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        JAKARTA, INDONESIA

      

      JONATHAN QUINN FOLLOWED Kiet’s man down the street at a dead run, telling himself Kiet had been wrong when he called. That it couldn’t be true.

      They rushed across the blacktop and, half a block down, turned into an empty lot.

      The others were gathered near a tree toward the back. Orlando was there, as was Garrett and Claire and Jar and Dima and Kiet.

      And Nate, sitting on the ground, Liz’s head on his lap.

      The earth spun a million miles a second as Quinn staggered toward them.

      No, no, no.

      If not for Daeng’s sudden arm around his back, Quinn would have fallen to the ground. Instead, his friend helped him kneel next to his sister and Nate.

      Liz’s eyes were closed as if she was resting, but the blood soaking her shirt told a different story.

      Quinn took her hand, and was surprised by how cold it already felt.

      No, no, no.

      He wanted to tell her to wake up. That it was over. That they’d freed Garrett and Claire from their kidnappers. But while his lips moved, no sound passed over them.

      How long he sat there, he had no idea. It could have been a lifetime. When he finally turned to Nate, tears still stained his cheeks. “Was it one of Chayan’s men?”

      Nate, voice cracking, said, “Chayan didn’t have anything to do with this.”

      “Then who?” Quinn asked.

      Nate glanced toward Jar and Dima. “They saw her.”

      “Her?”

      “Yes. Dima recognized the shooter as one of the people who were trying to stop us in Barcelona.”

      “Your job?”

      “Yes.”

      As much as Quinn wanted to shove Nate to the ground and scream in his face, “How could you let this happen?” he knew this was as much his own fault as his partner’s. More so, really. Liz was here because she’d been with Nate, and Nate was here because Quinn had derailed him from his assignment of escorting Dima out of Europe.

      “What’s her name?”

      Nate’s jaw tensed. “I don’t know. But I will find out.”
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        WARROAD, MINNESOTA

        FOUR DAYS LATER

      

      “IT’S SNOWING! IT’S snowing! Do you think it’ll last this time?”

      “It’ll last.”

      “We can build a snow fort! And-and have a snowball fight! And—”

      “Hold on, Lizzy. Might be too cold for it to stick together.”

      “But…snow always sticks together, doesn’t it?”

      “Not always.”

      “I want to have a snowball fight. I want to build a snowman.”

      “We’ll have plenty of time for that before winter’s over, don’t you worry.”

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      QUINN SAT IN his rental car at the highway end of the long driveway leading to his mother’s house, where he and Liz had grown up.

      “Let us come with you,” Orlando had said before he left their motel room. “It’ll be easier if Claire and Garrett and I are there.”

      He glanced at their daughter, sleeping between pillows on one of the beds. “Thanks, but…I’ll be all right.”

      What he hadn’t said—didn’t have to say—was that he didn’t want it to be easy. He didn’t deserve that.

      He killed the engine and walked toward the house.

      Low, gray clouds hid most of the sky, adding the appropriate dreariness to the day. Snow crunched underfoot, and once or twice he started to slip where it had turned to ice. The white cover extended over the fields on either side of the driveway in flat, unmolested plains.

      The day was bitterly cold, and the first few flakes of a new storm drifted toward the ground. Too cold to make snowballs, he thought.

      Halfway to the house, he caught the whiff of smoke wafting from the chimney. This was the part of the driveway where, when he was a kid walking home from where the school bus had dropped him off, one of the dogs his family had owned over the years—Lucky or Cindy or Strider or Pepper—would run out to meet him, bad weather be dammed. No dog greeted him today.

      He paused at the base of the steps to the stoop, wishing he’d said yes to Orlando, that she and the kids were with him.

      “Faster!” Liz’s legs were draped over his shoulders, her hands pressing against the sides of his head so she wouldn’t fall off, as he ran toward the barn with her on his back, piggyback style. “Faster! We’re going to break the record this time! I know it! Faster, Jakey! Faster!”

      Quinn grabbed the railing to steady himself and let out a deep breath, the vapor cloud temporarily obscuring his view of the door.

      “We’re almost there! Faster!”

      He remembered Liz’s scream of delight at the end of the run, when he checked their time on his watch.

      “We did it! We did it! We did it!”

      They did indeed, to the barn and back in two minutes and twelve seconds. Their best run ever. The still reigning record.

      He took another breath, this time exhaling in a long, steady stream. He wasn’t sure what was worse, the memories of the past or the dread of what was to come.

      As it always had, the stoop creaked when he stepped onto it. He raised his hand to knock but heard footsteps inside already heading toward the entrance. A few seconds later, the door opened.

      “Jake?”

      “Hi, Mom.”
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        SINGAPORE

      

      NATE ACTIVATED HIS comm mic. “Anything?”

      “Nothing yet,” Daeng replied.

      “He’s late.”

      “Only a minute.”

      Nate was anxious to get things started, so a minute was too long. He eyed the café entrance from the shadows of a building across the street. Where the hell is this guy?

      They’d made the appointment through the proper channels, but there was always a chance the logistics man suspected something was up. If he was still a no-show in a few more minutes, they’d have to assume that’s exactly what happened.

      Nate was usually calm in situations like this. It was the only way to thrive in his world of espionage and secrets. Frayed nerves could blow a job and get one killed. But this wasn’t a job. This was personal.

      Extremely personal.

      “Possible target,” said one of the watchers they’d brought from Bangkok. “Taxi. Just turned off King George’s Avenue onto Horne Road. Heading north.”

      Nate raised his binoculars and looked down the street. “Got it.”

      The taxi continued on until it was almost abreast of the café, where it pulled to the curb. Nate didn’t get a good view of the passenger until the man climbed out. Five foot seven, medium build with a bit of a belly, graying hair cut short on the sides but left longer on top, and wire-rimmed, rectangular glasses.

      “It’s him,” Nate said.

      The man paused by the café window and scanned the tables inside. He casually turned and checked the street and sidewalk around him, like the experienced operative he was.

      Not for the first time, Nate wished he was the one waiting inside. Unfortunately, he had no idea how much the man knew, so he couldn’t risk the guy recognizing him and bolting. Daeng was out, too, for the same reason. That left Nate with only one choice. Jar.

      Jar was an information specialist who worked for Daeng’s friend Christine in Bangkok. She’d been a huge help in rescuing Quinn and Orlando’s kids after they were kidnapped and taken to Jakarta, and she’d also been present when the unthinkable happened. If it weren’t for Jar, Liz wouldn’t have been the only one to die in that empty lot. So, Nate’s concern didn’t stem from a lack of trust. It was that in his admittedly limited experience with her, she wasn’t good at casual conversation.

      “We can’t scare this guy off,” he’d said to her before he sent her into the café.

      “Obviously. Why would you tell me that?”

      “What I mean is, every time you speak, take a second first. If I have something specific I think you should say, I’ll tell you and you repeat it.”

      “You think I will make a mistake.”

      “It’s not that. I just want—”

      “No. It makes sense. You are the better speaker. Having you in my ear will help.”

      “Um, yeah, okay. Good.”

      Their conversation had made Nate feel better for a little while, but now that the logistics man was reaching for the café door, his concern resurfaced.

      “Here he comes,” Nate said. “Stay alert.”

      A whispered “I am alert” from Jar.

      Through the window, Nate could see the man work his way around the other customers to Jar’s table.

      “Miss Li?” the man said, Jar’s microphone clearly picking up his voice.

      “Yes. I am Miss Li. You are Mr. Sheng?”

      “May I sit?”

      “It would be difficult to talk with you standing.”

      Nate opened his mouth to tell her to relax, but held back.

      Sheng pulled out the empty chair and lowered into the seat.

      “Ask him if he wants something to drink,” Nate said.

      “Would you care for tea?” Jar asked. “Maybe coffee? You may also eat if you are so inclined.”

      Nate winced.

      “Tea would be nice. Thank you.”

      Jar caught the attention of the waitress and gave her Sheng’s order.

      “Get to business while you wait,” Nate whispered.

      “I assume you checked our credentials,” Jar said.

      It was hard to tell from Nate’s vantage point but he thought the man gave a slight nod. They already knew the man had checked, though. Christine had handled that end of things, creating a credible history for the “organization” Jar represented and vouching for Jar herself.

      “Naturally, we have checked yours, too,” Jar continued, “and we know you are very good at what you do.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “As stellar as your record is, however, we do not be—”

      The waitress walked up to the table, said, “Tea,” and set a cup and small pot in front of Sheng.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      The woman smiled and left.

      “You were saying something about my stellar record,” Sheng said as he poured himself a cup.

      “That is correct. We do not believe in relying solely on what others tell us. While you appear to be suitable for the operation we have in mind, we require two things first before hiring you.”

      He took a drink and then said, “Perhaps I don’t want your job.”

      “At double your rate for two months of work with a possible ongoing extension? I do not think that is something you will turn your back on.”

      Nate was impressed. Jar had improvised that bit on her own.

      The target took another sip of tea. “What are these ‘two things’?”

      “This face-to-face meeting is the first. If I feel you are of the caliber we require, then we move on to condition two.”

      “How old are you?”

      Before Nate could say anything, Jar said, “My age is of no concern to you. I am empowered to negotiate all things for my organization.”

      “You can’t be more than, what? Twenty-one? Twenty-two?”

      “Don’t overreact,” Nate said. She needed to keep him there until she could place the tracker on him.

      But apparently she saw no need to heed Nate’s instruction. “I am sorry to have wasted your time,” she said, and stood.

      “What are you doing?” Nate said. “You can’t go until he’s—”

      “Consider yourself marked as someone we will not call in the future,” Jar said.

      Nate blinked. Was she trying to convey she’d already put the tracker on the man? Nate hadn’t seen her do it.

      “I have just as much right to ask questions of you as you have of me,” the target said. “Please, sit back down.”

      “He’s right. Do it,” Nate said. “We don’t want him to get suspicious. But be reluctant.”

      Still standing, Jar said, “Why should we have any interest in hiring you now?”

      “For the same reason you had interest in me a few minutes ago. I am excellent at what I do.”

      “And your concern about my age?”

      “It wasn’t a concern. It was only a question. But if you say it’s unimportant, then it’s unimportant.”

      She hesitated a moment longer, and then retook her seat.

      A smile from Sheng. “So, tell me, what is this second condition?”
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* * *

      NATE WAS WAITING outside the van when Jar arrived.

      “Good work,” he said as he opened the door.

      “I know.”

      They climbed in and found Daeng seated in front of the computer terminal. On the screen was a map depicting the local area. A white circle outlined in black, marking the target’s position, moved steadily along one of the streets.

      “Up, up, up,” Jar said to Daeng, all but pushing him from the chair.

      As she slipped into the vacated seat, he relocated up front and started the engine. With Jar calling out directions, they pursued the white dot.

      “How did you get the tracker on him?” Nate asked when they were on their way. “The only time I saw you leave your seat was when you stood up.”

      “The waitress.”

      “The what?

      “The waitress. She slipped it in his jacket pocket when she brought the tea.”

      He stared at her in disbelief. “You involved someone else?”

      “It was the most effective away to accomplish the goal.”

      “The most effective…Jar, what the hell is wrong with you? Now that waitress can connect you to the target.”

      “There is a whole room of diners who can connect me to the target.” She raised her voice enough for Daeng to hear. “Left, next street.” Lowering it again, she said, “I knew there would be little opportunity to put it on him myself without being caught.”

      “That didn’t mean you should involve a civilian. You have to see the problem with that.”

      “There is no problem. She thinks she was helping me with a man who hurt my sister so she was happy to assist. Would you rather we did not have a way to follow him?”

      Nate had to admit it wasn’t a bad adjustment to the plan, but he couldn’t have Jar going rogue like that. “Before you go changing anything in the future, clear it with me first, understand?”

      “No, I do not understand. It was the right thing to do. You would have agreed. I did not need to waste time talking to you about it.” Her gaze flicked toward the front of the vehicle. “Daeng, two streets up, turn right.”

      Realizing this fight was better saved for another time, Nate crawled across the van and climbed into the passenger seat next to Daeng.

      “Anything from the spotters?” he asked.

      “No one following us.”

      The two other members on their team were on motorcycles following the van, in case the target had arranged for someone to tail Jar. Apparently the man hadn’t thought it necessary.

      “He’s speeding up,” Jar said. “Turning right…right again…left now.”

      Nate twisted in his chair to see her computer screen. The target’s erratic movements continued for several minutes before the white dot stopped. When it started moving again, it was at a much reduced pace.

      “Slow down,” Jar said. “He’s on foot.”

      “Have one of the motorcycles do a drive-by,” Nate told Daeng. “I want to make sure he didn’t find the bug and give it to someone else.”

      Daeng relayed the order in Thai over the comm, and Jar added something that Nate assumed were directions. A moment later, a motorcycle sped by the van and raced out of sight.

      “Target’s turning again,” Jar said. “Smaller street. Not for cars, I think.”

      A spotter’s voice came over the comm.

      “He saw the target just before the man turned,” Daeng translated. “It’s our guy.”

      “Good.”

      A few moments later, Jar said, “He stopped…. Okay, he’s entering one of the buildings on the side street. Hold on.” She clicked a button and a satellite map replaced the graphic version she’d been using. “Three stories, butts up against buildings on the left and right. No outdoor space.” A text box appeared on the map. “Elevation rise, four meters. He’s on the second…wait. Elevation rise, another four. He’s on the top floor.”

      “Is it a home or an office or what?” Nate asked.

      “Can’t tell for sure.”

      Nate looked at Daeng. “Get us there. Quick.”
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* * *

      THEY PARKED THE van along the road south of the walking street, donned their backpacks, and approached the start of the road on foot.

      “About seventy-five meters up the right side,” Jar said, checking the phone she was now using to monitor the tracking bug.

      “I want both spotters around back,” Nate instructed Daeng. One was already there, but the other had been watching the front of the entrance.

      As the orders were transmitted, Nate, Daeng, and Jar headed down the road.

      Running up either side of the street was a continuous line of buildings—two, three, sometimes four stories tall. Most ground floors were occupied by businesses—convenience stores, tailors, dry-goods shops, and restaurants. Many of the latter had mismatched tables and chairs out front, most of which filled with diners.

      “Status?” Nate asked as they reached the halfway point to the target’s building.

      “No movement,” Jar said.

      “None at all?”

      “None.”

      Nate frowned and picked up the pace.

      When the target’s building came into view, they saw that, contrary to the other structures, it had no shop or restaurant on the bottom floor, just a door and a solid gray wall. The second and third floors had windows along the front, all covered by heavy curtains.

      Nate motioned for Daeng to move next to him to create a wall, then nodded for Jar to do her thing.

      After donning a pair of earbuds and plugging them into her phone, she opened an app, pulled out of her pocket a disc not much bigger and thicker than a few stacked quarters, and placed it against the door.

      After several seconds, she removed the disc. “Unoccupied.”

      “Alarm?”

      “Checking.”

      She exchanged the disc for a flat wand, two fingers wide and about as long as her hand. After opening a different app, she moved the wand over the door frame and held it in the center of the door for a moment.

      “Contact points on the door,” she said. “And a motion detector or camera five meters in. Hold on.”

      She interacted with the app and wanded the door again.

      “Okay, door alarm disabled.”

      “Motion detector?”

      “Working on it,” she said as she tapped her screen. “This software is good, but not quite as efficient as it could be.”

      “I’ll let you tell Orlando that.” Orlando had created the app, and Nate and Quinn had used it to disable alarms on many jobs without a problem.

      “I am sure she will agree with me when I point it out.”

      Jar’s penchant for saying what she believed to be true without worrying about what anyone else thought was startling at times, but Nate was getting used to it. In fact, he appreciated it. Mostly.

      Jar held the wand near the center of the door again. “Disabled.”

      “Switch places with me. I’ll get the lock.”

      “I can do it.”

      “I’m sure you can. Switch.”

      Once Jar was out of the way, Nate crouched, looked at the two deadbolt locks, and removed his picks from his pocket. He had the first opened in twelve seconds. Deadbolt number two took a bit longer, but soon they were standing inside the building.

      They found themselves in a narrow hallway with a single door on the left side, and stairs leading up to the second floor another meter in. Now that they were out of the public eye, they pulled out their guns and attached sound suppressors.

      “Status,” Nate said.

      Jar looked at her phone. “Still no movement. He must have taken his jacket off.”

      “Or he left it upstairs as a decoy and he’s gone.”

      “Also possible.”

      Nate motioned at the closed door.

      “Check it,” he said. It would be foolish—and potentially fatal—to leave any area uninspected.

      Jar wanded the door. “No alarm. Two motion sensors.” A few more taps. “Clear.”

      Nate tried the knob. Locked, though only by a single deadbolt that he quickly picked.

      On the other side was a large room, open from the front of the building to the back. It was obviously intended to be a shop, but from the stack of boxes against the far wall, it was apparently being used only as a storage space.

      Near the back of the room, Nate spotted the entrance to an elevator. He walked over and carefully pulled the metal door open. There was no car at this level so he leaned into the shaft and looked up. Two floors up, blocking the elevator entrance to the third floor, was the bottom of a car that could hold probably no more than two people.

      He led the others back to the stairs, and up to a door that blocked off the second floor. Once more, Jar did her magic and Nate his lock picking.

      The new level had a completely different feel from the one below it. There were offices and a large conference room.

      Given their target’s choice of careers, Nate had a feeling the place was an operations center.

      It made sense. Sheng could staff it up as needed, and keep it on mothballs between jobs.

      They spread out to make sure no one was hiding anywhere.

      When they regrouped, Daeng said, “We have a problem. The stairs to the third floor have been walled off. No way to get to them.”

      If the target was controlling access to the top floor, then it must be his private office, or maybe even where he lived, Nate thought.

      “Maybe we can lure him down here,” Daeng said.

      “You have an idea about how?” Nate said.

      Before Daeng could speak, Jar said, “Why bring him down when we can still go up?”

      “Use the elevator? He’ll hear the motor.”

      She looked down the hall. “I did not say we would use the motor.” She led them over to the metal door. “Can you open it, please?”

      Nate pulled the door open, exposing the shaft, and shined his flashlight inside. The bottom of the car was about two and a half meters above them, and while there was some space between the wall and the side of the car, not even diminutive Jar could squeeze into it.

      He leaned back into the room as Jar pulled her laptop out of her backpack.

      She shoved the computer at Daeng. “Hold this.”

      Once it was propped up in his arms, she opened it and began typing.

      “What’s your plan?” Nate whispered so that his voice didn’t carry up the shaft.

      “If you please. I am working,” she said without looking up from the computer. After half a minute, she frowned. “No Wi-Fi.”

      Leaving the laptop with Daeng, she stepped over to the shaft and looked inside. “I need some light.”

      Nate moved next to her and shined the light inside. She scanned above them, and then leaned forward and did the same below.

      “There,” she whispered, pointing down.

      Nate stuck his head into the shaft. The item in question was a black box attached to the wall about half a meter below the doorway. Several wires passed through the top and out the bottom.

      Jar returned to her backpack and removed a bundle of black cloth, which she unrolled next to the door. Inside were more than two dozen tools, several wires, and a selection of connectors, each in its specific, customized slot.

      “I will need you to hold me,” she said as she stretched out on the floor in front of the opening.

      Nate passed the flashlight to Daeng and knelt beside her. With him holding her by the waist, Jar scooted her upper torso into the elevator shaft and bent down to look directly at the box.

      After checking it over, she whispered something in Thai. The shaft went dark as Daeng moved away from the opening. When he returned with the light, he leaned down and handed Jar a screwdriver.

      She quickly removed the cover of the box and studied the wires that made up its guts. For the next few minutes, Daeng handed her items as she asked for them. When she pulled back out of the shaft, she was holding the end of the wire she’d attached to one in the box. Using another tool, she attached a connector to the raw end and plugged it into her computer.

      “Jar, you need to tell me what you’re doing.”

      Sitting cross-legged half a meter from the shaft, she typed and clicked as if she hadn’t heard him.

      “Jar.”

      She grimaced and shot him a look. “The computer running the elevator is tied to his network. My plan is to use the computer to lower the car without starting the motor.”

      “And can you?”

      “Yes, of course. But like I said, it is tied into his network. Check this out.”

      She turned the laptop to show him and Daeng, and then touched one of the keys. A camera feed appeared. It was a high shot looking down on a tastefully decorated living room with what looked like a chef’s dream kitchen against the wall to the left. The target was sitting on a couch with a glass of wine in his hand.

      Jar had tapped into the man’s security network.

      “Excellent work,” Nate said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Looks like he’s alone,” Daeng said. “Unless I’m missing something.”

      “Could be someone elsewhere in the apartment,” Nate said. “We’ll need to check.”

      “Are we going to talk about it, or are we going to do something?” Jar asked.

      “All right, smart ass. Get us up there,” Nate said.

      Jar tapped the down arrow on her keyboard.

      A faint groan came from inside the shaft. Nate looked at the camera feed but the man didn’t move.

      She hit the arrow again. Another groan, just as faint, just as unnoticed.

      She continued hitting the arrow every few seconds. Eventually, the bottom of the elevator car appeared at the top of the doorway. More clicks brought it down in small increments until the car filled the upper third of the opening.

      “Hold on,” Nate said before she could hit the arrow again. “Let me check something.”

      He pulled himself inside the car and examined the ceiling. Sure enough, he found the seam of an emergency hatch. A gentle push moved it out of the way. Crouching back down, he looked at his friends.

      “Lock it off here. This will work.”

      Jar nodded, and typed in the instructions while Daeng handed Nate their backpacks. Next, Jar raised the computer to him—the wire long enough though barely—to get the laptop into the car. Nate helped his friends up.

      He was the first through the hole in the roof. After Daeng joined him, he looked down at Jar inside the car with her laptop. She gave him a thumbs-up, so Nate turned his attention to the third-floor door. From what he’d seen on the feed, he knew it was only a few meters behind the couch where the target sat. He and Daeng worked as quietly as they could, and almost had it wide enough for them to pass through when the mechanism squeaked.

      “Go!” Jar said.

      Nate pulled himself up through the gap and rushed into the room as the target rose from the couch. Nate leaped over the couch, shoved the man back down, and aimed his gun at the man’s chest.

      The target blinked, bewildered and clearly a bit inebriated. “Who…who are you?”

      Nate glanced over at the elevator where Daeng was helping Jar through the opening. “Duct tape,” he said.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” the target said. “This is my house. You’re not…” The man’s voice trailed off as Jar and Daeng came around the couch. His eyes narrowed on Jar. “Miss Li?”

      Jar pulled a roll of duct tape from her backpack and handed it to Daeng, who then used it to secure the man’s ankles.

      “Where do you want his hands?” Daeng asked.

      Nate looked at the target. “Are you going to be cooperative?”

      “What are you talking about? Why are you here?”

      “Is that a yes or a no?”

      The man’s gaze flicked between his three visitors before he reluctantly nodded.

      “Front for now,” Nate told Daeng. “If he gives us any trouble, we’ll adjust.”

      Daeng taped the man’s wrists together.

      “You clearly do not know who I am,” the man said. “But I am reasonable. If you leave now, we can—”

      Nate snorted. “Don’t flatter yourself, Mr. Sheng. We know exactly who you are.” He gave Jar a nod.

