
wished she could believe it was from anger over being patronized,
but she knew better. "Yes, sir," she muttered, her voice small.

Hale nodded approvingly and followed Bridges
out.

Desesperanzada!
You're hopeless, Elena, she thought. Why didn't
she just offer to shine his shoes while she was at it? Why couldn't
she ever stand up to these Anglo bigwigs?

Well, there was one that she refused to
allow to intimidate her. Once Hale and Bridges left the room, Elena
threw herself into calling the person assigned to their follow-up
in the San Francisco office. "That's right...Evan Clarke," she
said. "Whatever you can find on him. Police record, financial. Dig
out what you can about his business. See how well it's doing." The
comments he made about his business puzzled her. "Oh, and I suppose
you better throw in his military record."

She should have felt triumphant when she
finished. A breakthrough. Instead, she felt ashamed. She was
hounding an old man, and didn't even know why. To prove she could
stand up to the Anglo elite, assuming Clarke fell into that
category? Or—equally inexplicable—to protect Luke? Either way, it
made her want to crawl into a hole and hide.

***

Bridges struggled to slow his racing heart.
He truly had made it, cozying up to the likes of Dallas Burton
Hale. "What can I do for you, Mr. Hale?" he asked once they stepped
into the backyard.

"I'm not a formal man, Agent Bridges. I'd be
happy if you just called me Dallas."

"Dallas," Bridges repeated reverently. An
honor. "I'm Glenn."

"Thanks, Glenn." Hale placed a hand on
Bridges' back and gently steered him away from the house. "Hope you
don't mind my asking you to come out here. I just didn't want Megan
overhearing. Frankly, she's at her limit, and I don't want her
coping with any more than she has to."

"No problem."

"So, Glenn, how's it going?"

Bridges hesitated only a moment before
sharing whatever he knew. Hale might be a civilian, but he could
make things happen in government agencies. He had proved that this
morning.

"We'll be talking to your employees, Dallas,
but carefully. Can't have word of this kidnapping leaking out. And
we'll check out other things as well," Bridges explained.

"Like what?"

"Well, like recent house rental and purchase
records. They often keep the victim closer than you'd think."

The light danced in Hale's fair hair when he
tilted his head, giving him a halo. "You'll find my name on that
list. I recently bought a vacation home in the Santa Cruz
Mountains. Good Lord, I only wish Nick were there instead of being
held God-knows-where."

"It's never that simple." Bridges tested out
Elena's theory that Nick might have left the parking lot willingly,
only to be picked up somewhere else. If it worked, he'd claim the
idea as his own.

"I think you can rule out the idea of Nick
walking away," Hale said. "Nick wouldn't walk to the john if he
could find another way to get there."

"So Andie doesn't get this exercise stuff
from him?"

Hale choked. "Hardly. Andie has a mind of
her own, God love her. And Nick—well, it's just as well that he
doesn't exercise. If Nick went out for a bike ride, he'd set the
bike down somewhere and forget why he was out there."

"An airhead?" For the first time, Bridges
actually thought about the victim. Until then Nick hadn't been a
real person to him.

Hale's soft leather shoe kicked at the
patchy grass underfoot. "A genius. Though I'll grant you, sometimes
there doesn't seem like much difference. When Nick's mind is
running with a new idea, there isn't any room for anything
else."

Bridges asked whether Nick might have driven
off with someone he knew.

Hale considered the idea for a moment. "Not
given the timing you've worked out. If it had been earlier, I
suppose he might have agreed to go for coffee with someone. People
are always bringing their personal problems to Nick. Don't know
why. It's not like he's good at running his own life—look at what
happened to him. How many other computer nerds end up in prison?"
Hale pursed his lips. "Well, I don't suppose we should dwell on
that. But Nick wouldn't have gone off with someone at that hour. It
would have made him late for work."

"You make geniuses punch a clock?"

Hale laughed. "It's not my idea, believe me,
Glenn. But these creative types have a problem with
self-discipline. They welcome some outside order."

