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Foreword
 
 
Dear readers,
 
What do you get when a dozen bestselling, award-winning mystery/thriller authors write brand-new material centered on one heart-stopping event?
You get FLIGHT 12, the revolutionary follow-up by The Twelve to the New York Times and USA Today bestselling DEADLY DOZEN. The groundbreaking FLIGHT 12 series will feature a new release from each member of The Twelve, plus very special guests, with a conclusion so thrilling it could only come from the minds of our readers.
Join The Twelve in the ongoing FLIGHT 12 project. Don’t just read about your favorite characters, participate in the story, win prizes, and see storytelling in a totally new way.
 
The Twelve is delighted to present an exciting and unique reading experience we hope you’re going to love as much as we’ve loved writing it for you. Never before have 12 of your favorite thriller authors created an experience like this especially for you.
 
FLIGHT 12 brings your favorite characters from The Twelve to life in 12 connected books, with a common ending and a terrific surprise epilogue. What is the epilogue, you say? Come along for the ride and we’ll all discover that together!
 
We’ll have events and giveaways during the trip, and in the end, you will write “the rest of the story.”
 
Sounds amazing, right? Not to mention exciting and fun as well!
 
Who are the passengers on Flight 12?
 
Allan Leverone’s Kristin Cunningham
 
When an FBI sting goes horribly wrong, Special Agent Kristin Cunningham—alone, unarmed, and still recovering from a near-fatal gunshot wound—races against time to prevent a brutal human trafficker from escaping justice.
 
J. Carson Black’s Laura Cardinal
 
A young woman approaches Arizona DPS homicide detective Laura Cardinal at the fitness center they share, telling her that she is slated for death and wants Laura to investigate her murder. Laura’s about to revisit the worst homicide case of her life—and this time she might not make it out alive.
 
Diane Capri’s Jess Kimball
 
When her Taboo Magazine assignment reveals a chilling killer from a modern Italian crime family, Jess Kimball speeds to New York City’s JFK airport to catch Flight 12 to Rome, where Luigi and Enzo will be forced to choose between death and Jess.
 
Cheryl Bradshaw’s Sloane Monroe
 
A fancy hotel. A private getaway. For Sloane Monroe, rest has finally arrived, until the lights go out and her nightmare begins.
 
Aaron Patterson’s Kirk Weston
 
Kirk Weston has a problem—he can’t keep his big mouth shut and this time it could cost him his life. Trapped and beyond the help of his old partner in crime Mark Appleton, he has only one chance to escape. Sometimes life gives you lemons…so go bash some heads and hope it works out.
 
Vincent Zandri’s Dick Moonlight
 
For Dick Moonlight, easy love doesn’t always result in a happy ending.
 
Michele Scott’s Evie Preston
 
Evie Preston has the most difficult decision in her life to make. Remain in the here and now and pursue the dream opportunity she’s just been given, or find her way to the dark portal (from where she risks never being able to return) to discover what happened to her missing sister and dead boyfriend?
 
A.K. Alexander & J.R. Rain’s Kylie Cain
 
Kylie Cain and her team of PSI (psychic sensory intelligence) operatives must locate the only individual who is believed to be able to bring about world peace. It’s a race against time and villainess Orlenda Kobach, who seeks world domination under her order.
 
Joshua Graham’s Xandra Carrick
 
Having barely survived and thwarted recent terrorist attacks, Xandra Carrick wants nothing to do with the missing-children cases that end with their brutalized bodies discovered years later. Until her best friend’s five-year-old son gets abducted.
 
Brett Battles’s Jonathan Quinn
 
For Jonathan Quinn, there’s more than one way to make a body disappear.
 
Carol Davis Luce’s Jessie Night
 
Jessie Night, a witness to a grisly mass murder, must make a grim choice—run to save her own life, or stay and fight for the innocent man condemned to die for that crime.
 
Robert Gregory Browne’s Nick Jennings
 
When a killer resurfaces after a long absence, Nick Jennings dives into a cold-case investigation that hits far too close to home.
 
Gary Ponzo’s Nick Bracco
 
Someone is hiding a grave secret aboard Flight 12. Can Nick Bracco uncover this mysterious agenda before catastrophe strikes?
 
What do all 12 of these passengers have in common?
 
May 12 New York (AP): A Skyway Airlines flight carrying 375 passengers and 13 crew bound for Rome’s Fiumicino airport from New York’s JFK International Airport has disappeared off the radar overnight, according to airline spokespersons. Skyway Flight 12 had left New York at 12:00 midnight Monday evening and was said to be operating normally and in good weather conditions. According to sources on the ground, the plane, a Boeing 767, was piloted by an experienced flight crew who issued no alarm of any kind prior to vanishing somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean east of Newfoundland. The 767 is said to be a reliable twin-engine carrier that’s been in service since 1982 with an excellent safety record. While a catastrophic mechanical failure is presently being investigated, says an FAA spokesman, a criminal event is not being ruled out. Both sea and air rescue crews have been dispatched from the US, Canada, Newfoundland, and Ireland. This is a developing story.
 
So, thriller fans, it’s time.
 
Fasten your safety belts. Return your seat backs and tray tables to their full upright and locked position. Review the safety information card in your seat-back pocket once more before takeoff.
 
Ready? Here we go! Enjoy the ride on each of the 12 books in the exciting new series where Flight 12 Begins.
 
And then, CLICK HERE to join The Twelve in the ongoing FLIGHT 12 project. Don’t just read about your favorite characters—participate in the story, win prizes, and see storytelling in a totally new way.
 
We’re really looking forward to hanging out with you. Thanks for coming along for the ride! 
 
Never miss out! More Flight 12 adventures are coming soon!
For new-release notification, free offers, gifts, and general information for subscribers only, please sign up for The Twelve List!
 
CLICK HERE to Sign Up For The Twelve List!
 
 
Your Flight 12 Crew:
 
A.K. Alexander
Brett Battles
J. Carson Black
Cheryl Bradshaw
Robert Gregory Browne
Diane Capri
Joshua Graham
Allan Leverone
Carol Davis Luce
Aaron Patterson
Gary Ponzo
J.R. Rain
Michele Scott
Vincent Zandri



CHAPTER 1
 
MONDAY, MAY 11th 1:30 AM
THE BRONX, NEW YORK
 
“TELL ME IT’S not just me,” Nate said as he adjusted his end of the plastic-wrapped body he and Daeng were carrying.
Jonathan Quinn pointed at some rebar scraps on the ground as he led the way. “Watch your step. There’s more junk over here.”
“I mean, seriously,” Nate went on. “A construction site? In New York City? How much more Goodfellas can we get?”
“Didn’t Goodfellas take place in Brooklyn?” Daeng asked. 
“It doesn’t matter.”
“And I don’t remember a construction-site scene.”
“For God’s sake, you get what I mean, though, right?”
Quinn paused at the top of an earthen ramp leading down into what would be the basement of the soon-to-be-erected seven-story building. The concrete for the support pillars had already been poured, but the floor and walls of the basement had not. That was scheduled to happen in a little over six hours.  
Once his colleagues caught up, Quinn let them rest for a couple seconds before saying, “Let’s get this done.”
Wooden forms built to contain the concrete that would become the walls surrounded most of the basement, while the floor was divided into sections, most of which were filled with crosshatch rebar. The hole Quinn and his men had dug before retrieving the body from the van was in one of these sections. 
The rebar had been difficult to move, but they’d managed to lift a portion high enough to dig under. The dirt from the hole now kept the metal bars aloft. 
Nate might have been trying to be funny with his Goodfellas comment, but the sentiment pretty much summed up why Quinn wasn’t happy with the location. As cleaners, their specialty was to make bodies permanently disappear. This could mean anything from dumping a well-weighted package into the ocean to burying an assignment in an out-of-the-way location. Though he and his colleagues had put bodies below basements before—in fact, had done so recently—those had all been discreetly located. 
A construction site in the middle of the Bronx? Not so much.
And therein lay Quinn’s second problem with the job. 
This was one of those rare cases when the client didn’t want the body to disappear forever. Just long enough so that when it was found—via an anonymous tip and the use of a jackhammer after the building was completed—it would convey the appropriate message to the dead man’s colleagues. So the clients had chosen the site and ensured that the security officers who usually patrolled the location had been given the night off. 
Their message wasn’t hard to guess, but Quinn barely gave it a thought. The message wasn’t his job. The whats and the whys were almost always best left to the client—in this case Wright Bains Securities, an offshoot of MI6. Quinn and his team need only concentrate on the disposal of the package. But if he hadn’t done work for them in the past, he would have never taken this gig.
It took all three of them to carry the body across the rebar to the burial location. They then unwrapped the plastic and guided the man into his grave. This would usually be the point when one of them would douse the body with the special chemical mix Quinn had developed. The lethal cocktail would ensure rapid decomposition, and within a few months there would be little left to find at all. But because the client had requested that the body remained identifiable, the chems stayed in the bag. 
They covered the man with the dirt they’d earlier removed and then smoothed it out, leaving no evidence that a hole had been dug there at all. 
Nate looked across what would soon be the basement floor. “Totally Goodfellas. Kinda makes you want to be here when they pour the cement.”
“I’d rather head home,” Quinn said. 
“I’m with you,” Daeng said.
The two men headed for the ramp. Behind them, Quinn heard Nate pick up the plastic the body had been wrapped in and hurry to catch up.
“I just said kinda, not that I wanted to,” he said. “Man, you guys are no fun at all.”
“You know, if you want the total Goodfellas experience,” Quinn said, “Daeng and I’d be happy to dig a hole for you.”
“I bet you would.”
When they reached the van, Nate shoved the used sheeting into a yard waste bag, cinched it closed, and tied off the top. It was now ready to be burned in the Dumpster they’d already picked out along their route to the airport. 
As Daeng pulled the van onto the street, Quinn’s phone vibrated in his pocket. After pulling it out, he was surprised to see the name on the display was Helen Cho. 
He thought about ignoring her, but knowing Helen would just keep hitting redial, he hit ACCEPT. “I’m in the middle of something. Can I call you back later?”
“I know you are,” Helen said. “You’re doing that thing for Annabel Taplin.”
Though he was annoyed that Helen knew what he was doing, it didn’t surprise him. She was in charge of a semi-autonomous US government intelligence agency based in San Francisco and seemed to have her fingers in a little bit of everything. Quinn and his team had been doing a lot of work for her recently, a budding relationship that filled the void left when Quinn’s previous main employer, the Office, had been dismantled. But Quinn wasn’t going to let her agency, or any organization, dominate his time like the Office had. 
“If you know I’m busy, why call me?” he asked, not hiding his displeasure.
“Because if you’re still in New York, I have something I need you to do immediately.”
“You heard me say I’m in the middle of something, right? Immediately’s not going to work.”
“How much more time do you need?”
“That’s not your business.”
“Actually, I think it is.” 
“No. It isn’t.”
She paused. “All right, maybe it’s not, but I have a serious situation in need of your talents that happens to be right there in New York. The problem is, I’m not sure how much longer we can keep the wraps on it, and the last thing I want is to see it splashed on the front page of the New York Post. Is there any way part of your team can finish your current job and you could move on to mine?”
The truth was, once the plastic sheeting had been destroyed, they’d be done and could all move on to her assignment, but Quinn didn’t want her to know that. It could create unrealistic expectations for future jobs. “I might be able to do that, but I won’t be able to break free for at least a half hour.”
“You’re sure?”
“One hundred percent.”
She paused. “Well, we’ll have to make that work, then. If you could get there sooner, I won’t complain.”
“When did the subject expire?” he asked.
“Approximately twenty minutes ago. I have a couple agents on scene who can brief you on the details.”
“Where?”
“Manhattan. 