      From memory, she said, “Freddie Sheng. Age 48. Divorced twice. Five children, two by mistresses. Freelance operations manager and information broker, seven years. Before that five years with Interpol after twelve with the Singapore Police Force, half that time as part of the Police Intelligence Department. Thirteen bank accounts, totaling $7,463,212.09 US. Main clients Trey-RC, the Mill, and the Chinese Ministry of State Security.”

      “How we doing so far?” Nate asked.

      It took a few seconds for Sheng to shake the stunned look off his face. “All right, so you know something about me. Which means you also know what will happen to you if you don’t leave now.”

      “I know this might come as a surprise to you, but there are people in the business more connected than you are. The best thing for you to do is answer my questions, all of them. After that you can go back to your empty life as if we were never here. But if anyone, and I mean anyone, ever learns about this conversation, you will be the one to feel the repercussions.”

      Sheng sneered. “I know your type. You’re full of big threats with no way to follow up.”

      Nate smiled and glanced at Jar again. “Please get Mr. Liao on the phone.” He looked back at Sheng. “I believe you’re familiar with Mr. Liao?” Liao was the head of the division at Chinese state security that Sheng dealt with. “He’s going to be very interested to learn about the work you’ve done for the Turkestan separatist movement.”

      “I’ve done no such thing!” Sheng shouted too quickly.

      The sound of a ringing line came from the speaker on Jar’s phone. A male voice answered, speaking in Mandarin. When he stopped, Jar replied in kind.

      “Wait,” Sheng whispered for only Nate to hear. “Wait, please. I’ll talk. You can ask me anything. Just…” He glanced at Jar.

      “And we were never here,” Nate said.

      “You were never here.”

      Nate gave it a beat before giving the signal. Jar spoke again to the man in Christina’s organization posing as Chinese state security, and then hung up. They did have the information about Sheng’s duplicity, and if the man proved to be a problem, they would follow through on their threat, but there was no need to go nuclear yet.

      Nate pulled over a chair from the dining table, set it in front of Sheng, and sat.

      “This won’t take too much time,” he said. “Five days ago.”

      “What about it?”

      “You did a little logistic work for someone.”

      The man’s confusion continued for another few seconds before his eyes widened. “You…you were the escort.”

      “Yes. You tracked us to Jakarta. And passed that information on to your client.”

      “It-it was the job. That’s all. What she did with what I gave her was not my business.”

      Nate was tempted to push him about the weapon Liz’s killer had used and the men who had helped her. They had all come from in country, and would have needed to be arranged ahead of time by someone like Sheng. But that line of questioning would be counterproductive and only serve to increase Nate’s anger.

      “I want to know your client’s name.”

      “Her…name?”

      “Give it to me and we leave. Don’t and we tell Mr. Liao where he can find you.”

      “She calls herself Miss Smith. But I don’t think that’s her real name.”

      “No kidding. I want her real name.”

      “I just told you. I only know her as Miss Smith.”

      “No, you told me that’s what she calls herself.” Nate shook his head. “You know you’re forcing my hand, right? I want to be clear. You are the one making this choice.”

      “But I’m telling the truth! Miss Smith! That’s all I know!”

      Nate stood up and said to Daeng, “Wrap him up so he can’t move.” He looked at Sheng again. “We’ll leave the TV on so you have some entertainment until the Chinese arrive.”

      As he carried the chair back to the table, he heard Daeng loudly rip another strip of tape from the roll.

      “Wait!” Sheng said. “Wait! Just…just let me think for a moment.”

      Nate put the chair in place and headed back over. “Your time is already up, Mr. Sheng.”

      Daeng began wrapping the strip around the man’s calves.

      “Stop! I-I-I remember. There was something else.”

      Nate motioned for Daeng to pause. “What?”

      “This one job she hired me for…it was, um, two or maybe three years ago. There were these others she’d hired directly. I-I remember them calling her something when she wasn’t around. Like a nickname, you know. Something they’d used before.”

      “Are you going to give me actual information, or…”

      “One second, please. Um, it was, uh, uh…hou…hom…hem…hen…hi…” Sheng looked down, racking his brain. Suddenly he looked up, his eyes bright. “Hyena. That’s what they called her. The Hyena. I asked why, and they said because once she started tracking something, she didn’t let go.”

      The name scratched at the back of Nate’s mind, but whatever it was trying to tell him, Nate couldn’t dig it out.

      “That’s not much to go on,” he said.

      “It’s all I know.”

      “You said that before and yet you came up with the Hyena.”

      “I swear, that’s it. I don’t know anything else.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are.” Before Sheng could protest again, Nate went on. “Tell me, have you ever seen her in person?”

      The man’s brow furrowed. “Uh, yeah. Several times. Why?”

      Nate looked over at Daeng. “Forget the tape. Find a pen and some paper. Mr. Sheng is about to write down a detailed description of his friend, Miss Smith.”
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        WARROAD

      

      HOW DO YOU tell a mother, your mother, her only daughter is dead? How do you tell her if it wasn’t for you and what you did for a living, that her daughter would still be alive? How do you tell her all her hopes and dreams for her child would never be fulfilled? That she would never hear her child’s voice or laugh again.

      If there was an easy way, Quinn never figured out what it was.

      As the words Liz is dead left his lips, his mother’s happy expression vanished.

      She didn’t ask, “What?” or “Are you sure?” She believed him from the first. She didn’t know exactly what Quinn did for a living, but she’d been exposed to some of the violence in his life and knew Liz had become involved in his world. He realized his mother had been expecting this to happen all along.

      What she did ask was, “When?”

      “Four days ago.”

      “Four days?” She looked away. “In Paris?” Liz attended graduate school there.

      “Indonesia. I got here as quickly as I could. I didn’t…I didn’t want to tell you over the phone.”

      She fell into silence, her gaze fixed on the coffee table but not seeing it.

      Quinn wasn’t sure what to do. Sit still? Put an arm around her? Leave? In the end, he went into the kitchen and fetched a glass of water.

      “Here,” he said, holding it out as he sat back down.

      As if she were living in a world that moved at half speed, she turned her head and looked at the glass. She took it out of reflex, but her grip was loose and it slipped and crashed onto the floor, throwing water and pieces of glass everywhere. She barely seemed to notice.

      “Where is she now?” she asked.

      “At the mortuary.”

      “Here?”

      “Yes.”

      Pushing unsteadily to her feet, she said, “Take me to her.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I don’t think she’s ready to be—”

      “Take me to her!” she ordered, her eyes suddenly seething with anger and pain.

      He stood. “Wait here. I’ll bring the car up.”
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* * *

      THE NEXT FEW days were all but unbearable. Quinn and Orlando handled most of the funeral details, but his mom insisted on picking out Liz’s burial clothes.

      It seemed almost everyone in town turned out for the service. Though Liz hadn’t lived in Warroad for several years, her kindness and friendship were remembered by everyone she ever met. She was that kind of person.

      If it hadn’t been for Quinn and Orlando’s seven-month-old daughter, Claire, Quinn didn’t think his mom would have made it through the opening minutes of the ceremony. Claire had insisted on sitting on her grandmother’s lap and Quinn’s mom had kept her arms around her grandchild, from before the reverend entered the church until after the casket had been carried out.

      It was a mild day for mid-January in northern Minnesota, forty-five degrees Fahrenheit and not a cloud in sight. A good thing, as even more people showed up at the house than at the service.

      Quinn’s mom was a trouper, graciously accepting the condolences of her friends and neighbors, and for the most part holding back the tears Quinn knew were screaming to be released.

      It was well after dark when the last of the guests finally departed. Quinn, Orlando, and Orlando’s son, Garrett, cleaned up the house while Quinn’s mom watched Claire.

      After Quinn dried the last dish and put it away, he lingered by the sink, not ready to face his mother again.

      Orlando put her arms around him and pressed the side of her face against his shoulder. “You didn’t pull the trigger.”

      He grunted in a way they both knew meant he might as well have.

      She put a hand on his cheek. “I’m sure your mom’s tired. I’ll go in and get Claire so she can go to bed.”

      “I should do it,” he said.

      But as he broke from her embrace, his phone vibrated in his pocket. Earlier that day, he had set it so that the only calls he’d be notified about were ones from Orlando, Nate, and Daeng.

      He pulled it out. “It’s Nate,” he said to Orlando, but hesitated before pushing ACCEPT.

      “Answer it. I’ll go talk to your mom.”

      With a nod, he pushed the button and said, “Hold on,” into the receiver.

      He grabbed his jacket from a hook on the wall, pulled on a stocking cap, and opened the door. A blast of freezing air hit him as he stepped onto the stoop, the pleasant daytime temperature having plummeted as soon as the sun had set.

      “Okay, I can talk now,” he said into the phone. “What’s going on?”

      “We found the guy the shooter used to set everything up in Jakarta.”

      “Did you talk to him?”

      “I did.”

      “And?”

      Nate told him about the conversation he’d had with Sheng.

      “The Hyena?” Quinn said. “I’m sure I’ve heard that name before.”

      “I thought the same. I did a quick check, and there doesn’t seem to be anyone officially going by that name. I’m thinking maybe it’s more of a behind-their-back nickname.”

      That made sense to Quinn, too. “Steve Howard may have mentioned it once…I think. I’ll check with him.”

      “What about Helen? If anyone knows, she should.”

      “I’ll call her, too.”

      Helen Cho was head of the agency that often hired them. Nate had been doing a job for her when he unintentionally brought Liz and this Hyena together. The Hyena had actually been pursuing a woman named Dima, whom Nate was escorting, but Liz had gotten in the way.

      “We’ll be back in Bangkok in a few hours,” Nate said. “Jar’s going to dig around and see what she can come up with. Sheng also told us the flight the Hyena took into Singapore so we’re hoping to backtrack her trail. Worst case, we should be able to dig up a few more aliases.” He paused. “How, um, was the funeral?”

      Quinn parted his lips, but didn’t know what to say.

      “I should have been there,” Nate said after a moment. “God, I should have been there.”

      “You’re right where you need to be for Liz. Coming here would have been for you.”

      A beat. “I get that, but it’s…never mind.”

      “Find the shooter.”

      “I’ll call if we have anything else.”

      Quinn hung up but remained on the stoop, looking at the yard he and Liz had played in as kids. The Hyena. Did it mean anything? Or was his mind screwing with him? He wanted to call Steve Howard and Helen Cho right then and there, but he’d already been outside long enough.

      He found everyone in the living room. Though his mom looked exhausted, she apparently had enough energy to hold Claire.

      “You should get some sleep,” he told her. “It’s been a long day.”

      She fussed with her granddaughter for a few more seconds before turning to him. “You’re probably right.”

      Orlando said, “I suggested again that we stay in the guest room, but…”

      “No, no. I’ll be okay.”

      “We should stay here, Mom,” Quinn said. “You shouldn’t be alone.”

      His mother hugged Claire tight, whispered something into the girl’s ear, and then held her out to Quinn. “I said no.”

      “Mom.”

      As she struggled to her feet, Quinn grabbed her arm with one hand while holding on to Claire with the other.

      “Thank you,” she said, and kissed him on the cheek. “Go back to the motel.” She turned and started walking toward the hallway that led to the bedrooms. Halfway there, she stopped and looked at them again. “I-I-I don’t want you to come back. I don’t mean this trip, I mean…ever.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Shoulders sagging, she looked as if she had never been so tired. “I love you. I love all of you so much. But there’s too much death around you. I-I can’t deal with it. If I don’t see you, maybe someday I won’t care as much what happens to any of you.” She frowned and shook her head. “I know that I’m probably kidding myself, but at least if I don’t know what’s going on, I can pretend that everything’s okay.”

      “That’s crazy. We’re not going to stop seeing you.”

      She smiled weakly. “If you love me, you will. And I know that you love me, Jake. You wouldn’t have come back if you didn’t.”

      Quinn stared at her as she turned and left the room.

      “Is she serious?” Garrett asked.

      “Not right now, honey,” Orlando said. She took Claire from Quinn and put a hand on his back. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      “But…”

      “She needs time.”

      He wanted to ask, “How much?” but was afraid the answer would be, “Forever.” So he let Orlando guide him away.
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* * *

      THEY DROVE TO Winnipeg, the closest city with a commercial airport, and caught the first flight back to Los Angeles. During the layover in Minneapolis, Quinn contacted Steve Howard.

      “The Hyena? I haven’t heard that one in years,” Howard said. “There was this fixer in Spain, I think. Some of the ops called him that. He was tenacious. Never gave up on anyone.”

      “A man?”

      “Yeah. Matías something or other, I think. Not who you’re looking for?”

      “No. Mine’s a woman.”

      “That’s a good thing. If I’m not mistaken, Matías was killed about a year and a half ago.”

      “You haven’t heard of anyone else called that?”

      “None that comes to mind. What’s going on? Who is this woman?”

      In most cases, Quinn would have cut the conversation off right there, but Howard was a good friend and had actually known Liz, so Quinn told him what had happened and why he was hunting the Hyena.

      “Oh, my god, I’m so sorry. You need anything, I mean anything, you let me know.”

      “You’ll be one of the first I call.”

      Next, Quinn got Helen Cho on the line.

      “How are you doing?” she asked. Helen was the one who’d arranged for Liz’s body to be flown into the States without paperwork, and was well aware of what had happened in Jakarta.

      “I don’t know.”

      “I shouldn’t have asked, sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I have a question. Are you aware of operatives who are known as the Hyena?”

      She took a moment before saying, “No. Should I be?”

      “A source identified the woman who killed my sister by that name.”

      “Hold on. Are you trying to find her?”

      “Of course I am.”

      “Look, I do understand your desire to track her down, but I’m telling you, you need to back off and let it go.”

      “Let it go? Are you kidding me?”

      “Your sister’s death is a tragedy and shouldn’t have happened. But it wouldn’t have if your partner hadn’t detoured my package.” The package being Dima. “If Nate had kept the plane on course and flown to the original destination, the shooter would have never gotten anywhere near her or your sister.”

      Sure, she was right, but he couldn’t change the past. It was the future he was focused on. “You have Dima now, I assume someplace where no one can get to her. So, what does it matter to you if I go after the shooter?”

      “Dima is part of a larger operation. Anything you do could interfere with that. For now, the shooter stays free. Do you understand me?”

      “Yes, I understand what you’re saying.”

      “Quinn, do not get involved in this. If the other side doesn’t kill you, we will. The shooter stays free. Repeat it back to me.”

      “Go to hell.”

      He hit the disconnect button and turned his phone off.

      He knew he should have told her what she wanted to hear to keep her off his back, but his ability to control his emotions wasn’t functioning at a hundred percent.

      He motioned for Orlando to leave Claire with Garrett and come over.

      “So?” she asked when she joined him.

      He told her about his conversation with Helen.

      “She didn’t give you any idea why she was bringing Dima to the States?” Orlando asked when he finished.

      “No.”

      She grimaced. “I’m not sure I like the idea of us walking into the middle of something.”

      “Are you siding with her?” he asked, surprised.

      In a calm, even tone, she said, “Not at all. All I said was that I don’t like the idea of walking into the middle of something. But it’s not like we haven’t done that before for less important reasons.”

      “Sorry,” he said. “It’s just…”

      “It’s just that it’s Liz.”

      “Yes.” He thought for a moment. If they knew who wanted Dima dead, they’d know who’d hired the Hyena, maybe even use the client to get to her. With Helen unwilling to share, the only one who could tell them was… “What if we had a talk with Dima?”

      “Did I miss the part where you said Helen gave you permission to do that and told you where Dima is?”

      “I’m thinking it’s better if Helen doesn’t know.”

      “Of course you do,” she said, smirking. “I guess I need to figure out where they stashed her.”

      “So you’re on board?”

      “If I said no, you’d try to do it on your own and get yourself killed. So yes, I’m on board.”

      A woman’s voice came over the public address system. “Ladies and gentlemen, we will soon begin general boarding of Delta flight 2565 to Los Angeles. At this time, we welcome families with small children and those in need of….”

      “I’ll give the Mole a call now,” Orlando said. “Get him started on digging things up.”

      “While he’s at it, maybe he can get some insight on who this Hyena is.”

      “I’ll put it on his list.”
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        KARACHI, PAKISTAN

      

      A PHONE WAS activated in Washington DC, a burner that would be used only this one time. The number dialed was in Vancouver, Canada, but the call did not end there. It continued through South Korea and India and Morocco before finally being answered in Karachi.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s confirmed,” the caller said. “She’s still alive. The Americans have her hidden away.”

      Tahir Halabi’s grip on the device tightened. “And the fixer?”

      “Still no word.”

      “One moment.”

      Tahir put the call on hold and said in Arabic through gritted teeth, “She is in the States.” Which they all knew meant she was no longer within their reach.

      Tahir’s brother Bilal roared with anger while Hammad Kassab’s expression changed not one bit.

      “Then he is to find the fixer, by whatever means necessary,” Kassab, the uncle of the girl in question, said. “Make sure he understands.”

      Tahir relayed the instructions to the hunter on the other end of the phone.

      “I assure you, we are doing just that. We have even been looking into the others who were there at the failed attempt.”

      “What others?”

      “We know for sure there was at least one cleaner present.”

      “I don’t understand. A cleaner?”

      “A body-removal specialist.”

      “Hired by the fixer?”

      “Unclear at this point. But one source thinks that this person may be looking for her, too.”

      “Does this cleaner have a name?”

      “We are working on that.”

      “You will keep us posted.”

      Tahir hung up as the hunter was saying, “Of course.”
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        SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA

      

      ON THE DAY they returned home, Quinn and Orlando received an email from the Mole, stating there were over a dozen people in the business who were known in one place or another by the nickname Hyena. None, however, fit the description of Liz’s killer. As for Dima’s location, the Mole was still working on that.

      While they waited for him to get back to them, Quinn and Orlando worked their other contacts, doing so with care to avoid drawing Helen’s attention. But the scant leads they unearthed led nowhere.

      On Wednesday, five days after Liz’s funeral, the Mole finally called.

      With his permission, Orlando put him on speaker. “You have both Quinn and me.”

      “I apologize…for the tardi…ness of my response,” the Mole said in his halting, digitally altered voice. “It proved to…be a…frustrating task.”

      Quinn grimaced. “You didn’t find her, did you?”

      “I did…not say that. Frustrating, yes…but…ultimately successful. Dima…is staying at a… facility in North…Carolina.”

      “What kind of facility?” Orlando asked.

      “One that…few know about. Even I…was not…aware of its existence…until early this…morning. It is a…place…for those who…need to disappear.”

      “Does this place have a name?” Quinn asked.

      “XA014,” he replied.

      Quinn glanced at Orlando. From the look on her face, he knew she had never heard of it or anything like it, either. It was disturbing to uncover an unknown layer of the secret world, especially right in their own country.

      “And you’re sure she’s there?”

      “As…of 1:12 p.m. Eastern time…yes.”

      Less than ten minutes ago.

      “Do you have more on this place?”

      “You are…going there?”

      Neither Quinn nor Orlando said anything.

      “I have…everything you will…need. Blueprints…schematics…access routes. That does not…mean it will be…easy.”

      “We’ll take it all,” Orlando said.

      “It’s…waiting for you in your…inbox now.”

      “We appreciate the help,” Quinn said.

      “There is one…more…thing.”

      “And that is?”

      “The Hyena.

      “You found something?”

      “Maybe but…it may be nothing. There was…a job four months…ago. The name ‘the Hyena’ appears…in the project…summary report.”

      “Just a summary? What about the full report?” Quinn asked.

      “Buried in a…Mossad server.” Mossad was Israeli intelligence. “I can…attempt to extract…but I believe there…is an…easier way to obtain…a copy.”

      “And that is?”

      “The job was an…information…gathering job…in Moscow. It was…outsourced to PSF…who hired Reiko Klassen…to run the actual operation.”

      “Is that so?”

      Klassen was a decent enough ops man, but a piss-poor human being. Quinn had had the non-pleasure of dealing with him on half a dozen occasions. As head of the job, however, Klassen would likely have a copy of the report. “Do you know where Reiko might be right at this moment?”

      “I do.”
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* * *

      QUINN AND ORLANDO spent an hour going over the documents the Mole had sent them.

      “I think the smart move here is to have Nate deal with Reiko while we pay Dima a visit,” Quinn said.

      “You mean break into the secret facility that, according to the Mole’s notes—and correct me if I’m wrong—is likely to get us killed?”

      “Likely. Not for sure.”

      The corner of her mouth ticked up.
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* * *

      IT WASN’T A dream so much as it was a memory.

      The Warroad ice rink. Hockey season. So many years ago.

      Quinn, known then as Jake Oliver, hadn’t wanted to play. But hockey was what boys did in Warroad, Minnesota. After all, the small town was the home of the Christian brothers—1960 Winter Olympic champions and world renown hockey-stick makers. Hockey Town, USA—it was printed right on the side of the metal building that served as their manufacturing facility.

      When Quinn hesitated in joining the others, his mom had said, “You’ll do fine.”

      His stepfather had been more succinct. “Get on the goddamn ice.”

      Quinn hoped the coach would leave him on the bench, but no, two minutes into the second period, the man announced, “Jake, you’re on the next shift.”

      It’s not that Quinn was a bad skater, or couldn’t play the game as well as the others. If he wanted to, he could be one of the best on the ice. But hockey was Harold Oliver’s love, and any activity Quinn’s stepdad liked, Quinn despised.

      The shift change came and out Quinn went, planning to just stay out of the way. But hockey is not the kind of sport where one could hide, and before long the puck slid straight at him. Wanting it as far away from him as possible, he yanked his stick back as far as he could and slapped the puck across the ice with all his strength.

      The small crowd of parents jumped up and cheered when the rubber disc miraculously sailed past the goalie into the net. Even Quinn’s stepfather joined in. But one voice stood out above the din.

      “You did it, Jakey! You did it! You did it!”

      Liz, her smile as wide as the Lake of the Woods, her hands pressed against the Plexiglas partition that separated the rink from the spectators.

      “You did it! You did it! You…”

      Quinn’s eyes parted as he sensed a change in the plane’s altitude. The seat-belt sign was on, and one of the attendants was working his way through the business class cabin, checking seat backs and tray tables.

      “Nice nap?” Orlando asked.

      “Not really.”

      They had been able to catch an early afternoon flight to the East Coast, grabbing two of the five remaining business-class seats. But unlike transcontinental trips or those Quinn and Orlando often took on private jets, the seats on the coast-to-coast trip did not convert to lie-flat beds. And while he had plenty of experience sleeping in a sitting position, Quinn never liked it.

      The dream/memory hadn’t helped, either.

      They touched down at Raleigh-Durham International at ten p.m. local time, and were soon headed west in their rental all-terrain SUV. Quinn drove while Orlando worked her laptop, squeezing out every last drop of info from the Mole’s documents.

      They reached Greensboro by eleven and, with Orlando navigating, made their way to a safe house on a quiet street just north of the UNC Greensboro campus. They stored the vehicle in the garage at the back of the property, grabbed their suitcases, and used the code they’d been given on the digital lock at the back entrance to the house.

      The items Orlando had requested were waiting for them in the living room: cold-weather clothing, boots, snowshoes, surveillance gear, climbing ropes, lock picks, binoculars with night vision, snow chains for the SUV, and weapons—SIG SAUER P226 for Quinn, Glock 17 for Orlando—with the associated extra mags and suppressors.