Bridges nodded. "Makes sense. But you don't
oversee this yourself?"

"You may not be familiar with how things
work around here. Too many Silicon Valley firms are top-heavy with
corporate types. We like to run our shop like a lil' ol' family
business."

"Refreshing." What a down-to-earth guy.

"Glenn, I'd like to explain something to
you. Nick is the kind of person who needs someone to take care of
him. Meg and I didn't do such a good job of that at the trial—well,
you know about that. But I'd like to know I did better this time.
And I'll be real grateful to anyone who helps me do it. Especially
if it doesn't take much time—can't have Nick suffering too long
now, can we? Am I making myself clear?"

Was he ever! "Don't worry, Mr. Hale—Dallas.
We'll bring your friend back alive, and quickly. It won't cost
anything, either. No one is going to put anything over on me."

Hale offered Bridges a warm smile. "That's
all I ask."

"You know, Dallas, I still think Nick might
have left with someone he knew," Bridges said, having warmed to the
theory once he saw how well it fit Luke. "If he'd been taken by
force, he would have kicked up a fuss, and so far no one has
admitted to hearing a commotion. How about his supervisor?"

"Sorry, Nick reports directly to me."

"Isn't there anyone who could have convinced
Nick that it would be okay to be late for work this morning?"

Hale pursed his lips as he seemed to search
his mind, but ended the process with a dramatic shrug. "No one
comes to mind."

 



CHAPTER NINE

 


Most of the employees in the Halex division
of the sprawling Hale Enterprises compound had no idea there was an
investigation in progress. They saw none of the obvious signs
they'd learned from TV: no yellow police tape stretched across the
doorways, no fingerprint powder blackened the doors, there wasn't
even a chalk outline. The only small break from the ordinary was
those few men with the security company logo on their jackets who
came to do a survey for upper management. Nothing important.

Of course, some employees hadn't led lives
as blameless as others. They knew those guys weren't from any
security company—they were cops of some kind; those employees just
didn't know which kind. Or why they were there. But being sensible,
they avoided those men entirely. Others weren't as wise.

A security guard thrust his belly out
importantly and lumbered over to where the Bureau Lab Unit
technician worked, at the entrance from the Halex employee parking
lot.

"Well now, young fella," the security guard
drawled. "If you'll just tell me what you're trying to do, maybe I
can help."

The technician channeled his temper through
a sigh. "Now I've asked you before, sir. Please return to your
station so I can finish what I've been hired to do."

"Son, I was working security before
you—"

"Listen, you old blowhard," the Bureau tech
snapped. "If you don't get out of my way, I'll have you bounced out
on your ear."

The security guard staggered back as if he'd
been struck.

***

Paul Gray watched the encounter with the
guard from the sidelines. Feds. They never learn. If he could pick
'em out, so could the kidnappers. If it was a kidnapping. A guy he
knew at the Bureau, the one who owed him a few, had said Nick
Águila had been snatched. Nothing Paul saw there contradicted
that.

Paul left the side parking
lot and entered the building through the main entrance. Though the
word building was
an understatement for the rambling structure that stretched across
several prime acres. There were actually eight separate buildings
within the compound, for the various Hale Enterprises companies and
divisions, linked by the glass corridors that connected them to
each other and the facilities they shared, such as the cafeteria
and infirmary. Like a separate city, with its own laws, its own
judiciary.

A stranger could easily get lost there, were
a stranger permitted to wander alone. The main entrance was the
only one open to those lacking an employee badge. And the security
desk there presented a formidable obstacle to the uninvited and the
unwanted.

Paul entered through that cornerstone of the
complex, flashing his ID for the stone-faced woman at the desk.
Judging by her lack of expression, she didn't seem impressed.
Without a stated purpose and destination—or a warrant—even cops
didn't get past her. Paul took a wild chance. Guessing that Hale
might be at the Águila home, he instructed the guard to call Hale's
office. Only because Hale had alerted his secretary to the presence
of undercover officers in the building that day, without telling
her why, did she approve Paul's entry.