CHAPTER 2
 
MANHATTAN
 
STICKING TO THE initial plan, Nate drove the van into Queens, where they set the plastic ablaze in the pre-selected Dumpster. From there, they went another seven blocks and exchanged the van for the rental sedan meant to take them back to the airport. While it would have been helpful to keep the van to transport the new body, Quinn was not about to use the same vehicle on a pair of unrelated jobs. The possibility of cross contamination was too great. He always kept jobs separate. Durrie had taught Quinn that. “If you don’t,” his old mentor had said, “and one goes south, it’ll take the other with it. Bad business.” They would have to appropriate a new vehicle in Manhattan.
Being a little after two a.m., the drive into the heart of the city was easy, and soon they were parked three blocks from the Tribeca address Helen had given Quinn. Nate and Daeng grabbed the two duffel bags containing their clean kits, and the three of them headed the rest of the way in on foot. When they reached the specified street, they paused at the corner and scanned the area ahead.
“That’s it,” Quinn said in a low voice as he motioned toward a five-story red brick building. It was smashed between two similar structures, all of which were mixed-use, with apartments above ground-floor businesses.
The restaurant on the ground level of the target building appeared closed—a sushi place, with a glass door on the left and a large window under an awning on the right.
“I don’t see anyone,” Nate whispered.
“Me, neither,” Daeng said.
Quinn frowned. He had also not picked up signs of anyone. Where were these contacts of Helen’s?
“Wait here,” he said.
He crossed the street and circled a line of matching blue bicycles parked in gray docks before he turned down the street. He took a quick glance at the Japanese restaurant as he passed, but the interior was too dark for him to see anything. He had just reached the neighboring building and was contemplating his next move when he heard the door to the restaurant creak open behind him. 
“Quinn,” a voice whispered.
Turning back, he saw an op named Leonard Tune stepping through the doorway. Quinn had worked with him on another of Helen’s jobs a month earlier.
Tune met Quinn halfway and held out his hand. “Right on time.”
As they shook, Quinn said, “What have you got for us?”
“A courier. Don’t know who did it, but they knew what they were doing.”
Quinn glanced past him at the restaurant. “The body’s in there?”
“No. Down the street.”
“Inside or outside?”
“Out.”
Quinn looked down the road, concerned. “It’s on the street and no one’s found it yet?” 
“Not exactly on the street. Let me show you.”
“Hold on.” 
Quinn waved Nate and Daeng over, then Tune led them all to a small, triangular park surrounded by streets. The park consisted of an area of bushes and trees encircled by a three-foot-high iron fence and a curved walkway. Along the walkway were several benches lined up end to end under the canopy of trees. 
As they neared, Tune said, “Kal? It’s us.”
A shadow uncurled from among the bushes and stood up. 
“Still quiet?” Tune asked.
“Nothing since that homeless guy,” Kal said.
“What homeless guy?” Quinn asked. 
“Some old guy looking for a place to sleep,” Kal replied. “I made it clear he needed to find somewhere else tonight.”
“Did he see anything?”
“Nah.”
Maybe he didn’t see anything, Quinn thought, but the guy would know something was going on here, and maybe he’d be curious enough to come back at an inopportune time. They’d have to keep an eye out.
“The body?” he asked.
“You’ll have to hop over,” Kal said.
The courier turned out to be a woman. Early twenties by the looks of her, with dark hair and a tan complexion. Hispanic, perhaps, Quinn thought, or possibly Mediterranean. She was about five foot five and had the typical courier body shape—lean with strong arms and legs. She was dressed in jeans, sneakers, and a brown leather jacket over what looked like a black T-shirt. The bullet hole in the middle of her forehead spoke to the cause of death. Quinn crouched down, turned her head, and noted there was no corresponding exit wound. A small-caliber gun, then, probably a .22, and, given the very public location, with an attached sound suppressor. Tune had been right. Her killer had known what he was doing.
Quinn took a step back and looked out at the three surrounding streets. Though he and the others were under the cover of the trees, he could still see the windows of apartments in at least half a dozen buildings. It was a damn theater with the park center stage. 
“How is it no one saw anything?” he asked.
“It happened around 1:30 a.m.,” Tune said, shrugging. “It’s a weeknight. Most people are already asleep.”
“But not all.”
“True, but if anyone had seen anything, the police would have been here long ago. The press, too, probably. Trust me, no one reported it.”
“Not reporting isn’t the same thing as not having seen anything,” Quinn said.
“Relax. We did two thorough night-vision scans of all the windows on the street and found no one paying any attention to this park. That make you feel better?”
A bit, though Quinn didn’t tell him that. “So, no idea who did this.”
Tune shook his head. “Only that it was someone who wanted her bag.”
“So she was definitely on a run.”
“Uh-huh.”
“For Helen?” 
Tune looked confused for a second, then said, “For Ms. Cho, yes. We arrived here to escort the person she was meeting to his final destination.”
“Where’s he?”
“No clue. We just found her.”
Quinn took another look around for signs of an additional struggle that might indicate what had happened to the courier’s contact, but nothing caught his eye. “Are you hanging around?” he asked. “Would be nice to have a few extra pairs of eyes on the street while we work.”
“Sorry. Other places to be. So if that’s it…”
Quinn glanced at Nate and Daeng to see if they had any questions, but both men shook their heads. “I guess you’re free,” he told Tune.
“Enjoy your night,” Tune said as he headed to the fence.
“Don’t work too hard, boys,” Kal said, following his partner. 
As soon as the two were gone, Quinn said, “Daeng, you’re on vehicle. Nate, you and I are on prep. I’d like to be out of here in the next five minutes.”
Daeng put down his duffel and left to obtain a ride, while Quinn and Nate began a thorough inspection of the area to make sure no evidence got left behind. The good thing, if you could call it that, was that they didn’t have to search for the bullet since it was still in the woman’s head. But there were other potential problematic items—bits of clothing, a phone that might have been in her hand when she was shot, jewelry. Their search, however, turned up nothing. 
Nate pulled the remaining plastic out of one of the duffels and laid it on the ground. They didn’t have enough left for a full body wrap, but they could at least bind the woman’s arms to her sides to make carrying her a little easier. 
“What was she doing back in here?” Nate asked. “Hiding?”
“Who knows,” Quinn said. 
“Seems kind of weird.”
Quinn shrugged. Maybe she was supposed to meet her contact at the benches and was hiding in the bushes until he arrived. Her killer might have sneaked up on her, and she might have turned at the last moment and seen her assassin right before she was shot. Or maybe the killer approached her directly, acting the part of her contact. Like with so much of their work, it was a question they’d likely never know the answer to. 
Carefully, they lifted her to put her on the plastic.
“Got something,” Nate said, twisting so he could look under the body.
“What?” Quinn asked.
“Not sure. Saw something fall…from her jacket sleeve, I think.”
They set the courier on the plastic, and then Nate hunted around until he found the item. Picking it up, he said, “It’s some kind of box.”
“Let me see.”
Nate handed it to Quinn. 
The box was made of black plastic and was approximately one inch square and a quarter inch thick. On one corner were three small raised characters. Quinn pulled out his pocket flashlight and shined it on the surface. 
 
E/K
 
He had no idea what that meant. 
He examined the rest of it in the light and found a seam running around three of the narrow sides. Slowly so as not to disturb the contents, he opened it like a clam. 
Another square, this one only half the size of the box, sat in a custom-cut indentation on a bed of foam in the bottom section. Quinn didn’t need to pull the square out to know what it was. A computer chip.
He closed the box and shoved it in his pocket. He would worry about its importance after they finished what they’d come to do.
As they secured the plastic with duct tape, Quinn’s phone vibrated twice with an incoming text. He checked it, then whispered, “It’s Daeng. He’s on his way.”
Quinn made sure the body was ready to go, and then moved through the bushes so he could peek down the road. Fifteen seconds later, a large SUV rounded the corner to his right. The glare of the vehicle’s headlights prevented him from seeing the driver, but he had no doubt it was Daeng. A van or small covered truck was always preferable, but certain SUVs were more than adequate for the task. 
Quinn was about to go back and help Nate move the body closer to the fence when a second pair of headlights swung around the corner. A sedan, but not the run-of-the-mill family type.  
A police car.
“Down,” he whispered back toward Nate as he dropped to the ground. 
Daeng had obviously seen the vehicle, too. Instead of slowing when he neared the park, he drove by, his pace steady. Suddenly, Quinn saw flashing red and blue lights on the buildings and heard the police car speed up. Daeng immediately floored the SUV and screeched around the corner just past the park. The police car, siren off but lights still flashing, took up pursuit.
As soon as both vehicles were out of sight, Quinn yanked out his cell and called Daeng.
“Tell me that isn’t you in the SUV,” he said.
“Wish I could,” Daeng said in his usual calm voice. 
“I figured as much. All right, be careful, but try to get them as far way from here as possible before you lose them.”
Over the phone, Quinn heard the wail of rubber on asphalt. 
“A little update,” Daeng said. “There are two of them now.”
Quinn grimaced. More would likely join them soon. “Scratch what I said. Ditch the vehicle before they can cut you off.”
“I’ll do what I can.”
The line went dead.
Keeping low, Quinn crept back to Nate.
“I’m just going to put this out there,” Nate said. “Feel free to ignore me, but I’m not a big fan of doing jobs we can’t properly plan ahead of time.”
“You and me both.” 
“I take it you want me to find us a ride,” Nate said.
Before Quinn could answer, a vehicle turned onto the street. He rose high enough to take a look. 
Another police car, this one pulling to a stop in the middle of the road at the far end. 
As he watched, two officers climbed out and headed over to the opposite sidewalk. The guy in the lead pulled a flashlight from his belt and turned it on, pointing the beam at the sushi restaurant straight in front of him. 
“Dammit,” Quinn muttered to himself.
When the cops reached the door, one of them stood back a few paces while the other tried the handle. Tune had apparently reengaged the lock when he’d left because the door remained closed. 
Flashlight cop shined the beam through the window on the door before doing the same at the larger front window. Quinn could hear him say something to his partner, but the words were lost in the night. They checked the doors of the neighboring buildings before heading down the sidewalk toward the park.
Quinn tensed. Someone had definitely seen something and called the police. The question was, had the observer seen Tune escort Quinn and his team all the way to the park and reported that, too? 
The officers came within fifty feet of the park before they finally stopped. 
Quinn heard one of the men call in to the station, and then say, “Everything’s locked tight. No signs of a break-in.”
A moment later, the flashlight went off and the two cops headed back to their car.
As they drove off, Quinn turned to Nate. “We need to get out of here fast.”
“On it,” Nate said. 
Quinn watched him sneak out of the park and disappear down the street. 



