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El Tariq, Morocco

Get the bastard! He’s trapped.” 

The hell he was, Kilmer thought savagely as he gunned the jeep up the hill. He wasn’t about to let them catch him when he’d come this far.

A bullet tore past his ear and splintered the windshield.

Too close. They were gaining on him.

He put his foot on the brake and slowed the jeep down.

He swerved around a curve in the road, braced himself, and then jumped into a mud-and-sand-filled ditch at the side of the road.

Christ, that hurt.

Ignore it.

He rolled over and dashed into the brush, watching the jeep roll driverless away from him and then veer toward the edge of the road. With any luck they’d think that shot had struck him and not try to analyze why the jeep appeared uncontrolled.

Now wait for the truck pursuing him.

He didn’t have to wait long. The Nissan truck roared around the curve. Two men in the cab. Three in the open back of the truck. The man on the right side of the back was the one with the rifle. He was aiming at the jeep again.

Let them get a little nearer . . . 

They were passing him.

Now!

He stepped out of the brush and threw the grenade he’d pulled out of his backpack.

He hit the dirt as the grenade struck the truck and exploded. A second explosion rocked the ground as the gas tank of the truck blew.

His head lifted. The truck was a blackened, flaming ruin; smoke was curling up toward the sky.

And that smoke would be seen for miles.

Move!

He jumped to his feet and started to run toward the glade at the top of the hill.

It took him five minutes to reach it and he was hearing the roar of vehicles behind him when he burst into the glade where the helicopter was hidden. Donavan started the rotors whirling as he caught sight of Kilmer.

“Go!” Kilmer dove into the passenger seat. “Stay away from the road before going south. You might get a bullet in the gas tank.”

“I thought from the explosion that you’d taken care of that problem.” Donavan lifted off. “Grenade?”

Kilmer nodded. “But there may be more than one truck this time. The first thing they’ll do is check the safe when they see that smoke and then they’ll call out every man at the compound.”

“So I see.” Donavan whistled as he saw the line of trucks on the road below. “And one of them has a ground-to-air missile launcher. We’d better get the hell out of this airspace before they spot us. Did you get it?”

“Oh, yes.” Kilmer gazed down at the jeweled and embroidered velvet pouch dangling from the gold chain he’d pulled out of his belt pack. The blue sapphire eyes of the two horses whose images were imprinted on the pouch glittered back at him. Deadly. So beautiful. So deadly. He’d already killed seven men today alone to gain possession. Why didn’t he feel triumphant? Perhaps because he realized that those lives would probably be only the start of the chaos to follow. “Yes, I got it, Donavan.”

Tallanville, Alabama

Talk to him, Frankie,” Grace said as she stroked the horse’s muzzle. “When you get to the barrier, lean down and tell him what you want him to do.”

“And he’ll balk just the same.” Frankie made a face. “Horses may understand you, but I’m chopped liver to them.”

“You don’t know until you try. Darling is just having a battle of wills with you. You can’t let him have the upper hand.”

“I don’t care, Mom. I don’t have to be boss. If Darling was a keyboard instead of a horse, I might want to assert myself, but I—” She gazed at Grace’s face and then sighed. “Okay, I’ll do what you say. But he’s going to toss me.”

“If he does, then fall right, the way I taught you. And then get on him again.” She paused. “Don’t you know how much it scares me to have you fall? But you love to ride and it was your choice to compete in this show. I don’t care whether you win or not, but you have to be prepared for anything that might happen.”

“I know.” Frankie’s smile lit her face. “And I will win. Just watch me.” She kicked the palomino and sent him galloping around the ring. She called back over her shoulder, “But it would help if you told that to Darling.”

She looked so little on that horse, Grace thought in agony. Frankie was dressed in jeans and a red plaid shirt that made her curly dark hair tumbling out of her helmet look black in the sunlight. She was eight, but she’d always been small for her age and she looked younger.

“She’s only a kid, Grace.” Charlie had come to stand beside her at the fence. “Don’t be so hard on her.”

“I’d be hard on her if I let her go through life unprepared.” She muttered a prayer beneath her breath as she saw Frankie start the approach to the barrier. “I can’t protect her all her life. What if I’m not around? She has to learn how to survive.”

“Like you did?”

“Like I did.”

Darling was almost on top of the barrier.

Don’t balk. Don’t balk, boy. Take her over safely.

Darling hesitated, then rose in the air and cleared the barrier.

“Hot dog!” Grace jumped down from the fence as Frankie whooped with glee and then galloped toward her. “I told you that you could do it.” When Frankie slipped from the saddle, Grace picked her up and swung her in a circle. “You’re incredible.”

“Yep.” Frankie’s grin lit her face. “Maybe you’re not the only horse whisperer in the family.” She looked beyond Grace to Charlie. “Hot stuff, huh?”

Charlie nodded. “And I thought all that piano playing was ruining you for any decent job.” His smile lit his sun-weathered face with slyness. “I might even try to get you a summer job cleaning the stables over at Baker’s Farm.”

“I get enough of that here.” She took Darling’s reins and started leading him toward the gate. “And you let me off for piano practice. I don’t think Mr. Baker would do that. He likes hillbilly music.”

“After you take care of Darling, shower and change your clothes,” Grace said. “We have to be at judo class in an hour.”

“Right.” Frankie took off her helmet and reached up to rumple her curly hair. “And Robert promised to take us out for pizza afterward, Charlie. You’re coming, aren’t you?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Charlie said. “And if you make it all right with your mom, I’ll even put Darling away for you.” He grimaced. “Never mind. I’m getting the evil eye for interfering with responsibility.”

“She’s like that.” Frankie led Darling toward the stable. “But I don’t mind. I like making Darling comfortable. It sort of pays for all the fun he gives me.”

“Like dumping you in the dirt.”

“He didn’t hurt me.”

“Thank God,” Grace murmured as she watched Frankie disappear into the stable. “I nearly had a heart attack, Charlie.”

“But you made her try again.” Charlie nodded. “I know. She has to learn to survive.”

“And have a chance at winning. I won’t have her beaten down.”

“She tickles those keys pretty good. Not everybody has to compete in the ring.”

“She’s loved to ride ever since you and I taught her when she was three. The piano is her first love and she’s brilliant at it. But I’m not having her confined to practice and concert halls. Composing is fulfilling for her too and it doesn’t expose her to all the hoopla connected with public life. She’s going to have a full, rounded life here before I let her consider whether she wants to see her name in lights.” She grimaced. “Who the hell would have dreamed I’d give birth to a child prodigy?”

“You’re not so dumb yourself.”

“Heredity has nothing to do with a talent like Frankie’s. It’s one of those freaks of nature. But I won’t have her considered a freak by anyone. She’s going to have a normal, happy childhood.”

“Or you’ll blow everybody out of the water.” He chuckled. “She is happy, Grace. Don’t try so hard. You’ve done a great job raising her.”

“We’ve done a great job raising her.” She smiled at him. “And every night I thank God for you, Charlie.”

A faint flush colored his lined cheeks, but his tone was rueful. “I hope He’s listening. I haven’t done much worthwhile in my life and I’m getting pretty old. I may need a few good marks in His book soon.”

“Hey, you’re only pushing eighty and healthy as one of your horses. In this day and age you’ve got a lot of good years left.”

“That’s true.” He paused. “But not one of them can be better than the last eight. Frankie’s pretty special and you’ve made me feel as if she belongs to me too.”

“She does. You know that.” She frowned. “You’re very serious today. Something wrong?”

He shook his head. “I got a little scared when Frankie took that jump. It made me start counting my blessings. I was remembering how things were before you showed up that day eight years ago. I was a crabby old bachelor with a horse farm that was going straight to hell. You changed everything for me.”

“Yeah, I talked you into a job, moved in, and saddled you with a six-month-old baby. A colicky baby. I’m lucky you didn’t toss me out the first month.”

“I was tempted. It took two months before I decided that even if I kicked you out, I was going to keep Frankie.”

“In your dreams.”

“It would have been pretty hard.” His blue eyes were twinkling. “Of course, I could have tried to find a bronc tough enough to bust you up a little. But I haven’t seen a horse you couldn’t break yet. Weird.”

“Don’t you start. Ever since Frankie saw that horse-whisperer movie, she thinks I’m— I just talk to them, dammit. Nothing weird about that.”

“And they understand.” He held up his hand. “I’m not accusing you of being a Doctor Dolittle. I’ve just never run across anyone like you.”

“I love horses. Maybe they feel it and respond to it. It’s as simple as that.”

“There’s nothing simple about you. You’re tough as nails about everyone and everything but Frankie. You’re crazy about the kid. Yet you let her take chances that most doting mothers would never do.”

“Most doting mothers never had the experiences I did when I was growing up. If my father hadn’t made sure I was able to survive, I wouldn’t have made thirteen. Don’t you think I want to wrap Frankie in cotton and never let her take a false step? But mistakes are how you learn and get stronger. I’ll love her and protect her in the only way I know that works. Teaching her to protect herself.”

“I don’t suppose you’d care to tell me where you did grow up?”

“I told you, I spent every summer on my grandfather’s horse farm in Australia.”

“And where did you spend the rest of the year?” Charlie shrugged as he saw her expression close up. “I didn’t think so. But you usually don’t talk about anything before that day you showed up on my doorstep. I thought I had a chance.”

“It’s not that I don’t— It’s better if you don’t know anything about—” She shook her head. “It’s not that I don’t trust you, Charlie.”

“I know. I’m just curious why you’d have to trust me to tell me what makes you tick.”

“You know what makes me tick.”

He chuckled. “Yeah—Frankie. I guess she’s enough for anyone.” He turned and headed for the barn. “If I’m going to meet you for pizza, I’d better get to my chores. Robert and I are going to play a game of chess after we ship you and Frankie back to the farm. I’m going to beat him this time. He’s really better at judo and other martial arts than he is at board games. An unusual man, Robert.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “And isn’t it also unusual that he showed up in town and opened that martial-arts studio only a few months after you came?”

“Not particularly. The town didn’t have any kind of martial-arts center. It was just good business.”

Charlie nodded. “Guess it’s all in the way you look at it. See you tonight.”

She gazed after him as he headed for the barn. In spite of his years, his step was still springy and his wiry body appeared as strong as that of a much younger man. She never thought of Charlie as aging, and it troubled her to hear him talk about it. She’d never heard him speak about age or dying before. He always lived in the moment . . . and these days they were all good moments for all of them.

Her gaze shifted to the hills surrounding the farm. The late-afternoon sun turned the pines in the woods to a deeper shade of green that spread an almost narcotic peacefulness over the hot August afternoon. When she’d first come to Charlie’s small horse farm eight years ago, that peacefulness was what had drawn her. The paint on the outbuildings and the fencing had been worn and chipped, and the house had looked as if it had been neglected for years, but that sense of timeless peace pervaded every foot of the place. Dear God, how she had needed that peace.

“Mom.”

She turned to see Frankie hurrying toward her. “All set?”

“Yep.” She took Grace’s hand. “I had a talk with Darling while I was putting him away. I told him what a good boy he’d been and that I expected him to do the same tomorrow.”

“Really?”

She sighed. “But he’ll probably toss me anyway. I figure today I got lucky.”

Grace smiled. “Maybe tomorrow will be lucky too.” Her grasp tightened on Frankie’s hand. Jesus, she loved her. This was one of the perfect times. No matter what tomorrow brought, today was bright as a new penny. “Race you to the house?”

“Right.” Frankie broke free and started streaking across the yard.

Let her win? What would it hurt to—

Grace started to run at full speed. It would hurt. She had to be honest with Frankie and never let her doubt that honesty. Someday Frankie would leave her in the dust and then the triumph would be all the sweeter for her. . . . 

         

It’s going to rain.” Grace lifted her head to the night sky. She and Robert Blockman had stopped outside in the parking lot to wait for Charlie and Frankie, who were finishing their game of pool in the recreation room that adjoined the pizzeria. “I can feel it coming.”

“The weatherman says it’s supposed to be dry as a bone for the next couple days.” Robert leaned on the door of his SUV. “August is usually a dry month.”

“It’s going to rain tonight,” she repeated.

Robert chuckled. “I know, who cares what the weatherman says? You can feel it. You and your horses. They’re probably spooked too.”

“I’m not spooked. I like the rain.” She was watching Frankie cuing up through the glass window. “So does Frankie. Sometimes we go riding together in the rain.”

“Not me. I’m like a cat. I like to be dry and cozy inside a house when it’s wet.”

She smiled. He resembled more a bear than a cat, she thought. Robert was in his late forties, but he was big and burly, with close-cut dark hair and irregular features that included a humped nose that had been broken sometime in the past. She always told him that he looked more like a prizefighter than a martial-arts instructor. “Oh, I think you could survive a patch of rough weather. How’s your week gone, Robert? Any new customers?”

“A couple. You might have seen them when you came into the studio this afternoon. I was just finishing signing them up. Two boys whose truck-driver father thinks they should be as tough as he is.” He grimaced. “They wouldn’t have to learn much. You could take their papa with one hand tied behind your back. Hell, Frankie could probably make short work of him. No finesse. Sometimes I wonder why I don’t pull up stakes and go somewhere away from small-town rednecks and gossipmongers.”

“I thought you liked Tallanville.”

“I do. Most of the time. Slow living appeals to me. Just every now and then I get fed up.” His gaze shifted to Frankie. “Why don’t you bring her in tomorrow and let her show those boys a few moves.”

“Why should I do—” Her gaze narrowed on his face. “What’s this about, Robert?”

“Nothing.”

“Robert.”

He shrugged. “I just heard Papa asshole muttering to his sons after you drove up. Even after eight years in this town, they still talk about you and Frankie.”

“So?”

“I just don’t like it.”

“Frankie’s illegitimate, and even in this day and age there will always be someone who wants everyone to go by their own standards. Particularly in a small town like this. I explained that to Frankie and she understands.”

“I don’t. I want to punch someone.”

She smiled. “Me too. But the kids are much more open than their parents, and Frankie’s not hurting. Except for me.”

“I bet she wants to punch someone too.”

“She already did and I had to have a talk with her.” She shook her head. “So we’re not going to have Frankie beat up any of your clients just to make you feel better.”

“What about making you feel better?”

“Catering to ignorance and intolerance wouldn’t make me feel better. And it might make things difficult for Charlie. He can be very defensive and he’s not a young man. I’m not going to take a chance on him getting hurt.”

“He can hold his own. He’s a tough old bird.”

“He’s not going to have to hold his own. Not about me and Frankie. He’s done too much for us to have a payback like that.”

“It’s pretty even-steven. You’ve done a lot for him too.”

She shook her head. “He took me in and gave Frankie a home. All I did was work my rump off to keep the farm showing a profit. I would have done that anyway.”

“I don’t believe he has any regrets.”

She didn’t speak for a moment. “And what about you?”

He lifted his brows. “What?”

“You’ve spent eight years here. You said yourself that you have your moments when you’re fed up with small-town life.”

“I’d have my moments even if I lived in Paris or New York. Everyone has their time of discontent.”

“I don’t.”

“But then, you have Frankie.” He looked down at her. “And so do we. I’ve never regretted being sent here to watch out for you. For all of us that’s the bottom line. It’s all about Frankie, isn’t it?”

Frankie was putting up her pool stick, her face alight, her dark eyes glowing with laughter as she talked to Charlie.

“Yes,” Grace said softly. “It’s all about Frankie.”

         

How about me driving you home, Charlie?” Robert opened Charlie’s car door. “You’re a little on the tipsy side.”

“I’m legal. I only had two drinks. I don’t need any young whippersnapper chauffeuring me.”

“Whippersnapper? You flatter me. I’m too close to the big five-O for comfort.” He grinned. “Come on. You may have had only two drinks but you were weaving a bit when you got up from the table. Let me drive you.”

“My truck knows the way home.” He made a face. “Like old Dobbin.” He started the engine. “If I’d beat you that last game, I might let you drive me home in style, but I reserve that right for our next session.” He smiled. “I was close this time. You’re going down next week.”

“Just be careful.”

“I’m always careful. I’ve got a lot to lose these days.” He tilted his head, listening. “Is that thunder?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me. Grace said it was going to rain tonight. How the hell does she know?”

Charlie shrugged. “She told me once she was a quarter Cherokee. Maybe it’s in the genes.” He waved as he backed out of the parking lot.

Robert hesitated, gazing after him. Charlie seemed to be driving okay and it was almost all back roads to his farm. He’d give him a call when he’d had time to get home, just to ease his own mind. He turned and started back toward his SUV.

It had been a good night and he was filled with warm contentment. Even if it hadn’t been a part of his job, he’d have enjoyed these evenings with Grace, Frankie, and Charlie. They were as close to family as he’d ever possessed. When he’d taken on this assignment, he’d never dreamed it would last this long, and now he’d be disappointed when it was over.

If it was ever over, he thought ruefully. He’d been told Grace Archer was too important for them to take a chance with her safety. The fact that they’d kept him here for eight years in this little Podunk of a town only underscored that fact.

Not that he’d take that chance even if she was considered dispensable by the agency. Grace had become a personal mission. He liked her, dammit. She was smart and strong and she never let anything get in the way when she was going after something. She was also one hell of an attractive woman. He was surprised that he found her appealing. He’d always liked cute, cuddly women, and his first wife had fallen dead center into that category. There was nothing cute or cuddly about Grace. She was tall, slim, and graceful, with curly, short chestnut hair that framed her face, big hazel eyes, full lips, and spare, elegant bone structure that was more interesting than conventionally pretty. Yet there was something about her confidence, quiet strength, and intelligence that turned him on. There had been times when he’d had to backpedal, but she was so completely absorbed by her daughter and the life she’d carved out at Charlie’s farm, he doubted if she’d even noticed.

Or maybe she had and chose to ignore it. He knew she liked being his friend, and she probably didn’t want to jeopardize that relationship for a less calm, volatile one. God knew her life had been volatile and violent enough before she came here. When he’d read her dossier, he’d had trouble connecting the Grace he knew with that woman. Well, except for the fact that she had little trouble putting him down during their workouts. She was strong and skilled and went for the jugular. Who knew? It could be that that hint of danger was why he found her so interesting.

He’d reached his SUV and he clicked the remote to unlock the door. It would take Charlie twenty minutes to get home. He’d give him another five minutes to get in the house and then call him and—

A large brown envelope was on the seat.

He stiffened. “Shit.” There was no question that he’d locked the SUV.

He glanced around the parking lot. No one suspicious. But whoever had put the envelope on the seat had had all evening to do it.

He slowly picked up the envelope, opened it, and took out the contents.

A photo of two white horses in profile.

Both horses had blue eyes.

         

Mom. May I come in?” Frankie stood in the doorway of Grace’s bedroom. “I can’t sleep.”

“Sure.” Grace sat up and patted the bed next to her. “What’s wrong? Stomachache? I told you not to eat that last piece of pizza.”

“No.” Frankie was cuddling underneath the covers. “I was just lonesome.”

Grace put her arm around her. “Then I’m glad you came. Being lonely hurts.”

“Yeah.” Frankie was silent a moment. “I was thinking maybe you probably get lonesome too sometimes.”

“When you’re not around.”

“No, I mean what about all that love and marriage and stuff on TV? Do I get in the way?”

“You’re never in the way.” She chuckled. “And I promise I’m not missing all that ‘stuff.’ I’m too busy.”

“Sure?”

“Sure.” She brushed her lips across Frankie’s temple. “This is enough, baby. What I have with you and Charlie makes me very, very happy.”

“Me too.” Frankie yawned. “I just wanted to let you know that I wouldn’t mind if you decided that you—”

“Go to sleep. I have a two-year-old to break tomorrow.”

“Okay.” She nestled closer. “I heard the music again. I’m going to get up early and try to play it on the piano.”

“Something new?”

She yawned again. “Mm-hmm. It’s just a whisper now but it will get louder.”

“When you’re ready, I’d love to hear it.”

“Uh-huh. But it’s just a whisper. . . .”

She was asleep.

Grace moved carefully to shift her so that she was lying more comfortably on the pillow. She should send her back to her bed, but she wasn’t going to do it. Frankie was so independent, she seldom came to Grace to be cuddled anymore, and she was going to enjoy this. There was nothing more endearing than the soft, warm weight of a beloved child.

And God knew there was no child more beloved than this child in her arms.

It was odd that Frankie had started worrying about Grace’s solitary status. Or maybe not so odd. Frankie was older than her years and extremely sensitive. Grace hoped she’d convinced her that this life at the farm was enough for her. She’d told her the truth. She kept herself so busy that there was no room for worrying about sex or any other intimate relationship. Even if a relationship hadn’t posed a threat, she was not about to be pulled down into that whirlpool of sensuality that had almost destroyed her. When she had conceived Frankie, she was totally immersed in a physical obsession that had made her forget everything she should have remembered. That couldn’t ever happen again. She owed it to Frankie to keep a cool head.

The rain was pounding against the window and the rhythmic sound only added to the sweetness that was enveloping her. She wanted it to go on and on. To hell with the horse she had to break tomorrow. She was going to lie here with Frankie and savor this moment.

         

What the hell is it?” Robert asked when he got through to Les North in Washington. “Horses? This county is full of them, but no one’s ever seen fit to break into my car and put a photo of them on my seat.”

“Blue eyes?”

“Both of them. What is it—”

“Get out to the farm, Blockman. Check and see if everything’s okay.”

“And wake her up? I just saw her and the kid tonight. They’re fine. It could just be some practical joke. I’m not the most popular person in this town. I’m not a Southern Baptist and I have nothing to do with horses, their feeding or well-being. That guarantees I’ll stay an outsider.”

“It’s not a joke. And it’s not one of your neighbors down there. Get out there. Try not to scare her, but make sure the place is secure.”

“I’ll call Charlie on his cell phone and make sure everything’s okay.” Robert was silent a moment. “This is serious stuff, isn’t it? Are you going to tell me why you’re bent out of shape?”

“You’re damn right it’s serious. This may be the reason you’ve been parked on her doorstep all these years. Get out there and earn your salary.”

“I’m on my way.” Robert hung up.

         

North pressed the disconnect and sat there thinking.

Warning? Probably. And if it was a warning, who had given it?

Kilmer.

He muttered a curse. Kilmer surfacing after all these years was the worst-case scenario. They’d made a deal, dammit. He couldn’t show up and throw the setup into chaos. If there was a problem, Blockman could handle it.

Maybe it wasn’t so bad. Maybe he wasn’t in Tallanville. Maybe he’d hired someone to leave the photo.

And pigs could fly. Even if that warning hadn’t been delivered in person, he wasn’t a man who’d let anyone else handle a dangerous situation that concerned Grace Archer.

He had no choice but to call Bill Crane, his superior, and tell him Kilmer was probably back on the scene. Hell, Crane was one of the new wonder boys who’d been brought in after 9/11. He’d bet Crane didn’t even know Kilmer existed.

Well, he was about to learn. North wasn’t going to handle this hot potato by himself. Wake the wonder boy up and make him see what he could do with Kilmer.

He quickly dialed the number and waited with malicious satisfaction for the ringing to jar Crane from sleep.
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The tires of Charlie’s truck rattled the loose wooden slats of the old bridge as he started across the river. He’d been meaning to fix those slats. . . . 

Almost home.

Charlie turned the radio up as a Reba McEntire song came on. He’d always liked her. Pretty lady. Pretty voice. Maybe country music wasn’t as deep as the stuff Frankie wrote, but it made him feel comfortable. No reason why he couldn’t like both.

The rain was splashing hard against the windshield and he turned the wipers on full blast. He didn’t need to cope with rain as well as being tipsy. Getting old sucked. Two drinks and he was woozy. He used to be able to drink all his buddies under the table and still be clearheaded enough to—

His cell phone rang, and it took a minute to get it out of his pocket. Robert. He shook his head and smiled as he punched the button. “I’m fine. I’m almost home and I’ll thank you to not treat me like a doddering—”

Something was on the road directly ahead.

Light!

         

Grace was still not sleeping when her cell phone rang on the bedside table.

Charlie? She hadn’t heard his truck and he sometimes stayed with Robert if he drank too much.

“Mom?” Frankie murmured drowsily.

“Shh, baby. It’s okay.” She reached over her daughter and picked up the phone. “Charlie?”

“Get out of there, Grace.”

Robert.

She sat bolt upright in bed. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. And there’s no time to explain. North told me to come out there, and I’m on my way. But I might be too late. Get out of there.”

“Charlie?”

He was silent a moment. “He was on his way home. I talked to him a few minutes ago. I lost him. I think something happened.”

“What? Then I have to go find—”

“I’ll find him. You get yourself and Frankie out of there.”

“What’s wrong?” Frankie was sitting up in bed. “Is Charlie okay?”

Oh, God, she hoped so, but she had to trust Robert. She had to take care of Frankie. “You find him, Robert. And if you’re having me take Frankie out in this storm for no reason, I’m going to strangle you.”

“I hope there’s no reason. Keep in touch.” Robert hung up.

“Charlie?” Frankie whispered.

“I don’t know, baby.” She flung off the covers. “Go to your room and get your tennis shoes. Don’t turn on the light and don’t bother getting dressed. We’ll grab a rain poncho in the mudroom downstairs.”

“Why am I—”

“Frankie, don’t ask questions. We don’t have time. Just trust me and do what I tell you. Okay?”

Frankie hesitated. “Okay.” She jumped out of bed and ran out of the room. “I’ll be quick.”

Bless her. Most kids jarred from sleep in the middle of the night would have been too scared to even function.

Grace went to the closet and pulled out her knapsack from the top shelf. She’d packed this knapsack eight years ago and updated the contents periodically. She hoped the clothes she’d packed for Frankie would still fit. . . . 

She was unfastening the lockbox she’d put in the knapsack when Frankie ran back in the room. “Good. You were very quick. Go to the window and see if it’s still raining so hard.”

While Frankie was crossing the room, Grace took out the gun and dagger. She quickly stuffed them and the papers she’d placed in the box eight years ago in the front pocket of the knapsack, where they were readily available.

“Maybe the rain’s a little lighter.” Frankie was looking out the window. “But it’s so dark it’s hard to see— Oh, there’s someone with a flashlight coming across the yard. Do you think it’s Charlie?”

It wasn’t Charlie. Charlie knew every inch of his farm and wouldn’t need a flashlight. “Come on, baby.” She grabbed her arm and pulled her down the stairs. “We’re going out the kitchen door. Be very quiet.”

A sound of metal on metal at the front door. She inhaled sharply. She had jimmied too many locks herself not to know that sound.

She had changed Charlie’s flimsy locks when she came here, but it wouldn’t take an expert long to break in. And if they couldn’t force the lock, then they’d find another way.

“Out,” she whispered, and pushed Frankie toward the kitchen.

Frankie flew down the hall and threw open the kitchen door. She looked back at Grace, her eyes wide. “Robbers?” she whispered.

Grace nodded as she grabbed a rain poncho for Frankie from the mudroom hooks, threw it to her, and then grabbed one for herself. “And there might be more than one. Head for the paddock and then the woods on the other side. If I’m not right behind, don’t wait for me. I’ll catch up.”

Frankie was shaking her head.

“Don’t say no to me,” Grace said. “What have I always taught you? You have to take care of yourself before you can take care of others. Now do what I say.”

Frankie hesitated.

Christ, Grace could hear the creak of the front door as it opened. “Run!”

Frankie ran, streaking across the yard and into the paddock. Grace watched for a second, waiting. There was almost always a lookout man.

She didn’t have to wait long. A tall man had come around the house and was running after Frankie.

She took off after him.

No gun. She didn’t want to bring the others in the house out here.

Run. The rain and thunder would mask the sound of her footsteps behind him.

She reached him as he entered the woods.

He must have heard the sound of her breathing. He whirled, gun in hand.

She sprang, the side of her hand numbing the wrist of his gun hand. Then her dagger sliced across his jugular. She didn’t watch him fall to the ground. She turned, searching the shadows. “Frankie?”

She heard a low sobbing. Frankie was huddled at the base of a tree a short distance away. “It’s okay, baby. He can’t hurt you now.” Grace fell to her knees beside her. “But we have to leave. We have to run. There are others.”

Frankie’s hand reached out and touched a smear on Grace’s poncho. “Blood. There’s blood . . . on you.”

“Yes. He would have hurt you. He would have hurt both of us. I had to stop him.”

“Blood . . .”

“Frankie . . .” She stiffened as she heard a shout from across the paddock. She stood up and pulled Frankie with her. “I’ll talk to you about it later. They’re coming. Now do what I say and run. Let’s go.”

She half-pulled Frankie deeper into the woods. After only a few steps Frankie was running, stumbling with her through the brush.

Where to hide? She had scoped out and planned bolt-holes in these woods over the years. Choose one.

She couldn’t count on Frankie being able to keep this pace for long. She was a child and almost in shock. Grace had to find a close place to hide and wait them out. Robert was on his way.

Or at least find a way to hide Frankie. She could decide after she saw how many were after her whether she could handle the situation alone.

The blind.

Charlie had a hunting blind in a tree not far from here. He hadn’t used it for years, claiming he couldn’t climb the damn tree anymore.

Well, she could climb. And Frankie was as agile as a monkey.

“The blind,” she gasped. “Get to the blind, Frankie. Hide there.”

“Not without you.”

“I’m coming.”

Frankie glared back at her. “Now.”

“Okay, now.” Grace grabbed her hand and tore through the underbrush. The wet foliage slapped her in the face and her tennis shoes sank deep in the mud with every step.

She listened. Could she hear them?

Yes, but she couldn’t tell where they were.

Flashlights.

Christ.

The blind was just up ahead. She put on speed and reached the tree. “Up,” she whispered, and gave Frankie a boost. Frankie was halfway up the tree when Grace started. Her daughter crawled out on the branch holding the blind a moment later.

Grace joined her in seconds and pulled her down flat on the wooden platform. “Quiet. In a hunt like this no one expects you to be above them. They’re focused on straight ahead.” The rain was making a slapping noise on the camouflage drape. It was different from the sound of the rain on the leaves, she realized. It would be a dead giveaway. She jerked the drape down.

She hoped she was telling the truth about them not looking up. It was generally a fact, but who knew how experienced the leader of this particular team was? “Keep down,” she repeated. She could feel Frankie trembling with fear against her.

Damn them. Damn them to hell.

Grace drew Frankie closer as she pulled the gun out of the pocket of her poncho.

The men were calling back and forth to one another as they searched the brush. They weren’t afraid she’d hear them. She and Frankie were the prey, the hunted. She listened. At least three different voices. If there were no more than that, then they wouldn’t be impossible targets. She knew these woods and they didn’t, and they wouldn’t expect—

But she couldn’t leave Frankie.

And one of the men was now directly below the tree with their blind.

She held her breath. Her hand covered Frankie’s lips.

The beam of his flashlight was skimming the mud, looking for footprints.

She aimed the gun at his head. He was on the wrong side of the tree, but if he moved a few feet to the left he’d see the place where they’d climbed—

An explosion shook the earth.

“What the hell!” The man below her whirled in the direction of the farm. “What the devil was—”

“The car. I think it was the car, Kersoff.” Another man had run up to stand beside the one below their tree. “I saw a flash and fire and it came from down the road where we left the car. Maybe the gas tank.”

“That bitch. How did she get out of these woods?”

“How did she kill Jennet?” he asked. “You warned us she wouldn’t be easy. He’s not going to like—”

“Shut up.” Kersoff turned away and started toward the paddock. “If she blew up our car, she can’t be that far away. She’s probably trying to get to her own car now. We can block the road and wait for her. Locke! Where are you? Have you seen Locke?”

“Not for a couple minutes. Shall I look—”

“No, we have to get to the road. Move.”

A moment later the sound of their passage through the brush faded.

Frankie was turning her head to escape Grace’s hand on her lips. Grace moved it but whispered, “It’s still not safe. We don’t know where that other man is, baby.” She listened.

No sound but the rain on the leaves.

And when they didn’t find them back at the farm, they might come back and begin to search the woods again.

“I’m going down to look around. You stay here and wait until I come back for you.”

Frankie was violently shaking her head.

“Yes,” Grace said firmly. “You can’t help. You might hinder. Now, stay here and be quiet.” She was already climbing down the tree. “It shouldn’t take long.”

She heard a stifled sob, but Frankie wasn’t trying to follow her, she realized with relief.

She moved quietly through the brush.

As quietly as she could, pushing through this wet brush and mud sucking at her shoes, she thought bitterly. But if the missing Locke heard her, she should be able to hear him.

She stopped. Listened. Moved on.

Two minutes later she saw him.

A small man lying on the ground, half-pushed beneath a bush. His eyes were open and the rain was falling on a face twisted in a death rictus.

Locke?

She could only guess at his identity. She could make no guess on who had taken him out and destroyed that car.

Or maybe she could.

Robert had promised her he was on his way.

So grab the chance he’d given her and get Frankie away from the farm.

Where?

Baker’s Horse Farm was five miles from here. She’d follow the woods until she was a few miles from the farm and then hit the road. She could hide in the barn at Baker’s place until she could contact Robert.

She turned and ran back toward the blind.

         

She caught glimpses of the burning car on the road as she and Frankie ran through the woods. No sign of the bastards who had driven it.

“Mom.” Frankie’s breath was coming in gasps. “Why?”

Why had her life been turned upside down? Why had she been forced to witness her mother killing another human being? Why was she being hunted like an animal?

“I’ll talk to you later— I can’t— I’m sorry, baby. I’ll try to make it right.” They had reached the curve of the road that couldn’t be seen from the farm. Grace glanced both ways. No one. “Come on. We can travel quicker on the road. We have to move fast and—”

Headlights were suddenly bearing down on them.

She reached for her gun and pushed Frankie to the side of the road. Grace followed her, fell flat, and lifted the gun, trying to see past the glare of lights to get a good shot.

The car was stopping. “It’s okay, Grace.”

She froze. She couldn’t see the driver, but God help her, she knew that voice.

Kilmer.

“Get in. I’ll make sure you’re safe now.”

She closed her eyes. Get over the shock. She’d always known it would happen. “The hell you will.” She opened her eyes to see him kneeling beside her. The headlights were behind him and she couldn’t make out anything but an outline. She didn’t need to see him; she knew every line of his body, every feature of his face. “Your fault. This is all your fault, isn’t it?”

“Get in the car. I have to get you out of here.” He turned to Frankie. “Hello, Frankie. I’m Jake Kilmer. I’m here to help you, and I promise no one will hurt you as long as I’m here.”

Frankie shrank closer to Grace.

Kilmer turned back to Grace. “Are you going to let her stay there in the mud or are you going to let me take care of her? I’m not the threat here.”

No, he wasn’t. Not the immediate threat. But Kilmer was more dangerous than—

Kilmer stood up. “I’m going to get back in the car. I’ll wait two minutes and then I’m leaving. Make up your mind.”

He’d do it. Kilmer always did what he said he was going to do. That was one of the things that had drawn her to—

He was getting into the driver’s seat.

Two minutes.

Make a decision.

She got to her feet. “Come on, Frankie. Climb in the backseat. He won’t hurt us.”

“You know him?” Frankie whispered.

“Yes, I know him.” She took her daughter’s hand and led her toward the car. “I’ve known him for a long time.”

         

There’s a blanket on the seat, Frankie,” Kilmer said as he stepped on the accelerator. “Take off your poncho and wrap up.”

“Should I?” Frankie was looking at Grace, who had climbed into the backseat with her.

Grace nodded. “You’re sopping wet.” She reached for the blanket and wrapped it around her. “We have to get you dry, honey.” She turned to Kilmer. “Take us to town and drop us off at a motel.”

“I’ll take you to town.” He glanced at her. “I’m not sure any motel would take you in. You look like you’ve been buried in a mudslide for a month.”

“Then you can check me in before you leave us.” She was reaching for her phone. “I don’t need you for anything else.”

“You’re calling Robert Blockman?”

No time to wonder how he knew about Robert. “I have to make sure he’s all right. He was back at the farmhouse and I don’t know what kind of spot—”

“He wasn’t at the farm.”

She looked at him. “How do you—” She stopped. “You blew up that car.”

“It was the easiest way to draw them away from you. They weren’t very woods-savvy, but I wasn’t sure that they wouldn’t stumble across you. I took one of them out in the woods, but there wasn’t time to stalk down the other two when you and Frankie were so close. So I drew them back to the farm.”

“Then I’ll have to warn Robert that they’re still there. He was on his way to—” She stopped again as she saw Kilmer shaking his head. “Has something happened to Robert?”

“Not that I know about. But I resolved the problem at the farm before I came after you.”

Resolved the problem. She’d heard Kilmer say that so many times before. “You’re sure?”

“You know I’m always sure.” He smiled. “You don’t have to worry about your watchdog.”

“Yes, I do.” She dialed Robert’s number. “If he didn’t get to the farm, I should have heard from him. He was going to try to find Charlie.”

She got Robert’s voice mail. She hung up without leaving a message. “He’s not answering.” She turned to him. “Tell me what’s happening, dammit.”

“Later.” He glanced at Frankie, who was bent over drying her hair. “I think she’s had enough for one night. You don’t want to worry her any more than she is already.”

Frankie’s head lifted and she glared at Kilmer. “That’s pretty stupid. How can I help worrying about Charlie? And Mom’s worried too.”

Kilmer blinked. “Sorry if I treated you disrespectfully. I obviously didn’t realize who I was dealing with.” He paused. “I’m concerned about your friend Charlie too. I know you’re probably scared and confused, and I believe I’ll let your mother discuss the matter with you. It’s difficult to give anyone a clear picture unless they have a background in the problem.” He glanced at Grace. “Does she?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so.” He gazed gravely at Frankie. “I’m sure your mother will rectify that omission as soon as she can. And you’ll trust her and know that it’s the truth. Okay?”

He was talking to Frankie as if she was an adult, Grace thought. It was the right way to handle her. But then, Kilmer was very smart about people.

Frankie was nodding slowly. “Okay.” She curled up on the seat and wrapped the blanket around her again. Her face was pale and her hand clutching the blanket was shaking. She had been through a nightmare tonight and Grace wanted desperately to hold her, rock her. Not now. Not until she was sure they were somewhere safe. Frankie was holding on to her composure by a thread. One touch might break her.

“Smart kid.” Kilmer’s gaze was on Grace’s face in the rearview mirror. “She’ll deal with it.”

“How do you know? You don’t know anything about her.” She crossed her arms over her chest. It was weird to be so cold on this hot August night. She hadn’t been chilled before, but now that the adrenaline was subsiding, she was shaking as badly as Frankie. “Turn on the heater.”

“It’s on,” Kilmer said. “You’ll feel it soon. I thought you’d have your usual reaction. Just relax and let the— Shit!” His brakes screeched as he stopped on the side of the road beside the river. “Stay here.” He jumped out of the car and was running down the incline toward the riverbank. “I think I caught sight of a truck down there in the water. Do what I say. You don’t want to leave Frankie alone.”

But Frankie was already out of the car.

Grace caught her before she could follow Kilmer down the incline. “No, Frankie. We’ve got to stay here.”

“Charlie has a truck.” Frankie was fighting to get free. “It could be him. We’ve got to help him. It’s in the water.”

“Kilmer will tell us if we can help.” Grace was in an agony of frustration as her gaze followed Frankie’s. The river water was up to the windows of the cab and she could see very little else through the rain. It might not be Charlie’s truck.

Hell, who else could it be on this stretch of road? She wanted to be down there. But there was no way she could have Frankie go with her if it was Charlie’s truck. She put her arm around her daughter’s shoulders. “It’s better if we stay here. If Charlie’s there, Kilmer will get him out.”

“He’s a stranger. You don’t even like him. I can tell.”

“But he’s very good in emergencies. If I was in that truck, there’s no one I’d rather have go after me than Kilmer.”

“Is that the truth?”

“That’s the truth. Now let’s get closer so that we can see if there’s anything we can—”

Kilmer was coming up the bank, half-leading, half-carrying someone.

She stiffened, her heart jumping with hope. Charlie?

“Charlie!” Frankie was running toward them. “I was so scared. What—”

“Easy, Frankie.” It was Robert, not Charlie, who was being helped up the bank. He was soaking wet and dragging his left leg. “Be careful, this muddy bank is slippery.”

She skidded to a stop. “Robert? I thought it was—”

“No.” Robert met Grace’s eyes. “God, I’m sorry. I dove in and managed to get him out of the cab, but when I got him to the bank, I found out it was—” He shrugged helplessly. “I’m sorry, Grace.”

“No! Don’t you tell me that.” She was running past him down the incline.

Not Charlie.

He was wrong.

Not Charlie.

He was lying on the bank. So still.

Too still.

Grace fell to her knees beside him.

Don’t give up. Drowning victims sometimes could be brought back.

She felt for his pulse.

Nothing.

She bent over him to give him mouth-to-mouth.

“It’s no use, Grace.” Kilmer was standing beside her. “He’s gone.”

“Shut up. Drowning victims can be—”

“He didn’t drown. Look closer.”

How was she supposed to look closer when she couldn’t see through the tears brimming from her eyes and running down her cheeks? “He . . . was in . . . the river.”

“Look closer.”

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. She saw the hole in Charlie’s temple.

She bent over double as the pain jagged through her. “No. It didn’t happen. Not to Charlie. It’s not fair. He was—”

“Shh.” Kilmer was kneeling beside her. “I know.” He pulled her into his arms. “God, I wish—”

“Let me go.” She pulled away from him. “You don’t know. You never met him.”

“I know your pain. I’m feeling it, dammit.” He stood up. “But you won’t believe me right now.” He looked down at her. “I’ll leave you alone with him for a few minutes, but you’d better get back to the car. Frankie’s pretty upset. I left Blockman with her, but she needs you.”

He didn’t wait for an answer but started up the incline.

Yes, Frankie would need her. Frankie loved Charlie. Frankie wouldn’t understand the death of a loved one.

Neither did Grace. Not this loved one . . . 

She reached out and gently pushed back the damp hair that was clinging to Charlie’s forehead. He was always very neat about his hair. She had often teased him about how much he combed—

The tears were coming again. Try to stop them. Frankie needed her.

Jesus, Charlie . . . 
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Frankie tore away from Robert and hurled herself into Grace’s arms when she opened the car door. Tears were running down her cheeks. “They wouldn’t let me go. Tell them I have to go see Charlie.”

“No, baby.” Grace hugged her close and buried her face in her daughter’s hair. “You can’t see Charlie right now.” And never again. But how to say those words?

“You’re crying.” Frankie pushed her away and looked at her face. She reached out with a tentative hand and touched Grace’s cheek. “Why?”

She drew a shaky breath. “Why are you crying?”

“Because I’m scared and they wouldn’t let me go down—”

“And I’m crying because they did let me go to Charlie.” She cupped her hands around Frankie’s face. “And I knew I had to tell you something terrible.”

“Terrible,” Frankie whispered. “About Charlie?”

“He’s gone, baby.” Her voice broke and she had to stop. Get through it. She tried again. “Charlie’s not going to be with us any longer.”

“Dead. You mean he’s dead.”

She nodded jerkily. “That’s what I mean.”

Frankie stared at her in disbelief.

“It’s true, Frankie.”

“No.” Frankie buried her face in Grace’s chest, her little body convulsed with sobs. “No. No. No.”

“Get into the car with her,” Kilmer said as he opened the driver’s door. “I’ll drive you to that motel and get you settled.”

“Maybe I should have told her, Grace,” Robert said as he moved over on the seat. “I thought you’d want to do it yourself.”

“You were right.” She sat down and pulled Frankie closer in her arms. She rocked her back and forth in an agony of sympathy. “It was my job. Shh, baby, I know none of this makes sense and it hurts. It hurts. . . . But I’m here and it will get better. I promise it will get better.”

“Charlie . . .”

Just let her mourn and hope the tears would bring some sort of closure. She didn’t know what else to do. God, she felt helpless.

And in pain. The world seemed full of pain.

Pain for Frankie, pain for herself. Pain and regret that Charlie’s life had been ended so brutally.

“I’m sorry.” Frankie was looking up at her, the tears still running down her cheeks. “You’re hurting too. Am I making it worse for you?”

Jesus, who could have expected Frankie to think of anyone else at a time like this? Grace shook her head. “You’re making it easier. Sharing always makes it easier.” She pressed Frankie’s head back on her shoulder. “We’ll get through it together. Just like we always do.”

“Is the Holiday Inn okay?” Kilmer asked as he turned the car and drove back onto the road.

“Yes, it doesn’t matter.”

“You could stay at my place,” Robert said.

Grace shook her head. “Thanks, maybe later.” She leaned back in the seat. “Not tonight.”

“You’re afraid my apartment might not be—” He looked at Frankie. “Maybe you’re right. I’ll check in next door.”

“I’ll take care of it, Blockman,” Kilmer said.

Robert shook his head. “You don’t stay anywhere near her. Not until I do some checking with Washington.”

Kilmer shrugged and didn’t pursue it.

But he wouldn’t let Robert stop him from doing anything he wanted to do, Grace knew. He would just go around the corner of the obstacle and slip in another way. Kilmer was relentless.

“It’s okay, Grace.” Kilmer was gazing at her in the rearview mirror. “I’m not going to make trouble for you.”

“You bet you’re not.” Her arm tightened around Frankie. “I have only one thing to ask right now. Is Frankie in any immediate danger?”

He shook his head. “We have a few days.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. If Kilmer said it was safe, it was safe. “Good. But you’re not going anywhere until I talk to you.”

He nodded. “Agreed.” He looked at Frankie. “After you get her through this.”

Yes, after she got her through this horror of a night she would deal with him.

         

Kilmer’s hands tightened on the steering wheel as he watched Blockman usher Grace and Frankie into the lobby of the motel.

Christ, he wanted to go with them.

It didn’t matter what he wanted. It would be the worst possible move to crowd Grace now when she was in the throes of grief and anxiety. Let her come to terms with Charlie’s death before he piled more stress on her.

He dialed Donavan’s number. “Any news?”

“Other than Marvot’s people buzzing around like hornets ready to sting? No. How is it there?”

“Shit. But Grace and Frankie are still okay.” He paused. “Kersoff’s boys found her. They work strictly on the bounty, so I figure I have a day or two before someone else comes after her. But they will come. There has to be a leak.”

“You told me that the Company buried her records.”

“If there are enough people looking, then the chance of an information buy goes up astronomically.” He paused. “I have to get her out of here. It’s not going to be easy.”

“I’d think she’d want to get out.”

“Not with me. Never with me. But I can’t give her a choice if she won’t see reason.”

“Grace is smart. She’s not going to risk that little girl.”

“But which way will she choose to save her?” Kilmer stared at the entrance through which Grace had disappeared. “In her eyes, behind every door there’s a tiger. And I’m the tiger who savaged her before. Keep me posted.” He hung up the phone. He should check in and get a few hours’ sleep. Blockman was with her and they should be safe. Blockman impressed him as being efficient, and he clearly cared for Grace and Frankie.

Screw it. He’d stay here and keep watch. He made a habit of trusting only his own people, and Blockman was a Company man. He could pull in Cam Dillon, the only one of his men he’d brought to town, but he’d planned on sending him to the farm to keep an eye on things there. The Company would probably rush in a crew to clean up things, but, if not, Dillon would take care of it.

No, he’d stay here himself and make sure Grace and Frankie stayed safe.

It was about time he stepped up to the plate, he thought grimly.

         

Grace quietly swung the adjoining door almost shut, but left it cracked so that she could hear Frankie if she stirred.

“Is she asleep?” Robert asked.

She nodded wearily. “I thought it would take longer. She probably went to sleep because she couldn’t stand being awake. Escape. You were limping. Is your leg all right?”

He nodded. “I twisted it when I was trying to get Charlie out of the truck.”

She flinched. “What did you do about him? Did you call the sheriff?”

“No, I had some of our boys come down from Birmingham to take care of him, along with the bodies you and Kilmer left at the farm. The site’s probably clean as a whistle now. Washington thought it best.”

“I don’t care what happens to the bodies of those other bastards. Probably one of them killed Charlie. But I do care about Charlie’s remains. Why did they include Charlie in the cleanup? Because they don’t want anyone to know he was murdered? Erase and cover?” Her hands clenched. “Charlie’s not just going to disappear. He lived his whole life in this community. He had friends here. He would have liked to have them say good-bye.”

“Hold it, he’s not just going to disappear. He’ll be listed as drowned in the river, and the CIA will provide suitable witnesses to state they saw the body—without the bullet wound. After that, we’ll move quickly to obey the instructions in Charlie’s will. He wanted to be cremated and have his ashes spread over the hills on his property. We’ll just do what he asked and then have a memorial service.”

“How convenient for the CIA. How do you know he wanted to be cremated?”

“For God’s sake, Grace. I liked that old guy. I wouldn’t lie to you.”

“How do you know what was in his will?” she asked again.

“Because I was a witness when he changed it three years ago,” Robert said gruffly. “He trusted me, even if you don’t. Do you want to call his lawyer?”

Robert was obviously hurt, and for the first time she remembered that Charlie had been Robert’s friend too. She shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. But you work for the Company, and they’ve been known to arrange matters to suit themselves.”

“Not this time. Anyway, he asked me to take care of his arrangements and make it easy for you and Frankie.”

“You can’t do that.” The tears were stinging her eyes again. “They killed him, Robert. He wasn’t involved in this at all. He was in the way and they killed him. That’s no reason for a man to die.”

“No, it’s not.” He paused. “What are you going to do now, Grace?”

“I don’t know. It’s too soon. I always made plans for different scenarios, but I never planned on this happening to Charlie. Or maybe I blocked it out because I couldn’t bear thinking I’d be responsible for him dying.”

“You’re not responsible.”

“The hell I’m not.”

“Because he owned the farm you worked at? You couldn’t live in a vacuum. Your life had to touch someone. And in this case it touched and enriched Charlie more than you knew. These last years were probably the best ones of his life.”

She shook her head.

“Grace. I know what I’m talking about.” He paused. “He left the horse farm to Frankie and appointed you as guardian.”

She stiffened. “What?”

“He loved that little girl. He loved you. He didn’t have any close family, but he thought of you as that family.”

“Oh, shit.” The tears that had brimmed were running down her cheeks. “We loved him too, Robert. What the hell are we going to do without him?”

“What you always tell Frankie after a fall. Get up and get back on the horse.” He smiled faintly. “And when you’re more yourself, you’re going to hate me telling you something you know anyway.”

She shook her head. “My head’s messed up right now. I’m grateful for any help I can get.”

“Is there anything else I can do for you?”

She tried to think. “Have a rental car waiting for me tomorrow morning. I left my car at the farm.”

“I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

“Just get me the car.” She smiled without mirth. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to run right now. Kilmer said I had a little time.”

“Good.” He didn’t speak for a minute. “Because when I called Washington, Les North told me he’s bringing his superior, Bill Crane, down here to talk to you.” He glanced at his wrist. “It’s three-forty A.M. now. He should be here by noon.”

“No.”

“You can tell him that. I don’t have anything to say about it. I’m very low on the totem pole.”

“Let him talk to Kilmer.”

“I’m sure they’re very eager to do that. North perked up when I mentioned Kilmer’s name. Would you care to tell me how he’s involved in this? I’m really tired of acting as bodyguard without knowing who I’m guarding you against. This ‘need to know’ basis is bull.”

She rubbed her temple. “Not now.”

“But you don’t feel threatened by Kilmer?”

She did feel threatened. The moment she had seen him again, every instinct had started vibrating like a fire alarm. “No, I’m not afraid of him.” It wasn’t exactly what Robert had asked but it was all she would allow herself to admit. “Where is he?”

He shrugged. “After he dropped us at the lobby, I guess he took off.” He paused. “When I told North that Kilmer had taken out those three bastards at the farm, he said he wasn’t surprised. Is Kilmer really that good, Grace?”

“Yes.” She turned and gently opened the adjoining door. “He’s very, very good. Good night, Robert.”

         

A moment later Grace was staring down at Frankie. Still sleeping, thank heaven. Her face was swollen from weeping and her tousled curls were a silky mop on the pillow. She had been too exhausted and broken to ask questions when Grace was putting her to bed, but they would come when she woke.

And Grace had to be ready for them.

She sat down in the chair by the bed. She wasn’t ready. But then, she’d never be ready. She had to decide what facts to tell and what to leave for another time when Frankie was more able to accept them.

It was going to be a long night.