      After checking the equipment, they stored everything but the tire chains in the mission backpacks they’d brought along, and turned in for a few hours of sleep.

      By four a.m., they were on the road again.

      A light snow began falling when they were still a good hour from their destination. It continued on and off all the way into the Appalachian Mountains.

      “Left turn in three hundred and ten yards,” Orlando announced. There was a route that would put them a lot closer to XA014, but they knew it would be heavily monitored so they were taking the more circuitous one Orlando had worked out.

      Quinn eased back on the accelerator. The early hour meant traffic was at a minimum, and when they finally came to the turnoff, no one was around to see them leave the highway.

      Though the meat of the storm wasn’t due until that evening, the snowfall increased, hampering visibility as they wound higher into the mountains.

      “In one-point-two-five miles, take a right.”

      Right on schedule, the new road appeared. Quinn took the turn, and saw that the blacktop was covered with a thin layer of snow. From the lack of other tracks, Quinn knew they were the only ones to have gone this way since the storm started.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Orlando said a few minutes later. “The next turn’s on the left. It’s…” She looked up and pointed at a gap between the trees about twenty-five meters ahead. “There.”

      Quinn stopped in the middle of the street, a few yards shy of the spot she’d indicated. While there did appear to be a road between the trees, it was covered by considerably more snow.

      They hopped out and put on the snow chains, neither seeing nor hearing another vehicle the entire time.

      Quinn then drove them onto the snow-covered road, and stopped again just inside the trees.

      Orlando started to open her door, but Quinn said, “I got this.”

      “Fine by me.”

      He climbed out again and hurried back to the turnoff, where he obscured their tire tracks all the way to where he’d parked. His subterfuge wouldn’t stand up to a close examination, but anyone passing by wouldn’t notice a thing.

      Keeping to a crawl, Quinn guided the SUV deeper into the forest. According to satellite imagery, there were no homes in the area, only a couple of small lakes probably used for fishing in the summer. What mattered most was that the road passed within one mile of XA014.

      They’d been driving for fifteen minutes when Orlando looked up from her computer. “This is about as close as we’re going to get.”

      Using the next wide spot they came to, Quinn turned the SUV around and parked it in the middle of the road, at the point Orlando had indicated.

      “Should be through those trees and over a ridge,” she said, pointing out the passenger-side window.

      They opened the back of the SUV and donned their cold-weather gear. After they shouldered their backpacks, they helped each other put on snowshoes and headed out.

      It took a few minutes to get used to walking with the attachments under their boots, but they soon achieved a nice, brisk pace through the woods. When they reached the ridge, they climbed to just short of the top, where Quinn removed the gooseneck mini-camera from Orlando’s pack and snaked it over the crest.

      “How’s that?” he whispered.

      “Up another two inches, and angle the lens down fifteen degrees.”

      He did as instructed. “Now?”

      Orlando studied the camera feed on her phone. “Pan it. Slow. Left to right.”

      He twisted the gooseneck to move the camera per her request.

      “Stop,” she said.

      He leaned sideways to get a better view of the screen. The feed showed a shallow valley on the other side of the ridge that, at a glance, looked like it was filled with trees. But that was an illusion. A large area in the middle of the valley had been cleared of growth, and now played host to a complex of six buildings and a helipad. Strung above the clearing was a camouflaged net, designed to disguise the view from satellites.

      “Is that a fence?” Quinn asked, pointing at a dark line in a small clearing between them and the buildings.

      “Looks like it.”

      The Mole’s blueprints had shown the immediate grounds only, and had not extended all the way to the edge of the man-made meadow.

      “I don’t see any guard posts,” Quinn said.

      Orlando studied the feed. “Me, neither. Must be covered by cameras.”

      Quinn looked up at the sky. The snow was hardly falling at all now. “Latest forecast?”

      Orlando checked her phone. “Supposed to be light for the rest of the day, with the main front coming tonight. The heaviest should be between ten p.m. and five a.m.”

      “Heavy enough to hide us from the cameras?”

      “Perhaps, but I wouldn’t count on it. It should allow us to jam a few of the cameras without anyone getting suspicious, though.”

      As much as Quinn wanted to try to find Dima and talk to her now, utilizing the heavier storm and the cover of night would give them a much better chance at success.

      Like it or not, waiting was the smart choice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        COPENHAGEN, DENMARK

      

      REIKO KLASSEN WAS annoyed.

      He didn’t like meet-and-greets. They were a waste of time. Unfortunately, his potential client—a Mr. Tate—had been insistent.

      “I need to know that there will be no problems working together,” Tate had told him.

      “What problems? It’ll be fine. It always is.”

      “My representative will be in Copenhagen in the morning,” making it clear if Klassen didn’t take the meeting, someone else would earn the handsome pay day that went with the job.

      Since Tate had come highly recommended through a reliable source, Klassen had reluctantly given in.

      “Good,” Tate said. “I’ve taken the liberty of selecting a meeting point. I will send you the information.”

      “I can hardly wait,” Klassen said, barely holding back the sarcasm.

      Now it was meeting time, or close enough, and not only was he irritated that he’d had to rearrange his day around the appointment, unexpected traffic was making him run a few minutes late. Knowing his luck, the guy would be gone when Klassen got there, and the trip to the city center would have been for naught.

      The chosen location was the Resso Espressobar inside the Arnold Busck bookstore on Købmagergade. According to the text message, the representative would be sitting in front of a southeast-facing window, wearing a black jacket.

      But when Klassen entered the coffee shop, he realized there were several windows on the southeast side, and most of the stools were already taken, three by men wearing black jackets.

      Wonderful, he thought, frowning.

      He’d been given a recognition phrase to use, but what was he supposed to do? Say it to all three of them at the same time and see who jumped? If it weren’t for the generous amount of cash being offered, he would have turned around and left.

      Begrudgingly, he admitted to himself he was being unreasonable. He had just decided to start with the guy on the left when the one at the opposite end made eye contact and subtly nodded at the open seat beside him. Klassen breathed a sigh of relief and walked over.

      “Do you mind if I use this seat? I won’t be long,” Klassen said, reciting the code in English as instructed.

      “Take as long as you’d like.” It was the appropriate reply.

      “You’re with Tate?” Klassen whispered as he sat.

      “Are you taking more than one meeting?”

      “Don’t be cute. A simple yes is fine.”

      “Then yes.”

      “Good,” Klassen grumbled.

      The man took a sip of his coffee and smiled. “Would you like something to drink? My treat.”

      “I’d prefer to get down to business. You’re not the only thing on my schedule today.”

      “Then you do have other meetings.”

      “You wanted to meet me in person? I’m here. Let’s get this over with, huh?”

      The man smiled, removed an envelope from his pocket, and scooted it on the counter over to Klassen.

      “What’s this?” Klassen asked, not picking it up.

      “You were listening when I said the drink was my treat, weren’t you?”

      Still suspicious, Klassen picked up the envelope and looked inside. There were five US one-hundred-dollar bills and a single Danish two-hundred-krone note, the latter more than enough to pay for a cup of coffee, and something to eat if he wanted.

      “Mr. Tate realizes that this meeting was short notice, and that there might have been some inconvenience on your part. Consider that compensation for your time today.”

      Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. Klassen pulled the kroner out and stuffed the envelope in his jacket pocket. “Save my seat.”
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* * *

      THE MOMENT KLASSEN headed to the counter, Nate pulled out his phone and sent the text he’d already written.
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* * *

      SCARVES WRAPPED AROUND their faces and sunglasses covering their eyes, Daeng and Jar had been watching when Reiko Klassen left his flat and jumped into a waiting Uber car.

      As soon as he was gone, they moved across the street and let themselves into his building. They took the stairs to the top floor, where he lived. Before getting to work, they removed their cold-weather gloves, exposing the rubber ones they had on underneath. Jar then wanded the door, disabling the alarm and security cameras with the same device she’d used on Sheng’s building in Singapore. Daeng followed up by picking the lock, careful not to leave any scratches.

      Klassen’s place was a memorial to an era of hedonism more at home in the 1960s than now. Paintings of nude women in provocative poses covered most of the walls. In one corner was an old wooden chest filled with restraints and whips and clips and candles.

      Jar wondered if they’d find a woman locked in one of the rooms. A small part of her hoped they would, so they could hang around and make sure Klassen never bothered anyone again.

      “We’re going to want to take long, hot showers after this,” Daeng said.

      “Yes, we will,” she said. She never understood why people always insisted on stating the obvious, but it happened all the time. For the most part, she’d given up fighting it.

      When they finished with the living room, Daeng said, “Which do you want? The kitchen or the bedrooms?”

      “The bedrooms.” It was a stupid question. No one ever hid a computer in the kitchen, not in her experience.

      There were three bedrooms—two conventional rooms and one loft. Of the two rooms, one was used solely for storage, while the other contained a bed but little else. The loft was obviously where Klassen slept, so that’s where Jar concentrated her efforts. She searched the cabinets, under the bed, in the walk-in closet, and in the attached master bathroom, but found nothing. It wasn’t possible this guy operated without a computer, and he certainly didn’t have one on him when he’d left. So where was it?

      “Jar,” Daeng called.

      She walked over to the edge of the loft and looked down but couldn’t see him. “What is it?”

      “I found a safe.”

      She hurried down the spiral staircase, but still didn’t see Daeng. “Where are you?”

      “Back here.”

      She found him in the bathroom that separated the two other bedrooms. He was kneeling between a large tub and a stand-alone shower stall. A meter-square section of the wall in front of him was hanging open like a cabinet door, revealing a safe inside. She noted her mistake of earlier dismissing the room as insignificant. She would not do that again.

      “Can you open it?” he asked.

      She crouched down and studied the metal box. She estimated it at eighty centimeters square, the inset door maybe seventy-five. There was no manufacturer name, only a handle and digital touchpad.

      “Unsure.”

      “Can you try?”

      “Yes. But it may take a few minutes.”

      “We have time. I’ll see if there’s anything else of interest.”

      Using her phone, Jar accessed an area of the darknet where information about safes could be found. Klassen’s was model number S530N, made by a small Eastern European firm called RejDawn Systems.

      The digital display on the front was a fingerprint reader that required three fingers from an authorized user placed against it to open.

      As a caution against screen failure, the device could be linked to an authorized RejDawn technician’s computer via proprietary connectivity software, similar to Bluetooth, that would allow the tech to access the safe’s operating system. Fortunately, someone had hacked into RejDawn Systems and obtained the source code, and was offering it to anyone willing to pony up the small price of one thousand dollars. She cleared the purchase with Daeng and downloaded the hack.

      Four minutes later, Klassen’s safe had been reprogrammed to recognize not only its owner’s fingerprints but Jar’s, too.

      She was about to put it to the test when Daeng reentered the bathroom and said, “Nate texted. Klassen just arrived, so even if he turns around and leaves right away, we have at least thirty minutes.”

      “Why would he turn around and leave?”

      “It was a…never mind. We have at least thirty minutes.”

      “We do not need that much time.”

      She placed her fingers against the screen. A beep and a click and the safe door swung open.

      “Nice,” Daeng said.

      Inside were three pistols, eight boxes of ammunition, a stack of papers and files, and a high-end, Dell Inspiron laptop. She took a picture of the contents before she touched anything, and then pulled the laptop out.

      It would take far too long to go through the computer now, so after hacking into it, Jar uploaded its entire contents to a specified folder in the cloud. This would trigger one of her laptops back in Bangkok to begin processing the data. She would be notified via text of any hits.

      Ten minutes and the upload was done. Jar slipped the computer back into the safe, used the photo she’d taken to make sure everything looked exactly as it had, and shut the door.

      As a final step, she removed any trace of her fingerprints from the digital display and from the operating system.

      Once she and Daeng were outside the apartment, Jar reset the alarm and reactivated the cameras, while Daeng texted Nate to let him know they were done.
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* * *

      “WHAT KIND OF job are we talking about?” Klassen asked.

      “Surveillance to start,” Nate said in a low voice. “If all goes well, product acquisition.”

      “Team size?”

      “We’ll discuss details if Mr. Tate decides to hire you.”

      “At your recommendation.”

      “At my recommendation.”

      “What do I need to do to prove myself?”

      “Are you enjoying your coffee?”

      “What?”

      “Your coffee. Are you enjoying it?”

      “My coffee’s fine.”

      “And mine is almost empty.” Nate picked up his cup and stood. “Excuse me for a moment.”

      At the bar, he ordered another latte.

      Approaching Klassen directly about the Hyena had never been the plan. Quinn didn’t trust Klassen, so neither did Nate. It was much preferable to find out what the man knew without the guy realizing it.

      Nate waited for his drink, and then carried it back to his seat. Stirring the latte, he said, “The feedback we’ve received concerning you is contradictory. On the one hand, we’ve been told you are always organized and prepared, but we’ve also heard that you’ve had more than your share of clashes with people you work with.”

      Klassen locked eyes with Nate. “I don’t need to justify myself to you. I have an excellent record. If you’re worried about petty things like disagreements, there are plenty of others out there who you can hire. That we’re sitting here tells me you really don’t care about some insignificant spats. That there’s a reason you need me.”

      Nate considered him for several seconds before dipping his head in acknowledgment. “You have some unique qualifications that would be beneficial.”

      “Such as?”

      Nate smiled. “Details later.”

      “Right.”

      Nate drew out the conversation by questioning him about his previous work. Klassen was good at discussing jobs without revealing details that would compromise his clients. If Nate was actually considering hiring him, that would have been a plus.

      “I don’t know what else to tell you,” Klassen eventually said. “If people do their jobs, I’m happy. Good enough? What I want to know is the fee. Your boss implied that it would be generous. But generous to one person can be stingy to another. And I’m not getting involved with a new client for anything less than—”

      “How does double your standard fee, plus the possibility of performance bonuses sound?”

      Klassen leaned back and grinned. “You should have said that at the beginning. I would have been in a lot better mood.”

      Nate’s phone vibrated in his pocket. “Pardon me,” he said as he pulled it out.

      The text was from Daeng.

      

      
        DONE

      

      

      “I have another meeting I need to get to,” Nate said.

      Klassen raised an eyebrow. “You interviewing someone else?”

      “Not for your position.”

      The man relaxed. “Then the job’s mine?”

      “Mr. Tate makes the final decisions, but I feel confident you’ll be hearing from us soon.”
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* * *

      THEY RECONVENED IN a snack shop at the airport, on the ticketing level of Terminal 2.

      “Did we get the report?” Nate asked as his colleagues joined him at his table.

      “Give me a moment,” Jar said, and pulled out her laptop.

      While she concentrated on her screen, Nate said to Daeng, “Any problems?”

      “All good. You?”

      “Just like we planned it.”

      “He didn’t suspect anything?”

      “He might have at first, but once we discussed money, he was hooked.”

      Jar said something under her breath in Thai that sounded like excitement.

      “What?” Nate asked.

      “We have the report and his notes from the job,” she said.

      “And the Hyena?”

      “It is mentioned several times, but is not tied to a name. There is, however, a list of people he hired for the job in his notes. Hold on.” She studied the computer. “It was a nine-person team. Of that, only two were women.”

      She magnified the list and pointed at the two names.

      

      
        MARA GOMEZ

        KATRINE DEHLER

      

      

      Nate couldn’t help feeling excited. If Klassen’s Hyena was the one they were looking for, then she had to be one of the two.

      “You know either of them?” Daeng asked.

      “Never heard of them,” Nate said. “Any contact information?”

      “There are phone numbers for each,” Jar said.

      “Can you track down their locations?”

      Jar turned the computer back around and got to work without answering. Nate and Daeng grabbed some food and brought it back to the table.

      After about fifteen minutes, she said, “Both phones are registered under names other than Gomez or Dehler. The number associated with Gomez is Italian, and is registered to a shell corporation that will take some time to unravel. The Dehler phone is Swiss, and owned by someone named Louis Goode.”

      “Are both still active?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know where they are now?”

      “The Gomez phone is a landline located in the outskirts of Florence.”

      “The Dehler one?”

      “It appears to be just a voicemail box.”

      Both answers made sense. The numbers must be for the women’s job-inquiry lines. Quinn and Nate had a similar setup for clients to call and leave a message. Easier to turn someone down that way. Any cell numbers the women had used while working with Klassen were likely for disposable phones that were destroyed as soon as the job was over.

      “We could do what we did with Klassen,” Daeng suggested. “Set up meetings. If either woman is the one who shot Liz, we’ll have her.”

      “The second she sees any of us, she’d run.”

      “I was thinking we could get someone else to do the meet.”

      Nate frowned. “I’d rather know—”

      “Why are we talking about a meeting? Jar asked. “We do not need a meeting.”

      “You have something else in mind?” Nate asked.

      “Of course. There will be records of who called the numbers. It is logical that one of those numbers will belong to each woman calling to check her messages. Even if they change phones every day, there will be a pattern. And if they use blocked numbers, there will be a record somewhere.”

      That was definitely better than attempting a meet-up. “How long will it take you to unravel it?” Nate asked.

      She thought for a moment. “We might want to get a hotel room.”
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        WESTERN NORTH CAROLINA

      

      QUINN AND ORLANDO found a small town ten miles from XA014 that had a mostly empty, ten-room motel and a rundown café. After a lunch of cornbread and chicken soup, they got a room and slept as best they could until well after nightfall.

      Quinn finally woke to find Orlando spooned against him, his arm draped over her ribs. He started to pull away, but she moaned sleepily and pressed against his chest, causing his hand to slip off her shirt onto her exposed stomach. Her soft skin sent a jolt of electricity up his arm and through every inch of his body.

      In bed, he and Orlando had done nothing more than sleep since the night before Garrett and Claire had been kidnapped. He’d almost forgotten anything more was possible.

      When he slipped his hand under her shirt, she moaned again. His lips brushed the side of her neck. Her ear. Her cheek. Each touch echoed in Orlando’s breath. Louder and louder they grew until Orlando turned, took his face in her hands, and kissed him deep and hard, like they hadn’t kissed in years.

      Desperation and longing ruled at first, as if each was trying to prove to the other they were still alive. But their anxious rhythm soon slowed and intensified as their love for each other took over.

      Afterward, sweaty and sated, they lay in temporary amnesia of all that had been going on. In the silence, there was no need to say “I love you” or “I’m nothing without you.” Those were a given. There was no Quinn without Orlando. No Orlando without Quinn.

      They were one. They would always be one.

      The alarm on Quinn’s phone broke their trance.

      Nine p.m.

      Time to move again.
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* * *

      THOUGH THERE HAD been no more than a few falling flakes when they left the motel, by the time they reached the snow-covered back road, white clumps all but filled the sky.

      Once more, Quinn obscured their tracks after they’d turned onto the road, though he was sure that within an hour they would have been filled in anyway. They parked at the same spot as before and began the hike.

      They climbed the ridge a few hundred yards west of their previous ascent and summited at a point farther from the facility, where they would be unlikely to draw any attention.

      The storm was really going now. If the wind had been blowing, it would have been a blizzard, but thankfully the flakes did nothing more than gently swirl on their way to the ground.

      Orlando’s detector picked out the first camera when they were still four hundred yards from XA014. It was attached to the trunk of a tree at eye level, thirty-six meters directly in front of them. The good news was that it was transmitting back to the base.

      After an initial failed attempt, Orlando tapped into it and examined its output. Though the camera was equipped with night vision, the intensity of the storm caused the signal to be intermittent. Another kilometer to the base meant the receivers there probably weren’t getting the signal at all. No way to tell for sure, though, so Orlando used her device to jam the camera until they had passed it.

      They encountered two more surveillance cams, one at five hundred meters from the base, and another at two-fifty. Orlando dealt with them in the same manner she had the first.

      At a hundred meters were three cameras in close proximity to one another. Being so close to the base meant someone inside had a much better chance of receiving at least a glitchy version of the signal. The good thing was, so much snow was falling that even with night vision, none of the cameras was getting much more than images filled with fluff.

      “The widest gap is between the two on the right,” Orlando whispered. “If we keep on a straight line down the midpoint, the jammer should be able to scramble each.”

      After successfully traversing the area, they came to another set of cameras at fifty meters out, and a third group at twenty-five.

      Not long after that they came to the end of the trees, where the clearing that pretended not to be a clearing began. Fifteen meters out from the tree line was a tall fence that enclosed the base. There was no way they could get to and over it without being seen.

      Not at ground level, anyway.

      Approximately twenty feet above them, the camouflage canopy that stretched over the open area was tied to every three or four trees by heavy-duty cables and ropes. Staying just inside the forest, Quinn and Orlando moved parallel to the clearing, stopping momentarily at each tree the canopy was attached to.

      “This looks good,” Orlando whispered after they’d examined more than a dozen trunks.

      Quinn nodded. “Good by me.”

      Wrapping one of the climbing ropes around the trunk, Quinn used it to work his way up to the canopy. He gave the netting a tug. Not only was it sturdy, it was tied off so tight that it didn’t move when he grabbed it. He eased out onto it. Not even a jiggle.

      He tied his rope to the cable right next to the tree, and dropped the other end to Orlando. When she was within reach, he helped her onto the canopy. They crawled toward the compound.

      It turned out the canopy was not a solid covering. It was made up of hundreds of interlocking, mostly circular patches of various sizes, colored to appear as trees from above. Between some of the circles were wedge-shaped gaps. Even the mesh on the circles was wide enough to allow much of the snow to fall through.

      Quinn and Orlando could have tried to drop down through one of the larger gaps as soon as they were past the fence, but it made more sense to wait until they were over one of the buildings. They skipped the first structure they came to. It was one of the small buildings, and, according to the Mole’s information, served as a storage facility. They waited until they were over one of the four large, arched-roof buildings close to the middle of the compound. It was one of the living quarters.

      They couldn’t find any gaps in the canopy there, but this wasn’t surprising. The building would need to be completely hidden. Having no other choice, Quinn cut a one-meter slit along a meshy seam, where it would be less noticeable.

      Before lowering through the hole, Orlando checked for cameras again but detected none covering the roof. Down she went, Quinn holding her hands to lower her until her drop was only about a foot. When she was ready, he tossed her the backpacks. He then hung through the hole, his feet just reaching Orlando’s shoulders. As he let go of the netting, she crouched slowly, allowing him to make a controlled descent and land on the roof with barely a sound.

      They moved down to the retaining wall at the far end. Using the gooseneck camera, they looked over the wall at the center of the compound.

      A kind of plaza was directly in front of them, with an identical, arch-roofed building on each of the other three sides—everything an exact match with the plans the Mole had sent them.

      What hadn’t been on the plans, of course, were the guards. Three of them. One in each hut next to the front doors of the other three buildings. Which probably meant a fourth guard was in front of the building they were on.

      Quinn caught Orlando’s eye and nodded toward the rear of their building. They crept back across the roof.

      “Compass points,” Orlando whispered once they’d stopped.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The buildings, they’re at compass points.” As she spoke she motioned to each structure. “Northeast, northwest, southeast.” She touched the building they were on. “Southwest.”

      “The designation,” Quinn said.

      “Exactly.”

      The Mole’s information indicated Dima had been designated N/E, with no explanation of what that meant. Now it seemed obvious.

      Quinn looked back the other way and could barely see part of the roof of the building directly across the square from them. The northeast building. The one, if they were right, where Dima was.