CHAPTER 3
 
 
NOTHING WAS LIKE the
silence of being alone with a corpse. Even in the middle of one of the largest cities in the world, where the hum of life never stopped, the quiet was so all encompassing it could overwhelm those unprepared. For Quinn, though, it was a sensation he knew well, an old acquaintance he ran into time and again. 
He looked down at the body. Over the years he had become an expert at reading the dead. And though he might not have known them in life, he could easily see who they’d been. 
The courier had a kind face. Pretty in that girl-next-door kind of way. She might not have turned every head when she walked into a room, but many would have looked her way. She had probably entered the secret world the way most did—recruited by someone who had seen something in her. It was how Durrie had recruited Quinn, and how Quinn had recruited Nate. The excitement of the job and the chance to see the world had probably appealed to her. Whatever her reasons for saying yes, they had all led to this—death in an undersized park on a late New York night. 
“What happened to you?” he asked under his breath, once more unable to quell his curiosity.
A courier’s job was a deceptively dangerous one. Years could go by without a problem, but all it took was that one time when the courier carried something others would do anything to obtain. Tune had said the girl’s bag was missing, so that was probably the case here. But Quinn wondered, as he touched the box in his pocket, if her killer had missed what he or she had come for.
Nate had said the box fell from her sleeve. 
Quinn hesitated, knowing he should leave it alone, but he couldn’t stop himself. He pulled out his pocketknife and cut a slit in the plastic wrap just large enough so he could work her hand and wrist out. 
Her jacket had a large, folded-back cuff. Perhaps the box had fallen into it when she’d been shot. As he turned it down, he detected a stiff band of plastic inside the cuff. Not something he’d like in a jacket, but he wasn’t exactly up on the latest fashions. The underside of the cuff was covered in a soft fabric a few shades lighter than the rest of the jacket. At first, there didn’t appear to be anything unusual, but as he ran a finger along the seam where the cuff folded, he found several stitches missing. 
He slipped his finger into the gap and discovered that the hole wasn’t there because of wear and tear, but it had been purposely created as the opening to a small pocket.
He retrieved the box and moved it through the slit. A perfect fit. He also realized this explained the stiff plastic. When the cuff was folded up, the band would hide the presence of the box from a quick search. 
He heard another car enter the street so he quickly put the box back into his pocket and reinserted the woman’s hand through the hole in the plastic. When the vehicle stopped next to the park and popped open its trunk, he knew it was Nate.
As soon as his partner was out of the car, Quinn tossed him the duffel bags, then went back and hoisted the woman over his shoulder. He carried her back to the fence and handed her across.
“Got her,” Nate said after he’d slipped his arms under the woman.
While Nate put her in the trunk, Quinn hopped the fence and climbed into the driver’s seat. Lying in the wheel well on the passenger side were the car’s license plates—Nate having done the job the way Quinn had trained him. If someone spotted them, all the witness would be able to tell the police was that they had left in a dark sedan. And how many of those were in New York City?
The trunk clicked closed, and as soon as Nate jumped into the passenger seat, Quinn shoved the car into DRIVE and sped off. 
Both men were silent for the first several blocks, listening for sirens, but the city remained at rest. When Quinn felt they were safe, he pulled into an alley and stopped so that Nate could reattach the license plates. Back on the road, Nate switched his phone to speaker and called Daeng, but the line rang until the voice-mail message came on.
“Call Orlando,” Quinn told him.
Three rings. “Come on!” Orlando answered. “Just because you’re three hours ahead of me doesn’t mean it’s not late out here, too.”
“We’ve got a situation,” Quinn told his girlfriend and partner back home in California.
“What do you mean, ‘situation’?” she asked, all business now. “I thought you were done.” 
As he always did, Quinn had copied her on the completion notification he’d sent to the client.
“Helen called,” he said.
Silence. “She called you directly.” Orlando’s voice was dangerously calm.
“Yeah.”
“Well, isn’t that nice? What did she want?”
The work agreement they had with Helen was that all assignments would go through Orlando, the de facto operations manager of the team. 
“She had something here in New York she needed us to take care of.”
“She knew you were there?”
“Yeah. Apparently she found out through Annabel.”
“This just keeps getting better and better. I hope you told her no.”
“If I had, we wouldn’t be in a situation.”
She took a deep, annoyed breath. “Spill it.”
He quickly told her what had happened. “I don’t know what’s going on with Daeng. See if you can find him and help him out. You might also want to call Helen and let her know she’ll have to pull a few strings if the police grab him.”
“Oh, I’m calling Helen. Don’t you worry about that. Is there anything you need?”
“If you have time, it might be helpful to know who killed the courier.”
“Why? You expecting trouble?”
Quinn hesitated. “Maybe.”
Nate looked at Quinn, his brow furrowed. “Something I should know?”
“I think that chip you found could have been what they were after.” He described the hidden pocket in the woman’s cuff. 
When he finished, Orlando asked, “Do you know her name?” 
“No. But Helen should be able to tell you.”
“She might not be interested in sharing that info.”
“I’m sure you can convince her.”
“I’ll snap a picture of the girl and text it to you as soon as we’re done,” Nate said.
Orlando sighed. “All right, I’ll see what I can do. One request—try not to take any more jobs before you finish the one you’re on.”
She hung up.
“I don’t think she’s happy,” Nate said.
“Figure that out on your own, did you?”
__________
 
GETTING THEIR HANDS on the courier had been easy for Morgan and Fischer. Their employer had learned where the handoff was to take place, allowing them to arrive in the area first. After identifying the man the courier was to meet, they had shoved an ice pick into his heart and then dumped his body in a trash bin several alleys away from the exchange location. After that, it was a simple matter of taking the dead man’s place. 
The plan hadn’t been to kill her, only to get the chip she was carrying. The fact that she was dead was her fault. All she had to do was believe they were her contacts and everything would have been fine. But the bitch was too suspicious, and Fischer had been forced to use his .22 before they could get close enough to choke the life out of her.
That should have been the end of it. They should have been back at their hotel already, resting up for their midnight flight to Rome, where they would deliver the chip to their client, Nicholas Loban. 
But Fischer had taken the courier’s bag without searching it or the woman first, assuming the chip was inside. Morgan had gone through the bag while Fischer was driving them back to the hotel. 
When they realized the chip wasn’t there, they had rushed back to the park, hoping the body hadn’t been discovered yet. Morgan was, at first, pleased not to find a battalion of police swarming through the area, but what he spotted a moment later was worse. 
A couple of pros were watching the park. If Morgan hadn’t taken the time to do a drive-by first, Fischer would have likely blundered right in and been shot dead by now. How someone could be so talented with a weapon and yet so clueless when it came to spycraft, Morgan had never been able to figure out. If not for Fischer’s skills, Morgan would have let the assassin walk into an early grave years ago.
After parking on a neighboring street, they worked their way onto the roof of a building a few hundred feet away from the body so they could get a better idea of what was going on. Not long after they settled in, one of the two pros left the park and picked the lock of a nearby restaurant. 
“Must be hungry,” Fischer had said. 
Morgan knew better. 
A little more than thirty minutes later, a man walked onto the street below them and headed for the restaurant. From the way he seemed to take everything in, Morgan knew he was another pro. 
The door was locked when he tried it, but as he walked away the guy who’d hidden inside came out. Two more men crossed the street to join them, then the guy from the restaurant led the three newcomers to the park. Though the trees blocked much of what was happening from Morgan’s view, it became apparent when the two original men left that some kind of shift change was on. 
Morgan didn’t think the new men were there just to watch, though. Why send three to do a job two or even one could handle? Body removers, he thought. It was the only thing that made sense.
One of the trio—the Asian guy—left, while the other two stayed with the body. 
Morgan pulled out his phone.
“What are you doing?” Fischer asked.
“Lighting a little fire.”
He dialed 911, special software in his phone scrambling his caller ID.
“Nine-one-one, where’s the emergency?”
Morgan gave the operator the address of the building across the street. “There’s a Japanese place on the first floor. Some men just broke in.”
“You’re sure?”
“Yeah. The doors are open now.”
“How many people?”
“Four, I think.”
“Can you describe them?”
Morgan purposely said nothing.
“Sir, can you describe the men who went into the restaurant?”
Morgan waited another beat before saying, “Hello? Can you hear me? Are you still there?”
“I’m here, sir. Can you describe—”
“Hello? Hello?”
He disconnected the call.
“What good is that going to do?” Fischer asked.
“Just watch.”
A few minutes later, an SUV pulled onto the street. A quick check through the binoculars revealed the driver was the Asian guy, but he barely made it half a block before a police car turned onto the road behind him. Something about the SUV must have caught the cops’ attention because their lights flashed on. Suddenly, what the police probably thought would be a routine traffic stop turned into a chase, and within seconds, both cars were gone. 
That hadn’t gone exactly as Morgan had envisioned. Still, one of the men was out of the picture now, which was definitely a good thing. Morgan was contemplating calling the police again when a second squad car showed up. This time the cops searched the street, though they stopped short of going all the way to the park. As soon as they left, the two men who were with the courier’s body made their move.
That was the fire Morgan had been hoping to light.
He tapped Fischer on the shoulder and headed quickly for the fire escape. 
Less than a minute later, they rounded the corner in their Mercedes, headlights off, just in time to see the other vehicle pull away from the park.
I got you, Morgan thought.



CHAPTER 4
 
SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA
 
“I’M SORRY, MA’AM,” the man on the other end of the line said. “But Director Cho is not in the office. I would suggest trying again during regular business hours.”
“Get her now.” Orlando spoke no louder than the man had, but the underlining threat in her tone was impossible to miss. 
“Ma’am, there is nothing—”
“Indigo seven slash B.”
A pause. “Please hold.”
Using the emergency code Helen had given them should have been unnecessary. Orlando’s name alone should have been enough to get her straight through. Clearly there were still some glitches to be ironed out in their budding relationship. 
A series of soft modulating tones came over the line, followed by a second of silence, then Helen’s voice. “Orlando?” 
“Good morning, Helen. I hope I didn’t wake you.”
“Is everything all right? Have you heard from Quinn?”
“Yeah, about that. I understand we’re doing a job for you.”
A beat. “It was a last-minute thing and there was no time to waste.”
“Waste?” Orlando said. 
“I didn’t mean talking to you would have—” Helen paused. “Look, the job’s time critical, that’s all. I know I should have called you first, but I knew Quinn was in New York so it made more sense to go direct.”
“Okay, A—our working relationship depends on consistency. You want to use us, follow the protocols or we’ll find work elsewhere.”
“Fair enough.”
“And B—I’m going to table for now how you knew Quinn was in New York, but we will be coming back to it in the future.”
“It was just—”
“Stop. I said later. Right now I have a few job-related questions for you.”
“Right. Of course. What do you need to know?”
“For starters, the name of your dead courier.”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“I’m not asking the question out of curiosity.” 
There were many details a cleaner didn’t need to be given to do his job. Knowledge of more than the necessary facts could potentially cloud a mission. More times than not, the target’s name would be one of those unneeded items. But it wasn’t always the case.
Helen said nothing for several moments. “Jenna Tate.”
“And she was working for you?”
A briefer pause. “Yes.”
“Who killed her?”
“I don’t know.”
“You must have some idea.” When Helen didn’t answer, Orlando said, “I assume they were interested in what she was transporting.”
“Now we’re definitely into something you don’t need to know about,” Helen said.
“If that’s the case, then I guess you’re saying the chip my guys found on her was not what her killers were looking for and therefore unimportant.”
“What chip?”
“The one she still had on her. Black, about the size of a penny and maybe twice as thick. The letters E-slash-K on the case.”
Silence again.
“She still had it?” Helen finally said. 
“So I’ve been told.”
“I need to see it. I need to know for sure.”
“I’ll be happy to have Nate send you a picture, but let’s assume it’s what you think it is. I hope you can see now how knowing who terminated your messenger could be important to my team. If the assailants figure out they don’t have the chip, they could try again. Now, who killed her?”
“There are several groups who would be interested in the…package.”
“Are any more credible than others?”
A brief pause, then, “Nicholas Loban.”
The name tickled the back of Orlando’s mind. She’d either heard it or seen it somewhere before. She was reaching for her computer to do a search when it came to her. “The Russian mob?”
“One and the same.”
“I take it they wouldn’t be working just for themselves.”
“No, they would not.”
The Russian mafia had a symbiotic relationship with certain members of the Russian government, which made the situation even more sensitive than Orlando had first thought.
“Quinn cannot let the chip fall into their hands,” Helen said. “It’s the only one left.”
“Only one?”
Helen hesitated before saying, “The other was destroyed during a grab attempt.”
“What’s the chip do?” Orlando asked.
“There will never be a reason for you to know.”
 
