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Chapter 1



Hardwick. Tennyson Hardwick
 
 
 
 "There is video content at this location that is not currently supported for your Kindle device. The caption for this content is below."

From Cape Town with Love Preview (2:18).



 My name is Tennyson Hardwick. 
 Officially, I’m an actor—you’ve seen my face—but I’m also a bodyguard and unofficial detective in Hollywood. I’ve solved a couple of high-profile deaths for the LAPD, although they’ll never give me credit. 
 My girlfriend, April, dumped me right after the election in 2008. Long story. 
 But I flew to Cape Town, South Africa, to try to win her back. What can I say? I’m a natural romantic. But I also have a past—which is one of the reasons I couldn’t work things out with April. That’s a long story too. 
 While I was in Cape Town, I got a lead on a bodyguard gig that sent me to Sofia Maitlin. Yes, that Sofia Maitlin—Oscar-winning actress. The Vintner and its sexy waterfall scene? She was about to marry a Greek shipping billionaire, with a prenup rumored to be in the quarter-billion-dollar range. Nice work if you can get it. 
 Not surprising, she’s also one of the most beautiful women in the world. 
 And I was going to meet her in one of the most beautiful cities in the world. 
 Most of us don’t get into the same room with Sofia Maitlin, much less a job interview. I thought my life was about to take a turn for the better. 
 I was dead wrong. 
 
 
 
 "There is video content at this location that is not currently supported for your Kindle device. The caption for this content is below."

Tennyson Hardwick Gets Hired (5:20).



 Sofia Maitlin’s manager, Rachel Wentz, and a guy from her agent’s office named Tim accompanied us to a visit to an orphanage in a township in Cape Town called Langa. The orphanage was called Children First Mission. 
 I had read the dossier left by Maitlin’s regular bodyguard, Roman, who was sick with food poisoning. Roman had been thorough, and so had Maitlin’s lawyers. The orphanage employees checked out, and they had experience with transnational adoptions. 
 It seemed like the perfect job. I could understand wanting to adopt a child: My father and I had a teenager, Chela, living with us since I had rescued her from the streets. 
 A driver from Children First named Toto drove us in a van from the hotel. 
 A surprise was waiting for us in Langa. 
 At the corner, the two-story white brick orphanage stood out on its drab street—a professionally painted sign hanging on a well-kept fence, and walls hosting a parade of convincing Disney characters, although Snow White and her seven dwarves had deep suntans. April would get a kick out of that, I thought, and then I banished her from my mind. 
 No children were in sight in the large yard behind the fence, but there was plenty of playground equipment. The orphanage looked better off than any of the shabbier buildings in sight, with at least a quarter of an acre on its grounds. It could have been a school in Compton, except for the razor wire. 
 But when we rounded the corner, with a better view of the orphanage entrance, Children First didn’t look the way it had in the photos. 
 Word had gotten out. A crowd of more than fifty people had gathered, and there was only one white-and-powder-blue police car parked on the street near the gate. As soon as the onlookers spotted the van, the crowd congealed and surged toward us. 
 Two police officers in dark blue uniforms and caps—one male, one female, both black—were trying to keep the crowd contained. A quick scan didn’t turn up anyone who looked dangerous, but I didn’t like the growing numbers. Doors were opening at homes and businesses up and down the street as more people came running. Soon, our crowd could number in the hundreds. 
 Toto honked angrily. “Move!” he yelled from his open window, precariously close to clipping two teenage girls as they ran up to the van. 
 Maitlin didn’t look happy as she craned to peer through her window, where eager palms slapped the glass with cries of “It’s her! It’s her!” It sounded like a hailstorm. 
 Locals, not media. The only video camera was a small Sony in the hands of a grinning teenage boy who probably had The Vintner etched on his eyeballs. I searched the crowd for more cops, but there were only two. 
 “Ms. Maitlin, we don’t have the police we were promised,” I said. “If we come tomorrow, I can coordinate—” 
 “No,” Maitlin snapped, sounding angry. “Today. I’m not turning back.” 
 “The bodyguard’s talking sense, Sophie,” Rachel Wentz said, playing mother. 
 But Maitlin had made up her mind. “Pull up,” she told the driver. “We’re going in.” 
 I didn’t have a choice, at that point. She would have gone in without me. 
 The female police officer waded through the crowd to the driver’s window, so I leaned over to talk to her. She was probably a rookie; she looked about twenty-three. “I was promised more manpower!” I said, raising my voice over the thumping hands. Would six be enough? 
 “There is a funeral today, much bigger than expected,” she said, apologetic. “We’re sorry, but there have been some problems. The others are delayed.” 
 “How long?” I said. I’d just confirmed an hour before. 
 “Indefinitely, I would say,” she reported matter-of-factly. 
 “Officer, do you see this crowd?” 
 Her apology veered quickly to irritation. “What do you want me to do—shoot them with rubber bullets? It isn’t every day a movie star comes to Langa.” 

Yeah, no kidding.

 “Can you and your partner help us make a ring around Ms. Maitlin?” I said. 
 She nodded, satisfied with my plan. She motioned for her partner, who was husky but looked even younger than she did. Slim backup, but better than none. 
 I climbed into the backseat so that I could be the first one out of the van’s sliding door. Four pairs of attentive eyes stared at me as if their lives were in my hands. Tim, in particular, looked terrified. 
 I didn’t want anyone to get hurt, of course, but I was only one man with one client—Sofia Maitlin. I hate to put it this way, but her entourage, to me, was just cushioning between Maitlin and the bad guys. Strategic cover. I couldn’t protect Maitlin from front and rear simultaneously, so I chose to take the lead, stick close, and wrap her up snugly in her entourage. 


 “Those are fans, so don’t panic,” I told Maitlin and her entourage. “The police are here to help with crowd control. Here’s the plan: We’ll put Ms. Maitlin in the center. I walk first, Ms. Maitlin behind me—Tim, you’re behind Ms. Maitlin. Until we get in, you’re her shadow. Rachel and Pilar, stay at her side. Walk close together, and don’t stop moving until we’re inside. Any questions?” 
 Nervous silence. Tim had paled two shades; maybe he’d figured out I wasn’t his bodyguard. He obviously wanted to ask Maitlin to call it off, but he didn’t have the nerve. 
 I gave Maitlin a reassuring bodyguard’s smile. “I got you,” I said. “Let’s do this.” 
 I slid the door open and climbed out. Autograph seekers waved paper scraps in my face as I helped Maitlin climb out, holding her hand. The police officers held the crowd back, and the rest of us formed a tight circle as we made our way toward the open gate. It was only a ten-yard walk, but the growing throng made it seem a football field away. 
 “Clear the way! Make room!” the male police officer shouted. His voice was almost lost in the excited shrieks as Maitlin smiled and waved to the crowd with her pro’s public face. 
 Someone bumped against me, hard. I spun a portly, wild-eyed man around and pushed him back. 
 “Sofia! I love you!” he called, ignoring me. On closer glance, he looked sixteen, his scalp covered with tight, tiny ringlets that glistened in the sun. The female police officer gave me a disapproving scowl, so I let the boy go. He panted with elation that he had been within a few feet of Sofia Maitlin. I knew exactly what he would think about when he went to sleep that night. 
 “Open the gate!” I called out. I couldn’t be a doorman and a bodyguard; my eyes had other work to do. Milliseconds count. The female police officer ran to the gate, keeping it open for us while she barred anyone else from going in. 
 A glint of light and quick motion in the corner of my eye made me look to the right as a boy lunged at Maitlin. He was screaming something, and I saw nothing but blurred limbs. I moved into the space between his limbs, my palm tapping the point of his chin. His teeth clicked together, and he stumbled back. In that instant my eyesight resolved, and I was able to actually see who I faced: perhaps fifteen, thin as a rail, bright eyed, and with teeth like Chiclets. 
 And the dark shape he held in his right hand was a black, wallet-size autograph book. Damn. Just a fan trying to get a souvenir. I didn’t have the chance to apologize, because his right hand flashed to his belt to grip the hilt of a seven-inch black blade. 
 He glared and crouched, holding the knife with an ice-pick grip. 
 I remembered my Filipino Kali knife training, and the number of times master instructor Cliff Sanders had warned me about proper hand positioning. The reverse grip was for suckers and Michael Myers wannabes. I seriously hoped I wouldn’t have to dance on this boy. 

“Go,” I said, giving Tim’s back a shove toward the open gate. I wanted Maitlin clear as long as that knife was nearby. We were closer to the gate than we were to the van. No one else in our group had seen the knife, including the cops. The boy’s crouch nearly hid him in the pushing and shoving gawkers in Maitlin’s wake. 
 My eyes tricked me as I watched the kid: The slender blade dissolved into a blur as he wove a web in the air, hypnotic and disorienting. Quite a display. He sliced the air two dozen times in three seconds, from every angle imaginable. 
 But he never lunged at me, and he wasn’t tracking Maitlin. Even when he rose to his feet, his demeanor seemed more playful than threatening. He was politely warning me off, that was all. And I was receptive to his courtesy. That was us, just two gentlemen passing the time. 
 I slid back a step as the nearest witnesses in the crowd cheered. He danced, enchanting them with the fastest knife techniques I’d ever seen, his arms weaving like snakes. The boy must have been a local celebrity, because they called his name: “Ganya! Ganya! Ummese Izulu!” 
 “Boy!” the driver shouted, annoyed. “Stop showing off!” 
 Ganya, if that was his name, ceased his dazzling display, panting. His smile was thin, tight, proud. Ganya made a little bow to me, then slipped into the crowd. 
 As I had stood with my back to our party, the others had slipped through the gate. I could only stare where the boy had disappeared. I’m fast, especially when I need to be, but the way he moved was a primer on how to bleed. 
 Toto, the driver, grinned at my unease, patting my back. “Kids, eh?” Toto said. 
 Like hell. I would be watching for that “kid” on the way out. 
 As soon as we crossed the threshold of Children First, the noise was gone. 
 The orphanage smelled like a school and a home, piles of fresh laundry and well-seasoned, roasting chicken and mystery meat. I would have known it was clean with my eyes closed. The building was brand new, probably less than a year old. Everything gleamed. 
 “Welcome, welcome,” said the black South African woman who met us inside the small foyer, clasping Sofia Maitlin’s hands warmly. “We have looked forward to this soooo much!” 
 The woman had full, round cheeks and a whisper of gray hair in her cornrows. Her records said she was fifty-five, but she looked like she could be in her thirties. She was heavy for her height, but she commanded her weight with youthful energy. 
 Maitlin hugged her as if she were an elder relative. “I’m so glad to be back, Mrs. Kunene.” 
 Bessie Kunene was the sister-in-law of April’s hostess, I remembered. Since April’s hostess was a pastor who helped run a school for girls in a desperately poor area of Soweto, service apparently ran in the family. 
 “You know you must call me Mama Bessie! I’m sorry for that craziness outside. One of the girls who cooks for us, Buhle, told some friends at the high school. You see the result.” 
 “I just feel terrible for disrupting the children,” Maitlin said. 
 Mama Bessie clicked her teeth. “We’re paying no attention.” 
 The building seemed secure. I glanced left at an empty classroom well equipped with wooden tables and chairs for children of all ages. Bookshelves were lined with toys, books, and crafts. The walls exploded with colorful artwork, maps of Africa, and posters picturing Nelson Mandela and Barack Obama alongside Elmo and Barney. 
 But the room was deserted, eerily quiet. Where were the children? 
 There were rapid introductions to Maitlin’s entourage. Tim was an assistant to Maitlin’s agent, but they also seemed to be friends. 
 Mama Bessie gestured for us to follow her, grinning. “They’ve been waiting,” she said. “We’re so proud of how patient they’ve been. They want to show off for you.” 
 
 After the children’s song, we applauded and cheered. Somewhere close, a baby was crying. “Thank you, Ms. Maitlin!” the children said, in near-perfect unison. “Enkosi!”

 “We are so glad you could come visit with us!” Mama Bessie said. 
 Maitlin moved through the room, lingering at each end of each table, stroking the children’s heads, feeding them spoonfuls of vegetables and collecting colorful crafts they had made for her. Thank you for giving us a place to live! one card read, with smiling stick figures. 
 I guessed that Maitlin had the new facility built, and my respect for her jumped a notch. For twenty minutes, she gave them all reason to smile as they ate. 
 Then we went to the baby room. In the next room, there were eight babies in plastic high chairs. Two women took turns feeding the babies mashed food. The youngest baby looked only a few months old; the oldest, nearly two. A small, snowy TV played Sesame Street to catch their eyes. 
 The baby room was different. The sheer helplessness of children who couldn’t feed themselves was mind-boggling. One baby’s limbs were so spindly that I wondered how he didn’t break. He looked at least nine months old, but he could barely sit upright in his high chair; his bird’s neck fought to support his head. His nostrils were clotted with mucus. One of the women saw me staring, and quickly wiped it clean. 
 Mama Bessie named the children chair by chair, stopping at the end. 
 “And this,” Mama Bessie said, “is Nandi. Isn’t she a beauty?” 
 The girl, who looked more than a year old, was also Chela’s café con leche complexion, with intricately braided hair that showed time and care. She had full cheeks, big pink lips, and round eyes, nothing short of angelic. She was an orphan, but she’d had a much gentler passage than the boy who sat nearby. 
 I wasn’t surprised by the way Maitlin’s face brightened when she saw Nandi. Beauty can take you a long way in the world. 
 “Look at how fat she is!” Maitlin said, delighted. 
 “The parents are unknown, presumed dead,” Mama Bessie said. “She was abandoned.” 
 The child gurgled happy words in Xhosa or Zulu, holding her chubby arms out to Maitlin. Her grin outshined Table Mountain as her stubby fingers twined with the star’s. 
 Maitlin’s eyes misted over. It looked like love at first sight. 
 “Beautiful,” Maitlin whispered, lost in the baby’s eyes. “You’re mine, sweetheart.” 
 “God showers us with blessings.” Mama Bessie rubbed Maitlin’s shoulder. 
 One of the caretakers helped Maitlin unlatch the high chair, then Maitlin lifted the child into her arms, cradling her as if she were spun glass. Maitlin’s face was afire with devotion, a natural mother. She would be devastated if she couldn’t take that child home. 
 “Everyone… ,” Maitlin began, “…this is Nandi.” 
 Rachel Wentz, Pilar, and Tim crowded around Maitlin to admire little Nandi. 
 “Oh God, Sophie, she’s an angel!” Pilar said. 
 “This is definitely the little girl for you—I can feel it,” Rachel Wentz said. “I swear, she almost has your eyes!” 
 I was intruding on a private moment, so I excused myself back to the main dining room. It was also a good time to think about a plan of egress, given the complications. One glance outside the nearest window confirmed that the crowd was still growing. 
 Some of the children shrieked with delight when they saw me. I had forgotten how little it takes to make a kid happy. One of the boys there—I swear, his name was Oliver—looked like a happier version of me at his age, nine or ten. I had met Chela when she was fourteen, but she hadn’t been a kid anymore, with good reason to be sullen and cynical. I wondered why some kids forgot how to smile and others didn’t, even in an orphanage in one of the world’s poorest neighborhoods. 
 I checked out rear and side exits, in case of emergency. One of the kitchen doors led to an alleyway on the far side of the building, and an adjoining vacant lot. If necessary, if things got unpleasant, I could send our driver away as a decoy, and call for a taxi. 
 During our tour, Mama Bessie told us the story of her orphanage. 
 “So many children, so much need, so many orphans from this horrible disease,” she began, not mentioning HIV or AIDS within the children’s earshot. “Ninety percent of our children are here because the disease killed everyone who loved them, and whom they loved. Two of our little ones are afflicted, but we are able to afford medicine for them, praise be to God. We are well endowed because of Miss Maitlin. But it wasn’t always so! It started as a small dream—a phone call here, an inquiry there—and I completed the licensing procedure. Before I knew it, I had twenty-five children and a staff of mostly volunteers. Then Miss Maitlin came…” 
 “I’m not the hero of this story,” Maitlin said. “It was your vision, Mama Bessie.” 
 “…and now, thanks to her, the children have new clothes. And this new facility. And now I can pay my staff—which makes them much happier with me!” She laughed. 
 Under Mama Bessie’s watchful eye, Maitlin carried Nandi on her arm during most of her stay. Even when Maitlin put Nandi down, she never toddled far from Maitlin. I’ll swear it to this day: It was as if the child had divined exactly where she belonged. 


 
 Sofia Maitlin married her Greek billionaire—she even invited me to her wedding—and her adoption went off without a hitch. I considered it a Hollywood ending and moved on. 
 I had my own home life to think about. I was living with my ailing father, a retired LAPD captain, and a teenager named Chela I had rescued when she fell into the wrong company. The same wrong company I’d fallen into once upon a time, as a matter of fact. 
 Chela had been a teenage prostitute. As for me, I was old enough to know better. But I’d been out of that life for a long time when I was summoned by our madam to rescue Chela. 
 Dad, Chela, and I were starting to look like a family. 
 But I had a Mystery Lady. A mysterious email had popped into my box while I was on my way to Cape Town months earlier, and now I had another note to puzzle over. Her first note had mentioned details about Chela’s life that were nobody’s business, tipping me to an internet predator Chela was communicating with. She even “handled” the situation for me. 
 The latest note from my Mystery Lady intrigued me so much that I showed it to my father. 


Nope. Can’t tell you my name, Tennyson. It’s a shame, because I think we could have been friends. Maybe people like us don’t get friends, and those dreams remain deferred. In the old days, I thought I could have it all, but we learn as we go. Sometimes you just got to know when to give up some things… and hold on to what you got…
 Why? I could tell you, but I’m afraid you wouldn’t understand. Like Mama said once, there ain’t nothing left for me to say.