Luck, Paul had always said—as much a part of
good police work as hitting the head before a stakeout.

He tracked the offended guard to the
security office in the Halex sector, where he found the man licking
his wounded pride. Paul flashed his shield, not in an intimidating
way this time, but as he might to another cop, silently drawing him
in the brotherhood.

"Just wanted you to know that I saw what
happened out there, buddy," Paul said, "and I thought it
stunk."

"Damn right it did. That's my desk," the man
bellowed. "I'm responsible for what goes on with that entrance.
What right have they to let someone else work on security
there?"

Why was it, Paul wondered idly, that the
people with the least going for them always had to take on more
than they could handle?

"But isn't that always the way?" the guard
demanded.

Paul shook his head sympathetically,
acknowledging the general unfairness of life as this man saw it. He
wondered about the contrasting levels of competence between this
old duffer and the woman at the front desk. People obsessed about
security in the Valley, especially among electronic leaders like
Halex where they pumped paranoia through the air ducts. Why the
breakdown at the backdoor?

"What's your name?" Paul asked.

"John Allen Smith," the guard rattled
off.

Of course, it was. Plain old John Smith
wouldn't be good enough. "Well, John, if you can take a break, I'd
sure like to buy you some coffee?"

A captive audience.
Naturally, the man agreed. He was
a blowhard. They went to the cafeteria, where Paul
endured an hour-long recitation, which he measured, in purchases of
coffee and pie, of the lowlights of a failed life. Excruciating but
worth it. Smith knew more than he thought he knew. And it wasn't
hard to pry it out of him.

Sure, he'd seen a stranger in the parking
lot that morning. What did it matter? The guy hadn't tried to enter
the building. He just used the parking lot as a shortcut to the
wooded area on the other side.

The wooded area, Paul thought. Wasn't that
near the spot where Nick's car was found?

***

Tom Daniels sauntered through the hotel
lobby, from a corridor that led from the rooms, swinging a manila
envelope in his hand. As he walked, he unconsciously looked over
his shoulders, searched the shadowy corners. Not that he expected
trouble. Or cared if it came his way. Hell, he was pumped. It would
take a lot to bring him down.

Tom was a big man, expensively dressed in a
designer jeans and red lizard cowboy boots. He still had the
carrot-colored hair, dimples and boyish grin that had melted
teen-aged hearts when he was his high school's leading running
back. Now the muscle was turning to fat and the chins were
multiplying, but the ingenuous charm normally still carried him.
For a while. When it didn't, there was always his fist.

He caught sight of a woman adjusting her
twisted skirt before a mirrored column in the lobby, and paused to
watch. Wait a minute. He knew that ass. "Sabrina?" Tom asked.

He saw her face blanche in the mirror. Yet
he admired the veneer of superiority she'd mustered by the time she
turned around. Unnecessarily, for him.

"Tom? How wonderful to see you." Sabrina
Hale gracefully extended a small hand that disappeared into his
giant mitt.

She smiled warmly, with a rosy flush. And
why shouldn't she? Tom knew his expression was an unabashed
compliment. He'd always found her a striking woman. He felt himself
becoming hard, as he often did around her, though usually not so
soon. Fighting always made him horny.

"You're a long way from home," Tom
observed.

That Burlingame travelers' hotel near the
San Francisco airport was, for both of them, a long way from
home.

"Meetings—they're going to be the death of
me. Why do I let myself get roped into working for charities that
have to meet so far away?" Sabrina said with a laugh.

"But they have great function rooms here,
don't they?" Tom asked.

"The best."

An awkward silence, then a suppressed giggle
from Sabrina. Tom brought it into the open with a hearty laugh.

"We're a pair, aren't we, Sabrina?"

"But we know it, which is more than you can
say for most of them," she said with a sniff.

"How true."

Their moral superiority made them swell with
pride.
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