MANHATTAN
 
DAENG KNEW HIS time was running short. He had three cop cars behind him, and surely more trying to work their way in front. 
If it had been any other time of day, he would have long ago become entangled in traffic and been captured. Now, while there were many delivery trucks out and a fair number of taxis, the roads were basically open. Within minutes of leaving Tribeca, he was already passing the Hudson Yards north of Chelsea. It still wasn’t enough, however, to put distance between him and the cars following him. The drivers of the police vehicles were more than up to the task of staying on his tail. 
Quinn could probably get Daeng out of jail if he allowed himself to be captured, but he wasn’t keen on testing the theory. Sure, stateside jails were a lot nicer than those back in his native Thailand, but there was something about having bars between him and freedom that didn’t agree with his disposition. 
Daeng had been to Manhattan several times and had a decent grasp of the city, but he was in an area he was less familiar with so every turn he took was more guesswork than anything else. He did know the entrance to the Lincoln Tunnel was around here somewhere. That was one road he wanted to avoid at all costs. Trapping him inside the tunnel would be child’s play. 
He turned left onto W 35th Street, and immediately saw that the road ended only two blocks ahead where it T-boned into what should be 11th Avenue, but with the police cars making the turn behind him, he had no choice but to keep going. Where the street would have continued was a large glass building—a convention-center type by the looks of it. 
Right, he thought. The J-something…J…J…J…
Javits.
The Javits Convention Center. If he remembered correctly, it was only a block or two from the Hudson River. 
A sign at the corner of 11th warned drivers not to turn right since it was a one-way street heading south. Daeng started to go left, but as his SUV moved into the intersection, he spotted three police cars blocking the road fifty yards away. He swung the wheel right, and his tires screamed as the vehicle fishtailed on the asphalt before he gained full control again.
Driving the wrong way, he raced north on 11th, knowing exactly what he would do now. Passing W 37th, the road became two-way again, but this lasted for only two blocks. At W 40th, five large orange-and-white-striped cones prevented northbound drivers from continuing onward. Daeng was done with 11th anyway, so he turned left on W 40th. 
The road was two lanes squished between what looked like warehouse buildings on either side. Two delivery trucks were lumbering down the street ahead of him. Daeng whipped by the first, but had to slow before reaching the second one as another truck was passing it in the eastbound lane. This allowed the closest police car to move in right behind him. 
“Pull over, now!” a voice announced over a speaker. 
The driver of the truck in front of Daeng slammed on his brakes, while the truck in the other lane did the same. Daeng jerked the wheel to the right and sped the SUV onto the sidewalk, hoping there was enough room. His passenger-side mirror shattered against the building, but he was able to squeeze past the delivery truck and juke back onto the street. 
At 12th Avenue, he skidded around the corner to the sound of a horn and the scream of brakes from an oncoming sedan.
Daeng’s phone vibrated but he was in no position to answer. 
A block ahead to the right was W 41st Street, leading back into the city. To the left, a driveway led to Pier 81. 
Daeng went left.
A guard shack stood at the entrance, just off 12th Avenue. Beyond it, the road ran under a large sign reading WORLD YACHT and continued onto the pier. The man sitting in the shack barely had time to look up as the SUV raced past. 
Daeng slowed the truck as he passed under the sign. Straight ahead off the end of the pier would be the easiest choice and the one most people would make, but Daeng knew it was also the most likely to get him caught. The area was completely exposed, and though the cops had been delayed by the jam back up on W 40th, they’d still arrive in plenty of time to see him swimming back to the dock. 
Tied up along either side of the pier were several large ships used for river dinner cruises. The moment he saw the opening between two of them, he hit the brakes and turned the wheel so he was aimed directly at the gap. It was wider than the space he’d sneaked through on the sidewalk but not by much. 
Back at the pier’s entrance, flashing lights lit up the passageway under the WORLD YACHT sign. In his pocket, his phone vibrated again and once more he ignored it. 
With one hand on the wheel and the other lowering the driver’s-side window, he released the brake and hit the gas. As the SUV flew off the dock, his side of the vehicle came within a few inches of hitting the ship. 
The moment the truck struck the water, the vehicle’s airbags popped open. Daeng had the seatbelt undone as they were deflating. He shoved the bags out of his away and pushed through the incoming water into the river. 
Though his lungs screamed for air, he stayed below the surface and swam back toward the pier, not stopping until he reached one of the boats. Tilting his head, he raised his face above the water just enough so he could take in a deep breath, then went under again and did not surface until he was under the pier.
When he slipped his head above the waterline, he could hear several people running on the dock and shouting. A flashlight beam hit the water where only the very back end of the SUV was still visible. Within seconds, two more beams joined it.
Daeng knew the attention wouldn’t stay focused for long on where the truck had gone in, so as quietly as possible, he made his way through the dark and slimy water under the pier to the other side. From there, he swam underneath open water to a smaller pier a couple hundred feet away, taking care each time he came up for air not to create any noise. When he reached the dock, he looked back at Pier 81. At least a dozen police cars were parked, lights blazing, with more still pulling onto the dock. 
Well, Quinn had wanted him to get the cops as far away from the park as possible. 
He took a breath, and slipped back under the water.
 
SAN FRANCISCO
 
USING THE TRACKING software installed on each team member’s phone, Orlando located Daeng driving through Manhattan. From the speed he was traveling, there was no doubt he was being chased. 
On her second screen, she accessed the NYPD dispatch database and learned a pursuit was indeed in progress. Other cars had been called in to join the chase. She noted their locations and then called Daeng so she could help guide him through the city, but he didn’t answer. 
When he suddenly turned onto Pier 81, she called again to find out what he was planning. The blip on her screen sailed off the dock, over the water, and winked out. 
She scrambled to find a satellite feed that would give her a live image, but the best one she could locate was southeast of the city and its view of the pier was skewed. 
She knew, however, that Daeng wouldn’t have driven into the river just to take a ride to the bottom. She tried pinging Daeng’s phone but got no response. The device was waterproof, so it must have been damaged in the crash.
She’d have to wait until he made contact with either her or Quinn, and could only hope he’d been able to stay free.



CHAPTER 5
 
MANHATTAN
 
QUINN CHECKED THE rearview mirror again. 
“Still there?” Nate asked, his phone to his ear.
“Yeah,” Quinn said.
Quinn had long ago mastered the ability to spot a tail in a crowded city, but in the quiet, early-morning streets of New York, even an amateur would notice if he was being followed. The driver of the other car, though, clearly knew what he was doing, and it had taken Quinn several minutes before he noticed him. Once he had, he’d made a few simple maneuvers—nothing that should tip off the other car—to make sure. 
They were definitely being followed.
The vehicle wasn’t a police car, not of the marked variety, anyway. So the only other logical possibility was that it was being driven by the people who’d killed the messenger. 
Nate frowned as he lowered his phone. “Voice mail, again. We could just show up.”
Quinn wasn’t keen on that idea, but they didn’t have much of a choice. If there’d been time to prepare, he would have had multiple options lined up for disposing the body. 
At the top of his short list of trusted local contacts was one Barry Alvarez, sole owner of Eternal Grace Mortuary in Yonkers. Given the right financial considerations, Barry would look the other way while Quinn made use of his crematorium. But Barry wasn’t answering his phone. And if they showed up out of the blue, Barry might not be as willing to help. Unfortunately, the other contacts on Quinn’s list were all much farther away, and driving around longer than absolutely necessary with a body in the trunk was not an activity Quinn wanted to partake in. 
“Keep trying him,” he said to Nate.
Before heading too far north, Quinn needed to deal with their tail. 
The other car, a dark Mercedes sedan, was consistently keeping half a block between them. If Quinn took a corner and shoved the accelerator to the floor, he might be able to make it to the next intersection before the car made the turn, but it would be close at best. What he needed was some help.
He eased around a corner and headed east, keeping his speed down so as not to tip his hand. It took a half mile and two more turns before he found what he was looking for. 
__________
 
IT WOULD HAVE been nice if Morgan knew where these assholes were taking the body, but given that they’d already backtracked from their original course, he wasn’t even sure they knew where they were going. He didn’t think they were looking for someplace they could dump the messenger. If they didn’t care where her body was found, they would have left her in the park. No, he was sure they wanted her to disappear and were looking for someplace specific. If it were him, he’d head to one of the rivers, steal a boat, and motor out to sea. But the others didn’t seem interested in the water.
Ahead, the sedan took another turn. As soon as it was out of sight, Morgan sped up until he reached the corner, and then followed onto the new street at his previous pace. Beyond the sedan, a trash truck had just pulled out of an alley and was lumbering away from them toward its next pickup.
Maybe that was the option they were looking for—drop the body in a Dumpster a few minutes ahead of the truck and let it do the work. In a few hours the body would be buried under a ton of trash and likely not discovered for months, if at all. 
“Hell, maybe they’re going to keep the damn thing,” he mumbled to himself.
“What?” Fischer asked.
He glared over at his partner. “Nothing.”
As Morgan turned his gaze back to the road, the other car suddenly pulled into the oncoming lane and raced around the truck.
“They’ve seen us,” Fischer said.
Morgan stomped on the gas. “No shit.”
The brake lights on the trash truck flared as the front end pulled into the other lane. A loud thud-thud-thud-thud-thud filled the street as the back end of the vehicle bounced on the asphalt while it tried to stop. The cab careened into a lamppost and sent a shower of sparks raining down, bringing the truck to a shuddering halt. 
Morgan slammed on his brakes to keep from ramming into the vehicle that now blocked the entire street. He quickly shoved the Mercedes into reverse, preformed a rapid Y turn, and then raced back to the previous intersection. 
There was no way they could show up in Rome and tell Mr. Loban the mission had been unsuccessful. That would be a quick way of making this their last job ever. Sure, they could just skip the flight and go on the run. They might even get away with it for a while, but Morgan had no doubt Mr. Loban would eventually track them down. And when he did, he would make them suffer for a long time before taking their lives. Finding the chip was the only option.
Morgan circled the block to the other side of the crash, but, as he expected, the sedan was nowhere in sight. 
“What the hell are we going to do?” Fischer said. “They could have gone anywhere.”
A half block past the crash was another intersection that could have taken the sedan north or south, and then another and another. And down each of those were more intersections, exponentially increasing the number of potential escape routes. 
Which way? he thought. Which way? Which way?

Less than a minute after the sedan had left the park with the body, it had begun heading north. This had lasted for all but the last five minutes, when it had begun making turns and moving more easterly. It could have all been misdirection, but Morgan was willing to bet that the car’s initial direction had been set before the driver had known they were being followed. 
At the intersection, he turned north and allowed his instincts to take over.
Fifteen minutes later, on the Henry Hudson Parkway, he spotted a gray sedan in the distance. He pointed it out to Fischer, who retrieved their binoculars and trained them on the car.
“Son of a bitch. It’s them.”
 