 “What the hell’s that mean?” Dad said. 
 The words in the second note rang eerily familiar. 
 The messenger probably was connected to one of my clients from my prostitution days, women with power and influence. The reference to “Mama” made me suspect a woman I called Mother, the madam Chela and I had both worked for. Email and internet companies weren’t her style, but Mother could afford to diversify. I just couldn’t figure out her angle. 
 But that was more information than my father needed. 
 “Whoever she is, I think she knew me,” I said. “Maybe a long time ago.” 
 Since my spy knew Chela’s computer password, my only lead was SecureGuard, the computer security company I’d engaged when I first suspected that Chela had a secret cyberlife. The customer service number on the SecureGuard website, if you could find the number, always led to voice mail. I had a buddy in Chicago check out the company’s listed street address, but he found only a tiny storefront full of twenty something temps with no idea how to answer our questions. I cut off my SecureGuard subscription, but by then, as Dad would say, the horse was out of the barn. 
 “Why you think it’s a ‘she’?” Dad said. 
 “See how she talks about being ‘naughty’?” I said. “Only wants ‘a smile’? Dudes don’t talk to other dudes like that.” 
 “They do in West Hollywood.” 
 “This is a woman. And she’s keeping an eye on Chela. I just don’t know why.” 
 “So… when are you gonna tell me?” Dad said. “How you got mixed up with Chela?” Dad spoke in clipped sentences. His speech was much better now that some time had passed since his stroke, but long sentences tired him. Until now, Chela’s missing pieces hadn’t seemed a problem. 
 “She doesn’t want you to hear, Dad. She’s afraid you’ll think less of her.” 
 “Think I haven’t guessed?” 
 “The woman Chela worked for… ,” I paused, and Dad nodded, “…was worried when she didn’t come back from her client. I was hired to find Chela, and I crossed a few lines to get her. I had the choice of taking Chela back to the devil’s doorstep or bringing her home with me.” 
 “Third choice, too.” 
 “Who? The police? Hell, I was a murder suspect. Nelson wouldn’t have let that go. And Chela wasn’t going back into the system, Dad. You know that.” 
 Dad nodded; there were plenty of nights we wondered if Chela was going to run away from us, too. But Dad saw the gaping holes in my story. “And the people who had Chela?” His eyes were clear, ready for anything. “What happened to them?” 
 Probably best not to mention the man I’d tied naked to a chair. 
 “I didn’t kill anybody,” I said. “But believe me, I wanted to.” 
 “No police? No justice, then.” Justice was Dad’s favorite word. 
 I shrugged. Despite everything I’d taught Dad since he moved in with me, he still believed police intervention was always the answer. Did Mother deserve to be in prison? Hell, yes, unless you think pimping fourteen-year-olds should be filed between jaywalking and prank calls. But she’d given me shelter the only way she knew how when I was low, and I couldn’t be the one to turn her in. Not that Chela would have co-operated anyway. To Chela, Mother was a savior who had yanked her from the streets. We didn’t talk about Mother, if we could help it. 
 “You’re not telling it all,” Dad said, so I would know he knew. 
 I changed the subject. “I want to adopt Chela.” I’d never said the words plainly. 
 “In for a battle, I expect.” 
 “Got a helmet.” 
 “Guess you do.” I had earned the admiration in my father’s voice. He recognized how good I was at getting a job done—and unlike Nelson, he didn’t resent me for not having a badge. On the T. D. Jackson case, Dad and I had become something like partners. The memories weren’t the sort you sit and laugh over, but that case had put our bad days to rest. 
 
 Mystery Lady’s latest puzzle kept me up late Friday night. What did she want from me? 
 Her latest text message was from a private number, so that didn’t help me. I was staring at her first two emails on my computer, looking for clues, when I realized I’d overlooked a huge one: I had her email address! Even if she had a half dozen more, she might have used FIDO26 before. And if she had… 
 I googled the email address and held my breath. 
 Three looked really good. Two were on a guns-and-ammo–type site. She was making comments about reloading shells as opposed to purchasing factory loads. The other was a cooking site, a recipe for fudge cookies she said she had learned in home ec at Hollywood High. 
 Hollywood High? On Sunset and Highland? My Mystery Lady and I had gone to the same high school? Whoa. Could we have been there at the same time? Was that where we’d met? Had we had a class together? 
 I don’t want to brag, but even in high school, I had the kind of face girls remember long after they’ve become women. 
 I examined all three notes again, especially the second one. It was the only one that didn’t feel breezy, spontaneous, and a little superior. The note was labored, trying hard to say something without quite saying it. 


It’s a shame, because I think we could have been friends. Maybe people like us don’t get friends, and those dreams remain deferred. We start out thinking we can have it all, but we learn as we go. Sometimes you just got to know when to give up some things… and hold on to what you got… Like Mama said once, there ain’t nothing left for me to say.

 
Dreams deferred. A Langston Hughes reference, of course. We could have been in poetry class, or black lit. Or participated in an assembly during Black History Month. 
 But if Mama wasn’t my former madam, who was she? My Mystery Lady’s mother? Then I realized why the phrases sounded so familiar: Although the wording had been slightly changed, she was quoting the immortal Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun. 
 I’ve appeared in three different stage productions of Raisin, and the first was back in high school. In high school, I’d played Walter Younger, Sidney Poitier’s part in the 1961 film. Maybe my Mystery Lady had been in that production with me. 
 I leaned back and closed my eyes. Had anyone from Raisin or my high school drama class stood out? Someone I’d slept with or flirted with? Someone who might have been Brainiac enough to either run or work for a high-tech security firm? 
 Most of the dialogue she’d quoted was Mama’s, I realized. 
 Who had played Mama in the show? June Middleton, and a girl named Marsha… something. I remembered her getting teased for having a name straight out of The Brady Bunch. Bit of a geek. 
 We’d made a connection. I hadn’t thought about it in more than twenty years, but it was true. I hadn’t collected yearbooks, so I couldn’t flip one open to find a last name, but I was willing to bet that my Mystery Lady’s name was Marsha. 
 I sent her an email: 


You’re either June or Marsha from Hollywood High. I say Marsha. You’re just playing a new role. I already know your secret.


 See how she liked being unmasked, I thought. 
 Mystery Lady didn’t answer right away, but I went to sleep with an evil smile. 
 While my Mystery Lady enjoyed her game of cat and mouse, Sofia Maitlin contacted me through her manager to hire me for extra security at Nandi’s upcoming star-studded second birthday party. Not exactly what I hoped for when I saw the name on my caller ID, but a gig is a gig. I was invited to her lavish mansion to prepare for the party, where I met her head of security, Roman Fergusen, and Nandi’s nanny from South Africa, Zukisa. 
 That little girl captured my heart right away. 
 As I was leaving Sofia Maitlin’s house, I got a text message from my Mystery Lady asking for a meeting at a Los Angeles restaurant. She didn’t show up—but she left me a note in an envelope with a clue. I followed the clues to Victoria’s Secret in Marina del Rey. 
 There, I got a photograph so I would know she was worth the wait. Marsha was fine. 
 I also got her final clue: 


You’ll be my #1 if you meet me where you first got high. Look north if you want a hummer. Let’s see if you’re Up to finding me.—A Friend in Need


 Her puzzle took me to a Hummer rental place in Malibu. 
 A guy in a Hawaiian shirt was waiting for me. 
 He told me to check out the selection in the rear. So I did. 
 
 * * * 

 Sighing, I glanced one more time at my treasure map. Let’s see if you’re Up to finding me. Why was the word Up capitalized? Way too deliberate to be a coincidence, so I looked up. Beneath the dizzying blue skies, I noticed fire-escape–style stairs from the rooftop on the opposite corner of the building. The stairs were painted white to blend in with the paint. 
 Was that a piece of paper up high, waving at me in the ocean breeze? 
 My heart gave a tentative leap. I climbed up the stairs, which rattled enough to make me glad the walk was only two stories. At the top of the stairs, I grabbed the paper, which was anchored by a rock. CAN YOU HELP ME? the same handwriting said. 
 The modestly sized, flat rooftop was a makeshift beach-watching and hangout spot, with faded deck-style wood flooring and observation benches and a large umbrella facing the sea. I was only a few feet behind two lounge chairs side by side, their backs raised high. A few discarded Coke Zero cans were strewn near the stairs. From the rooftop, the shoreline stretched as far as I could see in either direction. The view of the water across the highway would have been perfect except for the large beach house smack at the center of the vista, far below. 
 “Hello?” I called. 
 Silence. Or did I hear a faint whimper? And R & B music playing very low? It might be Marvin Gaye’s “Sexual Healing,” or my horny imagination. Two steps, and I heard Marvin’s familiar whisper: Wake up, wake up…

 “I’m glad you finally made it,” a hidden woman’s silken voice said. “It starts to cool off up here before long, and then I’d really be in trouble.” Her voice came from one of the loungers. 
 I saw two bare brown legs first, one outstretched, one bent at a knee that glimmered with oil in the sun. The photo hadn’t done my Mystery Lady justice: Her feet were small, with brightly painted red nails, but hard, not dainty. Exquisitely toned calves, and legs a mile long. She lived in the gym: Her body hadn’t bloomed that way by accident. 
 When I stood over the lounger, I recognized her Victoria’s Secret teddy—but she wore it in red to match her toenails. 
 Her face was a disappointment only because it didn’t unlock any memories. The new face was a hell of an improvement, but except for maybe the nose, it was hard to see high school Marsha in the lovely woman she had become. Her kind of beauty could be both a lure and a weapon. If she was my age, she didn’t look it. She and Halle had the same timeless genes. 
 “What took you so long, Ten?” she said, smiling playfully. 
 My mind was slow to respond, deprived of blood flow after the sudden surge to my groin. As far as the Little Head was concerned, we’d already spent way too much time talking. 
 “Lousy directions,” I said. 
 “And yet, here you are.” 
 “Funny—you don’t look like a car salesman.” 
 Without unclasping her hands from behind her head, she nudged away her sunglasses with her elbow, displaying her full face. Her eyes were so large and striking, with or without contacts, and they seemed to swallow me. I longed to see their true color. The true window. 
 Her nose brought her surname back to me. 
 “Marsha Willis,” I said. “You played Lena Younger in A Raisin in the Sun.” Acne or not, I’d thought it was a shame to hide Marsha’s face under so much stage makeup to make her look like Mama. Her face didn’t stir memories, but her body, height, and voice seemed right. I hadn’t known her well, but she’d been a sweet girl. And she’d been so determined to be an actress that she had routinely outshined more talented actors who were less motivated. 
 Her eyes sparkled. “Impressive. I knew you were the right man.” 
 I showed her the HELP sign. “What’s this about?” 
 With a mischievous grin, Marsha shifted position to bring her hands into view, her wrists bound in handcuffs with red, feathery padding. “I’m afraid I’m in a bind, Ten.” 
 “First things first,” I said, trying to keep my brain power switched on. “How do you know so much about my life? Are you with SecureGuard?” 
 “You have to make me talk, Ten.” 
 “Too bad I left my waterboarding kit at home.” 
 “You’re wearing a belt, aren’t you?” 

Not for long, I hope. I lifted my T-shirt so she could see my leather belt and its copper belt buckle. From her appreciative smile, she was happier with what she saw beneath it. 
 I yanked off my belt with fluid speed, and it snapped against the chair, close to her shoulder. Clutching the heavy buckle safely in my palm, I twined the aged brown leather once around my hand for a firm grip, pulling it taut. What’s she up to… ?

 “So… ,” I said. “Are you my guardian angel?” 
 “Guardian, maybe. Angel? Don’t count on it. How’s Chela?” 
 “She’s great. Now tell me why you care.” 
 Her eyes swallowed me again. “Make me.” 
 My belt flew in a blur, snapping against Marsha’s bare thigh. Marsha didn’t flinch or blink; she had flawless control of her reflexes. Her smile was engraved on her face. “Is she still Chela to you? Or do you call her Lauren?” she said. 
 Even my father didn’t know Chela’s given name, which Chela had confided to me right before I went to Cape Town. Chela was only her street name. 
 The SNAP was louder, and Marsha recoiled from the belt’s sting. Wouldn’t leave a welt, but it had to burn. Marsha’s fixed smile broke, giving way to a fresh one—surprise and delight. She thrust her chest out, as if in reward. “I like you more all the time,” she said. 
 “How do you know so much about Chela?” 
 Marsha’s eyes narrowed with defiance. She shifted her position on the lounger, one hip down, the other thrust high, offering me more skin. Her eyes watched me, anticipating. My fingers twitched on the belt. Hurting women isn’t my thing, but nothing turns me on more than giving a woman exactly what she wants. SNAP. The belt bit into the meat of her back thigh. Lots of nerve endings. Marsha hissed, closing her eyes as she squirmed. 
 “How do you know Chela?” I said again, speaking slowly. 
 “I run a security company, Ten. Trust me, I know a lot of things.” My biography shined from her eyes. “Where do you want me to start?” 
 “Start with Chela.” 
 Marsha hesitated, not hiding her teasing smile. “My memory’s a little foggy…” 

SNAP. The belt found her right buttock, jiggling a strip of firm flesh. Her ass was slick from oil, which brightened the pain. 
 Marsha’s face glowed, ecstatic. “I remember now… Lauren McLawhorn, from Minneapolis. Struck out on her own, getting into trouble. Until she met Tennyson Hardwick.” 
 I was so startled, I lowered the belt. “Go on.” 
 “You shared an… employer. And you were Chela’s black knight.” 
 I glanced around the rooftop, and for the first time I noticed a high-powered camera with a tripod at the far edge, pointed toward the beach. I almost hadn’t seen the camera behind the beach chair and umbrella shading it. Marsha might be a photography buff, or she might be in law enforcement; I was beginning to fear the latter. And she’d brought me right to her. The day’s colors were changing. 
 “What’s this about?” I said. 
 “My chest this time,” she said, puffing out again. Her breasts bobbed in the teddy. 
 “That’s gonna hurt.” 
 “It better.” 

LASH. I gave her what she wanted. The belt must have grazed her nipple, because she whimpered and sat ramrod straight. 
 “Keep talking.” 
 “I saw your name when you registered with SecureGuard, I remembered it from high school, and I got curious. I know people, and I did some checking. There was some guesswork, but you’d be surprised by how much information is out there—even when it’s supposedly expunged. About you. And Chela. And your mutual old lady friend. That’s the part I still haven’t figured out—did she give you a finder’s fee to keep you quiet?” 
 “I know everyone makes mistakes. Even old ladies.” 
 “Like sending fourteen-year-old girls to do things you wouldn’t want to see?” 
 There was more than a ring of judgment in her voice, and I took a step back. Marsha’s body suddenly looked like the dangerous weapon it was. “You want to arrest Mother, go ahead. I won’t shed any tears. You don’t need me for that.” 
 Marsha laughed. “Oh, please. You think I’m a cop? That’s cute.” 
 “What, then?” 
 Marsha pointed to the belt. “Try my ass again. That was nice, too.” She lay on her stomach to present her lovely brown buttocks, so shiny that they reflected the sunlight. Her ass was a ripe dark cherry, parted by the red teddy’s thong. Be careful what you wish for, I thought. 

LASH. I was a tad careless with my strength, so I knew that last blow would leave a welt. Something to remember me by. 

“Yes!” Marsha cried. “Damn, you’re good. Again?” 
 “Not until I hear more.” 
 Marsha pretended to pout. “I’m in security, plain and simple. It’s my job to know things, and you’re my new hobby. It’s nice to see an old friend doing good things.” 
 “We were never friends.” 
 She smiled. “We’re friends now, aren’t we?” 