      Using the camera again, they checked the back of the building. Only a single light attached to the wall. No guard shack or entrance, and no footprints in the snow to indicate a guard on patrol.

      Orlando pointed at a pipe sticking out of the roof near the corner. After Quinn tied one of their two remaining ropes to it, they rappelled silently to the ground. Quinn peeked around the side of the building. Two doors, each with its own light above it. In addition, a row of windows ran along the entire length of the wall. They were high and narrow, the kind meant only to allow sunlight inside, not for those inside to look out.

      Quinn and Orlando couldn’t walk through the center of the plaza to get to Dima’s building. That would be death by stupidity.

      Fortunately, if the Mole was correct, there was a better, more covert choice.

      “Which one?” Quinn asked.

      Orlando consulted the facility plans on her phone, and then pointed to the right.

      Staying low, they sneaked over to the smaller building behind the southeast living quarters. The structure had a single door on the compound side. Like elsewhere, there was a light above it. Quinn glanced toward the square and confirmed the doorway was not in direct view of any of the guard huts. Using the blade of his knife, he tapped the bulb until it broke, the sound all but swallowed by the storm. Orlando made fast work of the lock.

      Inside, dozens of tiny indicator lights lit up a large room filled with pipes and wires and machinery of one type or another. Quinn and Orlando quickly checked to make sure no one else was there, and then took a better look around.

      Along the far wall were eight generators, their exhaust funneling into a pipe that led outside. On the wall nearest the entrance were the pumps and pipes of a water system. Another section contained what looked like HVAC equipment—heating and cooling.

      If XA014 had a beating heart, this had to be it.

      “Over here,” Orlando called.

      He found her crouched near the back wall, pointing her light at a hinged manhole cover. Again, the Mole’s information had been right on the money.

      Using the grating on top of the cover as a handhold, they pulled it up, exposing a ladder that led down into darkness.

      Orlando went first. As soon as she reached the bottom, she turned on her phone’s flashlight. “Clear.”

      As Quinn descended, he pulled the manhole cover closed behind him.

      The area below was not a second level to the building, but a cement brick corridor that went farther than their lights could illuminate, its walls covered with pipes and conduits.

      Orlando checked for cameras and other electronic security devices, but nothing showed up on her scan, so they headed down the tunnel, stopping again when they reached the expected fork. The two new tunnels ran off at a ninety-degree angle from each other. If the schematics were correct, each tunnel would meet another perpendicular passageway, and those two passageways would then meet up with each other, forming a square of interconnected corridors that passed under all four of the large living quarters.

      They went to the right, toward the northeast building, and soon were standing at the base of a ladder that would take them back to the surface. Quinn went first this time. The hatch at the top was another manhole cover, its grating more than wide enough to slip the gooseneck camera through.

      Since the room beyond was dark, Orlando switched the feed to night vision, revealing a room occupied by metal shelving units filled with boxes.

      A storage space. Perfect.

      The cover opened with only a slight groan. Quinn eased his head out and looked around, in case the camera had missed something. Satisfied they were alone, he climbed out and held the cover in place while Orlando followed.

      At the room’s only door, Orlando listened for noise on the other side and then shook her head. Quinn slipped the door open just enough for the camera to fit through.

      “A short hallway,” Orlando whispered. “Closed door at the other end. No people, but there is a camera.”

      She pulled the gooseneck back and activated the security scan on her phone. A few taps on the screen, a pause, more taps, another pause, and then a grin.

      “There’s a blind spot that starts about a meter out from the door. I’m going to give us a twenty-second window. That should be more than enough to get there. Ready?”

      Quinn grabbed the doorknob, and Orlando tapped her screen again.

      They made it to the blind spot in plenty of time. There was just enough clearance along the bottom of the door for the gooseneck to slip through.

      On the other side were two longer corridors, one leading straight out from the door, and the other heading off to the left. Minimal lighting, probably in deference to the early morning hour.

      A scan revealed multiple cameras.

      While Orlando could turn them all off, someone would surely notice.

      “Give me a moment,” she said. Her thumbs flew across her phone’s screen. After a few seconds, she muttered, “Dammit.”

      “What?”

      “The only wireless network is for the cameras. Everything else must be hardwired. I should be able to piggyback on one of their signals.” She glanced at him. “This might take a few minutes.”

      He spent the time with his ear pressed against the door, but the corridors remained quiet.

      Finally, Orlando said, “I’m in. It’s not full system access, but let’s see…” She studied her phone. “All right. There’s an outer hallway that goes around all four sides. We’re at one of the corners. There are also two hallways that slice through the center, one in each direction, creating a cross. Hmmm…looks like some larger rooms down at the other end of the building. And…hold on…twenty-five smaller rooms with what appear to be attached bathrooms. Suites, I’m guessing.”

      “Or cells,” Quinn suggested.

      “Or that.”

      Though the Mole had provided them with a layout of the facility, the information on the living quarters basically stopped at the outer walls.

      Orlando continued working her phone. “There’s got to be a roster here somewhere…ah, okay. Here we go.” She read for a moment, and then cursed under her breath. “It’s a list, but it refers to everyone by number, not name. The good news is that there are only six rooms in this building being used right now, and half of those are shared by two people.”

      Six was definitely better than twenty-five, Quinn thought. And he was willing to bet those sharing rooms were couples. “Let’s concentrate on the solo ones first.”

      “I agree.”

      “What’s the guard situation?”

      More taps. “Five men.” She flipped through security camera feeds. “Three are in an office at the other end of the building. That’s where the camera viewing monitors are. No one seems to be paying them attention, though. The other two…hold on…okay, one’s in the hall farthest from us, walking toward the front of the building. And his buddy, let’s see…”

      She suddenly brought a finger to her mouth, telling Quinn to be quiet. A few seconds later, he heard footsteps on the other side of the door.

      If Orlando’s thumbs had been flying across her phone before, they were blazing now. Within moments, she indicated she’d killed the camera in their hallway again. They hurried back the way they’d come, and as they started down the ladder into the access tunnel, they heard the door they’d been hiding behind open.

      Quinn carefully lowered the lid behind them, and they hung on the ladder a few feet down.

      The storage room door opened, and footsteps clicked across the concrete floor, moving closer and closer to the manhole cover.

      A pause, then steps again, moving away.

      The door closing, followed by silence.

      Orlando accessed the security feed, and they watched the guard return to the larger corridor and turn down one of the central hallways. Orlando checked the other roaming guard again. Apparently having finished his route, he’d joined his buddies in the office.

      “Where are the occupied rooms?” Quinn asked.

      Orlando consulted the roster. “One off the hall on either side, one along the back, and three down that center one the guard’s in right now. Those last ones are the shared ones.”

      “Are there cameras in any of them?”

      “If there are, nothing’s registering.”

      It looked like they’d have to do this the old-fashioned way—check each room in person. The problem was getting to the rooms without being seen by one of the cameras, and Quinn expressed this to Orlando.

      “I might have a solution,” she said. A few touches on her phone, then, “Here we go.”

      On her screen was the feed from the guards’ room. She had magnified it so that the shot focused on the monitors the guards used to keep tabs on the security cameras. There were three TVs, each cycling to a new camera feed every fifteen seconds. Quinn and Orlando watched each monitor complete a full cycle.

      “There’s our answer,” Orlando said. “I just need to identify the sequence of shots and where each camera is, then I can plan out a route that’ll keep us out of view.”

      “Do it,” he said.
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* * *

      DIMA WAS RUNNING down the street in Jakarta again, Liz a step in front of her.

      The smells, the humidity, the fear—they wrapped around her like a straitjacket two sizes too small.

      When Liz turned into the empty lot, Dima wanted to scream, “No, not that way!” but the words stuck in her throat. She knew what was coming, and yet for a moment, she didn’t know at all.

      They hid behind a tree that now seemed impossibly small. Liz said it would be all right, but when she sent a hurried text, Dima knew Liz didn’t believe it.

      Dima couldn’t remember if she heard the footsteps the first time, but this time she did. The killer approaching. Liz didn’t seem to notice.

      “We need to run,” Dima tried to say. “We need to get out of here.” But once more her voice stayed silent.

      It wasn’t until the last moment that Liz realized someone was there. By then, it was far too late.

      Bang!

      Dima’s eyes flew open. Darkness, but not that of Jakarta.

      Jakarta was gone.

      The killer was gone.

      Liz was gone.

      Dima’s breaths came in pants, like they did every night she’d had the dream, every night since the woman who had protected her died.

      Dima lay still until her body finally calmed again before she pulled back her covers to climb out of bed and get some water.

      As she set her feet on the floor, she realized she wasn’t alone.

      A single thought consumed her. It’s my turn to die.

      “Don’t be scared.”

      It took a moment for her to register the voice was male, not female like the killer. Confusion mixed with the fear that still gripped her.

      “It’s us,” the man said. “Quinn and Orlando.”

      Quinn and Orlando?

      A shadow took a step forward into the dull light drifting in from the window high on the wall, the illumination just enough for Dima to make out the face of Liz’s brother.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “We need to talk.”
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        COPENHAGEN, DENMARK

        MUNICH, GERMANY

      

      BY SUNUP, JAR was done. As she’d promised, there were always records somewhere, and she was able to identify and locate all the numbers that had called Gomez’s and Dehler’s job lines, even the ones that had been blocked.

      While a handful were repeat callers, only one on each line showed up on the records every day. These had to be the phones belonging to the women, or to someone the women had designated to check their messages for them. Not surprisingly, both numbers belonged to mobile phones.

      Gomez’s phone was currently in Athens, Greece, and Dehler’s in Munich, Germany.

      Not wanting to waste time, Nate decided they would split up. He sent Daeng and Jar to Greece with instructions to only observe and take photos, while he went to Germany alone.

      Upon arrival, he visited one of his local contacts, from whom he was able to equip himself with a weapon and the surveillance gear he thought he might need.

      Before heading in different directions, Jar had programmed his phone so he could track Dehler’s on it. The blip took him to a building by the Isar River, near the center of the city. He considered going inside but didn’t want to chance crossing paths with her, so he waited at a little café on Morassistrasse, near the structure’s main entrance. Like the instructions he’d given his friends, his job at this point was to observe and take photos only.

      The dot representing the target’s phone moved around a small section of the fifth floor. After a while, he wondered if the person in possession of it would stay inside all day. It wasn’t until he was halfway through his third cup of coffee when the dot finally descended to the ground floor.

      He quickly placed euros on the table to more than cover his bill, and headed outside. When he checked the tracking map again, he grunted in annoyance. He’d been expecting the phone’s owner to use the building’s main exit, but she or he was headed out one on the south side.

      Nate hurried down the walkway, zipping his jacket and tightening his scarf around his nose and mouth to fight off the cold.

      By the time he reached the end of the block, the dot had already left the building and was crossing the Isar River via the Bosch Bridge. He raced across the street and around the end of the building, not slowing again until he, too, was on the bridge. The dot was approaching the other end, but there were dozens of pedestrians crossing in the same approximate area, and all were bundled up so it was impossible for him to pick out his target.

      The map showed the road ended just beyond the bridge, on an island dominated by the Deutsches Museum. Why was the person heading there? A meeting? Maybe. Museums were good for secret encounters.

      When he checked his screen again, he saw the dot break from the crowd as it reached the end of the bridge, and go left. Nate increased his pace and reached the center of the bridge just in time to see the back of a person wearing a black hat and jacket climb into one of the waiting taxis.

      As the taxi began to move, so did the dot.

      Bingo.

      His moment of elation was squelched when he realized the cab was about to turn onto the bridge and head straight toward him. There was no way he could make it back to the other side before the car reached him, so he tugged down on his stocking cap and pulled up his scarf until only his eyes were exposed.

      As the car drove by, he casually glanced at it. The person in back was as bundled up as Nate was so he couldn’t see a face, but from the style of clothing, he was all but positive the passenger was a woman. Dehler herself?

      He sprinted the remaining distance across the bridge and grabbed the next taxi in line. Dropping a hundred euros onto the seat next to the driver, he said in perfect German, “I’ll give you directions as we go. For now, head toward Maxvorstadt.”

      Maxvorstadt was the name of the area the other taxi was heading toward. It didn’t stay on that course for long, however. Before they reached the other end of the bridge, Nate was already giving his driver new instructions.

      They stayed on a westward path for over ten minutes, until the dot stopped next to München Hauptbahnhof, Munich’s central train station.

      “Crap,” he muttered.

      He stared at his screen, hoping the cab had only been delayed by traffic, but no. When the dot started moving again, it was traveling at a walking pace toward the train station.

      “Hauptbahnhof, schnell,” Nate said.

      The cabbie did his best Formula One driver impression, and got them to the station only two minutes after the other taxi.

      “Danke,” Nate said, dropping another twenty euros up front before hopping out.

      He rushed past the InterCityHotel and inside the station. The interior was an expansive space open to a ceiling at least twelve meters above masses of travelers. There were shops and places to eat on both the ground level and the balcony rimming two sides of the room. The main train platforms were to the left, but the dot on his screen had gone to the right and was now a few meters below him.

      Nate turned until he spotted escalators leading to a lower level. Beside it was the familiar sign featuring a white U in the middle of a blue square, indicating the escalator was the entrance to the U-bahn—the subway.

      He pulled up a map of Munich’s metro system and saw that several U-bahn lines came into the hauptbahnhof. The dot appeared to be on the platform for the U-1 and U-2 lines. Nate took the escalator down, bought a ticket, and headed for the platform.

      As he neared, he could hear an approaching train. He weaved through the crowd as fast as he could, and reached the platform just as the train came to a stop. He looked down toward the other end where the dot was, and caught a glimpse of the woman’s profile as she boarded the train.

      He frowned. Between her winter clothes, the surging crowd, and the distance, Nate couldn’t tell if she was Liz’s killer.

      The last of the passengers trickled onto the train, but Nate remained on the platform. He knew the woman was concerned about being tailed. Why else would she have walked several blocks to grab a taxi that took her to the busiest train station in Munich?

      Since he was able to track her on his phone, he didn’t need to take the same train.

      The next one would work just as well.
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* * *

      
        ATHENS, GREECE

      

      THE SIXTY-FIVE-degree temperature that greeted Daeng and Jar as they exited Athens International Airport felt like a balmy day back in Thailand compared to the frigid conditions they’d left in Copenhagen.

      Their hired driver was waiting for them at the prearranged spot. He was a local freelance operative named Tadeo, whom Nate had recommended.

      Jar gave the man directions based on the glowing dot on her screen representing the phone associated with Mara Gomez. The circle had been sitting motionless inside an apartment building in the northern part of the city since before their plane landed, and continued to remain idle through their entire trip along the crowded highway that rimmed Athens. It was obvious to Jar that the person in charge of monitoring the phone was not currently in possession of it.

      When they moved off the highway onto the city streets, traffic became worse. It took them nearly thirty minutes to travel the kilometer and a half to the block where the building was.

      “Any change?” Daeng asked in Thai.

      Jar shook her head.

      To Tadeo he said in English, “Do a drive-by, and then find a place to park a couple streets over.”

      The street was a mix of apartment buildings and single-family homes, all of which looked at least fifty years old. A well-established neighborhood.

      The building the phone was in had six stories, with an open-air parking area at ground level under five floors of flats. On each of the residential levels, balconies stretched across the entire front and wrapped around the west side.

      The outdoor spaces were divided in a way that gave the impression of two apartments per floor. Except for the top one, where Gomez’s phone was located. Its balcony had no divider, hence only one apartment for the entire level. A private penthouse.

      Tadeo parked the car as instructed, and stayed with the vehicle while Daeng and Jar walked back toward the building. At Daeng’s suggestion, they held hands to look like a couple out for a walk.

      Jar found the experience unsettling. Close human contact always made her uncomfortable. Even as a child, she’d never held the hand of another person who wasn’t either her mother or grandfather. Thankfully, Daeng kept his grip loose, making it almost bearable.

      When they reached the corner, Daeng turned to her and moved into her personal space. After a moment of terror, she realized his actions were designed to reinforce the idea they were a couple, but that did little to lessen the tightening in her chest.

      “I don’t see any activity, do you?” he asked.

      She casually looked toward the building, focusing on the top apartment. Because of the solid wall surrounding the balcony, she could see only a portion of the windows beyond them. “It looks quiet, but is impossible to tell.”

      Two girls on a motor scooter pulled out from under one of the other buildings and headed down the street toward Daeng and Jar. As they neared, Daeng leaned forward and kissed Jar on her cheek, very near the corner of her mouth.

      She started to jerk away, but in obvious anticipation of her reaction, his other hand was already wrapped around the back of her head to hold her in place.

      “Don’t,” he whispered.

      We’re only acting, she told herself, trying to get her panicked breath under control. It’ll be over soon. We’re only acting.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled.

      Once the scooter was gone, Daeng pulled away.

      “Nothing to be sorry about,” he said. “I should have warned you.”

      “It is…it is fine.”

      He led her across the street to the other corner. From there they could see the five-story building opposite Gomez’s.

      “If we had a thermal detector, we could scan her apartment from that roof,” he said.

      “We do not have one, so why would you even suggest that?”

      “It wasn’t a suggestion. It was a thought.”

      “A useless one. What I think we should do is wait until dark and see what lights come on.” Sunset was only a couple of hours away.

      “That would work, too,” he said.

      She extracted her hand from his and did a search on her phone. “There is a café three blocks away. And I am hungry.”

      “Then I guess we should get something to eat.”

      Her brow furrowed. “That was my intention. Was I not clear?”
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* * *

      
        MUNICH

      

      IT TURNED OUT Nate made the smart choice by not taking the same train as the woman.

      She was in full paranoia mode, evidenced by how many times she switched lines, twice even going back a few stations in the direction she’d come. He stayed one train behind for a few stops, but then decided to sit on a bench and watch her U-bahn dance on his phone.

      When she finally exited the system at Giesing, he got moving again, taking only two trains—instead of her nine—to reach the station. By the time he arrived, he was twenty minutes behind her but only half a block away, as she’d gone into a building on the corner of Schwanseestrasse and Deisenhofener Strasse and stayed there.

      He took a walk around it. The place was a mixed-use structure of several interconnected buildings that covered nearly a whole block. On the ground floor were a few cafes, a couple of small markets, and a drugstore, while the four floors above them held what appeared to be apartments.

      The tracker indicated the phone had been taken into a unit on the third floor toward the middle of the block. Her home? It seemed an odd choice for an international operative. Though it was a nice neighborhood, a woman in her position would have made enough to live in a considerably more upscale, secure neighborhood, where her comings and goings would be less likely to be noted by nosy neighbors. Perhaps she was visiting a friend or a lover. Or maybe she was on a job and was here for a meeting.

      He leaned against the side of a hut that shielded a bus bench, and waited for a few minutes to see what the woman would do. But while the tracking dot did move around, it remained within the apartment.

      He had a feeling if he continued waiting there, he’d be in for a long night. He ticked his tongue against the roof of his mouth, thinking. Maybe he’d walk by the apartment and get a sense of the place, to make a more educated guess about whether she lived there or not.

      The more information, the better, right?

      As he knew from watching others go inside, there was no lock on the building’s door, and he was able to walk right in. Signs directed him to the stairs, and soon he was standing in the third-floor corridor, albeit two sections away from the apartment the woman was in.

      Blaring TVs and raised voices and the clinking of dishes oozed from the flats he passed. Four times he walked by other people in the hall, none paying him even the slightest attention. The presence of strangers in the building was apparently not unusual.

      As he entered the section where the woman was, he checked his phone. The apartment in question was only four doors ahead on the left, and the dot was still inside.

      He’d already gone too far to change direction when he saw the camera. It was directly across the hall from the apartment, and painted to blend in with the molding. A moment later, he spotted a second one right above the door itself.

      But he was not wholly unprepared. Without breaking stride, he checked that his scarf was still over the lower half of his face before he opened a game on his phone. Staring at his screen, he walked beneath the two cameras and down the hall to the stairwell entrance in the next section. There, he paused and looked back.

      Interesting.

      The cameras looked as if they’d been in place for a while, not like they’d been installed for a temporary mission. But his exposure to the inside of the building had only increased his suspicion that it wasn’t the woman’s residence, either. Unless…

      A hidey-hole?

      Now that made more sense. It was not unusual for operatives to have a personal safe house to retreat to. If that’s what this place was, then what drove her here today? Had she known he was following her?

      Nate thought back over everything he’d done since arriving in Munich, but none of his actions should have triggered any warnings. Reiko Klassen couldn’t have warned her. Nate, Daeng, and Jar had handled the Copenhagen operation flawlessly. The only other way the woman could know about Nate’s interest would be from Freddie Sheng, but that didn’t make sense, either. Any warning from him would have come days ago, and she would have already been in hiding, not tucking herself away only today.

      No, it was as if she was running from something else.

      Which could mean…

      “Please, no,” he muttered.

      He took the stairs down two at a time. When he reached the ground floor, instead of using the front entrance, he found one that let him out the back. He circled around the end of the building farthest from the U-bahn entrance.

      His gaze was immediately drawn to a flat-topped office building on the other side of Schwanseestrasse. If he could get to the roof, he could take a nice long look around without garnering any suspicion.

      He waited for the light to change, and then crossed the street and walked over to the building. In the lobby, he found a directory listing dozens of businesses, many of which appeared to be doctor’s offices. Perfect. If the place served only a single employer, getting to the roof would be difficult. But no one batted an eye as he exited the elevator on the top floor and entered the stairwell marked with a roof-access sign.

      The fire door at the top of the stairs was locked but easily picked, and within six minutes of first setting eyes on the building, he was standing on the northwest end of the roof.

      After checking his phone to make sure the Dehler dot was still in the camera-protected apartment, he looked down on Schwanseestrasse. The afternoon shadows were melding together as the sun teetered on the horizon. He retrieved the palm-sized binoculars he’d obtained with the other surveillance gear and examined the people below him, eliminating them one by one as a person of interest, until he was left with three men he could not cross off his list.

      Nate was iffy on one of them, but he had no doubt the other two were watchers. And unless the apartment block on the other side of the street was a hotbed of international intelligence activities, it seemed pretty damn likely the watchers were here because of the woman.

      In normal circumstances, he would have backed off until he at least had a better idea of whom the watchers represented, but everything changed the night Liz died, and it didn’t matter to him anymore whom anyone else was affiliated with. If they were in his way, they were a problem that needed to be solved.

      He spent several minutes studying the areas around each watcher, taking in every railing and bush and walkway, stopping only when the encroaching twilight made it difficult to see.

      Back on the street, he first checked the man he was unsure about. Though the guy was clearly waiting for something, he was anxious in a way a pro would never be, and therefore, not someone Nate needed to worry about.

      And then there were two.

      The next man was the older of the remaining duo, and definitely interested in the apartment building. He’d positioned himself at the end of the trees near an U-bahn station exit, across the street from Dehler’s building. The area between the trees was filled with bare branches of tall bushes and small piles of snow. While there were a few people in the watcher’s vicinity, most were closer to the escalator to the station. Those that weren’t were heading toward the street corner.

      Nate studied the guy for a full minute. When pedestrian traffic lulled even more, he slipped his hand over the gun in his jacket pocket and moved in right behind the guy.

      In German, he whispered, “One move and I kill you.”

      The man started to turn, so Nate jammed the jacket-covered suppressor into the watcher’s back. “I wasn’t joking.”