         

We’ll have to get a rental car from here. I’ve already had it taken care of,” Les North told Crane as they strode through the airport terminal in Birmingham. “Tallanville has no air service. It’s just a small Southern town, a dot on the map. That’s why we steered Grace Archer there eight years ago.”

“Well, evidently someone found that dot,” Crane said grimly. “Why wasn’t I informed of this situation?”

“After Congress tied his hands, your predecessor, Jim Foster, was hoping it would just go away. Marvot had a few senators in his pocket and he’d manipulated several lobbyists to persuade more members of the House to come down on us like a ton of bricks,” North said as they exited the terminal and headed for the rental-car parking lot. “Foster wasn’t much for initiative.” He added with no expression, “I’m sure you would never have let it slide.”

“You’re damn right I wouldn’t. I would have pushed ahead and brought everything out into the open. They love to blame the agency for their own waffling. That’s the only way to keep our butts from getting spanked by those politicians.” He got into the passenger seat of the Buick North indicated. “I’m a firm believer in Murphy’s Law. Something was bound to happen if the situation wasn’t resolved.” He opened his briefcase and pulled out the dossier he’d had his assistant dredge out of the files. “Archer should have been forced to work with us and not allowed to opt out.”

“That’s easy to say. And how were we supposed to do that?”

“Threaten to take away her protection.”

“And lose any hope of having her assistance. She’d already lost a hell of a lot and was pretty bitter.”

“It’s astonishing how bitterness can fade away when you put their life on the line.”

What a son of a bitch, North thought. “Do I have to remind you that she was working with us, Crane?”

“According to her dossier there was some doubt about that. Her father was a double agent and she worked hand in glove with him.” He was scanning the dossier. “Born in Los Angeles, California, to Jean Dankel and Martin Stiller. Mother died when she was three, and her father pulled up roots and went to Europe and took the child with him. He moved in and out of several criminal enterprises and got his hands very dirty indeed. He traveled around Europe and Africa doing gunrunning and whatever other scam he could promote.” He shook his head. “He took the kid with him wherever he went, and it’s a wonder she lived to grow up. At one point they were in Rwanda and she was shot by the rebels and left for dead. The Red Cross worker who found her tried to take her away from her father, but Grace refused and ran away when she got the chance.”

North nodded. “Martin Stiller was a complete charmer and he evidently loved her and was good to her.” He added sarcastically, “Not good enough to give her up and send her to live with her maternal grandfather in Melbourne, Australia. She spent her summers with him on his horse farm, but every fall Stiller was there, picking her up and taking her back to whatever hellhole he was living in at the time.”

“And how did he come to our attention?”

“He came to us and peddled us some information about Hussein. It turned out to be legitimate and we used him for the next few years. We suspected he was double-dealing but we couldn’t prove it. So we were just careful what information we gave him.”

“And the woman?”

“She wasn’t much more than a kid at the time. Agent Rader was the contact with Martin Stiller, and he said Stiller’s daughter was a pleasant enough kid. She took correspondence courses and was bright enough to be accepted at the Sorbonne.”

Crane was still scanning the dossier. “No criminal background on her. We accepted her for agent training when she was twenty-three years old.” He glanced up. “With a background like that, why the hell was she hired?”

“We justified it on a special-case basis. She spoke eight languages fluently, she was bright, psychologically sound, and seemed genuinely patriotic. She also had one valuable qualification we needed at the time. She was amazingly good with horses from the years spent with her grandfather. We needed her for one specific job and we figured we could get rid of her later if she didn’t work out.” He paused. “She did work out. Her marks on the initial training were some of the highest ever posted. But we needed to mature her fast for this job. So we sent her to Kilmer.”

“My assistant couldn’t find a dossier on this Kilmer.” He frowned. “But I found one of the old fogies in the office who’d heard of him. He was very vague.”

Old fogy? Jesus, North was only fifty and had just a few gray hairs. But he was also probably an old fogy to Crane, who was in his thirties and sleek and tanned as a tennis pro. He tried to keep the irritation out of his voice. “Kilmer was a very valuable asset to the CIA, and everything he did was top secret. Some of his missions would have been considered questionable to the administration, and Foster decided that if there was no record of him, there’d be no leaks. The people who needed to know knew who he was and how he could be contacted.”

“That’s absurd. Foster must have been an idiot. It’s no wonder the agency was in such chaos before the shake-up. Operating like that could cause mass confusion.”

“Oh, I believe we managed to keep confusion to a minimum.” He added, “And Kilmer didn’t end up dead in the water.”

“Who is this Kilmer? The agent who knew about him spoke of him as if he was some freakin’ legend.”

“A legend?” North repeated as he drove out of the parking lot. “Yeah, I guess that’s as good a description as any.”

“Legends are fairy tales. Talk to me.”

He shrugged. “I’ll tell you what I know. He was born in Munich, Germany. His father was a colonel in the U.S. Army; his mother was a translator. His parents were divorced when he was ten, and his father got custody. He believed in the iron hand and raised Kilmer in that school. He went to West Point and did well but quit when he was in his third year. He was a brilliant strategist and his teachers were sorry to see him go. He batted around the world for a while and invariably ended up in a guerrilla unit of some sort wherever he was. He finally formed his own military unit and hired himself out for special jobs. He earned a fine reputation. Years after he formed his team we hired him for a number of tricky missions and found him invaluable.”

“Until the Marvot job.”

North nodded. “Until the Marvot job.”

         

Wake up, baby.” Grace shook Frankie gently. “It’s time to get stirring.”

“It’s too early,” Frankie said drowsily. “Ten more minutes, Mom. I’ll do my—” Her lids flew open. “Charlie!” Her eyes filled with tears. “Charlie . . .”

Grace nodded. “It’s true. There’s nothing either one of us can do to change it.” She wiped her own eyes. “I wish there was. But we have to go on, Frankie.” She tossed the covers aside. “Go wash up and brush your teeth. There’s a change of clothes for you in my knapsack. We have to get going.”

Frankie gazed at her in bewilderment. “Where are we going?”

“Back to the farm. It’s almost ten now. We have livestock to feed and water. Charlie wouldn’t want them to suffer, would he?”

Frankie shook her head. “I forgot about them.”

“Charlie wouldn’t forget. We have to do what he would have wanted.” She brushed her lips across Frankie’s nose. “I know you want to ask questions, to talk, and we will. But there are chores to do first.”

Frankie nodded. “Chores. Darling.” She headed for the bathroom, and her movements held a hint of purpose. “I won’t be long, Mom.”

“I know you won’t. We’ll grab a muffin downstairs in the coffee shop and be on our way.”

The door slammed behind Frankie, and Grace drew a breath of relief. So far, so good. If she could keep Frankie busy, it wouldn’t heal the pain but it would keep her from remembering every single moment. It was the same remedy she should prescribe for herself. But there was no question that she was going to be busy. She was being sucked back into that horror she thought she’d escaped nine years ago. But she’d not really thought it was over. Why else had she prepared, packed the knapsack, scouted out those woods? She’d known it wasn’t finished.

She sat down in the chair to wait for Frankie to come out of the bathroom.

         

It’s . . . different.” Frankie’s eyes were fixed on the stable. “I keep expecting to see Charlie walking out of the barn or the stable and teasing me because I got up late.”

“Me too.” She got out of the car. “But he’s not going to be doing that, baby. So we have to get used to it. Why don’t you run and start your chores? I have to go in and do a few things inside the house.”

Frankie’s gaze shifted to her face. “What things? Something to do with Charlie?”

“Partly. I have to gather all his important papers together and send them to his lawyer.”

“And what else?”

“I have to pack our clothes.”

Frankie was silent a moment. “That’s right; we won’t be able to live here anymore. This was Charlie’s place. I’m going to miss it.”

“We’ll come back. Charlie would want us to come back.”

Frankie was shaking her head.

“Frankie, listen to me. Things are going to change for a while, but I promise you that you’ll still have this place and the animals. Do you believe me?”

Frankie nodded. “You don’t lie to me.” She headed for the stable. “I’ve got to go see Darling. He’s smart, but he won’t understand either.”

Either. Frankie didn’t understand, but she was trusting Grace to make things right. She couldn’t disappoint her. “I’ll be there in an hour and we’ll start exercising the horses.”

Frankie lifted her hand in acknowledgment before disappearing into the stable.

Grace stared after her for a moment before turning and going up the front steps. She’d promised her she’d be there in an hour, and it was going to be tight. But she didn’t want Frankie to be alone any longer than she had to be.

“Grace.”

She stiffened and turned to face Kilmer, who was walking down the road toward the house. “I don’t want you here.”

“But you need me.”

“The hell I do.”

“Then Frankie needs me.” He’d reached the porch. “You can be as independent as you like, but you won’t jeopardize Frankie.”

“Don’t you tell me how to take care of my daughter.” Her hands clenched into fists at her sides. Christ, he was just the same. In character and appearance. He must be in his late thirties now, but the years had been kind to him. Tall, lean—deceptively lean, she knew, because no one was more aware than she of the strength and stamina that lay behind that slenderness. But it was his face that she had found so riveting nine years ago. His features weren’t actually good-looking. His dark eyes were deep-set, his cheekbones high, his lips thin, tight. It was his expression that she had always found fascinating. Or lack of it. There was a quietness, a wariness, a containment that had been a challenge from the moment she had first seen him.

“I wouldn’t presume.” He smiled. “Not when you’ve done such an excellent job. She’s quite wonderful, Grace.”

“Yes, she is.”

“I’m only suggesting that you take advantage of my help in getting her out of this predicament. After all, it’s your right to make a few demands on me.”

“She’s not in any predicament I can’t get her out of. And I’ve no intention of making any demands. I don’t want you involved in her life.”

“Then I’ll have to insist.” His voice was soft but there was a thread of hardness running through it. “I’ve left you alone as long as I could because it was safer for both of you. But the situation has changed. I have to step in.”

“Insist all you please. You’ve no right to—”

“I’m Frankie’s father. That gives me a hell of a lot of rights.”

The words struck her like a slap in the face. “You don’t know that. And I’ll swear in any court that you’re not her father.”

“DNA, Grace. The magic of DNA.” His gaze narrowed on her face. “And the timing is right. I don’t think you’d be capable of taking another lover and conceiving in the short time between the time you left me and the time she was born.”

“You’re not taking her away from me.”

“That’s not my intention.” He paused. “Look, I promise that I won’t try to take her away. I won’t even tell her that I’m her father. I only want to make sure you’re both safe.”

“Go to hell.” She turned on her heel and opened the front door. “We don’t need you. We have Robert and the CIA to protect us.”

“And they’ll protect you as long as you’re useful. But you’re soon going to prove an encumbrance.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve broken my deal with them.” He made an impatient gesture. “Look, the important thing is that Marvot’s turned his dogs loose. He’s put a five-million-dollar bounty on your head. And a three-million-dollar bounty on Frankie.”

“What?” she whispered.

“Dead or alive on Frankie. He prefers you alive because you could prove valuable, but he doesn’t care about Frankie.”

She shook her head in disbelief. “No.”

“Yes. You know he’s been looking for you since the raid. But when I came back on the scene and became a threat, he decided to pull out all the stops. He put the word out a month ago, and every bounty hunter and cheap hood in Europe and the U.S. is scrambling to find you. Kersoff must have paid off someone at the CIA and hit the jackpot. Donavan got word through one of his contacts that Kersoff had gotten lucky and was on his way to you.” His lips tightened. “I decided it was time to check out Tallanville.”

“Three million dollars on Frankie.” The horror of it was overpowering. “A little girl . . .”

“You know that wouldn’t make a difference to Marvot. You haven’t been away from the action that long.”

“Long enough.” She shuddered. “Why?”

“I stole something away from him that he valued. He knew it was only the opening foray and wanted to punish me. You know Marvot. He believes in a clean sweep. The Mafia has nothing on him.”

“Frankie . . .”

“I know it sucks. I didn’t know he’d find you or her,” he said roughly. “The Company was supposed to be protecting you. They screwed up.”

“And it’s not your fault,” she said sarcastically.

“I didn’t say that. I take the full blame. I’m just giving you my reasons for thinking it wouldn’t affect you. I was wrong and I have to correct it.”

“Tell that to Charlie. Correct that, Kilmer.”

“I can’t.” He paused. “But I can keep you both alive if you’ll let me.” He held her gaze. “And you know I’m your best bet, Grace. You may believe I’m a son of a bitch, but nobody’s better than me at what I do.”

She shook her head and opened the door.

“Don’t be scared if you run into Dillon inside,” Kilmer said.

She froze. “Dillon?”

“You’ve never met Cam Dillon, but he’s very efficient. I had him put a photo of ‘the Pair’ in Blockman’s truck while I hurried on here.”

“Why? How melodramatic. Wouldn’t it have been simpler to just have Dillon talk to him?”

“No, there wasn’t time and I knew Blockman would contact North when his truck was broken into. Orders from headquarters are quicker than long, drawn-out explanations. Anyway, Dillon’s been watching this place since last night, and when I saw you take off in this direction, I told him to start packing for you.”

“What?”

“You don’t have much time and you won’t want to spare the time from Frankie. I told him to pack up your and Frankie’s things. You’ll have to grab Charlie’s documents and any mementos. Dillon wouldn’t be able to decide what you’d value. He should be almost finished by now. If you want him to do anything else, just tell him.” He paused. “He’s only obeying orders, Grace. Go easy on him.” He turned away. “I called your neighbor, Rusty Baker, this morning and arranged for him to send two of his hands from his horse farm to take care of your horses and keep this place clean. They’ll start tomorrow.”

She started to open her lips to speak, but he was already walking away from her.

He glanced back. “Admit it, that’s what you’d do. That’s what would make Frankie happiest when she knows she has to leave here.”

It was what Grace would have done, what she’d been considering doing since she’d realized they couldn’t stay. He’d just beaten her to the punch. “Perhaps.”

He smiled faintly. “You know it. I’ll stick around and talk to you later. Consider what’s best for Frankie. Three million dollars is a lot of money, and there are a lot of money-hungry bastards out there. You need me, Grace.” He strode toward the paddock.

She didn’t need him, she thought as she went into the house. She didn’t want him in her life. He’d brought her nothing but trouble in the past, and now he’d brought her another tragedy. The CIA would relocate her and protect her. They owed her big-time and they wouldn’t let Marvot kill her.

Three million dollars.

But, if there was a leak at Langley that had led those bounty hunters here, then who was to say it wouldn’t happen again?

If North knew there was a leak, then he’d plug it. She had to—

“You’re Ms. Archer?” A tall, sandy-haired man was coming down the stairs. “I’m Cam Dillon. Glad to meet you. I packed a pretty wide selection of clothing for you and your daughter. The suitcases are in your room.” He smiled. “But I didn’t know whether to pack your daughter’s teddy bear or the Star Wars collection. Or both. Kids’ favorite toys change from year to year. I don’t get to see my son very often, and I’m always behind the eight ball.”

“You have a son?”

He nodded. “But I’m divorced. My wife has custody of Bobby.” He looked around the living room. “This is a nice place. Homey. And I bet your daughter loves being around the horses.”

“Yes, she does.” She started up the steps. “I’ll finish packing her things. She likes the teddy bear, but she doesn’t need to take it. As long as she has her keyboard and books, she’ll be fine.”

“I can squeeze it in. Her keyboard is already in its case with the suitcases. Anything else I can get from the other rooms in the house?”

“No, it’s my job. Kilmer shouldn’t have involved you.”

“I was glad to help.” His smile faded. “I saw the picture of the old man on the piano. I’m sorry we didn’t get here in time. Kilmer was hopping mad. He looked like a nice old guy.”

“He was more than nice.” She had to steady her voice. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have things to do. I have to get back to my daughter.”

“Sure. I’ll be outside on the porch if you need me. Just give a call.”

“You don’t have to stay.”

“Yes, ma’am, I do. Kilmer’s orders.” He moved toward the door. “And that means I stay.”

Her lips twisted. “It seems discipline is on the same level as when I was working with him.”

He grimaced. “He cracks a mean whip. But it’s worth it. It’s a good feeling to know you’re the best.” He headed for the front door. “I’ll put the bags in your car when you finish.”

It’s a good feeling to know you’re the best.

That was how she’d felt when she was working with Kilmer. He was tough, painstakingly thorough, and pulled every bit of talent and skill from those who worked for him. Yet his team had shone like diamonds when he’d finished training them. You could always count on the man or woman next to you. And you could always count on Kilmer to get them all through. He had never failed them.

Except for the last mission at El Tariq.

Don’t think about it. She’d learned from that night and moved on. It had not been easy. For years afterward she’d had moments filled with fury and a desire to murder that son of a bitch Marvot. Yet she’d been forced to put it behind her when she found she was pregnant with Frankie. At first, she couldn’t risk her unborn child, and it was even more impossible after Frankie had come into the world. She’d hoped as time went by that she’d be able to forget and live a normal life. It wasn’t happening. Kilmer was here, bringing back the past.

And all hell was going to follow.
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I want to jump the barrier, Mom,” Frankie said as she rode Darling back toward where Grace was sitting her mare. “Is that okay?”

Grace searched Frankie’s face. “Why?”

“I just do. Okay?”

She nodded her head. “If that’s what you want. Be careful.”

“He won’t toss me.” Frankie turned Darling and started around the ring. “I’ll be right back and then we’ll put him up.”

A last good-bye to the horse? No, Grace had an idea it was more than that. Frankie wanted to be in control of something, anything, in this life that had been turned upside down. Grace could understand that feeling. She was feeling the same sense of inadequacy herself. Only pushing a stallion over a barrier wouldn’t help her.

“Come on, Darling,” she murmured. “Give her what she needs.”

No hesitancy this time. Darling soared over the barrier with room to spare and appeared very pleased with himself.

“Good boy.”

She watched Frankie ride back toward her. No joy or exultation this time. Just satisfaction and determination.

“Very good, Frankie.”

Frankie lifted her shoulders. “Darling’s the one who jumped. I just went along for the ride.”

“And a very good ride.”

Frankie turned Darling toward the stable. “Which one of the wranglers from Baker’s Farm will be riding Darling?”

“Who do you want to ride him?”

“That Viennese girl is pretty good. I think her name’s Maria. I saw her ride in a show at Compton and she was kind to the horses.”

“Then Maria will take care of Darling. I’ll see to it.” She added gently, “But it’s only for a little while, Frankie. You’ll be back.”

“Yeah.” She was looking straight ahead. “But it won’t be the same, will it? There won’t be Charlie. And I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to— I can’t look at it in the same way. I’ll see . . . those men.”

Grace felt the anger sear through her. Christ, so much had been taken from Frankie last night. Grace had worked hard to give her a golden childhood and now it was tarnished. “Then you’ll have to forget them and think of Charlie. It’s what he’d want you to do. It would be your gift to him.”

She shook her head doubtfully. “I’ll try, Mom.” She dismounted and started to lead Darling into the stable. “I’ll say good-bye to Darling and be right with you.” She looked back over her shoulder. “It may happen again, right? That’s why you want to run away.”

What should she tell her?

The truth. She wouldn’t lie to Frankie. She’d always been honest with her and she wouldn’t let that trust be damaged. “It might happen again.”

Frankie stopped and turned to face her. “Why?”

Grace had known it would be coming and now it was here. She was almost relieved. “A long time ago I was working for a government agency and I made a very powerful criminal angry with me. I did something he didn’t want me to do and I had to hide to keep him from killing me.”

“It’s like something in the movies,” Frankie said.

“Not the G-rated ones you’re supposed to be watching.” She tried to smile. “I always told Charlie not to let you watch those action movies.”

“Can’t the police or someone keep him from hurting you?”

“They’re trying. There are problems. He’s very important.”

“I don’t understand.”

How could she? Grace thought. Bribes and deals and corruption were outside her realm of knowledge. “Sometimes I don’t either. But the bottom line is that we have to run.”

“But you didn’t do anything wrong.” Frankie was frowning. “Can’t we fight them?”

Three million dollars on Frankie’s head.

“No, we can’t. But I’ll try to work out a way that will keep us from having to run again.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry this happened, Frankie. I wish I could have stopped it.”

Frankie turned. “Charlie would have wanted you to fight. He was in World War Two, and he said if they hadn’t fought those Nazis they would have run all over this country. Even here in Alabama . . .”

Grace watched her lead Darling into the stable. She’d taken it as well as Grace could expect. It was probably not real to her, as that remark about the movies proved. But Charlie’s death was real; that terror she’d experienced last night was real. Given time, she’d accept the reality of the story Grace had told her. She dismounted and started to follow Frankie.

“Grace.” Robert was coming toward her. “I’ll take care of your horse. North and Crane are here. They’re in the car outside the paddock. They want to talk to you.”

“I don’t want to talk to—” She stopped. She had no choice. She had to talk to them. She’d need help to relocate and protection for Frankie. She tossed Robert the reins of her horse. “Frankie will help you. Stay with her until I get back.”

He nodded and led the horse into the stable.

She glanced at the blue Buick outside the paddock. No one else had gotten out of the car. They were making her come to them. A psychological move? If it was, it didn’t bode well.

She started across the paddock toward the Buick.

         

Hell, no!” Grace opened the door of the Buick and got out. “You’re nuts if you think I’d let you use me or Frankie for your games.”

“You’d be quite safe,” Crane said. “We’d see that you were protected. We just need to draw Marvot out of his lair, and you may be the ticket.”

“And put Frankie at more risk? No way. Find us a place to dig in until Marvot forgets about us.”

Crane shook his head. “Unfortunately, we can no longer fund your protection. After all, we gave you eight years.”

“And my father gave his life.”

“I know nothing about that. It was before my time. My job is to put this business to rest, and I expect your help in doing it.”

“By letting you stake us out like a goat for a tiger.”

“Or perhaps take a more active role. I understand you might be able to—”

“Screw you.”

Crane flushed. “Understand me. Cooperate or you’re on your own. You’ve had a free ride long enough. I’m leaving for Washington this evening. I’ll expect your answer.”

She turned to North. “You’re not talking. Is Crane speaking for both of you?”

He shrugged. “He’s my superior, Ms. Archer.”

“And that’s my answer?” She slammed the car door. “Get your butts off this farm. That’s your answer.” She strode away from them toward the paddock.

“You were tough on her,” North said. “She can’t be pushed, sir.”

“Everyone can be pushed,” Crane said. “You just have to press the right buttons. She has a child to protect, and she’ll give in eventually. Start the car. Let’s get back to town. I want her to see us drive off. The finality will frighten her.”

“Don’t count on it.” North glanced after Grace as he started the car. She was staring straight ahead, and her body language was angry and defiant. She did not look back. “She doesn’t look at all frightened.”

         

Bureaucratic bastard.

There was no question Crane had wanted to scare her. How dare he use Frankie’s safety as a bargaining chip to get his way. She wanted to strangle him. No, that was too good for him. Roast him over a slow—

“I take it that it didn’t go well.” Robert was standing in front of the stable. “Crane’s pretty much of an asshole.”

“You’d better call them and tell them to come back and pick you up,” she said curtly. “I told them to get off the farm.”

“I drove my own car. I didn’t want to be any closer than I had to be to Crane.” His lips twisted. “That was fine with him. He doesn’t like dealing with us peons.”

“He’s not in touch with the human race. He wanted to stake me and Frankie out. Frankie!”

“Shit.” Robert frowned. “As God is my witness, I didn’t know anything about that, Grace. I guess I should have suspected something when North brought him into the picture. But North’s not a bad guy. I didn’t think he’d go along with—”

“Well, he did,” she interrupted. “And you’re probably out of an assignment. Do me a favor and say good-bye to Frankie before you leave. She’s had enough loss without you disappearing on her.”

“I wouldn’t do that. And I wouldn’t go along with Crane shafting you. You should know better than that. I care about you guys.”

A little of her anger faded as she looked at him. This was Robert, her friend. He wasn’t to blame for Crane’s decisions. “I know,” she said. “But you’re an agent and you have to go along with them. It’s hard for me to forget that.”

“Then work on it. Now, how can I help you?”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it. Where’s Frankie?”

“She’s still in the stable with Kilmer.”

She froze. “What?”

“He came into the stable right after you left and said he’d take over putting up your horse.” He made a face. “I made a token protest, but you know I’m really not into working with horses. I knew Frankie would be safe with him and he seemed to know what he was doing.”

She nodded. “Yes, he knows horses.” But she didn’t want Frankie around him, dammit. She knew how magnetic the bastard could be, and she didn’t want Frankie influenced.

Robert was studying her expression. “It seemed okay. She is safe, isn’t she? I called a buddy in Washington this morning and did a check on Kilmer. There wasn’t much on file, but Stolz said he heard rumors Kilmer used to be hot stuff with the agency.”

She glanced at him. “Used to be?”

“He severed relations with the CIA eight years ago.”

“What?”

“You didn’t know?”

“No, I didn’t want to know anything about him except that he was out of my life. The CIA took care of that. They gave me a new identity and you.” She glanced longingly at the door of the stable. She wanted to go running in there but she had to be more composed before she faced Frankie again. She was still angry with Crane and she didn’t want Frankie to sense her urge to jerk her away from Kilmer. She’d stay here with Robert until she was calmer. “What’s Kilmer doing now?”

“Search me. You know him pretty well. You guess. What’s he qualified to do?”

Anything he wanted to do. She’d never met anyone more capable of manipulating circumstances to suit himself. He was a natural commander and his people were fanatically loyal. “When I met him, he was running a special commando team for the CIA. He specialized in guerrilla raids and complex operations. The CIA sent him in when the situation was too hot for the usual commando teams.”

Robert gave a low whistle. “Impressive.”

Yes, that’s what she’d thought when she had first met Kilmer. His manner was quiet, offhand, but his presence dominated effortlessly. “Occasionally, North would send him an agent he wanted to season.”

“And he sent you?”

“He sent me.”

“How was it?”

“As heady as drinking straight whiskey. As scary as walking a tightrope over the Grand Canyon. He knew exactly what he was doing and swept us along with him. I was only twenty-three and he was larger than life. I was almost as dazzled as the rest of the team when I was around him.”

“But you got over it.”

“Oh, I got over it.” She couldn’t wait any longer. She was getting Frankie away from Kilmer. “I’ll go get Frankie.” She headed for the stable door. “Stay here and I’ll bring her out to say good-bye.”

“Don’t be in such a hurry. They’re going to have to pry me away from the two of you.”

“You have a job, Robert. Don’t risk it. I understand.” She added ruefully over her shoulder, “When I’m not mad as hell.”

She heard Frankie’s voice as soon as she entered the stable. “Darling is really my favorite. It doesn’t seem fair to have favorites, but Charlie gave Darling to me, and Mom says that some horses have a special understanding.”

“I’m sure she’s right,” Kilmer said. “She knows a good deal about horses. He’s certainly handsome.”

“I like palominos. Darling reminds me of Roy Rogers’s horse, Trigger. Did you know that Trigger knew fifty tricks?”

“No. I heard he was smart but that’s amazing.”

Grace was close enough now to see Kilmer and Frankie in Darling’s stall. Frankie’s expression was animated as she looked up at Kilmer, and Kilmer was smiling at her. It was a wonder that Kilmer had been able to stir Frankie out of her depression, if only for the moment.

“Frankie.”

Frankie nodded as she glanced at Grace. “Just finishing, Mom. I had to help Mr. Kilmer. He didn’t know where anything was.”

“Jake,” he told Frankie. “We can’t shovel manure together and still be on formal terms.”

She smiled. “I guess not.”

“Robert is waiting for you, Frankie,” Grace said. “He’d like to say good-bye.”

Frankie’s face fell. “That’s right. We’ll have to leave Robert. I didn’t think about that.”

“He’s just as sad as you are, Frankie. It’s not forever. Good friends stay good friends.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” She wiped her hands on the towel draped over the door of the stall. “It’s just that everyone seems to be . . . going.” She didn’t wait for an answer but ran down the aisle toward the door.

Grace gazed after her. “Dammit to hell.”

“They’re not assigning Blockman to you again?” Kilmer asked. “Can you request him?”

“No.”

Kilmer’s gaze was narrowed on her face. “Why not?”

She was silent.

“Why not?”

“Because I told North and Crane to go to hell.”

“Interesting.” He was perfectly still, but she could feel the storm beneath the calm. “May I ask why?”

“Crane wanted to play goat and tiger with me and Frankie as the price for continuing protection. I told him to stuff it.”

He was silent. “I believe I may have to pay a visit to Crane at the earliest opportunity.” He added, “Though his stupidity may work to my advantage if it drives you toward me. Does it?”

“No.”

“Tell me that after you’ve had time to consider all the consequences.” He turned and headed for the door. “I’ll leave Dillon here to play night watchman and horse sitter until Baker’s people take over in the morning. Are you going back to the motel?”

“For tonight.” She gave Darling a final pat and followed him. “After that I’m gone. As soon as I firm up a plan, I’ll go to the bank and take out money. You said I had a couple days. Does that still hold?”

“As far as I know. Donavan is keeping his finger on Marvot’s pulse at El Tariq and I’ll have notice.” He paused. “I already have a plan, Grace. And I have a good team to protect you.”

“Robert said you weren’t with the CIA any longer.”

“You know half my people weren’t CIA even when you were with me. It wasn’t difficult to replace the government agents. And a lot of them chose to stay with me.”

She could believe that. Kilmer inspired loyalty without even making the effort. “To do what?”

He shrugged. “To do what I’m hired to do. There’s always use for a well-oiled military machine in this world. I’ve done everything from rescuing kidnapped oil executives in Colombia to ridding the U.S. Army of terrorist snipers in Afghanistan. Nothing much changed when I quit the CIA.”

“Then why did you quit?”

He met her gaze. “The same reason you quit. It all went bad.”

“And you didn’t help.”

“I’m not going to justify myself,” he said quietly. “I did what I had to do. I’m not a miracle man. I had to make a choice.”

“Your choice sucked.” She looked away from him. “It might have killed my father.”

“It didn’t, but there was that possibility. I had to move fast to save the four other men on my team who we had to leave at El Tariq that night. Your father was in Tangiers. I wouldn’t have had time to reach him before Marvot could set up a trap.”

“And you didn’t let me go to him.” Her hands clenched into fists at her sides. “You knocked me out and then locked me in that damn cellar. I didn’t ask for your help. I didn’t need you. I could have reached my father on my own.”

“Marvot would have been waiting for you. I sent your father a warning just in case I was wrong. He didn’t leave Tangiers. Does that tell you anything?”

“Maybe he didn’t get the warning.”

“He got it.” Kilmer shook his head. “But he didn’t need a warning. He knew what had happened at El Tariq.”

“He didn’t know. He was the one who told the CIA about Marvot in the beginning. He got me the job at El Tariq. It wasn’t his fault that Marvot was tipped off.”

“I’ve told you before. Your father tipped him off, Grace.”

“No, that’s a lie. He wouldn’t do that. He knew I was there. He loved me.”

Kilmer didn’t answer.

“He loved me,” she repeated.

“Maybe he thought he could get you out before the sky fell in. But we were moving very fast toward the end of the mission.” He shrugged. “We’ve gone through this before. You didn’t believe me then. You won’t believe me now. So let’s put it behind us and deal with what’s happening. You need me to protect Frankie, and I have the means and the willingness to do it. Let me help you.”

She tried to control the anger and sense of betrayal those memories had brought flooding back. She jerkily shook her head. “I can do it myself.” She gazed across the stable yard at Frankie and Robert. “I have to get over there. Frankie doesn’t look too upset, thank God.”

“She’s very close to him?”

She started across the yard. “Yes.”

“Close to you too?”

She glanced at him over her shoulder. “What?”

“Do you sleep with him?”

She stopped. “That’s none of your business.”

“I know. It doesn’t seem to make any difference.”

His tone was quiet, but it was charged with all the intensity she remembered.

Oh, my God, and her body was readying, responding, as if their intimacy had been yesterday instead of nine years ago.

No!

“It won’t matter what I feel, Grace,” he said. “You’ll be totally in control if you decide to trust me to take care of the problem.”

She’d never been in control with him. He’d only had to touch her and she’d melt. That sexual attraction had bewildered and frightened her. At first, she’d thought it was just hero worship but it had become like a drug in those following weeks, totally out of control.

It couldn’t be the same feeling. She was older now and she had every reason not to feel anything but anger and bitterness toward him.

His smile held a slight element of sadness. “It doesn’t seem to make any difference to you either, does it? Don’t feel bad. Hormones have nothing to do with cool logical thinking.” He turned away. “I’ll be close to your motel tonight. I gave Blockman a card with my cell number to give you. If you need me, call.” He strode away from her toward the road.

She was glad he was gone. That moment had shaken her and she didn’t want to deal with him right now. She had thought she had put him out of her life but evidently that didn’t include physical instincts.

She could handle it. Maybe their affair had ended too abruptly for there to be closure. Some remaining tendrils of emotion were probably natural in situations like this. Maybe the next time she saw him it would be with no sexual tension at all. She had to remember who he was and what he had done and everything would be back to normal.

Normal?

What was normal in this world where sweet guys like Charlie could be killed for no reason?

         

I like Mr. Kilmer,” Frankie said as she settled down in bed that night. “I mean Jake. He told me to call him Jake. I think he’s cool. But you don’t like him, do you?”

“I used to like him,” she said noncommittally. “Why do you think he’s cool?”

“He listens. Most people don’t really listen to kids. But he does.” She yawned. “And I think he’s smart. He doesn’t say much but he sort of— Is he smart, Mom?”

“Very smart.”

“And you worked with him when you were a super-duper spy?”

“I wasn’t a super-duper anything. I just did a job.” She kissed her forehead. “Are you feeling any better, baby?”

“I don’t know. When I was in the barn, I started crying again.”

“That’s natural. You think you’re okay and then something happens and you’re crying again.”

“You too?”

“Me too. But the important thing is that we did what Charlie would have wanted today. And that we remember him every day with love. And we can do that, can’t we?”

“Sure.” Frankie reached up to brush Grace’s lashes with a gossamer touch. “They’re wet.” She suddenly buried her head in Grace’s breasts. “It hurts me when you hurt. What can I do?”

Grace’s throat was tight as she hugged her close. “Love me. And I’ll love you. That’s the cure for almost everything.” She pushed her back down on the pillows. “Now go to sleep.”

“Everything’s going to be okay, isn’t it?” Frankie whispered. “Nothing bad is going to happen to us again?”

Grace nodded. “Nothing will happen to you. I promise I’ll keep you safe.”

“And you,” she insisted.

“And me.” She tucked the blanket around her. “I have to keep myself safe so that I can keep you safe. It’s a package deal. Good night, baby.”

“Good night, Mom.”

Grace turned out the bedside light and turned back the sheet on the other bed. She doubted if she could sleep, but she wanted Frankie to have the comfort of someone in the room if she woke in the night. Her daughter had had enough insecurity and terror in the past few days to last her for a lifetime.

Frankie was already asleep. She could hear her steady, deep breathing.

Grace went over to the window and looked down at the parking lot two floors below. What did she expect to see? An elite militia force invading this small town? Perhaps. Marvot could afford an elite force if he could afford that bounty he’d put on their heads.

But no force he could hire would be as good as Kilmer’s team.

Her hand clenched on the drape. Her lack of shock at that thought demonstrated that it hadn’t come too far out of left field. No matter how she wanted to push his offer of help away, it kept returning. Kilmer was qualified to help Frankie on a scale that no one else could come near. If Grace went off on her own, it would mean being on the run and a million times more vulnerable. She’d scoped dozens of possible bolt-holes, but none of them was as safe as being under Kilmer’s wing.

Frankie was murmuring in her sleep. Dreaming?

And would that dream become a nightmare? Grace had promised her she would be safe. Did she have the right to turn down Kilmer when he could guarantee Frankie her best chance?

Yes, blast it, Grace was intelligent and capable, and she didn’t want interference from—

Screw it. It was what Frankie needed, not what Grace wanted. Let Kilmer bust his butt protecting Frankie. She deserved everything he could give her.

She reached for her cell phone and dialed Kilmer’s number written on the card Robert had given her. She said as soon as he picked up, “I don’t have a choice, dammit. She’s got to be safe.”

“Clarify.”

“The answer is yes. But it’s going to be on my terms, and if I don’t like how you’re handling anything, I’m going to bail. Understand?”

“Understood. I’ll get cracking. Have her ready to leave by five in the morning.”

“Don’t run in here like a steamroller. I don’t want her scared.”

“I’ll surround her with all the familiar comfort I can. But you’ll be the deciding factor. You’re the center of her life. You’re the one who’ll have to give her confidence in what we’re doing.”

“You’ve already made inroads,” she said sarcastically. “She thinks you’re cool.”

He was silent a moment. “Does she?”

“She’s a kid and she doesn’t know you.”

“I’m properly deflated.” He paused. “She’s extraordinary, Grace. You’ve done a remarkable job.”

“I did my best. She’s very special.” She added harshly, “And nothing’s going to happen to her. So you’d better do a damn good job of planning and executing.” She hung up.

It was done. She was committed.

She went back over to Frankie’s bed and looked down at her. Beautiful. Sleeping, she still had the glowing vulnerability of a much younger child. “We’re on our way, baby,” she whispered. “It’s not what I wanted, but I think it’s best for you. Jesus, I hope it’s best for you.”
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Ready?” Kilmer asked when Grace opened the door. 

She nodded. “Frankie’s in the bathroom. She’ll be right out.”

“How’s she taking it?”

“Good. She’s very resilient. I told her we had to find a place to go that would be safe, and she accepted it.” She made a face. “I think she’s more worried about me than she is about herself.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me.” Kilmer flipped open his phone. “Dillon, come up and get the bags. It’s a go.”

“Did you think I’d back out at the last minute?”

“There was a possibility. You weren’t too enthusiastic about—”

“Hi, Jake.” Frankie had come out of the bathroom.

“Hi, Frankie. I was glad to hear you’re going with us. We’re going to need your help.”

She frowned. “Doing what?”

“Taking care of the horses at the ranch.”

Her eyes widened. “Horses? How many?”

“Three. I didn’t get the particulars, but I imagine they’re going to need plenty of exercise and care.”

“Horses always do. Mom didn’t tell me we were going to a ranch. Is it your ranch?”

“No, I’m just leasing it for the next few months. I hope by that time you’ll be able to go back home.”

“Where is it?”

“Outside Jackson, Wyoming. It’s supposed to be a nice place.”

“Out west. A ranch . . .” Frankie’s eyes were shining. “Like Roy Rogers.”

He smiled. “But I’m afraid there’s no Trigger. If you want a wonder horse, you’ll have to train him yourself.”

“Can’t we take Darling? I’ve already started to train him.”

“Not right now. Maybe later.” There was a knock on the door and Kilmer opened it. “Frankie, this is my friend Dillon. He’s going with us to the ranch. Will you show him where your bags are?”

“Sure.” She led Dillon through the sitting room. “Are you a cowboy?” she asked as she pointed out the bags beside the bed. “You don’t look like one.”

“I’m a cowboy in training,” Dillon said. “Maybe you can give me a few pointers.”

“Maybe.” She looked doubtful. “But I don’t know much about cows. Charlie didn’t like cattle. Only horses. Are there any cows, Jake?”

“Not that I know about. We’ll have to find out together.” He grabbed one of the duffels. “But that will only make it more of an adventure.” He looked at Grace. “Okay, so far?”

“We’ll see once we get to this ranch. How do we get there?”

“We drive to a private airport outside Birmingham and board a jet to Jackson Hole. We take a rental car to the ranch from there.”

“No trail?” she asked.

“No trail,” Kilmer said. “You know me better than that.”

“I knew you nine years ago.”

“I haven’t changed.” He met and held her gaze. “Not about the important things.”

With an effort she pulled her gaze away from his.

He turned back to Frankie. “Go on down to the car with Dillon, Frankie. We’ll do the usual check of the drawers and closets and be right behind you.”

She looked at Grace. “Okay?”

Grace nodded and Frankie took her overnight case from Dillon. “I’ll carry this one. . . .”

Grace picked up her jacket from the couch as Frankie left. “Talk to me. How safe is this place?”

“As safe as I can make it. I’m bringing most of the team to the ranch to protect the two of you. I’ve buried the paperwork; except for the horses, the ranch is self-sufficient, so there won’t be any locals around.”

“Why a ranch?”

“I told you I’d make Frankie as comfortable as possible.”

Her gaze narrowed on his face. “But there’s something else, isn’t there?”

His lips turned up at the corners. “You know me too well.”

She stiffened. “My God, you’re actually going to try for the Pair.”

“Not while it will impact you.”

“You’re crazy. You lost three men at El Tariq nine years ago. Isn’t that enough?”

“Too many. Even one would have been too many. That’s why I won’t give up. They were my men and I didn’t get them out in time. You did get out but you’ve spent years hiding from the bastard, afraid to have a normal life. Any minute he could show up and take everything you’ve built away from you. Including your life, Frankie’s life. I’m not going to have that threat hanging over you any longer.” He paused. “I’m not going to let Marvot sit fat and sassy running his little empire. He’s going to lose everything and then I’m going to kill him. And I’m going to start with the Pair.” The last words were spoken without expression but with absolute conviction.

Marvot dead. A surge of fierce satisfaction exploded through her at the thought.

“You still hate the son of a bitch.” Kilmer was studying her expression. “I remember at the time you couldn’t decide who you wanted to kill more. Me or Marvot.”

“Marvot. By a hair. He killed my father, but you kept me from saving him.”

“And I’d do it again. How did you manage to keep yourself from going after Marvot all these years?”

“Frankie.” She tried to suppress the emotional turmoil that anger against Marvot had ignited. Nothing had changed. The reason she had run and hidden and let Marvot go his way was still present and valid. “I’m out of it. I won’t help you.”

His brows lifted. “Who asked you?”

“Crane.”

“I’m not Crane. I don’t want your help.” He gestured for her to precede him. “I just want the two of you safe. I’ve taken care of business quite well without you all my life, Grace. The Pair will be no different.”

“Good.” She passed him and walked toward the elevator. “Because the moment I see any sign of you going after the Pair while Frankie is at that ranch will be the moment we’re gone.”

         

Robert!” Frankie jumped out of the car and ran across the tarmac to where Robert Blockman stood beside the hangar. She hugged him boisterously. “Why are you here? I thought you—”

“So did I.” He picked her up and swung her in a circle. “But then I thought about how much you need me to get you from brown belt to black belt. If I let it go too long, you’ll lose all your moves. So I decided to come along.”

“Great.” She hugged him again and turned to Grace. “Isn’t it great, Mom?”

Grace nodded. “We wouldn’t want you to lose your moves.” She met Robert’s gaze over Frankie’s head. “But you have a lot more to lose than Frankie. Unless Crane changed his mind?”

Robert shook his head. “I was told to go mind my own business when I tried to talk to him.” He smiled down at Frankie. “And since I’d recently received a business offer difficult to refuse, I took his advice.” He glanced at Kilmer. “I called Stolz—my contact at the head office at Langley—and he’s trying to track down the leak that led Kersoff to Grace.”

“Time frame?”

Robert shrugged. “I don’t know.” He took Frankie’s hand. “Let’s get on the plane. I brought along a DVD of Sarah Chang’s latest concert. I thought you might want to see it.”

“I do.” Frankie nodded eagerly as she walked beside him toward the plane. “You know, she started young like me. But she actually performed with the New York Philharmonic when she was eight. I don’t think I’d like that. It would get in the way. Maybe later . . .”

Grace turned to Kilmer as soon as they were out of earshot. “Why?”

“I promised you a comfort cushion for Frankie. He’s part of her life.”

“So you lured him away from a government pension?”

“He won’t suffer for it, and all I did was dangle the carrot. He’s the one who grabbed it. He cares about you and Frankie and he was ready to try something new and different.”

“Being on your team will certainly fill that bill,” she said dryly. “If you don’t get him killed.”

“I promise I won’t play David to his Uriah,” he murmured. “No matter how tempted I am.”

“David and Uriah.” Her forehead wrinkled in puzzlement. “Who were—”

“Never mind.” He was striding toward the plane. “Let’s get out of here.”

David and Uriah.

Then it came to her. The biblical King David and Uriah, Bathsheba’s husband, who had been sent to his death by David because the king had lusted after his wife.

Lust.

No, she wouldn’t think about Kilmer’s words.

Jesus, but how the devil could she stop thinking about it? It had triggered memory followed by tingling sensuality, as dark accompanied night.

He’d meant her to remember. Subtle son of a bitch. He’d wanted her to know that it wasn’t over for him. He’d dropped that reference to the biblical passion that had been all-consuming and then made her associate it with the sexual frenzy that had—

Stop it.

He wasn’t David and she wasn’t some biblical bimbo who took baths on rooftops. What they’d had together was over.

She just had to make sure it stayed over.

         

The ranch was the Bar Triple X. The name was emblazoned on the wooden post beside the gate.

“Let me undo the gate.” Frankie jumped out of the car. She stopped, her head lifted. “It’s cooler here than home.” Her gaze shifted to the stark grandeur of the Grand Teton Mountains. “And pretty. Real pretty. But it’s different. . . .” She frowned, trying to get it right. “Charlie’s place was like a gentle pony, and this is . . . a bucking bronco.” She chuckled. “That’s it.” She opened the gate wide, waited for the car to drive through, closed the gate, and got back into the car. “But different is interesting, isn’t it, Mom? And you’ve broken a lot of bucking broncos. You were going to break that two-year-old, but you—” Her smile faded. “Everything happened.”

“I’ll do it when we go back.” Grace slipped her arm around Frankie. “But you’re right, it’s different here. We’ll just have to see what we can make of it.” She turned to Kilmer. “I haven’t seen any security.”

“They’re flying in tonight.” He glanced down at Frankie and smiled. “You’ll have a lot of cowboys wandering around tomorrow.”

She smiled back at him. “But no cows. I didn’t see any cows.”

“I’d bet a few of those cowboys have never even been on a horse,” Dillon said with a grin. “I hope so. I don’t want to be the only one.” He pulled up in front of the two-story brick house and jumped out of the car. “I’ll get the bags. At least I’m good as a pack mule.”

“I’ll help you.” Robert grabbed a duffel and two suitcases and followed Dillon up the steps. “What bedrooms, Kilmer?”

“Frankie and Grace have the first one at the top of the stairs. The others are up for grabs. After you finish, will the two of you check out the stable? Don’t forget the hayloft.”

“Sure.” Robert disappeared into the house.

Frankie got out of the car and ran to stand on the porch. “Pretty,” she murmured. “And listen to the wind. It . . . sings.”

“Does it?” Kilmer squatted down beside her. “And what’s the song?”

“I don’t know.” She gazed dreamily out at the mountains. “But I like it. . . .” She sat down on the steps. “May I stay out here for a little while, Mom?”

“If you don’t wander off.” Grace rumpled her curls as she passed her. “Thirty minutes.”

“Okay.”

“If you like, we’ll go take a look at the horses as soon as the stable’s checked out,” Kilmer offered as he took Frankie’s keyboard out of the backseat, where she’d insisted on keeping it, and climbed the porch steps.

Frankie shook her head. “Not now.” She leaned against the porch rail, her gaze on the mountains. “I just want to sit out here and listen. . . .”

“By all means,” Kilmer said as he held open the door for Grace. “Getting acquainted with the horses can wait.”

The decor of the interior of the house was more mellow, fine-hewn craftsman than western, Grace thought. A huge stone fireplace occupied one wall, fronted by a comfortable beige corduroy-covered couch. Several leather easy chairs were scattered about the room, and a splendid Tiffany floor lamp loomed over one of them. “Nice.”

“I’m glad you approve.” He was heading up the stairs with Frankie’s keyboard case. “There are four bedrooms. I’ve put you and Frankie in the first one.”

“You might as well leave the keyboard down here. She’s going to want it pretty soon.”

He looked back at her. “The wind singing?”

“Maybe.” She shrugged. “Or maybe it’s about something else. She was talking about needing the piano the night before last, even before we knew about Charlie.”

“It’s the first time I’ve seen this side of her.” He glanced thoughtfully back at the door. “It’s interesting. One minute a horse-crazy kid and the next . . . interesting.”

“It’s all Frankie. I’ve tried to make sure one side of her doesn’t unbalance the other.” She started up the stairs. “For instance, she’s not allowed to shirk her chores just because she’s toying with a melody.”

“Heaven forbid.”

She glared at him. “It’s important. Yes, she has to be encouraged, but building a strong character is just as vital.”

“I’d say she has a damn strong character.” He held up his hand. “I’m not criticizing you. You’ve done an incredible job and I’ve no right to interfere.”

“That’s the truth.”

He smiled. “But may I say I feel a certain amount of pride that my share of genes gave you the material to work with?”

“You can say it to me. As long as you don’t say it to Frankie.” She passed him and continued up the stairs. “Is Donavan coming tomorrow too?”

“No, I have him staking out Marvot. He’s the one who tipped me about Kersoff being one of the players who showed up at Marvot’s compound. I won’t pull him until I need him here.”

“And who else was invited by Marvot to try for the bounty?”

“Pierson and Roderick. Those were the big players, but I’m sure Marvot threw the game open to a number of smaller fish too. He wanted to stimulate enough competition to make sure he got what he wanted.”

“Bastard.”

“Yes. But by making them compete, it turned out lucky for us. No one was going to risk one of the others discovering they’d found you before they’d actually caught you and turned you over to Marvot.”

“Or gave him our heads in a basket.”

Kilmer nodded. “At any rate, it gave us time to get out, since no one was reporting directly to Marvot.” He turned and headed back downstairs with the keyboard. “I’ll put this by the couch in the living room. I guess I should have arranged for a piano.”

“She’s fine with the keyboard.” Grace paused at the top of the stairs to look back at him. “You told me the amount of the bounty Marvot put on Frankie and me. What’s the price on your head?”

“Enough to set up a small kingdom.” He straightened and headed back to the porch. “He’s a little irate with me. Imagine that.”

A shudder ran through her. Why the hell hadn’t he just turned his back on Marvot as she’d done? No, he’d had to dig in and bide his time and risk everything.

But had she really turned her back on Marvot? That surge of sheer ferocity she’d felt had taken her again by surprise.

Feelings weren’t actions.

It was Kilmer’s decision to go forward. The only thing she cared about was keeping Frankie safe.

The bedroom Kilmer had indicated had two queen-size beds covered with embroidered floral quilts. The picture window across the room revealed the same breathtaking mountain view that had enthralled Frankie.

She went over to the window and looked down at the paddock. A gray and a chestnut were ambling lazily around the area. Handsome horses. Small bone structure. Arabian blood?

The blue-eyed Pair at El Tariq were white Arabians, she suddenly remembered. Splendid in every physical detail, and those blue eyes made them even more unusual.

And smart. Very smart. She’d never handled smarter or more responsive horses. They’d seemed to sense her every thought, every emotion.

And she’d known them. It had been totally exhilarating being with the Pair. At first, it had been impossible to think about them singly. They were always just the Pair to her and everyone else at El Tariq. But toward the last she’d been able to start separating them, make them respond as individual beings. They’d been frisky and high-strung and totally fascinating. Would they still be that way? They were almost ten years old now. . . . 

Stop thinking about them.

She’d told Kilmer she wanted nothing to do with the Pair, and she meant it. It was too dangerous and they had already cost her too much.

She turned away from the window and lifted her duffel to the bed and unzipped it. After she’d finished unpacking the bags, she’d take a shower and then go down to the kitchen and see what she could find to fix for Frankie’s supper. Her daughter was usually a healthy eater, but during these periods of creating she was a bit abstracted and had to be reminded to eat.

On second thought, she’d unpack one bag but leave the other one packed and ready to go. She trusted Kilmer’s efficiency, but not the kindness of circumstances. It was always best to prepare for the worst and hope for the best.

El Tariq, Morocco

We think Kersoff located the woman and child,” Brett Hanley said as he came into the sunroom. “Alabama.”

Marvot looked up from the game of chess he was playing with his ten-year-old son. “When may we expect them?”

“Well, it’s not exactly . . . It wasn’t an entirely successful mission.”

Marvot moved his piece. “Checkmate.” He frowned. “Guillaume, I’ve always told you to watch your queen. Now, run along and think about what mistakes you’ve made. This evening I want you to tell me how you could have won this game.”

“I’m not sure—” Tears filled Guillaume’s eyes. “I’m sorry, Papa.”