Chapter 2



Party Time
 The day of Nandi’s birthday party arrived. Chela begged me to bring her with me, but Chela’s stargazing would have been a distraction. Maitlin had her own security team, but even if she invited me only as a networking gift, when I’m on a job, I’m on a job. 
 There were twenty tables with ten seats apiece in the backyard, which had been transformed into an amusement park with carnival games, a mini merry-go-round, strolling clowns, pony rides, and two massive inflated bouncy houses shaped like pirate ships, one mostly red, one mostly yellow, prows poised for battle. The gift table was a mountain, more toys than most children would see in a lifetime. Children swarmed everywhere, laughing and shrieking at imaginary peril. 
 For the first half hour, the birthday girl and her parents were nowhere in sight. Scanning the guest tables, I found a printed placard with my name—my neighbors were Halle Berry and Jennifer Garner (and yes, it’s true: Halle has no pores)—but I stayed only long enough to smile politely and sip from my glass of lemonade with frozen mint-leaf ice cubes. 
 Murmurs, coos, and applause wove through the crowd. 
 Maitlin’s family walked outside through the back-patio door, past the pool. She was carrying Nandi in her arms, and two men trailed behind them. Maitlin and Nandi were dressed in matching casual backless white summer dresses, their hair pinned up with crowns of white ribbons. Nandi’s wrist sparkled with a diamond bracelet I guessed was one of her birthday gifts, easily worth ten grand. 
 Maitlin’s husband was on her heels, a balding and frumpy dark-haired man in reading glasses who tried to smile but looked uncomfortable under so many eyes. Maybe the inanity of a lavish party for a child who wouldn’t remember it was sinking in, even to a billionaire. 
 I didn’t recognize the second man, who was black and in his midthirties, so giddy that his grin was nearly bigger than his face. His off-the-rack suit didn’t fit quite right, and his eyes seemed dazed. The birth father, I realized. He was tall, with a thick, cut frame like LL Cool J. Nandi hadn’t gotten her looks only from her mother’s side. If the birth father had been an actor, he could have found an agent that day. 
 I could only imagine the impact of the deal he’d made with Maitlin and her billionaire husband. Overnight, he’d been transformed from a Cape Town local with a daughter in an orphanage to a man worthy of a seat at the table with Hollywood’s upper echelon. His eyes were bright enough to burst. 
 Maitlin’s husband, Alec, headed straight for the discreet bar near the pool, a clove cigarette dangling between his fingers, meeting a huddle of other men who also looked Mediterranean, probably relatives. 
 Maitlin walked from table to table with Nandi on her arm, flanked by the birth father and Zukisa, the nanny. Zukisa looked watchful and anxious, as if she expected Maitlin to drop the girl. As guests exclaimed and hugged Maitlin and Nandi, a hired photographer snapped photos of Maitlin’s table-side visits. 
 I didn’t expect Maitlin to notice me, but she grabbed my arm. 
 “Steve, this is Tennyson Hardwick!” she said, as if it were critical for Steven Spielberg to know my name. “He’s costarring in Lenox Avenue, and he was an absolute lifesaver in South Africa. We never would have found Nandi without him.” 
 An exaggeration, but it won me beaming smiles and hearty handshaking from people I don’t usually get to shake hands with. I won’t name them all, but you get the picture. Yeah, Steve-O, so why don’t you sign me to star in your next movie? Here’s my card, I told him in my imagination, which my agent would kill me for not saying aloud. 
 “Mis-ter Ten!” Nandi said, remembering me with shining eyes. It was oddly moving to hear Nandi say my name. “It’s my birthday!” 
 “I know it is, kiddo. Happy birthday.” 
 Maitlin’s attention stayed on me. “Tennyson, say hello to Paki Zangwa. This is Nandi’s birth father. We just helped him move to San Diego, and he’s visiting for the party.” 
 Up close, the man’s genetic stamp on Nandi’s long forehead and eyes was obvious. I assumed he’d had a DNA test months ago, but except for complexion, Nandi was his clone. 
 “Molo,” I said, the traditional Xhosa daytime greeting. “Ndiyavuya ukuwazi.” I’d only said I was pleased to meet him, but with pronunciation good enough to make him gasp. 
 “You speak Xhosa?” he said. 
 I laughed. “Hey, man, that’s all I remember from my travel book. Welcome to the States.” 
 Zukisa looked at me with fresh eyes, ready to take me home to her parents. Her gaze found my camouflaged hickey, and she tried to hide a small smile. 
 “A pleasure!” Paki Zangwa said, speaking to the entire table. “This is all so very special. From a nightmare, a dream has come true for Nandi. Thanks be to God. And to Sofia and her very good husband, for this home that is…” He blinked back tears. “…beyond words.” 
 To my surprise, I liked Paki. Had he abandoned his daughter, then resurfaced when little Nandi started pooping in gold diapers? Maybe. But I found myself wanting to believe in him. 
 It was a beautiful day for a party, cloudless but not too hot, and children’s laughter tickled my ears as they scurried between the carnival games and the massive bouncy houses, their faces smeared with clown paint, melted ice cream, and ketchup from their gourmet hot dogs. Clowns dispensing hot dogs and ice cream strolled the grounds with catering carts. 
 I monitored the support staff, and everyone seemed efficient and businesslike, without much open gawking. I caught a frozen-lemonade guy trying to snap cell phone photos of Halle, but he was embarrassed when I caught him, blushing and apologizing profusely. He looked like a college student, or maybe a young actor between gigs. The right photo would fetch thousands of dollars from the tabloids. Roman probably would have fired him, but I confiscated the phone and sent him back to work. 
 In the days afterward, I would mull over every decision I made at Nandi’s party, with a firestorm of regrets. 
 What could I have done differently? What had I overlooked? 



 * * * 

 I had been exiled in the kitchen for about fifteen minutes when sudden movement through the window caught my eye. Zukisa and Roman were running toward Maitlin’s table, near the pool. Zukisa’s erratic body language was loud and clear: Something was wrong. 
 Roman leaned over Maitlin to say something to her, and Maitlin leaped to her feet so quickly that her chair fell over behind her. In unison, everyone at the table turned toward the party crowd, as if they had heard someone call to them. The group left the table, heading toward the party. Did one of the child swarm fall down, go Owie? 
 I looked at my watch. It was 4:10. 
 At the far rear of the ship, a child-size archway led to a cubbyhole large enough for three or four children to climb into, or a couple of adults. Something pale against the corner of the red floor caught my eye, so I picked it up. One of Nandi’s white ribbons. Outside, nearly buried by the cheering children, Maitlin was calling Nandi’s name. 
 Behind me, Roman stuck his head into the archway, anxious. Zukisa was panting beside him. I didn’t have to ask if Nandi was missing. 
 I held up the ribbon. “She was here.” 
 Zukisa clutched her cheeks with horror, as if the ribbon were a corpse. 
 Roman took the ribbon and pocketed it. “I was about to call for you.” 
 “This was the last place I saw her,” I said, wriggling out of the cubbyhole. “How long?” 
 Roman checked his watch, struggling to keep upright as the floor swayed wildly. “Almost fifteen minutes.” He nodded toward Zukisa, disapproving. “She waited ten minutes to tell me.” 

She must have disappeared almost as soon as I left, I realized. 
 “She likes to hide!” Zukisa said, defending herself. “It’s like a maze, looking for her in these things.” But Roman’s glare silenced her. 
 There was no reason to believe the worst—not yet—but I used my imagination. 
 “The pool?” I said. I’d once read about a family on vacation who searched for their child all morning, only to find him drowned in a shadowed corner of a motel pool. 
 “Checked there first,” Roman said. 
 Someone could have snatched Nandi. Is anyone watching the front gate?

 “We just shut the gate,” Roman said, reading my mind. He clung to a balancing rail as he space-walked toward the closest exit. Outside, he gave me a handi-talkie that matched the one strapped to his belt. “I’m going around front. Start a full sweep out here.” 
 A young security staffer who looked like a college football player ran up to us, slightly red faced. His name tag identified him as LEVITT. “Where do you want me, Roman?” 
 Roman studied me, a barely noticeable hesitation. “Hardwick’s on point back here, so what he says goes. I’ll be up front with Carter. Every nook and cranny. Find her.” 
 “Yessir,” Levitt said as Roman hopped into his waiting golf cart and drove off. Levitt had seemed surprised when Roman put me in charge, but he obediently awaited his orders. 
 “Clear both bouncy houses,” I told him. “Ask about Nandi, but don’t start a panic.” 
 Levitt nearly saluted before bounding into the ship. He was former military, too. “Okay, kids, I need everybody out!” Levitt boomed, loudly enough to be heard over the playing children. 
 I liked the efficiency displayed by Roman and his staff, but Zukisa looked ready to faint in the flurry. I put my hands on Zukisa’s shoulders and tried to calm her wide, frightened eyes. She wouldn’t be any help if she was panicking. 
 “I’m sure we’ll find her,” I said, so convincing that her face visibly softened. “Call to her. Tell her she’s not in trouble. You know Nandi: Try to think of where she might go.” 
 Zukisa nodded, inspired. “Nandi!” she called, wandering away, eyes low to the ground. 
 I glanced at my watch: 4:17. 
 My day had not yet begun. 
 Our worst nightmare had come true. Nandi had been kidnapped right under our noses. 
 A search of the grounds turned up a hole in the backyard fence concealed by a nest of sago palms, at ground level, just big enough for an adult to move through for clear access to the driveway. Wire cutters. Since it was an internal fence, it wasn’t electrified or attached to the alarm system. That hole answered a lot of questions, but it wasn’t the answer we wanted. 
 The ransom note came to Maitlin’s phone in a text message: 
 
We have Nandi. Send the guests home, but make no fuss. You will speak to her soon at this number. If you do not follow these instructions—and if you call the police—we will cut her sweet little throat.


 Maitlin put on the performance of a lifetime, claiming Nandi was sick in bed instead of missing, and the guests were sent home without knowing a thing. 
 But we knew. I wanted to call the police right away, but Maitlin was firm: No police. 
 We had to wait a night, until Monday. The exchange was set up at eleven o’clock Monday night on a college football field. The deal was, we would bring the ransom and get Nandi back. 
 Roman and I went alone. With five million dollars. 

Stick to the plan, I told him. 
 I wish Roman had listened. 
 Fingers toggling his goggles, Roman swept the field with his eyes. “Nobody,” he muttered. “They better not think we’re just gonna drop off the money and go. Kiss my ass.” 
 “Hello!” I called out to the vast, dark space. “We’re here for Nandi!” 
 Nothing. I checked my watch: 11:04. 
 “I don’t like it,” I said quietly. “We’re wide open for a sniper. Pow, we’re dead. Money disappears. No Nandi.” I hoped they were professionals, and that this was just another day at the office. Amateurs might think it was worth it to shoot us. Just in case. 
 Roman hiked his bag up higher on his shoulder. “Let ’em try it.” 
 We ran side by side, our shoes sinking into springy artificial turf as we made our way toward the fifty-yard line. Every yard was an effort; my thighs felt tight. The wads of bills shifted inside my duffel bag, making it squirm like something alive. Please let Nandi be here, I thought, even while the darkness and silence said otherwise. 
 Both of us were breathing hard when we flung our bags off on the fifty-yard line and tried to realign our joints. My left shoulder would be bitching at me for a long while. 
 Five minutes late, but we’d finally made it. 
 This time, both of us used our goggles to scan the stadium. I finally saw movement on the home side, near the announcer’s booth. A flash of light, and then the world went dark. My goggles had shut off. 

“Crap!” I said. Or maybe Roman said it. Simultaneously, we took off our goggles. 
 Someone had turned on a spotlight, triggering the goggles’ auto shutoff. The light was too weak to fully illuminate us, but it was more than bright enough to hide whoever was standing behind it. The light was on the home side, about ten rows high. 

“Empty your guns and throw them down,” a man’s voice said. He sounded like a megaphone, with a posh English accent, and he was nowhere near the light. 
 My heart tumbled. 
 “More than one,” I whispered to Roman. 
 “He’s at nine o’clock. Got my eye on the booth, too.” 
 I pulled out my P226 slow as a snail, ejected the magazine, and raised it above my head. I tossed the magazine right, the gun about ten yards left. Roman threw down his nine, too, but he didn’t reach down to give up the little .38 Special he kept strapped to his ankle. I envied him for his hidden weapon, but I hoped it wouldn’t haunt us later. 

“Keep your hands raised high. Both of you.”

 We complied. Standing still with your arms raised when you just gave up your weapon isn’t as easy as it looks, but we did it. My teeth were locked, expecting gunfire. 
 Footsteps. Three or four men were approaching us from different directions; they’d been hidden in the bleachers. 

“Now… open the bags, please,” the voice said. The politeness was reassuring. 
 Roman unzipped his bag, and I unzipped mine. The sound of the zippers ricocheted through the empty stadium. 

“Show me the money,” Megaphone said. 
 “Where’s Nandi?” I called out. 

CLICK. Our guns were gone, but three guns were on us. 
 My palms went cold, and wet. I heard whispered cursing, and realized it was mine. Roman and I both grabbed wrapped stacks from the bags and held them up high. 
 “There’s the money!” Roman said. “No tricks. No bull. We just want the little girl.” 
 In the endless beat of silence, I suddenly felt certain that Nandi was already dead. I mapped my flight in case any shooting started—I would run zigzag back to the gate. Stick to the shadows. 

“Put the money down and step away from the bags,” Megaphone said. “Go to the track on the opposite side of the field. The visitors’ side.” They wanted to send us away from the money so they could retrieve it. But then what? 
 “Sorry for being a jerk,” Roman said, “but we need Nandi first.” 
 My tone was gentle as I backed up Roman. “You asked for five mil, right? Well, here it is. Just bring us the little girl. She’s a baby, man. Let’s end this thing for everybody.” 

“DO IT!” Megaphone shouted. 
 I couldn’t see Roman’s eyes because he’d put his goggles back on, but I heard something that might have been a growl. I didn’t like the sound of it, but I understood. The longer we were here with no sign of Nandi, the slimmer the chances that we would leave—with or without her. Why hadn’t I called Chela and Dad from the car when I’d had the chance? 
 We were at the fifty-yard line, only a few feet from the sidelines, so we crossed to the other side of the field. After each step, I was amazed we were still both breathing and upright. 
 “This ain’t gonna happen,” Roman muttered. 
 It could have been a prediction, but it sounded more like a vow. 
 A child’s cry from somewhere above made my neck snap up. Blackness. I fumbled to put my goggles back on, and I saw her: Nandi’s tiny pale shape standing at the very top of the steps in the bleachers on the visitors’ side, almost in the exact center. Alone and crying, afraid. Nandi was holding a child’s cup in one hand, swaying back and forth as she cried. The stairs in front of her would break her neck with one slip. 
 I wanted to shout out to Nandi, but neither one of us did. She would try to come to us, and that would mean disaster. We forgot about the Englishman, or the men and their guns. We ran toward Nandi. 
 I ran up the endless stadium steps two at a time, Roman at my heels. When I dared to take my eyes off Nandi, I saw the four men swarming the field around our money bags, also dressed in dark clothes. “Hurry!” one of the men on the field hissed. 
 For one perfect moment, everything was going according to plan. 
 “Her ankle’s tied to the bleacher,” Roman said, the same time I realized it. I couldn’t see what was binding her, but Nandi was struggling against it. I was glad they’d taken precautions so Nandi wouldn’t fall. We might survive this, I thought. Jinx. 
 Twenty yards. Thirty more steps. 
 “Five million my ass,” I heard Roman say. 
 “What?” With Nandi in sight, I had forgotten the money. 
 “You grab Nandi,” Roman said. “Get her to the car.” 
 Sudden motion as Roman tried to pivot away. Instinct made me shoot out my arm toward him, trying to grab his shirt to pull him back. My fingertips got his sleeve, but Roman yanked away, hard. Then he dove behind the bleachers, gone. Vanished in the dark. 
 “Man, come on!” I whispered sharply. “Don’t get us killed over some damn paper.” 
 I couldn’t stop Roman. I’ll have the rest of my life to wonder how the night would have gone differently if I had, but I had to keep my eyes on Nandi, who was stamping her feet with agitation. Even with the ankle restraint, she could fall and injure herself on the concrete. She saw me coming and seemed frightened, crying out. 
 “Nandi, don’t move!” I shouted to her. “It’s Mister Ten! Stay right there, honey!” 
 “Mister Ten?” Nandi called back, delighted. Her sobs stopped cold. 
 Then I was touching Nandi’s hot face, wiping her tears and nose with my T-shirt. No one had combed her hair, which looked like a bird’s nest of dark curls, but she was clean, and her matching plain red shorts and shirt were new. My heartbeat and adrenaline made my hands shake. I cradled Nandi’s head against my shoulder, stroking her matted hair. Her tiny heart swatted at my chest, looking for safety. 
 As soon as Nandi was in my arms, I knew I couldn’t live with myself if I let her go. 
 “Shhhhh, sweetheart… We’re gonna take you home to Mommy. It’s okay now.” 
 Silence from the dark field far below, except for grunts as the men tried to lift their load. 

“Roman? I got her!” I whispered, praying Roman had fought off the memories of missions gone bad. 
 I fumbled with Nandi’s ankle restraint. Nandi had been tied only with a nylon stocking, but the knot was tight against her tiny ankle, with no wriggle room. The other end was knotted around a metal bar beneath the bleacher. I whipped out my miniature penknife. Not much of a weapon, but perfect for cutting nylon. 

POW. A gunshot! And something that sounded like an Apache war cry. Roman’s voice. 
 Frenzied shouting came from the field, and a howl of pain. Had that been Roman, too? 
 The world stood still for a moment, meaningless, before I remembered myself. My breath caught—Oh jesus jesus jesus jesus NOT NOW—and I sliced the stocking. Nandi’s weight fell against me, a warm ball of cotton in my arms. 
 I whispered to her, crouching behind the bleachers. “Be real, real quiet, okay?” 
 While Nandi whimpered on my chest, I flipped on my goggles to look at the football field, where my future was being decided. A dark silhouette lay writhing on the field, two feet from one of the bags. Not Roman. 
 “Come on… where are you, man?” I whispered. 
 I found the huddle near the closest sideline, a group of four men in a circle. Roman was backing away from someone, disarmed. The man lunged at Roman with a knife that flared like a Fourth of July sparkler in my goggles. Roman stood in a nervous wrestling stance, rocking from side to side. The man with the knife squared off with him, his arms moving like an optical illusion. 
 The knife was blurry, part ice pick, part pneumatic drill. The rapid fluidity of the motion was a bad dream unfolding. The man’s body weaved as he chopped at the air with his knife, dicing it. I could run down to help Roman, or I could try to save Nandi. 
 Nandi’s whimpers gave me only one choice. 

“Shhhhh… ,” I said, desperate for her to stay quiet. 
 Sticking close to the far wall of the stadium behind the stands, I ran toward the stairs on the west end, closer to the main gate. God, if you give me this… I’ll finally believe you’re real.

 Below us, Roman screamed. I pressed my palms against Nandi’s ears. Her whimpers were getting louder, bordering on sobs. 
 “It’s okay, Nandi… ,” I whispered, and faked a laugh. “They’re playing a game.” 
 “Are you playing a game?” Nandi whispered. 
 “Yeah, sweetie. We run really fast.” 
 “Really fast?” Nandi whispered, grinning. 