      Based on how quickly the man stopped moving, this probably wasn’t the first time he’d had a gun pressed against him.

      Nate said, “Lift up the bottom of your jacket. Left side. Slowly.”

      The man did as told, but he stopped before the coat reached his rib cage.

      “Nice try.” Nate poked him with the gun again. “Higher.”

      The watcher’s reluctance was palpable, but his desire not to die tonight clearly won out. He lifted his jacket until the underarm holster and pistol were exposed.

      Nate took the weapon and stuffed it into one of his pockets. “When I tell you, you will start walking backward until I say stop. Nod if you understand.”

      The man nodded.

      “Good. Start now.”

      Nate guided the man to a dark area, behind a line of denuded brush away from the main trafficked areas.

      “Stop,” Nate said. “Now sit.”

      A pause before the man started lowering himself. When he added a little turn to his movement, Nate tapped the side of the guy’s head with the suppressor. “Did I say look behind you?”

      Wincing from the relatively gentle blow to his temple, the man sat and said, “Look, I’m just doing a job. Whatever you want, I can’t help you.”

      “You could tell me what the job is.”

      “I don’t know. I was only told to watch.”

      “For what?”

      The man hesitated.

      “For a woman?” Nate asked.

      The watcher shrugged in a way that made it clear Nate’s guess had been right.

      “What’s her name?”

      “I wasn’t given a name.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “I’m telling you, I wasn’t given a name.”

      Nate thought the guy was telling the truth.

      “Who are you working for?”

      “Seriously? It’s a blind gig. I have no idea.”

      A blind gig—an anonymous hire, money wired from a one-time-only account, never a name exchanged. It was possible, but the guy wasn’t as convincing as he’d been a moment before.

      Nate could probe more, but he’d already wasted enough time with the watcher. “You were right in the first place. You can’t help me.”

      Fast and smooth, Nate wrapped his arm around the man’s neck and squeezed, until he’d cut off the blood flowing to the watcher’s head long enough for the guy to pass out. A quick search turned up a Swiss passport and a German driver’s license, each in a different name, and both undoubtedly counterfeit. There was a phone, too, which Nate confiscated. The only other thing of value was the man’s comm system. Nate wiped the earpiece off, stuck it in his own ear, and propped the man’s body against a tree, making it look like he’d had a few too many to drink.

      Nate repositioned to a spot from where he could see the other watcher across the street. The guy was even younger than Nate had thought, early twenties at best, which meant his older colleague had probably been in charge of their operation. Nate clicked on the comm mic and, in an approximation of the unconscious man’s voice, whispered, “Status.”

      Across the street, the other watcher stiffened. “No change here, sir.”

      “Maintain position.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Nate muted the mic, and set out to pay the guy a visit.
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* * *

      
        ATHENS

      

      “COULD BE ON a timer,” Daeng suggested. A few moments before, a light had come on inside the apartment.

      Jar kept her gaze on the windows and said nothing.

      She and Daeng were hunkered down in the dark corner of a parking area, about half a block away. From there, they had as good a view of the apartment as they were going to get at ground level.

      Thirty seconds later, a light in a different room popped on, and then another. A few minutes after that, the first light turned off for a few moments before turning back on again.

      “Someone is home,” Jar said.

      Nothing changed for the next hour and a half. Then Jar’s phone vibrated with the three short shakes of the tracking alarm she’d set. She woke up the mobile’s screen and brought up the map. For the first time since they’d arrived in Athens, the glowing dot was on the move.

      “Could be talking to someone,” Daeng said as he glanced at the map.

      Jar studied the dot. When someone talked on a phone while on their feet, especially if he or she was inside, the subject would more often than not follow and repeat a certain path, often stopping for several seconds before walking again. The dot’s path was not following such a pattern. It moved from near the center of the apartment to the far right, and then hooked around the front, near the balcony. There it stayed for only a second before heading at a diagonal toward the back left corner.

      “Light off,” Daeng said.

      Jar glanced up and saw the center light was out. Just as she was about to look back at the screen, the room on the left side of the apartment also went dark.

      On her phone, the dot was now holding still near the back left corner. This lasted for almost a minute, and then it moved forward two meters and stopped again.

      No, not stopped, she realized as the readout changed. The dot was descending.

      “Elevator,” Jar said. “She’s leaving.”

      They left their hiding place and hurried across the street toward the target’s building.

      “Where is she?” Daeng asked as they neared.

      “Almost at the bottom. Slowing.”

      The parking area on the ground level of the building was propped up by pillars and a central core that contained the elevator, but otherwise the vehicles were in sight of passersby.

      Daeng stopped just shy of the property line. “Put an arm around my waist.”

      Jar frowned. “Why?”

      “Same reason as before.”

      She grudgingly did as he said. In their uncomfortable embrace, they angled themselves so both could see under the building.

      When the elevator door slid open, two women exited.

      “Which one?” Daeng asked.

      Checking her phone, Jar said, “They’re too close together. I can’t tell.”

      “No, I mean look at them. You saw the woman in Jakarta. Is she one of them?”

      As Jar looked back into the garage, Daeng put a hand above her ear and pulled her head to his chest.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “You were being too obvious. Just relax.”

      Well aware of him pressing against her, she tried to concentrate on the women as they walked over to a dark gray sedan and got in. Both were tall with long hair, and dressed like they were heading out for a night of clubbing. More importantly, both were women Jar had never seen before.

      “So?” Daeng asked.

      “Neither of them.”

      “Are you positive?”

      “Why would I lie?”

      “I didn’t say you lied. I was just double-checking.”

      She pulled her head back and looked up at him. “First, they are both too tall.”

      “They were wearing heels.”

      “Yes, I know,” she said, irritated. “I took that into consideration. Second, they are both younger than the woman I saw, and third, their facial features are different from hers. Neither one is the woman.”

      “All right, all right. I just wanted you to be—”

      Lights lit up the street as the car the women were in pulled out of the parking area. Daeng leaned down and put his cheek against Jar’s as he twisted them around, putting his back to the road and shielding their faces from view.

      The position bent Jar slightly backward, and if it weren’t for Daeng’s arms, she would have fallen to the ground. As anxious as it made her feel, there was a spark of excitement, too. Why, she had no idea. She wished the sensation would go away.

      After the car passed, Daeng eased his grip and helped her to stand on her own again. Taking a step back, he said, “I’m sorry again. I didn’t want them to—”

      “See our faces. I understand. It was the right decision.” She fell silent, wishing the conversation would turn in a different direction. Thankfully, Daeng obliged.

      “I guess the question is, was one of those women Gomez or someone who works for her?”

      Since Jar did not know the answer, she saw no reason to reply.

      Daeng seemed lost in his own consideration of the question and didn’t appear to notice. After a moment, he said, “You were right about those women seeming young. Too young to be full-fledged operatives, I would think.”

      Jar, who was barely in her twenties, raised an eyebrow. “That is age bias.”

      Daeng bowed his head slightly. “You’re right again. How about I amend that to likely too young to be operatives?”

      “Not much better.”

      She could tell he was trying not to chuckle, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She wasn’t trying to be funny.

      “Whatever the case, we need to find out who they are,” he said. “Up for a little breaking and entering?”
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* * *

      
        MUNICH

      

      THE FINAL WATCHER was in the plaza directly in front of the building where the Dehler phone was, putting him in plain sight of at least twenty people at any given moment. Not exactly the best location for Nate to incapacitate him.

      Nate would have to lure the guy to a more private spot. He studied the area, and quickly realized there was only one good choice.

      He waited until a large group of people was crossing the square before he strolled right past the man without looking at him, and entered the apartment building. It took him less than a minute to find a maintenance room. The pitiful door lock gave way with barely a wiggle of his pick. Inside were half-filled shelves and buckets and mops, but not much else.

      Nate activated the comm mic again and covered it partially with his hand to distort his voice. “She’s moving!”

      “Moving?” the remaining watcher said. “Aren’t you—”

      “I’m inside. Get to the ground floor. Go left, and keep an eye on the stairs at the end of the hall.”

      “Yes, sir. But-but what if she sees me?”

      “Don’t let her!”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Nate propped the maintenance room door open just wide enough for him to watch the hallway. One of two things was going to happen. Either the watcher would walk by, allowing Nate to sneak up behind him, or—

      Steps in the hall, approaching Nate’s position.

      As they neared the maintenance room, they paused. Nate scooted behind the door right before it was pushed inward.

      He had to give the watcher points. The instructions had been to make sure the woman didn’t see him, so it made sense that the kid wouldn’t pass up an excellent hiding spot from which to carry out his assignment.

      Too bad for him, he’d chosen Nate’s option number two.

      The moment the man stepped over the threshold, Nate slammed the door in his face and yanked him inside.

      It was almost unfair how easy it was to put the kid in a sleeper hold. As soon as the watcher went slack, Nate eased the door closed and laid him on the ground. The guy’s wallet contained one Austrian driver’s license, four hundred and eight euros, and a folded piece of paper with a two-line string of numbers written on it.

      He pocketed the license, but the fifth, sixth, and seventh numerals in the top string on the paper caused him to take another look: 4-1-5. The area code for San Francisco. Since there were too many numbers for either strand to be a phone number, he thought it must be a coincidence. Until he took a moment to scrutinize the other digits.

      “What the hell?”

      Buried within the string were two more sets of numbers he recognized. The first set was also three digits long, and the last had four. When all three sets of numbers were taken together, they did make up a phone number. One Nate knew well.

      He found the guy’s phone in another pocket, used the unconscious man’s thumb to unlock it, and called the number.

      As Nate anticipated, it was answered by an automated voice saying the phrase he’d heard many times: “Routing number.”

      He looked back at the string of numbers, thinking the code was hidden in it somewhere. But he would only be guessing at what it was so he hung up. It didn’t really matter anyway. He had his answer.

      The number was the emergency contact line at Helen Cho’s agency.

      She had warned Quinn and his team not to look for Liz’s killer. Now Nate understood why. Helen was after the woman herself.

      Slow down. You’re getting ahead of yourself, he thought.

      He had yet to lay eyes on Dehler and confirm she was Liz’s killer. He didn’t even know if the woman upstairs was Dehler. Too many looming questions. He had to accept the possibility that Helen’s people were here for an entirely different reason.

      He started to shove the watcher’s phone back into his pocket, but paused.

      I wonder…

      He unlocked the phone again and opened the photo app, hoping for pictures of the watchers’ target, but the only pictures saved were location references. Nate checked the man’s texts. There were only two numbers the guy had been communicating with. From the contents of the first conversation, Nate guessed that number belonged to the guy’s girlfriend. The second, however, was clearly an exchange with the older guy Nate had left sleeping across the street. With a scroll backward, a picture of a woman appeared, accompanied by a one-word message: DEHLER.

      If a gaze could burn a hole in something, the phone would have been ablaze.

      It was the woman Nate had seen in Barcelona when he was trying to get Dima out of the country. The woman Dima had seen kill Liz.

      Two weeks of searching and he’d finally found her.

      But so had Helen’s people.

      The head watcher would be waking soon enough, and he’d call in reinforcements. If he got his hands on Dehler, all would be lost. Helen would never let Nate and Quinn anywhere near her. At most, Nate had an hour.

      And only one choice—grab her and move her someplace he could keep her until Quinn arrived. If that turned out to be infeasible, then Nate would have to do what was necessary to balance the scales.

      Revenge might be an ugly business, but he had no intention of letting his desire for it go unfulfilled.

      He pulled out his own phone and touched a name near the top of his favorites list.
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* * *

      
        ATHENS

      

      JAR AND DAENG were riding the elevator up to Gomez’s apartment when Daeng’s phone rang.

      “Hey,” he said, answering. For the next few seconds, he listened, then, “All right. Got it.”

      The door opened as he hung up, revealing the entrance to the woman’s apartment, three meters down a short hall. Instead of exiting, though, Daeng pushed the button for the ground floor.

      “What happened?” Jar asked.

      “That was Nate. He found her.”

      “Munich?”

      A nod.

      Jar pulled out her phone. “I will get us a flight.”
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        XA014

      

      “HOW DID YOU find me?” Dima asked. “I do not even know where this place is.”

      She was sitting on her bed, the light off to avoid drawing the attention of the security patrols. Orlando sat beside her, while Quinn had pulled over a chair from under a small, wall-mounted desk.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Quinn said.

      “It does,” Dima countered. “If you can find me, anyone can.”

      “I doubt it,” Orlando said. “And just so you know, you’re in North Carolina.”

      “North Carolina? That is in…the south, correct?”

      “Yes. On the coast.”

      Dima digested this for a moment. “Why are you here?”

      Quinn said, “Because we’re going after Liz’s killer.”

      Dima blinked in surprise and then looked down. “Of course.” She paused. “I am…I am so sorry about what happened. She is dead because of me.”

      “Don’t ever think that,” Orlando said. “You didn’t pull the trigger.”

      “But the assassin was there because I was there. I was the one who was supposed to die.”

      “If it’s anyone’s fault,” Quinn said, “it’s mine and Nate’s for putting her in that position, not yours. But that’s not what we’ve come to talk about. We want the woman. And we think you can help us find her.”

      “Me? Until Barcelona, I had never seen her before. I have no idea who she is.”

      “We didn’t expect you would. But you do know who hired her.”

      Even in the dimness of the room, Quinn could see her eyes widen. “No. No, I cannot talk about that.”

      Before Quinn could speak, Orlando touched his thigh and said to Dima, “We know this is a very sensitive subject for you. Someone wants you dead. There’s nothing scarier than that. You’re thinking that if you share anything with us, it will make you more vulnerable. I’m guessing you’ve also been told by those who brought you here that you are to talk only to authorized personnel, and to say nothing to anyone else. Am I right?”

      Dima glanced at Orlando and then looked away, lower lip trembling as she nodded.

      “Even if your…hosts’ motivations are tangled up between what’s best for you and what they want, ultimately they are trying to help you. We get that, and we won’t do anything to destroy that. Our motivation is not as grand as that of the US government’s. Ours is personal. If you don’t want to help us, we’ll respect that choice. But please, consider it carefully before you say no.”

      Dima was staring at her lap, her staccato breaths growing louder and louder until suddenly she clasped her hands over her eyes and started to cry.

      Orlando put her arms around her and allowed Dima to sob into her shoulder. When the worst finally passed, Dima wiped her eyes and pulled away.

      “I-I apologize,” she said.

      “Nothing to apologize for,” Orlando said.

      The young woman looked drained from the cry, but it had also taken away much of the stress that had been radiating from her.

      “I’ll tell you whatever I can,” she said.

      Though his expression didn’t show it, Quinn felt a sense of relief unlike any he’d had in a long, long time. “Thank you,” he said.
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* * *

      “I ONLY KNOW of India from the stories my grandmother used to tell me,” Dima began. “She had been a child when India and Pakistan declared independence from the British Empire in 1949. Back then, her family lived in Porbandar along the Indian west coast. But we are a Muslim family and India was decidedly Hindu. Like many in their community, her father—my great-grandfather—decided their future lay in Pakistan. They took what belongings they needed and moved across the border to Karachi.

      “My parents and aunts and uncles were all born in Pakistan. Both my mother and my father, whose stories were similar, had shown great intellectual promise from young ages, and were presented with opportunities none of their siblings had, including scholarships to attend university in the UK.” For the first time since Quinn and Orlando had arrived, Dima smiled. “That’s where they met and fell in love. They both earned PhDs, my father in archeology and my mother in chemistry. As soon as they returned to Pakistan, they got married, and a year later, my sister Noor was born. I came three years after that.

      “Unlike the rest of the family, my parents were secular, and while they taught us how to navigate Islam, they brought us up to be more like them than their much more conservative siblings. When we were old enough, they sent us to boarding school outside London. It was…amazing. The things we learned, the way we were treated as equals despite the fact that we were women. It wasn’t like that back in Karachi.

      “I was so happy. I thought I had the greatest life ever. For a while I guess I did. But not long after I turned eleven, that all went away.”
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* * *

      ELEVEN-YEAR-OLD Dima heard footsteps in the hallway outside her classroom but paid them little attention. Though she wasn’t enthralled by Mrs. Kantor’s lecture on the pre-World War II political situation in Britain, she knew it would be on the exam the following week so she was trying to pay attention.

      When the door opened, the entire class turned to see Mr. Mallack, the headmaster himself, standing just outside. A jolt of nervous energy shot through the room, everyone wondering who was in trouble.

      “Mrs. Kantor, if I may have a moment,” the headmaster said.

      “Review chapter fourteen,” Mrs. Kantor told the class. “Quietly.”

      She walked into the hall and Mr. Mallack shut the door.

      Telling kids their age to be quiet, especially in the face of someone’s impending doom, was fool’s play. Throughout the room, whispered conversations broke out.

      “Who does he want?”

      “I heard Ian shoved that new kid into a wall.”

      “Someone must have cheated.”

      “All I know is that it’s not me.”

      Hannah, a girl from Southampton who sat in the chair next to Dima, said, “Maybe they found that cigarette Laura hid by Mr. Oster’s class.”

      Laura had never smoked a cigarette in her life, and had only stolen it from her older brother, who was five levels ahead of them, on a dare. Hannah and Dima had been there when Laura stuffed it behind a display cabinet in the hallway.

      Dima glanced down the aisle at Laura. Her friend looked nervous, undoubtedly thinking the same thing as Hannah.

      Dima was about to tell Hannah she might be right when the door opened again.

      Mrs. Kantor reentered the room while Mr. Mallack remained in the hallway. Instead of focusing her attention on Laura, though, Mrs. Kantor’s gaze stopped on Dima.

      “Please gather your things and join Mr. Mallack in the hall,” Mrs. Kantor said.

      Dima froze, certain Mrs. Kantor was speaking to someone else, but the woman’s eyes remained on her until Dima could no longer deny she was the chosen one.

      She closed her book to stuff it into her bag.

      “What did you do?” Hannah whispered.

      “Nothing,” Dima whispered back. She could think of no reason at all why the headmaster would need to see her.

      “Dima,” her teacher said. “Please hurry.”

      “Sorry, Mrs. Kantor. I’m coming.”

      Dima closed her bag and hurried toward the door. It had to be a mistake. Whatever they thought she’d done, they were wrong. She’d clear this up. Everything would be okay. And in no time she’d be back in the room, trying to stay awake.

      As soon as she stepped into the hall, Mr. Mallack said, “Follow me, please.”

      She wasn’t sure how to interpret the look on the man’s face, but the anger or disappointment she’d expected to see wasn’t there. That made things even more confusing.

      When they entered his office, Dima had another surprise. Not only was Mrs. Goodwin, the assistant headmaster, waiting there, but Noor was, too.

      “Please, have a seat,” Mr. Mallack said, motioning to the empty chair next to Dima’s sister.

      As Dima sat, she shared a look with Noor, and saw her sister was just as confused as she was.

      For a moment, it appeared as if the headmaster didn’t know what to say. When he finally spoke again, his voice didn’t resonate with the same power it usually did. “There was an…incident this morning.”

      “Incident? What kind of incident?” Noor asked.

      “I’m afraid your parents—”

      If Dima could have stopped time, she would’ve done it at that moment. Nothing that came after those four words could be good. She did not want to hear anything more. But hear it, she did.

      “—have…died.”

      The short story was that Dima and Noor’s parents had been shopping at an outdoor market when a car bomb had gone off nearby. “Wrong place, wrong time,” the girls were told over and over. The fact that the bomb could have easily taken out dozens but had killed only their parents was considered a good thing.

      The true story was one she would learn later.

      With their parents dead, guardianship of the girls would have transferred to their father’s older brother. But the man—an iman at one of Karachi’s larger mosques—had no time to deal with children, and appointed the middle brother to the job.

      If anything, Hammad Kassab was even more devout than his brother the iman. His first action was to recall Noor and Dima to Pakistan, making it clear they had already received more education than a woman would ever need.

      Their new lives couldn’t have been more different than the ones they’d had up to that point. Now they had to be covered head to toe in robes whenever they went out, which was seldom, and were told they were to be neither seen nor heard.

      The only saving grace was that one of their aunts was not keen on the suppression of women, and on the days Dima and Noor were in her care, she allowed them access to books and the internet, something the girls took every advantage of. But these visits were few and far between.

      For the most part, they were servants, or more accurately slaves since they weren’t being paid. From early morning to late at night, they toiled in their uncle’s household, day after day after day.

      The bigger shocks were still to come, though.

      One day, Noor was pulled from the kitchen and taken to a different house where she was dressed in clothes that weren’t hers. She was then ushered into a room where she was married to a man she had never met until that moment.

      It was another week before someone told Dima what had happened. She had cried herself to sleep for a month, if not more.

      A whole year passed before she saw her sister again. The occasion was a visit by Noor’s husband, Tahir, to Dima’s uncle’s house. The purpose was a meeting where it was agreed Dima would marry Tahir’s younger brother, Bilal, the shocking news whispered into Dima’s ear by her sister when they had a brief moment alone.

      The ceremony took place six months later, after which thirteen-year-old Dima was subjected to a whole new level of horrors.

      It was in that first year of being Bilal’s wife that she overheard the conversation revealing her parents’ deaths had not been random. Their liberal, secular beliefs had apparently evolved into participation in a secret, anti-fundamentalist organization. Their murders had been arranged by the very uncle who’d become Dima and Noor’s guardian. He had deemed the girls’ parents heretics who had brought shame to the family. Dima swore then and there she would make him pay for it.

      Things were if not good then at least consistent until she was almost eighteen. Her husband was not pleased she’d yet to get pregnant, but he was often away so the beatings were few and, more times than not, halfhearted. If he ever suspected Noor had been slipping Dima birth control pills—that she got from who knew where—he would have probably killed them both.

      The next big change came when Tahir took Noor on a trip to the north and brought Bilal with them. Though no one said why they had left Dima behind, she knew the answer. Bilal enjoyed his time away from his wife. Sometimes too much, if the rumors were true. She didn’t mind, though. She cherished every moment he wasn’t around.

      Two months passed before Noor came back without the men. Dima desperately wanted to ask her what had happened, but there was always someone else around, keeping an eye on them. Late one night, as Dima was sleeping, a hand slipped over her mouth. Her eyes flew open, and she expected to see Bilal looming over her, but it was Noor.

      “We’re in trouble,” Noor whispered.

      “They found out about the pills?” This was the fear that was always on Dima’s mind.

      Noor frowned as if she hadn’t understood, and then shook her head. “Not the pills.”

      What her sister said next froze Dima’s blood.

      Hammad Kassab, their uncle and guardian, was more than just the local businessman they thought he was. It turned out his fundamental beliefs had led him to become the head of a militant organization that had camps in the mountains of northern Pakistan. Noor’s husband was his second-in-command, and Dima’s husband a rising leader. They had gone north with Noor to purchase houses in Islamabad, a few hours south of the camp, where the families would now permanently relocate. Noor had been sent back to help arrange the move.

      “I am to go back in two weeks, and you are to come with me,” Noor said.

      Dima could see despair in her sister’s eyes, and knew once they reached the Pakistani capital, their lives, already all but forfeited, would officially be over. Visions of torture and gruesome deaths so filled Dima’s mind that she almost missed her sister saying, “If we go.”

      A blink. “If?”

      “I’m getting us out of here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Away from this place. Away from them.”

      “How?”

      “I’m still working on it, but it will happen before we are supposed to head back north. I promise.”