“Sorry isn’t enough.” He cupped the boy’s cheek with a gentle hand. “Listen, you must concentrate and get better so that I may be proud of you. That’s what you want, isn’t that so?”

Guillaume nodded.

“And I will be proud. You do better with every game.” He hugged the boy and then swatted him on his rump. “Now go do as I told you.” He watched the boy run away. “What absurdity are you trying to hand me, Hanley?”

“Kersoff has disappeared.”

“Then how do you know he found her? More to the point, how do you know he failed?”

“Kersoff’s wife, Isabel, called me an hour ago. She said he’d found the woman and planned on completing the job two nights ago. But she hasn’t heard from him since early that evening. I followed up and found there were a woman and a child of the appropriate age living on a small farm in Tallanville, Alabama. The owner of the farm met with an automobile accident on the night in question and the woman, Grace Archer, and the child have disappeared.”

“And Grace Archer is supposed to be our Grace Stiller?”

Hanley nodded.

“Then perhaps Kersoff is on his way to deliver them to me.”

“Kersoff’s wife was—she was most concerned.” He smiled sarcastically. “She asked if you’d pay for information about her husband’s informant who’d located this Grace Archer. She evidently was more afraid that she was missing out on the gravy train than that her husband had disappeared. What shall I do?”

“Go to see her. You have good judgment; use it. You can tell whether she’s just trying to squeeze me. If you think she knows something of value, find out what it is.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

“You know I hate people who try to gouge me. As I said, use your own judgment.” Marvot gazed down at the chess pieces. “How many men did Kersoff have?”

“Three.”

“And do you believe Grace Archer could have taken care of them by herself?”

“She was very good. You told me so yourself.”

“But four men, presumably taking her by surprise. It would be difficult unless she had help.”

“Kilmer?”

“It’s what I hoped would happen. It’s possible. When I found out that the bitch had given birth to Kilmer’s child, it opened a door for me. I know the power a child can have over a man. If anything could bring him out in the open, it would be that.”

“But it’s the woman you really want?”

“It’s the woman I have to have. She was truly incredible with the horses. For a while I thought she was going to be my answer to the puzzle. I still believe there’s a chance. I’ve had to be patient for a hell of a long time, but I knew I’d find her eventually. And evidently she’s just as deadly as she was nine years ago.” He picked up the chess piece that had lost Guillaume the game. “But then, you always have to watch out for the queen.”

         

May I help?” Kilmer stood in the doorway of the kitchen. He looked at the soup simmering on the stove. “I guess not. You seem to have everything well in hand. I don’t remember you knowing how to cook.”

“I learned. Frankie had to eat.” She got bowls from the cabinet. “And anyone can open a can of soup and put garlic bread in the oven.”

“She’s still sitting out on the porch. Do you think you can get her inside for a meal?”

“Yes. I’ll tell her she has to eat because we have to go to the stable and check out the horses. Do you know anything about them that I can tell her?”

“The gray stallion is a two-year-old and has never been broken. The chestnut is supposed to be gentle and will probably be a decent mount for her. The black is a little temperamental but not vicious.”

“What are their names?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t ask. I could call the owner and—”

“Never mind. Frankie will probably like naming them herself.” She started for the door. “Where’s Robert? I haven’t seen him since we got here.”

“I told him to take the jeep and do a little reconnoitering of the area. I figured it couldn’t hurt.”

“No.” She took the tray of garlic bread out of the oven. “What did you promise him to get him to quit his job?”

“A clear conscience about you and Frankie.” He handed her a plate to put the bread on. “And enough money to make sure his old age would be very comfortable.”

“Then you must be doing very well.”

“Yes, I always do well when left to my own resources. It’s only when I put my trust in others that I have problems.”

“My father didn’t—”

“I wasn’t referring to anyone in particular. Actually, I was thinking about the three years I was linked with the CIA. There were several times when they tied my hands.” He smiled into her eyes. “And wasted my time sending me greenhorns to train.”

She pulled her gaze away. “How sad.”

“Not at all. It was worth it. You made up for all of them.”

“Really?” She forced herself to look back at him. “I take it you couldn’t persuade any of the others to go to bed with you.”

“I didn’t try. North sent me only male trainees before you, and I’m not of that persuasion.” His smile faded. “I didn’t try with you either, Grace. It just happened. It was like an underground explosion. The first time I saw you I felt the ripples, and then all hell broke loose.”

It had been like that for her too. She had been so cocky, so sure of herself and what she wanted out of life. Then she’d met Kilmer and been swept out to sea. “Yes, it did. But I felt the ripples after I left you too. I was pregnant. It wasn’t over for me.”

“Grace, I thought it was safe. You told me—”

“I know what I told you. I lied. I was crazy. I wanted it and nothing else mattered to me at that moment.”

“I’m sorry, Grace.”

She lifted her chin. “I’m not. I got Frankie. How the hell could I be sorry about that? You’re the one who should be sorry. You spent those eight years without her and didn’t even know what you were missing.”

“I knew. North told me you were pregnant a day after you told him.”

Her lips twisted. “And you rushed to my side.”

“No. Would you like to know why?”

“It was inconvenient. You didn’t want a pregnant lover.”

He ignored the bitterness of her answer. “Marvot wanted you. You’d accomplished more than anyone else with the Pair. He was searching for you in every corner of the globe. I couldn’t find a place that would be safe for you. I was on the run and I’d lost half my team on that raid to get the Pair. I knew it was going to take a while to build it again. So I made a deal with North.”

“A deal?”

“He promised me witness protection treatment for you and the baby, with a bodyguard parked on your doorstep. The CIA was able to offer more protection than I could at that time. So I took the deal.”

“And what did you give him?”

“I did one very dirty job for him in Iraq and made him a promise I wouldn’t go after Marvot as long as they kept you under protection.”

“Not go after him?” She frowned. “The CIA wanted to stop him. They gave us permission to take him out if he tried to stop us from stealing the Pair.”

“But the winds of political opinion had changed even before the raid took place. Marvot clearly had several politicians in Congress on the payroll who were putting roadblocks in the way of the agency.”

“Politicians? What the devil did Congress have to do with a crook like Marvot?”

“Evidently quite a bit, from what I’ve found out from Donavan’s sources. Marvot was pouring lucre into several senators’ campaign funds to influence them to go over to the dark side. There was a big struggle going on in Congress and it centered on what was happening at El Tariq. The power kept shifting back and forth, and during one of the shifts the CIA was pushed by several members in Congress to raid El Tariq.” He held up his hand as she started to speak. “I know. It doesn’t make any more sense than anything else about the raid. We both wondered why the CIA wanted the Pair when we got orders to go after them. But like dutiful drones, we obeyed orders.”

“There’s nothing dutiful about you.”

“On the contrary, I consider doing my job well an irrevocable duty. I’m not saying I wouldn’t have asked questions after I had possession of the horses.” He shrugged. “But I didn’t have the chance. Everything was blown to hell. I wasn’t in a position to pursue the matter for a number of years.” He paused. “But I never forgot, Grace.”

No, he wouldn’t forget, and he would be relentless in getting what he wanted. “And Congress just changed their minds about Marvot?”

“Probably with the help of a stupendous increase in bribe money. All Donavan found out was that there was a final shift for Marvot’s benefit at the time. Then a few years later there was 9/11 and everything was in turmoil. I’m slowly putting the pieces together. I’m sure North thought that if he showed Congress a fait accompli they’d go along with him. It didn’t happen. We failed. So Marvot was allowed to continue at El Tariq and keep his fingers in a dozen dirty international pies.”

She shook her head. “No.”

“It’s the truth. Ask North. Though I’m not sure how much truth he’d be allowed to tell you these days.”

“It couldn’t be the truth. Crane wanted to set me up as bait for Marvot.”

“Then Crane may be Marvot’s man and wanted to turn you over to him. Or he doesn’t know how strong the congressional lobbies are that could topple him from his job.” Kilmer shrugged. “Either way I couldn’t let him get his hands on you again.”

“Let? It’s my choice, Kilmer.”

“No, I leave you free choice where Frankie’s concerned.” He made a face. “Though I’m finding it increasingly difficult. You have no choice whatsoever about whether the two of you are going to live or die. I’ll fight you tooth and nail on that score. You’re going to live.” He moved toward the door. “I’ve waited too long to be cheated now.”

“What the hell do you think you’re—”

He was gone.

And she was shaking. Anger? Indignation? Shock? Her reaction was a mixture of all three. All these years she’d thought the CIA had protected her because they were responsible for her being on the run from Marvot. That it was because a deal had been struck with Kilmer came as a shock. She didn’t want to be beholden to him for anything, dammit. And he had no right to think he could step in and run her life. She’d accepted his protection for Frankie, but there would be no—

She drew a deep breath. Calm. Kilmer had always been able to arouse a response no one else could. She couldn’t allow that to happen again. She had to think clearly about the content of his words. If what he said was true, then she couldn’t trust the CIA even if she made a deal with them.

And she didn’t doubt it was the truth. Kilmer had never lied to her. It was one of the attributes she’d admired the most about him. She could always count on blunt honesty if she asked for it. It had once made her feel secure to know that honesty was a rock she could cling to in the violence that surrounded them.

“Is that for Frankie?” Robert stood in the doorway, looking at the plate. “Would you like me to go get her?”

Grace shook her head. “I’ll go myself.” She paused. “Well, did you find any wolves in those hills?”

“Only the four-footed kind. And I saw those at a distance. Kilmer didn’t really expect anything else. He’s just being careful.”

“And you’re taking his orders. Doesn’t that bother you?”

He thought about it. “No. He’s polite and he knows what he’s doing. He paid me a whopping big bonus to come over to his team. He’s got a right to give the orders.” He tilted his head. “I understand he once gave orders to you. Did you mind?”

She looked away. “No, you’re right. He knows what he’s doing.” She moved toward the door. “I’d better get Frankie. Her food will get cold.”

“It won’t matter. She won’t taste it. I remember she had that same look on one of our pizza nights. We might as well not have been there.” He paused. “I’m glad she’s got something to occupy her mind. I thought she might brood.”

“She’s still thinking about Charlie. She’s just dealing with it in her own way. That’s what we all have to do, isn’t it?” She passed him and a moment later she was out on the porch. It was sunset, and the pink-and-lavender-tinged clouds hovering over the mountains were magnificent. “Frankie?”

Frankie glanced over her shoulder. “Nice, huh, Mom?”

“That’s an understatement.” She sat down on the step beside her. “Beautiful. But it’s time to get something to eat, Frankie. Soup and garlic bread okay?”

“Fine.” Frankie looked back at the sunset. “We don’t have mountains like this back home. I bet Charlie would have liked it here.”

“I’m sure he would. But Charlie was all for gentle ponies, not bucking broncos. He always left the broncs to me.”

“I was thinking. I bet he wasn’t like that all his life. He went through World War Two, and that must have been like riding a bronc.”

“Worse.”

“So maybe he only wanted the gentleness when he got old. Maybe when he was younger he wanted crashing cymbals instead of violins, Tchaikovsky instead of Brahms.”

“It could be.” She slipped her arm around Frankie’s shoulders. “Where is this going, baby?”

“I just have to be careful. It’s got to be right for Charlie. Do you remember when I told you I heard the music again that it was just a whisper?”

“Yes.”

“I think it might have been Charlie.”

Grace went still. “Charlie’s not with us anymore,” she said gently.

“But maybe he’s like the music. You don’t know where it comes from but that doesn’t mean it’s not there. Do you think maybe that could be true?”

“I believe anything is possible.” She cleared her throat. “And I think Charlie would like the idea that you’re comparing him to your music.”

“No, not mine; this one is Charlie’s.” Her gaze shifted back to the sunset. “That’s why it’s got to be right. Broncos and gentle ponies and cymbals and everything that Charlie— It’s got to be right.”

“I can see that.” She could see more than the picture that Frankie was drawing for her. She’d told Robert that Frankie would deal with her grief in her own way, but she’d never dreamed it would be with this gift to Charlie. Or maybe it was Charlie’s last gift to Frankie. Either way, it was moving and beautiful and right. “Can I help?”

Frankie shook her head. “It’s coming slow. It’s a whisper, but it’s louder now.” She jumped to her feet. “I’m hungry. Let’s go in and eat supper and then look at the horses.”

Frankie was back in child mode and Grace accepted it gratefully. She didn’t know how much longer she would have been able to keep her composure. “That’s a great idea. We’ll have to do some heating in the microwave.”

“I’ll do it. I kept you out here.” She headed for the door. “I just wanted to talk to you. It makes things clearer. . . .” The last words drifted off as Frankie ran into the house.

Clearer?

It seemed to her that Frankie saw things with crystal clarity. There was no truth like that seen through the eyes of a child.

She glanced at the sunset one more time. It was almost gone, disappearing in a maze of deep purple. There was no longer a wind. At least, she couldn’t hear it. Perhaps it was there, still singing through the pines.

And probably Frankie could hear it.
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Which one do you like?” Frankie asked as she stared eagerly at the horses. “I like the gray.”

“He’s beautiful. But he’s not been broken, so you’ll have to wait until I can get around to it.”

“That’s okay. I like them all.” She cautiously reached up her hand to stroke the chestnut. The mare lowered her head to Frankie’s touch and neighed softly. “And this one likes me too.”

“Then we’ll have to make sure that you get better acquainted.”

“What’s her name?”

“Kilmer didn’t know. So we’ll name them again ourselves. What do you think suits her?”

Frankie tilted her head. “She has soft eyes and she looks like she knows things. Like that gypsy we saw at the carnival.”

“Gypsy?”

Frankie nodded. “Gypsy.”

“Do you want to start taking care of her in the morning?”

“First thing. May I ride her then?”

“As long as I’m there to watch.”

“Pardon me, ladies.” Dillon was coming down the aisle toward them. “But you’re not going to have to take care of the horses. Kilmer took pity on me and is bringing in some of the team who are familiar with our equine friends.” He grinned. “Thank God.”

“Frankie will still take care of the horse she chooses as her mount.”

Frankie nodded solemnly. “It’s the way you have to do it. The horse rewards you by letting you ride her and you reward the horse by caring for her. Gypsy will have to get used to me and know I care about her.”

“I apologize,” Dillon said. “I didn’t understand. Is it okay if the guys take care of the other horses?”

“Until Mom breaks the gray.” Frankie gave Gypsy a final pat. “Have you named the gray yet, Mom?”

“I’m still thinking about it. Maybe you can help me. It’s a big responsibility giving a horse— What’s that?” At a raucous sound, her gaze flew to the stall at the end of the row. “That’s no horse.”

“No,” Dillon said. “It’s a jackass. He’s supposed to keep the horses calm, but they don’t seem to know that. From what I’ve seen this afternoon they pretty much ignore him.”

She stiffened. “A jackass,” she repeated. She started slowly down the row. It didn’t have to be Cosmo. A jackass’s braying was pretty much the same from animal to animal. “Kilmer didn’t mention a jackass. Did he lease it with the rest of the livestock?”

“I guess so. Or maybe not. He only talked about the horses. Maybe the jackass is a new addition.”

“I don’t think there’s any doubt about that.” She was standing in front of the small gray jackass. “The question is, how new?”

The jackass was staring at her belligerently. He pulled back his lips and brayed, spraying her with saliva.

Damn him. It was Cosmo.

She turned on her heel. “I have to see Kilmer. Stay with Frankie and bring her to the house when she’s ready. I’ll see you back at the house, Frankie.”

“Okay.” She turned back to Gypsy. “I think she’s got eyelashes like a movie star. Maybe Julia Roberts. What do you think, Mr. Dillon?”

“I can’t see the resemblance,” Dillon said. “But then, I’m a fan of Julia Roberts, and I wouldn’t want to compare her to a horse face.”

“Just the eyelashes,” Frankie said. “And maybe the teeth. She has fine, big teeth too.”

They were the last words Grace heard as she tore out of the stable and headed for the house. Damn Kilmer. He’d promised her, and there was Cosmo in that stable.

She flew up the porch steps and toward the front door.

“May I help you?”

She whirled. Kilmer was standing in the far corner of the porch, a dim figure in the darkness.

“Cosmo, dammit. Did you think I wouldn’t recognize him?”

“No, I knew that you’d know him right away. That’s why I was waiting for you.”

“When did you get him?”

“I liberated him six months ago.”

“How?”

“It wasn’t easy. I had to wait until they took the horses and Cosmo to the Sahara for their yearly jaunt. They put him out to graze at an oasis when they took the Pair into the desert. I had to grab him and then I had to keep him quiet until I got him away. Damn ass has the loudest mouth on the planet.”

“You could have been killed.”

“I considered the risk worth taking. I wasn’t ready to take the Pair, but I could get their stablemate. Cosmo is the only quieting influence that the Pair would accept, except you. Without him, I’m sure that the handlers are going through hell with the Pair.”

She was sure of it too. “Six months. Then you didn’t lease this ranch for Frankie. You were getting ready for the Pair.”

“I hoped I’d never need a hiding place for either of you,” he said. “But it would have been stupid for me to not take advantage of a place that I’d made safe for the Pair.”

“There’s no place safe for the Pair.” She shook her head in frustration. “I can’t believe you’re going to try for them. Marvot obviously knows you’re coming. He’ll be waiting for you. You can’t do it.”

“I can do it. I just have to take it one step at a time.”

“And Cosmo is a step.”

“A completely obnoxious one.” He smiled. “But a step nonetheless. Don’t worry, I’m not taking any other steps at the moment. It would be too dangerous for you.”

“Am I supposed to be grateful?”

He shook his head. “I’m the one who’s grateful to you. I just wanted to put your mind at rest about Cosmo.”

Her mind wasn’t at rest. Cosmo might be a small step, but it indicated the relentless drive that was pushing Kilmer. He’d even gone to the trouble of stealing the Pair’s stablemate. He was getting ready. And as soon as she and Frankie were out of the picture, he was going to go for it.

And probably get himself killed.

“Fine.” She turned and headed for the door. She stopped. “You told me that you’d taken something from Marvot that made him mad enough to start after us in high gear. Cosmo?”

“No, it was a little more important than Cosmo. One of the items of information that Donavan uncovered for me.” He smiled. “But there’s no need for me to share it with you. You’re not interested in all this.”

“No, I’m not.” And she wouldn’t worry about him. He’d opted out of her life and it was just as well. He was still running around blowing up ammo depots and rescuing kidnap victims and putting himself at risk in a hundred different situations. Her life was completely different. It was centered around Frankie and life, not death. If he was still fanatical about getting the Pair, then good luck to him.

He’d need it.

         

Kilmer’s team arrived in a helicopter the next morning.

“Who are they?” Frankie whispered as Kilmer went out to meet them in the stable yard. “They look like—” She frowned. “I don’t think they’re cowboys.”

“I’m sure a few of them are,” Grace said. “Remember? Dillon said they’d help with the horses.” She knew only two of the team, Luis Vazquez and Nathan Salter. The rest were strangers to her, but she recognized the quiet, understated air of confidence that Kilmer seemed to instill in every man he accepted for his team. “That tall man in the orange shirt is Luis. He knows a lot about horses. He grew up on a ranch in Argentina. He was a vaquero. Do you remember I told you about vaqueros and their bolos?”

“May I meet him?”

“As soon as Kilmer gets finished talking to them.” It was almost over now. The men were separating, moving quickly and with purpose as they received their orders. A few minutes later the yard had emptied. “Well, I guess they’re busy now.”

“Not cowboys,” Frankie repeated positively. “And not soldiers. But they kind of look like both of them.”

“No, they’re men who know how to protect us. That’s what they do for a living. You can count on them. I’ll introduce you later today.”

Frankie nodded. “But not now. I have to sit down and work with my keyboard.”

“By all means. I’ll go down to the stable and make sure they know how to properly take care of the horses.” She held up her hand. “Except Gypsy. You and she seemed to get along fine this morning.”

“Yeah.” Frankie’s response was abstracted as she opened the screen door. “See you later, Mom.”

“Right.” Frankie wasn’t seeing much of anything right now. She was concentrating on the music. Grace could already see her mentally toying with the notes running through her mind. “Later.”

Kilmer was coming back up the steps.

“Donavan didn’t come?” she asked.

“I told you he was keeping an eye on Marvot.”

“Have you heard from him lately?”

“Not since we got here. That might be a good sign. I’ll call him tonight if there’s no word.” He studied her. “You’re worried about him.”

“I always liked Donavan. He saved my life once in Libya.”

“Really?” His brows rose. “He never told me.”

“It wasn’t your business. It was between the two of us.”

“It was my business if it endangered the mission. Did it?”

“Go to hell.”

He smiled. “I take it that it did. I’ll have to talk to Donavan.”

“For God’s sake, it was nine years ago.”

“And Donavan always did have a soft spot for you.”

Friendships weren’t encouraged on Kilmer’s team, but it was difficult not to form attachments when you were depending on each other for your life. “Not that you could tell. You had him put me through my paces until I dropped when I first came to you.”

“And you toughened up nicely. I was proud of you.”

And his pride in her had meant everything. She had been willing to do anything, work her body to the breaking point, to get his approval. God, she had been naive. “I was young and stupid. I thought doing well for you meant something. I suppose I had a king-size case of hero worship.”

“I know.”

Her cheeks flushed. “Conceited bastard.”

“Why do you think I had Donavan work with you? We’d have been in bed the second night after you got there if I’d handled your training myself. Hell, I couldn’t wait to touch you from the moment I saw you. I was being bloody ethical.” He turned away. “It didn’t matter. It ended the same way a week later. I’m not one to resist that kind of temptation for long.”

She watched him walk away. She’d always loved the way he moved, every muscle response graceful and coordinated. Now she couldn’t tear her gaze away. God, it was happening again. She could feel the tingling heat in her palms, the shortness of breath, the urge to go after him, touch him.

He looked back over his shoulder. “Me too,” he said softly. “Hell, isn’t it?”

She opened her lips to speak and then closed them again. She turned on her heel and went into the house.

She stopped inside and tried to steady her breathing. Jesus, she didn’t want this. She had a good, steady life with Frankie. She didn’t want to dive into that pool of sensuality that had given her only one golden gift. The rest had been crazy, animal-like need that had made her question her own will and strength. She had wanted to give everything, take everything, and she hadn’t cared about the consequences.

She cared now. She owed Frankie a mother who had the strength to fight that weakness that had conceived her. And she wasn’t sure she would be able to do it if she stayed here close to Kilmer. She needed time to build her defenses.

Christ, how much time did she need? she thought in disgust. She’d had nine years, and the barrier she’d built had been torn down in a matter of a few days. Then start again and don’t stand around and think about Kilmer and how he looked, and moved, and—

Keep busy. She had a horse to break. The gray would make her pay attention to something besides the way she felt.

And if she didn’t pay attention, the stallion would break her instead.

         

What a pretty boy you are,” Grace said softly as she gently stroked the gray. “You’ve had a great life, haven’t you? Running and kicking up your heels with no one able to touch you. I wish I could let you go on like that. There’s nothing more beautiful than a horse in the wild. It would fill my heart just watching you. But life isn’t always that good for horses. You’re safest if you learn how to get along with us. You can pretend it’s a game. You do what we want you to do for a little while every day. Then you get to go back to doing what you want to do. Fair?”

The gray backed away from her.

“Maybe not so fair. But that’s the way it has to be. And I’ll make sure you’re safe and happy. We don’t have a name for you yet. Shall I call you Samson? He was strong and didn’t want to be tamed either. But you’ll be smarter than he was.” She stepped closer and rubbed his nose. “Now listen to me and I’ll tell you what we’re going to do together. Can’t you feel how much I want you to be happy? You will, Samson. You will. . . .”

         

I thought she was going to break the horse.” Robert came up to stand beside Kilmer at the corral fence. “I’ve been watching from the porch and she hasn’t done anything but stand and look at him.”

Kilmer felt a ripple of annoyance. He might have to have Blockman here but he didn’t have to like it. And he didn’t want him hanging around when he was trying to concentrate on Grace and the stallion. “She’s doing something.” He didn’t take his gaze off Grace standing in front of the horse, her lips moving with words he couldn’t make out from this distance. “Haven’t you ever seen her break a horse before?”

Robert shook his head. “I’m not exactly the bucolic type. I never went to the farm except when I was invited for a meal. I know Charlie thought she was some kind of voodoo priestess where horses were concerned.”

“Smart man.” Kilmer climbed the fence and threw his leg over the top bar. Patience. It had been his choice to bring Blockman here. Now he’d have to accept and work with it. “I’ve seen her at one or two truly amazing sessions. Horses seem to understand her.”

“Does that mean they won’t buck?”

Kilmer shook his head. “She says that’s very rare. Every horse hates to have its independence curtailed. But it makes the process very short if they’ve reached an understanding before she actually gets on them.”

“Understanding?”

Kilmer shrugged. “Ask her.”

“If we’re not going to see any fireworks, why are you here?”

He was silent a moment. “Because if there are fireworks, the gray could kill her. I have to be here.” He glanced at Robert challengingly. “And why are you here?”

“The same.” Robert’s lips tightened. “But I wasn’t sure that the gray really posed a threat. Grace always seems so confident around horses.”

“He’s a threat. Grace wouldn’t have it any other way. She says a horse without spirit is a horse without heart.”

“You seem to know her very well,” Robert said slowly. “How long was she on your team?”

“Six months.”

“Not long.”

Kilmer felt a surge of irritation. He gave him a cool glance. “Long enough.”

Robert studied his expression. “Look, I don’t know what was between you two, but I’m not getting in the middle. I take it that whatever you had going was pretty heavy. If I thought I had a chance with Grace, I’d step in. She’s special. But I don’t have a chance or I’d have done it before this. I might compete with you, but not with Frankie. She’s too much to—” He broke off. “Is Frankie your kid?”

Kilmer’s gaze flickered warily. “Why would you think that?”

“The age is right. Eight years. And you were together sometime in the months before she came to Tallanville. I started adding up the possibilities. And after I came up with that one, I took a good look at Frankie. She resembles Grace, but there’s something of you in the shape of her eyes.”

“There is?” Kilmer stiffened in surprise. “I didn’t see that.”

“I did.” He smiled. “My God, I believe I’ve caught you off guard.”

He had done just that, Kilmer thought. He had been careful to keep from thinking about Frankie as belonging to him. He had given up that privilege when he’d left Grace to raise Frankie by herself. Even though he hadn’t been able to smother the possessiveness he still felt for Grace, that would necessarily be an equal passion. In the end, it would be her free choice. Frankie was . . . different.

“She really looks like me?”

Robert nodded. “She really does.”

“Hot damn,” Kilmer murmured. “Not that it changes anything.”

“No.” Robert glanced at Grace. “I think she’s going to mount him.”

Kilmer’s gaze swung back to Grace. She was still talking, her foot in the stirrup.

The gray shied, almost pulling her from her feet. She freed her boot just in time. She was shaking her head and laughing. The gray stared at her indignantly. She started to move toward him again.

Three times she tried to mount him.

Three times he shied.

She kept talking.

Two more times she made the attempt.

He shied.

The next time he only moved slightly, as if bored with the game.

The following time he let her slowly, painstakingly, swing into the saddle.

Kilmer held his breath.

The stallion wasn’t moving, but Kilmer could see the muscles of his haunches tense.

Grace was bent over his neck, talking, murmuring, letting him get used to her weight.

“Look at his eyes. He’s going to blow,” Kilmer whispered. “Watch him, Grace.”

She didn’t appear to be worried, dammit. She was stroking the gray and seemed perfectly at ease. Kilmer tensed and found himself preparing to slip off the fence and go to her. No, that would only startle the horse and make Grace furious. Let her do it. She would know what—

The stallion exploded!

Bucking, gyrating, making Grace’s slim body jerk and toss back and forth like a puppet’s.

“Jesus,” Robert said. “Hold on, Grace.”

She rode him.

It went on for minutes, and a dozen times Kilmer was sure she’d be tossed.

“Can’t we get her off of—” Robert broke off. “Stupid. Of course we can’t. It’s— He’s stopping.”

The stallion was standing still, shaking. Grace bent over him and murmured something. Then she gently kicked him.

He didn’t move.

She nudged him again with her boot.

He took a step forward, then another.

Grace took him around the corral, gently asserting, never forcing.

She finally stopped him and slid from the saddle.

Kilmer let his breath out. Christ, he hadn’t realized he’d been holding it.

“Shit.” Robert jumped down inside the fence and headed toward Grace and the stallion. “That was damn scary.”

Kilmer started to follow him and then stopped. He’d been crowding Grace, and she wouldn’t appreciate having him near her at this moment. He watched Blockman laughing and ruefully shaking his head as he fell into step with her while she led the horse from the corral.

He didn’t like it. It stung like hell.

It didn’t matter what Blockman had said. Kilmer was experiencing the same primitive response that had stirred him since the moment he’d realized what a big role Blockman was playing in Grace’s life.

Then get over it. There were more important things to deal with than the—

His cell phone rang. Donavan.

“Problem?”

“Maybe,” Donavan said. “Hanley left the compound last night. I had Tonino follow him. He went to Genoa to see Kersoff’s wife.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. We weren’t able to bug her place before he got there. Hanley stayed two hours and then flew back to the compound.”

“Information?”

“That’s my bet. Kersoff’s wife might have had an ace in the hole she wanted to barter.”

“Can you have Tonino verify? If Marvot has a chance at finding out Kersoff’s informant, we want to get to him before Marvot.”

“I’ve already sent him back to Genoa. I wanted him to make sure that Hanley wasn’t stopping over anywhere else before he went back to Marvot.” He paused. “How’s Grace doing?”

“Fine. I just watched her breaking a damn stallion.”

“And the kid?”

“Kids are kids.”

Except this one looked like him. . . . 

“Yeah, nothing special about any of them.” Donavan chuckled. “Tell Grace I can’t wait to see her again.” He paused. “And it may not be too long. I have a hunch. . . .”

“You said nothing was happening there except with Hanley.”

“It’s not. Maybe I’ve been doing this surveillance too long. Don’t pay any attention to me.”

“Be careful,” Kilmer said. “If you see even a sign that puts you on edge, get your butt out of there.”

“I will. I want to stay alive to see that kid of yours.” He added slyly, “Even though she’s nothing special, just another kid.” He hung up.

Bastard. Kilmer was smiling as he pressed the disconnect button.

His smile faded. But that bastard had great instincts that had saved both their necks any number of times. If he thought there was something brewing, then the chances were that he was right.

And Kilmer wasn’t ready for the game to start. Not with Grace and Frankie tying his hands right now.

It could be that Donavan was wrong. Maybe camping out on that hill by himself was making him edgy.

It wasn’t likely. There were few situations that made Donavan edgy. He ambled along until the situation exploded, and then he acted with deadly skill and swiftness until it was under control.

But Kilmer hoped to hell Donavan was wrong.

Genoa, Italy

Isabel Kersoff lived on a winding street two blocks from the waterfront. It was a decent house, Mark Tonino thought as he knocked on the front door. Clean and freshly painted, with that red door to give it a little style.

No answer.

He knocked again. It could be that Hanley had given her money and she had left this little house flush with success.

Still no answer.

Even if she wasn’t there, it didn’t necessarily mean that there was no information to be had. She might have left papers, cards, telephone numbers.

He pulled out his skeleton keys and tried two before the door swung open.

He turned on his pen flashlight as he entered the living room. A small desk was set against the wall. He went through it carefully. Nothing but unpaid bills and brochures for cruises. Kersoff evidently had had big dreams and no funds.

And his wife might not keep valuable information in a desk drawer. It had been Tonino’s experience that women were more inventive when hiding treasures. They stored items in freezers or in hollow curtain rods.

Bedroom first. There were more places to—

Oh, shit.

He reached for his cell phone. “Donavan, it’s a wash. She’s dead.”

“How?”

“Tied up, throat cut.” He shone the beam of his flashlight on her face. “Cuts, lots of cuts all over her face and upper body. Nasty. Hanley spent a long time with her. Evidently she wasn’t being cooperative. What do I do?”

“Get out of there.”

“Do you want me to keep looking around the house?”

“No, she wouldn’t be dead if they hadn’t got what they wanted. Hanley would have kept at her.” Donavan paused. “She’s been dead how long?”

“I’m not a medical examiner, but I’d guess about twelve hours if we’re to assume it was Hanley.”

“Then Marvot’s known what Kersoff’s wife was selling for almost a full day. Not good. Get rid of any fingerprints and any other evidence you were there and come back here. I have to call Kilmer.”
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Twelve hours,” Kilmer repeated. “It may not make any difference. If Kersoff’s leak was someone in the CIA, he’d be useless to Marvot as long as no one at Langley has information about Grace.”

“If,” Donavan repeated.

“They’re out of the loop. Grace has broken with them.”

“They’ve still got contacts with the FBI. What’s to stop the FBI from pulling strings with local cops to get information?”

“Nothing.” And the FBI and CIA were supposed to be much more cooperative these days. Kilmer hadn’t seen much sign of it, but this might be a different situation. Congress could inspire an amazing amount of togetherness when they talked budget cuts. “I’ll get Blockman on it. He hasn’t come up with anything yet, but it’s only been a couple days.”

Donavan was silent a moment. “Are you going to tell Grace about this?”

“Why? So that she can get more worried about something she can’t do anything about right now?”

“Grace wouldn’t like to be kept in the dark about anything that would affect her or the kid.”

“Grace isn’t liking much that’s happening. That’s why I’ll pick and choose until you bring me something I can get my teeth into.”

“You’ll be lucky if she doesn’t get her teeth into you. I’ll call you when I hear more.” He hung up.

Donavan was right; Grace wouldn’t appreciate having anything kept from her, even in the name of protection. Well, to hell with it. He’d been forced to stay on the sidelines and let Grace take megapunishment and hardship in the past. He wasn’t going to opt out now. He would do what he—

Music.

Radio? No, tentative, delicate strains. A keyboard.

He glanced at his watch: 1:40 A.M. and the music was coming from the front porch. He crossed the living room and stood at the screen door looking out.

Frankie was sitting on the porch in front of her keyboard. She was dressed in a white flannel robe and fuzzy pink slippers, and her expression was intent as she bent over the instrument. She had a penlight beside her but she wasn’t using it.

She must have sensed him standing there, because her head lifted swiftly. “Mom?”

“No.” He opened the door and came out on the porch. “Do you know what time it is, Frankie?”

She sighed. “Busted. But at least it’s not Mom. I didn’t want to wake her. It always makes her tired when she breaks a horse.”

“Couldn’t this wait until morning?”

She shook her head. “Sometimes the music doesn’t stop just because it gets dark and it’s time to go to bed. And this one belongs to Charlie; I didn’t want to lose it.”

“I see.” Yeah, just an ordinary kid. Not. “But I’m in a bit of a predicament. I don’t believe your mom would want you to be out at this hour alone. And it’s very chilly. What would she do if she found you out here? Would she make you go to bed?”

“No, that’s why I sneaked out after she was asleep.” She made a face. “She’d stay down here with me until I was ready to come in. She knows about the music.” She frowned. “You going to tell her I’m down here?”

“No.” He smiled. “And I may not know about the music or bucking broncos, but I’m pretty good at keeping watch. Suppose I stay there in the living room until you’re ready to go up?”

Her expression brightened. “You’re not sleepy?”

He shook his head. “I never go to bed until the wee hours anyway. It would be kind of nice to sit in there and relax and listen to you play.”

She stared at him doubtfully. “Truly?”

“Absolutely,” he answered solemnly.

“Okay.” She bent over the keyboard again. “Thanks, Jake . . .”

“You’re welcome.” He went into the house, grabbed a chenille throw from the couch, and brought it back to her. “But you have to wrap up as part of the deal. You’re not in Alabama, and the nights here are chilly even in August.”

“Yeah, I noticed.” She let him wrap the throw around her, but she didn’t take her gaze off the keyboard. “Funny . . .”

He stood looking at her. She was so absorbed he doubted if she heard him. With her curly hair and loose robe she looked like a little girl from a Shirley Temple movie. Yet there was nothing childlike about the intensity that was gripping her. Her lashes were shadowing silky cheeks and he couldn’t see her eyes, which Robert had said were shaped like his.

Did Frankie look even a little like him?

And what if she did?

He . . . liked it.

Stupid ass. He turned and opened the screen door. A few seconds later he dropped into the easy chair close to the open door. He relaxed and closed his eyes.

And listened to Frankie create her music.

         

The Pair were running toward her. Their white coats shone silver in the moonlight. Their blue eyes glittered wildly as they tore across the field.

They meant to kill her.

She had to stand still, Grace told herself. If she turned and tried to run away, they’d be after her, stomping her. She’d seen them trample a stable man to death this morning when he’d panicked and tried to bolt for safety.

I know you have to do it.

I know you’re afraid too.

I’m no threat to you.

I’m no threat.

I’m no threat.

The horses were close enough that Grace could smell their sweat.

Don’t move, she told herself.

Her heart was beating so hard that it hurt. A few more yards and they’d be on top of her.

She held her arms out to her sides, careful not to put them in front of her in what they might perceive as an aggressive move.

No threat.

They were thundering toward her. She wanted to close her eyes. Keep them open. There might be some way she could avoid those hooves when they were—

Please, no threat.

She wasn’t making contact. Whatever was driving them was too strong. In seconds they’d be knocking her to the ground.

She was going to die.

One more try. All her strength. All her will.

No threat!

The Pair parted at the last moment and passed on either side of her!

She could feel the wind, the dirt churned up by their hooves striking her.

Triumph.

And relief. My God, the relief.

No time for this weakness. She had to move fast. Start the approach. She couldn’t let the Pair have time to recover. . . . 

But there was something wrong. She couldn’t hear them. Movement, but not the sound of hooves. Soft, quiet movement . . . 

A dream, she realized hazily as she opened her eyes. She was reliving that night in the field with the Pair. No wonder, after her afternoon with the gray.

And it was Frankie moving, climbing into her own bed, Grace thought drowsily. “Frankie?”

“It’s okay, Mom.” Frankie was pulling the covers up around her. “Go back to sleep.”

“Did you have to go to the bathroom?”

Frankie didn’t answer.

“Frankie?”

“I wanted— The music wouldn’t go away. I went down to the porch.”

Grace was suddenly wide awake. “Alone? You shouldn’t have done that. You should have wakened me.”

“You were tired.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

“It does matter. It was okay, Mom. I wasn’t alone. Jake was there.”

“What?”

“He never goes to bed early. When he found me on the porch, he gave me a throw to wrap up in and stayed in the living room until I was through.”

“Oh.” She was silent. “You still should have wakened me.”

“Next time.” She yawned. “When you’re not so tired.”

“I’m never too tired for you.”

“But Jake wasn’t tired at all. He told me so and I could see he was telling the truth. And he’s a grown-up, so it was okay that he stayed with me. Right?”

“Not all grown-ups—” But Frankie had been given the usual generic warnings, and Grace didn’t want her to mistrust Kilmer when there might be a moment that it was important she obey him without questioning. “Yes, it was okay. Just wake me next time. It’s not as if—”

Frankie had fallen asleep.

Why hadn’t Grace roused when Frankie had left the bedroom? She always slept lightly and she was attuned to every change of breathing.

But not tonight, when there was imminent danger on the horizon. It didn’t make sense.

Unless she was trusting that Kilmer would keep them safe. Frankie certainly seemed to have that confidence.

Frankie was a child, and Kilmer managed to inspire confidence in even hardened mercenaries. It was a gift.

And after people gave him their trust, he never betrayed it. At least, that’s what she’d thought until the night they’d gone after the Pair. Her father had given him his trust. . . . 

She turned over and gazed at the moonlight pouring into the window. It seemed peaceful, but she knew Kilmer’s team was moving, shifting, watching.

Where was he? Had he gone to bed after Frankie had come upstairs? He never slept much. He’d told her once that he was afraid he’d miss something if he slept more than five hours. That life was too short and they had to squeeze every moment of pleasure from every minute.

They’d been in bed together when he’d told her that, she remembered. It had been an unusual moment of confidence in a relationship that had been more concerned with sex and emotion than personal philosophies. She’d felt . . . close to him.

Then he’d rolled over and mounted her and she’d forgotten about everything but sex and need. She could see him now, his dark hair falling on his forehead, his chest rising and falling with each breath, each movement. The power and the precision and the—

Stop thinking about him. If she was feeling this vulnerable, it was because it had been a long time for her. It wasn’t Kilmer, it was sex itself. He’d just ignited the embers that she’d kept low and under control all these years.

And they were still under control. She just had to make a greater effort to keep them that way.

         

You’re riding him.” Robert propped his elbows on the top of the fence. “It was only yesterday that I watched you break him. Didn’t he buck today when you got on him?”

“Of course, but Samson thought about it last night and decided that cooperation made sense. So he let me off with three minutes of bucking to prove his independence. Tomorrow it will be less.” She got off the gray and patted his neck. “He’s got a nice gait. Smooth.” She glanced at Robert. “In a week or so he might be ready for another rider. Want to try him?”

“No, thank you. I’ve told you that I like comfy, sleek cars, preferably convertibles. Your Samson doesn’t appeal to me.”

“I wanted to give you your chance. There’s nothing like the feeling of riding a horse across a meadow or by the shore.”

“If you can stay in the saddle,” Robert said dryly.

“Practice.”

“I think I’ll stick to Lamborghinis and Corvettes. You can’t fall off them.” He paused. “Kilmer was a little on edge while you were riding that monster yesterday. I took the brunt of it.”

She glanced at him. “And that means?”

“He wanted to help you fight the stallion. He was frustrated and decided I was a prime candidate on whom to vent.”

“And did he?”

“I beat him to the punch. I knew what was bothering him and I jumped in first. I had to clear the air if I was going to work with him.”

She opened the gate and led Samson toward the stable.

“Aren’t you going to ask how I cleared the air?”

She didn’t want to talk about Kilmer. It was difficult enough just seeing him every day, and last night had proved that she was thinking about him entirely too much. “You’re evidently going to tell me anyway.”

“I told him I hadn’t gone to bed with you.” He chuckled as he saw her expression. “I thought that would get your attention. It’s hard to read Kilmer, but I’d bet that made him feel a whole lot better. He didn’t like the idea at all.”

“No wonder. The idea is ridiculous.”

“I didn’t think so. I thought about it, but I knew that wasn’t the role you’d cast me in. And that’s okay. I like being your friend. I like being Frankie’s friend.” He paused. “But I’d have appreciated it if you’d told me Kilmer was Frankie’s father.”

Her gaze flew to his face. “He told you?”

He shook his head. “I put the numbers together, and Frankie does have a look of him.”

“She does not.”

“Have it your own way,” Robert said. “And it’s only the tip of the iceberg anyway. I’ve been left in the dark about a hell of a lot of things. North only told me what I needed to know to protect you, and Crane wouldn’t give me the time of day. I’m tired of it, Grace. I’m not going it blind any longer.”

He was right. They hadn’t been fair to him. She couldn’t speak for the CIA, but she and Kilmer were responsible for their own actions. She hadn’t told Robert anything because dredging up the past hurt. Kilmer never confided in anyone as a matter of policy. “What do you want to know?”

“What did you know that made you important enough for North to keep you under longtime surveillance?”

“It’s not what I knew. None of us on the team knew why we were going after the Pair. We were just ordered to get them. I thought Marvot wanted to kill me just because I was one of the people on the raid we’d made at El Tariq. Marvot’s famous for his vendettas, and he knew my face because I worked on his horse farm. It was logical that I’d be a target.”

“Who is this Marvot?”

“Paul Marvot. Half French, half German. He inherited a criminal empire from his father, a kingpin who operated in North Africa and Southern France. He took over when his father was murdered by a rival mob leader and is every bit as lethal and as much a scumbag as his father. He lives in Morocco and has a palatial horse farm at El Tariq near the coast.”

“And this bastard wants you dead?”

“That’s what I thought.” She paused. “But Kilmer told me he’d had to make a deal with North. Marvot wanted me alive, not dead. And the CIA wasn’t protecting me out of the kindness of their hearts. They wanted to keep a rein on Kilmer. He promised them he wouldn’t go after the Pair.”

“El Tariq. What was this raid at El Tariq? What the devil is this Pair? What were you after? Prisoners? Money?”

“Horses.”

“What?”

“There were two white horses in Marvot’s stables at El Tariq. White Arabians with blue eyes. A stallion and a mare. Marvot guarded them as if they were the English crown jewels.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. North never told us. Personally, I think they were some kind of hostages.” She held up her hand. “I know. It’s crazy. But it was true. Marvot was fanatical about them. I was there. I saw them trample a stable man, and Marvot was only concerned about whether the death had upset the Pair. The horses were fed and watered and allowed to run wild on the farm. Except occasionally they were taken to a place in the Sahara. I wasn’t allowed to go along, but I was at El Tariq once when it happened. And when they were brought back to the farm Marvot was in a terrible temper.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “I listened, but I wasn’t about to ask questions that would arouse suspicion.”

“Weird.”

“Yes, but the CIA wanted those horses, so they must have known why Marvot thought them so valuable. North told Kilmer to go in and get them. And they sent me to him to help.”

“Why you?”

“My father was the one who went to the CIA and told them what was happening at El Tariq. He’d been doing some minor dealing with Marvot and knew Marvot was under surveillance. He thought he could sell the tidbit of information about the Pair to the CIA. North jumped on it. Evidently they knew something about what was going on. He wanted my father to go back and find out more.”

“And Papa sent you instead?”

“I wanted to go,” she said defensively. “I was tired of trailing my father around the world and he knew it. I’d never spent more than a few months in America. I wanted to know what it felt like to belong to a place. My father told North about my way with horses and they took me as a CIA trainee. We were a little surprised they were willing to wait to go after the Pair until I was ready, but my father said that it only proved how important the raid was to them. I didn’t care. I was going to have my chance. Do you know how difficult it would have been for me to be accepted if my father hadn’t asked North to take me on?”

“Lucky you.”

“I was lucky. You don’t understand. Everything would have been fine, but— It wasn’t my father’s fault.”

“The raid was a bust?”

“It was hard as hell, but we got the horses out of the stable and into the truck. Marvot’s men were waiting for us on the road. We barely made it out of there.”

“Sounds like a tip-off.”

“It wasn’t my father.”

“Whoa. I didn’t say it was.” He studied her face. “But maybe Kilmer did?”

“My father died. He was killed later that day in Tangiers by Marvot’s men. Does that sound like he betrayed us?”

“No.” He held up his hand. “Look, I don’t know anything about this. It’s between you and Kilmer.”

“No, it’s not.” She led Samson into the stable. “There’s nothing between Kilmer and me. That ended a long time ago.” She glared at him over her shoulder. “And Frankie does not look like him.”

“My mistake,” Robert murmured. “Sorry.”

She drew a deep breath. “No, I’m sorry. I had no right to snap at you. It’s not been a good few days for me. I don’t like relying on Kilmer for anything.” She tried to smile as she changed the subject. “Did you know that the music Frankie’s doing now is for Charlie?”

“No.” A smile lit his face. “He’d like that.”

She nodded. “She was talking about how she had to make sure there were plenty of cymbals. That Charlie’s life wasn’t always slow and easy.”

“From what he told me, she’s right,” Robert said. “She’s just a kid. How does she understand stuff like that?”

Grace shook her head. “I don’t know. She’s a miracle.” She started to unsaddle Samson. “Now, if you don’t have any more questions, I’ve got work to do.”

“In other words, I’ve wasted enough of your time.”

“No, you had a right. Have you gotten anywhere on tracking down that leak at Langley?”

“Not yet. Stolz is working on a lead. There’s a young kid who’s a computer whiz in records. He’s a possible. If not, Stolz will keep searching. I talk to Stolz at least once a day to keep him hopping.”

“But Stolz doesn’t know where you are?”

“Of course not. For God’s sake, do you think I’d risk leading anyone to you? I trust Stolz, but Kilmer told me up front that I didn’t have the right to trust anyone while I was being paid by him. That wasn’t in our deal. I told Stolz I was in Miami.”

“I had to ask.” She stared him in the eye. “Frankie’s my responsibility, and I don’t have the right to take anything for granted.”

He nodded. “Not me. Not Kilmer. You’re not great on trust. Tell me, Grace, did you trust your father?”

“Of course I did.” She shook her head wearily. “Most of the time. When it was about him and me. He wasn’t very reliable and, yes, he wasn’t particularly honest, but he loved me. He wouldn’t have done anything that would have hurt me. And he knew I was going to be at El Tariq that night. He wouldn’t have sold me out.”

“It doesn’t seem likely.”

“Likely, bullshit—he wouldn’t have done it.”

Robert grimaced. “I seem to be saying the wrong things. I’m out of here.”

Grace watched him walk away. She shouldn’t have been sharp with him. He’d only asked questions that anyone would have asked. He hadn’t known how defensive she was about her father. Since earliest childhood she’d had to defend her dad from people who didn’t understand that her life with him wasn’t what they thought. He’d made life an adventure for her. Sometimes a terrifying adventure, but he’d always shown her love and kindness. In all the loneliness of her childhood she’d never doubted that he cared about her. That knowledge was important to her. In a world that changed every day, when she hadn’t been able to count on anyone or anything, she could count on her dad loving her.

And Kilmer had tried to take that certainty away from her.

Damn him.

         

Tonino showed up at Kersoff’s house last night,” Hanley said. “I was having her place watched by Lackman until the body was discovered. The woman seems to have had few friends, because her body was still undisturbed after twelve hours.”

“Tonino,” Marvot repeated, thinking. “One of Kilmer’s men.”

Hanley nodded. “He must have been sent by Kilmer to find out how Kersoff located Grace Archer.”

“Or you might have been followed when you visited the lady.”

“I was careful,” Hanley said quickly. “I’m a professional. I would have known.”

It was true Hanley made few mistakes, Marvot thought, but Kilmer had an extraordinarily skilled team. “I believe we’d still better scour the perimeter here for any surveillance. What was Lackman’s report?”

“Tonino was there for less than ten minutes. He evidently found the body and then flew the coop.”

“And you’re sure you left no evidence after you dispatched Kersoff’s wife?”

Hanley shook his head. “I went through the desk and her bedroom. No paperwork.”

“Then it seems we’ve got a jump on Kilmer.” He smiled. “And all we need is a small head start. Have you made contact with Kersoff’s informant in the CIA yet?”

“I’ve sent a man to Langley to make contact personally. If Kilmer knows about the leak, then we have to gather in the source before he gets ahold of him.” Hanley shrugged. “And there’s nothing more persuasive than cash in hand. Unless it’s fear. Fear is good.”

Marvot nodded. “So it is.” He stood up. “Either way I expect an answer by tomorrow night. You’ll remember that, won’t you?” He stared Hanley in the eye to instill a little fear of his own. “I’ve waited a long time to get my hands on this woman, Hanley. My patience is almost at an end. I won’t take it kindly if we lose her now.”

“You don’t have to tell me that.” Hanley’s gaze slid away. “We won’t lose her.”

“Excellent. Now, you contact Langley and stir them up a little.” He headed for the door. “I expect a report when I get back from my evening walk. I’ve promised to take Guillaume down to the paddock to look at the Pair as a special treat.”

Hanley shook his head. “Why is the boy so besotted with those horses? He has a fine horse of his own.”

“Children are always fascinated by the forbidden. He knows the Pair have killed before.”

“Aren’t you afraid Guillaume will sneak down and try to ride them?”

“He almost certainly will at some point. That’s why I’ve told everyone in the stable that if he’s permitted near them without me, I’ll tie them down in the stall with one of the Pair.” He shrugged. “But by giving Guillaume a taste every now and then, it will put off that time.” He opened the door. “Ah, there you are, Guillaume. Ready?”

“Yes, Papa.” Guillaume’s eyes were shining. “I brought my camera. I want to take photos of them for my room.”

“What a good idea.” He took Guillaume’s hand and glanced back over his shoulder at Hanley. “And if you bring me Grace Archer to work with the Pair, there may not be any reason for me to be concerned about my son. A twofold reason for you to do your job with utmost dispatch.”

Hanley nodded. “Of course I will.”

Marvot smiled down at Guillaume. “Hanley is going to bring us a playmate for the Pair. A young woman. Won’t that be interesting?”

Guillaume looked doubtful. “But they don’t like to play.”

“Perhaps they will with her.” He led Guillaume toward the paddock fence and motioned the stable hand to let the horses out into the paddock. “Climb up and watch them. They move like silk.”

“Or fire.” Guillaume’s eyes were fixed on the two white streaks that bolted into the paddock. “White fire. Lightning, Papa. Could this woman tame the Pair for me? Could I ride them then?”