SAN FRANCISCO
 
USING HER SELF-DEVELOPED search engine, Orlando initiated a hunt for any information on Russian mob boss Nicholas Loban. It took nearly twenty seconds for the results to appear, but given that the program was drawing from sources hidden behind what their owners thought were impenetrable firewalls, that was surprisingly quick.
She skimmed the basic info to make sure it jibed with what she already knew, then whittled the list down to only entries concerning Loban’s ties to the US and his known associates. His profile in the States turned out to be pretty low-key, more an information-gathering network than anything else, and none of his few contacts were familiar to her. 
Annoyed that she hadn’t found anything useful, she decided to search for attempted robberies involving microchips. She found several computer-store thefts, and a missing bag of Intel processors from a wholesale supplier in New Jersey, but that was basically it.
She thought about it for a moment and realized she was being too literal with search parameters. If this chip was important enough to kill for, its disappearance would probably not be reported to traditional authorities. 
She refined her search, concentrating on high-tech firms experiencing recent security breaches.
The item that caught her eye was near the bottom of the third page, an alarm report received by the Newton, Massachusetts, police department. 
The security system at a local computer technology company had alerted the police to an alarm at 1:37 a.m. three nights earlier. Before patrol officers had arrived, the police received a call from a man named David Pinter, the company’s COO. Pinter said it had been a false alarm and apologized. The patrol cars were called back. End of report.
The mistaken alarm would have been enough to spur Orlando to look deeper, but it was the company’s name that told her she’d found what she was looking for. 
Eli/Kreck Systems.
E/K, like the letters on the box holding the chip. 
A check of the company revealed what she already suspected. Eli/Kreck was a defense contractor. In her experience, a high-tech firm that did work for the military would not employ a security system prone to false alarms. It could happen, but she wasn’t buying it.
She tried to break into the company’s data network, but it soon became clear it would take more than one of her quick hacks to get in. No problem. There were other ways to infiltrate a company’s system. The fastest and potentially easiest would be through one of the employees. Not some mid-grade or low-end worker, though. Those people tended to be more security minded, since any breach traced back to them would mean their jobs and possibly even a jail sentence. More times than not, the way in was through the personnel at the top.
The company’s public website provided all the information she needed. The founder and president had a master’s in software engineering from MIT, so she immediately struck him from the list. The directors of the three main departments had similar stories and were also removed. The winner, as she’d suspected, turned out to be the same man who had called the police, COO David Pinter. His degree was in business administration. He had worked at several companies over the years, specializing in organization and client management. He was older than the others, and by the looks of him, a good three decades more than the founder. Which likely meant he had been a cosmetic hire, to put aging investors at ease by letting them know someone with experience was on the team.
It took exactly seventeen seconds for Orlando to find out where Pinter lived. Hacking his home computer system was even easier. A minute and a half later she was in Eli/Kreck’s system, reading an internal memo on the events surrounding the alarm. 
It had not been set off in error. Two intruders had entered the building and made their way to the most secure room in the facility, a place called the GT lab. There, they took an item referred to as the SPYDER and then tried to leave the building. Unfortunately for them, at some point between entering and exiting the lab, they had triggered an alarm.
Orlando was initially confused as to why company security hadn’t caught the intruders before their attempted exit, but then she found another memo, this one concerning the chemical analysis of the coffee the security officers had been drinking. The powerful compound that had been added to it was a sedative Orlando and her team had used in the past. 
Two of the guards, however, were not coffee drinkers. When they heard the alarm, they had immediately responded. The thieves were taken down by single shots to the head. Apparently, getting a job with Eli/Kreck security required advanced military training. 
One unintended result of the encounter was that “irreparable damage” had been done to the SPYDER. The only other one in existence was stored at the company’s manufacturing facility in Sunnyvale, California. Needing it for the work they were doing in Newton, Eli/Kreck turned to the same military contacts who’d helped cover up the attempted robbery to arrange the SPYDER’s transportation across the country. 
That’s where the report ended, but Orlando had no problem filling in the rest. The military had contacted the NSA or perhaps the CIA, who, in turn, had contacted Helen Cho. She had then arranged for a secret transit by Jenna Tate. But the mission had been compromised. 
Another report said the drugging of the guards had been an inside job, the main suspect an engineer named Charles Williams who had failed to show up at work the next day. The head of security had gone to his house and found Williams gone, the place cleaned out. That was as far as the internal investigation had gotten so far. 
Orlando saved a copy of the suspect’s personnel file on her computer before logging out of Eli/Kreck’s system. She then fed the engineer’s picture into her facial recognition program. While that ran in the background, she did a background check on the man. 
Williams’s online presence was a bit too typical for her tastes. A few minutes of digging proved there was no substance to it. Though there were likely hundreds of Charles Williamses in the country, this particular one never existed. 
A small point of light began pulsing at the top of her screen, letting her know of a possible hit. She took a look. The man the recognition software had picked out had many of the same features as Williams, but unless the impostor had had extensive plastic surgery—always a possibility—he was not the man she was searching for. She saved the result, but let the program continue while she went downstairs to get a cup of coffee.
Her shotgun house was over a hundred years old, and despite the fact she’d undertaken many renovations, the floor still creaked when she walked into the kitchen. So she wasn’t particularly surprised when she heard a door down the hall open a few moments later. 
“What you still doing up?” Mrs. Vo asked as she entered the kitchen.
“Working. Just need some coffee. Go back to sleep.”
Mrs. Vo frowned and waved a hand in the air as she walked over. “Coffee not good for you. You need take care yourself.”
Mrs. Vo and her husband had worked for Orlando since when Orlando and her son, Garrett, had lived in the Vos’ native Viet Nam. They took care of things around the house, including helping with Garrett. Orlando didn’t think of them as employees. They were family.
“I just need some caffeine,” she said.
“You drink tea. Better. I get for you.” 
Mrs. Vo turned on the burner under the kettle and opened the cupboard where the cups were. 
Orlando knew better than to argue. Beside, Mrs. Vo was right—tea would be better.
“You want food, too?” Mrs. Vo asked as she set a cup on the counter. “Can make something for you?”
“No. The tea’s fine.”
With fluttering fingers, Mrs. Vo brushed Orlando toward the door. “You need to work, go work. I bring up to you.”
“No, it’s okay. I can—”
“Go. Go.”
Orlando smiled. “All right. Thank you.”
When she reentered her office, the light was pulsing at the top of her screen again. In the time she’d been gone, the search had kicked out three more results. The first was definitely not the guy. The second was close but still not right. The last was an exact match. 
His name was listed as Maurice Larchmont, though given the long list of other aliases, it was likely Larchmont was not his birth name, either. Larchmont had started his criminal life at the age of seventeen, when he combined his innate computer skills with his lust for money to bring in over five million euros via Internet phishing. Though convicted, he fled his native France before he could be put in prison. 
More scams followed, and it was only natural that he would eventually come to the attention of organized crime. Specifically, the group run by one Nicholas Loban.
Bingo.
Though the info wasn’t in the file, it would be obvious to even the most lay person that Loban—or his friends in the Russian government—had arranged somehow for Larchmont to be hired by Eli/Kreck, with his real job being to assist in obtaining this SPYDER chip that seemed to be the nucleus of all the trouble. 
Orlando was just about to close the program when the indicator light pulsed again. She switched back to the results page and was surprised to find another match. The information, however, was not from any of the intelligence agency databases but from the Boston PD—a report entered into their system only a day before. 
The picture was definitely Larchmont. He was laid out on a narrow spit of sand between a rock wall and the bay. He had no apparent wounds but was unquestionably dead. His body had been spotted in the river a few hours before the report was filed. The preliminary time of death was anywhere from twelve to sixteen hours prior to that. So, after the failed burglary attempt at Eli/Kreck.
Again, it wasn’t hard for her to connect the dots. After the attempt to steal the SPYDER, Larchmont had likely logged in to Eli/Kreck’s system—probably using someone else’s ID—and learned of the plan to transport the second chip across the country. Once he reported this to Loban, he became a loose end and was dealt with accordingly. 
A quiet knock on the door. 
“Come in,” Orlando said.
Mrs. Vo entered and set a cup of tea and a steaming bowl of pho on the desk.
“Make healthy,” the woman said. “Good for you.”
“Thank you,” Orlando said. The smell of the soup did make her stomach rumble, but what she was really craving was muffins. Moist, chocolate chip muffins. Maybe with a nice dollop of peanut butter on top. 
“You need something else, you tell me,” Mrs. Vo said as she walked to the door.
“I’ll be fine. You can go back to sleep.”
“You need something, tell me.”
“Okay, okay. If I need anything, I’ll wake you up, okay?”
Mrs. Vo studied her for several seconds before saying, “I will know if you do not.” She walked out and pulled the door closed behind her. 
Nibbling a carrot, Orlando focused back on her computer. She was willing to bet that whoever had killed Larchmont was the same person who had killed the courier. If the assassin was someone within Loban’s organization, she would have difficulty IDing him. But if Loban had contracted a freelancer, she might have hope. 
It took nearly twenty minutes of hunting through darknet message boards before she found the request for an acquisition job with associated termination, location specified as eastern North America. The date range corresponded with the estimated time of Larchmont’s death.
The broker, Jergen Berke, was someone Orlando had worked with in the past. She called him, and when she mentioned the termination job he’d listed, his initial pleasant demeanor evaporated.
“I’d love to talk but I have other things I need to get to,” he told her.
“All I need is the name of who got the job,” she said.
“You know I can’t give you that.” 
“Because you’re afraid of Loban?”
“Who said anything about Loban? I never mentioned him.”
“Really, Jergen? Even if I hadn’t been sure that he was involved, I would be now. You should practice your lying. You’re losing your touch.”
“I’m not lying. He has nothing to—”
“Loban enlisted you to find someone to obtain an item from Eli/Kreck Systems in Newton, Massachusetts. The job also included the termination of a man going by the name Charles Williams or possibly Maurice Larchmont. When that failed, you sent a second person, didn’t you? To finish the job.”
His voice tight, Berke said, “If you expect me to confirm that, you’re going to be disappointed.”
“You just did.” A pause, then, “Look, I have no interest at all in Loban, if that’s what you’re worried about. I am not going to touch him. His man in the field, though, has crossed paths with my team. If he becomes a problem for us then I promise you, it will become a problem for you. But if you’re having a hard time deciding what’s the right thing to do, I’d be happy to get Quinn on the phone for you.”
“No, no,” he said quickly. “You don’t need to do that.”
The last time Quinn and Berke had worked together, things had not gone well. Because of a screwup by Berke, Quinn had come within seconds of being thrown into a Nigerian prison. Quinn had made sure Berke knew how unhappy that made him.
“So?” she said. “You’ll give me the name?”
He hesitated for a moment. “Names,” he corrected her. “There are two of them.”



CHAPTER 6
 
YONKERS, NEW YORK
 
“SAMUEL MORGAN AND Thomas Fischer,” Orlando said over the speakerphone. “Fischer would be the trigger man. Morgan is more the operations end.”
“Never heard of them,” Quinn said. “Experienced?”
“Yeah. They’ve been active for a while. Morgan at least nine years, and Fischer six. Eastern Europe mostly.”
“Pictures?”
“I’ll text them to you in a minute.”
“Good,” Quinn said. “Did Berke know anything about the chip?”
“Berke didn’t even know it was a chip,” she said. “He put Morgan and Fischer in touch with Loban then got out of the way.”
“You have anything else about these guys that might be helpful?”
“I’ve e-mailed you what I found, but it’s not much. From what I understand, Fischer has problems with subtlety, while Morgan seems to be pretty buttoned up. I’ve checked with a couple people who’ve worked with them. Both said they were competent, but that Fischer could get a little overzealous at times.”
Quinn checked his rearview mirror. They were on the Saw Mill River Parkway, traveling right through the middle of Yonkers, five or so cars strung out behind them. 
“What’s the word on Daeng?”
“Haven’t heard from him yet,” she said. “But I’ve been monitoring the NYPD and I know they haven’t found him.”
“So the SUV was empty?”
“They’ve got a diver going down right now, but I can’t imagine he stayed in the car.” 
Quinn couldn’t imagine it, either, but he’d continue to be concerned until one of them heard from their friend. 
Ahead, a sign informed him their exit was only a mile away. “Okay. If he gets ahold of you, let us know. Gotta go.”
“I love you,” she said.
“I love you, too.”
“I also love you,” Nate said.
“Shut up,” Quinn and Orlando said.
__________
 
MORGAN WATCHED THE sedan take the off-ramp for Yonkers Avenue. As he neared the exit, he pulled the Mercedes onto the shoulder under the bridge and stopped. 
“You’re going to lose them again,” Fischer said.
Instead of answering, Morgan flipped off the headlights and started forward again. 
The ramp made a big, looping curve. He hadn’t expected that, and was momentarily worried the sedan would be sitting at the top, making it easy for the other guys to see the Mercedes. But the car had already pulled away.
Morgan drove as fast as the bend would allow and then paused at the top, looking both directions down Yonkers. About four blocks to the right, he spotted the sedan’s taillights glowing in the dark.
__________
 
ETERNAL GRACE MORTUARY was located a couple blocks off Yonkers Avenue, within a stone’s throw of the Saw Mill River.
It was an old brick building, with white trim along the roofline and around the windows. Four similarly painted columns held up a roof covering the front portico. The only indication of the building’s purpose was a sign on the wall that surrounded the property, near the parking lot entrance.
 