      The thought of escaping was as terrifying to Dima as it was exhilarating. If they were caught, they’d be stoned, but if she stayed she could die a thousand different ways, not the least of which by the slow daily butchering of her soul.

      “You need to be ready,” Noor said.

      “I’m ready now.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      They left on foot six nights later at midnight, with nothing but the clothes on their back, and crossed nearly half of Karachi before they reached their destination.

      The house looked no different than most of those in the city. Noor rapped lightly twice on its door at just past four a.m. She paused for a second and then rapped three more times. When the door opened, no light spilled from inside.

      “Come in, come in,” a shadow whispered.

      Inside they found a nervous, middle-aged couple. No names were exchanged, only a this way before they were led down into a basement. Behind a false wall was a room with several beds, some food, and a chemical toilet.

      “Do not try to leave on your own,” the man said. “Do not knock on the wall or attempt to signal us in anyway. If you do, you will be put on the street and will have to manage on your own. We will come for you when it’s time.”

      “We understand,” Noor said.

      With that, the wall was closed and the two sisters were left alone.

      “Who are they?” Dima asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then how did you know to come here?”

      For a few seconds, Dima wasn’t sure her sister would answer, but then Noor said, “I contacted some of Mother and Father’s old friends. We are apparently not the first who wished to leave a toxic situation.”

      The home was part of an underground railroad of sorts. Over the next two weeks, Dima and Noor were shuffled from location to location. Most of their hosts kept contact to a bare minimum, but a few made the extra effort to tell them everything would be okay and talk to them for a while.

      On the fourteenth day, at their ninth stop, a message awaited them. Noor read it, burned it, and ground the ashes into dust.

      “What did it say?” Dima asked.

      “We get out tomorrow.”

      Dima could hardly believe it. They would finally leave Karachi and Pakistan behind. She slept in fits and starts all night, anticipating the relief she would feel when they were truly free.

      When morning came, she and her sister dressed in burkas and waited for their guide to arrive. The woman who showed up was similarly dressed. She took them on a public bus, switching lines twice before getting off for good.

      “There,” she said, gesturing down the block. “You see that building with the faded blue stripe on one side?”

      Dima spotted it right away. The structure was on the next street over, peeking above the buildings between her and it.

      “I see it,” Noor said.

      “Go there. Look for the door along the back. You’ll see a diagonal scratch near the top. Knock exactly four times. Good luck.”

      “You’re not coming with us?” Dima asked, surprised. All their previous guides had made sure they arrived at their destinations.

      But the woman was already walking away.

      “I don’t like this,” Dima said.

      “Neither do I.” Noor fell silent for a moment. “Listen very carefully. If there is any trouble at all, you run.”

      “Run? Where?”

      A pause. “Remember the house we stayed at four nights ago? The one with the green blanket.”

      “Yes. Near the zoo.” The young couple who had taken care of them had spent more time than anyone else talking to Dima and Noor.

      “Right. That one. Do you think you could find it again?”

      “I think so.”

      “Go there. They’ll help you.”

      Dima frowned. “But where will you be?”

      “Doing the same thing you’re doing.”

      “You’ll meet me there?”

      Noor nodded, but didn’t say anything.

      They made their way down the street and around the corner. But before they reached the building with the blue stripe, Noor grabbed Dima’s arm, stopping her. There was no need for Dima to ask why. She could see the reason ahead.

      Parked next to the building were two pickup trucks full of men. Standing in the bed of the closest truck, scanning the area, was Dima’s husband, Bilal.

      “Turn around slowly,” Noor said.

      They started walking back the way they’d come, but didn’t get far before a shout rang out behind them. Somehow, even in their burkas, Bilal had recognized them.

      “Run!” Noor yelled.

      They sprinted down the block and around the first corner, putting the men out of sight.

      “This way, this way!” Noor said, crossing into the street.

      Dima followed her into a narrow alley, where they had to weave around people leaning against the walls and walking in the other direction.

      When a new walkway sprang off to the right, Noor said, “There! Go!”

      This time she let Dima go first.

      From down the other alley they heard more shouting, and Dima knew her husband and his companions had found their trail.

      The walkway opened onto another street. They dodged cars on their way to the far side, and went down half a block to another walkway.

      “Turn here,” Noor said when they came to a new opening.

      Dima took the left, her heart pounding. What had gone wrong? How had her husband found them? And how had he recognized them?

      Ahead, the pathway opened onto another street. As she neared the end, she expected Noor to give her new directions, but her sister remained silent.

      “Which way?” Dima asked.

      No answer.

      She glanced back, and immediately skidded to a stop. Noor was gone.

      Her throat constricted to the size of a needle. She started retracing her steps, looking for her sister.

      If there is any trouble at all, you run.

      She paused. Noor would want her to keep heading away, but how could Dima do that?

      Run.

      Dima looked both ways down the alley, unsure.

      Run.

      The house with the green blanket. That’s where Noor had told her to go.

      Turning back the other way was one of the hardest things she’d ever done, but soon enough she was running again.

      She waited until dark to approach the house. The young couple was surprised and more than a little scared by her reappearance, but when she told them what had happened, they took her in like Noor had known they would.

      Dima lived in their safe room for ten days before a note arrived.

      Noor was safe with the Americans, and had worked out a deal to also get Dima free. Noor didn’t disclose how she had secured their help, but it was an easy enough guess. Dima’s freedom for information about their uncle’s militant operation. And knowing her sister, Dima was certain Noor would hold on to the information until Dima was with her again.
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* * *

      “I WAS SMUGGLED out of the country,” Dima told Quinn and Orlando. “Unfortunately, my uncle somehow found out and used all his resources to find me. I’m sure his concern was not so much that we’d left our husbands but what Noor and I might disclose to the Americans about what he was doing. From Pakistan, I was taken to Turkey, where I was handed off to someone who got me to Spain. And there—”

      “Nate,” Quinn said.

      “Yes. That’s when I met your friend and your sister.”

      “So, it’s your uncle who’s behind this.”

      “Yes.”

      “His organization must be pretty well connected to access the type of people he sent after you,” Orlando said.

      “Noor’s the one who knows the details. But I got the impression from her that his group is tied to a larger organization.”

      “Islamic State? The Taliban?”

      “I honestly don’t know.”

      Quinn kept his expression neutral, but he couldn’t help feeling disappointed and annoyed. He had hoped the person who’d hired Liz’s killer was someone he could get to without too much trouble. But a terrorist ensconced in Pakistan? While there were countries in the Middle East Quinn had no problem operating within, that wasn’t one of them.

      “Is your sister here, too?” Orlando asked.

      “She was, for a day. But after making sure I was okay, she let them take her somewhere. I have not seen her since.”
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* * *

      A THICK LAYER of fresh snow made their trek back to the SUV a slog, even in their snowshoes.

      “She’s scared someone else is going to be sent to kill her,” Orlando said once they were far enough away from base not to be heard.

      Quinn kept walking, sensing where she was going with this.

      “We both know she’s right, too,” Orlando continued. “Even if her uncle knows they’ve already told US intelligence what they know, he’ll come after them. His ‘honor’ won’t let them live.”

      Quinn said nothing.

      “Do you really think Helen or her friends at the CIA will be able to keep that from happening?”

      “I have no idea.”

      She grabbed his arm and stopped him. “Bullshit. You know they won’t. They have their information. They’ll provide some minimal protection and then be on their way.”

      “Maybe.”

      “No maybe. That’s exactly what’s going to happen. Don’t pretend it isn’t.”

      “Okay, yes. That’s the likely scenario. But it isn’t our problem.”

      “Isn’t it?”

      “No, it isn’t. The only thing I want right now is to find Liz’s killer.”

      Orlando’s eyes were soft and understanding. “We all want that. But what happens to Dima and her sister is also our problem.”

      “No, it’s—”

      “Liz gave her life protecting Dima. If we let Dima die, then Liz’s sacrifice was for nothing. I know you know that.”

      He did. He’d been thinking about nothing but that since they left Dima in her room. But the angry part of him, the vengeful part, wanted to focus only on his more personal goal and ignore everything else.

      Dammit, dammit, dammit.

      “Don’t be mad at me,” Orlando said, reading his face.

      “I’m not,” he said. He was mad at himself. “All right, fine. We’ll do what we can for Dima, too. But the assassin is still the priority.”

      Orlando’s eyes smiled.

      “What?” he said.

      “You were always going to help her. I just needed to make you admit it.”

      He whirled back around and started walking again. “Come on. It’s too damn cold out here.
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        MUNICH

      

      NATE KNEW HE couldn’t chance another walk past Dehler’s hidey-hole. Seeing a stranger appear on her camera feeds for a second time in an hour would heighten her suspicions. Though that might also force her out of the apartment, he’d rather she left in a way that gave him more control of the situation, one that didn’t include her knowing he was in the area until he could get the drop on her.

      If he had a partner, he’d put her on the roof across the street and have her take a potshot at the window of Dehler’s safe room. That would get Dehler moving. Alone, his options were more limited.

      Nate changed the setting on his phone so that it would display a local Munich number, and then dialed 110, the German version of 911.

      When his call was answered, he said in a nervous, older tone, “I think you need to send someone. I heard some shouting, and then a scream. I-I-I think he hurt her.”

      “Sir, may I have the address?”

      He gave it to her. “Apartment 3-127. They just moved in. Hurry. He’s yelling again but I don’t hear her.”

      As the dispatcher started to ask another question, Nate hung up.

      He settled into a spot from which he had a view of the three closest exits to Dehler’s room. On his screen was the tracking map, the dot still in the apartment.

      Two minutes and seven seconds after he disconnected from the emergency services line, he heard sirens, faint at first but growing louder and louder until two police cars, lights strobing, pulled up in front of the building.

      The dot suddenly moved from the middle of the apartment to the window, and stayed there as the cops—four in total—hurried to the entrance. Once they disappeared inside, the dot moved quickly around the apartment. Nate guessed she was preparing to flee, if necessary.

      When the dot moved to the apartment’s front door, he knew the police had reached the third-floor corridor. The dot stayed still for nearly a minute before it moved again—a brief return to the center of the room, and then back to the door and out into the hallway.

      Nate smiled. He’d sent the cops to the neighboring apartment, hoping it would scare her into leaving. Sure enough, it had.

      He watched the dot descend to the ground floor, and then waited for it to turn right toward the exit he expected her to use.

      Only the dot went left.

      “Dammit.”

      He started walking as fast as he could without drawing attention, in the direction the woman had gone. Another glance at his phone told him she was heading toward the main entry, the same one the police had used.

      Just ahead, the building took a sideways jag away from the street before it continued parallel to the road again, creating the small plaza area where the young watcher had been waiting earlier. Nate knew he’d never get there before the woman moved outside, so he veered toward the building, intending to crouch down like he’d dropped something when he got there. As he walked, he checked his phone again. He barely had time to register the dot was right around the corner, only a few feet away, when he heard hurried footsteps.

      He spun his back to her and acted like he was absorbed in his cell. She passed by no more than a meter away. Close enough for him to grab her if only they weren’t in such a public spot.

      She had walked almost completely by him when he heard her steps falter. Keeping his head turned away as much as possible, he glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.

      Oh, crap.

      She was staring at him, as if unsure whether she knew him or not. The moment recognition dawned on her face, she ran.

      His element of surprise was gone, but more than that, his ability to remotely track her was about to disappear. Being an experienced operative, she’d immediately ditch all her electronics. Without her phone, he might never find her again.

      He raced after her.

      She sprinted down Schwanseestrasse and turned left on Chiemgaustrasse. The street dipped to pass under a bridge ahead, but Dehler stayed on it for only a few meters before jumping onto the rising slope that bordered the road. Ahead of her, a wall cut through the growth, perpendicular to her path. She timed her leap perfectly, grabbing the top edge of the wall and thrusting herself up onto higher ground.

      Nate was right behind her, pushing his high-performance prosthetic leg to its maximum ability, and made the leap only a bit less gracefully than she had.

      Two sets of train tracks ran over the bridge. Dehler was already halfway across the tracks by the time Nate was back on his feet and chasing her again.

      His gun was under his jacket, knocking against his ribs, but he would have to slow to pull it out, which would give Dehler time to increase the distance between them and diminish his chances of hitting her, not to mention ruin his entire hold-her-until-Quinn-arrived plan.

      One of the tracks split, creating a third line. The woman raced down the dirt between the center track and the one on the left. Nate kept expecting her to veer off into the neighborhood, but she kept going, right over the bridge that crossed the next intersection, like she had a destination in mind.

      More tracks. Four wide for a moment, and then five. Still, Dehler stayed left.

      Soon, the ground to either side began falling away, and Nate realized they were on a long, gently rising bridge that transported the two left tracks across the top of the others and dropped them back down again so they would now be on the right.

      As Nate reached the apex, he saw train lights ahead, still at ground level, but speeding toward the bridge. Dehler was already on the downward slope, and either didn’t see the train or thought she was safe enough where she was, because she didn’t move from between the two sets of tracks. Nate’s instinct was to move a few feet to the right, but for the moment he stayed on course.

      The lights lit up Dehler as the train hit the bottom of the ramp. The horn blared a warning. While Dehler adjusted her path slightly to the right to give it more room, Nate repositioned completely onto the other track to avoid getting hit. As the end of the train passed her, Dehler dove around the back and disappeared.

      Thinking the woman was using the train as a shield so she could double back, Nate came to an abrupt stop and waited for the last car to pass. Only as it went by, he saw she hadn’t moved around the car, but had jumped onto the coupling hook on the back and was now climbing onto the roof.

      Nate sprang toward the back of the last car, and jumped on just as the train’s speed increased.
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* * *

      DEHLER PAUSED AT the midpoint of the car to catch her breath. Above her, the parallel power lines that followed the tracks crackled as they fed energy through the train’s connecting bar.

      She realized now that the arrival of the police near her safe house had been meant to flush her out. She should have seen it then, but she was too keyed up. Word had come to her that afternoon that a team had arrived in Munich looking for her. All she could think about when the police showed up was, she needed to get somewhere considerably quieter. Out of town, preferably.

      Though she had no information on the team that was hunting her, she’d been operating under the assumption they’d been hired by her former clients, the men who’d wanted her to kill the girl named Dima. But given the guy who was chasing her now, she must have been wrong.

      As she’d passed him outside the apartment building, he’d seemed immediately familiar. That’s why she’d taken the moment for a longer look. And son of a bitch if he wasn’t the guy who’d been protecting Dima in Barcelona. Which meant he couldn’t have been working for her disappointed client.

      Her training had kicked in as she ran toward the train tracks. She’d pulled out her phone and dropped it in the snow when she was momentarily out of sight of her pursuer. The good thing was, she had a never-before-used replacement in her go bag.

      What she couldn’t figure out was why this guy was here. What possible reason could he have for—

      Movement at the back of the train. A head poking above the roofline.

      “Scheisse!” she hissed. The asshole wasn’t giving up.

      Staying in a crouch to avoid contact with the wires, she scrambled toward the front of the train.

      She could see they were off the bridge now, and knew it would be only another minute or so before the train began slowing for its approach to München-Giesing station. Maybe she should have continued running along the tracks instead of jumping on the train, because she was basically going in a circle now. The station was a block from her safe room. She needed to get farther away, not closer.

      She swore again. She should have never taken that damn job. It didn’t matter that the pay was phenomenal. Nothing was worth this kind of trouble. Besides, it wasn’t her fault things had gone awry. There were factors about the job no one could have anticipated.

      She looked over her shoulder. Dima’s former escort was a whole car behind her, his progress hampered, like hers, by the wires.

      She glanced ahead, hoping to see the station, as that would signal the train was about to reduce its speed, but all she saw were trees. With only two cars left in front of her, the man would reach her before the train slowed enough for her to jump off.

      She was armed with a knife, but she didn’t know what he was carrying. Even if he didn’t have a gun, the idea of a rooftop fight was not appealing. They might look good in movies, but the possibility of falling and breaking her back seemed an unnecessary risk.

      What she needed was for the train to stop now.
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* * *

      THE FRIGID WIND froze Nate’s cheeks as he pulled himself onto the roof of the train and started after Dehler.

      The electric wires half a meter above prevented both of them from moving too fast. Nate tried to take advantage of the reduced speed and retrieve his gun, but the sway of the train stopped him. The last thing he needed was to lose his grip and have the weapon fall by the wayside.

      Ahead, Dehler ran out of train. She looked over the side, but they both knew at their current speed that jumping was not an option. Nate hopped onto the front car and drew his gun.

      “On your stomach, your hands behind your back,” he ordered.

      She glanced over her shoulder, but instead of complying, she began stomping on the roof.

      “Down!” he shouted.

      As he took a step toward her, the train began to brake hard. Nate lost his balance and fell on his ass. If not for the raised lip at the edge of the car, he would have rolled over the side.

      He scrambled back to his feet just in time to see Dehler lower herself over the side, using the same raised edge that had saved his life.

      Before he could take a step forward, the train came to a complete stop, allowing Dehler to make a controlled fall to the ground. Nate swung over the edge and dropped down, too.

      The moment his feet were on the gravel, he whipped around, looking for Dehler. Though he didn’t see her, he could hear her running in the trees to the right.

      [image: ]
* * *

      DEHLER HAD TWEAKED her left knee when she hit the ground. At first, she thought it was only a little twinge. But as the joint tightened up, she realized it was more than that.

      She’d seen the man’s gun, though, and knew if he caught up to her again, she was a dead woman, so she ignored the pain and ran through the trees and into a parking lot. The moment she saw the gap between two office buildings, she veered toward it, hoping she could get there before the man spotted her. No such luck. She was still a few meters shy when she heard him run into the lot behind her. She pressed on into the gap, and when the walkway forked she went right, weaving between two buildings. She followed the sidewalk as it turned left again toward the main road.

      A quick check behind her revealed her pursuer wasn’t there. Hopefully, he’d gone down the other fork, buying her a little time. She allowed herself to slow as she neared the street. No cars were parked on her side, but several were on the other.

      Staying low, she raced to the other side and ducked behind the row of vehicles. She headed farther down the street, using the cars to hide her.

      While the other side of the road was occupied mostly by office buildings, her side was lined with open lots filled with shipping containers and old vehicles and piles of junk.

      Or, in her eyes, filled with opportunity.

      When she spotted the opening in the fence, she scurried through it.
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* * *

      NATE LOST SIGHT of Dehler as she ran into an alleyway between buildings. In the few seconds he had seen her, she seemed to have been favoring her left leg. He hadn’t noticed that earlier.

      Dehler was out of sight by the time he entered the gap. As much as he didn’t want to, he slowed in case she’d found someplace to hide along the way. When he reached a fork in the path, he hesitated before deciding to go right.

      When the path veered left again toward the street, he spotted a shadow darting across the road, and knew it was her. As quietly and quickly as he could, he moved down to the end of the property and paused to scan the street.

      The shadow was gone, the only things visible the cars parked along the other side of the street. Keeping low, he crept across the road and rounded the front end of the car he was pretty sure she’d disappeared behind, but no one was there. He scanned in both directions, finally picking out the hunched shadow moving down the sidewalk, already twenty cars away.

      He started after her, but had gone barely three car lengths when she dashed to the left. Trees along the walkway kept him from seeing where she went, so he hurried to the spot where he’d last seen her.

      For a moment, it seemed as if she’d just disappeared, but then he noticed the opening in the fence. He eased through the gap, and found himself on a narrow trail between two shipping containers. When he reached the end, he paused and peeked around the corner.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he whispered.

      Dozens of shipping containers filled the lot, some side by side, some stacked, some opened, some closed. Where there weren’t containers, there were piles of scrap metal. And who knew what were in the shadowy parts that ran off to either side.

      It was a hider’s paradise and a seeker’s hell.

      He crouched down and looked at the snow, hoping to find fresh prints to follow. But the place was covered by hundreds of shoe imprints. Picking out the woman’s would take forever, if he could pick them out at all.

      He scanned the area again, and then jogged to the back of the lot. Another fence. This one looking less compromised than the one in front. If she’d gone over it, he’d have heard it rattle.

      He looked back at the junk-filled lot.

      Where the hell was she?
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* * *

      DEHLER PRESSED HER ear against the shipping container.

      For a few seconds, nothing. Then, footsteps.

      He’s here.

      She wasn’t actually inside the box, but rather in a crawl space underneath created by the horizontal posts the box was sitting on. She’d had to shove some of the snow out of the way to scoot underneath but that was a good thing, as she was then able to push it all back and obscure her entry point.

      Since one end of the box was open, it allowed her to listen as the man moved through the lot. Unfortunately, she lost him whenever he wasn’t in direct line with the opening.

      While her makeshift den was cold and far from cozy, she knew her best chance at staying alive was to remain right where she was for as long as possible. She had to assume her pursuer would hang around for a few hours at least, trying to wait her out. Her hastily concocted plan included waiting until morning and then arranging for someone to pick her up. Surely by then, the man would be gone.

      She wiggled her back against the snow under the box, and made herself as comfortable as possible. Maybe she could get some sleep. God knew she needed it.

      Her knee throbbed so she packed some snow around it, hoping that would help reduce the swelling, and then closed her eyes.
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* * *

      NATE SPENT NEARLY an hour searching for Dehler before he finally gave in to the fact he wasn’t going to find her. Maybe she’d escaped through the back of the lot and he hadn’t heard her. Or maybe she’d left another way.

      His gut, however, was telling him she was still around somewhere. He trudged out of the lot, not hiding the sound of his steps. Then, very quietly, he made his way back onto the property and settled down on an old car hood. By five a.m., she still hadn’t appeared, and he knew it was time to move on. The people who worked at this place would be showing up soon.

      He gave the area one last scan before leaving, hoping he hadn’t blown his last chance to find her.
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* * *

      IN THE CRAWL space below the shipping container, Dehler slept.
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      AFTER RETURNING TO the car he’d left parked near the center of the city, Nate made several calls and compiled a short list of logistics specialists living in and around Munich. These were the people who would be called upon to organize missions, and thus likely have contact with other local operatives. Out of the list of four, one name stood out. Karl Reiser.

      Nate had been tangentially associated with several of Reiser’s operations in the past, so he knew the guy was well connected. A few more calls revealed Reiser had definitely worked with Dehler. Multiple times, in fact. One contact reported that Reiser and Dehler appeared to know each other well.

      Nate made a return visit to the local supplier from whom he’d obtained the gun, and picked up a few specialized items before heading to the airport to pick up Daeng and Jar.

      In the car on the way back to the city, he brought his friends up to speed on his failure to capture Dehler.

      “The only good thing is we definitely know Dehler is the one we’re looking for,” he said. “If she’s smart, though, she has already left town.”

      Jar pulled her laptop out of her bag. “I will check the airlines and trains.”

      Nate gave her a nod but doubted she’d find anything. Dehler would likely flee Munich in a way that would leave no trace.

      “So where are we going?” Daeng asked.

      “I found someone who might be able to point us in her direction.”

      “Not all is lost, then.”

      “God, I hope not.” Nate told them about Reiser and how he wanted to play the situation, finishing with, “I’m open to better ideas if you have them.”

      “Sounds fun to me,” Daeng said.

      “Fun for you, because I will be the one doing all the work,” Jar said.

      Smirking, Nate said, “You’ll find what you need in that duffel bag on the floor back there.”