Marvot thought about telling him yes but then thought better of it. After he got what he wanted from the Pair, it was quite probable he’d dispose of them. “Sometimes it’s better to enjoy a treat at a distance. Like this. Look at them run.”

The moonlight was shimmering on the horses as they ran around the paddock. It had been a bright, clear night like this that he had first seen Grace Archer working with the Pair. He had been sure that the Pair would kill her, and he had been curious to see how she would behave in the face of death. He could still remember how slim and fragile she had looked in comparison with the brute strength of the horses. She had not died that night, and he had been filled with hope as he saw how the Pair responded to her.

Bitch.

“Aren’t they pretty, Papa?” Guillaume’s eyes were focused on the horses. “Look at the way they arch their necks.”

“Magnificent,” he said. And totally useless to him. As useless as they had been for these many years.

But perhaps for not much longer. He had thought to rid himself of a possible encumbrance by putting a death bounty on the child. He’d thought perhaps the woman would be better able to concentrate on the Pair without the girl. But he was glad that Kersoff had not killed her. Now that he had a line on Kersoff’s contact, he could take over the operation himself.

And mothers were notoriously malleable when one used their children.

“They’re coming toward us,” Guillaume whispered. “Perhaps they want to be friends.”

“Get off the fence,” He told Guillaume. “That’s not affection you’re seeing. You have to learn to recognize and interpret.”

“What?”

Hatred. He stared at the horses as they ran toward the fence. The Pair never lost an opportunity to try to savage him. They had hated him from the moment he’d brought them here. He wondered why when he had never personally mistreated them. Was it some deep instinct that recognized that he controlled the pain and whether they lived or died?

He jumped down off the fence as the horses reared only feet from his head.

“Papa!”

He turned to Guillaume, who was staring at him with fear—and feverish excitement. For a moment he was filled with anger, and then it vanished. Guillaume was his son, and Marvot would have felt that same excitement if it was his father who had been at risk. Love sometimes existed side by side with the desire for the one in control to be knocked from the throne. It was his own nature that he’d bequeathed to Guillaume. “You thought I might die.” He clapped his son on the shoulder. “Not me. Never. I won’t be beaten. It won’t happen. Accept that.”

“I only thought . . .”

“I know what you thought. I’ll always know.” He looked back at the Pair. “But I believe you need to witness what death means. It would be a good lesson for you. I’ve protected you too long. I saw my first violent death when I was your age. A young man annoyed my father and he had to be punished. My father didn’t know I was awake and watching, but he found out later and asked me how I felt. I told him that I was proud of him, proud of his power, proud of him being able to lift his hand and crush anyone who disobeyed him. I was much closer to my father after that. He sent me to fine schools and gave me an education of which any scholar would be proud, but I never learned anything as important as I learned that night.” He didn’t take his gaze from the Pair. “Yes, we definitely need a lesson for you, Guillaume.”
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The blood wouldn’t stop. . . . 

No time to do anything but keep his hand pressed above the wound to try to stem the flow, Donavan thought as he tore through the shrubbery and jumped into the shallows of the river. They were right behind him.

He was going to die.

Screw it. This was no place for a good Irishman like him to bite it. Keep going. He knew a cave behind the waterfall a half mile from here where he could hide. He’d scouted it out the first week he’d set up surveillance of El Tariq.

If Marvot didn’t know about that cave. It wasn’t on his property, but close enough. If he did, then Donavan would be caught like a fox in a trap.

Worry about that later. Get to the cave and then stop this damn blood. Call Kilmer and tell him what had happened. He’d come or send someone.

If it wasn’t too late . . . 

         

I’m supposed to help you with the horses.”

Grace turned away from brushing Samson to see Luis Vazquez grinning at her. “Hello, Luis. How have you been?”

“Well.” Luis came into the stall and took the brush away from her. “You have been doing well too. I saw your daughter. She’s very beautiful.”

“Yes, if I remember you have a daughter too.” Her brow wrinkled. “She was three. . . . How is she?”

“Mercedes? An angel.” He grinned over his shoulder. “But she’s becoming a young lady. It frightens me.”

“You were going to go home to Argentina when you had enough money for a horse livery shop. Yet here you are.”

“I tried to go home five years ago.” He shrugged. “It didn’t work out. I couldn’t settle. It’s difficult becoming a shopkeeper after you work with Kilmer. There was no excitement, no edge. I was bored and boring. My wife was glad to see me go.” He chuckled. “Now we have great homecomings every few months and don’t have to put up with each other for the rest of the time. A perfect arrangement.”

“And Mercedes?”

“I’m a warrior, a hero. I bring her presents and tell her tales and I dazzle her. Every man needs to be a hero to someone.” He took a step back from the stallion. “This is a fine animal. Good lines.”

“Yes.” She paused. “Did you go along when Kilmer stole Cosmo?”

He nodded. “Very scary. I thought Kilmer was dead meat. It was lucky the bullet bounced off his canteen and went into the rib cage instead of his heart.”

She went still. “He was shot?”

“Didn’t he tell you? He was bringing up the rear and one of Marvot’s men got off a round before we were out of range.”

The bullet bounced off his canteen and went into the rib cage instead of his heart.

A chill went through her. So close. Christ, he might have died and she would never have known.

“No, he didn’t tell me.”

“Donavan poked fun at him for a month. He said it would have served Kilmer right to die because he stole the blasted jackass. Kilmer didn’t think it was funny. He had the devil of a time getting that jackass here.”

“I can see how he would.”

“But if he’s going for the Pair, he had to have Cosmo. And now he has you, Grace. Everything’s falling into place for him.”

“He doesn’t have me,” she said coolly as she turned away. It was idiotic to feel this shocked. Kilmer lived with death every day of his life. There had been several close calls when she had worked with him.

But that had been different. She had been there, she had shared the danger.

“No offense,” Luis said. “I thought that was what this was all about. We were going to get that bastard Marvot and take the Pair. When I saw you, I knew that—”

“Luis!” Dillon was standing in the doorway of the stable. “Front and center. We’re heading out. The helicopter will be here in ten minutes. Get your gear.”

“Right.” Even as he spoke he was throwing down the brush and heading at a dead run for the door. “See you, Grace.”

Grace stood watching, stunned, as he disappeared. How many times had she answered that call and responded in the same way? But that call shouldn’t have happened here.

Not here.

She strode out of the stable and headed for the house. The stable yard was filled with Kilmer’s men, moving, gathering equipment, but silent, swift, efficient. Kilmer was on the porch talking to Robert and looked up as she came up the steps. He made a motion to Robert, who disappeared inside the house.

“What’s happening?” Her hands clenched into fists. “Where are you going?”

“I’m not leaving you and Frankie unprotected,” he said quietly. “I’ve ordered Blockman and four of the team to stay here. I should be back in two days, tops. If I’m not, I’ll call you. If there’s a problem, Blockman will take you and Frankie to another safe house in the mountains near here that I’ve told him about.”

“What’s happening?” she repeated.

“Donavan’s down. He’s still alive, but I don’t know how long he’ll stay that way if I don’t get him out. He says he’s lost a lot of blood.”

“Donavan,” she whispered. “Where?”

“El Tariq. Or near there. Marvot’s men surprised him. One of Marvot’s scouts must have spotted him and then brought back the troops.”

“It will be hours and hours before you can get to El Tariq. Can’t you arrange for someone closer to go after him?”

“Not at El Tariq. The risk is too high. I checked with Tonino and the hills are crawling with Marvot’s men.” He checked his watch. “I’ll call when I reach El Tariq, but after that you won’t hear from me until we’re on our way back. Marvot’s men may be able to pick up the signal. I told Donavan not to call me again unless he changed locations.” He looked up at the sky. “There’s the chopper.” He started down the steps. “Don’t worry, you’ll be okay. I’ve given instructions that—”

“You’re damn right I’ll be okay. I can take care of Frankie. I’ve done it all her life.” She glared at him. “And why do you think I’m such a bitch that I wouldn’t want you to go after Donavan? Are you supposed to leave him to bleed to death? Get the hell out of here.”

He smiled. “I’m going, I’m going. What a nag.”

She watched him trot across the yard toward the helicopter that had just landed. The wind from the rotors was blowing his hair and pressing his khaki shirt against his lean body. He motioned the team to board the helicopter and stood there until every man was on board. That was Kilmer’s standard operational procedure, Grace remembered. He was always the last man out.

And it was probably why Kilmer had almost bought it when he’d stolen Cosmo.

And why he’d gone back to El Tariq that night nine years ago to get his men out of the hills around the estate.

Always the last man out.

She’d understood that he had to go back and retrieve the rest of his team. She hadn’t understood why he didn’t let her go to Tangiers to get to her father when there was a chance she could have saved him.

“Where are they going, Mom?” Frankie was standing beside her.

“One of the men who works for Kilmer is hurt and in trouble. They’re going to help him.”

“Could we go?”

Grace glanced down and saw Frankie’s troubled expression. “Why? You don’t even know this man.”

“I don’t want Jake to get hurt too. Maybe we could make sure he didn’t. Don’t you want to go?”

“No, I—” She did want to go, she realized suddenly. She wanted to be one of the team jumping into that helicopter. She wanted to be part of the teamwork that would bring Donavan to safety.

If he was still alive when Kilmer got to him.

“Yes, I’d like to go,” she told Frankie. “The man who’s hurt is a good friend of mine. But sometimes you can’t do what you want. Sometimes it’s better if you stay at home and don’t get in the way.”

“I wouldn’t get in the way.”

“You might not mean to.” She paused. “Remember when we went to see The Nutcracker? All those dancers were used to doing exactly what they were taught to do. What would happen if someone from the audience got up on stage and tried to dance with them?”

Frankie chuckled. “It would be funny.”

“But it would cause the real dancers to make mistakes because they’d be trying to get out of the way. Can you see that?”

Frankie’s smile faded. “I guess so. I wouldn’t know the steps.”

Grace nodded.

“But you’d know the steps, Mom.”

Grace watched the helicopter leave the ground. Yes, she’d know the steps, and she wanted to execute them, dammit. “I might have forgotten a lot. It’s best that I stay with you.” She forced herself to turn away and not watch the helicopter disappear. “Let’s go inside and find Robert. It’s almost time to make supper.”

But Frankie was still staring at the helicopter. “I like Jake. He’ll be okay, won’t he, Mom? He won’t die like Charlie?”

How could she answer that without risking lying to Frankie?

Last man out.

“He has a great chance.” Her arm slid around Frankie’s shoulders. “Jake has dealt with situations like this for years and he’s very, very clever.”

Frankie didn’t speak for a moment, and Grace knew that she realized her mother hadn’t given her a positive answer. Then she said, “And he knows the steps. Right?”

“He knows all the steps. Every one.” She brushed a kiss on Frankie’s temple. “In fact, he invented a few himself.”

“That’s good.” Her expression was still troubled. “But Charlie wasn’t young like Jake. And he was smart too. He should have learned a lot in those years. But he died, Mom.”

Trust Frankie to come up with the comparison with Charlie’s death that was uppermost on her mind. And that comparison was sending a chill through Grace as well. She drew a deep breath. “Look, if Jake gets in trouble and needs help, I promise I’ll go and get him out. Okay?”

“And not get hurt yourself?”

Jesus, so much for not making promises she couldn’t keep to Frankie in the name of honesty. “And not get hurt myself. Now, may we go and get something to eat?”

Frankie nodded. “Sure.” She glanced back at the sky, but the helicopter had disappeared over the horizon. “Helicopters are kinda neat, aren’t they? When the propellers go around, it’s like the sound of a whip. Kind of sharp but there’s still a rhythm. . . .”

         

Don’t be stupid. Leave me,” Donavan whispered. “It’s too late. Get the team out of here.”

“Screw you.” Kilmer tightened his hold around Donavan’s waist as he dragged him through the muddy water. “Do you think I came all this way and got these blasted bloodsucking leeches on my legs to let Marvot have you for breakfast? This isn’t about you. It’s about my goddamn ego.”

Donavan started to laugh but ended in a cough. “Bastard.”

“Yes.” Kilmer moved quicker, his gaze searching the woods on either side. They had eliminated four of Marvot’s patrol when they came in an hour ago, but there could be more. “Now shut up. If I can get you through this creek and the woods, we’ll have a chance. We’ll rendezvous with the rest of the team at the road. And the chopper’s five miles on the other side of the road.”

“Five miles or five hundred. It’s still not—”

“Look, it’s going to happen. Now, put one foot in front of the other and keep your lips closed. I’m not going to die in this stinking river and I’m not going to leave you. That leaves only one other choice. I have to be a damn hero.”

“I’d never be able to stand it if you saved my life. You’d never let me hear the end of it. I’d rather give up the ghost now.”

“Donavan.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll shut up. I’m feeling a little weak anyway. If you don’t get me out of here soon, I may faint and make you carry me.”

“Don’t you dare.”

“I believe . . . it’s happening. . . .” His words were coming in gasps. “If you’re going to be a hero, I should make sure you . . . do . . . it . . . right. . . .”

         

You okay?” Robert asked as he came out on the porch. “You were quiet at supper.”

“Was I? Do you think Frankie noticed?” Grace grimaced. “God knows I’m trying to act normal.”

“Frankie was quiet herself. I think she’s absorbed in her music,” Robert said. “You’re worried?”

“He said he’d call by last night. Hell, yes, I’m worried.”

“Things happen.”

“I know that,” she snapped. She took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. “And I know that some of those things that happen are bad. The entire team could be wiped out. Kilmer could be dead.” She crossed her arms across her breasts to stop their shaking. “We should have heard from him.”

“What do you want to do? Should I call North and see if he’s heard any word of a disturbance at El Tariq?”

“No. It’s dangerous for Frankie if we make any contact when we know there was a leak before. We wait.”

“Not long. I promised Kilmer I’d get you and Frankie away from here by tomorrow if he didn’t get back. He was afraid one of the team would be caught and forced to talk.”

“We’ll wait until day after tomorrow.” She shook her head. Christ, what was she thinking? “No, you’re right. We have to get Frankie away. I’ll have her ready to leave by dawn tomorrow.” She added wearily, “Dammit, I hate to have her forced to go on the run again.”

“I do too.” Robert turned away and opened the screen door. “But that’s life.”

Or death, she thought with a shiver. Kilmer’s death.

She looked out at the mountains. Why was that possibility hurting her so badly? She’d gone for nine years without even thinking about him, and now it—

No, that was a lie. Kilmer had always been there in the back of her mind in spite of her trying to deny it. How could it be any other way? He’d been the prime sexual experience of her life. She’d admired him and respected him. She’d given birth to his child.

And he’d kept her from going to her father when he’d needed her. It didn’t matter that she would have been too late to save him. Kilmer had taken away the choice.

Certainly that knowledge was still angering her, but the stark possibility of Kilmer’s death seemed to dwarf everything else.

She could hear Frankie playing the keyboard inside the house. She wasn’t composing right now. She was taking a break and playing Mozart. Beautiful. So beautiful. And Kilmer had never had the opportunity to realize just how beautiful she was in every way.

And now he might never know.

         

Her cell phone rang at three forty-three in the morning.

She jumped for the phone on the nightstand. “Hello.”

“We’re coming home,” Kilmer said. “We’re boarding the plane now outside Tangiers.”

Thank God.

She couldn’t speak for a number of seconds. “You said you’d call last night.” Jesus, that was an idiotic thing to say.

“I was a little busy,” he said dryly. “And I couldn’t use the cell phone anywhere near El Tariq. Marvot’s men were all over the area and I couldn’t risk them picking up the signal. I’ll be home tomorrow.”

“Donavan?”

“Alive. We patched him up and got him a transfusion, but he’s not good. I picked up a doctor here in Tangiers to take with us on the plane. I can’t put him in a hospital. Marvot has too many local contacts. Everything okay there?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” He hung up.

She slowly pressed the disconnect. Dear God, her hand was trembling. She was almost dizzy with relief . . . and joy.

“Mom?” Frankie had raised up on one elbow. “Was that Jake?”

“Yes.” She had to clear her throat. “He’s safe. He’s coming home.”

Frankie sat upright, her face alight. “When? May I go tell Robert?”

“He’ll be back tomorrow.” She steadied her voice. “And I believe that letting Robert know would be a very good idea. Go on.”

Frankie jumped out of bed and streaked out of the room.

She should have gone to tell Robert herself, but she didn’t want to face anyone now. She was too shaken. Christ, she’d thought it was over. How could it not be over?

It might be over, but this emotion she was feeling was too strong to ignore. It had to be identified and resolved. She couldn’t go through the rest of her life like this. In a state of denial but torn to pieces by memories and feelings that she couldn’t banish. The sensible thing would be to face it and rid herself of any lingering emotion for Kilmer she’d suppressed. Yes, that would be the logical, sensible thing.

Oh, God, he was alive.

         

She heard the throb of the helicopter rotors an hour after she had gone to bed the following night. She jumped out of bed and ran to the window. Blue-white light was spearing down from the helicopter as it slowly descended.

“Is it Jake?” Frankie asked.

“I think so.” She grabbed a robe and headed for the door. “Stay here until I’m sure.” She met Robert on the stairs. “Kilmer?”

He nodded. “He called me ten minutes ago and told me that he was coming in and to get a room ready for Donavan.” He jerked his head. “I’m giving him my room. I’ll bed down with the rest of the team in the bunkhouse. I changed the sheets. . . .” He ran down the steps and out the door.

She followed him and reached the porch in time to see the helicopter doors open and Kilmer jump out. “Get Donavan inside.” He turned to Blockman. “Everything okay?”

Robert nodded. “My room. Second on the left. How is he?”

“Dopey. Dr. Krallon has kept him under sedation from the time he left Tangiers.” His gaze shifted to Grace as two of his men carefully lifted Donavan out of the helicopter on a stretcher. “He’s going to make it, Grace. The big threat was the shock.”

“Thank heaven.” She looked down at Donavan’s face as he was carried past her. “Jesus, he’s pale.”

Donavan opened his eyes. “Kilmer’s fault,” he whispered. “He let all those leeches suck the blood out of me.”

“Ungrateful bastard,” Kilmer said. “I’m the one who got eaten alive.” He gestured to the men carrying him. “Get him inside and up to bed before I open those stitches and let him bleed to death.”

“Too late,” Donavan said. “I have Grace to protect me.” His eyes focused blearily on her. “Hi, Grace, how you doing?”

“Better than you.” Nevertheless, she was relieved to see that he was well enough to joke with Kilmer. “But we’ll take care of that,” she called after him as he was carried up the stairs. “So give Kilmer hell whenever you feel like it.”

“Thanks a lot,” Kilmer said. He turned to the short, dark-skinned man who had come to stand beside him. “Grace Archer, this is Dr. Hussein Krallon. He’s taking care of Donavan.”

“My pleasure, madam.” The doctor bowed politely. “And now I must get to my patient. With your permission?” He didn’t wait for her assent but hurried after Donavan.

“Is Donavan safe with him?” Grace asked as she watched him disappear down the hall. “Marvot wields a lot of influence in Morocco.”

“I’ve used him before. He hates Marvot’s guts. His son was murdered in a drug-related crime by one of Marvot’s thugs five years ago. He won’t smother Donavan in his sleep and he’ll get him well just to spite Marvot.” He paused. “How’s Frankie?”

“Fine.” Lord, he looked tired. “When did you get any sleep?”

“I dozed on the plane.” He rubbed his jaw. “But I need to get rid of this stubble.”

“Jake!” Frankie was at the top of the stairs. “You look like a pirate.” She ran down the stairs, her wary gaze on her mother. “Sorry I didn’t stay in my room. But I saw Jake get out of the helicopter and I knew it was all right. I think you forgot me.”

“I think you’re right.” She smiled. “So I’m the one who should be sorry. As you can see, Jake’s safe and sound.”

“Good. We were worried about you, Jake.”

“Were you?” His gaze went to Grace. “Both of you?”

“Naturally. I was worried about you getting Donavan out.”

“What a cut.” He grimaced and then smiled at Frankie. “Since you don’t know Donavan, may I assume you were worried about me alone?”

“Of course. I like you.” She glanced at Grace. “Could I get Jake some hot chocolate? He looks like he needs . . . something.”

“It’s late.”

“I can’t go back to sleep now. I’m too excited.”

“Jake can take care of—” She saw the disappointment in Frankie’s face. “Sure, go ahead. I’m going up to make sure Donavan’s settled. I’ll be down in fifteen minutes and then you go to bed. Deal?”

“Deal.” She ran down the hall toward the kitchen.

Grace started back up the stairs. “If you don’t want to bother with her, send her up. She just wants to do something for you.”

“Not in a million years. I’m honored.” He paused. “I’m just curious as to why you’re letting her associate with me.”

She looked back over her shoulder. “It must have been rough over there. She’s right; you look like you need something. Maybe it’s not hot chocolate, but Frankie is a great healer. When I’m hurting, just being around her makes me feel better.”

“I can see how that would be true.” He turned away. “Thanks, Grace.”

His tone was filled with weariness, and she stopped on the stairs. “How close was it, Kilmer?”

“Close enough for me to regret a lot of things I haven’t done in my life. And close enough for me to regret not having a will made up to protect you and Frankie.” He smiled faintly. “But I guess that would have offended you too.”

“We don’t need it. Charlie left Frankie the horse farm.”

“Good. But that doesn’t mean I don’t have an obligation.”

“It’s a little late.”

He nodded. “I know. But I have to play the cards the way they’re dealt. Good night, Grace.” He started down the hall. “If you want to go on to bed, I’ll make sure Frankie gets back to you.”

“I’ll do it.” She didn’t want to leave him, she realized, shocked. She wanted to stand there and look at him. She wanted to do something, anything, to smooth away those lines of exhaustion on his face. Christ, she was as bad as Frankie.

No, worse.

Because it wasn’t a hot chocolate she wanted to offer him.

“Grace?” He had stopped and was looking back at her, his gaze reading her expression.

“No.” She shook her head, panicky. “It doesn’t mean anything. I’m just grateful about Donavan. It’s crazy to think—”

“Easy,” he said quietly. “I’m not thinking anything. I’m too scared to even hope. I just want you to know if you want to use me in any way, I’d be happy as hell. I wouldn’t expect more than you want to give. I wouldn’t ask more than—” He shook his head and said roughly, “The hell I wouldn’t. I’d devour you and ask for more. It was always that way with us.”

His words sent a jolt of tingling electricity through her body. Yes, they had always been insatiable where sex was concerned. “No.” She moistened her lips. “There are too many years, too much else between us.”

“It wouldn’t get in the way of sex. I guarantee it.”

“You couldn’t guarantee— Why am I even talking to you?”

“Because you’re looking for a way to take what you want. Take it, Grace. No consequences. I promise.”

She shook her head and hurried up the stairs. She was running away, she thought in exasperation. So much for coming to terms with what she was feeling for Kilmer. She’d only had to see him and she was caught up in that intensity that made her dizzy and weak in the knees.

And heat. She felt as if she had a fever, tingling, her breath coming short and shallow.

As it had been nine years ago.

But she wasn’t that woman. She was Frankie’s mother, and that was enough.

No, dammit, at this moment it wasn’t enough.

Take what you want.

That would be too dangerous, too all-consuming. She’d been satisfied before he came back. She’d be content again after he was gone.

Content. What a puny word.

Happy. She was always happy with Frankie. She didn’t need that madness she’d experienced with Kilmer. . . . 
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Did you have a good night, Donavan?” She smiled as she opened his door the next morning. She glanced at Dr. Krallon, who rose quickly from his chair. “Has he been a bad patient?”

“Terrible.” The doctor shook his head. “He curses me and refuses to do what I tell him. He has no gratitude.”

“A bedpan, Grace.” Donavan shook his head. “He wouldn’t get me up to go to the bathroom. It was humiliating.”

“And practical.” She sat down in the chair the doctor had vacated. “Go get your breakfast, Doctor. I’ll stay with him.”

“Gladly.” The doctor headed for the door. “And if I can bring myself to forgive him, I’ll get him breakfast when I return.”

Donavan smiled as the door closed behind him. “He’s a nice little guy. And stubborn, damn stubborn.”

“Then stop giving him a bad time. And you know that you can’t get out of bed to go to the bathroom yet. Give it a couple days.”

“A man has to make a dignified protest.”

“A man has to be reasonable and stop making trouble.” She studied his face. “You have more color this morning. I was worried about you last night, but today I can see that you’re as mean as ever.”

“Certainly. I was only playing on your sympathies when they toted me off that helicopter. It was the dignity thing again. Kilmer comes striding in like a conquering hero and there I was lolling on that stretcher, weak as a kitten. I had to work it for all I could get.”

Her brows rose. “It was all an act?”

“Well, perhaps I was a little out of sorts. It was a nightmare trip.” His gaze fastened on her face. “You look older, Grace.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“No, it’s becoming. You were always interesting, but now you have a . . . depth. I want to keep on looking at you to see what’s hiding beneath the surface.”

“Nothing’s hiding. I’m as uncomplicated as I’ve always been.”

He shook his head. “Uncomplicated my ass. You were a mass of contradictions from the moment you got off the plane almost nine years ago. You were patriotic and yet you’d seen too much to totally trust any government. You were brave but you were scared to commit. You wanted friends but you were afraid to reach out and take them for fear they’d go away.”

“Good God, Donavan. Since when did you become a psychologist?”

“Just one of my minor talents.” He smiled. “But I only use it with people I like. And I don’t voice my opinions unless asked.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“And when I want to butt into something that’s none of my business.”

She stiffened. “What are you talking about?”

“I thought I was going to die in that river.”

“So?”

“Kilmer saved my bacon. It’s not the first time. There’s not much he’ll let me do for him, so I decided to take matters into my own hands.”

“What matters?”

“He cared about you, Grace. I don’t know how much. He won’t talk about it. But I know that he was crazy about you.”

“Sex.”

“Yeah, I know that had a lot to do with it. But there was more.”

She shook her head.

“See, you always saw things the way you wanted to see them.”

“You’re tired. I’m going to leave and let you rest.” She started to get up.

“Don’t you dare move.” He coughed. “You’ll cause me to have a relapse.”

“You’re not recovered enough to have a relapse.”

“Then be still so that I can reach that happy state. I’m about to be profound. I need an audience.”

She slowly sat back down. “You’re taking advantage of that blasted wound.”

He nodded. “Why not? It hurts like hell. I should get something positive out of it.”

“We’ll talk later.”

“What if I get a blood clot and die? It happens. No, it’s got to be now. It’s perfect timing. I’m too pitiful for you to slug me. And by the time I’m well you’ll have had time to get over it.”

“Get over what?”

“Your defensiveness when I tell you that you’ve been a close-minded bitch where Kilmer’s concerned.”

She went still. “I don’t have to take this, Donavan.”

“Yes, you do.” He coughed again. “See, you’re upsetting me. I can feel that clot forming.”

“Liar.”

“You can leave me alone. But the doctor may find me dead as a doornail when he comes back.”

“Bluff.”

“But it’s working.” He added slyly, “You’ve gotten softer over the years. It must be that motherhood thing.”

“Talk,” she said through her teeth.

“You cheated Kilmer. You had something special going. I’ve never seen him like that with any woman. Kilmer never lies. Why the hell didn’t you trust him instead of running away?”

“You know why. He kept me from going to help my father.” Her hands clenched on the arms of the chair. “He’s lucky I didn’t strangle him.”

“He kept you from walking straight into Marvot’s hands.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes, I do. Kilmer sent me to Tangiers to contact your father that night. Your sweet papa wouldn’t leave. He told me that it was better that you work with Marvot, that there was big money to be had if you left the agency and concentrated on gentling the Pair for that bastard. That’s why he made a deal with Marvot and tipped him about the raid.”

“No.” She glared at him. “You’re lying.”

“I don’t believe he wanted you hurt. He said he’d gotten a guarantee that you wouldn’t be killed in the raid. He honestly believed that what was best for him was best for you.”

“Three men died in that raid. You’re saying he as good as murdered them?”

He was silent.

“I don’t believe you.”

“Why should I lie to you? I have nothing to gain.”

“How could he expect me to work with Marvot? I’d never do it.”

“Not even if you thought that your father was being held hostage?”

“But you’d tell me differently.”

“If I was alive. I escaped being caught by the skin of my teeth when he called one of Marvot’s hoods from the next room. I got a bullet in the leg and I was on the run for two days. I did manage to call Kilmer and tell him to keep you the hell away from Tangiers.”

“My father was killed by Marvot.”

“Marvot obviously thought the trap was blown and your father wasn’t of use any longer. But he could kill your father as punishment for your part in the raid. It would be a warning to you when he caught up with you.”

She shook her head. “No.”

“Yes.”

“If it’s true, why didn’t Kilmer tell me any of this?”

“He told you that your father tipped Marvot. But that was the night your father died. Was he supposed to elaborate on what a scumbag your father really was and that he had proof? You loved your father. You trusted him. He was the only person you had in the world. I think Kilmer was planning on trying to talk to you later, but there was no later. You ran away. Kilmer got word that Marvot was after you and he had to find a way to protect you. Then North told him you were pregnant. That cinched it. He couldn’t be there to protect you and he wasn’t going to strip you of the little comfort you had.”

“My father loved me.” Her voice was shaking. “He did love me, Donavan.”

“Maybe. There are a lot of funny kinds of love in the world. He didn’t love you enough to keep you out of Marvot’s hands if it meant money in his pocket. I was there, Grace. You were being set up.” He met her gaze. “You know I don’t lie. I’ve got a scar in my left thigh as a souvenir of that night. Do you want to see it?”

She shook her head.

“You believe me?”

“I don’t know. Oh, God, I don’t want to believe you, Donavan.”

He nodded. “You believe me. I’d bet you knew in your heart that Stiller had betrayed us. You just couldn’t admit it to yourself. Now you have to admit it. Come to terms with it.” He closed his eyes. “Now I have to rest and fight off that blood clot so I can use it again sometime when I need blackmail. Do you think it would work with Kilmer?”

“No.”

“You can never tell. He’s not as much of a hard-ass as you’d think. . . .” He opened his eyes. “It’s the truth, Grace. As God is my witness, every word is true. Now tell me you believe me.”

“I can’t,” she whispered.

“Tell me.”

“I won’t.” The tears were brimming. “It hurts.”

“Tell me.”

“All right, dammit. I believe you.” The tears were running down her cheeks. “Satisfied?”

“Yes.” He closed his eyes again. “Go away. Nothing like a weeping woman to make a man feel bad. I mean worse. I want to meet your daughter, Grace. Will you let her come to see me?”

She didn’t answer as she headed for the door.

“I’d be a good friend to your daughter. Don’t let your bitterness hurt her.”

“I wouldn’t do that.” She opened the door. “I’ll bring her to see you tonight.” She rested her head on the doorjamb. “And I’m not . . . bitter with you. You did what you thought best. I’m just raw and hurting. And I know Frankie needs friends.”

“Kilmer could be a good friend to her too.”

“Back off, Donavan.”

“Just thought I’d strike while the iron is hot.”

“Hot enough to burn me alive.” The door shut behind her and she took a moment to try to compose herself. She wiped her eyes and took a deep breath. She couldn’t go down to breakfast with Frankie when she could barely cope. She’d expected to comfort Donavan, not be savaged by him.

Jesus, she was hurting. Was Donavan right? Had she known that her father had betrayed them but refused to admit it? Had she clung to the security of having just one person in the world she could trust to love her? Was she that weak?

Truth.

Think about it. Come to terms with it as Donavan had told her to do.

Go downstairs. Have breakfast. Don’t let Frankie know she was upset. Then go off by herself as soon as she could to get her mind clear and straight. Right now that seemed an impossible task. She was shaking and she had to stop these damn tears from falling.

She started down the stairs, pasting a smile on her face.

Don’t let Frankie know. . . . 

         

Frankie was sitting on the top bar of the corral, her gaze on the mountains. Waiting.

Kilmer watched her for a few moments before he left the porch and walked across the stable yard. “What are you doing here?”

“Nothing.”

“Mind if I join you?” He climbed the fence to sit beside her. “I haven’t done nothing in a long time. I want to see if I’ve been missing something.”

She smiled. “It’s pretty boring.”

“That’s what I thought. So why are we doing it?”

She didn’t speak for a moment. “Mom’s been gone a long time. I wanted to be here when she got back.”

He stiffened. “How long?”

“A couple hours. She rode out on Samson and hasn’t come back.”

“Did you see her go?”

She nodded. “She was acting . . . funny. It bothered me.”

“Funny?”

She shrugged. “Something like that.” She frowned. “Like she does when she has a headache or a cold and doesn’t want to worry me.”

“You mean when she’s hurting.”

“I don’t know. It bothered me.”

“She’s probably fine.” He paused. “Would you like me to go after her?”

“She wouldn’t like it. She never wants me to worry about her. That’s why I didn’t take Gypsy and go myself.”

“But I don’t have to worry about what she thinks of me. Most of the time she’s mad at me anyway. So I think I’ll borrow Gypsy from you and go find her. Okay?”

She nodded, relieved. “It’s not that I think she’s hurt or anything. I’ve never seen her thrown, and Samson loves her now. It’s just—”

“She was stiff.” Kilmer got down from the fence. “And you’ll feel better when you have her back.” He headed for the stable. “Which direction?”

She pointed to the west. “The foothills.”

“I have men patrolling the foothills, Frankie. If anything had happened to her, we’d know about it. But I’ll take a look anyway.”

“And you won’t tell her I was worried?”

“No, I won’t promise that. Sometimes it’s a comfort to know someone loves you enough to worry about you. Your mother probably feels pretty much alone since your friend Charlie died. Maybe that’s why she wasn’t feeling very happy today.” He smiled. “At any rate, we’ll ask her and then make it right. That’s the best way of handling it. Much better than ignoring it. Why don’t you go to the house and work on your music until I get back? I’m sure she’d rather hear that when she comes home than see you perched on that fence.”

Frankie nodded and climbed down. “I’ll try. But it’s hard to concentrate when something’s wrong with Mom.”

“I’ll make it right, Frankie.”

She studied him and then slowly nodded. “Okay.” She smiled. “I believe you.” She ran toward the house. “Gypsy doesn’t like to be near fences. She shies. Be careful.”

Kilmer watched her disappear into the house.

I believe you.

Be careful.

Christ, he felt like some medieval warrior knighted by his queen. Proud and full of hope and the fire of purpose to go out and battle dragons.

Is that how most fathers felt about their children? Probably. But for him it was new and fresh and made him remember a time before he was the cynical son of a bitch he was now. How long ago was that? Perhaps when he was younger than his daughter.

When you were eight like Frankie, anything seemed possible.

And when you had a Frankie in your life, you tried to make sure that even the impossible became possible.

         

Don’t you think it’s time you started back?”

Grace whirled away from the stream where she’d been watering Samson to see Kilmer on Gypsy a few yards away. He was the last person she wanted here right now, she thought in frustration. She was still too upset, still on that emotional roller coaster started by Donavan. “Not unless there’s a reason why I should. Is this area hazardous to my health?”

“No, it’s safe.” He got off Gypsy and led her toward the stream. “But Frankie’s not too happy. She thinks there’s something wrong with you.”

“Oh, shit.”

His gaze searched her face. “Is there?”

She didn’t answer. “I’ll go back.”

“Is there?”

“Nothing that should affect Frankie.”

“Everything you are and do affects Frankie. I promised her I’d make it right. How do I go about doing that?”

“You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep.”

“I’ll keep this one.” He smiled ruefully. “I can’t do anything else. I’ve never made a promise to a child before. It’s a big responsibility. You already know about that but I’m just finding out. So tell me how I can make her stop worrying.”

“Leave it to me.”

His smile faded. “I’ve left too much to you. I’m not doing it again.”

She looked away from him. “Until Frankie and I are out of sight, out of mind.”

“You were never out of mind. And you’re never going to be out of sight again.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“You will if you’ll stop looking at everything but me.”

She didn’t take her gaze from the pines in the glade in front of her. “I don’t want to look at you.”

“Because you’re a pretty good judge of character and you know that I’ll never lie to you. Even when I told you about your father, you—”

“Shut up.” Her gaze flew to his face. “Why didn’t you and Donavan come after me and make me listen? Why did you let me go on lying to myself?”

He went still. “Donavan talked to you.”

“This morning,” she said curtly. “He couldn’t wait.”

“Sorry. I thought I could get to him first. You didn’t need to have to handle this now.”

“When did you intend to tell me? Another nine years?”

He shook his head. “I’m no masochist. I was just going to give you a little more time.”

“For God’s sake, I’m not a helpless idiot.” She tried to steady her voice. “So I wanted to believe something that wasn’t true. So it hurts me and makes me feel a little empty. I can handle it.”

“I know you can.” He paused. “But I don’t know if I can. Maybe you can give me some advice.”

“You don’t need advice.” She gathered the reins and prepared to mount. “As I told Frankie, you know all the steps.”

“The hell I do.” His grasp on her shoulder spun her away from Samson. “I’ve been stumbling blind since the moment I met you.” His eyes were glittering with intensity as they stared into hers. “I didn’t know what hit me.”

“Sex.”

“Hell, yes. But there was something else. Sex just got in the way. We didn’t have time to find out if we had a chance for something— It was my fault. I should have— But every time I started to talk to you about—” He shrugged. “Maybe if we’d had a few more months. I couldn’t keep my hands off you. That was the only thing that seemed important. That’s the bottom line.”

And she hadn’t been able to keep her hands off him. “Maybe that was all there was.”

“We didn’t get a chance to find out.” His lips twisted. “And when I found out you were pregnant, I felt angry and cheated. I didn’t even think about the kid. I admit it. I just knew that there wasn’t a hope for me. You were angry with me about your father, and I’d knocked you up and burdened you with a child you didn’t want. All I could do was damage control.”

“I did want Frankie.”

“When you first found out?”

She shook her head.

“See?”

“That’s all in the past.” She tried to move away from him. “I don’t want to talk about it now.”

“I know. You’re hurting.” His hands moved slowly, almost yearningly, on her shoulders. “I’ll leave you alone. Soon.”

She was aware that her breathing was becoming shallow. His touch was spreading tingling sensations through her body. Jesus . . . She swallowed. “Now.”

“Yeah.” He didn’t release her. “But it’s no good, you know. We have to find out. It ended too soon. It wasn’t fair to— We have to find out.”

“I found out eight years ago when Frankie was born. It’s over.”

“Liar. Then why is your heart beating so hard I can see it in the hollow of your throat?”

She took a deep breath and jerked away from him. She turned and hurriedly got on the horse.

“Be honest with me and yourself,” he said quietly. “It will be safe for you. Your choice. I’m not backing you into a corner.” He smiled. “Though I may back you toward the nearest bed given the opportunity. That wouldn’t be so bad. You know you’d like it.”

Yes, she’d like it. She’d probably go crazy if what she was feeling was any sign. “I can’t deal with this now.”

He nodded. “I’m not being fair. If I was the kind of man Blockman is, I’d back off. You’ve just had a shock and you’re upset. But I’m not like Blockman. You’ve got to deal with me as I am.”

“I don’t have to deal with you at all.”

“Yes, you do. I’m not opting out again. Choose the role you need from me, because I’m not going away.”

A wild mixture of emotion was tearing through her as she stared at him. Crazy. She mustn’t feel like this. She had come out here to get her head straight, and now it was spinning.

“Frankie’s waiting for you,” he said quietly.

Yes, Frankie was waiting. It was Frankie who was important, not this inner turmoil. She kicked Samson into a gallop that sent them racing across the fields toward the ranch.

         

Hi, Mom.” Frankie met her as she came up the porch steps. Her gaze searched Grace’s face, and then she gave a relieved sigh. “You’re okay again.”

“I was always okay.” She gave her a hug. “Why would you think I wasn’t?”

“You weren’t . . . right.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. But Jake fixed it. He said he would.”

“Oh, he did? How do you know he fixed it?”

“You look like you do when you’ve had a good ride. Sort of glowing.”

“You’ve got a great imagination.” She kissed her cheek. “But if you’re worried again, you come to me and talk about it. Don’t go to strangers.”

“Jake doesn’t feel like a stranger,” Frankie said. “I have to go to the barn and work out with Robert now. He said I haven’t practiced my martial arts enough since I’ve been here. Want to come and watch?”

“I wouldn’t miss it. You go on. I’ll be there as soon as I go to the bathroom and grab a bottle of water.”

“Okay.” Frankie looked back at her as she ran down the stairs. “You do look pretty, Mom. Sort of . . . young.”

“Thank you, I think.”

She watched Frankie run across the yard toward the stable before she went inside and headed for the bathroom. Robert was doing just the right thing, keeping Frankie busy and focused on the ordinary tasks that had been her life before it was disrupted. They all had to concentrate on—

My God.

She had caught a glimpse of her face in the mirror of the medicine chest. She reached up and tentatively touched her cheek, which was flushed with color.

Glowing, Frankie had said.

Young, Frankie had said.

Twenty-three again, when every minute of life was exciting.

No, she didn’t want that time back. And she didn’t want to look this vulnerable and full of hope and dreams.

And she didn’t want Kilmer to have the power to bring about that metamorphosis. She’d spent only a short time with him, and yet the result of the emotion he’d ignited was staring at her from the mirror.

Lord help her. Twenty-three again.

         

I’m not pleased, Hanley,” Marvot said. “How did Kilmer get his man through our lines?”

“There was a distraction from another group he’d stationed to the west. By the time we realized it was a false alarm, he was—”

“Making me look foolish.” Marvot’s hand clenched into a fist on the desk. “My father taught me that dignity was everything, and you’ve let Kilmer humiliate me three times. First he stole the pouch, then he took that blasted jackass, and now he plucks a wounded man away from within ten miles of El Tariq. And you were in charge on two out of three of those occasions.” His tone took on silky venom. “I believe it’s time you made restitution, don’t you?”

“I accept full blame,” Hanley said. “I thought— It was unfortunate that—”

“Unfortunate? That’s not a word I accept. Now tell me how I’m going to keep my associates from thinking I’m a soft touch and trying to move in on my territory?”

“We’ll find Kilmer and Grace Archer.”

“When?”

“The negotiations with the man at Langley are proceeding slowly. He’s playing very coy.” He added quickly as he saw Marvot’s expression, “But I intend to fly out tonight and take over myself to make sure that we get what we want. I won’t come back until I have Kilmer’s location.”

“No, you won’t come back until you have Kilmer—and Grace Archer. I’m going to have to set an example to erase the taint of your failures. No one is going to be allowed to think that I’m less than my father. I’m not going to have my son hear rumors that I’m a weakling and a fool.” His lips tightened. “I’ll give you seven days to give me Kilmer and Archer, Hanley. No delays, no excuses. Seven days. After that I start the example with you.”
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Donavan, this is my daughter, Frankie,” Grace said. “She’s been anxious to meet you. What’s your first name, Donavan? I don’t think I’ve ever heard it.”

“And you’re not about to. My mother made the mistake of giving me a name unfit for my gigantic strength and talents. Donavan is just fine.”

“How intriguing. It tempts me to do a little in-depth exploring,” Grace murmured. “Frankie, Donavan and I used to work together a long time ago.” She closed the door of the bedroom. “He taught me a lot.”

“Yes, I did.” Donavan held out his hand. “And I’m very pleased to meet you, Frankie.” He frowned. “But a beautiful lass like yourself should be called by a beautiful name. Your true name is Francesca, isn’t it?”

Frankie nodded. “But that’s too fancy. I like Frankie better.”

Donavan glanced at Grace. “Why Francesca, Grace?”

“I spent a few years in Italy as a child and I always liked it.” She grinned at Frankie. “But I didn’t want to hang a big name on a little girl, so Frankie seemed a good compromise.”

Donavan shook his head. “She could carry Francesca off with style.”

“What did you teach my mother?” Frankie asked. “Spy stuff?”

“Well, a little more basic training. You can’t spy or steal secrets until you know how to protect yourself and get in and out of tight corners.”

Frankie frowned. “You didn’t get out of your tight corner very well. You got shot.”

“True.” Donavan chuckled. “But I assure you that I wasn’t that clumsy when I was teaching your mother.” He looked at Grace. “And she was one of my best pupils. I was proud of her. Of course, Kilmer would have strangled me if I hadn’t done a good job. He was very particular.”

“Jake?” Frankie smiled. “Mom says he’s clever. I like him.”

“So do I.”

“Frankie, we have to let Donavan get to sleep,” Grace said. “You can visit him another time.”

“I feel a relapse coming on,” Donavan said. “Don’t cut me short. I want to get to know your daughter. You run along and leave her with me to get acquainted.”

“Donavan, the doctor—” Grace shrugged and gazed at Frankie. “What do you say?”

“She wants to stay and have me tell her all about her mom,” Donavan said. “Isn’t that right, Francesca?”

“Frankie,” Frankie corrected. But she looked intrigued. “Yes, if it wouldn’t hurt him. Could he really have a relapse?”

“No, he was joking, Frankie.”

“It would hurt me not to talk to you.” Donavan glanced at Grace and his tone became wheedling. “Maybe not all about her mom. Thirty minutes, Grace?”

In other words, he wouldn’t mention Kilmer and Grace’s relationship. Donavan could be discreet when he chose. But it was only when he chose. She nodded as she opened the door. “Thirty minutes. Then get to bed, Frankie.”

“Right.” Frankie settled in the chair next to Donavan’s bed, her eyes fixed intently on Donavan’s face. “Why was it you who taught my mom instead of Jake?”

“Because I was smarter, naturally.”

Frankie shook her head. “If you were smarter, Jake would be working for you.”

Grace smothered a smile as she closed the door behind her. Donavan would get to know Frankie, all right, and she might give him a few surprises. Her daughter seldom held anything back unless she thought it would hurt someone’s feelings. She’d instinctively realize Donavan was fair game. She’d be gauging him at the same time he’d be gauging her.

“How’s Donavan?”

She stiffened as she turned to see Kilmer at the head of the stairs. “He seems fine. Better than I thought he’d be. What does the doctor say?”

“That he’s bouncing back at an unbelievably fast rate. Dr. Krallon’s having a hard time making him rest.” He paused. “I saw you take Frankie in to see him.”

She nodded. “He wanted to get to know her and shooed me away.”

“And you let him get away with it?”

“I want him to get to know her. I want him to care about her. I want the whole world to care about her. Maybe that way I can keep her safe.”

“Very smart.”

She shook her head. “Desperate.” She started to pass him, and he reached out and grasped her arm. She froze. “Don’t do that.”

“I’ll keep her safe, Grace. Ask me why.”

“Let me go.”

“Because I care about her. She’s got me hook, line, and sinker.”

“You can’t have her.”

“For God’s sake, I told you I wouldn’t try to steal her away from you. But can’t you give me as much as you give Donavan?” His hand tightened on her arm. “Let me get to know her without worrying that you’re going to panic and snatch her away. Your reasoning should apply to me too. The more I care about her, the harder I’ll work to keep her safe.”

She wasn’t reasoning at all where he was concerned. She was only feeling. “It’s . . . different. There’s too much in the way.”

“Then knock it down,” he said roughly. “Knock it all down. And you know what would do it. I’m not saying sex would clear away everything between us, but it would let us get close enough to see the problems from another perspective. Shit, what am I saying? If I’m that close to you, I won’t be able to think about anything but what I’m doing to you.” His hand dropped away from her. “Hell, and maybe I was using Frankie to get you in bed. God, I hope I’m not that much of a son of a bitch.” He turned away. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I shouldn’t even get near Frankie.”

She’d never seen Kilmer like this. He was always so sure, so confident. She felt a sudden surge of sympathy mixed with exasperation. First he’d thrown her off balance with that burst of sheer sexual attraction, and then made her feel bewildered and sorry for him. “For heaven’s sake, I didn’t say you shouldn’t get near her.”

He looked back at her, waiting.

“I just said I didn’t want—” She went past him down the hall toward her bedroom. “Just don’t get her confused. Don’t make her like you too much and then leave her. She’s had enough of that.”

“What did you tell her about her father, Grace?”

“Nothing. I told her I’d made a mistake, but that I’d do it over again if it meant having another child like her.”

“No blame?”

“Why should I blame you? I was a grown woman and I made the choice. I didn’t protect myself. I was to blame.” She opened her door. “You were out of it.”

“Jesus, that hurts.”

“Not as much as missing Frankie’s first steps. Or her first words, or singing her to sleep at night. You have no idea.”

“Yes, I do.”

She looked back over her shoulder and went still as she saw his expression. Perhaps he did realize what he had missed and was hurting because of it. There had been moments when they were together that she had seen glimpses of the Kilmer behind that contained exterior. She had admired him to the point of hero worship, and she had loved his body and everything he did to her. What if she’d really known the entire man? Would she have chosen to trust the affection of her father over Kilmer’s word?

His gaze narrowed on her face as he read her expression. “Grace . . .”

She quickly went into her bedroom and shut the door. She closed her eyes as she leaned back against it. She felt as if she was tingling, melting. Her heart was pounding fast, hard. This crazy response had to stop.

It wasn’t going to stop. Not as long as she was in the same house as Kilmer, seeing him every day. And there was no question she had to stay here with Frankie until it was safe. She couldn’t close him out, and every time she saw him the tension increased.

She could ignore it. Keep busy. Spend time with Frankie.

She had a sudden memory of the way Kilmer had looked at her in that last moment before she had gone into the bedroom. Raw, basic, hot, and so intense she had panicked because it had been like looking into a mirror.

Lord, she hoped she could ignore it.

         

Do you like your Gypsy as well as you do Darling?”

Frankie looked up from brushing Gypsy to see Jake leaning on the stall door. “I like them the same. It wouldn’t be fair to have a favorite. They might know and get their feelings hurt.”

“I see.” He smiled. “Not even in your heart of hearts?”

She thought about it. “They’re different, you know. Gypsy is solid and gentle, and Darling is nervous and . . . fun. I want to be around them at different times. I wish I could have Darling here.”

“It seems to me you have enough to do. Your music and Gypsy.”

“But you’re never too busy for a good friend.” She started brushing Gypsy again. “And I don’t have many friends.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t like the same things as most kids. They think I’m weird.”

“And it bothers you?”

“A little. Sometimes. The riding is okay. Lots of kids in Tallanville ride. But not many play an instrument, and none of them hears the music.”

“Would you rather have the friends and skip the music?”

“Don’t be silly.”

“I take it that’s a no?”

“It’s part of me. How could I just stop? And it makes me feel . . . I don’t know . . . as if I were an eagle flying or maybe Darling when she jumps high and—” She shook her head. “No, Darling is scared, and I’m not scared of the music. I guess I’ve never seen a horse who’s like the music.”

“I believe I have.”

Her gaze flew to his face. “Where?”

“Two horses, really. In Morocco. Your mother’s seen them too.”

“She never told me about them.”

“They’re not the kind of horses that she’d want you to ride. They’re full of thunder and lightning. But when you see them run, they might remind you of the music.”

“Thunder and lightning . . . Tchaikovsky?”

“Or Chopin.”

“I want to see them.”

“Perhaps someday.”

“What are their names?”

“They call them the Pair. I’ve never heard them called anything else.”

She shook her head positively. “If Mom saw them she would have named them. She says every horse has to have a name. If they have their own soul, they have to have a name.”

“Well, if she’s named them, she hasn’t told me.” He smiled. “And she wouldn’t like me talking about them to you. As I said, they’re not the kind of horses she’d want you associating with. Definitely from the wrong side of the tracks.”

“She doesn’t let me ride some of her horses, but she doesn’t mind me looking at them and talking to them. She says it’s important to make friends with horses.” She gave Gypsy a final pat. “Like she does. Mom always works and works until the horses love her.”

“I’ve seen her make friends with animals. She’s pretty special.”

Frankie nodded and then turned to look at him. “She’s my best friend. I don’t need any of those kids at school.”

“I can see how you’d feel like that. I admire her very much.”

“But she’s mad at you. She’s better than she was the night Charlie died, but she still acts funny around you.”

“I did some stupid things a long time ago. I’ve been trying to make it right, but it may take time. I’m glad you think she’s not as mad at me as before.”

She nodded. “Don’t feel bad. I don’t think Mom would have let you bring us here if she really didn’t like you.”

“That’s comforting.” He paused. “And do you like me a little, Frankie?”