Hope to God, I thought. 
 “Stay quiet—or we lose,” I whispered, and Nandi nodded like she understood. 
 I ran. My knee pulsed with fresh pain, but I ran. I landed cat quiet and ran as fast as I could without tumbling down. I crisscrossed my arms to hold Nandi firmly in place, supporting the back of her head with my palms so I wouldn’t jounce her. I held her as if she were made of eggshells. 
 I dodged the flashlight beams, using my goggles to guide me to the gate I shouldn’t have been able to see—but could, thanks to Roman. I smelled freedom wafting from the parking lot. 
 And then I stopped. Everything stopped. God went back to sleep. 
 Five yards ahead, a man was in my path. 
 The gunman was masked in black from head to toe. Even his eyes were hidden behind black nylon. He was an apparition. 
 But his gun was real. Through my goggles, his gun glittered so brightly in the moonlight that I thought it was a muzzle flash. I thought we were already dead. 
 I stopped running so abruptly that I almost pitched myself down headfirst. The soles of my shoes whined against the concrete. 
 He could have shot me already, so maybe he didn’t want to. 
 “You really don’t want to take another step,” the Englishman said. 
 The one voice I hadn’t wanted to hear. The devil was taking his turn with us. 
 “He’s mean,” Nandi whispered. 
 “Man, don’t.” He wasn’t as tall as I was, with a thick neck and shoulders. I was well within his shooting range, but he was too far for me to disarm him. And how could I? Holding Nandi was as hobbling as missing limbs, or eyes. Any move I considered was too risky. She made me defenseless. 
 “Five million dollars—it’s yours!” I told him. “Just walk away.” 
 “Put the girl down,” he said. 
 Nandi squirmed. She didn’t like the way the game was going. 
 I stepped back. “I didn’t see a thing. We’re all done here, man.” 
 Three other sets of footsteps were approaching from all sides. I sidled toward the gate, a six-foot fence penning me in. I hadn’t seen the chain and padlock when I was running, but I would climb over if I had to. If he was going to shoot me, maybe he would have already. All the while I made plans, I never felt so much like I was in a cage. I flung my back against the gate, testing it. The chain clanked, but didn’t yield. 
 Trapped. My heartbeat shook the stadium. 
 “No need to die like your friend,” the Englishman said. “Put her down. Gently.” 
 “Please let her go,” I said. “Don’t do this.” 
 The gunman aimed lower, at my feet. Picking a spot clear of Nandi. My toes itched. 
 “When your boss asks you what went wrong… ,” he began, “…and she will ask…” 
 “You got what you came for! Do you have kids? Do you have a mother? Take me, not this kid. Be the hero now—let her go.” 
 The silence from the other waiting men made me wonder if they were on my side. 
 The Englishman went on calmly: “…report to her that now we will need another five million, just like the first five. That’s my fee for my man getting shot in the leg, for breaking trust.” His voice shook, betraying his outrage. It wasn’t business anymore: It was personal. “We’ll be back in touch.” 
 I smelled stale cigarette smoke as the knife fighter slipped behind the Englishman, his bloodstained blade ready at his side, breath a little irregular, but no other evident reaction from killing Roman. He, too, was masked in what looked like a bodysuit. He was about five-seven and small boned, only slightly taller than the Englishman, but with an arrhythmic, angular quality that made my hindbrain scream Danger!

 I tried to hide Nandi’s eyes, but she pulled her face away from my palm. 
 I hoped she didn’t see the blood. I hoped she wouldn’t see mine. 
 “We can do this with crying and screaming,” the Englishman said cheerfully, “or you can give Nandi a smile and tell her you’ll see her soon.” 
 A CLICK from the gun; his round was chambered, his mind made up. If I pissed him off like Roman, he would shoot me in the foot first, then probably shoot me in the head as soon as they had Nandi. Or leave me to his friend with the knife. 
 I lowered myself down to my throbbing knee so I could face Nandi at eye level when I set her down. I stroked her unkempt mop of hair. Nandi’s wide eyes waited for me to explain. 
 “So… the game’s over, and guess what?” I said, struggling to keep my voice light. “You won! Now we switch off, and you get to go have fun with your new friends.” 
 “I don’t wanna.” She wasn’t crying, but she was close. “He’s mean!” 
 “No, no, it’s okay. See?” I smiled for Nandi, just as I’d been instructed. My face hurt from the lie, but my smile didn’t show a sign of trouble. 
 Still, Nandi gave a wail that crushed my chest. “I want my mommeeee!” 
 The men were behind me, closing in, but I didn’t break away from Nandi’s eyes or abandon my smile. My smile was the only thing I could give her. “You’ll see your mommy soon. Hear me? I’ll come back and take you to your mommy. That’s a promise.” 
 I was close enough to see the quick spark in her eye: not a smile, but she believed me. 
 The sound of sirens rose in the night sky like an hallucination, too far to help. 
 While one man pulled me back, another swept Nandi up high. I yanked myself free, ready to fight, but somebody suckered me with the butt of a gun to the back of my head. I staggered, the world swimming. 
 I yelled out, my last resort for Nandi’s sake: “HELP! CALL 911—” A flock of birds nesting in a nearby tree took flight. My anguish flew for miles. 
 I waited for the knife. The gunshot. 
 Instead, bright light flared all around. Dazzling white pain. I felt myself falling, pulled down into the depths of myself. I was drowning under the weight of Nandi’s heavy absence. Crushed by the burden of her trust. 

 * * * 

 I was taken to LAPD’s Robbery-Homicide Division, or RHD, where I had to explain the worst night of my life to both the cops and the FBI. The FBI gave me polygraph to make sure I wasn’t involved in the kidnapping. Then they told me to go home with a clear warning: If I didn’t stay away from Maitlin and the kidnapping case, I was going to jail. 
 But I had promised Nandi I would come for her. 
 Chela was the last person I expected to find waiting for me at Robbery-Homicide. She looked dressed up for Halloween, wearing oversize sunglasses, one of Dad’s fedoras, and my trench coat. 

“Ten!” she said, and wrapped her arms around my neck. I needed her hug, but I was so tired that she nearly pulled me off balance. 
 “What are you doing here?” 
 “What do you think? You scared the crap out of us!” Chela said, still hanging on. When Chela’s hair brushed my cheek, I smelled Nandi in her curls. My stomach lurched. “Ten, why didn’t you tell us Sofia Maitlin’s baby was—” She stopped in midsentence, noticing the bandage on the back of my head. “Omigod! Did they take you to a hospital?” 
 A crowd was gathering as we attracted the attention of newly arrived detectives huddled near the coffee machine. Extra manpower. They weren’t usually at work so early, and I didn’t like their eyes on us. I wasn’t in the mood to answer any more questions, spoken or unspoken. 
 “I’m fine,” I told Chela, steering her toward the hall. “Who told you about—” 
 “Captain’s cop friend called. We’ve been here three hours already.” 
 I scanned the mostly empty office. “Where’s Dad?” 
 “He’s sleeping in the car. Ten, there’s a buttload of news vans outside the police station, and the reporters are all asking questions about you and Sofia Maitlin’s baby. It’s surreal!” 
 I understood Chela’s strange costume: It was a disguise. The story was out. The reporters might beat us to my house. A mounted television screen across the room with local news was showing a photo of Nandi. AMBER ALERT: MAITLIN KIDNAPPING! 
 What if we’d put out the word when the original trail was fresh? 
 My stomach rolled, twice. I was about to puke all over the floor of the RHD. 
 “Wait for me,” I told Chela. 
 I’d given up on making it to the men’s room when I almost ran by the sign on a door beside me. The bathroom was empty. I lurched to the first stall, and everything spilled out of my stomach: the coffee, the lone protein bar I’d had for dinner at Maitlin’s, and a quart of pure acid. My stomach kept heaving long after the food was gone. 
 My phone vibrated in my pocket. I’d ignored my phone during the FBI interview, but I grabbed it. I was surprised by how much I hoped it was April. 
 PRIVATE CALLER, my screen said. Was it the kidnappers? 
 “Tennyson.” 
 I recognized her sob before she spoke. “Are you all right?” Sofia Maitlin whispered. 
 “God, Sofia, I’m so, so sorry,” I said. My legs folded beneath me. Suddenly, I was sitting against the wall, half a foot from the urinal. The smell was sharp, making me want to vomit again, but I couldn’t move. The tiles were cold through the seat of my pants. 
 “Of course,” she said. “I know you are.” 
 “It was going fine, according to the agreement, and then Roman freaked out and went after them. He was gone before I could stop him. He shot one of their guys, and it went to hell.” 
 I owed Maitlin the truth as I saw it. 
 Footsteps in the hallway brought me to my feet, and I leaned on the wall for support, the way my father did at home. The footsteps passed me, fast and sure down the hall. 
 “Nandi?” Maitlin said, whispering. I wondered if she was hiding, too. 
 “I had her. She wasn’t hurt. I was carrying her in my arms before they took her back.” 
 Maitlin sobbed quietly. “Everyone said to call the police. If I had, Roman wouldn’t be…” 

He wouldn’t be dead if he hadn’t lost his mind either, I thought. 
 “Roman made a choice,” I said. “He knew the risks. So did I.” 
 “But they said they would kill her if we told anyone! I thought it would be better to keep quiet. Can you understand?” Maitlin needed forgiveness, too. “Everyone knows now.” 
 “The publicity’s a good thing,” I said. “She’s everywhere because of who you are, and someone’s seen her. It’s the best weapon you have. It’s exactly what they didn’t want.” 
 Unfortunately, the massive publicity would make Nandi’s kidnappers desperate, and I knew they must be arguing about their next move. They might kill Nandi without ever wanting to. The next phone call, if another came, might be our last chance. 
 “Have you heard from them?” I said. 
 “Nothing.” A tight squeak. “I borrowed this phone. I’m keeping mine clear.” 
 “The FBI’s shutting me out,” I said. “There’s a court order.” 
 “That’s Alec. My way didn’t work, so now it’s his way. How can I argue?” 
 “Don’t argue. I’m glad the FBI is there, but I need somebody to keep me in the loop.” I needed to fulfill my promise to Nandi’s frightened eyes. 
 “Tennyson… ,” Maitlin began. “Do you think… ?” 
 She’d be a fool not to wonder if Nandi was sleeping in a shallow grave. 
 “People who kill children don’t let people like me live,” I said, assuring myself as much as Maitlin. “They smell the money now. No matter what, make them believe you’ll pay more. He talked like a businessman. He doesn’t want to hurt Nandi. If Roman hadn’t pissed them off, I believe it would have gone down just like we agreed. We broke the agreement first.” 
 “I just talked to Wendy,” Maitlin said. “Poor woman. With those kids!” 
 I didn’t ask about her conversation with Roman’s widow. Wendy would accept all the solace she could gather today; tomorrow, she’d probably file a lawsuit against Maitlin. 
 “Was Nandi wearing the same dress? From the party?” Maitlin said suddenly. 
 Sofia Maitlin finally had the chance to visit her daughter. 

 * * * 

 The FBI had shut me out of the case, but luckily, I wasn’t alone. 
 My ex-girlfriend, April, showed up at my house just in time to help me escape the paparazzi who had camped out in my front yard. Even Dad, Chela, and Dad’s girlfriend, Marcela, played along to help me shake my tail. My car was tied up, so I rented a black Corvette. 
 And I began my search for Nandi. 
 My martial arts instructor, Cliff Sanders, sent me to Little Ethiopia to talk to a South African martial arts expert named Xolo Nyathi. He told me about an encounter he’d had with a South African knife fighter who tried to join a local circle of elders—but he didn’t play well with others. He was a killer, not a martial artist. His only nickname was Spider. Xolo Nyathi told me that Spider had ties to a South African gang called Kingdom of Heaven, or Umbuso Izulu. He also played drums in a local band, which would be my best chance to find him. 
 But he warned me: Spider was one of the most dangerous men he had ever seen. 
 I called Dad to talk about the case, and he remembered earlier run-ins with Kingdom of Heaven, although he said he didn’t know of any prior involvement in kidnappings. 
 I made myself into a new man, disguised as a Jamaican singer named Clarence Love. I was about to plunge into my search for Spider when I got a text message from Marsha: 
 
Stop hotdogging B4 you get killed. I can help with the Kingdom. Come see me ASAP.


 I hadn’t talked to Marsha since Nandi was kidnapped. So how did she know I was investigating Kingdom of Heaven? 





Chapter 3



Chasing Spider
 As my Corvette sped toward Marsha’s suite at the Chateau Marmont, I made a mental list of everything I knew about the woman I’d been sleeping with for the past week. The list wasn’t nearly long enough. The more I thought about her, the more nervous Marsha made me. 
 When I pieced together my history with Marsha, thoughts surfaced that crumbled my stomach to dust. She’s been spying on you and your family. She didn’t find you by accident. Five days after you met her, Nandi disappeared.

 The first day we’d met had been a game, start to finish. She’d been conducting a sophisticated surveillance that probably was illegal, and her body did all of her talking. Luring a mark into bed is the oldest trick in a liar’s book. Was Marsha using me? And if so, why? 
 One last, terrible thought persisted: Does Marsha have something to do with Nandi?

 By the time I got to the hotel, I was pissed off six different ways. I unpacked my Glock, nestling it snugly down the back of my pants, hidden by my loose shirt. I wasn’t going anywhere else without my weapon. 
 As Clarence Love, I asked the concierge to call Marsha’s suite, testing my accent. He didn’t recognize me from my earlier visits, so one thing went right. 
 When Marsha opened her door, she was wearing only a T-shirt above endless brown legs. “I like your new look, Clarence,” Marsha said. 
 My Glock tugged on my waistband at the small of my back. “We need to talk,” I said. 
 Marsha moved aside, untroubled by my empty eyes. “Yes,” she said. “We do.” 
 “Start talking,” I said. 


 She flung her hair out of her face, wrapping it into a ponytail. I’d never seen her with such a girlish hairstyle, softening her face. She’s changing her identity in front of your eyes.

 “I’m really sorry, Ten,” she said, doe eyed. “I hated lying to you.” 
 “Skip it, Marsha. How are you so deep in my business?” 
 “Guess—and I’ll tell you when you’re warm,” she said, the barest twinkle in her eye. 
 “Lady, you need to be very careful right now…” 
 “All right.” She sounded weary, suddenly. I hoped she was dropping her mask. “There’s information I can’t volunteer, Ten. Period. As long as you understand that, we can talk all you want. Ask me direct questions.” 
 “Who are you?” 
 Marsha leaned closer to me, as if her scent would clarify it. “You know who I am. You’ve known me a long time.” 
 “I knew you a long time ago.” 
 “You want to know what I do for a living? I do favors. I broker information. That’s already saying too much, so don’t ask for more.” 
 “You broker information for who?” I said. 
 “You expect me to flash you my ID card, Ten? Come on. The little car rental place in Malibu is a front. Do a little research. And I’m crazy for telling you that.” 

She works for the government, I thought. Aloud, I said, “That’s not good enough.” 
 “It’ll have to do.” 
 “You’ve got nothing to do with Nandi?” I said. 
 Anger narrowed her eyes. “Of course not! I heard about it this morning, when I saw your beautiful face on TV. Now I know why you vanished this weekend.” 
 I didn’t believe her yet. Did she work for the CIA? The NSA? 
 “You’re watching me.” I was daring her to lie. 
 “To protect you. I sent somebody to keep an eye on you. You shook him. Not bad.” 
 “How did you know I was looking at Kingdom of Heaven?” I said. 
 Marsha blinked, her first hint of shame. “Your cell phone. You told your dad.” 
 “How… Why the hell are you spying on my private calls?” 
 I towered over her, but she only crossed her long brown legs, taking her time. “Because I could. I wanted to know more about the kidnapping.” All pretense of shame was gone. “Look, Ten, you can be pissed off, or you can let me help you. You’re in over your head. You’re not gonna Rambo your way through the Kingdom of Heaven. Have no doubt of that.” 
 “Did they kidnap Nandi?” 
 “I’ve heard chatter.” Her quiet voice filled the room. 
 “Assuming I believe you, what can you offer me?” 
 “A little information. Off the record.” When Marsha stood up, she casually slid her hand across my thigh. Although I took a step back, my body sang out for more. April was long ago and far away. 
 “Why?” I said. “What’s that gonna cost me?” 
 Marsha went past me to her apartment’s small kitchen, opening her refrigerator. She kept her back to me as she spoke, but her voice grew more intimate. “I’m not proud of everything I do, Ten,” she said. “An unfortunate part of my job description. Now I get to do a good deed—and bring peace to an old schoolmate. Maybe save his life. You need something to eat.” 
 “I couldn’t eat if I wanted to.” 
 “Your dad was right. The Kingdom isn’t known for kidnapping in the States,” Marsha said. “But in South Africa and Zimbabwe, kidnapping is one of their biggest businesses. They bully rich families into keeping quiet, so it stays out of the press. Nandi’s kidnapping is straight out of their playbook.” 
 “Do the victims go home?” 
 “Most of them,” she said. “But not always. The way they convince families not to call the police is by making an example of the ones who do.” 
 The smell of cooking eggs made my stomach cinch. 
 “Is Nandi dead?” I said. 
 “The family will know within twenty-four hours, Ten. That’s their typical window after an abduction. So we need to know if Sofia Maitlin has a new ransom demand. And proof of life.” 
 “Can’t the FBI tell you that?” 
 “I’m not FBI,” Marsha said. “There are serious limits to what I am allowed to do inside the United States. Despite what you see in movies, we don’t get to do whatever we want.” 
 “What about Malibu?” I said, remembering the cameras on the rooftop that had made me think she was a cop. “You’re watching somebody.” 
 “Touché,” she said. “That’s one of the things I can’t talk about.” 
 I ignored my flash of irritation. “If I can get the new ransom demands or proof of life… then what?” 
 “Then it’s worth the risk. You try to find Umbuso Izulu. Learn what you can, fast. But not by yourself.” 
 “Who’s backing me up?” 
 Marsha brought me a steaming plate of scrambled eggs and set it on the table. 
 “You’re in luck,” she said. “I am.” 

 * * * 

 With Marsha by my side pretending to be my Jamaican wife, we checked out a band called Diaspora Beat playing at a local restaurant. No Spider, but we learned that Spider would be playing at a different club that night—and I conned my way into a singing audition so I’d have a reason to be there. 
 That night, we staked out a club called Skylight. Spider was there on the stage. So far, all we had was a name: Mhambi. Our plan was only to follow him. 
 One of Nandi’s kidnappers might have been less than twenty yards from me, and I had to watch his damn show. There were no tables near the front of the stage, but Marsha and I claimed a spot at the nearest bar counter, where Spider would always be in sight. 
 It had never been so hard to stand still. 
 I thought Marsha and I had the same agenda until she told me a lie. Instead of going to the bathroom as she’d claimed during Spider’s set, I saw her staking out an Asian man in the crowd—taking pictures of him with her cell phone camera. It wasn’t the time or place to call her on it, but I didn’t like it. 
 Things went from bad to worse. Spider vanished between sets, and I cornered him in a dressing room. I saw his knife skills up close, and I would have been a dead man if Marsha hadn’t chased him away with her gun. Marsha saved my life, but she had still lied to me. 
 And our only lead to Nandi was gone. 
 