      Jar hefted the heavy bag onto the seat beside her and started digging through it.

      They exited the autobahn at Dachauer Strasse, and drove west until they reached an old, cracked road that ran through a large, deserted lot.

      “Um, what kind of place is this?” Daeng asked.

      “I would also like to know the answer to that,” Jar said.

      “Well, Daeng, Ms. Spock, this is my first time here, too, so I haven’t a clue.”

      Jar started to say something, but Daeng cut her off with, “Take it as a compliment.”

      “But he just—”

      “A compliment.”

      A few hundred meters in, a closed gate forced them to stop. On the other side were several dilapidated buildings that appeared to have once been part of a factory. The nearest structure had a brick chimney shooting up from the middle, towering over the property at least seventy-five meters high. Most of the building’s windows and those of the structures surrounding it were boarded up. Between that unattractive detail and the deteriorating condition of the walls, it was clear the place had been abandoned decades ago.

      But supposedly, it wasn’t.

      “I’ll be right back,” Nate said, and then climbed out.

      From even a few feet away, the gate looked as rundown as the buildings beyond it, but up close, Nate saw it was an illusion. The frame was steel reinforced, and the chain link that covered it was industrial grade and welded into place instead of held there by wires. Both the frame and the mesh had been expertly painted to give it its old look. And while there was a chain with an old padlock slung around a post, ostensibly locking the gate in place, that was another lie. The post and the chain were actually part of the gate itself. It was a second post that served as the true start of the fence. The two posts were held together by a powerful magnetic lock.

      As Nate had been told, there was a button on the second post, half a meter up from the ground. He pressed it with his shoe and waited.

      For several seconds nothing happened, and then a crackle escaped from a speaker hidden within the post.

      “Who the hell are you?” a groggy, hoarse voice asked in German.

      “Sorry to wake you, Karl. It’s Nate.”

      “Nate? I don’t know any Nate.”

      “You do, but it’s probably slipped your mind. I’m sure you haven’t forgotten my partner, though. Jonathan Quinn?”

      That seemed to wake the guy up. “Quinn? Is he with you?”

      “I’m here on his behalf.”

      A pause. “Oh, yeah. Sure, I remember you. You’re his apprentice, right?”

      “Was his apprentice. We’re partners now.”

      A chuckle. “All right, Quinn’s partner, what do you want?”

      “Information.”

      “What information?”

      “I’m sure this would be easier inside.”

      “I am inside.”

      “But I’m not. And I’m the one who will be paying.”

      “How much?”

      “That depends on what you give me.”

      “What if it’s something I don’t want to talk about?”

      “Could you just let us in, please? It’s cold out here.”

      “Us?”

      “My associates and I.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “Seriously? Fine. One moment.” Nate pulled out his phone and fired a text off to Quinn. He waited, hands in his pockets to keep them warm.

      Not long after, the speaker crackled again with Reiser’s voice. “Fine. You can all come in. The big building. Not the one with the chimney, the other one. Third floor. You’ll figure out how to find me.”

      The gate swung open.
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* * *

      NATE PARKED THE car near the entrance of the building Reiser had indicated, slotting it between a Mercedes van and a new-looking BMW M6 Coupe. What had once served as the main entrance was boarded up tight. The current way in was via a graffitied basement door that buzzed, signaling it was unlocked, as soon as they were standing near it.

      Creaky stairs took them to a third floor that, at first, looked as rundown as all the rest, but when they passed through another buzzing door, everything changed. While the space might not have been Architectural Digest cover ready, it was not even close to dilapidated. The giant room had been transformed into a clean and functional, industrial-type loft.

      Four men stood inside, facing the entrance. The three youngest were in a row, the middle guy holding a shotgun, his two friends each armed with a pistol. Reiser stood behind them, as skinny as ever, and now sporting an ill-advised soul patch and more salt and pepper in his hair than Nate remembered.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Reiser said in German. “Tell me what you want to know and I’ll tell you how much it’ll cost you.” He looked nervous, ticky, the corner of his mouth bouncing up and down every few seconds.

      “First, we keep this in English,” Nate said with a nod toward Daeng and Jar. “For my colleagues.” Though Daeng spoke almost passable German, Jar didn’t know the language.

      Reiser looked like he didn’t have much respect for someone who didn’t speak his mother tongue, but he shrugged and said in English, “Whatever you want.”

      “Good. Second, dismiss your friends.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “Then I guess you don’t want our money.” Nate turned back toward the door, Daeng and Jar following. “I’ll be sure to let Quinn know about your refusal to help.”

      “Whoa. Hold on now. I think you’re overreacting.”

      For many, Quinn’s name was gold in the secret world. As Nate hoped, the last thing an operative like Reiser would want was for Quinn to spread the word that the German wasn’t worth hiring.

      Nate looked over his shoulder. “And how am I overreacting? You refused to help us.”

      “When did I say that? All I said was that I wasn’t going to move my men.”

      “Which is an obstacle to any conversation, and therefore a refusal to help. We’ll find someone else who’s more willing.”

      He took another step toward the door.

      “Wait.”

      Nate stopped, but said nothing.

      “Okay, fine. But they’re not leaving the room for anything less than five thousand euros.”

      “Make it ten, and they leave the building.”
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* * *

      ONCE THE MONEY was transferred to Reiser’s account and his men had verifiably exited the building, Nate and the others sat down at Reiser’s dining table.

      “I’ve got a full schedule today,” Reiser said. “I’d appreciate it if we can make this quick.”

      “It shouldn’t take long,” Nate said.

      “Good. Then what is it I can help you with?”

      “We’re interested in a local operative by the name of Katrine Dehler.” Reiser’s eyes widened just enough to confirm he indeed knew who she was. “We would like to know everything you know about her. Her habits. Where she lives. Who she hangs out with.”

      “Let me stop you right there. I’ve never heard of…what did you say her name was? Dyer?”

      “Dehler.”

      “Right, Dehler. I have no idea who that is, but even if I did, I don’t give out information on other operatives. No one would ever work for me again if I did. If you’d told me what you wanted from the start, you wouldn’t be ten grand lighter.”

      Nate smiled. “Let’s get your lie out of the way first, shall we? You know her. I know you know her. My associates know you know her. Quinn knows you know her. All right?”

      Reiser thought for a moment and then shrugged. “Okay, sure. I may have heard of her. But it doesn’t change the fact that I’m not going to tell you anything.”

      Nate clasped his hands on the table, giving the prearranged go sign.

      “May I use your toilet, please?” Jar asked.

      “Um, sure,” Reiser said. He pointed across the room. “It’s over there. That red door.”

      “Thank you.” Jar rose and headed across the room.

      “I understand your position,” Nate said. “And normally I would agree with you, but this is a special…”
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* * *

      JAR COULD FEEL Reiser’s gaze on her all the way to the bathroom. But they had expected this. So, as Nate had instructed, she’d walked across the apartment with purpose, making it clear the bathroom was the only thing she was interested in.

      After locking the door behind her, she removed the packet from the hidden compartment in the lining of her jacket. Inside was a stack of ten black, dual-use surveillance discs, each smaller than an American dime. Nate had told Jar and Daeng that he assumed Reiser would be uncooperative, and from the way the meeting had begun, it sounded like he’d been right.

      She separated the discs, set them on the counter, and activated them one by one. Nate had shelled out extra cash for top-of-the-line models, so not only would their batteries last at least seventy-two hours—more than enough time—these particular discs could be used both for listening in on conversations and tracking something. Like most high-end surveillance discs these days, they would go temporarily dark any time a bug scanner was detected. The only way they could be discovered was visually, and Jar had no intentions of leaving any of them where they would be seen.

      She placed the first disc under the vanity, then put the remaining chips in her pocket and moved next to the door, ready for the signal. The wait for Daeng’s text was short. One word: GO. Pre-typed into his phone, and sent as soon as Reiser lost interest in Jar’s location. Quietly, she exited the bathroom.

      Over at the dining table, the information negotiation continued. Predictably, it didn’t sound like much progress had been made. She paused outside the bathroom door to see if Reiser noticed her, but all his attention was on Nate.

      Staying in their host’s blind spot, she placed bugs throughout the area. As she was attaching one to the underside of his bed frame, something sticking out of the pocket of a pair of jeans on a nearby chair caught her attention. She worked free the unexpected bonus and slipped it into her own pocket.

      By the time she returned to the table and had stuck one under the chair she was sitting on, she had only two bugs left.

      “Look, you want to sit here and go round and round for the rest of the day? Fine. You paid me enough to clear my calendar, but we all know you aren’t going to get anything out of me. I know Quinn’s a big man on principles, so I’d think he’d appreciate me sticking to mine and keeping my mouth shut.”

      For the next several minutes Nate kept at Reiser, trying to open the man up.

      Eventually, Reiser leaned back and laughed. “Jesus. Are you not getting this? My friend, it’s not going to happen.”

      Nate considered him for several seconds before saying, “That’s too bad. Quinn is big on remembering those who helped him.”

      “My loss, I guess.”

      Nate nodded. “Then I guess we’re through.”

      “Yeah, I guess we are.” Reiser’s smile lasted only a few seconds before he narrowed his eyes. “There’s not going to be any trouble about the money, is there?”

      “No. No trouble.”

      Reiser hesitated, seemingly waiting for the other shoe to drop. When it didn’t, he chuckled. “Feel free to come back anytime and pay for more information I can’t give you.”

      Nate nodded at Jar and Daeng. Together they stood and headed toward the exit. When they reached the door, Nate stopped and turned back.

      “One more thing,” Nate said. “What we discussed here is confidential and is not to be shared with anyone. Just like the information you’ve been unwilling to give us.”

      “Of course. It’s the only way I operate.”

      With Reiser’s attention on Nate, Jar deftly slipped one of the remaining bugs under the small table next to the door.

      “I mean anyone. Including Dehler.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I understand.” Reiser mimed locking his lips.

      “Good.”

      They left.

      “Any problems?” Nate whispered as they made their way down the stairs.

      “None,” Jar said.

      The three exiled goons were huddled together outside the basement door, smoking.

      “That stuff will kill you,” Daeng said in English.

      The men sneered, tossed their cigarettes into the snow, and reentered the building.

      When Jar and the others reached the rental, she said, “I need a second.”

      She walked around their car, pulling from her pocket the set of keys she’d taken from the jeans upstairs.

      Nate stared at her, dumbfounded. “You took his key?”

      “Keys,” she replied, holding up the set.

      “What are you going to do?” Nate asked.

      “I have one bug left,” she said.

      From her backpack in the rental, she removed her rollup tool pouch and selected what she needed. She had the fob pulled apart and hooked up to her laptop in seconds. A few keystrokes later, the BMW’s alarm disengaged and the locks popped open without the usual chirp.

      She opened the car’s door, placed the bug under the driver’s seat. Next she removed two signal boosters from the equipment duffel bag in the rental. The black rectangles were about the size of a standard paperback book, and would allow them to monitor the bugs via the cellular network. Each box also had the capability to store multiple hours of recorded conversations for later playback.

      She activated the magnet on the back of one of the boxes, and attached it to the underside of the BMW. The other one she shoved into a pile of debris next to the building, where it probably wouldn’t be found for years. Finally, she reset the M6’s alarm via her computer.

      She stuffed the disassembled fob into the bag, climbed into the rental’s backseat, and looked out at the others. They were all staring at her. “Why are you standing there? We should go.”

      Nate said, “He’s going to know we took his keys.”

      “He will think he misplaced them.”

      “He’s going to know,” Nate said.

      “So what if he does? He will assume we are planning on breaking in when he is not around. Maybe he will change his locks and beef up his security. In the meantime, we can listen in when he is in his car, too.”

      “Except we have his key.”

      “If he does not have a spare then he is an idiot.”
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* * *

      JAR HAD HER computer up and running by the time they reached the main road, and confirmed all the bugs were working. At the moment, though, the only sound was that of people moving around.

      She scrolled back through the data that had been recorded between the time the bugs were activated and when she’d opened the monitoring software. The audio graphs from the discs nearest the dining table spiked almost right away. She took the feed back to where the noise started, and then let it play.

      The voices were speaking in German so she couldn’t understand them, but she did recognize the second speaker as Reiser.

      She started it again, this time turning up the volume. “What are they saying?”

      Nate listened as he drove. “The first guy’s one of Reiser’s men. He’s asking if everything is okay. Reiser says, ‘Maybe. Maybe not.’ Then he asks his men if anyone’s heard from…” He paused. “Play that last bit back. It’s kinda garbled.”

      She did as he asked.

      “Bingo,” Nate said.

      “Bingo? What does this mean?” she asked.

      “It means it worked,” Daeng said. “He asked them if they’d heard from the Hyena.”

      “And have they?”

      “It doesn’t sound like it.”

      Silence followed the conversation so she fast-forwarded. The graph spiked again about a minute shy of when she started listening live, so she let it play.

      “It’s Reiser again,” Nate said, and then translated, “‘I just had a conversation I think you will be interested in. Call me back right away.’”

      Jar fast-forwarded until she reached the next spike. It had occurred only a few minutes before, as they’d been listening to the earlier recordings.

      Reiser again. “‘Yes?…. You got my message…. What? Then why did you…. Some people were here asking about you.’” A pause. “‘Yes, here. In my home…. Do you know Jonathan Quinn?…. He’s a cleaner. It was his people.’ Stop it for a moment.”

      Jar halted the playback as Nate spotted a parking lot. He pulled in and took one of the spots.

      “Play it,” he said.

      Jar reset the audio back a few seconds and hit PLAY. The part about Quinn was followed by a long pause. When Reiser spoke again, his tone was surprised.

      “‘Yes. He was one of them. How did…. When was this?…. Last night?…. No, he didn’t say anything about why…. Yes. Yes, of course. Anything. You know that…. Hang on.’” A longer pause, then, “‘Go ahead. I’m ready…. Okay…. Uh-huh…. Yes, I do…. Uh-huh…. Uh-huh…. Got it…. Give me forty-five minutes. I’ll let you know when I’m close. Should I use this number?…. Okay.’”

      “I’m not the only one who thinks he’s meeting Dehler, am I?” Daeng said.

      “That’s what it sounded like to me,” Nate said. He looked at Jar. “Is there anything else?”

      She sped ahead as far as she could and let it play again. “This is live.”

      They could hear someone moving around the loft. There was the sound of cloth falling on cloth, and a drawer opening. Walking, more drawers, and then a bark in German.

      Nate looked at Jar. “Surprise, surprise. He can’t find his keys.”

      Another shout, and the sound of more people moving around. Jar didn’t need Nate to tell her Reiser had ordered his men to help him look.

      When their search proved just as unsuccessful, Reiser spoke again.

      “He’s going over his actions, trying to remember where he last had them,” Nate said. “One of his men is suggesting that maybe he dropped them outside.” Reiser’s tone turned sharp again. “He’s not exactly a fan of that idea, but he’s sending the guy out to check anyway.” A few seconds of movement before another man said something. “Ah, there it is. It’s been suggested that maybe we took them.” Nate’s I-told-you-so look didn’t last long.

      “What?” Jar asked.

      “He, um, thinks maybe we’ll try to break in later.”

      “Why is this surprising? Is that not what I said he would think?” Jar said.

      They heard someone walk fast across the loft and a door open. Based on the proximity of the sound to the bugs, it was neither the bathroom nor the front door. The only other door Jar had seen had been along the back wall. Best guess, a storage room or closet.

      After about a minute, Reiser spoke again. “He’s telling a guy named Morgan to go with him. Now he’s instructing the other two to stay behind,” Nate said.

      “See,” Jar said. “Good thing I put a bug in his car.”

      “There’s more than one vehicle parked outside,” Daeng pointed out.

      One side of Jar’s mouth ticked up, but she said nothing.

      After the main door to the loft slammed shut, the only thing they heard was some small talk between the two men left behind.

      Jar fast-forwarded to listen live again. Still just the two men talking in the loft.

      “If they’re taking the BMW, should we hear them by now?” Daeng said.

      “No,” Jar said. “It took us two minutes and forty seconds to walk from the apartment back to the cars. It has only been two minutes and twenty.”

      “My money’s on the other car,” Nate said.

      “How much?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “How much money?”

      “Um, okay. Sure. How about a hundred euros?”

      Jar thought about it for a moment, and then nodded. “One hundred euros.”

      Ten seconds later, they heard the chirp of the BMW’s alarm being switched off, immediately followed by the doors opening.

      “Do you want to pay me now, or do you need to stop by an ATM first?” Jar asked.
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* * *

      USING THE BUG as their guide, they followed Reiser at a discreet distance.

      The German headed southeast toward the heart of Munich. For a while, Nate thought the guy’s destination was the train station, but he eventually drove right past it, and then arced around the city center and headed in a southeastern direction.

      It wasn’t long before Nate felt a tingle in the pit of his stomach, and not long after that he said, “I know where he’s going. At least the area.”

      “Where?” Daeng asked.

      “We’re heading toward the junkyard and Dehler’s safe room. She must still be in the neighborhood.”

      He clenched his jaw and silently berated himself. He should have stayed there. If he had, chances were he’d have her stowed away by now.

      “Don’t,” Daeng said.

      It took Nate a moment to realize his friend was talking to him. “Don’t what?

      “Do that to yourself.”

      “You into mind reading now?”

      “Just the easy ones.”

      “Yeah? Well, keep out of mine.”

      “Then stop telegraphing your thoughts.”

      Since Reiser and Morgan had driven off, the only sounds coming from the bug in the BMW had been those of the engine and the occasional swearing at traffic. But suddenly the ringing of a phone leaped from Jar’s laptop.

      The second ring had barely started when it was cut off by a click, and then, “Tell me you’re close.” The woman’s voice was amplified, so Nate knew it was coming from the BMW’s stereo system. Though Nate had never heard Dehler speak, he was sure it was her.

      “Ten minutes away,” Reiser said via Nate’s translation. “Where do you want me to pick you up?”

      “I’ll be on the street. Call when you reach Aschauer Strasse.”

      Nate tensed. “She’s still at the junkyard.”

      Over the speaker, Reiser said, “See you soon.” This was followed by the click of the call being disconnected.

      “Is there any faster route?” Nate asked.

      He could hear the tap-tap-tap of Jar’s keyboard. “Nothing more direct than the way we are going.”

      That’s what he was afraid of. He pressed down on the accelerator, and began weaving through the traffic to close the gap between them and Reiser.

      “There he is,” Daeng said a couple of minutes later. “Our lane, just about to reach the next light.”

      Nate eased the sedan around the car in front of them, and spotted the BMW as it passed into the intersection. The moment it was through, the traffic light switched to yellow.

      There were three cars between the rental and the intersection, and all were already slowing, eliminating any chance of Nate making the light.

      Knowing that by the time the green light came around again, Reiser would be almost to Dehler, Nate jerked the sedan over the short curb that bordered the divide at the center of the road. On the other side was a wide strip of snow-covered land, where the dual tracks for the local electric tram ran. Shoving the pedal all the way to the floor, he raced down the strip, passing the cars that were stopping for the light, and rushed through the intersection seconds before the cross traffic started. With a jerk of the wheel, he adjusted his path so that when he reached the other side, he was back on the road again. Soon enough, he caught up to the cars ahead of them and spotted the BMW right where it should be.

      A phone ringing again.

      “Yes?” Dehler’s voice on the BMW’s speaker, and Nate turning the word into English.

      “Three minutes away,” Reiser said.

      “When you near the south end, slow down.”

      “Got it.”

      Click.

      “The turn is coming up,” Jar said.

      “She’s meeting him at the south end,” Nate said. “What’s down there?”

      “She is talking about where Aschauer Strasse dead-ends at Ständlerstrasse.”

      While trying to get to the other side of Dehler before Reiser reached her would be riskier than staying on Reiser’s tail, Nate knew it would give them a better chance to assess the situation and, if possible, grab the woman.

      Ahead, another traffic light started to change from green to yellow.

      “Hold on,” he warned.

      He juked the sedan into a clear area near the right curb and zoomed past the other cars, including Reiser’s BMW, into the intersection just as the light turned red.

      There was no way Reiser could have missed seeing their car, but they would have already been past him by then, making it impossible for him to see who was inside. In his mind, they would be just a reckless car in a hurry.

      “This had better work,” Nate said.

      “I did not say you should position us here,” Jar shot back.

      “I was talking to myself.”

      “Oh. Then I agree.”

      Nate glanced into his rearview mirror every few seconds to check the light. Thankfully, it remained red until the leafless trees that lined the road blocked it from his sight.

      “Here it comes,” Jar said as they approached Ständlerstrasse.

      Nate swung into the left turn lane, and made it onto Ständlerstrasse without having to break the law.

      They passed under one of the railroad bridges Nate had chased Dehler across the previous evening, and then sped up the hill to the intersection with Aschauer Strasse.

      “Where’s the BMW?” he asked.

      “Just entered Aschauer at the other end,” Jar said. “One minute away.”

      Instead of turning left onto the street, Nate used a dip in the curb, meant for the light rail, to pull the car onto the skirt cut into the curb the trains used. He angled the vehicle so he could quickly get across the wide intersection.

      He scanned the road where Dehler said she would be waiting. There were a few cars parked on either side, and several more in a small parking lot on the northwest corner. The opposite corner was occupied by a five-story office building. No pedestrians on the sidewalks as far as he could see.

      “Any guesses?” he asked.

      “If I were her, I’d be somewhere in that parking area,” Daeng said, his gaze on the corner lot. “Plenty of places to hide.” Along with the cars parked there, snow had been pushed to the sides in piles that created a two-meter-high wall around the edge.

      “I was thinking the same,” Nate said.

      “Reiser is halfway down the block,” Jar reported.

      Nate studied what he could see of the parking lot, but didn’t spot anyone.

      “He’s slowing,” Jar said.

      For the third time, a ring sounded from her computer.

      “Yes?” Dehler said.

      Reiser, “I’m here.”

      Click.

      “He’s coming,” Nate told his friends.

      As soon as Nate spotted the BMW, he shifted into drive but kept his foot on the brake. Reiser was still a good seventy meters away, slowly heading in their direction. Nate focused on the sides of the road, looking for movement.

      Five seconds passed, then ten, the BMW halving the distance to the stoplight.

      “There, there, there,” Jar suddenly said. “Right side, from behind the building.”

      Nate started to lift his foot so they could race across and grab Dehler before Reiser got to her, but then he pressed it back down on the brake. There were two women, not one, walking very close together over to the sidewalk and onto the road. The nearer one was older, a bit overweight, and clearly frightened. The one behind was Dehler.

      No matter how strong his desire to avenge Liz’s death, risking the life of an innocent in pursuit of that goal would forever soil her memory. This wasn’t an at-all-costs mission. It needed to be a precision strike.

      He glared out the window as the women circled around the back of the BMW. As they came up the other side, the passenger door opened. The women stopped when they reached it, and Dehler looked around. As her gaze turned in the rental’s direction, Nate, Daeng, and Jar all scrunched down.

      “Any problems?” Dehler said, her voice distant over the computer’s speaker since it was coming from outside the BMW. Nate didn’t bother translating this time.

      “No,” Reiser replied.

      Nate lifted his head just enough to peek out the window. Cars rushed through the intersection, allowing him only glimpses of the BMW.

      “You, get in back,” Dehler said.