She smiled. “Sure.” She opened the stall door. “You’re kinda different. I think maybe you’re like Trigger. You know all the tricks, but you don’t show off until someone signals. ’Til then, you just stand around and look pretty.”

“Pretty?” He started to laugh. “Good Lord, no one ever called me pretty before.”

“Well, something like that.” Her grin widened. “But it’s true. You’re always walking around giving orders. What are you doing just standing around talking to me?”

“Enjoying myself. But maybe if you signal, I’ll start pawing my foot.”

She chuckled with delight. “Would you? I’d like to see that. Do it.”

He pawed the floor with his left foot. “Dear God, how the mighty have fallen. But I refuse to neigh on command.”

“Then you’re not Trigger.”

“No.” His smile faded. “But I could be a better friend to you than Trigger. Maybe not as good as your mother, but I’d like to try.”

“Why?”

“You’re tough. Couldn’t you just accept me on face value?” He studied her face. “No, I guess you couldn’t. You’re too much like your mom.” He paused. “I like you. I’ve never been around kids much. These days are like a gift to me. Okay?”

“Maybe.” She lowered her lashes, but he could see a glint of mischief. “I don’t have a lot of time. There’s the music.”

“I wouldn’t interfere with the music.”

“And I have my chores.” She said slyly, “Of course, if you’d shovel the manure for me like you did at Charlie’s place, it would give me— Ouch.” He’d swatted her on the rump and she broke into giggles. “Well, you didn’t seem to have anything else to do.”

“Brat.” He took her by the hand and pulled her out of the stall. “You should be honored I’d make time for you in my busy schedule. And contrary to your judgment of my character, I don’t have to wait for a signal to do tricks. I’m a veritable circus jester, a miracle man.”

She was staring at him with an expression that was suddenly grave. “I heard the doctor say that it was a miracle Donavan was alive. You brought him here and he’s going to be fine. That’s almost a miracle.”

“I was joking, Frankie.”

She nodded. “Yeah.” A smile lit her face. “But maybe I’ll help you shovel the manure.”

         

You have to understand I’m taking a big chance.” Carter Nevins looked nervously around the bar. He’d chosen to meet Hanley at this bar on the outskirts of Fredericksburg because it was frequented by blue-collar workers and not anyone from Langley. But you could never tell who might wander into any watering place. Yet at first glimpse of Hanley, he’d known it was better than meeting him at a deserted location. Brett Hanley was tall, muscular, with black hair and brown eyes, and his suit probably cost more than Nevins made in a year. He’d smiled a lot in the first five minutes after he sat down at the table, but he wasn’t smiling now. Screw him. Nevins had something Hanley wanted, and the bastard was going to pay through the nose. “I could lose my job. You’ve got to make it worth my while.”

“I’m sure Kersoff paid you less than I’m offering you.” Hanley’s tone was silky. “You mustn’t be greedy, Nevins.”

“All I had to do was bypass a password lock and access computer records to find Grace Archer. There aren’t any records about her location now. And I don’t think North knows either. That makes it a different ball game.”

“Then how do you intend to find out where Kilmer and Archer are?”

“I have a contact.”

“Who?”

Did this Neanderthal think he was an idiot? “Someone who’s been in touch with them since they left Tallanville. But I have to have enough money to make it worth his while.”

“How much?”

“Five hundred thousand.” Hanley didn’t blink, and Nevins cursed under his breath. He should have asked for more. “For him. The same for me.”

“You’re crazy.”

“If he doesn’t come through, I have another way to find Archer. I just have to have one little kernel of information and I’ll be home free.”

“How?”

Nevins smiled. “The magic of computers. It makes a small man a giant. I’m a giant, Hanley. Hear me roar.”

Hanley gave him a cold glance. “You’re a punk and a nerd. You’re holding a weak hand and you’re trying to bluff. I hate bluffers.”

Nevins felt a chill. He’d better not push him. “I’ll take two hundred thousand now and the rest when I give you the information you need. And you’re the one who’s bluffing. If you had a better source to tap, you wouldn’t be here.”

Hanley gazed at him for a long moment. “How long?”

Nevins tried not to let him see his relief. “Two weeks?”

“I have five days. Get it for me in five days.”

“That’s not much time.”

Hanley smiled without mirth. “I know. Five days.” He got up from the table. “There will be two hundred thousand dollars deposited in your bank account tomorrow. If you don’t come through for me, I’ll be very displeased. And my employer will be even more irate. You really don’t want to make him irate, Nevins.” He turned and walked out of the bar.

Nevins drew a deep breath. Christ, he was shaking. What was he getting himself into? Kersoff had been tough, but he had an idea that Hanley was big-league poison. It would be okay. So he had been bluffing a little. He didn’t have Stolz in his pocket yet. Stolz had been very nosy, and he had an idea that Nevins was stalking him. Maybe money could swing him. Money could do anything. But now that Nevins had found out he could get more money from Hanley, he wanted it all for himself.

And plan B was a definite possible. He was smart, and he knew the way to access the mysteries of the universe. Or at least his universe.

But he’d better get back to Langley and put in some long and productive hours at his computer tonight. Hanley hadn’t believed him when he’d told him that he was a giant. Well, it was true. He’d make it true.

Hear me roar, Hanley.

         

They were riding together again. It was the third morning in a row.

Grace watched Frankie and Kilmer take off across the field toward the foothills. Frankie was laughing and talking to Kilmer, and he was listening to her with that quiet intentness so characteristic of him.

Isolation.

Grace shook her head and tried to lose that sudden sweeping, empty feeling. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t given permission for Kilmer to spend time with Frankie. And it was to be expected that Frankie would grow to like Kilmer more every time she was with him. At twenty-three Grace had been dazzled by Kilmer herself.

But she had seen him in hero mode, a leader of men, smart and savvy. Frankie was seeing him without the bells and whistles. She liked the man, not the larger-than-life warrior, and the intimacy growing between them was more powerful for being stripped to the basics.

“They look good together, don’t they?” She turned to see Donavan being wheeled out onto the porch by Dr. Krallon. “When are you going to tell her?”

“Shut up, Donavan.” She turned to the doctor. “Are you sure he shouldn’t be back in bed? Preferably with adhesive over his mouth?”

The doctor shook his head. “Too late. He’s well on the mend.” He paused. “That’s why I’m going to be leaving tonight. He no longer needs me. Mr. Kilmer’s assigning someone else to help him around.”

“I’m sure you’re relieved.”

“Yes, as I told you he’s a very bad patient.” The doctor smiled at Donavan. “But I’m happy to see him getting well. It’s a feather in my cap that I saved his unworthy neck.”

“It’s not unworthy,” Donavan protested. “And you should be glad that I gave you the chance to practice. You probably need it.”

“Ingratitude.” Krallon shook his head. “I believe I’ll go inside and get another cup of coffee. Would you like one, Ms. Archer?”

She shook her head. “And I’ll make sure Donavan is taken care of. I’m grateful to you even if he isn’t.” She watched the doctor go inside before turning to Donavan. “Is he going back to Morocco?”

Donavan shook his head. “Too dangerous for him. Megadangerous for you and Frankie. Kilmer’s flying him to a cabin near Yellowstone until the situation cools down.”

“Why not let him stay here?”

“Kilmer doesn’t want to reward a favor by putting him into jeopardy. The farther away from us, the safer he is.” Donavan’s gaze shifted back to Kilmer and Frankie. “It wouldn’t hurt to tell Frankie he’s her father.”

Grace shook her head.

He shrugged. “It’s your call.”

“Yes, it is.” With an effort she pulled her eyes away from her daughter and Kilmer. “I don’t mind her being friends with him, but fathers are different. Frankie’s not going to get her hopes raised that Kilmer is a permanent fixture. I won’t let him hurt her when he walks away.”

“Did he hurt you, Grace?”

She didn’t answer. “I didn’t expect anything from him. I’m the one who walked away.”

“And he came after you. Not right away, but when he saw you needed him, he was there.”

“Donavan, why are you pushing?”

“Kilmer’s my friend. These last nine years haven’t been easy for him either. I’ve never seen him as upset as the day he found out you were pregnant. But he did what he had to do to protect the two of you, and some of the missions North forced on him were ugly. He wouldn’t have taken them if he hadn’t had to think of you.”

“Are you trying to make me feel guilty?”

“Hell no, I’m trying to make you see that Kilmer was caught in the same net you were and he didn’t try to cut himself free. Now give him a little slack. He deserves it.”

“I’m giving him slack. I’m letting him have his time with Frankie. Back off, Donavan. Or I’ll push that wheelchair off the porch and watch you skid down to the corral.”

“Ah, you’re a tough woman, Grace.” Donavan tilted his head. “Could I use the relapse ploy again?”

“No.”

“Then I guess I’d better close my mouth. Pity. It’s not often I choose to utter such pearls of wisdom. Will you wheel me into the house, or do you want to stay out here and enjoy your hair shirt?”

“Donavan, I’m—” she said through her teeth. “I’m not tormenting myself. I’m doing what’s necessary. Stop talking about Frankie.”

“Oh, I wasn’t talking about Frankie this time. I watched you last night when the good doctor brought me down to dinner. You and Kilmer. It was very familiar. I had a flashback to nine years ago. But maybe it’s a bit stronger now?”

Jesus, had she been that obvious?

“Hair shirt, Grace . . .” Donavan murmured. “I can see why you’d have a conflict about Frankie, but why deny yourself the fun of—”

“That’s enough. I’ll tell the doctor to bring you in.” She turned and walked into the house.

         

You ride pretty well,” Frankie told Kilmer. “I didn’t think Samson would let you on him. Does Mom know that you’re riding him?”

“I told her.” Kilmer grimaced. “Well, I asked her. I think she thought that Samson would toss me in the dirt.”

“But she told me that you knew about horses.”

“What she taught me in a crash course nine years ago. I think I was a fair rider then, but I wasn’t sure it would come back to me.” He patted Samson’s neck. “I’m not like your mom. I can’t read their minds. But I know the basics, and it turned out I can ride horses that are a little skittish. Grace says they feel safe with me.”

“Mom taught you?” Frankie kicked Gypsy and sent her galloping across the field. He galloped after her. “Why?”

“We weren’t sure if I’d need to have a working knowledge of horses. The mission we were on might have called for it.”

“Mission.” Frankie giggled. “That sounds important . . . and funny.”

“I guess it does.”

Her smile faded. “But it’s not funny. Donavan was on a mission, wasn’t he? He almost died. You could have died too. Mom was worried.”

“Was she?”

She nodded. “So was I. But she promised to go and get you if you got into trouble.”

“That’s . . . interesting.”

“That means she does like you after all, doesn’t it? And you must have been friends once if she taught you to ride.”

“What are you getting at, Frankie?”

“Sometimes I have to leave Mom alone. I mean, not exactly alone. I don’t mean to do it, but when the music . . . I can’t bring her with me into the music.” She bit her lower lip. “She told me she wasn’t lonely, but that was before Charlie died. I don’t want her to be lonely, Jake.”

“And?”

“I . . . like you. You came to help her when we were in trouble. You must like her too. I just want you to keep her from being lonely. You don’t have to be around all the time, just now and then.”

Christ, how touching could you get? He couldn’t speak for a minute. “I like you too, Frankie. But I’m not sure your mother would want you to be talking to me about this.”

She grinned. “Me either. She’d say it was none of my business. But she is my business. Just like I’m her business.”

“You’re a great team.”

She nodded. “Yeah. Look, I don’t want to make you feel bad if you don’t want to stick around, but I’ve got to look out for Mom.” She had a sudden thought. “When Mom taught you to ride, were you supposed to ride one of those white horses you told me about? The ones you said were like thunder and lightning?”

“Yes.”

“But it never happened. . . . I was thinking about those horses after we talked. White horses are beautiful. Did you ever hear about the Pacing White Mustang?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“No one knows if the Mustang is a legend or not, but it’s been seen from the Rocky Mountains to the Rio Grande. Some say it saved the life of a little girl who got lost from her family.”

“You know a lot about famous horses, don’t you?”

“Sure. Mom told me a lot about them and she gave me a book about them when I was six. One of my favorite stories is about Shotgun. He was just a small pony, but he went into a raging sea to pull out a lifeboat filled with stranded men. And then there was Bucephalus.”

“What?”

“Did I pronounce it right? He was the black stallion owned by Alexander the Great. Alexander even named a city after him. Isn’t that cool?”

“Very cool.”

“And we don’t know the name of Paul Revere’s mare. Though some people think it was Brown Beauty. But I think she was just as much a hero as Paul Revere. After all, she’s the one who . . .”

         

Blockman followed Kilmer out to the porch after dinner that night. “Stolz says Nevins may be the leak.”

“The computer nerd?”

Blockman nodded. “It’s possible. He said he was looking around and seeing if he could find anything definite and he’d get back to me tomorrow. But it’s not urgent, is it? There’s nothing to leak. North doesn’t know where we are.”

“It’s urgent. Anyone looking for Grace and Frankie makes it urgent.”

“I’m checking every night.” He changed the subject. “I saw you with Frankie this morning. Great kid, isn’t she?”

Kilmer nodded.

Blockman chuckled. “I take it you don’t want to elaborate.” He started down the steps. “And there’s a little too much tension in the air. I believe I’ll go down to the bunkhouse and find a game of poker. Your guys always have one going.”

Tension? Damn right, Kilmer thought as he watched Blockman stroll across the yard. He seemed to be living with tension these days. Tension about Marvot, tension about the Pair, tension about Grace.

Music was beginning to drift from the living room. Frankie was starting to play a sonata. Nice. She usually played in the evening if she wasn’t composing. He’d grown accustomed to sitting out here by himself and listening until she went to bed. He would have liked to watch her face when she was playing, but it was becoming difficult as hell to—

“Frankie wants to know if she’s driving you away.”

He turned to see Grace standing in the doorway. “What?”

“She’s not dumb. She notices things. You always come out here right after supper. She’s wondering if she should be playing her keyboard if it bothers you.”

“Of course she should play. I’ll talk to her tomorrow.”

She hesitated. “You talk a lot, don’t you?”

He smiled. “I guess I’m trying to make up for lost time. Not that that would be possible.”

“No, it’s not.” She paused. “That’s why I said it was okay for you to get to know her. You have no idea what you’ve missed.”

“Yes, I do.” He paused. “But you could tell me a little. When did you find out that Frankie wasn’t a usual kid?”

“I don’t know. When she was three, probably. That’s when she discovered the old piano in Charlie’s living room. Even when she was younger, she’d seem to be listening to something we couldn’t hear. But then she found out that what was inside her could come out. Charlie and I were dumbfounded. We didn’t know what to do. Then I decided that what wasn’t natural for other people was perfectly natural for Frankie, and I had to accept it and keep her happy and comfortable with it.”

“You did a good job.”

“I tried. I hope I did.”

He didn’t speak for a moment. “She worries about you. She thinks you’re lonely.”

She stiffened. “She told you that?”

He chuckled. “I think she’s looking for a mommy-sitter while she works on her music. She assured me that it wouldn’t be a full-time job.”

“Oh, you’re elected?”

“I was honored she thought of me. I was surprised she didn’t choose Blockman. I guess she thought he was too busy. And everyone knows I just stand around and give orders.” He held up his hand as she opened her mouth to speak. “I know. You don’t have to say anything. I realize you don’t think I’d qualify.”

“I don’t need you. I can take care of my own life. And you’ve made it clear that you don’t want the responsibility.”

“The hell I have. You haven’t been listening lately.” His gaze narrowed on her face. “Or you haven’t wanted to hear. I can’t blame you, but don’t give me that bullshit. I’m back on the scene and willing to take all the responsibility you’ll let me take.” He added roughly, “And the reason I don’t stay in there when Frankie begins to play is that I can’t keep my eyes off you. You say that Frankie notices things. Do you want her to notice that I want to drag her mother into bed? I don’t think she’s ready for that degree of education yet, do you?”

“No, of course not. Frankie wouldn’t realize that—”

“Not at first. But you’d better realize that she’s going to notice eventually anyway. I can’t keep it under wraps, and you’re not much better. Not as long as we’re both aching to— Why the hell don’t you just let me—” He drew a deep breath. “I wasn’t going to say that. It just came out.” He started down the steps. “I think I’ll go down to the bunkhouse before I really put my foot into it.” He glanced back over his shoulder. “But it’s true, and it’s time we did something about it. We’d both be a helluva lot calmer and better able to function if we didn’t have to deal with this.” He paused. “I’m going to be in the barn tomorrow afternoon at three.”

She stiffened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that I know you won’t want to let me have you here at the house. Not with Frankie around.” His lips twisted. “And we don’t need a bed. As I remember, we did it everywhere we could find a flat surface. From a muddy ditch to the table in the kitchen of that little hut outside Tangiers. Nothing got in the way.” He walked away before she could answer.

         

Nothing got in the way.

Grace was trembling as she watched him stride across the yard. That single sentence brought back too many memories, too many wild couplings, too many crazy— Stop thinking about it. She could feel her body readying, the tingling at her wrists and the palms of her hands. She was finding it hard to breathe and her breasts felt swollen, sensitive.

My God, she wanted him.

Hair shirt, Donavan had said.

He was right, it had been torture to look at Kilmer, watch him, listen to him, and smother the sexual need. She was a woman, for God’s sake. It was natural to have desires and needs. It was unnatural to keep herself from satisfying them if it hurt no one.

Go to bed. Think about it. Consider the consequences.

She didn’t want to think. She wanted to follow Kilmer now, this minute.

We don’t need a bed.

She closed her eyes. Fight it. If she had enough time, she’d get over this weakness. Tomorrow she’d keep busy and block Kilmer from her mind.

Tomorrow . . . 

The barn, tomorrow at three.
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The sun was hot on her back as Grace walked slowly toward the barn.

This was a mistake.

No, it wasn’t a mistake.

Or if it was, she was going to do it anyway, she thought recklessly. She’d tossed and turned and fought with herself all night long and come to that conclusion. She was a mature woman and she could handle a sexual encounter. She had the sense to protect herself this time. It didn’t have to mean anything more than the physical madness that had been between them all those years ago. It had been a long time for her, and she was probably suffering from withdrawal. Kilmer was right, they would both function better once that need had been satisfied.

Jesus, she didn’t know if she was rationalizing. But she knew that her knees felt weak and she could feel the flush burning her cheeks as she opened the barn door.

Dimness. The smell of hay and horses.

“I was afraid you weren’t going to come.” Kilmer came out of the shadows. “God, I was afraid.” He stood there looking at her.

Why didn’t he touch her?

And then he did.

He put his hand on her throat. His palm was hard and callused against her softness. Her pulse leaped in the hollow of her throat. She shuddered.

“Say it’s okay,” he said roughly. “For God’s sake, tell me it’s okay.”

She couldn’t speak. Hell, she couldn’t breathe. All she was aware of was the hard texture of his hand on the soft flesh of her throat.

“Grace.”

“Shut up.” She buried her face in his shoulder. “Just do it.”

“Hell, yes.” His hands were all over her, rubbing, stroking, squeezing. He was making low sounds that were wild and almost animalistic. “Good. You feel so—”

“So do you.” She was unbuttoning his shirt so that she could get closer, skin to skin. Lord, she’d forgotten the smell of him. Basic and spicy and as erotic to her as an aphrodisiac.

He had her shirt off and was unfastening her bra. He jerked it off and pulled her toward a stall. “Come on. Now. I have to get in you.”

She was vaguely aware of a pile of hay covered by a blanket in the stall before he pulled her down, frantically stripping her.

Naked against him. The feel . . . 

She arched up, trying to get more of him.

“Yes.” He was moving between her thighs. “Take— Let me—”

She was going to scream.

She dug her nails into his shoulders. “Kilmer, it’s—”

“Shh, it’s right. It’s right. Just let me—”

“Let you?” She was panting. “No, let me.” She rolled over. “I can’t be still. I have to—”

“Whatever you want.” He pressed a spot at the base of her spine and a shudder went through her. “Whatever . . .”

         

Crazy,” she whispered as she tried to get her breath. “I thought it would be different. I hoped it would be different, but it was just the same. You’d think that older would be wiser.”

“Pleasure is wise. We can’t live without pleasure.” Kilmer was holding her spoon fashion, his hand stroking her stomach. “It makes up for all the bad times and keeps us sane.”

“There wasn’t anything sane about what just happened.” She tried to steady her voice. “It was crazy. I can’t figure out why I react like this with you. It just happens.”

His lips brushed her temple. “And I thank God for it.”

“Chemistry.”

“Maybe.”

“What else?”

“I’ve no idea. And I’m not going to tear apart something fantastic to see how it’s put together. I’m going to accept and enjoy the hell out of it.” His tongue stroked the lobe of her ear. “I suggest you do the same.”

“We’re not the same.”

“Oh, I noticed that.”

“Bastard.” She sank her teeth playfully into his upper arm. “I mean women worry. It’s the way we are. We can’t enjoy a roll in the hay without thinking of the consequences.” She shook her head. “What am I saying? That’s exactly how Frankie was conceived. I was really careful then, wasn’t I?”

“It was my fault too.”

“Bullshit. You asked me and I lied. That makes it totally my responsibility, with no demands on you.”

“I could have wished you’d been a little more demanding when you found out you were pregnant. I felt helpless. I wanted to do something, anything, and there was nothing I could do that wouldn’t put you at risk.” His palm moved down to caress her belly. “I used to think about you, wonder how you looked when you were big with child, how you’d feel if I stroked you like this.”

“I was big as a house and waddled like a duck. You would have laughed.”

“No, I wouldn’t have laughed.”

She was silent a moment. “Perhaps you wouldn’t. People change when a baby’s involved. I know I did.” She stiffened. “Stop petting me.”

“Why? I’m trying to be tender, dammit.”

“It’s not having that effect.”

He laughed and rolled over on top of her. “Why?”

“Because I keep thinking of being pregnant, and that leads to how I got that way. And that makes me remember how we—”

“I get the connection.” He slowly rubbed against her and smiled when she inhaled sharply. “I gave orders that no one was supposed to come in here for the next three hours. How much time do you have?”

“I don’t know. I asked Donavan to keep an eye on Frankie. She’s working on her music.” Her hands were tightening on his shoulders. “Stop asking questions. Don’t waste a minute, dammit. I need it.”

“Not a minute,” he whispered. “Not a second . . .”

         

Wait.”

Grace turned at the door of the stall to look back at Kilmer still lying naked on the blanket. God, she wanted to go back to him. She should be sated, but it was as if she hadn’t already coupled with him innumerable times already. “What? It’s almost five; I’ve got to get back to the house.”

“I’m not arguing with you.” He smiled. “There’s straw in your hair. I’d help you get it out but that would lead to problems.”

She quickly ran her fingers through her hair. “Okay?”

“Beautiful.”

“Sure.”

“I’m not lying. You look flushed and tousled and soft . . . beautiful.” He paused. “When?”

“What?”

“Don’t stall. You know it’s going to happen again. It’s better if we plan it so that it’s easier for you. Tomorrow this time?”

She nodded jerkily. “If it works out with Frankie.”

“I’ll wait.” He sat up and began to put on his clothes. “But it’s probably not going to be enough for either of us. You’ve got to be prepared for that.”

“I won’t let Frankie think her mother’s some bimbo who—”

“I wouldn’t let her think that of you. I’m just saying that I’m not going to be able to keep my hands off you. And even when I’m not touching you, you’ll know what I’m thinking.”

And she’d want his hands on her, she thought. There wasn’t any question that she’d want him. This encounter had been every bit as heady and desperate as the sex they’d had nine years ago. She knew it would prove just as addictive. “I can’t think that far ahead.”

“It won’t be that far ahead.” He fastened his belt. “I guarantee. But let me take care of it. I’ll make it easy for you, and Frankie won’t know.”

She made a rueful face. “But everyone else on the ranch will know.”

“Yes, but if they even raise an eyebrow, I’ll make them wish they’d never been born. It never bothered you that the team knew about us nine years ago.”

“I wasn’t thinking enough to be bothered by anything. I was just feeling.”

“I can’t keep this secret,” he said quietly. “We’re all living too close together.”

“I know that.” She opened the stall door. “I made a decision and I don’t have any right to expect anything else. Just make sure Frankie doesn’t know.”

Langley, Virginia

What are you working on?” Stolz stood outside Nevins’s cubicle gazing curiously at Nevins’s computer screen. “I thought we were supposed to go to dinner together.”

“You’re early. I thought we’d agreed on seven-thirty.” Nevins quickly blanked out the screen. “Just a little project North gave me to do. He said he wanted it right away.” He got to his feet. “Where do you want to go? The cafeteria or off site?”

“Off. The Italian restaurant we went to day before yesterday. I don’t want to even think about work for the next hour. Sometimes I wonder why I put up with all this bureaucratic bullshit.”

That lead was supposed to make him think of Stolz as a buddy, Nevins thought scornfully. Not likely. Stolz didn’t have half his ability or brains. But he was still going to need him to get the fix. “The benefits are good.” He smiled. “Maybe we’ll take a look at the private sector.”

“What’s Ops 751?”

“Nosy.” Thank God he’d blanked the screen before Stolz could get the rest of the ops number. He’d better not work on it until he could get a little more privacy. Everyone had gone home in his section and Stolz wasn’t supposed to be here for another hour. But he’d only risked it because the time was getting short. Only a few more days until Hanley would be on his ass. “I told you that I was on a North assignment.”

“What’s North up to?”

He lowered his voice melodramatically. “Confidential. Top-secret.” He laughed. “All that crap. I’ll tell you all about it over dinner.” Which meant he’d better start concocting the fable right now to make it plausible. “Let’s get out of here.”

         

Grace stood on the porch and looked out at the mountains, waiting.

Frankie was playing in the living room after supper. Tonight the music was lively and light, and Grace could hear her chatting with Donavan as she played.

She should be in there. No, she shouldn’t. She had a few minutes.

The screen door opened and she tensed.

Kilmer came out of the house to stand behind her. His hands slid around to cup her breasts. “Thank God. Jesus, I couldn’t wait to get that damn meal over with.”

Neither could Grace. She arched back against him as sensation tore through her. “It’s not— I have to go back in.”

“Not yet.” He was squeezing and releasing. “I told Donavan to keep her busy. The barn. Give me thirty minutes. I’ll be quick.”

Hell, they’d both be quick. These days by the time they got to each other they were almost exploding.

“Come on. Would you rather lie in bed all night and think about it?” He took her hand and pulled her down the steps. “Thirty minutes, Grace.”

She shouldn’t go. So far she’d managed to keep control when Frankie was around.

Not tonight. Those hours of waiting had made her frantic.

She started to run toward the barn. “Hurry.”

         

They were walking quickly back to the house forty-five minutes later. Grace could hear Frankie playing, still laughing at Donavan. She hadn’t been missed.

Kilmer said the same thing. “She didn’t miss you. Stop worrying. It wasn’t that long.” His lips tightened. “Not nearly long enough. But it was enough so that we won’t go crazy.”

“We’re acting like animals.”

“Yes, and there’s nothing wrong with that. It’s clean and hot and beautiful.”

“It’s wrong if I can’t control it.”

He stopped her with his hand on her arm. “If all you’re worried about is Frankie, then we can fix it. You don’t want to sneak around? Then make it legitimate.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Marry me.”

She stared at him. “What?”

“We could sleep in the same bed. No more barn.”

“I’m not marrying anyone so that I can have sex with him.”

“Why not? If we had enough of each other, you might get bored with me and send me on my way. Isn’t that what you want?” He paused. “And Frankie likes me. I think she’d accept me.”

“And then have her fall apart when you left us?”

“I wouldn’t leave her. I’ll never leave you again. If there’s any leaving to be done, you’d leave me. There’s a difference and I’d make sure she knew it. Will you consider it?”

She shook her head.

He shrugged. “I didn’t think you were ready. There’s still too much bitterness lingering because I made you raise Frankie alone.”

“I told you that’s not true.”

“I believe it is. No matter how much you tell yourself that you don’t blame me, there has to be a little bitterness. That’s okay. I’ll work around it.”

She shook her head again.

“Then we’ll leave it at status quo.” Kilmer stepped aside for her to precede him up the porch steps. “But it’s going to get worse instead of better. You can bet on it.”

         

Time for bed, Frankie.” Grace got up from her chair. “It’s almost ten.”

“Okay.” Frankie made a face. “But I hate going to bed. It’s such a waste of time.”

Donavan laughed. “You remind me of my friend Kilmer here. He’s always afraid he’ll miss something if he sleeps more than a few hours.”

“Really?” She looked at Kilmer. “Is that true, Jake?”

He nodded. “We’re definitely soul mates, Frankie.”

Grace had heard Frankie complain about having to go to bed hundreds of times. She had never connected that dislike with Kilmer’s aversion. Did Frankie take after Kilmer, or was it only a child’s worry that she might miss something? “Soul mates or not, you’ll be dragging by morning. Kilmer already has his growth.” She jerked her thumb at the door. “Move it. I’ll be right up.”

“I’ll go with you.” Donavan got slowly to his feet. “You can keep me from falling on those stairs.”

Frankie was immediately by his side, handing him his crutch. “You’d better not fall. You’re so big you’d probably smush me.” She put his other hand on her shoulder. “Lean on me.”

“I’ll do that.” He smiled down at her as he started across the room. “And I’ll try not to smush you. Is that a combination of smash and crush?”

“I think so.” Her brow was knitted in concentration as she helped him toward the stairs.

Grace followed them to the hall and watched them start upstairs. They seemed to be managing very well, and it was touching to see the small child and the giant of a man together.

“It’s fine, Grace,” Donavan said. “She’s taking good care of me.” He smiled down at Frankie. “I may hire her until I get back on my feet.”

Frankie shook her head. “I’m too busy. And you don’t really need me. You’re just a little stiff from sitting tonight.”

“I’m glad that your diagnosis is so positive,” Donavan murmured. “Then Kilmer will be putting me back to work in no time.”

“I’ll send Luis up to help you undress,” Grace said.

“I can do it myself. As Frankie says, I’m getting past the point of needing anyone.”

Grace watched them disappear down the hall. Life for Frankie was so different from the existence she’d lived before coming here. Kilmer, Donavan, Blockman, and even several of Kilmer’s men were with her constantly. She never got a chance to be lonely. It wasn’t an ideal situation, but it wasn’t all that bad.

She turned and went back to the living room.

Robert had come into the room and was talking to Kilmer. He broke off when he saw Grace. “Hi. Got Frankie to bed?”

“No, I’m going up in a few minutes.”

“Then I’ll just say good night.” He started for the door. “See you in the morning.”

“Wait.” Her gaze was narrowed on him. “What’s happening, Robert?”

“Everything’s fine.”

Her gaze switched to Kilmer. “What are you keeping from me?”

“Evidently nothing,” Kilmer said. “Though I was hoping. Tell her, Blockman.”

Robert shrugged. “My guy Stolz, at Langley, thinks he’s narrowed in on the man who sold your location to Kersoff. He’s a computer guru named Nevins, and Stolz believes he’s negotiating again.”

Grace’s heart leaped with panic. “What?”

“Easy,” Kilmer said. “He doesn’t have anything to sell. He has no idea where we are.”

“Then why the devil would he be negotiating?”

“A double-cross?” Robert suggested. “Stolz isn’t sure. But Nevins has been working on something on his computer for days. He says it’s a project for North, but Stolz has doubts.”

“You think North is tracing us?”

“That’s not logical,” Kilmer said. “I was damn careful.”

“Stolz caught a partial number on Nevins’s computer before he blanked out the screen. Ops 751. He tried to access it later but came up with zilch.”

“Ops 751,” Grace repeated, and then shook her head. “Maybe it is a project for North.”

“We’re not letting it go without checking,” Kilmer said. “I’ll let you know as soon as we come up with something.”

“Will you?” she asked coolly. “You wouldn’t have said a word to me if I hadn’t interrupted your tête-à-tête.”

“I admit it,” Kilmer said. “Don’t blame Blockman. It was my decision. There’s no clear threat and I didn’t want you worrying for nothing.”

“It was a bad decision. I want to know everything you know.” She met his gaze. “And from now on it had better be that way.”

He nodded. “It will. I know when I’m pushing my luck.”

“Good. Then don’t do it again.” She turned and headed for the door. “Good night, Robert.”

“Good night.” Robert hurriedly exited the room.

“Good night, Grace.” Kilmer was ignoring the obvious omission. “Sleep well.”

“I’ll sleep very well. No problem.”

He laughed. “Liar.”

She looked back to see him walking out onto the porch. Cocky bastard. No, not cocky. He’d have to be in a coma not to know how she felt about him. Even though she was angry, it wouldn’t change the sexual charge between them that interfered with sleep, thought, and every waking action.

Marry me.

The proposal had stunned her and then panicked her. Because for the first few seconds the words had sent joy and hope ringing through her. Totally unreasonable, totally without a trace of practicality. Yet the joy had been there.

She had reached her room and paused outside the door to gather her composure before facing Frankie. She seemed to be having to do that constantly these days. Hiding her fear, hiding her affair with Kilmer, hiding her worries about the future.

Frankie was getting into bed as Grace opened the door. “Hi, Mom.” She pulled up the covers and nestled her head on the pillow. “I think Donavan is going to be able to walk without that crutch pretty soon, don’t you?”

“Probably. He seems to have made an amazing recovery.” She crossed to the bed and tucked the covers around her daughter. “And it’s nice of you to help him.”

“I like him. I like everyone here.” She yawned. “But I like Jake best. Soul mates . . . that’s a nice thing to be, isn’t it?”

“Very nice.” She turned out the lamp on the nightstand. “Now go to sleep, baby.”

“You like him much better now. I can tell.” She huddled on her side. “You spend a lot of time together. . . .”

Grace stiffened. She should have known a kid as sharp as Frankie would have noticed. “Do we?”

“Sure, like tonight when you were out on the porch.”

“Oh.”

“You must have a lot to talk about.”

“Uh, sometimes.”

“I’m glad. Like I told you, talking to him makes you look . . . happy. All shining and pink and soft.”

“Sounds like a newborn baby,” she said dryly.

Frankie giggled. “That’s silly.”

“Yes, it is. Now, go to sleep.”

“I will.” Frankie nestled deeper. “But when I’m as old as Jake I’m not going to sleep more than a couple hours a night. I’m going to play my piano and write music and go for lots of rides.”

“Horses have to sleep too.”

“I’d let them sleep. After all, I wouldn’t need to ride all the time.” She yawned again. “There’s too much else to do. . . .”

Yes, for children, life was exciting and new and filled with anticipation. Particularly for her Frankie.

And her Frankie had fallen asleep.

She sat down on the other bed, gazing at her. Frankie had been hinting very broadly, stressing her liking for Kilmer, tacitly giving her approval of the time they spent together. Her daughter knew nothing about him except what was on the surface, what her instincts told her.

And did Grace know any more than that? She knew his background, but he’d never talked about anything in the past. She knew he was clever and dynamic, fair to his men and lethal to his enemies.

And, God help her, she knew his body intimately and wanted him with a voracious appetite that was close to addiction. Just thinking about sex with him was arousing.

Then don’t think about it. Go to bed and try to get to sleep. Don’t dwell on that impossible proposal. The only things Kilmer and she had ever done together were sex and military operations.

Wait. That wasn’t so bad. On missions they had meshed like a finely tuned Swiss clock, supplying each other’s needs before being asked. And sex was the same. Perhaps she did know Kilmer and the way he felt and thought. Perhaps they were instinctively attuned to each other. If that was true, then the learning process might not be as difficult as—

Good Lord, she was actually considering the possibility. Insanity.

No way.

She stood up, drew back the covers, and started to get undressed.
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Hanley, I need you to have your men ready to move,” Nevins said. “I’m very close. But I won’t get more than a few minutes or North may find out what I’m doing.”

“You’ve found out where Kilmer and Archer are? Someone there knows where they’re—”

“No, I told you. No one knows. But there’s a man who’s in touch with them and I can get the information from him.”

“Give me his name. I’ll find out.”

“I don’t believe he knows. He’s in communication with them once every evening, but I’ve tapped his phone and Blockman’s not giving him any information.”

“Trace the call.”

“No way. Blockman’s not an amateur. He’s using equipment to block a trace.”

“Then how are you going to get me the information?”

“Try an unusual method. The eight-hundred-pound gorilla.”

“What?”

“Just get your men positioned in the center of the U.S. so that they can move in any direction fast. I’ll notify you when I can give you a definite time when I’ll know. I’ll expect you to transfer the remaining money into my account before I give you the location.”

Hanley didn’t speak for a moment. “If you’re wrong or you’re crossing me, you’ll regret it.”

“I’m no fool. And I won’t be wrong. I just want to be paid for my work. This is chancy, and I may have to leave my job and get out of here quick. I’ll need that money. It may be as early as tomorrow, so position your men accordingly.” Nevins hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair, his gaze on the computer screen. Close. He’d have been able to tap the password days ago if he hadn’t had to be so careful. His computer could be monitored by his superiors, and he’d had to mask where the program originated by cloning the node while he was working on it.

His superiors. He had no superior here at Langley, he thought scornfully. Would North or Crane ever be able to infiltrate a program like Ops 75132? No, they used men like him, who had the brains they didn’t.

And he’d spoken the truth about the chance he was taking. Stolz was suspicious and was stalking him even as Nevins was stalking Stolz. And Ops 75132 probably had a hundred different alarms. The percentage was high that he’d miss disarming one.

Maybe not. He’d be careful and he only had to have control for a minute before scooting out of the program. Then he’d be on his way, phoning Hanley from his car as he headed for the bank. Seven hours later he’d be in Guatemala. A day later he’d arrive in Brazil with new ID papers and enough money to set up his own computer operation. He’d have everything. Money, women, and the respect he deserved.

He eagerly leaned forward and started working again on tapping the eight-hundred-pound gorilla.

         

Ops 751?” Donavan repeated. “It’s not much to go on.”

“It’s all Stolz saw before Nevins shut down his computer. He said he didn’t catch the entire number.”

“I’ll get on it right away.” Donavan reached for the phone. “But it might be useless. It could be anything.”

“Try. You have enough contacts in Washington to find out who the President is sleeping with. You should be able to decipher an ops number.”

“I didn’t say it was impossible.” Donavan grinned. “And I’m glad to have something to do besides distract your daughter. She’s a great kid, but she’s too sharp. She keeps me on my toes and I’m a sick man.”

“She keeps us all on our toes.”

“And it wouldn’t surprise me if she knew what was going on.”

Kilmer frowned. “She’d better not. She may be old for her age, but she’s not ready for that.”

“The G-rated version.” Donavan waved him out of the room. “Let me get to work. I’ll try to have something for you by tomorrow.”

         

You’re sure that Nevins will come through?” Marvot asked. “I’m becoming a little impatient, Hanley.”

“Tomorrow. He’ll come through. I know it,” Hanley said. “I told you I’d take care of everything.”

“Yes, you did. I consider that a promise. Don’t break it.” He hung up and turned to Guillaume. “We’re getting close. In a few days the Pair should have their playmate. Won’t that be exciting?”

         

I have to go,” Grace whispered as she raised herself on her elbow. “It’s after five. Frankie will be—”

“Expecting you,” Kilmer finished for her. “You’re safe. You shouldn’t worry. You know Donavan isn’t going to let her run down here.”

“I still have to leave.” She started to dress. “And someone has to worry. You don’t seem to care if she finds out or not.”

“I don’t.” He leaned back on the straw. “I’m beyond that. I’ve already offered to make an honest woman of you. Maybe if Frankie knew we were . . . close, it would tip the scales in my direction.”

“She does know.”

He went still. “What?”

“At least she notices we want to spend time together. She’s not unobservant.”

“Donavan said she was too sharp to be fooled entirely. I’m surprised you didn’t panic and throw me out.”

“I would if it hurt her. It doesn’t seem to bother her if I take this little time for myself.”

“And you need it.”

She didn’t answer.

He was suddenly on his knees before her, unzipping her jeans.

“No.”

“Tell me you need it.” His lips were on the soft skin of her belly, and she could feel his warm breath as he said, “Give me that much.”

Oh, God. She was surrounded by the headiness of sight, scent, and touch. The dimness of the barn, the smell of hay and Kilmer. Kilmer’s tongue . . . “I have to go.”

His tongue licked delicately, sending a hot shiver through her. Her hands closed tightly on his hair.

“Only that much, Grace.”

Only that much wasn’t enough for her. She wanted him to pull her down again and—

She tore away from him and backed against the stall door. “Damn you, Kilmer.”

He sat back on his heels. “I have to make you want to come back tomorrow. Since you won’t simplify things and let us sleep together with all the proper sanctions.”

“Stop talking about it.” She zipped up her jeans and thrust her shirt into the waistband. “Frankie wouldn’t understand a marriage made so that two people could make out. And I don’t want her to understand. It should mean something.”

“Then stop being stubborn. Let’s give it a chance to mean something. Do you think most of those teenage kids who line up at registry offices know what marriage is all about? All they’re thinking about is sex. We have a lot better chance of making it work, because we have the maturity to fight for it.”

She shook her head and turned away. “I’m going to the house. Give me fifteen minutes before you come after me.”

“I’m in no hurry.” He stretched out on the blanket. “I believe I’ll lie here and listen to Cosmo’s melodious braying. It says something that when we’re making love I never even hear it. It has to be the most raucous sound on the face of the earth.”

“I think that’s why the Pair like him so much. He’s an outcast like them.”

“I never considered that possibility. Thanks for the insight.”

“You’re welcome. That’s all the help you’re going to get from me with the Pair.”

“You’re not thinking I’m seducing you because I want your help? No way.”

She looked back at him as she opened the stall door. He was still naked and looked tough, lazy, and completely sensual. She glanced quickly away. “No, I’m not thinking that. You’re not that good an actor. I’ll see you at dinner.”

         

I’ve got it,” Nevins said. “Transfer the money, Hanley. I’ll call the bank in an hour and, if it’s there, by tonight you’ll have your location.”

“You’d better be right,” Hanley said. “I have men in St. Louis waiting for the go-ahead and I wouldn’t like to appear foolish.” He hung up.

That last sentence had been another threat, Nevins thought. But he didn’t have to worry about that son of a bitch’s threats any longer. He had control. The only thing that could go wrong was if Blockman didn’t phone Stolz tonight. But Blockman had been regular as clockwork checking in with him so far. Nine o’clock Eastern time. A conversation that seldom lasted more than two minutes and then the disconnect.

But two minutes would be enough for him.

He was ready.

         

There’s no Ops 751,” Donavan said when Kilmer came into the house. “But the army has several ops programs. I have my contact going through the list to see what he can come up with. It’s not easy. The 75 series are supposed to be classified.”

“You can do it?”

“Sure. There aren’t any secrets these days that can’t be brought to light. But classified takes longer.” He grinned. “Maybe another day. Top-secret could take a week.”

“The army . . .” Kilmer frowned thoughtfully. “What could Nevins be doing messing around with army records? I don’t like it.”

“If you could get Blockman to put a spur under his man Stolz to get me the rest of those numbers, I might be able to tell you.”

“He’s doing all he can.” He checked his watch: 6:15 P.M. “But I’ll talk to him before his nine o’clock call to Stolz.”

         

Almost time. Eight fifty-nine EST.

Nevins tensed, his eyes on the screen where he’d programmed Stolz’s number.

Come on, damn you. Ring.

The phone rang at 9:02 P.M.

He went into action. His fingers flying over the keyboard.

Bring it in. Bring it in. Bring it in.

Locked!

Yes.

His eyes were glued to the screen. There it was, whirling, zeroing in.

Just another minute. Stay on the phone one more minute, Stolz.

He didn’t need another minute!

He bent forward over the keyboard.

Got it.

         

No more information,” Blockman told Kilmer. “Nevins is being elusive. A week ago he was on Stolz’s heels, nosy as hell. Now he’s practically ignoring Stolz and being very cagey. Every time Stolz gets near his cubicle, he’s doing everything from making North’s and Crane’s hotel reservations to answering North’s interoffice memos for him.” He added dryly, “But curiously enough, Nevins is always in the first stages of the job. Fancy that.”

“I don’t fancy it at all,” Kilmer said. “If he’s not trying to get information from Stolz, then he has another source.”

“Ops 751?” He shrugged. “You said Donavan is working on it.”

“If he’s not going down a blind alley. His source says it’s probably an army designation. It doesn’t make sense that they’d have any information about Grace.”

“Stolz is doing all he can,” Blockman said. “Nevins is a wizard and is covering his tracks. Even if I dropped an anonymous tip to North about him, I doubt if he’d be able to catch him.”

“If you can’t get more information from Stolz, then we’ll try it anyway.” Kilmer turned to go into the house. “Catch him or not, I want the bastard’s hands tied.”

         

Wake up.” Donavan threw open the door and hobbled on his crutch into Kilmer’s room. “I just got a call from my source in Washington. He gave me a list of Army Ops 75 projects.” He thrust the piece of paper at Kilmer. “Take a look at it and see if the same one strikes you in the gut.”

The list had seven project numbers on it. Kilmer’s gaze scanned them quickly until he came to number five: 75132.

“Holy shit.”

“That’s what I thought,” Donavan said grimly. “The question is, could Nevins pull it off?”

“Stolz says he’s a wizard. I wouldn’t want to take the chance.” His mind was quickly going over the possibilities. “He’s not interested in Stolz anymore because he realized he could approach the problem in another way. But he already had what he needed from him. He probably knew what time Blockman was making the calls. Even if he couldn’t trace them, he could latch on to the signal.”

“And let Ops 751 take care of it. Is it too late?”

“It may be.” Kilmer was throwing on his clothes. “It depends how far along Nevins was at nine this evening. Call the bunkhouse and get the guys moving. Tell Blockman I want him up here quick.”

“Grace and Frankie?”

“I’ll wake them. Jesus, I’m sure as hell not looking forward to it.” He went to the window and gazed out into the darkness. “No headlights on the road. But they could be coming by air. Get moving, Donavan.”

         

A hand was covering Grace’s mouth!

Her lids flew open at the same time the edge of her hand aimed at the throat of the blurred figure bending over her.

Kilmer caught her hand before it reached his throat. “Shh,” he whispered. “Try not to scare Frankie. Just wake her and tell her we have to move out. Now.”

Her heart jumped with panic. She tore his hand away from her lips. “How can I not scare her? Marvot?”

“Mom?” Frankie was sitting up in bed. “Something wrong?”

“Yes.” She was out of bed and throwing on her clothes. “Get dressed. Hurry.”

Frankie threw back the covers and jumped out of bed, her gaze on Kilmer. “What’s happening, Jake?”

“I’m not certain. Maybe nothing. I just want to take precautions.” He squatted in front of her. “There’s an old hunters’ cabin in the mountains. I’m going to send you and your mother and your friend Robert up there for a day or so. Nothing’s going to happen to you, I promise.”

“Why aren’t you going?”

“It’s better if I stay here to let you know when you can come back.” He stood up. “Now, hurry up. Robert should be waiting for you downstairs.”

“Okay.” Frankie ran to the bureau and started pulling out clothes.

Frustration was battling with panic as Grace got her knapsack down from the closet. Dammit, she’d done this only days ago. When would it stop? “Why are we on the run?” she asked Kilmer in a voice inaudible to Frankie. “What’s happening?”

“Ops 751 is probably Ops 75132,” he said. “It’s a satellite sent up by Army Intelligence two years ago. Presumably to gather military information to save the U.S. from terrorist attacks. A beautifully crafted spy vehicle with all the bells and whistles. It’s fully capable of grabbing a signal and zeroing in on any location in the world if pointed in the right direction.” He paused. “And like everything else in our modern-day world, it’s controlled by computers.”

Computers. “Nevins,” she whispered. “But how could he gain control of it? How would it be possible?”

“He’s brilliant. High-school hackers have broken into top-secret war rooms with no problem. Nevins is smarter, more experienced, and motivated. It’s definitely possible. I just don’t know if he’s done it yet or if we got lucky. I’m not taking any chances.” He started for the door. “Get out of here, Grace. I don’t know how much— Shit!”

She heard them too.

Rotors. A helicopter.

“Out!” Kilmer grabbed Frankie up in his arms and started at a run for the door. “Drop everything. Move.”

Grace was already running through the hall and down the stairs.

Robert was waiting at the foot of the stairs. “The jeep’s parked in back.” He grabbed Frankie’s hand as Kilmer set her down and strode toward the kitchen door. “Kilmer, how safe is that cabin?”

“It’s in the backwoods. A day or two. I should be able to reach you by then.”

The rotors were louder, lower as they reached the jeep.

“I won’t count on it,” Robert said. “If you don’t call me within twelve hours, I’m going to find another place to take them.”

He meant that Kilmer might be dead within twelve hours, Grace thought, chilled. She looked up at the night sky and saw the blue-white lights of the helicopter. She turned to Kilmer. “What are you going to do?”

“Take them out.” He lifted Frankie into the jeep. “What else?” He stepped back. “Move it, Blockman. Don’t turn on your lights. Get out of here before they see you. And no matter what happens, keep on going.”

A spatter of bullets splayed over the house from the helicopter.

A bedroom window shattered and glass showered down on the roof of the jeep.

Take them out? Grace thought frantically. That was military artillery the helicopter was firing. They had to dodge those bullets while waiting for the helicopter to get close enough to take their shot.

She glanced back over her shoulder as Robert tore down the road. The helicopter’s bullets were strafing the stable yard, and by the beam of the helicopter she could see men moving, running, ducking.

“Mom . . .” Frankie cuddled closer. “What about Jake?”

“He’ll be fine.” God, she hoped she was telling the truth. She wanted nothing more than to jump out and run back to the house that was now riddled with bullet holes. “He knows what he’s doing.”

“But I don’t see him.”

Neither did Grace. And the helicopter was lower now, the lights illuminating the scene with daylight clarity.

Where was Kilmer?

         

Do you want me to take the shot?” Donavan asked.

“No, I’ll do it.” Kilmer sighted down the barrel of the Springfield. “Of course, if you want to help, you could distract them by running across the stable yard.”

“Very funny. It better be soon. I figure that they’ll make one more pass to do as much damage as they can. Then they’ll land out of range in one of the paddocks and pour out of that tin can like gangbusters.”

“How remiss of me to not have a ground-to-air missile launcher. Sorry to keep you waiting.”

“You should be. After my recent experience at El Tariq, my nerves are in a very delicate state. Just get it—”

“They’re coming back.”

Smart. They were moving fast and changing directions with every assault. This time they were coming in from the north. If the helicopter didn’t swerve from its present course, he should get a clear shot at the gas tank.

One shot.

“It better be good,” Donavan murmured. “Or you’ll never hear the end of it from me.”

“So what’s new?”

Coming fast. Make the shot a little ahead of the target. . . . 

         

The helicopter exploded in a fiery detonation that lit up the night sky.

Grace’s arm tightened fiercely around Frankie. “Got them.”

Frankie was staring at the flaming wreckage plummeting to the ground. “Is Jake safe now?”

“I think so.” She supposed she shouldn’t display this barbaric satisfaction in front of Frankie. To hell with it. It was what she was feeling. She could explain later. “At least, safer.”

“Then can we go back?”

“You heard Jake,” Robert said. “We’re not to come back until he phones us and gives us the okay. I doubt if that’s going to happen. He’s probably going to arrange to meet us somewhere.”

Frankie obviously couldn’t take her eyes from the wreckage. “Because there will be someone else coming to the ranch,” she whispered. “Another helicopter?”

“I don’t know,” Grace said. “But, yes, someone will be coming.”

“I hoped maybe after Charlie—” Frankie’s hands clenched at her safety belt as she was flung about the jeep. They had reached the foothills and the jeep was bouncing over the rutted road. “We have to hide again?”

Grace nodded.

“That man must hate you to want to hurt you this much,” Frankie said.

“Marvot? Yes, he doesn’t like to be beaten. He wanted something from me and didn’t get it.”

“Then I hate him too. I hope he was on that helicopter.”

“He wasn’t. Marvot hires people to do his dirty work. That’s why we have to keep on running. There’s always someone else for him to pay.”

“It shouldn’t be that way.” Frankie’s voice was shaking with anger. “He should be punished. Someone should make him stop. Why don’t we do it?”

“I’ve told you that—”

“Jake could do it. Is he going to try?”

“Perhaps.”

“Then we should help him.”

God, this was hard. “Frankie, Marvot could hurt you. It’s crazy, but it’s not only me; he wants to hurt you too. I can’t let that happen. Even if it means hiding for a while. It can’t last forever.”