 
 
 "There is video content at this location that is not currently supported for your Kindle device. The caption for this content is below."

Tennyson Confronts Marsha (2:55).






Chapter 4



Betrayal
 Painkillers numbed my injuries from the fight with Spider, but nothing could blot out the harrowing truth that settled across my spirit: Spider had recognized me! He wouldn’t have tried to kill a random intruder. Marsha had said Kingdom of Heaven liked to make an example of families who didn’t play by their rules. 
 I might have sealed Nandi’s death. 
 I was so dispirited, I couldn’t even let myself into my house. I had nowhere to go. 
 I fell asleep outside, near my swimming pool. 
 Chela woke me. 
 
 
 
 "There is video content at this location that is not currently supported for your Kindle device. The caption for this content is below."

Tennyson and Chela (2:48).



 I had one last chance. 
 While we’d been tailing the bandleader the day before, I got a call from Sofia Maitlin’s manager asking me to meet Maitlin near a Los Angeles bookstore. I had a nagging feeling she was hiding something from me. She was. 
 Maitlin met me in a black SUV to tell me that she thought Nandi’s birth father, Paki, had been acting strange since the FBI’s arrival. So far, nobody was calling him a suspect, but Maitlin wanted me to make Paki her number one priority. 
 “Something he said when we ran into each other in the hall before a hearing in South Africa: ‘I’m a little guy, but I have big people behind me.’” 
 “Was he threatening you?” I asked her. 
 “I thought he meant the South African government. Rule of law. I’m wealthy, Mr. Hardwick. I am a celebrity, but I can’t trump the power of his nation. Now… I don’t know. What if he meant he was connected to that gang? Right before he left with the FBI this morning, he looked me dead in the eye and said, ‘I’m sorry.’ The sound of his voice chilled me, Ten.” 
 Was Maitlin really on to something, or was she just second-guessing? 
 The FBI had questioned Paki all night before releasing him—but we learned through Dad’s LAPD connection that the FBI had lost Paki’s trail. 
 Marsha confided to me that Kingdom of Heaven might have ties to Al Qaeda, which was why the gang was on her radar. She convinced me to trust her enough to bring her with me to San Diego so we could search Paki’s apartment… and maybe ask him a few questions ourselves. 
 Paki was a soccer fan. A yellow jersey from Cape Town’s Santos team lay across the arm of his futon, and I noticed a soccer magazine on his dinette table. Otherwise, the table was clear except for an apple. The apartment had been cleaned out to the bone. 
 “Not much to it, is there?” Marsha said. 
 Her voice had the too-gentle quality I had noticed before. Her voice said, Well, Ten, now it’s time to face facts… Marsha’s hair was disheveled, and I saw three parallel scratch marks across her forehead. And a tiny bead of blood. 
 “The bush got you,” I said. “You’re bleeding.” 
 “I am?” she said, surprised. “Where?” 
 With my index finger, I gently dabbed the spot. No more blood came. I laid her blood on my tongue. The sharp taste melted down my throat and was gone. 
 Paki liked to cook. There were no restaurant containers in his fridge, only pots and pans from meals he had fixed for himself on the tiny kitchen’s two-burner stove. Fresh milk. Fresh fruit. The rice, flour, and spices from his kitchen cabinets were laid out across the Formica counter. He liked wine—a 2006 California Viognier-Roussanne blend was chilling in the fridge, with four more identical bottles in a wire wine rack on his counter. Good wine. 
 No junk food. No sweets. Paki’s vices weren’t culinary. 
 The refrigerator had a magnet shaped like the South African flag, pinning coupons. A magnet shaped like a bottle of wine, labeled Happy Cellars, pinned nothing. Was it decoration, or had something fallen? 
 I looked down toward the floor, at the crack between the fridge and the counter. The corner of a photograph was sticking out, so I picked it up. My heart got its hopes up. Please let this be a photo of Paki posing with Spider outside Spider’s house—the address in plain view.

 But it wasn’t, of course. 
 It was a photo of Paki posing with Maitlin, Alec Dimitrakos… and Nandi. They were all in swimsuits; the photo had been taken by the pool at Maitlin’s house. From Nandi’s face, still as pudgy as it had been at the orphanage, I guessed that the photo was taken soon after she arrived in the States. One big happy family. Even Alec was smiling. 
 Behind me, Marsha sighed. She’d stopped searching ten minutes before I had, and was now merely going through the motions. Reality had hit her much sooner. 
 “We knew it was a long shot coming after the FBI,” she said. “Thorough is their job.” 
 Her condolences didn’t unclench my stomach. 
 “Maybe Paki didn’t run,” I said. “Maybe his people killed him.” 
 Marsha nodded. “Crossed my mind,” she said. “He’d just spent all night with the FBI, and we have no idea what he said. Yeah, maybe the Kingdom got him. But the feds might be following his leads, grabbing Nandi right now. Locking up the bad guys.” 
 “Maybe,” I said. Hans Christian Andersen wouldn’t have bought that fairy tale. 
 Beside me, Marsha opened the refrigerator. “I’m starving,” she said. She pulled out the bottle of wine and studied it. “Mmmmm. And thirsty, come to think of it.” 
 I didn’t want to eat Paki’s food or drink his wine, but Marsha started searching through the assortment of kitchen supplies on the counter and in the drawers. She found a corkscrew. 
 “Ten, listen… ,” she began in her woe-is-you voice. “We can’t stay here much longer. I told the gardeners to leave when they were done, but someone might come looking.” 
 “I know,” I said. 
 Marsha opened the cabinet, where a few cheap dishes remained. She found two wineglasses and pulled them out. I couldn’t help one last peek high on my toes to see if I’d overlooked any papers. But the cabinet was nearly bare. I felt around, and nothing was hidden. 
 “Ten, this happened despite your involvement, not because of it,” she said. “You’re good—I mean really good. You’re quick. Resourceful. You’ve given Nandi everything you have. You’re as good as anyone I’ve worked with—people with real training. So it’s getting more and more unbearable for me to watch you beat yourself up.” 
 She handed me the chilled bottle, and the corkscrew. My fingers went to work without my mind engaging. I’ve opened more bottles of wine than I can count, so my pop was quick and efficient. 
 “None of it brought Nandi home,” I said. 
 “She may still come home. I never say never. Nothing is ever exactly what it seems.” 
 My throat and tongue were dry. Since the wineglasses were set up on the counter, I poured one glass half full and gave it to Marsha. She held her glass, waiting for me to pour mine. I wasn’t in the mood for celebrating, and alcohol wouldn’t knock Nandi out of my head. But I splashed wine into my glass to be sociable. 
 “A small toast?” Marsha said. 
 “To what?” 
 “To hope.” 
 Who can refuse a toast to hope? I clinked my glass against hers, gently, and sipped. 
 My first thought was, Good wine. Light and crisp. Sweet tropical citrus. 
 Then I sipped again, and the world rocked still. I took a third sip to be sure. The soles of my feet stung, as if I’d immersed them in ice. 
 I picked up the wine bottle again to stare at the label. 
 “Yeah—it’s great,” Marsha said, misunderstanding my excitement. “Let’s take a bottle.” 
 The light blue label was simply designed, and was marked HAPPY CELLARS—PASO ROBLES—2006. 
 The bright yellow smiley face on the label looked hand sketched. The bottle confused me. I sniffed the mouth, trying to understand. What was it that had lingered after the citrus faded? A little something vintners call “minerality.” Delicious. Rare. 
 “Wine connoisseurs turn me on,” Marsha said. “What’d you find? Hidden floral notes?” 
 I held up my hand to stop her jokes. I needed to think. 
 Finally, Marsha realized my mind was somewhere else. “What’s going on?” 
 “I know this wine,” I said. “I’ve had it before. In South Africa.” 
 Marsha took the bottle and read the label. “It’s a California wine.” 
 “I know. That’s what I don’t get. But I’ve had this wine, with Sofia. While we were in Cape Town. Sofia Maitlin gave me a sip. It was local, from Stellenbosch. I’m sure of it.” 
 Slowly, Marsha’s face changed as she lowered the bottle, all playfulness fleeing her overly bright eyes. “Why does a South African wine have a California label?” she said. 
 “I’m not sure,” I said. 
 “Could this… Happy Cellars be rebottling it? Why?” 
 “I don’t know.” 
 “So you’re saying… this South African wine is in a Paso Robles bottle? At a vineyard called Happy Cellars?” Marsha said. “I’m still trying to wrap my mind around this.” 
 I shook my head, frustrated. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s locally grown—but if it is, they’re re-creating the conditions exactly. Probably using the same winemaker.” 
 “I’m still confused, Ten.” 
 My heart raced as my mind put it together. “A winemaker is like a chef. You can give ten different winemakers the same raw ingredients, grapes grown and stored in identical conditions, and they’ll create ten different bottles of wine. A winemaker’s creation is like a signature.” Alice had taught me that, once upon a time. We had spent many lazy hours in Cape Town’s wine country. 
 “So this wine has a South African winemaker’s signature,” Marsha said. 
 “Yes.” 
 “You’re sure?” 
 “There’s a winery in Cape Town that uses concrete aging bins. They are more temperamental than steel drums, but they breathe. I’d have to taste them side by side to be sure, but…” Revelation swamped me. “Shit! Paki and Sofia were drinking this wine at Nandi’s party. The bottle was on the table. I don’t know if it was her bottle or Paki’s, but I remember seeing it.” 
 Marsha went silent, thoughtful, while I went to the wine rack to grab one of the other bottles. Same wine, same vineyard, same vintage. Had Paki gone on a spending spree? 
 “Wine like this… maybe twenty dollars a bottle?” I guessed. “It’s not cheap. Paki’s living on a shoestring, working as a mechanic, and he’s gonna drop a hundred bucks or more on wine? Plus… it’s a boutique winery. Paso’s wine country. If you live in the Bay Area, you drive up to Napa. If you live in L.A., you drive to Paso, stay in a B and B, go from vineyard to vineyard. Most people probably buy from the source.” 

Unless Paki has a friend who works there, I thought. 
 “A gift from Sofia Maitlin?” Marsha guessed. 
 “Maybe, but… if the winemaker is South African…” 
 “…Paki might know him,” Marsha finished. She sounded awed. 
 “Paso Robles,” I said. “If Paki’s not dead, maybe that’s where he ran.” 
 Paso Robles was a four-hour drive from Los Angeles, fairly secluded, with acre after acre of grapevines. Farmers with lots of large storehouses. Barns. Privacy. 

Maybe that’s where they’re holding Nandi. To my surprise, hope was still alive. Marsha stared at me, nearly gape jawed. “You put that together from the taste?” 
 “We need to go to Paso.” 
 Marsha backed up two steps, blocking the kitchen doorway. “Ten, wait…” 
 “I know it’s a six-hour drive from here, but this one goes to my gut.” 
 “I need you to take a deep breath and think clearly,” Marsha said, like a hypnotist. 
 “Wait—one minute I’m as good as anyone you’ve worked with, and now… what? You think I’m way off base? Look at the pieces: Cape Town. A winemaker. Paso Robles.” 
 Marsha reached slowly behind her back. I hoped she was about to call in the Marines. 
 Instead, she pulled out her Beretta. And pointed it squarely at the center of my chest. 
 My mind, which had been racing, came to a dead stop. I couldn’t have said anything if I’d wanted to. Marsha had the gun; it was her turn to talk. 
 “Put down the wine bottle, Ten,” Marsha said. “Kick your pistol to me.” 
 “Look into my eyes,” she said, “and tell me if I’m bluffing.” 
 Marsha’s eyes had been replaced by the eyes of someone I had never met. 
 She had moved to the doorway to stay out of my reach, I realized. Only an amateur points a gun in close quarters. 
 If I tried throwing the bottle at her, Marsha would shoot me as I raised my arm. I set the bottle down on the counter so hard that it splashed. I might not be able to hurt her with a glare, but I did my best. My eyes were seeing blood. 
 “Now the Beretta,” she said. “I’m sorry, Ten.” 
 I wanted to bang my head against the wall. How could I have been so stupid? 
 My hands slowly brought my gun out of my pants. I squatted to lay it gently on the linoleum and stepped back. With my toe, I kicked it in her direction. The Beretta Marsha had lent me slid straight to her feet, as if it had a homing device. She picked it up without taking her eyes off me, shoving it into her jeans with her free hand. 
 “I’m just trying to find a little girl,” said an old man’s voice that was mine. 
 “Put your hands on the counter,” Marsha said, as if I hadn’t spoken. She reached into another pocket, and I heard the all-too-familiar jingling of handcuffs. 
 In Paki’s kitchen, I assumed the position. Through the kitchen window, the bright bougainvillea blossoms lied and said everything was fine. 
 “Marsha, come on!” I said. “This isn’t right. You know it isn’t.” 
 Marsha tossed the handcuffs toward me, but I refused to catch them. They clattered to the floor behind me. 
 “Pick them up,” Marsha said, slowly and carefully. “Hook one wrist, put your hands behind your back, hook the other.” 
 “I want my lawyer.” 

“DO IT!” Marsha roared. Was her gun hand shaking slightly? 
 I didn’t want to test Marsha’s nerve, so I cuffed myself. I had done that more times than I could count, too—but usually in the bedroom. 
 “This is entrapment,” I said. “You texted me and said you could help me.” 
 Once I was cuffed, some of the armor faded from Marsha’s eyes. She let her gun hand relax, dropping slightly. “Ten… I told you, I’m not a cop. I’m not FBI. This sucks on your end, but it’s not much better on mine. I’m sorry, but I can’t let you go to Paso.” 
 Getting arrested would have been a nightmare, but the nightmare was getting deeper. Anger made me want to try something desperate: charge at her with my shoulder; a long, sliding side kick… but I talked myself down. Only confusion remained. 
 “Why?” I said, feeling foolish for expecting anything like the truth. 
 Marsha pursed her lips, blinking. She was conflicted, or wanted me to think she was. 
 “Nandi is an abduction case, and it breaks my heart,” she said. “But my investigation is national security. If I blow a lead, thousands could die.” 
 “If you don’t care about one, you can’t care about ‘thousands.’” I started to shift my weight to try hooking a chair with my foot and heaving it up into her face, but even the thought triggered her alarms, and her gun hand snapped rigid again, the muzzle staring at my heart. 
 “Ten,” she said. “I really, really don’t want to shoot you.” 
 But she would. She didn’t have to say it. She had killed people before. 
 “What the hell does it matter to you if I go look for Nandi?” I said. 
 “It matters,” she said. “Your lead helped me bring something very important into focus, an angle that hadn’t occurred to us, and we need time to process what it means. We can’t send anyone rushing in—not you, not the FBI. We need to take a closer look.” 
 “Even if a little girl dies while you’re ‘processing’?” 
 Marsha didn’t answer right away. Her eyes were forlorn. 
 “Yes,” she said. “Even if.” 
 It wasn’t easy, but I appealed to Marsha’s better nature and convinced her to let me go. 
 We followed the wine lead to Happy Cellars Vineyard in Paso Robles, where we scouted a farmhouse and waited for dark. 
 I couldn’t call in the FBI. And Marsha had broken protocol, so she was on her own too. 
 We both knew that big trouble was waiting for us in Paso Robles. But we might be Nandi’s last chance. 





Chapter 5



The Vineyard
 The brick colonial house loomed above us, waiting. Two stories. A big house to search. 
 We left the gravel driveway leading up to the house. It dead-ended into fence and gate. The fence was topped with razor wire, and light from the house painted the top edge a dull yellow. We’d be bloody targets trying to climb that. The gate was chained, and the chains were joined with a nasty-looking Master Lock padlock. It looked to be high end, one of the ones they market as “unpickable.” Marsha tsk’d and reached into the backpack. 
 “What do you have in there?” I said. “Some kind of pick gun?” 
 She gave me a smug smile. “Better. A cigarette lighter.” 
 “Hell of a time for a smoke.” 
 It wasn’t really a cigarette lighter. The little gold cylinder was more like a mini blowtorch. 
 “And… a Brymill Cry-AC liquid nitrogen storage system,” Marsha said. Next, she pulled a silver cylinder about the size of a small hairspray can from the bag, and handed it to me. It weighed about two pounds, and felt warm. 
 Was it a bomb? I held my breath. “What… ?” 
 She thumbed the torch, and played its blue flame over the lock. “Now watch carefully, in case you need to do this. You heat the metal up for about a minute. The torch will raise the temperature to almost three hundred degrees.” I watched in fascination. After about a minute, she raised the second cylinder, and flipped up the four-inch spout with her thumb. “Watch what happens when hot metal meets minus two hundred degrees.” 
 “What is that?” 
 I heard a hiss, saw whitish fluid or vapor gush out in a stream. “Liquid nitro,” she said. “Warts, skin tags, skin cancer. Plastic surgeons love this stuff, and so do I.” 
 The lock was covered with hissing frost. She smacked it with the base of the blowtorch… and the lock fell into pieces, like broken glass. 
 I seriously reconsidered the harsh words I had directed at God. Marsha might be my guardian angel after all. 
 She bagged her equipment, and we opened the gate and slipped into the vineyard. We left the road and waded into the sea of leaves and stakes pointing high. Without venturing too far in, we had a passage roughly parallel with the path to the house. The scent of grapes was sweet perfume all around us. 
 We didn’t dare use flashlights, so we trusted our eyes to guide us through the maze of plants, which grew up above our waists. I’d noticed that a portion of the vineyard had nets over the grapes, which would make movement more difficult. There would be no avoiding the nets if the main driveway was closed to us while we were escaping with Nandi. 
 And we would get that far only if we were lucky. 
 Marsha hummed “One Love” softly to herself as she dodged stakes and branches. Sometimes she whispered the lyrics, her voice almost playful. Marsha seemed to have made peace with dying in the field a long time ago. She’d risked her life for a lot less than a beautiful African child. Shit, she might have thought dying this way would erase a truckload of sins. I’ve got my own trucks lumbering behind me. 
 The vineyard rows stopped within three yards of the fence around the main house. The last part of our approach would be in the open. 
 “Wait,” Marsha said, crouching. She produced night vision binoculars, which reminded me of Roman. I hoped she would have better luck with them. I saw a prick of light ahead. 
 “There’s a guy smoking in the red SUV parked out front,” Marsha said. “Probably a lookout. The people we’ve been tracking are very cautious.” 
 “Good thing we don’t plan to use the front door,” I said, reaching for the binoculars. 
 The profile in the vehicle’s driver’s seat was surprisingly crisp, although he sat a football field away from us. He was an overweight man nursing a cigarette, two fingers near his face, his elbow propped in the open window. 
 He didn’t look South African. More like Asian. Chinese, maybe? 