ETERNAL GRACE MORTUARY
Established 1973
 
Quinn pulled into the parking lot and drove around to where three hearses were parked at the side of the building, next to a closed garage. Two looked to be in working order, while the third, Quinn knew, hadn’t moved in over ten years.
“Should I try calling him again?” Nate asked. So far, their attempts to get ahold of Barry Alvarez had been unsuccessful.
Quinn shook his head. “Let’s see if he’s even home, first.”
After hopping out of the car, Quinn led the way over to the garage. Both the roll-up door and the walk-through one on the left were locked. The latter’s lock, though, took only a few seconds to pick. 
Given Barry’s lack of response, Quinn had expected to find the garage empty, but there, sitting slightly askew in the middle of the space, was the Lexus IS 350 sedan the mortician had been driving the last time Quinn saw him. 
“Maybe he’s just ignoring us,” Nate suggested.
They headed back to the main building. Not counting the front entrance, there were three other ways inside, one on the side and two around back. The one on the side was located down a ramp, at basement level. This was the delivery entrance, where bodies entered the mortuary and were taken either straight to embalming or to what Barry referred to as the “waiting room.” 
The French-door entrance in back was another way into the business’s public area, while the smaller door off to the side opened onto a staircase that went up to Barry’s private apartment, which took up half the second floor. 
Stickers in several of the first-floor windows proclaimed that the building was monitored by Westec Security. Knowing Barry, though, Quinn suspected the alarm system only covered the ground-floor windows and doors, not the second floor. The man was fond of money, and would much rather use it on a cruise to the Caribbean than something he thought he would never need.
The portico out front proved to be the easiest way up. After a boost from Nate, Quinn used one of the columns to pull himself onto the roof, and then lowered himself onto the small balcony outside one of the second-floor offices. Using his pocket flashlight, he examined the inside of the window. As he’d predicted—no alarm sensors. 
“Glass cutter,” he whispered down to Nate.
Nate pulled a small plastic box out of his kit and tossed it up to Quinn. The box contained two items—a small suction cup and a five-inch-long metal handle cutter. Quinn stuck the cup to the glass and made a circular cut through the first pane of the double-paned window. When the glass was out of the way, he did the same on the second pane, and then reached inside, unlocked the latch, and pushed the window up.
He looked back down at Nate. “Get the body ready. I’ll be down in a minute.”
He ducked inside. Clearly, the office was not one mourners were ever shown. File boxes were stacked here and there, and loose papers covered the desks. It was so messy, Quinn had to watch his step so that he didn’t knock anything over as he made his way through the room and out the door. 
The center of the building was an open space rising from the ground floor, all the way to the ceiling of the second. A tasteful yet subdued grand entrance, with a stairway between levels. On the upper floor, a balcony rimmed the back wall, serving as a hallway between the door to the office half of the floor and the back door to Barry’s apartment. 
Quinn tried the knob on the latter door, thinking he would have to pick it, but it was unlocked. 
Barry had never brought Quinn into his apartment. All their business had taken place either in his first-floor office or in the crematorium. Quinn wasn’t surprised, though, to find the apartment looked nothing like the rest of the building. It was modern and sleek with a high-end open kitchen, beautiful bamboo floors, and a living room area that was both intimate and inviting—very much the bachelor pad of someone wanting to impress. Quinn couldn’t help but wonder how many dates Barry had actually convinced to come up to his place inside a mortuary.
As he crossed over to the hallway that he assumed led to the bedroom, he spotted a suit jacket draped over the arm of a chair, its sleeve touching the floor. Not far beyond was a right shoe and then a left. 
The hallway itself was dark, but the open door to the bedroom at the end let enough ambient light in that he didn’t have to use his flashlight. 
He found Barry on the bed. Though the covers had been pulled back, the mortician hadn’t taken the time to get under them. Nor had he fully undressed. He’d managed to get his pants off and leave them on the floor below his dangling feet, but he’d left his socks and shirt and tie on. If not for the occasional loud snore, he could easily have been another body for Quinn to disappear. 
Quinn moved over to the bed and shook Barry’s ankle. “Barry, time to wake up.”
A snort and a cough released the strong scent of alcohol into the air, but the man’s eyes remained closed. No mystery now as to why Barry hadn’t answered his phone.
Quinn tapped the mortician’s cheek a few times. “Hey, wake up. You have a customer.”
No snort this time, just a smacking of lips as Barry twisted onto his side.
It appeared stronger actions were necessary. Thankfully, Barry was not a large man. Quinn lifted him off the bed, carried him into the bathroom, and set him on the beautifully tiled floor of the rainwater shower. 
“Barry, are you going to wake up?”
Clearly the answer was still no, so Quinn turned on the water, full cold.
Barry spluttered as he flailed his arms, blinking rapidly. After a moment, he put his hands on the floor and tried to push himself up, but he quickly slipped and fell back down onto his hip. 
Quinn winced. “That’s going to hurt in the morning. Well, maybe afternoon.”
Barry looked over in surprise. He stared at Quinn. “Whatthehell?” he asked, his words running together. “Who…” His eyes narrowed. “Quinn?”
Quinn turned off the water. “Sorry for the rude awakening. But you weren’t answering my calls and you know how I worry about you.”
“What?”
Quinn grabbed a towel off the rack and tossed it to him. Barry didn’t see it coming until a moment before it whacked him in the face. 
“I’m in a bit of a hurry,” Quinn said. “Need to use your facilities.”
“What?”
The mortician’s comprehension gap didn’t seem to be closing.
“How much did you have to drink?” Quinn asked.
“Uh…uh…I’mnotsure.”
“You’re too old to be hanging out at bars, you know that, right?”
“Notabar. Itwasawake.” He stopped himself for a moment, and then nodded. “Okay, technick…technical...technically wasabar. Butonlycausetheservicewasthere. KnowwhatImean?”
“Where are your keys?” Quinn asked.
“Mykeys?”
“To the crematorium.”
“Inmypants.” Barry patted his thigh and then looked down. “Ohmygod! Wherearemypants?”
“Relax. I know where they are.”
“Ohgood. BecauseIhave—”
“What’s the alarm code?”
“Alarmcode?”
“Do you need to keep repeating everything I ask? Wait, don’t answer that. I don’t think you’ll enjoy hearing the alarm blaring when I open the basement door, do you?”
“Ohgodno. Thatwouldbe…ungood.”
“Don’t think that’s a word, Barry.”
“Huh?”
“The alarm code?”
“Right. Umm…fivefiveonesevenfive.”
“That’s a lot of fives.”
“Vickysfavoritenumber,” Barry said, his eyelids drooping.
“Who’s Vicky?”
“What?”
“Never mind.”
Quinn helped Barry up, but made the mortician remove his clothes on his own. Barry then fell face-first back into bed. 
“Try to get some sleep. I’ll check on you in a bit.”
Barry’s voice was muffled. “Okay. Soundsgood. NicetoseeyouQuinn.”
“Always a pleasure.” 
__________
 
MORGAN SAW THE sedan turn onto another street several blocks ahead, but when he made the turn himself, the other car was gone.
Fischer sat forward. “Where are they?”
Annoyed, Morgan said, “Keep your eyes on that side. I’ll check this one.”
He sped ahead, glancing down each side street they passed, but they went nearly a mile and had still spotted no sign of the sedan. Morgan drove back the way they’d come, slower this time, hoping they’d see the car parked somewhere.
The sign was on Fischer’s side of the car, so Morgan would have missed it if he hadn’t been glancing over every block or so to make sure his partner was paying attention. 
 
ETERNAL GRACE MORTUARY
 
Could it be possible?
He passed by the entrance and parked at the curb.
“What are you doing?” Fischer asked.
“I just want to check something. I’ll be right back.”
Morgan climbed out of the car. 
He had been operating on the assumption that the men in the sedan were standard low-level operatives who worked for the same people as the courier and had been sent to collect her. But what if they were more than foot soldiers? What if they were specialists? Body men? 
No, they have a different name. What was it? Cleaners. That was it. 
The work he and Fischer usually took never called for a cleaner. When they terminated someone, they would simply leave the body where it lay.
A cleaner’s priority would be to dispose of a body, not return it to anyone. And where better to do that than at a mortuary? 
The good news was, Morgan and Fischer would have no problem dealing with a couple of cleaners. They were behind-the-scenes guys who’d likely never seen any real action. The potentially bad news was, the cleaners were preparing to incinerate the courier. If Morgan and Fischer couldn’t stop them before the girl was put into the flames, the chip would be destroyed. 
Morgan moved along the property wall to the driveway opening. Looking in, he saw a two-story brick building with a smaller structure around the side. He scanned the parking lot but it was empty. Had he been wrong? Had they not stopped here? 
A low voice drifted from around the side of the building. It was too distant to understand but the tone was definitely male. 
He slipped into the lot and moved quickly across to the main building. He then crept to the corner and looked around.
About halfway back was a brick wall, maybe three feet high, running about a dozen feet from the building into the lot. There appeared to be a second, identical wall about ten feet from the other side of the first. 
Morgan heard a noise, not a voice this time, but like wrinkling plastic. It had come from between the two short walls. He remembered the plastic he’d seen wrapped around the messenger when the others placed her in the sedan’s trunk. 
He looked around to make sure there was no one about, then hurried forward to the nearer of the two walls. 
A new noise—footsteps, growing distant. 
He rose carefully above the wall and leaned forward so he could see beyond it.
Between it and the other wall was a ramp going down to a double door—a basement entrance. And parked on the ramp was the same sedan he and Fischer had been following. The trunk was open and empty.
As much as he wanted to race down and stop them from throwing the woman into the oven, he knew he’d be a fool to do it alone.
He hurried back to his partner.



CHAPTER 7
 
MANHATTAN
 
COLD AND WET, Daeng broke into a small warehouse a few docks south of Pier 81. In a back room, he found several personal lockers, one containing several T-shirts and a pair of work pants that fit him well enough. No shoes, though, so he was forced to stay in his soggy boots. Not wanting to steal from someone who did not deserve it, he left fifty dollars in the locker and then stuffed his wet clothes into a bag he also found and slung it over his shoulder.
He knew he needed to call in, but his cell phone had cracked during the crash and was history. Using the phone at the warehouse was an option, but he knew the safe play was to wait until he could obtain a disposable phone. 
After twenty minutes of walking, he finally found a twenty-four-hour convenience store that had a few pay-as-you-go phones behind the counter. When he was back on the street, he activated the device and called Orlando. As he knew would happen, she let the call go to voice mail, the number being unfamiliar to her. He left a message and hung up. Within fifteen seconds, his phone rang.
“Have a nice swim?” she asked.
“I should have known you were watching,” he said.
“As best I could. Didn’t see if you got away, though. I take it you’re out of danger or are you calling me from jail?”
“Well, I did swallow some water but they didn’t catch me.”
“Eww. Might have been better if you’d let them catch you. Where are you?”
He gave her his location, then asked, “I need to catch up with Quinn and Nate. Do you know where they are?”
“Don’t bother,” she said. “They’re in Yonkers. By the time you get there, they’ll be done. Just hold tight and I’ll have them pick you up. Maybe get some breakfast.”
“An excellent idea.”
“And perhaps a side of antibiotics.”
 