“It’s wrong, Mom. We shouldn’t let him—”

The jeep veered wildly to the left as the front tires blew!

“Christ.” Robert fought wildly for control as the jeep jolted down the incline. “Hold on. I can’t keep it on—”

A pine was looming dead ahead!

“No!” Grace released her seat belt, grabbing Frankie closer, trying to protect her from possible flying glass. “Keep your head down. Close your eyes, baby! It will be—”

Pain.

Darkness.

         

Move out,” Kilmer called as he watched the burning helicopter hit the ground. “Donavan, tell Estevez to get the equipment and men in the truck. I want to be heading for those mountains in five minutes. Set up the helicopter to land near the cabin in thirty.” He turned to Dillon, who had run up to him. “Casualties?”

“No deaths. Vazquez has a splinter piercing his left shoulder. I stopped the bleeding.”

“Can he function?”

Dillon nodded. “No problem.”

“Then go help Donavan round up—” His head suddenly lifted to the sky. “Christ, no.”

“What is it?” Dillon asked.

“Rotors. Another damn helicopter.”

“I’ll tell the men to take cover.” He sprinted away.

“Yeah.” But the rotors didn’t sound close. What the hell? And he should be seeing lights.

Then he saw them in the distance. Not heading in this direction. The helicopter was circling, coming down somewhere in the foothills.

“No!” He ran toward the truck. “Donavan!”

         

The helicopter was ascending again by the time they reached the foothills.

“Shall I try to take it down?” Donavan asked. “The distance isn’t too—”

“No.” His gaze was searching the sides of the road. “It’s not safe. Where the devil— Blockman didn’t have time to reach the cabin when the helicopter popped up. He has to—”

“On the slope,” Dillon yelled from the back of the truck. “I see something on the—”

Kilmer screeched to a halt and jumped out of the driver’s seat. “Fan out. Look sharp.”

It could be a trap. A decoy. But he could see the outline of the jeep ahead.

No shots.

The terrain was bare and stark except for his men heading down the slope. The moon was bright and full, and he should be able to see anyone lying in wait.

“I see something,” Dillon called softly. “On the ground by the driver’s seat.”

Kilmer saw him too. Blockman was lying on his back, blood pouring from his leg. He couldn’t see Grace or Frankie.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

He skidded the rest of the way down the slope. “Blockman, what the hell happened?”

Blockman opened his eyes. “Trap. They must have guessed you’d try to send Grace away from the ranch and dropped some men down here in the foothills. Tried to stop them. Grace . . .”

“They took Grace?”

Blockman shook his head. “Took Frankie. Didn’t get . . . Grace. The ravine. Bastards. I tried to stop them, but they—”

He stiffened. “Stop them from doing what?”

“Hurt her . . .” His eyes closed. “Tried to—”

“You said the ravine?”

Blockman didn’t answer.

Kilmer jumped to his feet and glanced in the wreckage of the jeep on the way to the ravine on the other side of the road.

No Grace. No Frankie.

Maybe Blockman was out of his head. Why would they leave Grace instead of taking her with them?

Don’t think about it.

Search for them. Find them.

“Donavan, turn the truck and beam those lights down in the ravine.”

She was lying on her side at the bottom of the ravine like a crumpled doll.

“Christ. Get me a first-aid kit.” He was skidding down the thirty-foot embankment. He fell, got up, and fell again before he finally reached her.

He dropped to his knees and shone his flashlight on her face. Unconscious.

So still.

He checked her pulse.

Alive.

He was dizzy with relief.

“Okay?” Donavan was beside him with the first-aid kit.

“No,” Kilmer said unevenly. “She’s not okay. I don’t know how bad it is. But she’s alive and I’ll keep her alive.” He turned to Dillon as he checked Grace for broken bones. “Search the area to make sure Frankie’s not here. Blockman said they took her, but he could be out of his head.”

“The helicopter should be here within five minutes,” Donavan said. “We’ll get her fixed up, Kilmer.”

“You’re damn right we will.” He rose to his feet. Concussion? Internal injuries? “Phone them and tell them we’re going to need medical help. How is Blockman?”

“Okay. The bullet passed through and he’s not bleeding much now.”

“No Frankie.” Dillon was back. “It’s pretty clear terrain up beyond this ravine. We’d see her if she—” He bit his lower lip. “But the guys don’t want to give up. Could we stay and keep on looking for her?”

All the guys cared about Frankie. They didn’t want to let there be even the tiniest chance that she might be alone in these hills.

Or not alone.

Kilmer felt the same way. But Blockman had said they’d taken Frankie. The chances were almost nil she’d still be around here.

He pushed Grace’s hair back from her forehead. Dammit, why didn’t she wake or at least stir?

Screw it. He had to stay with Grace, but he wasn’t going to think logically and miss the slightest chance of finding Frankie.

“You and Vazquez stay behind and keep looking. I’ll send the helicopter back for you in the morning.”
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Kilmer’s face was a swimming blur before her as Grace slowly opened her eyes. He was bending over her. . . . Had they just made love? Love? She mustn’t confuse sex for love, but sometimes it was difficult to—

The jeep crashing into the pine tree.

“Frankie!” Grace sat bolt upright on the bed, her gaze frantically searching the room. “Where’s Frankie?”

“Easy.” Kilmer’s hand tightened around hers. “Frankie’s alive.”

“But she’s hurt? I tried to keep her from—” She swung her feet to the floor. “I’ve got to see her.”

“That’s not possible.”

Her gaze flew back to his face. “You lied to me,” she whispered. “She’s not alive. She was killed in that crash.”

“I’m not lying to you, Grace. Blockman says she was alive and conscious the last time he saw her.”

“The last time he saw her? What the hell are you talking about?”

“I’m trying to tell you. Calm down. Be quiet and listen to me. Okay?”

She wanted to scream at him, tell him that she couldn’t be calm, not when Frankie was— She drew a deep breath. It wasn’t going to do Frankie any good if she was hysterical. “Tell me. Where’s Frankie?”

“I’m not sure.” He paused. “Probably El Tariq.”

“Oh, my God.”

“I’ll get her back, Grace.”

Don’t fall apart. Keep control. “No, I’ll get her back. What happened? The last thing I remember was Robert crashing into that pine tree.”

“There was another helicopter. It landed in the foothills. The first helicopter must have dropped men on the mountain, and they worked their way down and were waiting for you. They shot out the front tires and you went off the road and banged into the tree. You were tossed out of the car and rolled down a steep slope to the bottom of the ravine. Blockman said Hanley sent a few men down to get you, but he called them back when he saw the headlights of my truck in the distance. He was cursing a blue streak, but he grabbed Frankie and took off for the helicopter.”

“Hanley,” she repeated. “Marvot’s number-two man. How did Robert know it was Hanley?”

“Hanley wanted to make sure he knew. He told him before he shot him in the leg to drive it home. He gave Blockman a message to give to you. He said Marvot would be in touch.”

“Why Frankie?” she whispered.

“I’m sure Marvot will give you the opportunity to ask that question.” He paused. “I can guess. So can you.”

Yes, she could guess. “He’s going to hold Frankie as a hostage.” She could feel the waves of anger and terror wash over her. “Son of a bitch.”

“I’ll get her back, Grace.”

“You won’t do anything that will give that bastard an excuse to hurt her.” She closed her eyes tightly. “What if she’s hurt now? Robert said she was conscious. He wouldn’t know if she was hurt or not. They wouldn’t care if they hurt her.”

“Blockman said Frankie kicked Hanley in the nuts as he dragged her into the helicopter. I’d say she’s in pretty good shape.”

“She’ll fight them.” She opened her eyes and brushed the hair back from her face with a shaking hand. “I taught her to fight. But what if she makes them angry? She’s only a little girl.”

“Grace, you’re not thinking. If they’re holding her hostage, they won’t want her hurt.”

“Damn you, how do you know? And no, I’m not thinking, I’m feeling. She’s my daughter. You couldn’t possibly realize how scared I am.”

“Maybe not.” He looked away from her. “But I know how scared I am. You don’t have the monopoly on loving Frankie. I may not have the right to feel possessive of her, but I have the right to love her. She gives me that right by being what she is, not who she is.” He added roughly, “And I’m going to keep on loving her and doing what’s best for her. So don’t you dare try to shut me out of getting her away from Marvot. It’s not going to happen.”

“You . . . love her?”

“For God’s sake, Grace. How the hell could I help it? Did you think I just wanted to be with her out of some sense of paternal pride? She’s bloody wonderful.”

“Yes, she is.” The tears were running down her cheeks. “And she’s probably scared. She won’t let them see it, but she’ll be scared.”

He sat down beside her and pulled her into his arms. “I know.” He rocked her back and forth. “It’s killing me.”

The comfort of his arms didn’t stop the terror, but the knowledge that she wasn’t alone in that terror helped. Her arms tightened around him. “Why take a helpless little girl?”

“Who managed to kick one of his men in the nuts. I bet he’s not thinking she’s so helpless.” He pushed her back to look down at her. “And we’re not helpless either just because he found a way to take Frankie. We’ll get her back well and safe.” He brushed a kiss on her forehead. “I have to leave for a few moments and talk to Dr. Krallon. He should have a report for me on Blockman and Vazquez.”

“Vazquez was hurt too?”

He nodded. “But it wasn’t bad enough to keep him from searching the site of the wreck all night on the chance of finding Frankie. He doesn’t believe affection should be dictated by blood either.”

Another name hit home. “Dr. Krallon.” She looked around her at the rough but comfortable furniture of the living room. “Is this the place where you sent him?”

“It was convenient. I needed medical help and this place is safe. The ranch is closed down, and I’m transferring the horses to Charlie’s farm in Alabama.”

Her lips twisted. “I’m so upset, I didn’t even notice where we were.”

“You’re a little preoccupied.” He headed for the door. “And you didn’t even ask about your own injuries. You have a banged-up right knee, a bruised rib cage, and a minor concussion. The knee may cause you the most trouble. It will heal, but it’s going to hurt like hell.” He opened the door. “And it would be smart to try to get some rest. You were out for the last eight hours and that will help, but you’re nowhere near normal. You may have to be a hundred percent pretty damn quick.”

She didn’t want rest. Her nerves were screaming and she wanted to throw on her clothes and go after Frankie.

“I know.” His gaze was reading her expression. “I feel the same way. But we have to wait. It’s not our move.”

“Wait for Marvot to call me.” That would be the next move.

“Yes.”

“How will he know how to reach me?”

“Blockman said that Hanley scanned his number into his cell phone. Marvot will be using that number. But I don’t believe he’ll be in any hurry. He wants you to be frantic. He wants you to think about all the things he can do to hurt Frankie.”

“I will think about it,” she whispered. “I can’t help it.”

“Neither can I.” The door shut behind him.

She hesitated and then forced herself to lie back down on the bed. Rest, heal, and wait.

And pray.

         

The phone call came from Marvot over twenty-four hours later. “How delightful to hear your voice again, Grace. I was very disappointed when you deserted me all those years ago. I had great plans for you.”

“Where’s my daughter?”

“Charming child. So deliciously lethal. I’d know she was your daughter if I ran into her in the middle of the desert.”

“She’s a frightened little girl.”

“Tell Hanley that. She bit his wrist so badly that he had to have it cleaned and bandaged. Did you know that human bites are particularly subject to infection? He was very angry.”

“He deserved it.”

“I had a good deal of trouble convincing him of that. He wanted to tie her legs together and throw her into the sea. He doesn’t admire spirit the way I do.”

“Don’t hurt her.”

“Are you pleading?”

Her hand tightened on the phone. “Yes, I’m pleading.”

“I thought you’d be willing to beg for the sake of your child. I have a child of my own and I know how they have a tendency to weaken us. I fight it all the time. Tell me, is Kilmer equally upset?”

“No. Why should he be?”

“Really, Grace, do you believe I wouldn’t pay to know everything about you? Including the name of the father of your child? But it wouldn’t surprise me if he didn’t have the same pain as you. He hasn’t had the experience of raising a child that we have. It’s different seeing a baby born and knowing that your blood flows through his veins.”

“How can I get my daughter back?”

“You have to complete the work you started. I believe you’re aware that would be the price.”

“I don’t know what you want from me. I’ve never known.”

“I want you to tame the Pair. I want them to love you. I want them to obey you. I want them to be happy to take you wherever you wish.”

“Why?”

“That’s none of your concern.”

“What if we work a trade? I give myself up and you turn Frankie over to Kilmer.”

“No deal. I’ll have you both. At first, I was very angry with Hanley for not getting the two of you. But on consideration I believe it may be better this way. If he’d taken both of you, then I’d have had to deal with Kilmer. He’d have come roaring after you. He’s a man with warrior instincts and his own agenda. He might weigh that agenda against your daughter’s life. I understand that conflict. But you won’t permit that to happen. You’ll be the one to control Kilmer. You won’t let him be unduly precipitous and force me to kill your little girl. Isn’t that true?”

“Yes, it’s true.”

“Then we can proceed with our plans. You’ll come to El Tariq immediately. Kilmer will do nothing. Is that clear?”

“It’s clear.”

“If there’s any sign of him or any of his men, I’ll give your little Frankie to my men to rape and then I’ll kill her myself. Do you understand?”

She closed her eyes. “I understand.”

“Then I’m looking forward to seeing you and introducing you to my son. He can’t wait to see you with the Pair.” He hung up.

         

Well?” Kilmer asked.

“I’m to go to El Tariq immediately. If you interfere in any way, Frankie dies after being gang-raped.”

Kilmer muttered a curse. “You can’t go. Leave it to me.”

“The hell I’ll leave it to you. Marvot doesn’t bluff.” She met his gaze. “You know that as well as I do.”

His hands clenched into fists at his sides. “I know you’ll both die if you walk into that trap.”

“Kilmer.”

He drew a deep breath and then nodded jerkily. “Okay, we have to protect Frankie. I’m not arguing that.”

“You’d better not. Marvot said you had warrior instincts. He’s right. But you’re going to suppress them or so help me God I’ll kill you myself.” She got to her feet. Her knees were shaking and she had to reach out to grab the back of the chair to keep from falling. “Nothing’s going to happen to Frankie.”

Kilmer gazed at her for a moment before he said quietly, “You know that your going will only be a temporary reprieve. He’s not going to let either one of you live after you give him what he wants.”

“He didn’t even make the offer,” she said bitterly. “He knew I’d come because there was a chance I could delay the inevitable.”

“Or in the hope that you could save her.”

“It’s not a hope. It’s going to happen.” Jesus, she was sick to her stomach. She kept picturing Frankie with those bastards. She had to stop it. She couldn’t think when she was this scared. “It has to happen.”

“You’re shaking. Would you like me to fix you a drink?”

She shook her head. “Coffee. Black. I’m going to go to the bathroom and splash water on my face.”

He nodded, his gaze on her face. “Good idea.”

Frankie . . . 

She made it to the bathroom just in time before she threw up. Oh, God . . . 

“Okay.” Kilmer was beside her, holding her steady as she heaved.

“Go away.”

“No way.” His grasp tightened. “Never again. Finished?”

She nodded.

He turned her toward the sink. “Lean.” He flushed the toilet and grabbed a washcloth and dampened it. He gently washed her face before throwing the washcloth down and gathering her in his arms. “Hold on to me.”

She shook her head. “I’m not weak. I can’t be weak.”

“Who said you were? I need someone to hold on to.” His voice was husky. “Do you think you’re alone in this? I . . . love that little girl. And I’ve got a good chance of losing both of you.”

He was shaking. She’d never known Kilmer to be this traumatized. Her arms slowly slid around him. “I’m so scared, Kilmer,” she whispered.

“So am I.” He buried his face in her hair. “Warrior, shit. I’m not going to make a move that could hurt her, Grace. I just want to keep you both alive.”

She wanted to stay here, held safe and secure against the harshness that lay ahead. But Frankie wasn’t safe or secure.

She pushed him away. “Then we’d better find a way to do that.” She tried to steady her voice. “Get out of here and let me wash my mouth out.”

He hesitated, staring at her. Then he turned away. “Ten minutes.”

         

You were longer than ten minutes.” Kilmer looked up as she walked into the kitchen.

“I was upstairs throwing things into a suitcase.”

He poured her coffee. “Gun?”

She shook her head. “Marvot will have me searched. I’ll leave that to you to plant when I need it.”

He went still. “Me? I’m going to be allowed to help?”

“Don’t try to con me. You know you wouldn’t stand by if you could find a way to make a move.”

“A safe move,” he corrected.

“I trust you.” She moistened her lips. “I have to trust you. I can’t get her out by myself. But I’m the one who has to call the shots. You don’t do anything until I let you know it’s safe for her.”

“And how are you going to do that?”

“You’re going to have someone watching me. I’ve packed four blue chambray shirts and one khaki shirt. If I wear the khaki shirt it will signal that something’s going to happen, a change, maybe an escape attempt. It will signal you to be on the alert.”

“An escape attempt? At El Tariq?”

She thought about it. “Maybe. But after you plucked Donavan out of his hands, it’s going to be difficult. Maybe it will be to signal you we’re going to that oasis in the desert. I can’t be sure that Marvot won’t take us there.”

“And what if Marvot decides to leave Frankie at El Tariq?”

She shook her head. “I won’t let him. I’ll find a way. Just be ready.”

“I’ll be ready.” He looked down into his coffee cup. “Anything else?”

“Yes. I need to know everything you’ve found out about the Pair. No more secrets, Kilmer.”

“No secrets. I would have told you anytime you asked. You weren’t interested.”

He was right. She hadn’t wanted to know anything about the Pair. She hadn’t wanted to be involved. “I’m interested now. I’m not working blind like I did all those years ago. I have to have all the weapons I can beg, borrow, or steal. And knowledge is a very powerful weapon.”

“Then ask away.”

“What did you steal from Marvot that roused him enough to go after me?”

“A map. It was tucked into a very fancy pouch with the heads of the Pair embroidered on it.”

“What kind of map?”

“A map of a general location in the Sahara. I’d judge it to be within fifty miles of the oasis where Marvot sets up camp with the Pair.”

“What location? What’s there?”

“Something Marvot wants very badly.”

“What, dammit?”

“A prototype of an engine built by a British inventor over fifteen years ago. His name was Hugh Burton, and he lived in the Sahara most of his adult life. His father was an archaeologist, but he was an electrical engineer. He was a genius at his profession and he was equally clever at training horses. He had a passion for his horses and had a small stable near Tangiers. Owners came from all over Europe to pay him to train their horses.”

“Get back to the engine.”

“It’s all part of it. It seems that the father and son’s vocations became a complement to each other at some point.”

“What do you mean?”

“Hugh’s father unearthed a battery pack in an ancient tomb in Egypt. It wasn’t the first time that such a device had been found, but this one was incredibly efficient. It made the advances Detroit has made in fuel-free engines look like kindergarten toys. Hugh persuaded his father not to report the find to the Egyptian government and began to work on creating the perfect engine. An engine that would eliminate the need for oil and revolutionize the world economy.”

“And he succeeded?”

“Oh, yes. It took him over seven years but he did it. Then he took it to the U.S., one of the biggest gas guzzlers in the world. He demonstrated it for a select number of congressmen who were big on environmental issues. They were impressed and were starting to negotiate with Burton for the rights. Then Burton quit the negotiations cold and went back to the Sahara.”

“Why?”

“While he was in Washington his father had been tortured and murdered by Marvot. Marvot had found out about the discovery and was trying to stop the negotiations until he could gain control of the engine from Burton. Can you imagine the power that would give him with the Middle Eastern oil states? If he released the engine to the Western world, it would destroy the oil cartel. Liquid gold would become dross.”

“If Burton broke off negotiations, then Marvot must have succeeded.”

He shook his head. “He loved his father and there wasn’t any way he’d let Marvot have anything he wanted after the murder.” He grimaced. “Marvot had pretty much butchered the old man. Burton went off his head when he saw him.”

“Then he should have made a deal with Marvot’s enemies.”

“At that point Burton thought the whole world was his enemy. He wanted nothing to do with anyone. He’d always been an odd bird, and that was enough to send him around the bend. He packed up and took off into the desert. He didn’t take much—the engine and several of his horses.”

“And Marvot followed him?”

“Yes, but Burton had lived in the desert, knew the people, and was able to lose himself by hooking up with a nomadic tribe. He’d known the Sheikh, Adam Ben Haroun, at school in England and they had common interests. The Sheikh’s tribe also raised fine Arabian horses.”

“How long was he with them?”

“It was four years before Marvot caught up with him. But Burton didn’t have the engine. He’d hidden it somewhere in the desert.”

“Didn’t Marvot force him to tell him where?”

“No, Burton died trying to escape. But Marvot managed to torture some information out of him before he was killed. He said he’d buried the engine in the dunes near the oasis and that he’d trained the Pair to find it.”

“The Pair?”

“They were born while Burton was on the run—a mare and a stallion. He broke them to be one-rider mounts and to kill anyone but him who tried to ride them. Evidently, he also taught them the way to his greatest treasure. It was a complicated business because the horses were trained never to go near the stash unless they were together. That way if someone stole one of the horses or killed one, no one would be able to retrieve the engine.”

“And that’s why Marvot had to find someone to ride the Pair?”

“You saw them. They wouldn’t be ridden. He had a choice of risking killing them or finding someone they would accept. He’s tried drugs, imported a truckload of horse breakers, but if they mount one of the Pair the horse freezes. Or tries to kill the rider. And they don’t quit. One of the Pair almost died before Marvot pulled the rider off him.”

“It’s bizarre. I can’t believe Marvot would believe all this.”

“Oh, he believes it. He doesn’t think Burton would lie while undergoing the kind of punishment Marvot was dealing out. He’s been hedging his bets by searching the desert on his own for the last decade. But, yeah, he thinks the Pair can find it.”

“How did you find all this out?”

“I’ve been looking for answers for eight years. Donavan tapped some contacts in Washington for some of the info. I went searching in the desert until I found the nomad tribe that sheltered Burton. The Sheikh is very interesting but not very forthcoming. I had to live with them for over six months before they trusted me enough to talk.”

“What about this map you stole?”

“It was in a pouch taken off Burton when Marvot captured him. Very vague. Burton probably made it that way on purpose. He had the Pair; he only needed to know where to take them. It contained only the general area of about seventy-five miles where Marvot has been searching for years. Hell, when you’re dealing with dunes that shift with every storm, it could be buried anywhere. That’s probably why Burton trained the Pair to find it. He was afraid he might not be able to find it himself after a few years of having landmarks destroyed and shifted.” He shrugged. “But I hoped for more when I stole the map from Marvot.”

“Couldn’t Marvot use some kind of aerial or metal detector to locate the engine?”

“You’d think so. Burton must have found some way of masking any signal. There’s no question he was brilliant.”

“So Marvot is left with only the horses as a clue. No wonder he takes such good care of them.”

“Considering they could make him one of the most powerful men in the world.”

“Providing it’s true that the horses can lead anyone to that engine.” She looked him in the eye. “Do you believe it’s possible?”

He shrugged. “The Sheikh said it was true. I believe I’d be willing to take a chance on it panning out if it meant I’d rake in that kind of return. But then, I don’t know much about horses. What do you think?”

She frowned. “I know that wild horses have an instinct that keeps them coming back to certain areas as the seasons change. And there’s the old true story about Dobbin always knowing his way home. Animals’ homing sense is definitely keener and more highly developed than ours. Look at all the stories of dogs and cats finding their way home across entire continents. Could Burton train those young horses to not only do it, but to do it only when there are two of them?” She shook her head. “I don’t know. If he was as brilliant as you say, it’s possible.” Her lips tightened. “But he must have been a cruel son of a bitch if he taught those horses to hate everyone but him.”

“He was a bitter man. He probably enjoyed the idea of balking Marvot even after he was dead. Dangling the carrot and then making it impossible for him to reach out and grab it.”

“But it was the Pair who suffered.” She rubbed her temple. So much cruelty. Not only from Marvot but from this Hugh Burton, who had been full of hate and left it as a legacy. “And Marvot expects me to make them do what no one else can do? Jesus.”

“You don’t have to do anything but pretend to make progress until we can get Frankie away from him.”

“Pretend? Marvot’s not stupid.” She shook her head. “But I can’t think of that now. I’ll face the problem when I’m at El Tariq. Be sure to assign someone good to watch me. Marvot will be expecting some move from you and will be on the alert. Whoever is doing surveillance will have to get close, and if he’s caught, Frankie’s dead.”

“He’ll be good.”

“Donavan?”

“Yes.” He inclined his head. “Or me. Am I good enough for you, Grace?”

She met his gaze. “Yes, you’re good enough.” She turned toward the door. “Drop me off at the airport. I’ll go the rest of the way to El Tariq alone.”

“That would be best. Marvot’s going to be on the lookout.” He paused. “We’re going to do this, Grace. Don’t doubt it.”

“I don’t.” She had to smother the panic. Take every minute one second at a time. “I can’t doubt it.”

         

I didn’t think you’d let her go.” Donavan watched Grace disappear into the terminal.

“No choice.” Kilmer pulled away from the curb. “She was right. She had to go. And I have to stay in the background until I see a way to get them out.”

“And it’s killing you.”

“It’s not easy.”

“So when do I leave for El Tariq?”

“If you’ve had enough of El Tariq, I’ll go instead.”

“Don’t be an ass.”

“I’ll come as soon as I can. I need to go back to the Sahara.”

“What?”

“I’m almost certain we’re not going to be able to get close to her at El Tariq. There will be guards all over the place. I can prepare the way at the oasis.”

“You think that’s where they’ll end up?”

“Grace is going to try to do what Marvot wants with the Pair. If she does, then he’ll take them to the desert to try to find that engine.”

“What if you’re wrong? What if she needs you at El Tariq right away?”

His hands tightened with white-knuckled force on the steering wheel. “Then I cut my throat.”
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El Tariq

The ropes around her wrists chafed as Frankie tried to loosen them by rubbing them against the side of the stall.

No good.

She gave up and leaned back to get her breath. The stall was dark and stank of manure and straw. Funny how stables always smelled the same. She would have thought that this foreign one would be different.

“She’s younger than I am, Papa.” Her head lifted to see a boy peering down at her. He was older than her but not by much. He was standing beside the man to whom Hanley had brought her, Marvot. “The Pair will kill her.”

Marvot chuckled. “Perhaps. That would make Hanley very happy. But it’s her mother who I’m bringing here to work with the Pair. Our little Francesca is just a means to an end.” Marvot lifted the flashlight to shine it into her eyes. “I’ve brought my son, Guillaume, to meet you. He saw Hanley carry you into the stable and he was curious. Say hello, Guillaume.”

“Hello.” The boy’s tone was absent. “What’s going to happen to her?”

“What do you want to happen to her?”

Guillaume shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“I believe you do know. You mentioned the Pair.”

Guillaume moistened his lips. “I just thought . . . she’s like me. I didn’t think you’d hurt her.”

“But you were curious to see if I’d treat her as I would anyone else. The answer is yes. Just because she’s a child doesn’t exempt her. You must remember that.” He said to Frankie, “And you must remember that too. When your mother comes, you must convince her she must do as I tell her.”

“Are you going to leave her here?” Guillaume asked. “She’s all dirty.” He wrinkled his nose. “And she smells.”

“So do you,” Frankie said fiercely. “You stink.” She glared at Marvot. “And you do too.”

Marvot chuckled. “Isn’t she delightful? No fear. I should keep her around for a while. You might learn something from her.”

Guillaume scowled. “I don’t like her.”

“You see? You’ve learned something already. Jealousy.” He smiled down at Frankie. “It gets cold here at night. If you asked my son’s pardon, I might give you a blanket.”

She glared at him.

“Suit yourself. Come along, Guillaume.”

“May I come again?”

“If you’re a good boy.” He glanced back at Frankie. “You should really be smarter about the battles you choose, little girl. I’ve noticed lately that Guillaume has a cruel streak. . . .”

They were gone.

Frankie drew a relieved breath. Jeez, she was scared.

They were bullies and she mustn’t be afraid of them. That’s what they wanted.

She had known bullies at school, and Mom had said that if you backed down they’d keep coming after you.

She wouldn’t back down.

But she hadn’t been tied up in a creepy place like this stable before.

Don’t be scared. Try to get these ropes off her wrists.

Don’t be scared. . . . 

         

I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you.” Marvot smiled as Grace was brought into his office. “I always had a hunch that we’d be together again. You were really very naughty to keep me waiting this long.”

“Where’s my daughter?”

“She’s not been hurt—much.”

Grace’s heart jumped. “Much?”

“Well, last night she was trying to get out of the ropes and chafed her wrists raw. She almost made it. If one of my guards hadn’t checked on her early this morning, I might have had nothing with which to bargain. One of the sentries would surely have shot her.”

“I want to see her.”

“You will.”

“Now.”

He shrugged. “You’re very demanding. I should remind you that I call the shots here.” He rose to his feet. “But I can understand that you’re overcome with maternal concern. Come along. We can talk while we walk down to the stable.”

“I want to see Frankie.”

“I heard you. Your daughter is in a stall in the stable. After her bad behavior with Hanley, I decided that she should be treated like the animal she acted like. Hanley approved wholeheartedly.” He was leading her down the path toward the stable. “She’s not made her case any better by her defiance. She’s even antagonized my son, Guillaume. I believe he’d like nothing better than to have me throw her into one of the Pair’s stalls.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. Not if he’s your son. Bloodthirstiness must run in the family.”

“Was that supposed to annoy me? It does run in the family. I’m not ashamed of it. My father and my grandfather were both men of power, and blood is the coin of power. All through history, no conqueror has made his mark without being willing to shed blood. Napoleon, Alexander, Julius Caesar.”

“Attila the Hun, Hitler, Saddam Hussein.”

He chuckled. “Even better. Ultimate power without worrying about civilized consequences.”

Yet he didn’t look like a barbarian, she thought. Marvot was in his forties, with close-cut graying hair and handsome features. His strongly built body was clad in expensive white trousers and a loose white shirt that gave him an air of casual elegance. “Your heroes?”

“No, they all made stupid mistakes.” He opened the stable door. “An error of judgment is acceptable. Stupidity is not. For instance, I thought Kilmer had forgotten about his defeat at my hands all those years ago. An error in judgment. But easily enough rectified.” He waved her into the stable. “First stall.”

She ran past him.

Oh, God, Frankie.

She stood there, staring at her daughter. Dirty, hair matted, bound, and tossed in all this filth.

“Hi, Mom.” Frankie scooted up to rest against the wall of the stall. “Don’t look like that. I’m okay. Honest.”

“The hell you are.” She knelt beside her and grabbed her close. “But you will be, baby.” She rocked her back and forth, tears stinging her eyes. “I’ll fix it. I promise. I’ll fix it.”

Frankie whispered, “He’s a real bully. We have to be careful.”

“I know.” She looked over her shoulder at Marvot. “You bastard. Did you have to treat her like this?”

“Yes, I thought it would carry the point home. You’re going to be much more amenable now, aren’t you? But I’ll be generous now that I’ve had the impact.” He looked down at Frankie. “I’ll even let you clean up those wounds on her wrists before they become infected in this filth.”

Grace was looking at Frankie’s wrists, and she could feel the fury tear through her. The wounds were shallow but already filled with the dirt and manure of the stall. “Get me some water and an antiseptic.”

“I’ll send someone after we’ve come to an understanding. You work with the Pair until they’re docile. Agreed?”

“They’ll never be docile.”

“Then until they do what’s needed.”

She nodded jerkily. “If you leave me alone to do it my way.”

“Of course. I have the utmost respect for your abilities. And I’ve no fear that you’ll drag your heels. Such a pretty little girl . . .” He turned away. “Now I’ll leave you alone with your daughter so that you can see how well I’ve treated her. Well, comparatively well. Come up to the house when you’re finished. I’ll be in my office and we can discuss details. You’ll be allowed to move freely around the grounds, but naturally you’ll be closely watched.”

Grace waited until he was out of the stable before she asked Frankie, “Are you sore anywhere else?” Her hands were running over Frankie’s body. “Did they bruise or hurt you in any way?”

“That man Hanley slapped me.” She added, “After I bit him.”

Grace could see the faint bruise on Frankie’s left cheek. “Anything else? How about the wreck? Did you hit your head?”

She shook her head. “I’m okay.”

“You’re not okay.” She looked down at Frankie’s torn wrists and the fury flooded back to her. “They hurt you.”

“I did that. You always told me that I had to fight the bullies, and I couldn’t do it with my hands tied.”

“I’ve got a big mouth. I shouldn’t have—”

“But you were right.” Frankie frowned. “Honest, I’m okay, Mom. I got a little cold last night, but that’s all. And I was so busy trying to rub those ropes through that I didn’t notice that much.” She lowered her voice. “But they scare me. I think we’ve got to leave here soon.”

“We will.” Grace sat back on her heels. “But it’s going to be tricky and you have to help. You have to obey orders without question. You can’t argue—not with me, and not with any of these people. Can you do that?”

She scowled. “I don’t know. They’re bullies. You said that—”

“I know what I said. The situation is different. It will make it harder for me if I have to worry about you fighting with them. Will you do it?”

She hesitated and then nodded. “If they don’t hurt you. I think they want to hurt you.”

“They won’t hurt me as long as I’m giving them what they want.”

“The Pair . . . Jake told me about them. Am I going to see them?”

“I’ll try to arrange with Marvot to have you working with me. It will be safer for you that way. That’s why you have to make me that promise. If he sees that you’re getting in the way instead of helping, he’ll take you away from me.”

“You think he’ll let me do it?”

She hoped to God he would. Sometimes opportunities for escape came unexpectedly and out of the blue. If she saw an opening, Frankie had to be with her. “I’m going to do everything that I can to see that he does. But I have to be able to trust you, Frankie. The Pair can be pretty scary, and you can’t cry or scream even if you think they’re going to hurt me.”

She was silent a moment. “But they won’t hurt you, will they? They’ll be like the horses at home. You can talk to them?”

Grace drew her back into her arms as she saw that Frankie was shaking. She was obviously trying not to let Grace know how upset she was. “They won’t hurt me.” She added, “But it’s harder to make them listen. It’s going to take a while. The Pair have been used to having their own way for a long time.”

“Remember when you had to break that stallion for Mr. Baker? He thought he was mean, but you said he was only scared. Maybe these horses are scared too.”

“Maybe.” She stroked Frankie’s hair and tried to think of a way to distract her. “And I think it’s time we stopped calling them the Pair. They’re not two cogs in a machine. They’re individual horses, and I have to deal with them separately. Let’s name them.”

“They’re both white? Do they look alike?”

“Very close. One is a mare and the other is a stallion. They both have blue eyes, but one is a little smaller and has a darker mane. The stallion is bigger, more powerful, and has a small scar on his side. I think it was caused by a spur.”

“See? They probably are scared of being hurt.”

“Names,” she prompted.

Frankie frowned. “It’s hard. . . .” She thought about it. “Maybe Hope for the mare. Because that’s what we’re doing, isn’t it? Hoping that they’ll like us?”

“Oh, yes. We’re definitely hoping that. And for the other horse?”

Frankie shook her head. “What did you think about when you first saw him?”

Death and fear thundering toward her. “I guess I was too distracted to think much.”

Frankie was silent a moment. “Let’s call him Charlie.”

“What?”

“I want to call him Charlie.”

“Frankie, this horse isn’t anything like Charlie. He’s very wild.”

“But I loved Charlie. It will be easier for me to love this horse if I think of Charlie every time I see him. Maybe it will help you too.”

Grace tried to smile. “Maybe it will.” She cleared her throat. “Okay, Charlie it is.”

         

Don’t be absurd,” Marvot said. “The child will not be permitted anywhere near you. She’ll be kept locked up, and if you’re cooperative, you may be allowed visits.”

“Why? You must know that Frankie has done work with the horses at the farm in the past. She could help me.” She paused. “Or do you doubt that your security guards could keep us from escaping? I suppose that’s a big worry. You haven’t done very well keeping Kilmer and his men in check.”

“Was that supposed to sting? It doesn’t. I’ve corrected that problem.”

“I don’t need to worry about my daughter when I should be concentrating on the Pair. It’s going to be hard enough. If you don’t have valid concerns, then let me have what I need.”

“You’re saying that the child is going to help you tame the Pair? How interesting.”

She stiffened. His smile was just a little too malicious. “I’m saying that she’ll be of value to me.”

“Then I should let you try. Naturally, I’d expect her to ride one of the Pair within a reasonable amount of time. I’ll even let you choose which one.”

Christ.

His gaze was searching her expression. “No?”

The idea scared her to death. But he was obviously going to turn her down cold unless she agreed. Perhaps she could stave him off until she could find a way to escape. “It’s possible.”

“No, it’s certain.” He chuckled. “And I decide the reasonable length of time. Guillaume and I will pay you frequent visits to see how you’re progressing. I can’t wait until Guillaume sees her on the horse’s back. He doubted that I’d treat her as I would you, and it will be a good lesson.”

“If you hurry me, I won’t be able to do anything with the Pair.”

“I can be patient. Unless you annoy me.” He paused. “Or Kilmer annoys me.”

“Kilmer’s out of this.” She changed the subject. “I want a cot for me and one for Frankie set up at the stable.”

“Really? I was going to give you slightly more comfortable quarters.”

She shook her head. “I want to eat and sleep with the Pair. They have to get to know me. I’m sure you’ll see that we’re well guarded.”

“I’m sure too.” He shrugged. “Whatever you like. There’s a shower in the stable, and the guards will bring you food when you ask. I expect rapid results, and I’ll give you what you need to get them. As long as I see things going my way. If I don’t, I’ll be very angry and make sure that they do.”

“You’ll get your results.” She turned, left the office, and walked down the polished tile hall to the French doors that led to the path to the stables. Everything in this palatial Mediterranean-style villa spoke of the luxury and power that was meant to intimidate all comers. She wouldn’t be intimidated. He might have the power, but power could be broken.

But, Jesus, what had she gotten herself and Frankie into? Frankie was good with horses, but she was a child. There was no way Grace wanted her anywhere near the Pair. She’d hoped that she would be able to keep Frankie near but on the outskirts of the training.

It wasn’t going to happen. Okay, accept it. It made it more difficult to keep Frankie safe, but they’d find a way.

She saw Frankie waiting at the door of the stable and forced a smile. “Hi, I talked him into it. We’re going to be together. Isn’t that great?”

         

They heard the outraged neighing and stomping of the Pair as soon as they came into the stable.

“They sound angry,” Frankie said. “And loud. Why didn’t I hear them last night?”

“They were probably in the paddock. They don’t like to be confined and they make their dislike known. The stable boys are afraid of them and only bring them in occasionally. Well, actually they open the gate and stable door and run them in. It’s quite a production. When I was here before, I had to make them take a stone out of one of the Pair’s hooves.”

“Which one?”

That’s right—she had to remember not to refer to them as the Pair. “The one you call Charlie.”

“They’re beautiful,” Frankie whispered. Her eyes were shining as she caught her first sight of the horses in the two stalls. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen horses this beautiful. Have you, Mom?”

“They come pretty high on the list.”

Hello, guys. It’s been a long time. Has it been bad for you here? I hope not. I imagine you gave as good as you got. She drew closer. I’m going to try to make it as easy for you as—

“Good God!”

Frankie looked up at her in alarm. “What’s wrong?”

“The mare.” She headed for the house phone on the post. “Look at her.” She picked up the receiver and pushed the main-house button. “Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked when Marvot picked up the phone. “And how do you expect me to work with her when she’ll be edgy as a machete?”

“I expect you to do what I brought you here to do. And she’s always edgy.”

“She’s not always in foal.”

“No, it’s the first time for her. I’ve been careful to make sure that they were separated when she’s in season. I didn’t want anything to interfere. Unfortunately, I was away from the farm this time and my stable men made a mistake. They’ll never do it again.”

“When is she due?”

“Any day now.”

“And do you have a vet on call to deliver?”

“I understand there’s a decent vet in the village thirty miles from here. If you run into trouble, I’ll call him.”

“If I run into trouble?”

“There’s no one I would rather entrust the mare to than you. Surely you’ve had experience with this kind of thing?”

“Yes. We stopped breeding horses at the farm four years ago to concentrate on training, but naturally I was present at a number of births before that. But I’ve always had a vet present.”

“I don’t want any outsiders here. You do it. My only demand is that you make sure the mare lives. I don’t care about the foal.”

“I do.”

“Then you’ll have to work hard to bring them both through safely, won’t you?”

“Look, the mare will be erratic as hell. I might need to wait until she’s given birth before I start working with them.”

“Not acceptable.” He hung up.

Grace replaced the receiver and leaned wearily back against the post. And she had thought the situation was tough enough before.

“The mare’s in foal?” Frankie asked. “I know you think it’s bad right now, but I love the babies.”

“I know you do. Baby horses, kittens, puppies. But this is a little different, Frankie.” She straightened and smiled with an effort. “But we’ll deal with it. I’m glad you called her Hope. We’re going to have to do a lot of hoping she’ll cooperate.” She gestured to the other horse. “And that’s Charlie. Are you sure you don’t want to change his name?”

Frankie shook her head. “No, it’s . . . right. What do we do now?”

“We let them free. That’s why we left the stable door and paddock gate open. Get out of the way.”

Frankie moved back as Grace unfastened the stall door. “Is this far enough?”

“Farther. Charlie’s been known to rush anyone in the vicinity.” She swung open both doors and jumped back just in time to avoid the horses as they rushed out of the stalls. She tensed as Charlie hesitated, glaring at Frankie. But the open stable door was too tempting. He turned and dashed from the stable after Hope.

“He doesn’t like me,” Frankie said. “I thought—”

“He doesn’t like anyone,” Grace said quickly. “And he doesn’t have to like us. If he tolerates us, that will be fine. Come on.” She followed the horses out of the stable. “We have to get to work.” Her gaze wandered over the stable yard. Three guards with rifles were standing at points in front of the stable, and they looked like they knew how to use them. She hadn’t a doubt that there were guards all over the horse farm. “The horses have to get used to us.” She went into the paddock and closed the gate. “Or me. We’ll introduce you after they become accustomed to me invading their territory.” The horses were already aware of that intrusion. Hope and Charlie were staring at her with the wariness and ferocity she remembered. She stiffened, bracing herself.

Come on, get it over with. Show me how strong you are. I don’t care about being boss. I’ll settle for being a friend. You don’t know about that yet. Let me teach you.

“Mom!”

They were streaking toward her.

It’s not going to work. I can’t let you hurt me.

She stood still, waiting.

They weren’t going to part in their charge as they had all those years ago. It was too soon. But she had to show them she wasn’t afraid, and that meant waiting until the last minute.

“Mom, get out!”

A few more seconds.

Now.

She leaped for the top bar of the paddock and swung up to straddle it.

Hope crashed into the fence where Grace had been standing seconds ago. Charlie followed, rearing, breaking the third rail of the fence.

Then they were gone, running across the paddock.

She drew a deep breath, watching them as they raced away.

First encounter. It won’t be the last. I’ll give you a little time but I’m here to stay.

She glanced at Frankie, who was staring after the horses. “Scared?”

Frankie nodded.

“Good. That will keep you out of the paddock until I’m ready for you.” If she was ever ready to put Frankie in the same paddock as Hope and Charlie. Their ferocity was every bit as extreme as she remembered.

“I want to help,” Frankie said. “What can I do?”

“Watch them. I have to know which one is leading when they attack. And I need to know if anything triggers them besides my presence in their territory.”

“Can’t you tell?”

“I’m a little distracted at that point,” Grace said dryly.

“You worked with them before. Didn’t you find that out then?”

“I wasn’t interested in riding them. All I needed was for them to permit me to lead them into a horse trailer so that we could get them away from here.”

“But you have to ride them now?”

She nodded. “I think so. Unless we can get away from here right away.”

Frankie gazed over her shoulder at the guards and shook her head.

“It’s possible,” Grace said. “But we’ll assume that we need to work with the horses. Now, tell me. When they charged me, which one made the first move?”

“I don’t remember. I was scared.”

“So was I. Try to remember.”

“I think it was Hope.” She nodded. “Yes, it was Hope.”

“Really?” Grace looked back at the horses. “But that shouldn’t surprise me. Ordinarily, I’d have bet on Charlie, but Hope is completely unpredictable now. Her aggressiveness is probably multiplied.”

“Because of the foal?” Frankie thought about it. “Hope looked . . . nervous. Maybe she’s scared too.”

“Maybe.” She smiled at Frankie. “See, you’re already helping. You don’t have to go into the paddock to do that.”

“I don’t want you to go in either,” she whispered. “They want to hurt you.”

“Because they don’t understand we don’t want to hurt them. Hope and Charlie aren’t really any different from other horses I’ve broken.” That wasn’t true. The Pair had a history of years of success that empowered any animal. And Hugh Burton had spent the horses’ youngest years teaching them the ways to resist and conquer. “Together we’ll do it.” She got down from the fence inside the paddock. “Now I’m going for a stroll. I believe the horses have had time to get over the first flush of success. I have to let them know that it didn’t discourage me.”

“Will they charge you again?”

“Yes.” She started walking along the fence line. “Keep an eye on them to see if they do anything unusual. . . .”

Besides trying to trample her to death.

         

You expect me to help you, Kilmer?” Sheikh Ben Haroun shook his head. “My tribe lost one of its best horse trainers to Marvot’s men. Karim liked Burton and was trying to protect him from that bastard Marvot.”

“Then I’d think you’d want revenge, Adam.”

“I told Burton that he was on his own if Marvot caught up with him. I told my people the same thing. I wasn’t about to sacrifice any of them so that Burton could keep his wonderful engine safe.” His lips twisted. “It’s all very well to try to advance civilization, but we nomads are a dying species, Kilmer. Our culture is fading more with every step civilization takes into the Sahara. In a few decades we’ll go the way of the dinosaurs.”

“I can’t argue with you. I wish I could. All I can say is that I’ve lived with your people and I know they wouldn’t choose to let Marvot win.”

The Sheikh was silent. “Perhaps you’re right. But we don’t have the weapons that Marvot has. We breed horses, not fighters. That’s why I didn’t go after Marvot when he killed Karim.”

“I can provide the weapons and the men. And I’ll try to keep you out of the actual fighting.”

“But then you’ll take the engine and go away.”

“Yes. But not until I know you’re all safe.” He paused. “And it’s not only the engine. Marvot has my child and her mother. They’ll die if I don’t get them free.”

The Sheikh stared at him and then smiled faintly. “Ah, so it’s not revenge.”

“It’s revenge. I want to castrate the son of a bitch for taking my family.”

“At last we meet on common ground.” He smiled. “I understand about families. I consider all my tribe my family.”

“Then tell me that you’ll—”

“Enough.” The Sheikh held up his hand. “Don’t push me, Kilmer. I’ll think on it and we’ll talk again.”

“We may not have much time.”

“Then do what you have to do. I won’t be hurried.”

Kilmer could see that he wasn’t going to make any more headway. He rose to his feet. “What if I just ask for reconnaissance and a safe haven if I need it?”

“I won’t be hurried.”

Kilmer nodded jerkily. “Sorry.” He left the tent and stood outside, trying to overcome the frustration surging through him. He couldn’t blame the Sheikh for not wanting to take a chance. Keep calm. He hadn’t been given a definite no yet. The Sheikh could still give him the help he needed. Adam Ben Haroun’s mother had been half English and he’d been educated in England, and that undoubtedly had an influence on his thinking. He and his entire tribe were unusual. Most nomadic tribes were Touareg in the Sahara, but Adam belonged to one of the few tribes of Arab descent.

Kilmer stared out at the desolate gold sand dunes that surrounded the encampment. He’d enjoyed his stay with the tribe over a year ago. He’d found them both kind and intelligent after he’d broken through that wall of reserve and distrust. He didn’t want to put them in danger, but, God, he needed that help. Getting Grace and Frankie away from Marvot was only the first step. Even if Grace was able to give Marvot what he wanted, Kilmer was certain Marvot would still kill them.

It was only a question of when.
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Interesting day,” Marvot said. “But I didn’t see much accomplished.”

“I did.” She didn’t look at him as she closed the paddock gate. “Toward the end of the day the Pair had two chances to rush me. They didn’t do it. Come on, Frankie. Let’s get cleaned up and have something to eat.”

“Day one,” Marvot said. “And I didn’t see much participation on the child’s part.”

Bastard.

“She was helping. It was mostly observation and seeing what would work today.” She nudged Frankie ahead of her. “You can’t expect much.”

“On the contrary, I expect everything. I can’t wait to see her on the back of one of the Pair. Have you chosen which one yet?”

“No.” She led Frankie quickly back toward the stable. She could feel Marvot’s gaze on her every step of the way.

Frankie was silent until they reached the stable. “What was he talking about? Am I supposed to ride one of the horses?”

“That’s what he wants. That doesn’t mean you’ll have to do it.”

“Why does he want it?”

“Because he knows it would worry me. He says it would set a good example for his son, but I don’t think that’s it.”

“Guillaume,” she said thoughtfully. “I wonder what it would be like to have a father like him. I didn’t like Guillaume, but maybe if his father was nicer, he’d be nicer. Do you think so?”

“I think you shouldn’t worry about Guillaume. We have enough on our plates.”

Frankie nodded. “I’ll try to ride one of the horses if you like.”

“I don’t like.” But it had been on her mind all day. The chances of her keeping Frankie at her side depended on her being able to validate the argument that Frankie was helping. She hadn’t been surprised to see Marvot. “But if he saw you do it once, it might take the pressure off. How do you feel about it?”

“Scared.” Frankie made a face. “Heck, I was scared of jumping Darling the first time.”

But Darling was a pussycat compared to the Pair. “You told me three times today that it was Hope who was starting the charges. Would you like to try to ride Charlie instead?”

Frankie shook her head. “I like Hope. I feel sorry for her.”

“Even if she’s more aggressive right now?”

“I like her,” Frankie repeated stubbornly. “I think if you’d take her away from Charlie she might like me. She doesn’t need anyone but Charlie when she’s with him.”

“We tried separating them when I was here before. It didn’t seem to have any effect on them.”

“Could we try?”

Grace nodded. “Tomorrow.”

Frankie smiled. “Good. I won’t be nearly as afraid once we get to know each other.” She paused. “It’s harder for me than for you. I know you always make fun when I try to talk about it. But Charlie told me that horses really do understand you, that some people just have a sort of . . . magic.”

“I’m not a magician. Don’t be silly.”

“But Charlie said that you—”

“I’m good with horses. That doesn’t mean that I—” She stopped. She’d always wanted Frankie to live in the real world, and this talent was undoubtedly a bit weird. Yet they were in this hellish situation together and she should be honest with her. “I’m no horse whisperer or Doctor Dolittle, but from the time I was your age I’ve felt as if horses understood me and I understood them. I’ve never hidden that from you.”

“My age? How did you find out?”

“I was staying on my grandfather’s farm and there was a horse who was sick. The local vet didn’t know what was wrong with her, but I did.”

“She told you?”

“No, I just knew.” She shrugged. “But he called it a guess.”

“And horses do what you tell them, don’t they?”

Go for broke. “Sometimes. And sometimes they don’t pay any attention to me. It just means that it’s easier for me to deal with them than it is for other people.”

“I think they pay attention. Darling never balked with you.”

“He stopped balking with you too. He just needed to know that there wasn’t anything to fear.”

“After you told him.”

“You’re the one who told him, remember?”

“Mom.”

She hesitated and then nodded. “Okay, maybe I reinforced it a little. But if Darling hadn’t trusted you, then he’d never have gone over that barrier.”

Frankie grinned. “Mom, don’t feel bad. It’s okay. I guess I always knew it. I don’t know why you’re not proud of it. It’s kinda neat having a mom who can talk to—”

“I told you, I’m no horse whis—”

“Yeah, but I’ll feel better riding Hope now that I know that she’ll listen to what you say.”

And maybe that was a good thing, Grace thought. Confidence never hurt any situation, and they needed all the weapons they could muster. Screw reality and practicality. “You can be sure I’ll put in a good word for you. But forget Hope and Charlie and what’s going to happen tomorrow. You need to eat and get to bed.”

“You too?”

“Sure.” She entered the stable and gazed at the Pair, who had already been brought in and were being fed by two very nervous stable boys. “If Hope and Charlie will be quiet enough to let us sleep.”