Surprise, surprise, I thought. An Asian connection.

 I didn’t call Marsha on her crap about the Asian man I’d seen her tracking at Club Skylight. I had heavier business on my mind right then. 
 Up close, the dignified estate looked more like a castle, impenetrable. We had to find a way inside or we couldn’t help Nandi. 
 “There’s probably a rear garage door,” I said. “Kitchen door?” 
 “Or open windows,” Marsha said. “Maybe they let in the cool air after dark.” 
 I took another peek through the binoculars: The living-room windows behind the white porch swing looked like they were open—directly in view of the red SUV. Off-limits. 
 Still, if those windows were open, maybe some others were, too. The side of the house closest to us was windowless on the ground floor because of the garage, but there would be more windows in the rear. 
 “Let’s go get our hands dirty,” I said. 
 The run to the house was steep, at least fifty yards, most of it uphill. The ranch-style fence circling the house was only decorative, without any wires between the boards. We squeezed through the fence easily, barely slowing down. 

We should be the FBI, I thought. We should have let them send a team. But it was too late for second-guessing. The feds had lost Paki, and I had found him. Marsha’s people, whatever shadowy alphabits they hid behind, hadn’t known about Happy Cellars. 
 At the rear of the house, there was a large open patio with a shaded table and six chairs under the yard’s sole two trees, both large oaks. An old plastic wading pool was full of water that looked clean. The pool made my heart leap. Please please let Nandi be here…On the far side of the patio, the wall jutted outward to create space for a dining room or sunroom with banks of shuttered windows. Were people moving beyond the shutters? 
 Daylight suddenly sprayed across the lawn in our corner of the yard. We were within five feet of the rear wall, and we’d tripped a motion-detecting security light. It would have been smart to run back toward the vineyard, out of the light’s way. Instead, we both ran toward the house—and the light. No turning back. 
 We hid against a crevice in the wall just beyond the light’s reach, close to the patio but out of view if anyone peeked out of a shutter in the sunroom. An oak tree helped shelter us. We were both breathing hard from our uphill sprint. My heart caught as I braced for the sound of a warning siren. A bell. A barking dog. 
 Blessed quiet. 
 The light glared down from a corner of the house’s rear. I hoped it was on a timer and would go off by itself. The mounted light’s motion-sensing panel was pointed in our direction, but we could dodge it as long as we hugged the wall. I was sure there was a matching light on the other side of the house, near the sunroom. If that one came on, someone would see it. 
 I took advantage of the light while we hid, glancing up. A second-story window almost directly above us was halfway open, with room to be pushed higher. An easy fit. 
 Could I climb in from the tree? I took a step closer to the tree to try to map the patterns of its branches. The top branches had been sawed away from the window, but I could get close enough to put my foot on the ledge. If plan A didn’t work on the ground floor, I had a plan B. 
 The security light suddenly switched off. Darkness again. 
 Beside me, Marsha exhaled with relief. 
 There was definitely movement behind the windows. 
 To avoid tripping motion sensors, we stuck to the wall and stayed low to the ground as we inched across the rear patio toward the sunroom. 
 A door! It was slightly recessed into the wall, so we hadn’t spotted it at first glance, but it appeared like the promise of hope. I gestured for Marsha to stay back, and put my ear to the door, listening for voices or movement. Nothing. With a silent prayer, I tested the knob. 
 Locked. I was about to ask Marsha to repeat her freeze trick when two men came into view in the adjacent window, lighting cigarettes as they spoke in anxious Xhosa or Zulu. They were in the kitchen, I guessed, and we were at the rear kitchen door. 
 “So much for the easy way… ,” Marsha whispered behind me. 
 We pushed on toward the sunroom, crouching to avoid being seen. The rectangular kitchen window came next, well lighted with fluorescent bulbs. The kitchen was large, with a chef’s island and bar stools, the counters covered in plastic produce bags. Two men unloaded food from the refrigerator, their backs facing us. 
 I saw movement in the far-left corner, inside the adjoining butler’s pantry. At the butler’s pantry window, I finally heard a man’s voice, and the loud clinking sound in what might be a sink. 
 “…think they came all this way for excuses?” an angry man’s voice said, laden with a South African accent. But he was not an Afrikaner. His voice was lower pitched than Paki’s, but their accents were similar. “Do you know how you look to them now? You look like a fool who can’t do business without tripping over your feet. A silly winemaker!” 
 Marsha joined me, pressing her ear close, too. 
 “Leave her at a gas station toilet in Santa Barbara,” another man said. “What’s the difference?” His voice had a similar accent, triggering strong recognition in my mind, but I couldn’t place it. Not yet. 
 “The difference between HAVING a witness and NOT having a witness. You’ve seen how clever she is! You surprise me, really!” 
 “Paki says they will pay anything, as long as—” 
 “Paki is a fool! She is the noose they will hang us all by, boss. And now, of all times, you look like another greedy tsotsi. Like a small-time kaffir back in Cape Flats!” 
 “But… ,” the boss said, lowering his voice tenderly, out of hearing, “…is almost the same age.” 
 The other man spoke angrily in Xhosa, I guessed, and the only word I recognized was Mhambi. Spider. It was the only word I needed to hear. My heart raced into the house without me while I listened at the window. A trusted adviser was pushing to have their boss give Nandi’s execution order. And Spider and Nandi were inside. I was sure of it. 
 The voices suddenly grew fainter as they walked away. 
 “…can compensate Paki for his loss… ,” the boss was saying, casting off his doubts. 
 And they were gone. 
 “Damnit… ,” I whispered. I motioned Marsha forward, and we crawled closer to the sunroom. Traces of muffled conversation led me to the sunroom’s windows. 
 Under the cover of darkness, beside a hibiscus hedge, we risked taking a peek. 
 There were eight men in the large sunroom, where a long outdoor patio table doubled as a conference table. But no one was sitting down. Everyone ignored the fruit-and-cheese plate and wine bottles on the table. The room looked restless. 
 A balding Asian man paced in an Italian suit and tie, and the four other Asian men, all younger, wore casual street dress, including baseball caps. They all looked like undercover cops, but they weren’t cops. They were bodyguards. 
 One was stationed in the doorway. Another stood beside the window, his back facing us. They had created a formation in the room, ready for trouble. If we tripped the motion sensor by the window, everyone would notice the light. 
 The man at the doorway across the room hiked his chin in my direction, and I quickly pulled away. “Careful,” I whispered to Marsha. “Twelve o’clock.” 
 Marsha’s wide eyes didn’t move or blink for ten more seconds. Finally, she pulled back. 

You know them? I mouthed. 
 Marsha nodded, looking dazed. 
 I was about to ask for an introduction when a booming voice floated through the window. “Ah, Mr. Yi, please accept our apologies,” said the South African man I’d heard in the butler’s pantry. The adviser. “We have been concluding a very delicate—” 
 An angry voice cut him off, so muffled that it took me too long to realize that the balding man in the suit was speaking Chinese. Marsha’s head shot up to stare into the room again. 
 “Mr. Yi is very, very disappointed in so many delays,” said a cultured English accent. One of the Chinese bodyguards sounded like he’d learned English at Oxford. He was about thirty and wore his hair long. “And this foolhardy distraction has already jeopardized so much. All the media headlines! He wanted to make this trip personally—” 
 “And we are so honored he did!” the Kingdom’s adviser said, in diplomacy mode. 
 I risked another peek into the room, too. A short black man wearing slacks and a dress shirt entered, and I recognized him instantly—he was the cook I’d been sent to babysit at Nandi’s birthday party. His kitchen laborer’s bearing was gone, replaced by a princeliness no one in the room could ignore. Everyone straightened to their full heights when the African walked in. 
 As soon as he spoke, I also realized he was the boss I’d heard through the window. His voice was the same, but he now spoke with a high-bred English accent, matching the translator’s like a common language. 
 “Mr. Yi, please accept my personal apologies,” said the South African kidnapper who sounded English. He made a practiced bow. “We are resolving this awful and embarrassing situation as we speak…” He was also the short man from the football field, the one who had wrested Nandi from me at gunpoint. 
 An instinct to lunge at him through walls and windows nearly overwhelmed me. 
 More irate Chinese from Mr. Yi followed, but I had heard enough: Nandi was a point of contention with the Asians, and she had run out of time. 
 Spider wasn’t in the room—where was he? Heading for Nandi’s room with knife in hand? 
 “I’m going in now,” I whispered to Marsha. 
 She waved me off, straining to listen to the men’s conversation. She motioned: How?

 “I’ll climb the tree,” I told her. “There’s an open window up there.” 
 Marsha glanced at the tree. It was a seventy-footer. If I slipped, it would be a long way down. While the rant in Chinese continued through the window, Marsha nodded. 
 “Do you need the backpack?” 
 Marsha shook her head. “Not as much as you will. I can get this door open by the time you get back—and hopefully the smokers will be nicotine flush and back in the house. If you have to shoot someone…” The idea stopped her in midsentence. “Let’s hope one of us can run like hell while carrying a two-year-old.” 
 I nodded. Suddenly, I didn’t want to leave Marsha alone. 
 “Come up with me,” I said. 
 Marsha shook her head. “Ten, I have to stay and listen. I need ten minutes.” She was almost whining, crouched by the side of a house like a schoolgirl playing hide-and-seek. “If I have to, I can create a distraction. Go get Nandi.” She raised her finger to her lips: Shhhhhh.

 Inside the sunroom, the translator took his turn: “Mr. Yi says this is unacceptable behavior… and he is baffled as to why you would have pursued such a public and distasteful act at such a sensitive time for all of us…” 
 Marsha was lost in her surveillance, holding what looked like a phone up close to the window. A listening device? A recorder? Hell, she might have had a goddamn periscope. 
 I wanted to be mad at Marsha for switching priorities in the middle of our mission, but I found myself worrying about the man smoking in the red SUV. And the men at the meeting inside, who might see her through the window. 
 But Nandi needed me more than Marsha did. 

Ten minutes, and I’ll be back with the prize, I thought. Be here.


 * * * 

 Fresh from my practice at Paki’s house, my knife sliced an X through the screen. A quick couple of taps, and I raised the open window high enough to let me inside. The next thing I knew, my feet were on a carpeted floor, soundless. I had penetrated the fortress. 
 But I didn’t have time to celebrate. There were footsteps coming in the hallway. Fast. 
 I rolled across the floor, landing behind the door just as a voice boomed nearby. 
 It was Paki, talking to someone as they walked briskly past. “…but they swore it would never come to this!” He sounded distraught, breathless. 
 “They are not reasonable like you and me,” said the black South African who had been counseling Paki in the wine-tasting room. “What is a child to them? They only know money! Don’t interfere with my brother. There is already talk—” 
 “She is my child!” 
 “Yes, Paki, yes, but if Mhambi thinks you are a problem, I am afraid for you…” 
 The voices faded again, moving past. She IS my child. Nandi was still alive!

 They might have been on their way to see Spider, from the sound of it. If I got to them first, I might be able to sway Paki to help with a rescue. His friend might be halfway sane, too. Either way, I didn’t have time to think it through. 
 I only glanced around before I slipped into the hallway to follow the men, mostly to make sure there weren’t security cameras mounted in the corners. Paki and his friend turned a corner to my right. 
 I’d entered the house in a room near the top of a winding staircase. A tile floor gleamed up at me from the lower level. I heard rapid, angry Chinese downstairs, from the sunroom—Mr. Yi’s mood had not improved—but I didn’t see anyone milling around in the foyer, or posted at the door. 
 Keeping close to the wall, I dashed after Paki. 
 They had reached a small side corridor, and were walking toward a closed door at the end. 
 Paki’s friend was pleading with him in Xhosa, warning him. Genuinely worried. 
 Paki rapped on the door, hard. “Mhambi!” he called. “You must talk to me!” 
 Spider was in the room. Was Nandi there, too? I stayed hidden around the corner from Spider’s room, but that left me exposed in the upstairs main hall. After a glance at the other end to make sure no one else was coming, I slipped my hand around my Beretta, ready to draw. 
 A click around the corner as Spider’s door opened. Even in another language, I recognized the voice from Club Skylight. He sounded annoyed. 
 Paki’s friend spoke to Spider, trying to placate him. His fear needed no translation. 
 “I’ve bought clothes!” Paki said, breaking into English. “I can take her away with me.” 
 “You?” Spider said. 
 “Yes, me! I am her father!” 
 “And with such a father as you, it is more merciful to put her out of her misery!” Spider said. “You’ll be paid for your tears, Paki, and I’ll be paid for mine. They should make you go to the basement and wipe up your own crap.” 
 I wanted to turn the corner and shoot Spider on the spot. I wished I had a silencer on my gun the way people do in movies—but in the real world, silencers are really only sound suppressors, and they’re louder than silencers in movies. And I didn’t even have that. 
 But I had my lead. 
 They argued a while longer in Xhosa, but I wasn’t listening anymore. 
 As soon as I heard the word basement, I bolted toward the stairs. 





Chapter 6



Death Dance
 Each door and archway might be full of promise, or death. I shunned open spaces, looking for corners, shadows, and furniture to keep me out of sight. I pursed my lips to keep from calling out Nandi’s name. Would she hear me? And who else would? 
 The foyer and living room looked empty, so I darted to a narrow reading room with a fireplace, an antique grandfather clock, and a love seat beside a row of bookshelves. Two voices approached, speaking Xhosa or Zulu. I shrank behind the grandfather clock just in time to conceal myself as they passed. Not Spider, but I was sure they were armed. 
 There were at least twelve men in the house, and those were only the ones I knew about. Marsha had been right: They might as well be an army. 
 For a full five seconds, I ignored the inconsolable, wailing cries that pierced me. Since the sound captured the way I felt, I thought it was in my mind. 
 It wasn’t. Somewhere near me, Nandi was crying. 
 The cry was muffled, but the sound seemed to surround me. I gazed down at the floor and fell to my knees to put my ear against the cold tile. The cry sharpened. 
 Nandi was beneath me! My fingertips rested against the tile, as if to memorize the place where I had found her. My heartbeat raged and thrashed in my fingers. I might have tried to dig through the floor if I’d had a shovel ready. 
 When I opened the door closest to me, a stench floated out. The driver with the AK-47 had nervous bowels, and a spritz of air freshener hadn’t helped erase the scent. I closed the door to the guest bathroom, softly. 
 The second door looked only wide enough to be a broom closet, but why would a broom closet need a padlock? The blowtorch was the easy part; I’ve used them before. I counted slowly to sixty as the flame flared against metal. I smelled the wood around the doorknob getting singed as the heat grew. The liquid nitrogen was actually more iffy. Two hundred degrees below zero is as corrosive as flame, but less familiar. The hissing sound was deafening to me. 
 Frosted. Thumped. Metal cracked, and I caught the pieces in the backpack. Only a hole remained where the doorknob had been. I wouldn’t have much time in the basement. 
 The two men near the kitchen went on with their endless conversation. They weren’t leaving, and they might wander back at any time. Fighting not to rush, I reached for the door. 
 Far across the room, I saw an overturned playpen. 
 But no Nandi. No one in sight. Now that I was here, she’d gone silent. 
 “Nandi?” I finally called out. “It’s Mr. Ten.” 
 An answering wail. 
 I ran toward the playpen and its sharp smell of urine and feces. A dirtied Barbie doll sat on top of a discarded diaper soaked brown. A child’s cup had spilled to the floor after the playpen fell over. Nandi had begun her escape without me. 
 “Sweetheart? I’m here to take you home,” I said, raising my voice as loudly as I dared. 
 In my imagination, Spider was already there and it was too late. I turned to aim my gun toward the stairs, sure he was standing there. He wasn’t. My joints were trembling in hidden places I hadn’t known about, slowing my movement. 