YONKERS
 
THE CREMATORIUM AT Eternal Grace contained two state-of-the-art cremation chambers. The machines stood side by side along one wall, giant rectangular boxes, with smaller rectangular openings in the front where the dead were slid in. 
Quinn chose the one on the right, and selected a setting that would reduce the body to ash within an hour. This, of course, would not be the end of the process. They would have to wait another hour and a half, at least, for the ashes to cool enough to be run through the pulverizer until everything was a fine powder. All in all, they should be out of there an hour or two after the sun came up.
While they waited for the chamber to reach optimum temperature, Nate laid the courier on the floor and searched her clothes to make sure they hadn’t missed anything. Quinn hunted around for one of Barry’s cardboard temporary urns so they’d have something to put the remains in. He was just opening a cabinet near the door when he heard something in the hallway. 
It was faint, only a creak, but out of place. He clicked his tongue softly against the roof of his mouth to get Nate’s attention. After pointing at the door, he pulled his gun out of his shoulder holster, removed the sound suppressor from his pocket, and screwed it on. 
Across the room, his partner did the same. 
__________
 
MORGAN GLARED AT Fischer and raised a finger to his lips. Fischer looked at him like he couldn’t understand what was wrong, which made Morgan even angrier. The asshole had touched the door. Yes, just barely, moving it a quarter inch at most, but that was enough to create a low, short whine. 
No one entered the hall to check, though, so Morgan figured he and his partner hadn’t been compromised. They began moving down the hall again. 
The others would most likely be in the crematorium, but there were no signs on any of the doors so Morgan had no idea where the room was. At the first few doors he passed, he stopped and listened. But as he moved deeper into the hallway, he began to hear a low rumble farther down that sounded like an air conditioner or…fire.
He followed the noise to the last door on the right. Pressing his ear against it, he hoped to hear the men moving around, but the machine was too loud and he could hear no other sounds. 
Worried that the body might have already been put into the chamber, Morgan motioned to Fischer what he wanted to do, and then grabbed the door handle.
__________
 
MOMENTS AFTER QUINN heard the creak, he picked up the sound of steps.
Though it could have been Barry coming down to see what was going on, the mortician would have been knocking into walls and making enough noise to wake the dead. So that left three possibilities. One, a silent alarm had somehow been triggered, alerting the police, who were now here to have a look around; two, a friend of Barry’s had come to check on him and noticed the door was open; or three, the steps belonged to the messenger’s killers. 
Quinn felt the second option was most plausible, but he wasn’t about to assume anything. 
He turned back to the room and raced to the nearest of the two windows high on the back wall, just above ground level. After a check to make sure Nate was with him, he popped it open and climbed through the opening. Nate came out right on his heels, and then carefully lowered the window back into place.
“Is it them?” Nate whispered. 
“Don’t know.”
Quinn lay on the ground a few feet from the window and looked inside. He had a good view of the door when it swung open and two armed men moved cautiously into the room.
Not police. Not Barry’s friends. They were the men in the pictures Orlando had sent. Morgan and Fischer.
Quinn pulled back. “The termination team,” he whispered.
“They’re not going to leave until they get the chip,” Nate said.
Quinn fell silent for a moment before saying, “I have an idea.”
__________
 
STAYING TO EITHER side of the now open crematorium door, Morgan and Fischer aimed their guns inside and inched forward until they were all the way in the room.  
“Where the hell are they?” Fischer asked.
The cleaners weren’t there, but the courier was. Her body lay on the floor, still in one piece.
Fischer started for the door, then looked back when Morgan didn’t join him. “Come on. Let’s find them.”
“We didn’t come for them.” Morgan walked toward the messenger, wincing a bit at the heat radiating from the nearby chamber. “Watch the door in case they come back. 
Fischer looked disappointed that he couldn’t shoot anyone, but he positioned himself just inside the open door and stared out into the hall.
Morgan knelt next to the girl and began a search of her clothes. Her pants were clean—nothing in the pockets, nothing hidden in the seams. Her belt had an extra bulge under the leather next to the buckle, but when he cut it open, he found it was just some reinforcing material. She was wearing a jacket over a T-shirt. He removed the outer garment and then patted down the shirt. Nothing there. 
The jacket, though, had plenty of places to hide things—under the lining, along one of the many seams, in the collar, in the hem at the bottom. He cut a hole in the lining and ripped the whole thing out, but the only thing between it and the leather was a thin layer of synthetic insulation.
He checked the collar and then began working his way along all the seams. When his fingers discovered a hole under the cuff of one of the sleeves, he brought it up for a closer look. A small pocket, he realized, purposely sewn into the jacket with a flap at the front meant to hold in something.
The pocket was empty, but Morgan had no doubt what it had recently contained. 
That could mean only one thing.
He glanced over at Fischer. “Looks like we’ll have to do a little hunting after all.”
__________
 
QUINN WATCHED THE basement entrance while his former apprentice sneaked down the ramp to the sedan.
Working quick and quiet, Nate opened the back passenger door and removed the desired duffel bag from the rear seat. He closed the door again but did not reengage the lock, and headed back up the ramp. 
They stopped on the pathway in front of the house. Quinn zipped open the bag and found the box he was looking for.
Handing it to Nate, he said, “Off you go.”
As Nate headed across the parking lot and out onto the street, Quinn took his preplanned route to the mortuary’s main door.
__________
 
MORGAN LET FISCHER lead the way out of the basement.
As the assassin started to go around the sedan and up the ramp, Morgan tapped him on the back and whispered, “We need to check the car first.”
For about the millionth time, Fischer looked annoyed.
“I’ll do it,” Morgan said. “Go up the ramp and see if you can spot anything.” 
While Fischer crept off, Morgan shined his flashlight into the trunk of the sedan, hoping the chip had fallen loose during transport and was lying in there somewhere. But he was not that lucky. 
All right, then. If the cleaners had taken it off her, maybe they’d stashed it inside the car so that they didn’t lose it while they were working.
He moved around to the nearest door and lifted the handle. Surprisingly, it was open. The others must have left it that way when they brought the body down, he guessed.
A single duffel bag sat in the middle of the backseat. Morgan pulled it over and quietly zipped it open. Inside he found ropes, two rolls of duct tape, and several identical hard-plastic cases. He opened each case, but discovered only tools of varying types. Nice sets, not off-the-shelf stuff. Precision made. If he weren’t catching a flight to Rome later that night, he’d take them for himself. 
He felt through the bag to make sure he hadn’t missed anything, then climbed in and leaned between the front seats to check the glove box and the storage area in the central console. A few seconds later, he rejoined Fischer.
“Well?” Fischer whispered.
“Not there.”
The answer brought a smile to the assassin’s face. 
__________
 
SINCE HE’D ALREADY turned the alarm off when he’d opened the basement entrance, Quinn was able to safely pick the lock of the mortuary’s main door and slip inside. Quickly, he moved across the lobby to the rear hall, and then down to the casket showroom.
There, he positioned himself in the doorway to keep an eye down the hall back toward the lobby, and settled in to wait.
__________
 
FISCHER WAS THE one who spotted the tracks on damp grass in front of the mortuary.
The residual dew on the person’s shoes left more footprints on the walkway that faded out once they reached the portico. 
“Only one set,” Morgan whispered.
“Maybe the other guy was already inside,” Fischer suggested.
Maybe, Morgan thought, but he felt uneasy not knowing for sure. 
“We know at least the one’s in here,” Fischer said. “Knock him off, then we can worry about his buddy.” 
Reluctantly Morgan nodded, and a moment later they were inside.
At the back of the two-story lobby was a partially opened door and what looked like a hallway running off left and right. It would have been nice to find more footprints showing them which direction the person had gone, but the floor was unmarked.
They sneaked over to the half-open door and looked in. The room was a chapel, with a simple altar at one end and chairs stacked against the far wall. Fischer made a rapid circuit of the space, but shook his head when he came back out. 
Morgan looked both ways down the hall, wondering where the man had gone. 
A noise to the left—a faint ding, like something glancing off metal. 
Morgan twisted toward the sound, but all he could see down the dim hall were four closed doors. As soon as he pointed at the first, Fischer tried to take the lead, but Morgan grabbed him and moved in front. Fischer was liable to shoot at anything at this point. 
When they reached the door, Morgan placed his ear against it and listened. Nothing. The same was true at the next door. As he placed his ear against the third door, however, it moved. He jerked back around the jamb, expecting someone to race out, but the door didn’t budge beyond the half inch it already had.
He glanced at Fischer to make sure he was ready, then gave the door a nudge and let it swing open. 
Dead quiet.
He raised his gun and leaned around the doorway. 
The room was about half the size of the chapel, but the floor was not empty like that other space. Here, every several feet stood a pedestal with a casket on top, providing plenty of places to hide. 
Keeping low, he moved inside to the left, watching for any movement among the pedestals. As Fischer followed him in, Morgan motioned for him to go in the other direction. 
For the next thirty seconds, Morgan studied the room, and then glanced at his partner to see if he had spotted anything. 
With a grin, Fischer pointed ahead and held up a single finger. 
One person. So where in God’s name was the other guy?
Apparently not sharing Morgan’s concern, Fischer raised his gun and started moving forward.
__________
 
QUINN WAS TEMPTED to head back inside the casket room the moment he saw the two men approach the chapel door. But he had to make sure they headed in the right direction, so he waited until after the chapel was searched. Once both men were in the hall again, he closed the door just shy of engaging the latch, and then hurried to a nearby metal coffin and lightly tapped it with his gun.
Knowing it would be enough to get their attention, he headed farther back and crouched behind one of the pedestals. 
Though he didn’t hear them enter the room, there was a definite change in the air, a sense of other he’d come to recognize from years of experience. He peered around the edge of the pedestal and marked their positions. 
He let Fischer spot him and ducked back behind the column, then yelled in a suitably panicked voice, “I’m armed!”
__________
 
MORGAN MOTIONED FOR his partner to stop. Fischer clearly wasn’t pleased with the order but he held his position.
“Don’t come any closer,” the male voice added.
“Where’s your friend?” Morgan asked.
No response.
“We know there are two of you,” Morgan said. “Where is he?”
“I…I don’t know,” the voice said. “He split as soon as we got out of the basement.”
Sure he did, Morgan thought. 
Using hand signals, he ordered Fischer to go back into the hall and keep an eye out for the partner. The look Fischer returned was one that said, You go out there. I’m staying here. But Morgan had rank, so after a few seconds of staring, Fischer got moving.
When the assassin was gone, Morgan said, “What’s your name?”
“None of your business,” the voice shot back.
“Just trying to keep things cool, is all. How about I call you Charlie?”
“I don’t care what you call me.”
“Let me tell you what’s going on here, Charlie. I know you and your buddy were hired to get rid of the body.”
Nothing.
“I’ll take your silence to mean I’m right. You’re cleaners, aren’t you? Not ops men. Come in after the action, when things are quieter. Not a lot of distractions. I can respect that. Me and my partner, well, we’re on the ops side. That means when something’s in our way, we won’t hesitate to take it out. In case I’m being too cryptic, I’m talking about you.”
“We’re just doing our job. No reason to take us out.”
“We’re just doing our job, too. That messenger you were about to feed into the fire—we did that.”
Morgan read fear in the silence. 
“The thing is, I’m pretty sure you have something I want.”
“You want the body? Fine. Take it. It’s yours.”
“Not the body. Something that was on the body.”
The man hesitated. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he finally said. The dread in his voice told Morgan the asshole was lying. 
“She was carrying something. A computer chip.”
“A…a chip?”
More confirmation.
“Yeah. You have it, don’t you, Charlie?”
Another pause, then, “Look, I didn’t realize it was that important. I—”
“Let me stop you right there,” Morgan said. “I don’t care what you realized. Here’s the deal I’m offering you. Give me the chip and we’ll make things as quick and painless as possible.”
The spit of a gun in the hallway, followed by the thump of a body on the floor, told Morgan Fischer had found the partner.
“You’re alone now,” Morgan said. “Toss your gun over here. It’s over.”
__________
 
NATE RETURNED FROM his mission to the street just in time to see Morgan and Fischer enter the mortuary. He waited until they crossed the lobby before he made his way to the front door.
He attached his suppressor to his gun and entered the building as soon as the others disappeared down the hallway. From the corner at the back of the lobby, he watched the two men enter the casket room.
The second they disappeared, he headed down the hall and had nearly reached the door when he heard Quinn shout, “I’m armed!”
In Nate’s humble opinion, his partner was laying it on a little thick, but the others didn’t know him so hopefully they’d buy it. 
Nate scooted past the casket room door and sneaked down to the janitorial closet at the end of the hall. After slipping inside, he was in the process of closing the door when he heard someone step out of the other room. He closed the door, leaving only a crack he could peek through. 
The guy who exited the room was Fischer. He held a compact pistol with attached suppressor. Nate was pretty sure it was a .22—likely the weapon that had ended Jenna Tate’s life. 
Nate’s eyes narrowed. Sure, death was a part of the business. Even in the relatively few years he’d been working, he’d known plenty of good people who had died. It was tough enough to take when that person was an ops agent on the front lines, but Nate had grown a particular distaste for the deaths of easy targets. Couriers, for example. Take their package from them—fine. That was part of the game. But kill them? That was the coward’s way.
The man didn’t even glance in Nate’s direction, and instead began creeping toward the lobby.
Nate slipped out of the closet. 
It took fifteen seconds for him to close the gap between them. After raising his gun, he waited an additional four seconds for the man to realize he wasn’t alone. 
When Fischer turned, Nate whispered, “Drop it.”
Instead of complying, the man raised his weapon, leaving Nate no choice but to pull his trigger. 
As the man dropped, Nate headed back to the casket room. He didn’t arrive in time to hear the first part of what the man inside said, but he did hear him tell Quinn to toss his weapon away. 
Nate took that as his cue and moved in quickly behind Morgan. He pulled back on the gun’s slide to announce his presence.
__________
 
WHEN MORGAN HEARD someone enter the room, he’d assumed it was Fischer. But the metallic slide of the pistol behind his head quickly rid him of that idea. 
“Gun on the ground,” the new arrival said, his voice cool and calm.
“Look, I don’t want any trouble,” Morgan said, trying to buy time.
“Your friend didn’t listen to me. You should learn from his mistake.”
Morgan tried to think of a way out of this, but the gun barrel pressing against the back of his skull let him know there was only one answer.
As soon as he dropped his pistol, the man kicked it across the floor. 
“Clear,” the guy called out.
His partner rose from behind the caskets and walked across the room. He looked harder, more confident than Morgan had expected. Not someone who would scare easily. 
“You’re not cleaners at all, are you, Charlie?” Morgan asked. 
The man walked up to him. “The name’s not Charlie. And you were right the first time. We are cleaners. And you’re on the verge of being added to our to-do list.”
The last thing Morgan saw before he blacked out was the man’s pistol swinging toward his head. 