         

Charlie and Hope weren’t quiet. It was lucky that Frankie was so tired that she slept right through the noise they made. Grace lay on her cot, listening to the uproar until she was sure Frankie wouldn’t stir. Then she quietly got up and went outside to stand in the doorway of the stable. The guard on duty a few feet away straightened and changed his grip on his rifle.

“I’m not going anywhere. I just want some air.”

The guard stared at her without speaking, but he was smiling insolently.

She ignored him and gazed out at the darkness of the woods surrounding the farm. Was Kilmer out there? She was feeling very lonely and isolated at this moment. She wanted to see him. Strange—though sex was such a big part of their relationship, when she’d thought of Kilmer since they’d left the ranch, it wasn’t of him leaning naked over her in the barn. It was a memory of him laughing down at Frankie as they rode together through the fields.

In spite of what she had told Marvot, it had been a discouraging day. If the Pair remembered her at all, it wasn’t obvious. Any progress she’d made with them all those years ago was erased and she was starting fresh. But maybe she was wrong. She’d see in the next few days.

But how many days would Marvot give her? She wouldn’t put it past him to try to nudge her along by taking Frankie from her. That mustn’t happen, dammit.

And there was no use staring at the trees like some medieval maiden waiting for a hero to rescue her. She was the only one she could count on for rescue. She could trust Kilmer to step up if he found an opening, but in the end it would be she who would shoulder the responsibility.

And it was time she got back to work instead of standing out here being depressed and letting that guard ogle her.

She turned and went back into the stable and down the aisle toward the stalls. When they saw her, the ruckus increased.

Okay, you’re not pleased. I invaded your space. Get used to it. It’s going to happen again.

She sat down across the aisle from their stalls and leaned against the wall.

Get used to me. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m as much a prisoner here as you are. I know that you’ve been hurt before, but if you team up with me, you’ll never have to worry about anyone else trying to ride you. And I’ll do it as little as I can to keep you fit and well.

Were they listening? If they were, was it making any impact? She knew that she was able to communicate with some horses, but she never knew on what level or to what extent they understood her. She could only hope that they sensed what she felt.

But the violence of her reception was not encouraging.

You don’t want to hear what I’m saying. I can understand that. But I have to keep saying it because it’s true and because the man who is your enemy is also mine. So I’ll be here every night and every day until we can get together. Tomorrow you’ll be separated for a while, but don’t be afraid. We just want to get to know you better. It won’t be for long. Then you’ll be together again.

If anything, the horses’ reaction was becoming even more violent. It could be that was a good sign. At least she was getting through to them. Maybe.

My daughter, Frankie, is with me. You saw her today. She’s young, only a filly, and she’ll be very kind to you. I promise she’s no threat at all.

She had to keep repeating those words. Frankie was no threat. Frankie would be kind. Over and over until they believed it. She had a chance. As far as she knew, the Pair had never been approached by a child. Marvot’s son was fascinated but afraid of the horses. Horses sensed fear and responded with aggression.

Frankie was afraid too. Well, then Grace would have to try to eliminate that fear or at least lessen it.

She’s chosen names for you. You’re Hope and you’re Charlie. Not very grand, but she liked them and they meant something to her. Did the first man who raised you give you names? I don’t think I would have liked him. He let his bitterness hurt you.

No abatement in the disturbed behavior.

Keep talking. Anything that came into her head. The only thing she had to continue repeating was the bit about Frankie. Over and over and over . . . 

         

What do I do now?” Frankie asked as she stood before Hope. “Do I try to stroke her?”

“Not unless you want to lose a finger.” Grace smiled. “Just sit here and talk to her. I’ll go into the paddock with Charlie and see if I can comfort him for the loss of his buddy.”

Frankie sat down on the floor. “What do I say?”

“Whatever you like.” She started down the aisle. “It’s between the two of you. I’ll be back in a couple hours. Stay out of the stall. If you need me, come to the paddock.”

“Okay.”

Frankie was very uncertain this morning, Grace thought. Who could blame her? She was moving tentatively herself.

She stood at the fence, looking at Charlie, who was glaring back at her.

I told you this was going to happen. She’ll be back in a few hours. I know it sucks to feel helpless, but it’s only going to be for a little while. Frankie needs to get to know her. The man who’s your enemy wants to hurt her, and she can save herself if Hope will help her. I know, you don’t care. But maybe you will someday.

That last was a little dumb. Charlie didn’t care about tomorrow. Today was the only thing of any importance.

She opened the paddock gate. “Now let’s see if you hate me as much as you did yesterday. . . .”

She barely got the words out when he charged her. She ducked, dashed to the side, and leaped for the fence.

She felt the brush of Charlie’s head against her thighs as he thundered past her.

But he didn’t turn and try to savage her. He pranced to the middle of the paddock, every line of his body full of pride, arrogance, and defiance. He glanced at her as he turned, and she could almost see his satisfaction in his triumph.

She drew a deep breath and tried to suppress the hope and exuberance that surged through her as she got down from the fence. Too soon. Much too soon.

Not quite as much venom as yesterday. But you definitely showed me where I stand. Now can we calm down and stay together without all this jumping around? I’m tired. Neither one of us got much sleep last night.

It seemed they couldn’t. Charlie reared and then charged her again.

She jumped for the fence but didn’t quite make it to the top.

He nipped her ass and then tore away from her.

Damn, that hurt. She rubbed her buttock and carefully turned to face the blasted horse.

My God, he was almost smirking.

Playing?

She stiffened and hope soared through her.

Yeah, now you’re happy. That wasn’t nice. I should leave you by yourself. You know I won’t, but there’s something you should know. I might not be such a fun playmate if you do that again. I’m not as strong as you and I can be hurt. I don’t think you want me out of commission.

But maybe he did. Maybe she was wrong.

She slowly got down off the fence, her gaze fixed warily on Charlie.

He charged her again!

         

She’s very stupid,” Guillaume said. “The horse is going to kill her, and it will serve her right.”

“Hush.” Marvot’s gaze was fixed on Grace. He’d been watching her for over an hour. The rush of the horse, the dodging of the woman, was almost like a deadly ballet. Only for the last few minutes he’d become convinced the ballet was not as deadly as it first appeared. “She’s not stupid. And I don’t think he’s going to kill her.”

“Oh.”

Marvot glanced down at his son. “Disappointed? Why?”

“I don’t want the Pair to be tamed. I want them to stay the way they are. This way they’re mine.”

“They were never yours. They’re mine. And they’re of no use to me the way they are. I don’t tolerate objects that have no use to me. Eventually they’d have to be destroyed.”

Guillaume was looking at Grace. “And she has use to you?”

Marvot nodded, watching Grace slowly approach the stallion. He was standing still and she was getting closer to him every time before he rushed her. “Yes, she has use.” He suddenly chuckled as he looked back at Guillaume. “But nothing is forever. I haven’t a doubt that you’ll still get your wish.”

         

How is it going?” Grace asked Frankie as she entered the coolness of the stable.

“Not so good.” Frankie made a face. “I think she’s ignoring me. I don’t think talking to horses works for anyone but you.”

“At least she’s becoming accustomed to your voice. Are you ready for lunch?”

Frankie nodded and tilted her head as she got to her feet. “You look . . . happy.”

She nodded. “Charlie was a little more responsive than Hope. I felt as if I was slogging my way through a swamp, but I was getting somewhere.” She squeezed Frankie’s shoulder. “And that’s all we can hope for right now. It’s only been two days. It’s early in the game.”

“How long do you—” Frankie sighed. “I’m sorry, I know you can’t know. I just want it to be over.”

“I’ve no idea how long it will take.” But there wasn’t any question she’d spend every waking moment—and also every moment when she should be sleeping—trying to hurry the process along. “But if you’re afraid I’ll force you to ride Hope, it’s not going to happen. If I make good progress with Charlie, it will have to satisfy Marvot.”

“What if it doesn’t?”

She should have known Frankie wouldn’t accept without questioning. “We’ll worry about it then.”

Frankie was silent a moment. “Do you suppose Jake will try to help us? He helped Donavan.”

“I’m sure he’ll try.”

“But there are a lot of men with guns around. He’d have a hard time, wouldn’t he?”

“A very hard time.”

Frankie smiled. “But he knows all the steps. You told me he did.”

“I believe we’d better depend on each other. Jake will just be a splendid surprise if he manages to get to us.”

“I think he’ll do it.” She sat down on the cot. “He likes us.”

“Stay here.” Grace headed for the door. “I’ll have one of the guards go and get our lunch.”

After she’d sent the guard to the house, she stood and stared at Charlie grazing in the paddock. He looked lazy and unaware, but she knew he sensed that she was near. “Two hours, Charlie,” she whispered. “Get ready. I’m coming back.”

He lifted his head but didn’t look at her.

Her gaze went beyond him to the woods. It was funny that Frankie had mentioned the possibility of Jake coming. She’d deliberately not spoken about him to her since she’d arrived here. Frankie was discreet, but she was a child, and Grace didn’t want to burden her with the knowledge that Kilmer would certainly figure in any escape attempts.

Charlie neighed and was trotting over to the fence.

She smiled. “Don’t rush me. You’ll have your chance after lunch.”

         

It was close to sundown when Frankie ran out of the stable and called, “Mom, come quick! Something’s wrong with Hope.”

Grace closed the gate and ran toward the stable. “I’ll be right there. What’s happening?”

“She’s lying on her side. She just kinda looked funny and the next thing I knew she was down.”

“Anything happen before that?”

“She was restless. She was pacing and nipping at her tummy. Is the foal coming? Should I have called you before?”

“No, you did fine.” She was standing before Hope’s stall. “I couldn’t have done anything.”

“Is it the foal?”

“I think so. I noticed her udders were full all day yesterday. That’s usually a sign it’s close.”

“Why is she lying down?”

“Her water’s probably broken. A mare usually lies on her side with her legs extended after the water breaks. She’s getting ready for the birth.”

“That’s right, I should have remembered. But I haven’t seen a foal born since Darling, and that was three years ago.”

“A slight loss of memory is understandable. You were all of five then.”

“What do we do to help her now?”

“I’m going into the stall. The foal should come within about twenty minutes. Go to the guard and tell him I need a bucket of warm, soapy water, cotton towels, strips of cloth for tying up the placenta, and two percent tincture of iodine for the navel stump. Have you got that?”

Frankie nodded and flew out of the stable.

“Okay, Hope.” She slowly opened the stall door. “You don’t like me and you don’t trust me, but you’re in no condition to put up a fuss. I’m here to help you get through this.”

Hope lifted her head to glare at her.

“Don’t get stressed out. It’s not good for you.” She sat down beside her. “I’m not going to do anything until I see I’m needed. I’ll leave it up to you. Do what your body tells you to do.”

Hope’s head fell back and she spasmed as the foal began to come.

Ten minutes passed and there was no sign of the foal.

“Come on, Hope,” she whispered. “Let’s have a nice normal birth. I’m not a vet. I don’t know how good I’d be if we had problems.”

“I’ve got it, Mom.” Frankie was carrying the bucket of warm water. “It took a while. They didn’t understand what I needed until one of the stable boys showed up. How is she?”

“Okay, I think.” Grace breathed a sigh of relief. “Here come the head and forelegs. Thank God. Come on in here, Frankie. She’s too busy to try to hurt you.”

“Look at the foal’s head,” Frankie said in wonder. “She’s still got the sack. Shouldn’t it have broken by now?”

“It will break in a minute and let the foal breathe.” But the amniotic sac wasn’t breaking. She waited and then said, “Okay, little guy, let’s give you some help.” She carefully ruptured the membrane and the foal drew its first breath. “Now keep on coming. Give your mom a break. . . .”

“He’s not moving. He’s only half out.” Frankie knelt beside the mare. “What’s wrong? Is he stuck?”

“No, he’s resting. Remember? A foal usually rests for ten to twenty minutes before the rest is delivered. We mustn’t break the umbilical cord. We have to let the mare do it herself.”

“It must be pretty uncomfortable.” Frankie stroked Hope’s shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. It will be over soon.”

Hope wasn’t reacting aggressively to Frankie’s touch, Grace realized with surprise. Maybe she was too exhausted.

Ten minutes later the foal emerged and Hope began thrashing around. The cord broke and Grace said, “Quick. Bring me the tincture of iodine before she gets interested in her foal.” She dipped the navel stump in the iodine to dry it up and then had to roll out of the way as Hope began searching for her offspring. “Come on, Frankie, let’s get out of here. It’s bonding time.”

“It’s a colt. Isn’t that super? Are we done?”

“We wait for the placenta to be expelled, but that can take up to three hours.” She closed the stall door. “Now it’s up to the colt and Hope.”

“He’s so cute.” Frankie leaned on the stall door, her gaze on the mare and the colt. “Look, she’s licking him.”

Hope was nickering softly at the colt, not attempting to rise.

“Bonding.” Grace smiled as she looked at the colt. There wasn’t anything more gangly or awkward or completely adorable than a newborn. Even now the rascal had rolled onto his chest and was attempting to stand. “Keep an eye on him for a minute while I call Marvot. When the mare decides to get up, we have to make sure she doesn’t step on him.”

“I’ll watch out for him.”

Grace shook her head. Frankie was clearly besotted with the colt, and who could blame her?

She picked up the intercom phone and dialed the house.

“I was waiting for your call,” Marvot said. “I trust the mare is in good health?”

“Yes, and so is the colt. I need you to get ivermectin from the vet by tomorrow morning. It’s necessary to deworm a mare after the birth.”

“I’ll send for it.” He hung up.

She replaced the phone and went back to the mare. Hope was standing and the colt was clumsily trying to suckle.

“Can we help him?” Frankie asked. “Just in the beginning?”

“No, he’ll get the hang of it.” She put her hand on Frankie’s shoulder. “Pretty wonderful, isn’t it?”

Frankie nodded. “Wonderful. But he’s so little. May I take care of him, Mom? When you don’t need me to do anything else?”

“I think that’s a great idea. It will prove to Marvot that you’re of value. It might even get you closer to Hope. She seems pretty mellow right now.”

“I’ve thought of a name for him. What about Maestro?”

“That’s a pretty big name for such a little guy.”

“But I can see he’s going to be special. Look at the way he’s lifting his head. He has a sort of . . . flair.”

And how could Frankie see that in this bumbling colt? “Then Maestro is a fine name.” She squeezed her daughter’s shoulder and turned away. “I’ll be back soon. I’m going out to the paddock.”

Frankie nodded, her gaze never leaving the colt.

A few minutes later Grace was leaning on the paddock fence.

You’re a father, Charlie. He’s the cutest colt I’ve ever seen, and Frankie’s in love with him. I wonder what you’ll feel when you see him. . . . 

         

Any word from your sheikh?” Donavan asked when Kilmer picked up his call.

“He’s not my sheikh,” Kilmer said. “He’s independent as hell and he’s kept me waiting for six damn days.”

“No answer?”

“Not even the twitch of an eyebrow to give me a clue.” He paused. “How are things there?”

“The same as yesterday. Well, maybe not quite the same. One of the horses let Grace stroke him this afternoon.”

“Damn. Which one?”

“I don’t know. I can’t tell them apart from this distance. She’s been separating them for several hours every day and then letting them be together in the evening.”

“Have you seen Frankie?”

“Only a couple times in the past few days. She stays inside the stable with the colt except when they bring him out into the paddock. But she looks fine.”

“And Grace?”

“She looks like she’s lost a little weight. It wouldn’t surprise me, considering that she’s working with that horse from sunrise to sunset.” He paused. “You didn’t have me here nine years ago when she was working with the Pair. She’s extraordinary. I think she’s reading that horse’s mind.”

“Don’t say that to her. She gets very annoyed at any comparisons to horse whisperers.”

“Still, it’s fascinating watching her. Half the time I think that horse is going to stomp her to death and the other half I’m wondering why she doesn’t hurry up and try to ride him.”

“She’s that close?”

“Close enough for me to tell you to get your ass in gear. You told me Marvot would only wait to take them to the Sahara until the horses could be ridden. He comes every day and checks out her progress.”

“Is he treating Grace and Frankie well?”

“As far as I can tell. I see the guards bringing them food and they keep their distance. But there are enough guards around them to keep the crown jewels safe. You were right, it would be difficult as hell to get to them here.”

“Then it has to be the desert.”

“That’s my guess.”

“How are you doing?”

“I’m almost a hundred percent. All this lying around watching El Tariq is like a rest cure. I’m jonesing for some action.”

“I’ve got a hunch it’s going to come pretty damn soon. I can’t wait any longer. I’m going to try to light a fire under the Sheikh. As soon as I get a commitment, I’ll come there and take your place. I’ll call you tomorrow.” Kilmer hung up.

Shit. Frustration was boiling through him. If Grace was getting nearer to riding the horse, then Marvot might be bringing her here any time.

He strode across the encampment and into the Sheikh’s tent. “Okay, I’ve had it. I’m sick of this inscrutable bullshit. I need an answer.”

“You have it wrong.” He smiled. “The Orientals are the ones who are supposed to be inscrutable. And you’re not being courteous. After all, it’s you who have asked the favor of me.”

“Yes or no?”

“You’re tense. Do you need a woman? I’ll arrange it. Fatima enjoyed you when you were here last. She told me that anytime you—”

“I don’t need a woman. Answer me.”

The Sheikh’s smile widened. “That annoyed you. I was only setting an example in courtesy. You clearly need it.”

“Time’s running out. I let my friend stand in for me at El Tariq. I need to be there.”

“I’ve been thinking about it,” the Sheikh said. “It’s not a problem that’s easy to solve. Do I risk my people to satisfy some sense of vengeance? Or do I stand back and watch Marvot run over you and get what he wants?”

“If you don’t make up your mind, you’re not going to have a choice.”

“Oh, I’ve made up my mind. I fear I’m not as responsible a leader as I could be.”

“And that means?”

“Why, that I’m going to skewer the bastard.”

         

The stallion was standing straight and still in the paddock, staring at her. The moonlight shining on his coat turned it to silver, and he looked like an animal from a world of myth and wizardry. Grace could feel the excitement surge through her as her hands tightened on the top bar of the fence. Charlie wasn’t a creature of myth. He was flesh and blood, and she’d soon see if her own flesh and blood would survive him.

I’m turning Hope out to see you in a few minutes. She’s getting to like Frankie since Maestro was born. She can see how kind and loving she is to the colt. And she knows that my daughter is no threat to her. Just as you know I’m no threat to you.

I’m going to ride you tomorrow. Not early in the day. It will be about this time of night. I don’t want our enemy around when I’m doing it. I won’t put a saddle on you, because I know that would hurt your pride and remind you of all those other people who hurt you. Riding bareback will make it harder for me. You can throw me and, if I’m not fast enough, you can kill me. If you want to do that. I hope you don’t.

“Is it time, Mom?” Frankie was standing behind her. “Hope’s getting restless.”

“Yes, it’s time. Open the stall door.” She got down from the fence and unfastened the gate. “Let them be together.”

A moment later she watched Hope rush into the paddock to be greeted joyously by Charlie. It was in moments like this that the term the Pair took on new meaning. Tonight it was easy to forget the brutality and savageness the horses had displayed throughout the years. The affection between the mare and the stallion was obvious. Two against the world . . . 

Something like the bond that was between her and Frankie.

She fastened the gate. Tomorrow, Charlie.
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I’m going out to the paddock, Frankie,” Grace said. “Take care of the colt and Hope.”

“Should I bring Hope and Maestro out to the paddock?”

“No, and don’t send Hope unless I call you.”

“Can’t I come with you for a little while?” Then Frankie tensed as she saw Grace’s expression. “You’re going to do it,” she whispered. “Tonight?”

“I’m going to try. It’s up to Charlie if I actually do it.”

“I want to come and watch.”

“I’d rather you didn’t. I may end up in a heap in the dirt.”

“I’ve seen you do that before.” Frankie’s lips were trembling. “That’s not why you don’t want me to watch, is it?”

Grace hesitated. “No, that’s not the reason.”

“You’re scared Charlie is going to hurt you.”

“It’s a possibility.”

“Then don’t do it.”

“Frankie . . .”

“Wait until you’re sure of him.”

“I may not be sure of him until it happens. The past three days I’ve made progress, but who knows if it’s enough.”

Frankie’s jaw set. “I’m going to be there. You may need me.”

Grace gazed at her for a minute and then gave her a quick hug. “If I’m down, don’t come into the paddock. The guards will be watching and they’ll come and pull me out. Marvot doesn’t want anything to happen to me.” She fervently hoped that was true. Everyone here was terrified of the Pair and they might drag their feet until it was too late. “But I don’t want to make you think that will happen. It will probably be fine.”

Frankie drew a deep breath and then turned away. “Then let’s go and do it.”

         

Holy shit,” Kilmer murmured. He shifted on the high branch of the tree, his grasp on the infrared binoculars tightening.

She was going to do it.

There was tension in the way she was walking toward the stallion, a spring in her step as if she were walking on land mines.

And it might well be as explosive as walking on a land mine if she got on that stallion.

She was standing before him, talking to him.

The stallion wasn’t moving.

She was inching around to stand beside him, still talking.

Jesus, she was nuts. The horse wasn’t even saddled.

She stood there, her hands reaching out to entangle in his mane, talking, talking, talking.

Kilmer could see the guards gathering outside the fence, watching.

Stop her, dammit.

She was on him!

The horse stood absolutely still.

She leaned forward and Kilmer could see her lips moving.

One minute.

Two minutes.

Three minutes.

Then the stallion exploded, gyrating in a series of bucks that twisted Grace like a puppet.

Then she was off, lying in the dirt. The horse was rearing above her.

Kilmer grabbed his rifle. He was probably too far away, but maybe the shot would—

         

Grace heard Frankie scream as Charlie’s hooves landed only inches from her head.

She rolled away, but Charlie was rearing again. Closer this time.

But not touching her . . . 

“Mom!”

He was rearing again. She started to move frantically to get out of the way.

And then she stopped, freezing as a thought occurred to her.

You’re bluffing. Okay, get it out of your system. I did what I had to do and now you’re showing me that you don’t like it. But you don’t hate it enough to kill me.

Out of the corner of her eyes she saw the gate opening. The guards. “No! Don’t come in. I’m fine.” She forced herself to lie still as the stallion reared again. Christ, she was crazy. Those hooves could crush her skull in a heartbeat.

Dirt flew in her face as his hooves hit the earth.

He neighed angrily, whirled, and galloped across the paddock.

It was over.

Now.

She slowly got to her feet and walked toward him. She was sore from the fall and shaking with reaction. Ignore it. It was crunch time. She couldn’t let it go until he accepted her.

It’s going to be a long night, Charlie.

         

Stay on him.

Two times around the paddock.

He knows how tired you are.

And you know how tired he is.

Gray light of dawn filtered through the trees and she could see Frankie’s pale face as she passed her.

She should have sent her to bed hours ago. But she’d been afraid to leave the stallion for even a minute.

Two times around and we call it a draw, okay?

Charlie’s pace quickened, and for a moment she thought he was going to charge into the fence as he’d done innumerable times tonight.

His pace slowed again.

One time around.

She was almost dizzy with weariness. Don’t slump. Keep your back straight.

Please don’t buck, Charlie. It will be too hard on both of us. We’re almost there. We’re going to stop when we get to Frankie. I’ll get off and then we can both rest. Next time it will be easier. You’ll know I’m not going to hurt you. I’ll know you’re not going to hurt me—much. This riding business won’t happen often, but you have to let me do it when I need to. Believe me, it was easier for you than for me.

God knows that was the truth.

Frankie was just ahead, sitting on the fence.

She lifted a hand to wave at her.

We made it, Charlie.

She slipped from the horse and caught herself on his mane as her knees buckled.

To her surprise, he stood unmoving until she got her balance. Then, as she staggered toward the gate, he turned and trotted away.

Frankie was opening the gate, launching herself into Grace’s arms. “You should have waited,” she muttered as her grasp tightened like a vise around Grace. “I was so scared. You should have waited. . . .”

“I couldn’t wait.” She gently ran her fingers through Frankie’s curls. “It was time.”

“It took so long.”

“I couldn’t leave him. I would have had to start over tomorrow.” She glanced at the lightening sky. “Today.”

“Nice job.”

She stiffened and swung to face Marvot. “You think so?”

“Exceptional.” He was staring at her with cool appraisal. “You look a bit frazzled, but I was impressed.”

“I wasn’t trying to impress you. I didn’t even know you were here.”

“I wasn’t until a few hours ago. My men are sometimes fools. They didn’t want to wake me.” He smiled. “But this show was worth the lack of sleep. I really wasn’t sure you could tame him.”

“I didn’t. I don’t believe anyone could tame him. I just managed to come to an understanding with him.”

“Close enough. Can you ride him?”

She nodded. “It’s iffy, but I think he’ll let me stay on his back. Can I tell him where to go and have him pay attention? Not likely.”

“Not even if you use a bit?”

“I won’t use a bit. I’ve seen his mouth. Whoever you had trying to break him should be shot.”

He shrugged. “It healed. I had to try everything I could. It was only the one time. It was obvious it wasn’t going to work and the stallion would die before he’d let himself be broken.”

Son of a bitch.

“Except with you.” He inclined his head. “I commend you. And I also commend myself for my intelligence in bringing you here. It’s not really necessary for the stallion to take your orders. I want him to lead you.” His gaze narrowed on her face. “That didn’t surprise you. When Kilmer stole the map, I thought he must have an idea why the Pair were important. I’m sure he was disappointed when he found that it was so vague.”

“I’m only surprised that you think the Pair can lead you to the engine. They’re only horses.”

“I believe in the power of revenge, and Burton wanted his revenge. I can see him taking malicious pleasure in letting me steal the key and then making sure it would break off in the lock.” He turned away. “But I’ve been patient and now I’m going to get my payoff. We leave for the Sahara tomorrow.”

“No,” she said. “Give me another day.”

He looked back at her. “Are you stalling?”

“I need to be sure of the stallion.”

He shrugged. “One day.”

“Are we taking the mare?”

“Of course. I’ve tried to separate them before when I’ve taken them to the oasis. It doesn’t work. They won’t budge from the corral. At least when they’re together, they’ll let us take them into the desert.”

“And the colt?”

“It’s not necessary.”

“It’s necessary. The colt is nursing and he’ll get sick.”

“I couldn’t care less.”

“If you take away the colt, you’ll upset the mare, and that will upset the stallion.”

His gaze shifted to Frankie. “Are you sure it’s the mare who would be upset?”

She didn’t answer. “Take the colt.”

“Suppose we leave your daughter here to take care of the colt?”

“No!”

He smiled. “Give me one reason why I should take the little girl.”

“You want me to concentrate on making the horses do what you want them to do. I couldn’t do it if I was worried about Frankie.”

“Flimsy. But we’ll take the child. I may need her on-site to spur you onward.”

“And the colt?” Frankie asked.

He shrugged. “There may be some truth in what your mother is saying. I don’t want anything to disturb the possibility that I’m seeing at last. He can go.”

Grace watched him walk away. She had gotten what she wanted and that was good. But that didn’t change the sudden chill assaulting her. When they reached the oasis, it would be the signal for the action to start. Kilmer had had no opportunity here, but he’d have no choice but to make an attempt when they reached the Sahara.

“Why are you frowning?” Frankie asked. “We get to take Maestro.”

“I guess I’m tired. You must be tired too.” She started for the stable. “Let’s see if we can get a few hours’ sleep before we have to start the day.”

“First I have to check on Hope and Maestro,” Frankie said as she ran past her. “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

Grace didn’t hurry after her. She was stiff and sore and dead tired. Maybe she should have let Frankie stay here. She’d be in the middle of the action once they reached the oasis. She could have relied on Kilmer to choose a good man to protect her here at El Tariq.

What was she thinking? It would have driven her crazy to risk Frankie with anyone else. One phone call from Marvot and Frankie could be dead.

No, there were no good choices. She just had to do the best she could.

         

Christ, he was sweating.

And sick to his stomach.

Kilmer leaned his cheek on the branch and closed his eyes. It had been one hell of a night. He’d probably have nightmares of that stallion rearing over Grace’s body.

A sudden flash of anger tore through him. Why the devil hadn’t she given up? What idiocy had led her to keep after him?

He wanted to kill her.

And he wanted to grab her close and shelter her from crazy stallions and murderers like Marvot and the whole damn world.

And he wanted to tell her how proud he was of her.

And most of all he wanted to keep himself from going down to the horse farm to get her and ruining everything she had fought for last night.

         

Mom, are you okay? It’s ten o’clock.”

Grace slowly opened her eyes to see Frankie’s worried face before her. “Is it?” She sat up on the cot and shook her head to clear it of sleep. “Sorry. I must have been more tired than I thought. When did you get up?”

“Two hours ago. I checked on the colt and then I came back here. I thought you’d wake up any minute.”

“I’ll be right with you.” Lord, she was stiff. She felt like she could barely hobble as she started for the shower. “I have to clean up and then eat something. I collapsed when I got in here. Will you dig in the knapsack and bring me something to wear?”

“Sure. Anything particular?”

“Jeans.” She went into the stall and started to strip. “And the khaki shirt.”

         

She’s wearing the khaki shirt,” Kilmer said into the telephone to Donavan. “That means she’s trying to warn us of a change.”

“What kind of change?” Donavan paused. “Escape attempt?”

“I don’t think so. Not with all these guards hovering around her. No, I think they’re moving out and coming your way.”

“Why would they— My God, she rode the stallion?”

“Last night.”

“Hot damn. I wish I’d been there.”

“So do I. It nearly killed me. It took her most of the night.”

“Shit, I’m proud of her.”

“She’s trying to give us warning. Don’t waste it. Get things ready there. I’ll join you as soon as I verify that they’re heading for the oasis.”

“I’ll be as ready as I can get.” He hung up.

Kilmer put away his phone and raised the binoculars to his eyes again. Grace was in the paddock, and the interaction between her and the stallion seemed to be a repeat of last night.

No, not really. He was letting her mount him.

She stayed up for only a few minutes and dismounted. Then she walked away from him and climbed the fence, talking to him.

Fifteen minutes later she went to him and mounted him again.

Shit, I’m proud of her.

Donavan’s words came back to him. No more proud than Kilmer. Now that some of the terror in the interaction between the stallion and Grace was abating, he could let the fierce pride come to the forefront. Strong and brave and smart. What a woman she was. . . . 

His woman.

His? If she could read his mind in that moment, she would probably cut his nuts off. Yet he couldn’t banish that surge of possessiveness he felt for Grace. He had been part of the creating of the woman she was now. Nine years ago he had taught her things she didn’t know, but she had no idea how much she had taught him in return.

Enough. No matter how much he wanted to stake a claim in the making of the exceptional person who was Grace Archer, when all was said and done she was her own woman.

And he had to make sure that woman and his daughter stayed alive during the next few days.

         

They arrived at the oasis at four this morning.” The Sheikh made a face. “With a caravan of RVs, horse trailers, and trucks filled with Marvot’s private army. He’s a blot on the landscape. Do you remember when I told you that we were being pushed out of our habitat? This is what I can expect everywhere in my desert in the next few years.”

“Maybe not,” Kilmer said. “Marvot is a criminal, stampeding his way through life. Anyone else has got to be less intrusive.”

“But the intrusion will still exist. And there will always be Marvots in the world, just as there will always be evil to balance the good.” The Sheikh unrolled a map on the worn leather-covered table. “He’s already sent out sentries to try to locate anyone who might get in his way.” His lips tightened. “As if he could find us if we didn’t want to be found. We know this desert. But we’re breaking camp in an hour, so let’s get this over with.” He pointed at a spot on the map. “This is the oasis. It’s the one that Marvot uses as base all the time. He had a corral and a lean-to built when he first started to bring the horses there. There are several large tents at the camp, but Marvot occupies a fine air-conditioned RV.” He stabbed his finger at a spot in the center of the camp. “Here.”

“And surrounded by the army you mentioned. How many?”

“My man counted twenty-seven. Where is the map you stole from Marvot?”

Kilmer pulled the pouch from his pocket and drew out the map. He spread it next to the Sheikh’s map. “Where does Marvot usually go when he takes the Pair into the desert?”

The Sheikh pointed out a quadrant on the map. “Here. It’s mostly dunes except for a small deserted village. But two miles north you start running into the foothills of the Atlas Mountains.” He pointed at a spot on the map. “There’s water in the village, so your Grace might stop to water the horses.” He smiled crookedly. “The horses should be right at home in the village. That’s where they were taken out of the trailers and that’s where they stayed. Marvot couldn’t make them budge.”

“Is there a possibility that the engine was hidden in the village?”

“No. Marvot tore the village apart looking for it. The Pair were just too stubborn to move.”

“Or too well trained.”

The Sheikh shrugged. “It’s possible. Burton was a total fanatic about the training of the Pair. He took them away for seven months and I don’t know what he did to them.” His lips tightened. “Maybe I don’t want to know. But they were totally obedient to him when he brought them back to the camp.”

“I’m not sure the Pair were any better off with him than they are with Marvot.” Kilmer glanced down at the village on the map. “Any place here we can set up a meeting with Grace?”

“A few. But Marvot will send his men in ahead to scout it out. He always does.”

“We can avoid them. As long as they don’t trail along with Grace.”

“Not unless Marvot wants to blow any chance he has of the horses cooperating. The reason he brought her in was because the horses were totally uncooperative around his men. One hopes he’s learned his lesson over the years.” The Sheikh paused. “But she’ll be observed all the time from a distance. Binoculars, telescopes . . . She’ll be like a bug under a microscope. If she disappears for a minute, Marvot will be on the move. You bring in a helicopter and he’ll be all over you.”

“I know that. I might have to take out his base camp. Do you know where he’s keeping Grace and Frankie?”

“A tent on the outskirts of the oasis. A very well guarded tent. And do you know what will happen if Marvot believes he’s going to lose Grace?”

“I know. It’s not going to happen.”

“That’s what I said when Marvot stampeded over my encampment and killed my trainer.”

“It’s not going to happen,” Kilmer repeated. “Grace and Frankie have to be away from the oasis when the attack takes place.”

“I agree.” He sat down and stared thoughtfully at the map. “Not easy. But there may be a way. . . .”

“What?”

“Let me consult with Hassan. He gave me an interesting bit of news this morning.”

“What news?”

“There is going to be a sirocco sometime in the next few days. We may be able to work with it.”

“A sandstorm? How the hell does he know? Sandstorms are unpredictable as hell.”

“He knows this desert. He’s eighty-nine years old and lived here since the day he was born. A sandstorm is a great danger to my tribe. We have to know when we can move with safety. Hassan doesn’t often fail us.”

“But it does happen?”

“It happens. He’s not a seer, after all. He can only feel it coming, smell it.” His brows lifted. “That doesn’t surprise you?”

“No. Grace has that kind of instinct. She could always tell when rain was coming.”

“I believe I’m going to like your Grace.” The Sheikh smiled. “Then she’ll believe you when you tell her that she’ll have cover if she can manage to get your daughter out of that encampment?”

“Can you get a message to her?”

The Sheikh shook his head. “I won’t tell any of my men to go into Marvot’s camp and contact her. It’s up to you.”

“Can you at least tell me when that sandstorm is supposed to strike?”

“He thinks maybe day after tomorrow. Usually Hassan knows more the day before it hits.”

“That’s comforting. And how’s Grace supposed to delay Marvot until Hassan is certain it’s a go?”

“That’s your problem. And a woman who can tell when rain is going to come should be clever enough to block a slimy toad like Marvot.”

“He’s not stupid.”

“True.” He paused. “I’ll tell you. I’ll send a distraction to Marvot this evening if you want to try to get information to her.”

“How?”

“There are caravans of tradesmen coming through the oasis occasionally. They’ve visited Marvot before when he was there. It won’t be too suspicious if a small caravan appears. I’ll give you a lookout and appropriate clothes so that you can blend in. You won’t have much time before Marvot throws them out, but it may be enough.” He tapped the tent again. “Remember the guard at her tent.”

“I’m not likely to forget him.” He turned toward the tent entrance. “And I’d appreciate it if you’d keep on Hassan to narrow down that window of opportunity. You haven’t given me much to tell Grace.”

“Kilmer.”

“What?”

“You haven’t mentioned the engine. Have you given up on it?”

“Hell, no. I won’t let Marvot have anything he wants,” he said curtly. “But I won’t risk Grace and Frankie to take it away from him. There’s always another day.”

“Very wise. I hope you get them away from Marvot safely. And I hope you find your engine.”

“Because you don’t like the oil cartel?”

“Partly. Have Fatima stain your face and body before you dress tomorrow.” The Sheikh grinned. “She’ll enjoy it.”

“I’ll do it myself.” Kilmer left the tent.

Donavan straightened when he saw him. “When do we move? How much help do we get from him?”

“Not a hell of a lot. I think we can count on him when we need him. Until we go for the push, he’s not risking anyone.” He grimaced. “But he’s donating the services of his tribe’s weatherman. So I guess I shouldn’t complain.”

“Weatherman?”

“I’ll explain as we walk back to my tent.” He looked at the sky. It was crystal clear and dotted with stars. No sign of a cloud or any hint of a disturbance. “I hope to hell this Hassan is as good as Grace at weather predictions. . . .”
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Charlie’s trying to break down the corral,” Frankie said as she ran into the tent. “And the colt’s scared, Mom.”

“I’ll be right there.” Grace threw down her washcloth and ran out of the tent.

Frankie was right. Charlie was screaming with rage, and his hooves were striking at the wooden bars. One was already broken, and the mare was becoming agitated. In a moment she’d be joining in the destruction.

“Stop him.” Marvot was striding toward the corral. “He’ll hurt himself. I didn’t go through all this trouble to have him break a leg.”

“Your consideration is heartwarming.” Grace was already unfastening the gate. “I’ll stop him. Keep your men away from him. He probably thinks he’s been betrayed. He recognizes this place. I could see it when I took him out of the trailer.”

Another board broke as Charlie’s hoof struck it.

Stop it. You’re not helping, Charlie. It’s not what you think. No one is going to hurt you or Hope or the colt. We have to pretend to play their game for a while. It will be the last time, I promise.

Another rail splintered.

Charlie . . . 

She went into the corral and started toward him. His eyes were glittering wildly as he reared. Then he was running toward her.

She stopped and waited.

He swerved just in time.

I promise, Charlie. Just give me a chance. We can work through this together.

He ran toward the fence where Marvot was standing.

Marvot took an involuntary step back as Charlie skidded to a stop.

She smothered a smile. Good for you. At least you know the target. Now calm down and get some rest. We may need it.

He kicked in one more rail and then trotted to the far side of the corral.

Good. But don’t kill any stable hands when they’re trying to repair the corral. I don’t want any of them trying to hurt any of you. You may be strong, but the colt is weak.

She turned and left the corral.

“You’ll have to do better than that tomorrow,” Marvot said. “You didn’t exhibit much control.”

“You’re not dead, are you? He was just toying with you.” She fastened the gate. “Tomorrow? We’re going to set out in the morning?”

“There’s no reason for waiting.”

“The horses need to rest. They’re stressed.”

“They’ll survive.” He turned away. “The jury’s still out on you and your daughter.”

She stared after him as he walked toward his RV. The jury wasn’t out. Marvot had already made up his mind when he’d brought them to El Tariq.

“Mom, may I go into the lean-to and see Maestro?” Frankie asked.

She nodded absently. “But stay away from Charlie.”

“I will. He doesn’t like me.”

“He’ll learn. But this isn’t the time. He’s nervous.”

Frankie said dryly, “Yeah, I can see it by the way he tried to hammer down the corral. I was sorta nervous too.”

Grace watched her carefully skirt the area where Charlie was reigning and hurry over to the lean-to, where Hope and the colt were huddled. There was no question Frankie would be fine with them. She’d been accepted by Hope, and the colt practically thought of her as a second mother.

She turned and walked back to her tent.

Bells.

Shouts.

Clang of metal on metal.

What the hell?

A guard was suddenly in front of her. “Into your tent and stay there.”

“What’s happening?”

“A caravan of tradesmen.” He pushed her forward into the tent. “You’re to stay in the tent until they’re gone.”

She glanced over her shoulder and caught a glimpse of an RV, several riders on horseback, and, for God’s sake, camels.

The guard pulled down the flap of the tent, leaving her in musty dimness. A caravan? Too much of a coincidence? Marvot would surely suspect any intrusion into—

Hands clamped on her shoulders from behind. “Don’t cry out, Grace.”

Kilmer!

She tore away and whirled to face him. “You idiot! I was just thinking that this was suspicious. Marvot will catch you and hang you out to dry.”

“I missed you too.”

She threw herself into his arms. “Get out of here. You can’t help us now. There are too many guards and the—”

“I’m going to get out of here.” His arms tightened around her. “If you’ll shut up and let me talk to you.”

She buried her face in his shoulder. She wasn’t about to let him go yet. My God, she had missed him. She hadn’t realized how alone she’d felt until she’d touched him. He smelled funny. Like suntan lotion and walnuts and something sweet. . . . “Talk.”

“When are you supposed to start searching with the Pair?”

“Tomorrow. If Charlie doesn’t break a leg trying to tear down the corral.”

“Charlie?”

“That’s what Frankie wanted to call the stallion. The mare is Hope.”

“You need to stall. We have to have another day.”

“May I point out that I don’t have much choice? Why?”

“There’s going to be a sirocco day after tomorrow. It will make it easier for us to get you and Frankie away.”

“I can see that. But how the devil do you know there’s going to be a sandstorm? There’s nothing more unpredictable. Siroccos come out of nowhere.”

“That’s what I said. But Adam has his own weatherman guru in the tribe. According to him, if Hassan says it’s going to happen, it will happen.”

“When? What time?”

“That’s where it’s a little iffy. Hassan thinks it’s going to be in the afternoon.”

“And if it’s in the morning then I won’t even be able to start out.”

“Then we’ll think of something else.” He paused. “How’s Frankie?”

“Wonderful. You’d be proud of her.”

“I am proud of her. And of you.” He let her go and stepped back. “I’ve got to get out of here. Adam said I couldn’t have more than a couple minutes.”

She didn’t want him to leave. Jesus, she was frightened for him. “Any idea how I’m going to delay Marvot?”

“Yes.” He reached in his pocket and handed her a packet. “It will make you sick as hell for twelve hours. Vomiting. Diarrhea. Stomach cramps. It will be clear to Marvot that you can’t function.”

“Gee, thanks,” she said sarcastically as her hand closed around the packet. “I guess it beats a cyanide pill.”

“You may not think so tomorrow.” His lips tightened. “I don’t like giving it to you. If you can find any other way, do it.”

“I will.” For the first time she noticed his native dress and stained skin. “You look like something from ‘Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves.’ ” She wrinkled her nose. “And you stink.”

“I thought a bit of pot would add an authentic touch. Though Adam’s people aren’t allowed to touch it.” He was heading for the opposite end of the tent, where he’d loosened the ties to crawl under the tarp. He glanced back at her. “It’s going to be okay, Grace. Just try to get him to let Frankie go with you. We’ll be able to scoop you both up at one time.”

“And if he won’t let her go?”

“We’ll have to send another group to come and get her. Since he won’t be sure that we’ve got you, it will make it easier.”

“As long as this miraculous sirocco blows up out of the blue.”

“It will.” He was lifting the tarp. “I think we deserve a miracle.”

Fear shot through her. “Have you got someone outside the tent keeping watch? Will you— Of course you do.”

He smiled. “Of course I do.”

He was gone.

Her nails bit into her palms as she listened. She wanted to run out and see what was happening. All she could do was stand here and strain her ears to hear every sound to try to tell if Kilmer was in trouble.

A shot!

Oh, God.

Laughter. Bells. Marvot’s voice.

He wasn’t shouting. He only sounded annoyed.

Another shot.

She ran to the tent opening and threw aside the tarp.

The guard who had pushed Grace into the tent was pulling a struggling Frankie behind him.

“Mom, tell him. I have to get back to the colt. All that shooting scared him.”

Grace ignored her to ask the guard, “What’s all the shooting about?”

He shrugged. “They’re trying to sell us their guns. Very poor quality. Some are so old they were used in the Iran-Iraq War. They are going soon. They were only permitted to stay because the guns interested us.” He thrust Frankie at her. “She has no respect. If she were my child, she would be beaten until she could not stand.”

“I’m sure.” She pulled Frankie into the tent. “Tell us when they’ve left and we can go back to the horses.” She dropped the flap and held up her hand as Frankie started to protest. “Be quiet. You don’t have to cosset the colt every minute. We need to keep a low profile for a little while.”

“Why? The colt is—” She stopped, sniffing. “It smells . . . strange.”

“Yes, it does. And it’s your job to get that smell out of here as soon as they let us open those flaps. Use anything you can find to fan it out of here.”

“But what is—” Her eyes widened. “Jake?”

Another shot.

Dammit, why were men so like children when it came to weapons?

“Jake.” Grace crossed her arms against her chest to keep them from shaking. “But he can’t help us yet. We have to wait.”

“How long?”

“I’m not going to tell you that. It’s not that I don’t trust you. I just want your reactions to seem genuine no matter what happens. Do you understand that?”

She nodded slowly. “I guess so. What do I do?”

“Take care of the colt and Hope.” She paused. “And you may have to take care of Charlie too.”

“Why? I told you, he doesn’t like me.”

“I don’t want anything to happen to him. I don’t trust the guards to take care of Charlie.”

“But you’ll be here to— No?”

“I’m going to be pretty sick for a little while. I may not be able to help you.”

“You mean pretend sick, right?”

She shook her head. “No pretense.” She knelt in front of Frankie and took her hands. “I’m going to make myself sick, baby. But it will only last a day and then I’ll be okay.”

“Why?” Her hands gripped Grace’s tightly. “I don’t want you to be sick. What if you don’t get well?”

“I’ll get well.”

“How do you know?”

“Because Jake gave me the medicine to make me sick, and I trust him. You have to trust him too.”

Frankie shook her head. “No, not if he makes you sick.”

“He wouldn’t hurt me, Frankie. Any more than he’d hurt you.” She wasn’t getting through to her. Frankie was terrified, and who could blame her? The worst fear a child could experience was the terror of losing a parent. “He cares about us, Frankie.” Oh, what the hell, tell her. “Do you know why we have to trust him?”

“Because he’s a good guy?”

She drew a deep breath. “He’s your father, Frankie.”

“What?”

The shock on Frankie’s face sent a surge of apprehension through Grace. Was it a mistake? Should she have waited? Should she have told her at all? “It’s the truth.”

“He didn’t . . . want me?”

“No, that’s not true,” she said quickly. “He did want you. But he wanted to keep you safe, to keep us both safe.”

Frankie’s gaze searched her face. “Honest?”

“Honest.” She hadn’t realized until this minute that she did believe what Kilmer had told her. “So you have to trust Jake because he loves you very, very much.” Grace hugged Frankie close and then pushed her back to look into her eyes. “And he’d never give me anything that would make me sick if I couldn’t get well.”

“Like that movie we watched. The one in the tomb.”

At first, she didn’t understand. “Oh, Romeo and Juliet.” She chuckled. “Yes, I’ll definitely come back to life in twelve hours. But you’ll have to hold down the fort until I do.”

Frankie nodded. “And I’ll pretend to be scared when you’re sick.”

“I don’t think you’ll have to pretend.” She kissed her on the forehead. “But don’t be too scared. It will make me feel worse. Okay?”

“Okay.” She moistened her lips. “When?”

“I’ll take the medicine in the middle of the night so that I’ll be sick most of the day tomorrow.” She stroked Frankie’s hair back from her face. “And there’s nothing you can do for me except take care of the horses. It’s going to hurt you to see me like that, and you’ll have to be brave.”

“Maybe the medicine won’t work.”

“It will work. Because Jake said it would. Now let’s get something to eat and see if they’re going to let us go back to the horses. I haven’t heard any more shots, have you?”

“No.” Frankie was shaking. “I’ve been thinking, and I don’t like this, Mom.”

“Neither do I. And I’m going to like it less tomorrow. But it’s our chance, Frankie. We have to grab any chance we can.” She got to her feet. “Now let’s go soothe your Maestro.”

         

Grace carefully tucked the blanket around the sleeping Frankie and moved quietly toward the tent flap. The next moment she was outside and being intercepted by the guard.

“I’m not trying to escape,” she said wearily. “I just have to check on the horses again. Marvot wouldn’t mind me doing that, I assure you.”

“It’s three in the morning,” he said suspiciously. “Go back into the tent.”

“Look, I’m not feeling so well and I don’t want to argue. Do you want to wake Marvot and explain that you kept me from doing my job? He won’t be pleased.”

The guard hesitated and then stepped aside. “I can see the corral well from here. Stay in full view. I’ll give you ten minutes.”

“I won’t need that long.”

Charlie was standing on the opposite end of the corral but lifted his head as she approached.

I’m not here to bother you. I had to tell you that I won’t see you tomorrow. Frankie will be here, and she’ll be scared and worried and I’d like it if you’d not be a complete shit to her. I’ll try to see you tomorrow night and we’re going into the desert the day after. It’s not going to be like it was before. I don’t care if you take me to find anything. If you want to wander around all day, that’s great. But just help me and I promise that you and Hope will be free of the enemy. Okay?

He stared at her and then looked away.

That’s encouraging.

She turned and started back to the tent.

Charlie neighed.

She glanced back at him. He still wasn’t looking at her.

What the hell? Did she expect him to chatter like Mr. Ed in that old TV series? She didn’t even know how much he understood. If anything. Since childhood she’d believed that at times she’d been able to tap into that comprehension. That strong bonds could exist between horses and people if you cared enough. But right now she was discouraged enough to wonder if she was only fooling herself.

Well, forget it. She could only do what she could do. It wasn’t as if she—

Charlie neighed once more. And when she looked back at him again, it was to see that he’d come to the place where she’d stood by the corral and was staring after her.

If you do understand me, just be good to Frankie. Help her.

She hurried back to the tent and passed the guard without even glancing at him.

Frankie was still sleeping.

So beautiful. Don’t wake her until it was necessary. She was going to be disturbed soon enough.

She glanced at her watch: 3:45 A.M. It was time.

She took out the packet and got a cup of water from the bucket beside the bed.

Don’t think about it. Just do it.

She swallowed the powder and then the water as a chaser. She quickly tore up the tiny packet and tucked it into the bottom of her knapsack. She had to work fast now. She didn’t know how quickly the powder would take effect. She put the metal cup back by the water bucket, lay down, and pulled the blanket over her. She had done all she could. She had prepared the way by telling the guard she wasn’t feeling well. She had taken the powder at the logical time. If the powder made her ill the full twelve hours that Kilmer had told her it would, then she wouldn’t be able to function until late in the day.

She didn’t feel sick. Maybe Kilmer had given her the wrong—

Trust him, she had told Frankie. She smiled ruefully. How bizarre to have to trust him to give her a dose that would—

She gasped with pain.

Her stomach was clenching, twisting in agony.

She barely made it to the water bucket before she threw up.

         

You look terrible.” Marvot was frowning as he looked down at her. “The guard says you’ve been throwing up for an hour. What’s wrong with you?”

“How do I know?” She closed her eyes as waves of nausea rolled over her. “Did you poison me?”

“Don’t be an idiot,” he said curtly. “I need you.”

“That would make a difference. Then maybe it’s food poisoning or flu or . . . maybe a bug bit me. I don’t know. You decide.” She staggered over to the bucket again. “I’m busy.”

She retched, but there was no longer anything in her stomach to come up. Dear God, she felt sick. “I feel a little better than I did an hour ago. Maybe the worst is over.”

“You look ghastly.” His lips curled distastefully. “And this tent smells of vomit.” He headed for the door. “This business doesn’t please me.”

“Me either.” She was cold and shaking from reaction. Jesus, Kilmer, did you have to do this good a job? Yes, he did, or it wouldn’t have been convincing. “Do I get a doctor?”

“Hell, no, I won’t have outside interference. This isn’t Geneva conventions.” He looked at Frankie, who was huddled in the corner. “Maybe it will spur your recovery if I remind you that without you I have no use for her.”

“Give me a little time.” She bent over the bucket again as a new wave of nausea washed over her. “Just a few hours . . .”

When she raised her head again, he was gone.

“I didn’t think it would be like this, Mom,” Frankie whispered. Her eyes were huge in her pale face. “Are you going to die?”

“No, I told you . . .” She had to close her eyes again. “It will be over after today. I’ll be fine.”