Keep it together, Ten…

 What looked like a trail of discarded animal cracker pieces led me to an overturned laundry basket in the corner behind the playpen. The crying was coming from the basket. 
 Nandi already sounded petrified, so I didn’t want to startle her by wresting away her protective basket. I kneeled down to stare past the white plastic bars to the small face inside. 
 Two frightened, damp eyes stared back at me. 
 “Nandi?” I said gently. “I’m here to take you home. But you need to be very quiet. We don’t want the bad people to hear us.” I had been rehearsing for Nandi since the football stadium. 
 “I want my BOTTLE!” Nandi screamed, furious that I hadn’t brought one. 
 And she was right. If I’d brought one, she wouldn’t have been screaming. 
 “Shhhhhh, hon, please please don’t cry,” I said. “Your mommy’s waiting for you, but we can only see her if you’re quiet.” Energy bar! What had Marsha said? I shucked the backpack, opened the zipper, and dug around, producing a foil-wrapped granola stick. Nandi’s eyes went wide when I pulled it out, and peeled it. She held her chubby hands out, and I gave it to her. She jammed it into her mouth and chewed greedily. 
 “Now as soon as we get you home,” I began, “your mommy—” 

“MOM-MEEEEEEEEE!” Nandi shrieked, trying to conjure up her mother. I was horrified by the idea of rendering a two-year-old unconscious, but I might have to. I didn’t have a sedative. The only other ways might hurt her. 
 My Beretta and I checked the basement door. Spider’s ghost was running toward us again, but he was gone when I blinked. 
 We were halfway up when the basement door cracked open. 
 That time, I knew it wasn’t a trick of my eyes. I leaped backward, landing on the floor silently while air whooshed from Nandi’s lungs. I darted around the corner as a lone man’s footsteps descended. 
 “What happened to this door?” a man’s voice said. 
 Spider. 
 In one version of that night, Nandi was completely silent. Spider never saw us around the corner, distracted while he investigated Nandi’s overturned playpen. While his back was turned, I hit him in the base of the skull with the butt of the automatic, hard enough to send this King to the Kingdom. 
 That version died when Nandi wailed. My hand over her mouth only made her cry harder. “Hey!” Spider said, chiding Nandi. “How did you get—” 
 When Spider turned the corner from the stairs to look for Nandi, he came face-to-face with my Beretta. 
 “Get back!” I said. “Stand against the wall!” 
 Under different circumstances, the childlike O of surprise on Spider’s face might have been comical. His hands flew above his head, and he fell back against the wall, blinking. 
 When the startled moment passed, Spider grinned at me as if we’d just shared an adventure. His teeth grew large. “Man, you got me, eh? It’s just you! The one from Skylight? I thought you were the FBI! Oh, you scared me… I saw your face on television. You’re the actor who works for Sofia Maitlin! I should have known you.” 
 His easy banter was a ruse to distract me. Even knowing that, I almost forgot. 
 “Shut up, Mhambi,” I said. “Step away from the stairs.” 
 “You’re a madman to come here,” Spider said, his voice tinged with admiration. “I told my boss we should have killed you before. Look how far you’ve come, actor!” 
 “You think I got here by myself?” I said. “The feds are arresting everyone at your meeting right now, including Yi and your boss. It’s over—get down on the floor.” 
 A glimmer of hesitation in Spider’s eyes. My gun felt heavier with its growing power. 
 I had logic on my side, after all: What kind of fool would try a rescue without backup? 
 But when Spider spread his arms akimbo, my heart plummeted. 
 “That’s what you want?” I said. “You’d rather die than let me take her?” 
 Instead of answering, Spider stepped toward me, his face placid. Taking his time, Spider lifted his tunic to reveal his knife sheath. With a flourish of his fingers, he reached for his knife. He slowly fanned it in the air. 
 My gun arm was so rigid that if I breathed too hard, I would pull the trigger. 
 “Don’t make me!” I said. “I will shoot you before I let you hurt her.” 
 I heard voices upstairs, and I realized that Spider had left the door ajar. The two men I’d heard near the kitchen were only a few yards from the basement door. Right above us. 
 “Where’s your FBI raid?” Spider said, voice low. He was enjoying his game. 
 Suddenly, my Beretta felt light enough to float away, powerless. All of the moisture in my body turned to dust. No single gun would keep me alive in a basement with only one exit. The basement was my prison. 
 Where was Marsha? Was there a chance that, even now, she was making her way down the stairs? Could she have already called for backup? How much time did I need to buy us? 
 “You have a problem with your rescue, actor,” Spider said. “A big problem.” 
 I took a step backward, maneuvering the picnic bench between us. I’d already killed Spider in my mind, imagining how Marsha and I could prop the picnic table up to stave off the bullets from upstairs as long as we could. Bullets and blood were surely coming. My eardrums sang from Nandi’s cries; I was sure they must be bleeding inside. 
 “You pull the trigger,” Spider sneered, “we both die. My way, one of us has a chance.” 
 “Your way?” 
 “No gun,” he said. “No bullets. Just you and me.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because I know you,” Spider said. “I knew you in the dressing room. At the nightclub. You have trained for many years. But you have never had the moment I offer you.” 
 “And what the hell is that?” 
 “You will not do this to save your life. Or the child’s life. You will not do it for Sofia Maitlin, or the FBI. You will use all of those things as an excuse.” 
 “Why?” I was only half listening, trying to think of a better way to save Nandi. 
 “Because you are tired of playacting,” he said. “Of pretending to be men you are not. You want to know who you really are.” 
 He was wrong. He didn’t know me. I knew who I was, and his head games couldn’t change that. This wasn’t about whatever warped significance a monster like this might find in the death games he had played from the cradle. This was about a child’s life, and there, he had offered a possibility of survival. 
 I could do it. I could take this fool. 
 I dragged the tarp to Nandi’s playpen and tossed it over her. Nandi’s cries became more frantic once she was denied light, but the tarp was heavy enough to mute the sound and hold her in place longer. It gave me more than I’d expected. 
 I just hadn’t wanted Nandi to see what was about to happen in the basement. 
 Spider’s eyes were like a cat’s as he watched my gun. “Give me your decision!” Spider said, irritated. “You prolong her suffering.” 
 “Like you give a damn.” 
 “Even a dog should not suffer,” Spider said. “I never make innocents suffer.” 
 “She’s already suffering!” I said, scanning the shelves and the floor for something I could fight with. But I always had one eye on Spider. For all I knew, he could throw that knife as well as stab and slash. A single blink, and that deadly blade could fly. 
 “There!” Spider said, pointing. 
 I didn’t look. “What?” 
 “A knife for you.” 
 
 Time, noise, and thoughts vanished. 
 The basement. Nandi. Everything, forgotten. 
 Spider was my world, tunnel vision collapsing everything to a single bright point. He made a loud clicking sound, advancing, his arms swirling like a Bollywood dancer, two arms waving like snakes—one harmless, one deadly. 
 I watched the center of Spider’s chest, soft focus, watching his hands with my peripheral vision. He came straight in and I flinched back, startled. 
 It had been a feint. Spider grinned, as if in that moment he had learned everything he needed to know. But the grin was only for an instant. His bearing had changed since his bow. He planned to kill me with meticulous elegance. And glee. 
 Spider stalked me, left, then right. I tried a low cross kick at his ankle, Filipino style, and grazed him. He slid away like Astaire, recovered, and drew me in with a pretense of imbalance. I slashed at his left wrist, aiming at the radial nerve and brachial artery. But it was another feint, and his hand wasn’t there anymore. I never saw how he did that, but suddenly there was pain in my left forearm. 
 I retreated in a flurry of low kicks, anything to keep him from coming straight in as I wrapped my mind around the pain. How had he stabbed me? He had known where a visual blind spot would be when he pulled my attention right. 
 This wasn’t a self-defense art. This was a killing technique, for hunters of men. Wake up fast, or you are dead.

 Spider twisted behind me, and I felt another jab as he stabbed me in the buttocks—only two inches of fierce pain, but a world of humiliation. He could have killed or crippled, but had instead chosen to shame me. The hunting knife flew out of my hand, skittering six inches away. 
 Spider sighed, as if my dropped knife annoyed him. The world stood still. I swear he allowed me the two seconds I needed to grab the knife as he closed in. 
 He grinned at me. “You are not as entertaining as I had hoped,” he said. 
 My foot struck the backpack, and I kicked it up into his face. He had moved sideways left, but for a moment his lethal right wrist slowed, and I grabbed it with my left. I should have twisted then, but the damaged forearm failed me, and he twisted free—but not before I shot the fastest kick to the groin I could manage. He twisted his thigh into it, blocking, and almost stabbed the calf before I could retract it. 

Damn, he’s fast!

 I had to kill him. I’d always known it, but now it sank in: I had to kill him, and soon. He could have killed me twice already. The next time he brushed against me, I would die. 
 My left arm and stabbed gluteus throbbed, but I forgot my injuries when Spider’s snake dance advanced again. Spider was angry now, and that knife came so fast that my counters to his ankles barely disrupted his rhythm enough for me to stay away. 
 Spider stabbed at me six times from six directions in less than two seconds. I needed every bit of evasive footwork I had ever practiced to stay at a distance. I knew where his kill zone was: I just couldn’t get close enough for mine. 
 When Spider’s blade sank into the meat of my right calf, I thought my leg had been cut off. Only fear of alerting Spider’s friends stanched the scream in my throat. A red cloud of dizziness tried to cover my eyes, but I blinked it away. I stumbled over my backpack, and went down. The knife spilled from my hand. Again. 
 Spider’s eyes glittered. He was having the time of his life. He stared down at me, savoring the moment. 
 I was about to die. 
 Nandi’s crying had stopped, as if she knew. 
 A tiny voice from beneath the tarp: “Mis-ter Ten?” 
 My world turned to water from fear, shame, and pain. This is it.

 “She will not suffer as you will,” Spider said, weaving around me, choosing his killing position. “You made this happen. You fools shot the boss’s nephew. Eish! Why didn’t you keep the agreement? You have forced me to do this terrible thing! We have children, too. You have felt nothing yet. For forcing me to kill a child, I have more pain for you. I will give you a thousand cuts, and piss in every one of them. When you are an eyeless, lipless thing, I will make you crawl across the floor and kiss my ass to end your agony. Or… you could beg me now. Up, onto your knees and beg me to make it quick. Go on, actor. Play the coward. The role of hero doesn’t really fit, does it?” 
 He was monologuing, ready to lay me and his sins to rest. I groaned as I rose to my feet, right leg buckling a bit. I bent down one vertebra at a time to reach— 
 But I didn’t go for the blade. Instead, I collapsed back down to the floor with all the untelegraphed speed gravity could offer, rolled, and lashed out with both feet into Spider’s crotch. Or would have, if Spider hadn’t stumbled back, flowing with me like my own shadow. I thumped his right thigh, and his blade nearly cut my ear off, slashing my right cheek instead. 
 My calf was on fire. I shut down the pain and closed in for a head butt so hard that it echoed. I was in so much pain already, I barely felt it. I somehow wrapped firm fingers around Spider’s knife hand, avoiding the blade. 
 Finally—my kind of fight. 
 We went to the ground, a ball of knees and elbows. We rolled three times. I elbowed him in the nose once, trying to drive it through the back of his head. His eyes crossed. Damage. Good. I slammed my back into one of the metal shelves, pulling Spider with me. We were twisted up, my right arm behind the leg of the shelf, and he didn’t give me room to pull it around. I was trapped on the floor between Spider and the shelf. 
 Spider was no longer stunned. He began stabbing at my left wrist, scraping and cutting. I yelled out when he hit bone, but he missed the arteries. In a moment he would orient, and work himself free. Then I’d be dead. 
 The back of my head thumped against my backpack. My right arm cast around, looking for the items that had spilled out. A cylinder? The torch? I needed to grab something. 
 My fingers found the cold metal canister, nearly as big as a can of hair spray. 
 Liquid nitrogen. 
 I flipped up the nozzle on the can, snaking the arm that held it around the leg of the shelf. 
 Almost blindly, I pointed and pressed. 
 Spider saw the can coming a half second before the blast hit him from ten inches away. His eyes opened wide, and he tried to turn his head. But even Spider wasn’t that fast. 
 The liquid nitrogen hit the left side of his face in a blast, freezing his skin faster than it could send pain signals. His left eye sealed shut. For a precious second he was shocked, body rigid. Then he convulsed, as if he’d been struck by lightning, throwing me off. 
 But he still held his knife. 
 I unhooked my arm from the shelf and rolled clear. I seemed to be floating above the room, watching both of us. Outside myself. Time was frozen. 
 I had never met the man facing off with Spider, his bloodied face as impassive as a block of ice. That man frightened me, but I was glad he was on my side. 
 Spider’s right eye blinked hard, shedding tears from stray flecks of frozen hell. His left eye wasn’t working, and I saw something other than pain on Spider’s face: fear. No other opponent Spider faced might have lived long enough to see that expression. 
 But fear wasn’t enough. Spider had to die. 
 Time unfroze. I took a long, sliding step to close the distance between us, turning my hip, and jabbing a left heel kick into his ribs that dropped him where he stood. The kick might have hurt me as much as it hurt Spider. 
 But finally, blessedly, Spider’s knife flew out of his hand as he collapsed to the ground. He groaned, a primal, guttural sound, staggering back to his feet. 
 Spider thrashed, still incredibly strong, his convulsion powerful enough to lift us both from the ground before we crashed back down. I couldn’t get the leverage I wanted, so I reached up and sank my teeth into his ear. As his blood filled my mouth with the taste of molten copper, he tensed involuntarily. I twisted his flesh in my teeth, bearing down harder in my death grip. My arm must have felt like a metal pipe across his throat. 
 Spider clutched at me, bucking like a bronco frantic to throw its rider. When my head hit the ground, hard, I barely noticed the shower of sparks. I bore down. 
 I held on for my life, and for Nandi’s. I shifted my grip, and bore down against unresisting flesh. I couldn’t afford to take a chance, not against someone as dangerous as this. I held on until Spider’s twitching stopped. 
 Strange. The sound, when it came, was more crunch than snap. 
 For precious seconds, I heard only my rasping breaths. My whole body shook as I considered a marvelous thing: No snapping sound. Who would have thought?

 I pushed his limp body away. He looked very like a sleeping child. So small, now. 
 All of me hurt. Everything bled. I didn’t think I could stand up, but I knew I couldn’t stay on my knees. 
 Nandi was crying. There was still an army upstairs. This wasn’t over, not by a long shot. 
 I forced myself up to my feet. My right leg was jelly, preoccupied with its pain. When calf muscles flexed, I felt Spider’s knife afresh. With each limping step, he stabbed me again. But while I felt the pain, it was in my body, not in me. 
 I know that sounds strange, but it’s the only way I can describe what I was experiencing. 
 Nandi was crying, but first I needed my Beretta. I hop-jumped to the shelf as fast I could between pulses of pain, grabbing the magazine and loading the gun with fingers that were steadier than I had any right to expect. I trained the gun toward the stairs. I thought I heard six or seven sets of footsteps, but no one came. I thought I heard heavy breathing, but it was mine. 
 Nandi was crying. 
 I must have been a horror, covered in blood. I ran to the laundry room’s sink, between the washer and dryer. The faucet was tight from lack of use, but I turned on a thin stream of water, glad when the pipes didn’t moan. I grabbed an undershirt from a heap of dirty clothes on the dryer and wiped my face and hair. I cupped water in my hands and let it wash over me. I watched the sink fill with pink water. My blood. 
 Nandi was crying. 
 “Coming, honey!” I said. 
 I tore off my ripped and bloodied T-shirt. I grabbed at the first dark item I saw from the pile of clothes; it looked like a teenager’s hooded black cotton jacket. The right leg of my jeans was soaked with blood, but the jacket covered the rest. 
 I probably needed a tourniquet, but Nandi was crying. 
 I ran to the tarp and pulled it off the playpen. I dragged the tarp to Spider and laid it over him. I didn’t look at his face to see if his eyes were open or closed. 
 Nandi was sitting in filth in a corner of the playpen, her face bright red with terror as she stared up at me. But she stopped crying. 
 My smile was a damn good one. My smile was the only thing that might save our lives. 
 “It’s Mr. Ten, Nandi,” I said cheerfully. “We’re going now. You need to be very quiet.” 
 Nandi nodded, watching my smile. 
 She didn’t cry. She wobbled to her feet on fat legs. 
 Her face aglow with trust, Nandi reached up to be lifted into my arms. 
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Tennyson Rescues Nandi (0:34).



 For the first time in my life, I had killed a man. 
 I’ve never come closer to losing my life in a fight, but I managed to get Nandi out of the kidnappers’ basement. Although Marsha wasn’t waiting for me the way she’d promised, I also managed to get Nandi out of the house. 
 But we were trapped in the vineyard. 
 A truck was chasing us, and a houseful of thugs with powerful flashlights. 
 A crackle in my ear, a foot away. I made out a man standing over me, breathing hard. I raised my gun, but I knew I was too late. He had seen me first. I was already in his sights. 
 “Don’t move!” the voice said, a harsh whisper. “Mr. Hardwick. It is Paki.” 
 Nandi’s birth father! He was the same man who had set up the kidnapping, never imagining that it could go so badly wrong. 
 My gun’s muzzle leveled on his chest, and my finger caressed the trigger. The man I had become in the basement wanted to shoot Paki most of all. 
 But I was almost too weak to stand, and Paki pulled us out of the bullets’ path. 
 He risked his life to save his child. 
 The winds came with a mighty beating fury, as if to carry us all into the sky. Light poured down, brilliant beyond daylight. Until I saw the helicopters, I thought I had died. 





Chapter 7



Aftermath
 The vineyard seemed like a dream with a happy ending for Nandi, but a different one for me. I might have been the hero of the story, but no one was treating me that way. 
 The wheels of justice were running over me. 
 “I work for Sofia Maitlin!” I said, hoarse from trying to explain myself. The knife wounds were an agony, but pain was better than prison. 
 I was handcuffed to a gurney, so I didn’t have a choice about being loaded into the ambulance. Maybe I was being arrested, but I wasn’t sure. I didn’t know who was taking me into custody, or where I was going. I thought I’d recognized a sunburned face—he’d been wearing a Hawaiian shirt the first time I saw him—but I was too disoriented to place him. 

These are Marsha’s people, I thought. If so, the cavalry came with a price—but maybe that meant Marsha wasn’t hurt. If I knew that, the rest might be easier to take. 
 But Marsha had lied to me. Again. 
 Her name hadn’t been real. Our history hadn’t been real. 
 Whoever she was, she had left me to fend for myself. 
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 Tennyson Interrogated (2:08).