CHAPTER 8
 
“DID YOU HAVE to shoot him?” Quinn asked, as he and Nate rolled Fischer’s body into a tarp they’d found in the garage. Thankfully, the blood splatter had been mostly contained to the carpet where the man had fallen, though there was some on the walls that would have to be dealt with.
“I guess I could have let him shoot me first,” Nate replied. “Would that have helped?”
They lifted the body. 
Grimacing, Quinn said, “That would have just meant more for me to clean up.”
They carried the body down the stairs at the other end of the hall to the basement level, then lugged it into the crematorium. Morgan was already there, tied up and still unconscious in the corner. 
After Quinn fired up the second cremation chamber, he joined Nate at the courier’s body. The door to the first chamber was open and waiting, but neither man was ready to put the girl in yet.
Too young, Quinn thought. She probably hadn’t even fully understood the threat she lived under every day. Few in her line of work did, no matter what their age. 
Quinn finally nodded and they lifted the courier.
“Safe journey,” Nate said as they slid her inside and closed the door.
Quinn sent Nate back upstairs to cut out the section of carpet Fischer had died on and scrape the affected portions of the walls. The hallway would receive a full makeover, courtesy of Helen Cho. Quinn might even talk her into redoing the entire first floor. It would go a long way toward appeasing the shock and anger Barry was likely to feel when he finally woke from his stupor.
Quinn needed to talk to her about something else first, though. He stepped into the hall in case Morgan wasn’t as out of it as he looked, and shut the door. As usual, one of Helen’s assistants answered. When Quinn identified himself, the call was put straight through.
“I hope everything went smoothly,” she said.
Quinn had to choke back a laugh before he filled her in on his and Nate’s evening. 
“You still have the chip, though, don’t you?” she asked.
“I do.”
“That’s something, anyway. At least Jenna didn’t die in vain.”
Quinn thought the courier would argue the point if she could, but he said nothing. 
“The chip needs to be taken to Eli/Kreck in Newton,” Helen said. “I wouldn’t want to presume, but…”
“Wait. Are you asking me to be your courier?”
“If it’s a problem, I can arrange for someone to pick it up from you.”
Quinn usually would never even entertain an idea like that, but he couldn’t help thinking about the girl and the rest of a life she would never live. “Text me the contact info. We’ll get it there.”
“Thank you.”
“There is one other thing,” he said. “What do you want to do with Morgan?”
She was quiet for a moment. “You said he had a flight booked?”
Quinn had found the man’s electronic boarding pass on his phone, and had taken a picture of it with his own device. He checked the picture again. “Skyway Airlines Flight 12 to Rome. Leaves out of JFK at midnight.” 
“It would be nice to catch him with Loban,” she said, more to herself than to Quinn. Then, “I’ll arrange for someone to take his place. Let me call you back with the details.”
“Isn’t it likely Loban already knows him? He’ll spot your guy a million miles away.”
“Look, if you have a better idea, I’m happy to hear it,” she said, frustrated.
Quinn paused, and then said, “Actually, I do.”
__________
 
MORGAN HEARD A voice. Something about cardboard, or was it carpets? 
The side of his face thudded with pain. A check with his tongue confirmed at least one of his teeth was loose. 
Assholes.
Keeping his eyes closed, he mentally scanned the rest of his body. A faint point of pain on his upper arm told him he must have fallen against something sharp, but other than that and his throbbing cheek, he appeared to be uninjured. His hands, though, were tied behind his back by what felt like zip ties.
He parted his eyelids just enough to see through his lashes. Not the casket room. He slowly turned his head a few inches for a look around.
He was in the crematorium, and he wasn’t alone.
The two cleaners stood next to the central table, their backs to him, talking. No question he’d underestimated their abilities, but they had made a mistake by leaving him alive. He’d make them pay, if not today then soon enough. 
One of the guys said something about stairs. Morgan froze as the other one glanced in his direction, but the man quickly turned away and said, “It’ll go faster if we both do it.”
They walked out the door together, but Morgan didn’t move a muscle until their footsteps faded to nothing. Convinced they were gone, he struggled to his feet and scanned the area. There had to be something in the room he could use to cut himself free. 
Along the wall to the right were several metal cabinets. With his hands behind his back, he had to work blindly to get them open. The first contained a bunch of supplies, none of which was useful. But in the second, he discovered a large toolbox on the bottom shelf. 
He used his feet to work the box out, but as he tried to ease it to the floor, it tilted and banged against the concrete. He raced over to the door and listened, but after nearly a minute passed without the sound of steps, he returned to the toolbox and opened it.
The majority of the tools were screwdrivers and wrenches, but among them was a pair of wire cutters that would work just fine. He was able to get the tool into his hand with little trouble, but had to hold it at an awkward angle to reach the zip tie. Three times he dropped the cutters to the floor before he finally snapped through his restraints. 
As he rubbed his freed wrists, he spotted two milk carton-sized cardboard boxes with lids sitting beside them on the central table. Temporary storage urns for the ashes, he guessed. For a moment, he couldn’t understand why there were two, but then he remembered the gunshot in the hallway outside the casket room.
Fischer, the pain-in-the-ass assassin, ending up at the wrong end of a bullet. 
On the floor near the exit was a black duffel bag. Opening it, he realized it was the same bag he’d discovered in the backseat of the sedan. Though the duct tape and rope were still there, the tool cases had been replaced by his and Fischer’s suppressor-enhanced pistols.
He pulled his weapon out, pleased to be armed again. But when he checked the chamber, he  saw it was empty. He popped out the mag and found no bullets in there, either. He checked Fischer’s gun but it had also been cleaned out. 
He searched through the duffel, hoping the ammo was inside, but no such luck. The bastards had apparently added the bullets to their own stash. 
His hunt through the bag did turn up something very interesting, though—a small plastic container with the letters E/K embossed on top. He opened it and couldn’t believe what he was looking at.
The chip. 
He dumped it into his hand. It had no markings but the E/K on the box was more than enough to ID it. 
So much trouble for such a little thing. 
He heard a distant thud from beyond the door. 
Quickly, he put the chip back into the box. It was slightly smaller than the cutout space in the foam but he had probably just put it in wrong. No time to worry about it now. He closed the top and shoved it into his pocket next to his phone that contained the boarding pass for his flight—a flight that would now have a much happier ending than he’d feared. 
He smiled as he realized that with Fischer out of the picture, the fee would all be his.
He inched open the door and peeked into the corridor. Wherever the thud had come from, it hadn’t been from the hall so he exited the crematorium.
Unlike before, the outside doors to the ramp were closed. He paused at them only long enough to listen for anyone on the other side, and then quietly opened one and sneaked outside.
Fifty-five seconds later he was behind the wheel of the Mercedes. As soon as the engine roared to life, he shifted into DRIVE and sped off into the night.
__________
 
FROM THE DARKENED window of Barry’s second-floor office, Quinn watched the
man run across the mortuary parking lot.
“He’s away,” he said into the phone.
“And he took the bait?” Helen asked.
“He did.”
Fifteen minutes earlier, Quinn had injected Morgan with a mild stimulant. After that, it had simply been a matter of waiting for the first sign the man was coming to. Quinn and Nate then staged their exit and headed upstairs. There, they had watched everything Morgan did on a portable monitor, the feed coming from a micro camera Nate had set up downstairs. The chip the man had taken had actually come out of the electronic lock deactivator from Quinn’s clean kit, and Orlando would not be happy about losing it. It was not quite the same size as the Eli/Kreck chip, but close enough to fool Morgan.
“I’m worried he might take it somewhere else and skip Rome altogether, ” Helen said. 
“If he does, we’ll know. Either way, we’ll be in touch later.”
He hung up and called Orlando.
“So?” she asked.
“It worked.”
“Damn,” she said. She had bet him twenty bucks Morgan wouldn’t find the chip.
“I’ll collect when I get home.”
“Whatever.”
“Is Daeng on the line?” Quinn asked.
“I’m here,” Daeng answered. 
When Quinn and Nate had sneaked out of the crematorium and grabbed the duffel bag from the backseat of the sedan, the item Quinn had given his partner was a tracking device. Nate had then gone out to the street and located the Mercedes that had been following them. The tracker was now affixed on the underside of the rear fender. 
“You’re on,” Quinn told Daeng. “Should be easy to tail him. No water this time.”
“You’re hilarious,” Daeng said.
“I’ll keep tabs on the tracker and guide you,” Orlando said. “But once he’s out of the car, it will be all you.”
“If he does go to the airport, I’ll need a ticket to get past security.”
“Already arranged,” she said.
“Do you want me to get on the flight, too?” Daeng asked. “See who he meets?”
“You just want a free ride to Italy,” Orlando said.
“I’m shocked you’d say that. I’m only thinking of the job.”
“Sure you are.”
“No plane ride,” Quinn said. “Once he’s on board, you can leave. Helen’s people will handle things in Rome. Our job ends at the gate.”
__________
 
QUINN HAD THOUGHT Barry would wake before they finished with the second body, but the mortician was still snoring away when it was time for them to go. 
“You know what we should do,” Nate said. “We should hide the camera someplace where we can catch his reaction when he sees the missing carpet. That would be priceless.”
As amusing as that would have been, before they took off, Quinn left a note explaining that everything would be taken care of, and that Barry should check his special bank account for his usual fee plus a nice bonus.
It was midafternoon by the time Quinn and Nate arrived in Newton, Massachusetts. The handoff of the chip went off without a hitch, finally closing the book on Jenna Tate’s last mission.
By the time Skyway Flight 12 to Rome was boarding later that night, Quinn was back in San Francisco, stretched out on the bed next to Orlando.
“There’s the call for first class,” Daeng said over the speakerphone. “He’s showing the attendant his boarding pass…she’s scanning it…annnnd there he goes into the tunnel.”
“Well done,” Quinn said.
“Can I go now?”
“Wait until the plane pulls away from the gate, then you can do whatever you want.”
“I guess I could do that,” Daeng said. “See you when I see you,” 
Orlando disconnected the call and put the phone on the nightstand. “You know what I’d love right now?”
He looked over at her. “Paying up on the bet?”
She frowned at him. “Like I’ll ever do that.” She settled back against her pillow. “No. A foot rub.”
“A foot rub? Really?”
She thought for a moment. “That or bacon.”
“Dear God. How long is this going to last?”
Narrowing her eyes, she said, “Why? Is this a problem?”
“No,” he said quickly. “Not at all.” In a burst of faux excitement, he pushed off the bed. “Why don’t I fry up some bacon? You can eat it while I massage your toes.”
“Now there’s a smart man. You’re forgiven.” She raised an eyebrow. “For now.”
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