“Jake shouldn’t have made you this sick.”

“Yes, he should.” It was hard to argue with her when her body was agreeing wholeheartedly. “And you shouldn’t be in here with me. You can’t help. Get out and go take care of the horses.”

“I don’t want to leave you.”

“Get out of here, Frankie. It’s harder for me with you sitting there worrying.”

Frankie slowly got to her feet. “May I come back soon?”

“Four hours. Just so you can check and see that I’m all right. Then you go back to the horses.”

“I don’t want—” She broke off and turned away. “I don’t like you to be sick. There should have— I don’t like it.”

But she left the tent, and Grace was grateful. It was bad enough to be this sick without having to comfort Frankie. Even though she’d warned her, she’d known that Frankie wouldn’t be able to handle her illness with any degree of composure. She was too loving; their relationship was too close.

Oh, God, she was going to be sick again.

Just get through it. The hours would pass and the pain and nausea would stop.

But if that sandstorm doesn’t roll in tomorrow on schedule, I’m going to murder you, Kilmer.

         

By noon Grace’s diarrhea and vomiting had stopped, but the chills remained. By three the chills had gradually faded away, leaving her weak and totally exhausted. By five she was able to drink a little water.

At five-thirty Marvot paid her another visit. “You’re well?”

“I wouldn’t say that. I could use another day of rest.”

“You’re not going to get it,” he said curtly. “You’ve wasted too much of my time. You start out at eight in the morning.”

“But you claim you have so much patience.”

“It’s at an end. I’m getting too close.”

“Very well, eight o’clock.” She paused. “I want to take Frankie with me.”

“No.”

“She gets along well with the mare. I need the help.”

“She’s never ridden her. You have the stallion and you can lead the mare.”

“I’d have a better chance if I—”

“No.” He smiled grimly. “I’m quite sure you’ll concentrate wholeheartedly on the search if the child is in my loving custody. Because if I don’t have either a concrete find or at least a hint of where that engine is located, then I’ll shoot that colt in front of the little girl. I don’t believe you’d like that.”

Grace could see the terror the threat brought to Frankie’s face.

Bastard. She said through her teeth, “I’ll do my best to give you what you want.”

“I know you will,” he said as he left. “I only have to press the right buttons.”

The death of the colt. Perhaps the death of Frankie.

“I won’t let him do it,” Frankie said fiercely. “I won’t let him hurt Maestro.”

“It was a threat, Frankie.”

“He’d do it. I know he’d do it. I won’t let him.”

Frankie was angry and scared, but no more frightened than Grace. She’d desperately wanted Marvot to permit Frankie to go with her.

Keep calm. Kilmer would know that Frankie was being left at the camp and that they’d have to adjust any plans to include the development.

But it would have been easier if Frankie had been with her so that Grace could make sure she was safe.

“Listen, Frankie, Jake will be coming for you, and you mustn’t let the colt keep you from going with him. Marvot won’t shoot the colt unless he has something to gain by it. If you’re not here, he won’t be able to hurt us by doing that.”

“He might.” Her eyes were glittering with tears. “And it would be my fault. I won’t go without Maestro.”

She gazed at her daughter helplessly. “Frankie, it wouldn’t be— Okay, we’ll find a way to get Maestro away from here. Just be ready.”

Frankie nodded. “And I’ll have him ready too.”

And how the devil were they going to get the gangly colt away from Marvot?

Play it by ear. It was all they could do when they couldn’t plan anything with certainty from minute to minute. “You do that.” She sat up, then closed her eyes for a minute and fought the dizziness. “But right now I need you to do something much simpler. Would you go ask the guard to get me a bowl of meat broth of some sort? I have to get my strength back before tomorrow morning.”

“Sure.” Frankie jumped to her feet. “Anything else?”

She shook her head. “I’ll try some solid food later.” She wrinkled her nose. “And then I’ll clean up and we’ll wash this tent. The odor’s terrible. It makes me feel sick again just smelling it.”

“Right.” Frankie ran out of the tent.

Grace struggled to her feet and followed her to the flap and gazed up at the sky.

White clouds, blue skies. No wind stirring.

They were banking everything on the sirocco that was supposed to strike tomorrow, and there was no sign that would happen. Well, if it didn’t, then they’d go in a different direction. Kilmer would have an alternative plan. She had to have faith.

Marvot was becoming impatient. His threat against Frankie had teeth.

Then she’d deal with him. She’d find a way to stop him until another plan was in place.

But, dammit, she wished there was a breath of wind, a stirring of the sand dunes to indicate a disturbance in nature.

Nothing.

         

The horse trailers and two RVs left the oasis at eight-thirty the next morning. They reached the deserted village of Kartal an hour later.

Blockman slid down the side of the dune to where Kilmer and Adam waited five minutes later. “They’ve just unloaded the trailers. Frankie isn’t with her.”

“Damn.” Kilmer turned to Adam. “We’ll have to split up the team. We’ll get Grace and I’ll send Donavan to get Frankie.”

Adam nodded. “You’ll have to move fast.” He turned. “Now I’ll go and see where Marvot is setting up surveillance of your Grace. When the storm hits, we’ll want to know where he is so that we won’t stumble over him.”

“If the storm hits.”

“It will hit today. Hassan says his teeth ache. It’s a sure sign.”

“Great.” He started to crawl up the dune. “Let’s hope he doesn’t just have a cavity.”

         

Go away. All of you.” Grace took a step nearer Charlie. “You’re making him nervous, Marvot.”

“We’re leaving.” Marvot got back into the RV. “Actually, he’s amazingly calm. Usually by this time he’s tried to run over any stable hand within ten yards of him. I’m impressed.”

“It doesn’t mean that he’ll be trotting along to Burton’s cache.” She put her hand on Charlie’s mane. The stallion was tense but he didn’t shy away from her. “Which probably doesn’t exist. He probably destroyed it so that you couldn’t get your hands on it.”

“It exists. Burton had a giant ego. He wouldn’t give up his chance of becoming a worldwide household name. And it’s somewhere in that area. If we hadn’t been forced to kill the bastard, he would have told us the exact location.” He stared her in the eye. “You start out right away and we’ll come back and set up a base here. Come back at the end of the day and we’ll pick you up. I’ve had this entire area scoured by my men, and Kilmer’s nowhere around. But there will be someone watching you all the time. Don’t try to get away or I’ll be heading back to the oasis to see your daughter.”

“How would I get away with two unruly horses and a desert to cross?” She turned and went over to Hope. The mare seemed much calmer than Charlie. She’d been much more settled since the birth of the colt. “I’d have to have a genie in a bottle.”

He nodded. “And Kilmer’s no wizard.” He drove off with his entourage of vehicles following him.

She patted Hope and then went back to Charlie. “Well, we’re on our own, boy.” She looked out at the desert and shook her head. The dunes were enormous, and the sun beating down on them would be scorching hot in a few hours. In the distance she could see the foothills of the Atlas Mountains, and they looked cool and inviting compared to the stark barrenness surrounding her. She had read somewhere that there was a giant dune in the Sahara the size of Rhode Island. Looking at these dunes, she could believe it.

Kilmer’s no wizard.

Kilmer’s nowhere around.

But Marvot was wrong. She’d worked with Kilmer and knew that he could be a wizard on occasion. If he didn’t want to be found, he wouldn’t be found. He would be there for her when she needed him.

“Here we go.” She pulled herself onto Charlie’s back and started to gather Hope’s rope. Then she stopped as she looked at the mare. This rope was totally stupid. It wasn’t as if she could control the mare with it. Hope would follow Charlie without a rope, and it might get in the way. She released the mare. “Come on, Hope. Let’s get this over with so that you can get back to your colt.”

Hope neighed and came lunging toward them.

“Charlie?”

Would he move? Would he refuse to budge as he always had before when brought here?

Charlie, dammit. Go. It doesn’t matter where. Just move.

The stallion took a step forward, then another.

We’ll still be here when Marvot comes back if you don’t get a move on it. Personally, I don’t want to see him again anytime soon.

Charlie started to walk and then trot.

Hallelujah. Her legs tightened around him.

Now just amble around and have a good time until Kilmer comes for us.

But the sky was still crystal clear, a blue so intense that it hurt her eyes to look at it.

And Kilmer wouldn’t come until the storm came.
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Where’s that damn sirocco?” Kilmer growled as he wiped the sweat from his brow. “She’s been out there for hours and we can’t make a move.”

Adam shrugged. “Soon. Be patient.”

“Tell that to Marvot. It’s clear that those horses aren’t traveling to a set destination. They’re just wandering around. If he thinks that Grace is of no use to him, he’ll kill her without batting an eyelash.”

“Perhaps he’ll give her another day.”

“Another day? You said that the sirocco was going to happen today.”

“Hassan may be wrong. I told you he was only ninety percent correct.”

Kilmer muttered an oath. “Adam, this is—”

“Wait.” The Sheikh lifted his head. “Do you feel it?”

“What?”

“Wind.”

“I don’t feel anything.”

“Then maybe I was mistaken. I don’t feel it anymore. . . .”

         

You’re going around in circles, Charlie.” Grace took a swallow of water from her canteen. “I know damn well we’ve seen this dry creek bed before.” In the last two hours he had wandered closer to the foothills of the Atlas Mountains several times. Hell, maybe he was searching for water. “Thirsty?” She got down from the stallion and poured water into the container she’d brought with her. “I shouldn’t complain. You’ve done a good job of keeping moving. Sorry it may be for nothing. I think that sheikh’s weatherman is nuts. Looks like we may have to talk Marvot into trying again to—”

Charlie had lifted his head so quickly he’d spilled the water in the container. He neighed and reared.

“What the hell?”

Hope was rearing too, her eyes glittering wildly.

Scared. They were scared.

And Charlie was looking to the west.

Her gaze flew to the western horizon.

Darkness.

A moment before it had been clear. Now the horizon was a haze of darkness.

Sirocco.

Moving fast, a veil of sand stretching as far as the eye could see. It would be on her in a few minutes.

And she’d be hidden from Marvot and his men.

“Come on, Kilmer,” she whispered. “Come and get us.” She quickly took off the blouse she’d worn over her T-shirt and the scarf with which she’d tied back her hair. With any luck Kilmer and his men would be here within a few minutes, but that sand would be a smothering blanket if inhaled by either her or the horses. She tore the shirt in two and dampened both sections. “You’re not going to like this.” She stepped close to Charlie. “But you’ve got to trust me with this one. I think Hope will let me do it, if she sees you. If you want to save her, you’ll have to let me do it.”

The sand was already stinging her face and the storm wasn’t even on them yet.

Charlie was backing away from her.

“You’ve got to let me help you, Charlie.” She could hear the desperation in her voice. “Trust me.”

He kept backing away.

She stopped and drew a deep breath. “I can’t make you do it. But I’ve never lied to you. I’ve never hurt you. I won’t hurt you now.”

He stopped, staring at her. His mane was lifting with the gusts of wind and his muscles were bunched.

She took a step forward. “Please. I’m going to put this over your eyes and nose so that you can breathe better. And then we’re going to stay together until help comes. Okay?” He’d let her come close. She slowly put the cloth over his eyes and nose and tied it. “You’re fine,” she said soothingly. “Nothing to be afraid of. Now I’m going to do Hope and bring her to you. I’ll loop the rope over both of you so that you won’t wander and lose each other, and I’ll hold the rope so that it won’t entangle you. Be still now.”

Miraculously, he shifted uneasily but didn’t bolt. In seconds she had the cloth over Hope’s eyes and muzzle and stood between them.

She couldn’t breathe. There was sand swirling all around them, striking exposed flesh like tiny knives.

She tied the scarf over her face and put an arm around each horse, burying her hands in their manes. “Please don’t panic,” she whispered. “It’s going to be all right. Just hold on and don’t be scared.” She tried to turn them so they weren’t facing the wind that was blowing with gale force. She had to hold desperately to the horses to keep from falling. Talk to them. Say anything. Just keep them from running into that storm and breaking a leg.

She talked. She sang. She quoted nursery rhymes.

Kilmer, where are you?

         

Dammit, where is she?” Marvot’s grasp tightened on the binoculars. “I can’t see the bitch.”

“Sirocco,” Hanley said. “Sandstorm.”

“I know it’s a sandstorm,” Marvot said sarcastically. “I want to know when it’s going to be over.”

Hanley shrugged. “An hour. A day. A week. As far as I know, there’s no way of telling.”

“Fuck. Tell Capriano to go after her.”

“If he can find her. Those horses are going to panic and—”

“Get her.”

Hanley nodded and tried to open the door of the RV. The wind slammed it shut. “Shit.” He forced the door open again. “I’ll have to—” His cell phone rang and he accessed. “Hanley.” He listened. “Son of a bitch. If you let them take the kid, you’re dead meat.” He hung up the phone. “The base camp at the oasis is under attack.”

“Kilmer.”

“That’s my guess,” Hanley said. “Maybe he doesn’t know Archer isn’t there.”

“And maybe he does. Maybe he’s out there with her now.” Marvot sat there, thinking. “The bitch may have played me for a fool. We’re pulling out and going back to the oasis. Tell the men to forget about the woman and get back to the base.”

“You’re leaving her?”

“Do you think she won’t go back to get the kid? We focus all our firepower on keeping control of the base. Then we only have to wait for Kilmer and her to come after her daughter.”

“And then use the kid as a hostage?”

“Oh, yes. But no one makes a fool of me.” He started the RV. “She’s going to get a surprise when she gets back to the oasis. We’ll see how the bitch likes having a daughter who’s missing a few fingers.”

         

Gunfire!

Frankie huddled closer to Maestro in the corner of the lean-to.

“It’s okay, boy,” she whispered as her arms tightened around his neck. “I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

The colt nickered softly, uneasily.

Was he coming?

I’ll kill the colt.

And he would, Frankie thought in anguish, he would.

No, he wouldn’t. She wouldn’t let him.

More gunfire. What was happening?

Mom . . . 

The sky was darkening and she could see a shadow, a man moving, outside the corral.

Marvot?

Come, Mom. Come, Mom. Please, come.

         

The sirocco was increasing in force.

And Charlie was beginning to rear again, almost jerking Grace from her feet.

“No. Just a little longer.” Her voice was shaking. “I promise, it will be—”

“Let him go.”

Kilmer. Relief poured through her. She jerked down her scarf and saw him through the stinging barrage of sand. He was only a shadowy figure, but he looked like something from another planet. He was wearing a scuba mask and oxygen tank, the mouthpiece dangling around his neck.

There were several men behind him, but they were too far away to recognize in the storm.

But whoever they were, they were disturbing Charlie and Hope. “Tell them to get back,” she shouted. “You too.”

Kilmer made a motion and the men faded back. “I’ll get out of your way in a minute.” He was buckling a scuba mask on her.

“Frankie. Did you get Frankie?”

“Donavan and Blockman had orders to attack the base camp the minute the sandstorm hit. The horse trailer’s about thirty yards to your right. If you can get the Pair in the trailer, the Sheikh’s men will take care of getting them back to his camp.”

“Get away.” She took a deep breath of the oxygen and tugged gently on the rope. “We’re going blind, Charlie. Just for a little while. Then it will be over.”

Would he go with her or break free?

Charlie reared. Hope reared.

Shit.

She tugged again, then abandoned the rope and wound her hands in both their manes and pulled.

He took a step forward.

One more, Charlie. Take one step at a time.

It couldn’t have taken more than a few minutes, but it was the longest thirty yards of her life.

She led Charlie into the trailer and then went back and led Hope up the ramp. The blowing sand was still bad in the trailer, but the horses would be able to breathe. Best to leave the cloth masks on, though. She patted them. “We’re going to get you out of this and take care of you. I promise you’ll be safe. . . .” She ran out of the trailer and motioned the two men at the end of the ramp to close the doors.

Kilmer grabbed her arm. “Come on. We have to get to Frankie.”

Fear iced through her. “You said Donavan went after her.” She ran beside him toward the SUV. “Hasn’t he reported back?”

“No, but he probably couldn’t get through in this storm. The sirocco hit here first, and it hadn’t gotten to the oasis when I talked to him last. It’s like a blanket hovering over a hundred feet. You know how good Donavan is. He’ll get her out.”

“I don’t know anything.” She jumped into the SUV. “And neither do you. So stop making comforting noises and let’s get to her. Can you see in this storm?”

“No, but I covered the engine and rigged a GPS setup for the oasis.” He started the SUV. “I didn’t have any doubt that you wouldn’t wait for Donavan to bring her to us.”

“And you would? Bullshit. You would have gone without me.”

He nodded. “You’re damn right.”

         

Donavan got through to Kilmer when he was only a few miles from the oasis. “We’ve secured the camp. We had to beat off an assault by Marvot and the goons he took with him to keep an eye on Grace. They didn’t go after her as we all hoped. But we had a strong enough foothold here.”

“Frankie?”

“She’s not here. We’ve searched every tent. She’s not here.”

“What? She’s got to be there.” He paused. “Unless Marvot had her taken to another location.”

“She’s gone?” Grace whispered.

Kilmer nodded. “Any sign of Marvot?” he asked Donavan.

“No, he took off when we repelled his attack. But I questioned a few of his men a bit forcefully. They said the little girl was in her tent.”

“Don’t get in a panic,” Kilmer told Grace. “Marvot isn’t there. The guards thought Frankie was still in her tent.”

“Don’t tell me not to panic.” Her voice was shaking with fear. “He could have called and given the order to kill her. For all we know she could be buried in the sand somewhere.”

“Donavan and Blockman moved in fast the minute the storm struck. The action was over in minutes. There wouldn’t have been time.”

Maybe. That thought was too unbearable and she tried to think of an alternate scenario. “Tell Donavan to go and check the colt in the lean-to. See if he’s still alive. Marvot threatened to kill him.”

“Right.” Kilmer relayed the message to Donavan.

Five agonizing minutes went by before Donavan came back on the line. “No colt. I looked everywhere.”

“No colt,” Kilmer repeated for Grace’s benefit.

“My God,” Grace said. “She took the colt.”

“What?”

“She was afraid the colt would be killed. The gunfire must have scared her and she ran away with him.”

“Into this storm?”

She nodded jerkily. “She loves that colt. Tell Donavan to try to track—” She ran her fingers through her hair. “Jesus, there wouldn’t be any tracks. Not in this storm. She could die out there.”

“We’ll find her, Grace.”

“Yes, we will.” She couldn’t bear to think anything else. “She’s a smart girl. She wouldn’t go out there without being prepared even if she was scared. We just have to think of a way to track her.”

“As soon as the storm lets up a little more, we’ll get the helicopter and scan the—”

The windshield shattered as a bullet plowed into the leather of the front seat.

“Shit! Duck!” He stomped on the brakes and rolled out the driver’s door. “Stay here.” Which direction had the bullet come from?

Another shot kicked up the sand in front of him. The shot was too accurate. Whoever was out there was in a protected area and could see to shoot. An RV or SUV? And Marvot’s men wouldn’t be shooting without his orders.

“Did you think I’d be beaten, Kilmer?” Marvot’s voice. “Only a temporary setback. I knew you’d be coming to rescue the child and all I had to do was wait. Listen, Archer, we can still work out an agreement. Do you think you’re safe, that the child is safe? You’ll never be safe. Give me what I want and the child will live. If you don’t work with me, you’ll both die and then the child will die. I promise it on my father’s grave. It’s only a matter of time.”

“Time’s up,” Grace murmured. She was lying beside him, a rifle cradled in her arms. It didn’t surprise him. Grace wouldn’t hide in the SUV. “I can’t see anything, can you?”

“No.” Then as the wind shifted he caught sight of the RV. “There’s our target. At three o’clock. I don’t see any other backup for him. I’ll keep him busy. You work your way around and shoot a hole in that gas tank. I want to see the bastard roast.” He didn’t wait for her to answer but got up and started to zigzag across the dunes.

Bullets.

Close.

Very close.

         

Get behind the RV.

Grace crawled on her hands and knees, sliding up and down the dunes on her belly.

She could hear the sound of the bullets.

Run, Kilmer.

But how could he run in this thick sand? She could barely crawl. She was sinking and sinking and the—

“Got him, Hanley!”

Marvot’s voice, harsh, triumphant. And terrifying, because it was Kilmer they were talking about. One of those bullets must have struck Kilmer.

Then a string of obscenities. “No, he’s still alive. He’s up again.” Another bullet. “How the hell— Where’s the woman?”

Behind you, bastard.

She took careful aim at the RV gas tank.

Behind you, son of a bitch.

She pressed the trigger.

The RV exploded into a fiery mass of metal!

She buried her body and head in the sand as the shrapnel from the explosion flew in every direction.

When she looked up, the flames of the wreckage were already being smothered by the lack of oxygen caused by the storm. But there was no doubt the explosion had killed Marvot and whoever else was in that RV. No one could have lived through that inferno.

“Nice shot.” Kilmer was limping toward her. “But I could have wished you’d gotten into position a little sooner.”

Relief surged through her. “I was afraid— You should have—” She stopped. “He’s dead. Marvot’s dead.”

“Good. Too bad it wasn’t drawn out a little longer. Like thirty or forty years.”

She closed her eyes as the realization hit home. All those years of hiding and fear were over. Banished in the time it took that RV to explode.

No, not over. Because Marvot’s deeds lived on. It was because of him that Frankie was wandering around in this sandstorm. He might still reach out from the dead to kill her. “Frankie.”

“Yeah, I know.” Kilmer was limping back toward the SUV. “We’ll go on to the oasis and round up a search party to go after her.”

“Wait.” She caught up with him. “Sit down and let me put a pressure bandage on your leg. Is it bleeding?”

“Not much.” He kept on going. “No time.”

“If it’s bleeding at all, it has to be bandaged. It will only take me a minute.”

“I told you.” He had reached the SUV and was awkwardly trying to get into the driver’s seat. “It’s not important.”

“It’s important.” She pushed him toward the passenger seat. “I’ll drive.” She got into the driver’s seat and grabbed the first-aid kit from the backseat. “Stop being a martyr. It doesn’t become you.” She cut his pant leg and spread it to reveal the wound. The bullet had gone through the flesh, but it was bleeding more than he’d claimed. “You’d blister any one of your team for ignoring a wound.”

“I have to get to Frankie.” His lips twisted. “I’m surprised you want to waste even a minute on me.”

“It’s not a waste.” She put on the pressure bandage. “You’re not a waste, Kilmer.”

He went still. “No?”

She finished the bandaging, turned, and started the engine. “No.”

         

Donavan came out of the tent to meet them when the SUV pulled into the oasis. “No Frankie. I sent Vazquez and Blockman to look for any track. Nothing. We don’t even know what direction she took.” He looked at Grace. “Sorry. God, I’m sorry. If she’d just stayed put, we’d have scooped her up with no problem.”

“She was scared for the colt.” She jumped out of the SUV. “We have to find her, Donavan.”

“I’ve already organized another search party.” He looked up at the sky. “I issued Blockman one of those GPS beacons Kilmer brought, and we’ll know if he finds her. The storm’s slowing down, but we still can’t chance a helicopter. Dammit, did Adam’s weatherman tell you how long it was going to last, Kilmer?”

“No.” Kilmer got out of the SUV. “But if I can get through, I’ve got to call Adam and get him to bring his men here to help.” He headed for the tent. “I’ll ask if Hassan’s toothache is going away.”

“You’re limping,” Donavan said. “Did you run into trouble?”

“Marvot,” Grace said. “And he needs that leg cleaned and rebandaged before he takes off again.”

“Marvot,” Donavan repeated. “And may I hope that you took the bastard out?”

“He’s dead. Grace blew him to kingdom come.” Kilmer went into the tent.

“Excellent,” Donavan said to Grace. “At least something’s going right.”

At the moment she couldn’t see anything right in the world. Why didn’t this storm stop? “You’re sure none of Marvot’s men saw Frankie leave?”

“I guarantee they would have told me. If the storm lets up enough, we’ll put that helicopter in the air and we’ll be able to find her.”

“We can’t wait.” Grace’s hands clenched into fists. “She’s just a little girl. She could die out there.”

“I know. I know. We’re going out again in another direction as soon as the team gets back to camp.”

And probably find nothing, she thought in agony. The desert was huge. Yet in this storm Frankie and the colt could be only a few miles away and they wouldn’t see them. Think. There had to be a way.

She stiffened. Perhaps there was a—

She headed for the tent into which Kilmer had disappeared. “Let me know when the search team gets back.”

         

The search team arrived back at camp twenty minutes later.

Frankie wasn’t with them.

Grace stood watching the practically unrecognizable, bedraggled men come toward the oasis. It was what she had expected, but it still caused the panic to soar. How long could Frankie survive out there?

“Adam’s here, Grace,” Kilmer said from behind her.

She turned to face him. “Did he bring them?”

“Yes.” His lips tightened. “It’s crazy. It won’t work.”

“It could. I can’t think of anything else to do. The storm’s lessening, but it’s still stopping and starting every ten minutes or so. I don’t want to wait for that damn helicopter.” She turned and started walking toward the group of men gathered by the corral. “Which one is your sheikh?”

“I’ll introduce you.” Kilmer had caught up with her. “Grace Archer, Sheikh Adam Ben Haroun.”

The man who turned to face her was tall, dark, and somewhere in his late thirties. He had an interesting face that looked more Western than Middle Eastern. He bowed. “I’m delighted to meet you. I regret that it’s in such sad circumstances. My people will do everything possible to find your little girl.”

“Thank you.” Her gaze went beyond him to the horse trailer. “And thank you for bringing the horses.”

He shrugged. “My handlers were delighted to be rid of them. They were puzzled as to how to get them out of the trailer. It’s not that my men aren’t skilled, but these horses are . . . different.”

“I’ll get them out of the trailer.”

“And why?”

“I’m going to let them have a try at finding Frankie.”

“In this storm?”

“It’s not quite as bad now. It’s stopping and starting. Did Kilmer ask you about the protective hoods?”

The Sheikh nodded. “You were right. Since we live in the desert we’ve had to use specially constructed devices occasionally to protect the horses’ eyes and other orifices. Though we prefer not to travel at all during this kind of weather.”

But his was a nomadic tribe, and it was natural that there’d be circumstances when it was necessary. It was the answer she had hoped for. “And you brought two of them with you?”

“Yes, but horses don’t like the device. It causes them to sweat. They’ll probably panic and you’ll lose them too.”

“They won’t panic. I’ll work with them. I’ll be with them.” She hoped she was telling the truth. The horses had been very close to panic before she’d gotten them into the trailer. “It’s a chance I’ve got to take. My daughter has the mare’s colt with her. I’m hoping that instinct will lead them toward her colt. I’ve heard of it happening before.”

“Them?” Kilmer asked. “You’re taking both of them? All you need is the mare.”

“That’s what I thought at first, but they’ve been together all their lives. They’re the Pair. The mare is nervous without him. I can’t be sure how she’d react if I turned her loose by herself.” She opened the trailer door and pulled down the ramp. “I can’t stand here and talk. I have to get them ready to go. Thank heaven, the sand’s not so stinging now.”

“I’m going with you,” Kilmer said.

“No, you’re not. You’re a stranger to them. I told you that the horses are going to be nervous enough. I want them to focus on Frankie and the colt. Give me a GPS beacon and you can zero in on me when I’ve found them.” She started up the ramp. “In the meantime Donavan and Robert can go out with another team and try to find her. We need to explore all the avenues we can.”

“And I’m supposed to twiddle my thumbs? No way.”

“Do what you like. You’re not going with me. Even if you didn’t have a bum leg, you’d be a handicap.” She went into the trailer. Jesus, how much she wanted to have him with her. She was scared and he always made her feel stronger. She was tired of being alone. She was tired of being without him.

Well, she was alone in this. Except for Charlie, except for Hope. So get to it.

She gently stroked the stallion’s neck.

Hello, Charlie. I didn’t expect to see you this soon, but we have a problem. . . . 
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The wind was picking up again. It was hard to breathe. 

How long had she been out here?

Hours?

Probably not. They might not have been gone from the oasis for long. It was hard to tell. It seemed as if she was in a time warp.

Charlie’s breath was laboring through the clear plastic mask over his eyes and nose. The bottom was open to allow air circulation, but the air was still thick with sand. Hope seemed to be doing a little better.

Charlie stopped and lifted his head.

Keep on going, Charlie. Where the hell is that wonderful instinct? We have to find them.

Charlie suddenly started forward. Then turned in another direction and struck out at a faster clip. Hope fell in behind him.

That’s not the way it’s supposed to go. Hope is supposed to be leading this time. She’s the mother, dammit.

But Hope was used to following Charlie. Grace could only pray that she would assert her dominance when that maternal instinct kicked in.

The sand was thicker on this dune ridge, but she was disoriented and couldn’t tell how close they were to the slope of the dune.

Charlie slipped, skidded, and caught himself. Grace barely managed to keep from falling off him.

Hope neighed uneasily.

I’m scared too. It’s like being lost in hell. But if I’m this scared, what must Frankie be feeling?

Charlie was going down, straight down the dune, slipping, skidding, jolting.

On the third jolt she catapulted over his head.

Darkness.

She shook her head to clear it and nearly threw up.

“Charlie?” She couldn’t see him. She couldn’t see anything but sand and darkness that came and went. Get to the signal beacon in her pocket. Press the button. Tell Kilmer where she was.

She nearly screamed when she tried to move her right arm. Something was wrong with her shoulder. . . . 

She fumbled with her left hand until she found the beacon and pressed it. Come and get me, Kilmer. I fouled up. It’s over to you. You have to find Frankie.

“Charlie!”

There he was, only a few feet away, with Hope a few feet behind him.

She tried to sit up and then fell back down as pain surged through her. She drew a deep breath and waited for the pain to subside. She couldn’t leave the horses alone and helpless when she was helpless herself. They might panic and hurt themselves. The storm had subsided enough again so that the sand was a stinging annoyance but not a blinding threat. She crawled over to Charlie and slowly got to her knees. In another minute she managed to get to her feet. She checked the security of the plastic mask over his head and then did the same for Hope.

You’re on your own. Go back to the corral, Charlie. Take Hope home.

He didn’t move.

Go back to the corral. What are you waiting for?

He neighed and didn’t move.

Go on!

He turned and in another moment he and Hope had vanished behind the veil of sand.

She sank back down in the sand and buried her head in her left arm.

“Okay, Kilmer, where are you?”

And, Frankie, baby, where are you?

         

Grace!”

“Here.” She struggled up on one elbow. “Here, Kilmer.”

He was suddenly there, kneeling beside her. “What happened?”

“I screwed up. I was stupid. I fell. . . . You’ll have to find Frankie. Search this area. Charlie acted as if he’d zeroed in on a direction right before I fell. Hurry.”

“Donavan and Blockman and the team are right behind me. Where are you hurt?”

“My shoulder, I think. Did you see Charlie and Hope? I sent them back to the oasis. Charlie’s smart, and I hoped that he’d understand and—”

“I didn’t see them. Which shoulder?”

“Right.”

He was feeling her arm and then her shoulder. “I don’t think there’s a break. I’d bet it’s out of the socket.”

“Then put it back in the socket and let me go find Frankie.”

He shook his head and got to his feet. “I think I’ll leave that up to Donavan.”

She stared at him in disbelief. “What?”

“You left me at that camp and went off on your own. I let you do it because your argument made sense. But that argument’s gone down the tube. I’m not letting you hobble around the desert in pain when I can search as well as you can.” He started up the dune. “I’ll tell Donavan I found you and I’ll let you know when I find my daughter.” He glanced over his shoulder. “My daughter, Grace. I’m not being cheated of my chance to save her. She belongs to me.”

“Damn you, Kilmer. Fix my shoulder.”

He didn’t answer. He was already halfway up the dune.

“Damn. Damn. Damn.” She could feel the tears sting her eyes. She was going to murder him.

“Donavan!” she shouted. “Donavan!”

         

Kilmer ran into Donavan at the top of the dune. “Grace has a dislocated shoulder. Put it back into the socket, but take your time about it. She’s going to be in pretty bad pain, and I want to find Frankie before she goes through that hell.” He turned to Blockman. “Grace thought there might be a chance Frankie was in this area. You go east with Vazquez and I’ll go west.”

“I’m the one who’s going to go through hell,” Donavan called after him. “She’ll know that I’m stalling.”

“Probably. Deal with it.”

“Bastard.” Donavan paused. “Good luck, Kilmer.”

“Thanks.”

Luck. He’d need all the good fortune he could beg, borrow, or steal. Such a little girl to have such a powerful hold on all of them. Anything could have happened to her in this storm, and he’d never been more frightened in his life.

No, that wasn’t true. When he’d seen Grace lying hurt in the sand, it had scared the living hell out of him.

Forget Grace. She was safe.

Think of Frankie. Find Frankie.

Grace had said she might be near. He hoped to God she was right. The storm was now a thin veil of grit and sand, but he could still miss her.

Call her. Keep on calling her.

He took off his face mask. “Frankie! Frankie, answer me!”

No answer.

“Frankie!”

         

Frankie!”

God, his voice was cracked and hoarse. How long had he been shouting her name? Fifteen minutes? Thirty minutes? His throat was dry and sore from inhaling sand.

“Frankie!”

Maybe she couldn’t answer. Maybe she was hurt or—

“Frankie!” he shouted desperately. “It’s Jake. Answer me.”

No answer.

“Frankie!”

A faint sound came through the whistling wind.

He stopped still. A cry?

“Frankie?”

The sound came again, to the left, down the dune.

And it wasn’t a human cry.

It was a neigh, a horse’s cry.

And Frankie had taken the colt.

He stumbled down the dune, slipping and sliding.

Why hadn’t Frankie answered? If she was conscious, she must have heard him. He’d been right on top of her. Maybe it wasn’t Frankie. Maybe the colt had wandered away from her. Christ, he didn’t want to think about that.

“Frankie!”

Then he saw the blanket-covered heap in the sand at the bottom of the dune.

“Shit!” He was down there in seconds. He tore off the blanket.

Frankie was curled up next to the colt, her arms around him. Her face was pale and crusted with sand, her eyes tight shut.

Alive?

Her eyes slowly opened. “Jake?”

God. His throat was so tight with emotion that he couldn’t talk. He nodded jerkily.

She hurled herself up into his arms. “I thought it might be Marvot. He wants to hurt the colt.”

“I know.”

She wriggled. “You’re holding me too tight. I can’t breathe.”

“Sorry,” he said unevenly. “I’m new at this. And I’ve been a little worried about you. So has your mother. We’ll have to get you back to her right away.”

“She’s okay? I was scared that Marvot would—”

“Marvot won’t bother us any longer. And your mother is fine. She hurt her shoulder a little searching for you, but nothing serious. Now let’s get you out of here.” He pressed his beacon. “Is the colt okay?”

“Fine.” She made a face. “But Maestro’s not too bright yet. He wouldn’t stay under the blanket. I kept telling him that we had to hide, but I guess he didn’t understand. I was wishing that Mom was here.”

The colt was trying to get to his feet.

“See?” Frankie said in disgust.

“At least he was bright enough to let me know you were down here.”

“Oh, that wasn’t the colt. That was Charlie.”

“Charlie?”

“Charlie and Hope. They’re over there.” She nodded to the left. “They came over an hour ago. Did they run away?”

“No, they didn’t run away.” Now he could make out the Pair through the haze of sand. The driving wind had practically disappeared, thank God. “They were looking for you.”

“You know, I thought maybe they might be. Charlie kind of stood there in front of us like he was standing guard. And he doesn’t really like me. But maybe he was taking care of the colt. He’s his sire, you know. I guess it makes a difference.”

He stood her up and began to dust the crusted sand off her. Not that it was going to do much good. “You can bet on it.”

         

Donavan’s beacon went off while he was finishing up Grace’s sling. He stiffened and looked down at it. “That’s Kilmer. He must have found Frankie.”

Grace threw his hand aside and struggled to her feet. “Let’s go.”

He nodded. “But he’s going to have all kinds of help. Every man in the team and a good many of Adam’s men will be pouring across these dunes when they see the beacon.”

“Let’s go.”

“Just thought I’d tell you.” He tried to help her up the dune, but she shook him off. “Even though you’re in no mood to listen to me.”

“I’m not in a mood to listen to anyone but Frankie.”

“He’ll bring her to you, Grace.”

She knew that, but she was in an agony of worry. Frankie had been found, but was she hurt? She wouldn’t think past that possibility. “He’s not going to have to bring her to me. I’m going after her.”

“Then let me help you.”

She’d been angry and frustrated with him, but none of that mattered now. Not when she had to get to Frankie. She nodded. “Yes, help me get to her, Donavan.”

         

Ten minutes later she saw Frankie.

She heard her first, and then a few minutes later she appeared through the haze of sand. She was riding on Robert Blockman’s shoulders, her mouth and nose covered by a scarf. Kilmer was walking beside them.

“Hi, Mom.” Frankie waved at her. “Robert is taking me for a ride. I told him I could walk, but he said I must be pretty tired.”

“And she didn’t have the forethought to bring a horse she could ride.” Kilmer grinned. “But Blockman will do well as a beast of burden—lots of brawn and no brains.”

Robert laughed. “At least I didn’t get shot like you did this time.”

They were joking, Grace realized in wonder. She was so overwrought that she felt as if she was going to fall apart, and they were laughing.

“Put her down, Blockman.” Kilmer was watching Grace’s face. “Take a break for a minute or two.”

Blockman carefully set Frankie down. “I have to go and check to see if the horses are following us, anyway.” He strode back in the direction they had come.

“Yeah, but Maestro seemed fine with coming along, and I think Charlie will keep him in line.” Frankie suddenly frowned as she caught sight of Grace’s bandaged shoulder. “You okay, Mom?”

Grace flew across the distance between them and fell to her knees in front of Frankie. “I’m great,” she said huskily as she enfolded her in her arms and buried her face in Frankie’s hair. “Now. You scared the life out of me. You should never have run off like that.”

“I had to protect the colt. You told me when he was born that it was my job to take care of him.” She hugged Grace tightly and then stepped back. “I took a blanket and we covered up and hid out. The colt was pretty skittish, but I managed to talk him down.” She wrinkled her nose. “Not like you. But he knew I loved him, and I think that helped.”

“It usually does.” She looked over Frankie’s shoulder at Kilmer. “She’s not hurt?”

“She’s a little dehydrated but that’s about it,” Kilmer said. “Except that she’s tired. I think she’ll sleep well tonight. The SUV is parked on the road. Let’s get her there and take her back to the oasis. How’s your shoulder?”

“It’s not great,” Donavan said. “And neither was her temper.” He smiled at Frankie. “You may have to put a good word in for me. How about it?”

“What did you do wrong?” Frankie asked.

“I was too slow with her bandage. She wanted to go after you.”

“Jake found me, Mom. He heard Charlie.”

“Charlie?”

“She said that Charlie stood guard over her and the colt,” Kilmer said. “She thinks that he was really standing guard over Maestro because he’s the sire. I told her it was possible.” He smiled. “Fathers have a special feeling for their offspring.”

“Found them.” Robert reappeared. “They’re following. But that colt is taking his time.”

“He’s little,” Frankie said defensively. “Can we take him in the SUV?”

“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” Grace said. “There wouldn’t be room. And he probably wants to stay with his mother.”

Frankie frowned. “Then I’ll walk back with him. He’s my responsibility.”

“No, you won’t,” Grace said. “I want you out of this desert and back at the oasis.”

Frankie’s jaw set. “When the colt is out of it.”

“Frankie . . .”

“I’ll send Blockman to escort the horses back to camp,” Kilmer said.

“Who, me?” Robert grimaced. “I can try, but maybe you’d better get Vazquez to help.”

“I have to take care of Maestro,” Frankie repeated.

“How close are we to the camp?” Grace said.

“Four miles,” Kilmer said. “Too far for her to walk it after all she’s been through. We’re two miles from the road. We can bring back a horse trailer as soon as we reach the camp.”

“I wasn’t thinking about Frankie.” She smiled at her daughter. “You’re right, the colt is your responsibility, but Charlie and Hope are mine. I brought them into the desert to find you, and they did their job. I couldn’t leave them out here with no one they trust to bring them back to the corral.”

Frankie nodded. “Then we’ll both stay.”

“It’s kind of silly for us both to stay. You can check out the trailer when you get back to the camp and make sure it’s okay. That would be a big help.”

Frankie shook her head.

“Frankie, you’ve done your job. You made sure Maestro was safe. Now it’s time to make it easy for all these men who’ve been looking for you and the colt. They’ll worry until they know you’re safe at the camp.”

“But I don’t want to—” She sighed. “Okay. I’ll go and check out the trailer. But I’m coming back with Jake.” She turned to Kilmer. “You send someone with my mother to help her. They won’t be able to handle Charlie and Hope, but I don’t want her to be alone.”

“Neither do I,” he said quietly. “Will I do? Donavan could take you back to camp and get the trailer.”

Frankie gazed searchingly at him for a moment. “You’ll do.”

“Excellent.” Kilmer gave her a quick hug and turned to Donavan. “Then the three of you get going. It would be great if you could have that trailer at the road by the time we get there.” He went back to Grace as Blockman, Donavan, and Frankie started out. “Is there any way we can hurry those horses along a bit?”

“Probably not. They’re most likely thirsty and every orifice is stinging. That means their tempers will be stinging too. Did Blockman check those masks I put on them?”

“I did. Very cautiously.”

“Then I’ll check them again.” She looked up at the sky. “I think the sky looks lighter. Is it finally clearing?”

“Hard to tell. But the wind is a hell of a lot calmer.” He glanced back down the road. “I think I see the Pair.”

“Charlie and Hope,” she corrected.

“Whatever.”

“No—they found Frankie. Calling them the Pair makes them . . . anonymous. They don’t deserve that.”

He glanced back over his shoulder and smiled. “Charlie and Hope, then.”

“You’re still limping. You should have left Donavan with me and—”

“No, I shouldn’t.” He looked her directly in the eyes. “This is exactly where I should be.”

Jesus. She couldn’t pull her eyes away.

He nodded and shifted his gaze to the horses walking toward them. “They don’t look like they’re in any hurry. Why don’t you have a chat with them and tell them we are?”

“They don’t always listen.” Her voice sounded breathless even to her. “And they’ve had a rough time.”

“We all have.” He stopped as Charlie reared when he saw him. “Hey, I’m not going to hurt you.” He grimaced. “That’s fairly ridiculous, isn’t it? He could crush me like an elephant would a beetle. Okay, you tell me what to do.”

“Let me handle them. You look out for the colt.”

“How humiliating. Relegated to the nursery.” He glanced at the colt. “But cute. Very cute. Come on, buddy.”

Grace took a step closer to Charlie and stroked him. He twitched and shifted from side to side. As she’d said, the horses had gone through experiences that day that would have shaken more placid animals. It was incredible that they were as tranquil as they were now. “Calm down. It’s almost over. Just a little while longer and we’ll have you out of this.” She whispered, “Thank you, boy . . .”

         

Mom,” Frankie said softly. “It’s daylight and the storm is over now. Not even a whisper of wind. May I go down to the corral and check on Maestro?”

Six-thirty A.M. Grace yawned. “It’s barely daylight. We all pretty much collapsed after we got the horses settled last night. The colt needs his sleep too.”

“I just want to see him. After yesterday . . . I was so scared.” She lifted her shoulders. “I just want to see him.”

Because she’d been afraid she would lose the colt. Just as Grace had been afraid she’d lose Frankie. “I know.” She held out her arms. “Come here.” She pulled Frankie into her embrace and rocked her. “Hey, did I ever tell you how much I love you?”

“Don’t be mushy.” But she still buried her head in Grace’s shoulder and tightened her arms around her. She stayed there for a few moments. “I was scared about you yesterday too. But I remembered everything you told me about trusting Jake. He did it, didn’t he?”

“Yes, he did it.” She hugged her again. “And you did it. And I did it. It was a joint operation.”

She smiled. “And wasn’t it funny how Charlie called Jake to come and get us?”

“Charlie’s very smart.”

Frankie nodded. “Like our own Charlie. I was right to name the stallion after Charlie, wasn’t I? Maybe Charlie liked it too. What do you think?”

“I think Charlie would have been proud that a stallion that helped save you was named for him.”

“You know, when I was lying with Maestro in the sand, I was thinking about Charlie. And I kept hearing his music in my head. It made me feel kind of . . . warm. Not scared anymore.”

Grace swallowed to ease the tightness in her throat. “That’s good, Frankie.”

“And when Jake came, I knew everything was going to be all right. It wasn’t because you told me he’s my father. Because I’ve met some of my friends’ fathers who are real losers.”

“How do you feel about Jake being your father?”

Frankie shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s kind of . . . weird. I’ll have to get used to it.”

“Do you blame me?”

Frankie looked at her in surprise. “Why should I? I like Jake, but you’re my mom. I love you. And we got along just fine without him.”

Grace chuckled. “Just asking.” She stood up. “Go on and check the colt. I’ll be down to the corral as soon as I get dressed.”

         

The Sheikh was standing at the corral looking at Charlie and Hope when Grace got there forty-five minutes later. “They don’t seem any the worse from being out in the storm.”

Grace nodded. “Your plastic-mask apparatus helped a lot. But you were right, both horses were sweating excessively. Frankie and I cleaned them up and washed out their eyes when we got back last night.” She made a face. “It wasn’t easy.”

“I’m surprised you could do it at all.”

“So was I. They must have learned a little trust under fire.”

“Exceptional horses,” he said. “I remember thinking how beautiful they were when Burton was training them, but I’d forgotten how wonderful they are. What do you plan on doing with them?” He grinned. “I might be persuaded to take them off your hands.”

“You’re too kind.” She smiled back at him. “I suppose Burton’s descendants have a right to them, but they’re not going to get them. They’ve had a rough life and I’m not going to take a chance on them being put through any more hell.”

“I’m very kind to my horses.”

She shook her head. “I promised Charlie I’d take care of him. I’m going to do it.”

The Sheikh nodded. “I can understand that. Responsibility.” He turned away. “And I’d better go back to my camp and assume responsibilities of my own. It’s been a pleasure meeting you. I hope to see you and your daughter again soon.”

“You’ve been very kind, but I believe Frankie and I will want to stay away from this part of the world for a while.”

“Memories fade, and I can show you a desert so incredible that it will stun you.”

“That sandstorm stunned me.”

“True.” He chuckled. “But give us a chance.”

She watched him walk away.

“He meant it, you know.” She turned to see Kilmer coming out of the lean-to. “Adam never says anything he doesn’t mean. He’s very proud of his desert, and he realized you had a bad experience.”

She shook her head. “I want to go home.”

“Charlie’s place?”

She nodded. “Frankie needs a normal life again. And I need to say good-bye to my friend Charlie. I never really did that. If his friends haven’t set up some kind of memorial service for him, I’m going to do it.”

“Okay, that’s understandable.” He looked back at the horses. “Where does that leave me?”

“What?”

“I’m not letting you go. Not you. Not Frankie.”

Heady joy and then fear cascaded through her. “You don’t have a choice. Neither of us belongs to you.”

“Then I’ll work and pull out every trick in the book until you do.” He looked back at her. “Frankie’s not going to be that hard. She’s willing to give me a chance. She just told me that you told her I was her father. Why?”

“It seemed the thing to do at the time.” She moistened her lips. “She took it okay. How was she with you?”

“Very matter of fact. No tears or hugs. I think I’m on probation. That’s fine with me. I don’t expect anything else. All I want is a chance.” His voice lowered. “A chance, Grace.”

“I told you I’d let you see her.”

“A chance with you, Grace. A chance to build.”

She shook her head jerkily. “We don’t have anything to build on. Oh, sure, sex. But that’s not enough.”

“It’s a hell of a good start.” He paused. “And I think there’s a hell of a lot besides sex going on. Respect, liking . . . maybe love. At least on my part. I care about you. Let’s give ourselves the opportunity to find out what else is there.” He smiled. “I promise I’ll make it entertaining for you.”

She felt a rush of heat tingle through her as she looked at him. “I don’t want to be entertained.”

“Yes, you do. Right now you’re remembering how good it was for us. I don’t have to remember. It’s with me all the time.”

She shook her head. “I can’t deal with this now. I don’t know how I feel about you. I don’t know if I want to risk having you as part of Frankie’s and my lives.”

His gaze searched her expression. “I can see that. I’m rushing you. Okay, I’ll back off and give you some time.” His lips tightened. “But not much time. When do you want to go back to Alabama?”

“As soon as possible. I have to arrange transport for Charlie, Hope, and the colt.”

“That’s going to take time. You don’t have papers for the horses, and it’s not easy to arrange transport to the U.S. from a foreign country.”

She frowned. She hadn’t gotten around to thinking of the logistics. “Damn.”

“I’ll send you and Frankie back to the U.S. tomorrow. I’ll ask Adam to send some of his people to help take care of the horses while I make arrangements to ship them to you. Is that good for you?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I want to take care of you any way I can. I’ve got nine years to make up.” He gazed directly into her eyes. “And until I’m able to get those horses to you, I’m going to be in contact. Every night I’ll call and we’ll talk, we’ll get to know each other. Maybe if we’re not within touching distance, it will be easier for us to communicate on a cerebral level.” He turned and started back to the tents. “I’ll get moving on it right away.”

“Kilmer.”

He looked back over his shoulder.

“What about the engine? Do you still want it?”

“Hell, yes.”

“Even if you find it, do you think the CIA will let you keep it?”

“If I can find it fast enough to get in and get out. Possession is nine-tenths of the law.” He grinned. “And I took out insurance over a year ago. I contacted Burton’s two legal heirs and bought out all their future rights in Burton’s estate. I offered them a hundred thousand dollars and ten percent of anything I managed to salvage. They thought I was crazy to believe in a pipe dream, but they took the money, signed the papers, and ran.”

“Very clever.”

“It was fair. I took the risk, and that ten percent could make them rich beyond their wildest dreams.” His gaze narrowed. “Why are you asking about this now?”

“You might go back to the area where I was wandering around with Charlie yesterday. Somewhere near that rocky gully on the other side of the dunes.”

“Why?”

“He kept going back there. I wasn’t paying much attention. I wasn’t sure that I believed Charlie and Hope could take anyone to Burton’s hiding place anyway. I thought he was just going around in circles.”

“Maybe he was.”

“But last night when we were searching for Frankie, he seemed to know where he was going and he did find her. Instinct was working. Maybe instinct was working yesterday afternoon too. Instinct and memory.”

“Possibly. It’s worth a shot.” He held her gaze. “Instinct and memory can be a hell of a good foundation, can’t they?”

It was a moment before she could pull her eyes away from his. “Sometimes.” She forced herself to turn away. “Like you said, it’s worth a shot.”

“Exactly,” he said softly. “That’s just what I said, Grace.”


 
EPILOGUE

                                                                                                                                       

Six months later

They’re here, Mom.” Frankie came running into the stable. “I see them coming around the turn in the road.”

Grace stiffened and then turned away from Darling. Her heart was beating hard and she could feel the heat flush her cheeks. “Why don’t you go to meet them? I’ll be right with you.”

“Hurry.” Frankie ran out of the stable.

She didn’t want to hurry. She closed her eyes and tried to compose herself. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t known this moment was coming. Kilmer had called her last night and told her they’d be here today.

But knowing hadn’t prevented her from lying awake all night or from being in a fever of anticipation. And it didn’t keep her from wanting to run down the road like Frankie.

She drew a deep breath, turned, and walked out of the stable. Blockman, Donavan, and Frankie were opening the gate and letting Charlie, Hope, and the colt into the paddock. Cosmo brayed and trotted toward them.

And Kilmer was walking toward her. “You’ve got some new livestock. I hear you need a stable hand.”

God, he looked wonderful. “You’re overqualified. I like my help to stick around for a while.”

“I’ll stick around. Try me.”

“You told me you found that engine. Wasn’t it what it was cracked up to be?”

“Yes, the preliminary tests are astonishing.”

“Then you don’t need a job.”

“I need it. I need you.” He smiled. “Think of your status in the horse community. You’ll be the only owner with a billionaire stable hand.”

“The idea has its merits.” He was close enough to touch. Jesus, she wanted to touch him. It had been too long. “You know how I’ve always prized my social status. Of course, I’d be willing to give you fringe benefits.”

“I’m counting on them. I’m anticipating them. I can’t do without them.”

“Neither can I.” It was time. She couldn’t wait any longer.

She took a step forward and was in his arms.
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