 * * * 

 I lost about thirty-six hours after the shoot-out in the vineyard. By the time an unsociable FBI team dropped me off at my front door, it was seven o’clock in the morning the day after Nandi got home. I didn’t know what day of the week it was. My street fascinated me, as if I’d never seen it before, shiny cars and colorful gardens. The gardens reminded me of Paki’s house. 
 There were no paparazzi waiting. I wasn’t a part of their story anymore, and that was fine with me. Anonymity has its advantages. 
 I hopped up my walkway with my crutches. My right leg was wrapped and braced. 
 “Holy crap!” Chela said when she opened the door. Her face twisted, as if the sight of me hurt her feelings. I hadn’t expected the tears in her eyes. “Ten, are you okay? What the—” 
 “Better than the other guy,” I said, a rote joke that made my stomach drop. “I’m fine.” 
 “What the hell, Ten?” Chela said. “Nobody knew anything. Your agent called and said Sofia Maitlin was trying to find you. Nandi’s back home, but you’re gone? No calls, no cell phone? We went to the freaking morgue last night!” 
 “Shhhhh. It’s okay,” I said, and hugged her. I could have been talking to Nandi. 
 Dad stood in the doorway with a new wooden cane, eyeing me to see if he believed me. He watched the unmarked FBI sedan drive off until it turned the corner, out of sight. 
 “What happened?” Dad said when I didn’t offer a story. 
 “Nothing,” I said. “Bad night. Too much to drink. Couple of guys jumped me.” 
 The cover story was the plainest way to tell Dad I couldn’t talk about it. He’d never known me to be drunk in my life. I trusted Dad with my secrets—but like Marsha said, I didn’t know who was listening. 
 “Next time, pick up a damn phone,” Dad said, and I wondered if he’d believed me until I saw the comprehension in his eyes. We would talk later. Privately. 
 “Were those cops?” Chela said, and gently led me into the foyer. 
 “They let me off with a warning,” I said. 
 The news on TV didn’t bother me anymore, since the story wasn’t about me. 
 BIRTH FATHER ARRESTED, the caption on CNN’s screen read. Footage taped the previous day showed a proud police procession following Maitlin and her husband as they brought Nandi home. Nandi was all cleaned up, with bows in her combed hair. I hoped Maitlin would never know exactly how her child had looked and smelled in the basement in Paso Robles. 
 Watching Sophia and Nandi waving and grinning for the cameras in front of Maitlin’s house, it looked like mommy-and-daughter day at the park. Their joyous smiles were identical. Ebony and Ivory, I thought. Living in perfect harmony on my HD flat screen. 
 Next came footage of Happy Cellars, where police vehicles still crowded the farmhouse. 
 “…a harrowing scene in tranquil Paso Robles last night, halfway between Los Angeles and San Francisco, when helicopters descended on the vineyard where Nandi Maitlin was being held… one kidnapper is dead, and the FBI made at least a dozen other arrests, including Paki Zangwa, the South African national who is Nandi’s birth father…” 
 Paki’s mug shot. He took a good photo even when all hell was breaking loose. 
 For irony’s sake, the network showed footage of Maitlin’s The Vintner. Maitlin, in Victorian dress, was running between rows of ripe grapes toward an impossibly beautiful sunrise. 
 When Marcela arrived with a small bag of groceries, I had to submit to prodding and wrapping all over again. She grudgingly admitted that the doctors had done a good job with my injuries, but she clucked because I hadn’t been admitted to a proper hospital. 
 “A knife again?” she said, without being told. She could tell by the marks. 
 “Clumsy me,” I said. 
 Marcela held both of my hands, trying to get past the crazy. “That knife came only inches from an artery in your leg. Cinco minutos, and good-bye. And your face!” She looked mournful, gazing at my slashed cheek, like a ruined Picasso. 
 “I’ll never drink again,” I said. Except maybe the occasional glass of wine. Maybe. 
 “Why aren’t you getting ready for school?” I asked Chela. “Go on. I’ll still be here when you get back.” 
 Chela sighed, ready to protest. Instead, she wrapped an arm around my neck, careful to steer away from my bandages. “You better be, Dad,” she said. 

Dad.

 My heart, which had felt dead for days, sparked back to life. 
 After Chela went upstairs, Dad sat beside me on the sofa, without help except from his cane. His sigh wasn’t from exertion; it was a leftover worry set free. 
 “Sorry, Dad,” I told him. “It was out of my control. I couldn’t call.” 
 Dad patted my knee. “Grateful you’re in one piece, more or less. Thank you, Jesus.” 
 On TV, the newscaster said the FBI would be giving a press conference the next day. 
 “Feds pulled it off after all… ,” Dad said, almost a question. 
 “Looks that way.” 
 “Caught a lucky break?” 
 “Real lucky,” I said. 
 We left it at that, for the time being. Dad was so proud of me, he couldn’t help smiling. He patted my knee again. 
 The last faces I saw before I dozed off to sleep were Maitlin’s. And Nandi’s. 
 Smiling. 





Chapter 8



Sofia
 The paparazzi encampment down the street from Maitlin’s house had thinned, but a dozen cameramen and three news vans sat hoping for footage of Maitlin taking her rescued daughter out for an ice cream. Or to the nearest airport. Where do you run? 
 No one took notice of the cab that pulled up at Maitlin’s gate. The bandage across my cheek looked almost as bad as the bloody scar. Since ugly is a sin in Hollywood, nobody glanced at me twice. 
 I didn’t remember the name of the man at the security gate. He was on Maitlin’s staff, the one who’d reminded me of a college football player. Like me, he had aged. 
 He didn’t greet me, since I was a reminder of our shared disasters, and lost friend. I didn’t ask when Roman’s funeral was scheduled, and he didn’t say so. Maybe I had missed it. He gave me a weak, pained nod and opened the gate. 
 Carter. That was his name. The guilt in his eyes pissed me off. I had slept off my guilt as I lay in my bed thinking of Maitlin’s smile. 
 “You, me, Roman… we did good work, Carter,” I called as the cab drove me by. He glared like he thought I was being sarcastic. “It wasn’t our fault.” 
 “Whatever gets you through the day,” he said. 

Soon, Sofia Maitlin might need a new security team to protect her from her old security team. She really might.

 “Wait for you here?” my cabbie said, taking a break from his Bluetooth. My cabbie was African, maybe Ethiopian. His name on the visor was Dawit. 
 “Yeah, hang out awhile,” I said. “This won’t take long.” 
 Walking to Maitlin’s door was a return to the scene of a nightmare. The shiny pebbles in the driveway only reminded me of our frenzied search for Nandi, doomed before it started. 
 Pretty isn’t the same as happy; it only looks that way. 
 The housekeeper led me across the length of the house, toward the back. I saw Maitlin through the sliding glass door before we reached the patio—she was sitting at a shaded table near the pool and stood up when she saw me coming. 
 “I’m sorry I can’t bring Nandi out,” Maitlin said. “I just don’t want to remind her…” 
 “She’s seen enough blood,” I said. 
 Maitlin’s cheeks went pale. She sat again, as if her legs had given out beneath her. 
 “Seat?” she said weakly. 
 “No thanks. It hurts when I sit down.” 
 Maitlin glanced at me, appraising my injuries. Then she looked away, toward the still water of the swimming pool. “I thought she’d drowned, at first,” Maitlin said. “When Zukisa and Roman came to the table and said Nandi was missing, I was afraid to look in the pool. Just last night, I dreamed she was at the bottom of the pool. This damn pool has always scared me. I wanted Nandi to have somewhere familiar to come home to, but…” She shook her head. “I can’t stay in this house. It’s torture to sit out here.” 
 The green lawn was empty, but I could see the phantom pirate ships, one red, one blue. A part of me would always be fused to this spot, searching. 
 “Nandi told us,” Maitlin said after a pause, still not looking at me. “Last night, she said, ‘Is Mr. Ten here?’ She said Mr. Ten took her away from the bad men. She said you got cut with a knife. I didn’t know what to make of her story, but now I see for myself. I don’t know how you did it, but… thank you.” 
 “The FBI found Nandi,” I said, because I had to. 
 The mention of the FBI made Maitlin wipe away tears with a waiting tissue box. “Paki… ,” she sighed. “He’s not a bad man. I think he met some bad people.” 
 “We all meet a few of those.” Maitlin had mentioned him first. “Was it in Cape Town? At the winery?” I said. “Was that where you first met Paki?” 
 Maitlin glanced up at me, a silent plea. But my eyes didn’t give her anywhere to hide. 
 “Yes,” she said finally. “He was the on-site mechanic there. Handyman, plumber… he did everything. We were shooting Vintner. Almost three years ago.” 
 “And?” 
 She stared at the tabletop. “And… I was foolish.” 
 Until she said the words, I might have been talked out of believing it. 
 “You slept with him?” 
 “It was more than that,” Maitlin snapped, as if she were offended. “For six weeks… we were lovers. The whole world knew my husband was cheating on me, and in walked beautiful Paki. I cared about him—encouraged him to go to school. He was bright. He speaks four languages! He came to my room at night. No one on the set knew.” 
 “But you were engaged to a billionaire,” I said. 
 “Yes.” Instinct made her look around to make sure we weren’t being watched. 
 “And you got pregnant?” 
 Instead of answering, Maitlin nodded, her head tilting slightly forward. “I was almost suicidal. I couldn’t tell Alec. We were just getting past all the scandals, working toward a marriage contract. He felt guilty for what he’d put me through, so he was feeling… generous.” 
 Seventy-five million dollars. And that was if the marriage only lasted less than ten years. If they made it a decade? Maitlin would be able to buy her own studio. 
 Maitlin went on: “I felt trapped. I couldn’t tell Alec, and I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of the baby. I hid my pregnancy almost the entire first trimester, even from Alec.” 
 “Did you tell Paki?” 
 “No,” Maitlin said. “We thought…” She stopped herself. She hadn’t meant to say we. Since she hadn’t been working in league with her husband, that left Rachel Wentz. 
 “Don’t blame her,” Maitlin said, reading my mind. “The first thing she told me was, ‘You have to tell your fiancé.’ But she didn’t know Alec like I do. He never could have married me. He’s much too proud. It would have shamed his family in Greece.” 

It’s not like they could have pretended the baby was his, I thought. Alec’s family would still have its date with shame, no doubt. 
 “And there was all of Alec’s money,” I said. 
 Maitlin’s ears turned red. “It had been less than a year since my parents were killed, and Alec’s scandals on top of that. I was a wreck, Mr. Hardwick. I lay awake nights for months out of sheer terror that someone would find out I was having a baby. And I couldn’t take sleeping pills, antidepressants, tranquilizers—nothing. That was my diet, and I stopped when I got pregnant. I changed the way I lived.” 
 “How did you sell a six-month spiritual retreat to Alec?” 
 “Alec always knew I had a spiritual life—I spent a month in Tibet right after we met. I told him we were both about to start a new life, and I wanted to cleanse myself before I went to the altar. He would do anything to make me happy. Besides, Alec has his own life. A villa in Florence, his family castle in Greece, and compounds in Mexico and Buenos Aires. He wrote me a few sad letters, but I think my absence only made him more desperate to have me.” 
 “He never knew you were pregnant?” 
 “No one in America did,” Maitlin said. “Except Rachel.” 
 Of course. I reminded myself never to turn my back on that shark. 
 “Nandi was such an easy baby.” Her voice grew soft, as if she were talking to her daughter. 
 My throat was burning. I poured from the crystal water pitcher on the table, with thinly sliced oranges perfectly arranged across the ice cubes. I needed a drink to hear the rest, and water would have to do. 
 Maitlin went on: “I’d met Bessie in Cape Town, at a publicity event while we were shooting Vintner. She had a lovely orphanage—I couldn’t forget it. All it needed was some sprucing up. More money for staff. And I thought…” 
 “Why not adopt your own baby?” I finished, when she didn’t. 
 “It sounds… ,” Maitlin began, but stopped again. Maybe she’d never heard the words aloud. “An actress named Loretta Young did it in the 1930s. She was pregnant with Clark Gable’s illegitimate child, and her contract with her studio had a morals clause. She fled to Europe with her mother, and later ended up adopting her own child. Rachel told me that story once. So many of my friends were adopting… and I saw an answer. Even Alec liked the idea of adopting a child—we talked about it. I could be Nandi’s mother, but without the shame of an affair. Why should she begin her life under such a cloud? I pledged my heart to Nandi under the moon and left her in the care of people I trusted. People I researched.” 
 “What about Zukisa?” I said. 
 “No!” Maitlin said, raising a trembling finger. “She has no ties to Children First. We met her independently, during a nationwide search for a nanny. She still doesn’t know. I’m sure of it.” 
 If that was true, Zukisa might be the closest thing Nandi would ever have to a mother. 
 “Why South Africa?” I said. 
 “I didn’t know where else to go. I trusted only Bessie—that woman was making miracles happen on a daily basis, and she needed resources. I gave her a large contribution, and every penny went to the children and that facility. And she took care of Nandi. You saw Children First—it’s impeccably run. I knew my baby would be safe there. Bessie worked with Rachel to fast-track my application. I visited Cape Town whenever I could, and they smuggled her out to the hotel for visits. It was months, but it felt like a lifetime. I lost twenty pounds from the stress. That day you came was my first visit to the orphanage since Nandi was there. We thought it was time to go public.” 
 “How did Paki find out?” 
 “I don’t know,” Maitlin said. “From the photos? She looks so much like him. Or, maybe someone from Children First overheard something and told him. Bessie’s had leaks before—that’s why the crowd was waiting for us. He never told me how he found out.” 
 “Did he try to blackmail you?” 
 “It wasn’t like that… at first,” Maitlin said. “When he contacted me, he was hurt. Angry. He had feelings for me. That was one of the reasons I stopped seeing him, at the end. He had a fantasy of us together, and he got nasty when I told him I was marrying Alec. He said I should bring him to America to help raise his daughter. I didn’t want him within a thousand miles, but he insisted. It came through my lawyers, so I was terrified Alec would find out the truth. But Paki never put it in writing, never said we had a secret. I didn’t want to fight with Paki, but I couldn’t give up on Nandi. Fame and money have certain privileges. My lawyers had connections in the State Department who fast-tracked a work visa. Alec never knew the rest. Everyone was happy. I thought it was over.” 
 Maitlin looked exhausted. She drained her glass and stared at the pool again. Her hand was shaking. She didn’t try to hide it. 
 “Did you know that Paki was involved with Kingdom of Heaven?” I said. 
 I couldn’t help trying to make my voice gentler. 
 Maitlin shook her head, resolute. “Absolutely not. I’d never heard of them. I still can’t believe it. Maybe he knew someone at the winery in South Africa, if they’re connected. A friend? Maybe he told the wrong person, and got swept up into something. He would never hurt Nandi. I’m sure of that.” 
 I could have told Maitlin that Paki saved Nandi’s life in the vineyard—and mine—but neither of them deserved the grace. 
 “You didn’t know about the plan to kidnap Nandi?” I said. 
 “Of course not!” Maitlin said, losing her battle against her sobs. 
 “But you had suspicions about Paki,” I said. “And you didn’t want to call the FBI.” 

“They said they would kill her,” Maitlin said, spraying a whisper through gritted teeth. 
 “Yes. And once the FBI started sniffing around Paki, your secret would come out.” 
 That was the plain truth of it. That was why Roman was dead. Why Nandi and I had almost died together in the vineyard. Maitlin had been afraid Paki would say too much. Paki bore responsibility for the kidnapping, but Maitlin’s lie had opened the door. 
 From the agony on her face, Maitlin had never heard the sound of the truth spoken aloud. She looked breathless, gazing at me with something like wonder. Slowly, she shook her head. “I just didn’t think he could…” 
 “…lie as well as you?” I finished for her. 
 “I love Nandi!” Maitlin’s eyes spilled tears. “You don’t know how much.” 
 I was tired of standing on my crutches in the sun, and tired of talking to Maitlin. My slashed arms ached from holding myself upright. 
 “Who told you about me and Paki?” Maitlin said. “The FBI?” 
 “You just did,” I said. “I had a suspicion. Like everyone says, she has your smile.” 
 “What now?” she said, suddenly shrunken. 
 “It’ll leak. Paki’s probably already talking. Billionaires have a lot of friends, and people who want to be friends. He’ll hear the truth. I thought you might want a last opportunity to tell him yourself. You owe him that dignity, at least. But you better hurry.” 
 I watched her eyes glass over. Somewhere deep in there, she was trying to find a way to spin this, to make it work for her. Then her face went blank, porcelain. The momentary glimpse into the real woman was gone. 
 Maitlin smoothed hair away from her forehead, the only strands out of place. 
 “Well, Mr. Hardwick, I’m sure my lawyers will settle any outstanding matters with you. I’m very tired,” she said, standing. “And I hope you’ll understand if I need to be with my family.” 
 “Indeed you do,” I said. “I just wish I’d had a better home to bring Nandi to.” 
 Sofia Maitlin smiled, her eyes dancing with madness. It was quite a performance. I wondered if even she knew when she was acting anymore. 
 I wondered what child protective services would make of a mother like Maitlin when the social workers came to take a much closer look at Nandi’s life. But Maitlin had money, and money could make problems go away. As they say, we can’t choose the people we’re born to. 
 “Maitlin,” I said. “We’ve been through enough for me to tell you the truth.” 
 “Yes, please.” 
 “I hope they take her from you,” I said. “I hope they give Nandi to Zukisa.” 
 Her eyes watered, but the rest of her face never changed. 
 I turned around to limp back toward the house and the waiting cab. 
 Nandi was still shrieking and laughing somewhere inside the palatial house when I returned, and Zukisa was laughing with her. Nandi’s voice was so tiny, she sounded like she could fit in the palm of my hand. 
 What would Zukisa do after she heard the news about Maitlin? Would she quit, or weather the storm for Nandi’s sake? 

At least Nandi will be rich enough to afford therapy, I thought. 
 At the front door, I paused to savor the echoes of joy one last time. 
 Nandi’s laughter healed my face enough to smile. 
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