      Morgan climbed out of the car, flipped the seat back forward, and crawled into the rear area.

      “In!” Dehler barked at the older woman.

      “But…but you said you’d let me go,” the older woman pleaded.

      “If you’re lucky, I still will.”

      Dehler shoved the woman into the backseat with Reiser’s man.

      Nate groaned.

      If the hostage had been a complication before, she was a roadblock now. Which, undoubtedly, was exactly why Dehler was keeping her around.

      As soon as Liz’s killer climbed into the front passenger seat and closed the door, Reiser got the BMW moving. Nate ducked down again so they wouldn’t see him when they reached the intersection.

      A few moments passed before Reiser said, “Where to?”

      “Left,” Dehler replied.

      Nate didn’t need the audio feed to hear the distinctive whine of Reiser’s BMW as it turned onto Ständlerstrasse and passed right by the rental car. He gave it ten seconds and then sat up. The BMW was already out of sight.

      Swinging the sedan back onto the road, he said, “Their position?”

      “A block down, straight ahead,” Jar replied. “Wait. They just stopped. A traffic light, I think.”

      A few seconds later, Nate spotted the light, turning from red to green. The BMW in the right lane, three cars and half a block ahead.

      “Turn right,” Dehler said.

      “It would be easier if you told me where—”

      “Turn right!”

      “Okay, okay,” Reiser said.

      “They’re going right,” Nate summarized.

      “That will take them onto the A8,” Jar said.

      The same moment she identified the new route, Nate spotted the sign telling drivers of the upcoming entrance to the autobahn. Perhaps they would go only to the next exit. At most, no farther than the A99 that ringed the city, he thought.

      He merged onto the A8 half a minute behind the BMW.
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      DEHLER TURNED IN her seat and scanned the cars behind them.

      After years of espionage work, she’d developed a well-tuned sense of self-preservation. It’s what caused her to notice the escort from Barcelona the night before, and what was now causing her to feel like her getaway wasn’t as clean as she’d hoped.

      After seeing nothing in the traffic following them that stuck out, she turned back around.

      A tense, silent minute passed before Reiser asked, “It would really help if you’d tell me where I’m dropping you off.”

      “Just drive. When we’re getting close, I’ll let you know.”

      “Katrine, I got you out of there. That’s all I promised. I can’t waste my day chauffeuring you around.” He said nothing for a moment, then, “I’m taking the next exit and dropping you off. You and your friend can find some other way to get where you want to go.”

      Anger boiled in Dehler’s chest, but instead of lashing out, she pushed the hidden button on the central console that Reiser himself had gleefully demonstrated for her not long after he had the car customized. A section of the console slid to the side, and up popped a Heckler & Koch P30 compact pistol, grip first. She had it pointed at Reiser before he even realized what was going on.

      Dehler’s hostage didn’t miss it, though. She screamed the moment the gun appeared.

      Reiser pushed himself against the driver’s-side door, as if the distance would make a difference. “What the hell? Put that—”

      “If I go down, you go down,” Dehler snarled. “Do you have any idea who those people who came to visit you were?”

      “Yeah. I told you. They were with Jonathan Quinn,” he said nervously. “Look, I’ll keep driving, all right? No problem. Just put that thing down.”

      “Those people were the ones who helped the girl escape.”

      “The girl?” Reiser looked confused at first, but then her meaning seemed to click. “Oh, God. Dima Halabi? Are you sure?”

      She glared at him.

      “Scheisse,” he whispered.

      One of the Halabi brothers who worked for Hammad Kassab had contacted him first, and it was Reiser who had introduced the man to Dehler. Whether he liked it or not, Reiser was as much entwined in this as she was.

      “If they were helping the girl, why would they be after you?”

      “Why the hell do you think? I interfered with their mission. And whoever they were working for wants things cleaned up.”

      “But…that must mean you killed the target, right?” He glanced at her, hopeful.

      That was the big question, wasn’t it? The moment Dehler had pulled her trigger, she’d been tasered so she hadn’t seen the results of her shot.

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense,” Reiser said, a smile growing on his lips. “You did kill her. This is great news.” He glanced at her again, his grin faltering at the sight of the gun still pointed in his direction. “Can you put that away, please?”

      She didn’t move.

      “Come on. What am I going to do?”

      After a few more beats, she lowered the pistol but did not put it away.

      With some of his previous excitement returning to his voice, Reiser said, “Don’t you see? We can tell Mr. Kassab that the mission was completed. That’ll at least get him off our backs.”

      After Jakarta, Dehler had been forced to tell the client she couldn’t confirm target termination. That had not made the man happy, and Kassab had demanded she come see him to discuss it in person. She knew full well if Dima wasn’t dead, once Dehler set foot in Pakistan, she would never leave the country alive again. So instead of honoring his request, she’d dropped out of sight. It turned out she’d been worrying about the wrong side.

      “Do you really expect Kassab to take us at our word?” she asked. “He’ll demand tangible proof. I don’t have any. Do you?”

      “We could try to convince them.”

      “You try to convince them.”

      Reiser was lost in thought for a moment. Then he said, “So we’re still screwed.”

      “For now.”

      “Scheisse.”
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* * *

      THE TWO GERMANS’ voices came through Jar’s speakers with only minimal interference, Nate once again translating in real time.

      After Reiser realized things weren’t as good as he hoped, he’d asked Dehler again where they were going. This time, she replied, “Vogel’s.”

      “Did she mean Vogels, as in many?” Jar asked. “Or Vogel’s as in someplace that belongs to someone with that name?”

      “The latter,” Nate said.

      He could hear Jar input the information in her laptop. After a few minutes, she said, “No towns by that name within at least three hundred kilometers of us. There are, however, many businesses in Germany where Vogel is part of the name.”

      “What about in the direction we’re headed?” Daeng asked.

      “Seventeen that have any kind of web presence. A couple of auto shops, a bakery, a few restaurants, and a hotel.”

      “Is the BMW still in the fast lane?” Nate asked.

      A click. “Yes.”

      Part of Nate’s apprentice training had been to memorize the major roadway systems of Europe, something that had come in handy more times than he could count. The A8, he recalled, was a major east-west route that went from the German border with Luxembourg in the west through Stuttgart and Munich to the Austrian border near Salzburg in the east. Between their current position and the Austrian border, the A8 intersected with only one other autobahn and dozens of minor roads. Until the blip on Jar’s computer turned onto one of them, things should remain fairly quiet.

      “You keep working on Vogel’s,” he said to Jar, then glanced at Daeng. “Do me a favor. Get Quinn on the phone.”

      He had no idea where Quinn and Orlando were now. He only knew that Liz’s funeral—a funeral he should have attended—was over. He assumed they were either still with Quinn’s mother in Minnesota, or had returned to San Francisco. In both cases, it would be the middle of the night there.

      Daeng switched his phone to speaker mode in the middle of the first ring. Two more occurred before the call was answered.

      “Daeng?” Orlando’s voice.

      “It’s all of us,” Nate said. “Sorry if we woke you.”

      “You didn’t,” she said, then clicked her phone to speaker, too.

      From their end, Nate could hear the sound of a moving vehicle. “Where are you?”

      “North Carolina.”

      “What are you doing there?”

      “We saw Dima.”

      A rush of conflicting emotions raced through Nate’s mind. Dima’s safety had been his responsibility, one he’d made Liz share. “Why?”

      “We thought it would help to learn why she needed protection in the first place,” Orlando said.

      “She told you who was after her?”

      “She did.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Someone who isn’t going to be happy that she’s still alive,” Quinn said. “I’m sure he’s also not pleased with the assassin. Which means there’s a good chance he’ll also be looking for her. For that matter, Helen might have feelers out. In other words, you have competition. The sooner you find her, the—”

      “We did find her,” Nate said.

      A pause. “Where?”

      “Munich. Her name’s Katrine Dehler. She’s a fixer.”

      “You’re sure?” Orlando asked.

      “Saw her myself. It’s her.”

      “And you know where she is right now?” Quinn asked.

      “Um, yeah. We do.”

      “Okay, good, good. Keep an eye on her, but don’t do anything until we get there. We’ll catch the next—”

      “She knows we’re looking for her,” Nate said. He didn’t want to tell Quinn that, but it wasn’t something he could keep secret forever.

      A beat of silence, then, “Explain.”

      Nate told him about the mishap the night before and described what they’d done today in an attempt to rectify the situation.

      “She’s spooked,” Nate said. “We’re already a good twenty kilometers outside Munich, heading east.”

      “Please tell me she doesn’t know you’re following her now,” Quinn said, barely containing his displeasure.

      “She doesn’t,” Nate said.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Dammit, Nate.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.” Nate sensed Quinn was about to hang up, so he added, “One other thing.”

      “What?”

      “You might be hearing from Helen.”

      “Helen? Why?”

      “You were right. She is looking for Dehler. I incapacitated a couple of her watchers who were in the way.”

      “You didn’t kill them, did you?”

      “No. Of course not. Just put them to sleep. I’m sure they’re fine now.”

      A tense pause. “Try to avoid Helen’s people from now on, but most importantly, don’t lose Dehler. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

      The line went dead.
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* * *

      NEVER FALLING MORE than a kilometer behind, Nate followed the BMW across southern Germany, all the way to the Austrian border.

      There, the traffic slowed to a crawl, and for the first time since Munich, Nate could actually see the other car. The only person visible was a silhouette in the backseat—the hostage or Reiser’s man.

      A few years earlier, Nate had crossed into Austria from Germany farther to the west without even slowing. But the dramatic uptick in Middle Eastern refugees resulted in checkpoints popping up along borders throughout Europe, bringing about the end of fast crossings.

      Ahead, Dehler and Reiser were waved through after what seemed like no more than a glance from one of the officers, and their BMW soon raced out of sight. When Nate’s turn at the checkpoint came, the officer held up his hand for him to stop.

      The cop signaled for him to roll down his window and then peered inside, his gaze narrowing at the sight of Daeng and Jar. “Passports,” he said in German.

      His suspicious demeanor lasted only until he saw all three of them were carrying North American passports—Nate’s and Daeng’s from the US, and Jar’s from Canada. None, of course, were in their real names.

      With a wave of the man’s hand, they were on their way again.

      “Take the A1,” Jar said. “They are heading into Salzburg.”

      Or through it, Nate thought, knowing the A1 went all the way to Vienna. But Jar was proven correct when the BMW took the first exit on the other side of the Salzach River.

      Nate did the same, and, as they headed south through the city, closed the gap until they could once again see Reiser’s vehicle.

      “I have found eleven businesses using the name Vogel here in Salzburg,” Jar said, “and there are at least twice that many Vogel families listed that—”

      “Eliminate anyone who’s not on the east side of the river,” Nate said.

      “If you had let me finish, you would know I have already done that. Four businesses ahead. And seven families.”

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      “You should be.”

      They continued south until they were almost at Kapuzinerberg Hill, and then followed the BMW west, back toward the river. Along the way, Jar eliminated Vogels that were no longer valid, until only two were left.

      “He’s turning,” Daeng said, craning his neck to see over the cars between them and the BMW.

      “He cannot. There is no road there,” Jar said, her gaze on her computer.

      “It looks like a garage or…”

      “It’s a pass-through,” Nate said, catching sight of the arched entrance in the middle of a block-long building. The passageway was just wide enough for a single car to fit through, and inside would likely be either a way to the next street or a parking area. Possibly both.

      As the BMW drove out of sight, Nate started looking for a place to park.

      A few seconds later, Jar said, “They have stopped.”

      “Comms,” Nate said.

      Jar rummaged through the duffel then handed two sets of communication gear to Daeng, who tossed one into Nate’s lap.

      “Are either of our final Vogels in the area?”

      “The tailor shop is two streets over,” Jar said. “The other one is a kilometer farther south.”

      There was no place to park, so Nate stopped the car and said to Daeng, “Go. I’ll catch up.”

      As soon as Daeng jumped out, Nate continued looking for a spot. When the reverse lights of a car at the curb thirty meters ahead lit up, he let out a triumphant yes!

      He stopped in the road right behind it and waited for it to pull out, but the driver was obviously not in a hurry as the car simply sat there. Nate fought the urge to honk the horn since doing so would make the driver more likely to remember him. That could be a problem later.

      He waited another ten seconds, and when it looked like the woman was no more ready to leave than before, he shifted into Park, applied the emergency brake, and looked back at Jar. “You’re going to have to do it.”

      “What?” she asked, her eyes wider than he’d ever seen them.

      “You do know how to drive, don’t you?”

      “In principle,” she said.

      “You’ll do fine,” he said, and opened his door. “When you’re done, just stay in the car and give us updates on Dehler’s movements.”

      He jumped out and sprinted toward the pass-through. When he neared, he flicked on his comm. “Jar, where’s the BMW?”

      “What do you want me to do? Drive or check?”

      “Both.”

      She said something under her breath in Thai. “It has stopped on the other side of the tunnel and—” Another outburst of Thai.

      Nate glanced over his shoulder and saw she was partially pulled into the now open spot, but had stopped. “What happened?”

      “Nothing. I just…” He could hear the engine turn over and catch, and realized she’d somehow killed it.

      “Be careful,” he said.

      Her response this time was not just a single phrase in her native language, but a whole paragraph packed full of frustration.

      “Daeng, do you see them?”

      No response.

      “Daeng?”

      Nothing.

      Nate paused at the opening to the pass-through, saw it was empty, and then hurried to the other end.

      Centuries old, five-story buildings surrounded the central courtyard. The area itself was divided between a parking lot and a sporting complex, which consisted of two snow-covered tennis courts and an old one-story building, with windows fogged up by people using the gym equipment inside.

      A scan of the parking area revealed the BMW in a spot about a dozen meters away, but no sign of its occupants or Daeng.

      “Daeng, where are you?” Nate said into the comm.

      No vocal reply, but this time there was a scratch, like someone dragging a finger over a mic.

      “Is that you?”

      Another scratch. Yes.

      Nate’s friend was somewhere he couldn’t talk.

      “Do you have eyes on Dehler?”

      One scratch.

      “Hang on. I’ll be right there. Jar, give me a location on Daeng’s phone.”

      Nothing.

      “Jar!”

      “One moment.”

      Nate could hear the rev of an engine. “Are you still trying to park?”

      She spared him her Thai curses, and settled on growling this time.

      Unsure how long it would be before she could help him again, he hurried toward the BMW, hoping to pick up Dehler’s and Reiser’s footprints in the snow. As he neared, he spotted a single set of footprints that started below the passenger door and moved toward a walkway on the other side of the parking lot.

      He straightened up to follow them, but movement inside the vehicle caught his attention. His hand went for his gun, but he left the weapon untouched when he realized the twitch came from the prone form of Dehler’s hostage, now lying in the backseat, tied up and semiconscious.

      He tried the door. Locked.

      Jar’s voice came over the comm. “Daeng is three blocks on the other side of the building. Moving north.”

      Nate said, “Daeng, I’m going to need a minute before I can get to you. You okay with that?”

      One scratch.

      “No trouble?”

      Two scratches. No.

      “All right. Don’t lose them. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      One scratch.

      Nate pulled out his gun and flipped it around so that he was holding it by the barrel. He unzipped his jacket and held an open flap across the car’s window. He rapped the grip end of the gun against it. It took four tries before the tempered glass cracked. Instead of hitting it again, he shoved his elbow against the window and pushed it inward, bracing himself in case the car alarm went off.

      The glass crunched as it folded into the car, but there was no other sound. Reiser had played it smart. Not activating the alarm meant it couldn’t go off if the woman regained consciousness and opened the door. Nate unlocked the door, pulled it open, and pushed the passenger seat out of the way so he could lean in next to the woman.

      She was moaning softly, her eyes still closed. Seeing no obvious injuries, he touched her neck to check her pulse. It was strong and even. She’d probably been drugged but otherwise appeared to be all right.

      “Jar, I need you to call the police.” He told her about the hostage. “Have them send an ambulance, too.”

      “You do remember I do not speak German, right?”

      “Someone there should speak English. You’ll do fine.”

      “Do I need to watch her until they arrive?”

      “No. Stay in the car. She’ll be okay. Now make the call.”

      He closed the BMW’s door but didn’t latch it, and headed toward the exit on the other side of the courtyard.

      “Daeng, I’m on my way.”

      Silence.

      “Daeng, can you hear me?”

      Nothing.
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      DAENG REACHED THE end of the pass-through and scanned the courtyard.

      For a split second, he thought he was too late. No one was near the BMW, nor was anyone walking across the open space. When he heard the tap of a shoe on stone, his gaze shot across the courtyard to another tunnel that went through the opposite building. Toward the middle were the silhouettes of three people walking quickly away from Daeng.

      Daeng hurried over to the pass-through, arriving as the others exited the far end and turned right, out of sight. Daeng sprinted through the tunnel and slowed to a walk as he emerged, matching his pace to the pedestrians walking by.

      Dehler, Reiser, and Morgan were twenty meters ahead of him, moving down the sidewalk at a brisk pace. Daeng didn’t see the hostage anywhere. Had they let her go? That didn’t seem likely. The woman could raise an alarm and cause all sorts of problems. Besides, Daeng would have seen her at some point.

      He looked over his shoulder to make sure she hadn’t gone the other way. But no, not there, either.

      Ahead, Dehler and her friends paused at the curb, clearly intending to cross to the other side. Daeng quickened his pace, closing the distance between them to a mere five meters before a gap in the traffic allowed the others through.

      Daeng didn’t want to get any closer, in case Reiser looked back and recognized him, but if he didn’t take advantage of the same gap between cars, he’d be stuck where he was for critical seconds before another opportunity appeared. Keeping his steps light, he jogged onto the crosswalk.

      Though Reiser didn’t twitch, Dehler looked back.

      Daeng immediately went into just-another-freezing-pedestrian mode, scrunching up his shoulders and tilting his face down so that his jacket obscured as much of his features as possible.

      Unlike Nate and Jar, he’d never had a close encounter with Dehler. It was possible she’d seen him in Jakarta the night she killed Liz, but it would have been from a distance and at night.

      As her gaze passed over him, Nate’s voice crackled in his ear. “Daeng, where are you?”

      Not able to verbally answer, he raised a hand to his check and rubbed a finger across the mic attached to the collar of his jacket.

      “Is that you?”

      He rubbed again.

      “You have eyes on Dehler?”

      A better question would have been does she have eyes on him, he thought as he rubbed once more.

      “Hang on. I’ll be right there. Jar, give me a location on Daeng’s phone.”

      Dehler twisted back around, making no indication she’d marked Daeng as a threat. He prayed that was the case, but was experienced enough to know her nonreaction didn’t mean she hadn’t made him.

      When he reached the sidewalk, he slowed to let several people get between them, and then followed the assassin and her colleagues down the block.

      Half a minute later, Jar reported Daeng’s position over the comm.

      “Daeng, I’m going to need a minute before I can get to you,” Nate said. “You okay with that?”

      While Daeng probably could have given a verbal response, he thought it better not to take the chance. He rubbed again.

      “No trouble?”

      He rubbed twice this time.

      “All right. Don’t lose them. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      Daeng rubbed again.

      Ahead, the others turned onto a new street, in the direction of the river. The moment they were out of sight, he double-timed it, and slowed again when he reached the corner. As he made the turn, he expected to see Dehler and company not far down the block, but the only people ahead were an older couple and a young guy with a dog.

      Daeng fought the urge to stop and look around, and instead maintained his casual pace while letting his gaze wander as a normal pedestrian’s might.

      Dehler, Reiser, and Morgan weren’t anywhere.

      The only place they could have gone was into one of the buildings he’d just passed. He was about to glance over his shoulder when the hard barrel of a gun pressed against his spine, stopping him in his tracks.

      “Shhh,” a voice behind him said.

      A hand ripped his comm mic from his collar and grabbed the receiver in his ear.

      Dehler moved in front of him and smiled. “You will follow me.”

      “I’d rather stay here,” Daeng replied.

      Her smiled turned ever so slightly annoyed. “Of course you would.”

      When her gaze flicked over his shoulder, Daeng ducked to the left, trying to twist away from the gun at his back, but he was too late. He never saw what slammed into the side of his head.

      As he fell to the ground, his consciousness slipping away, his gaze caught sight of a small sign on a nearby building that read:

      

      
        SCHNEIDEREI VOGEL
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* * *

      “WHICH WAY?” NATE asked as he turned down the street where Jar had guided him.

      No answer.

      “Jar! Which way?”

      “Give me a second.”

      “We don’t have a second!”

      “I-I-I lost his phone.”

      “What?”

      “The signal is gone.”

      “Then tell me the last place it had one!”

      A pause. “North for thirteen meters, then west for six.”

      Thirteen meters put him in the middle of the block. “I’m in front of a building. Are you saying he’s inside?”

      “He must be.”

      He looked up. “There are five floors. Which one?”

      Dead air.

      “Jar, I need to know which one!”

      “And that is exactly what I am trying to figure out,” she shot back. “The ground floor…I think.”

      Nate tried opening the front door, but it was locked. He looked through the windows that bracketed the entrance, and saw a lobby with mailboxes on one wall and a staircase leading upward on the opposite side. Though some of the other buildings he’d passed had businesses on the ground floor, this one appeared to be fully residential.

      He examined the lock. It was designed to keep out the unmotivated, but a true security device it was not. He didn’t even need his picks. A good, old-fashioned slip of a credit card between the strike plate and the latch did the trick.

      The lobby led into a hallway that ran all the way to the back of the building. There were several doors along it, most with apartment numbers on them. Nate briefly stopped in front of each but heard nothing in any of them. At the end of the hall was a door marked BUILDING SERVICES and an exit he assumed led outside.

      “You’re almost on top of it,” Jar said.

      “Straight ahead?”

      “Maybe three meters, and then to the left.”

      The building services door.

      He crept up and put his ear against it. Quiet like the others.

      “Are you sure?” he whispered.

      “Yes.”

      He used his picks to unlock it, then pulled out his gun and eased the door open. It turned out, his caution was unnecessary. The only things inside were shelves filled with cleaning products.

      “You’re standing right where the signal went out,” Jar said.

      Nate looked at the shelves beside him, but there was nothing of interest on them. He got down on his knees and scooted his fingers underneath the bottom shelf until they knocked into something. He eased the object out.

      “I found a SIM card. I think someone wanted us to think he came here.”

      “Wait a minute.” A quiet moment, then Jar muttered something in Thai.

      “What?” Nate asked.

      “I think you’re in the wrong building.”

      “Where am I supposed to be?” he asked as he exited the room.

      “I believe the one we want is half a block down from you.”

      “I don’t understand. Why there?”

      “It is where the nearest Vogel is located.”

      He took off down the hallway toward the front of the building. “You couldn’t have told me that before?!”

      “You wanted to know where Daeng’s phone was last.”

      Nate grimaced. Orlando would have automatically given him the additional information at the same time, but Jar was much more literal. She’d done exactly what he’d requested. “You’re right. Sorry. In the future, though, if something like that comes up, it’s okay to pass it on.”

      “I will remember that.”

      He flew through the front door and turned down the sidewalk. “Okay, which building is it?”

      “Four ahead.”

      He counted them off as he ran by, and slowed right before he reached the final one.

      Like the building he’d just checked, the front door led into a lobby. He was about to enter when he noticed a small, unassuming sign off to the side, above a basement entrance.

      

      
        SCHNEIDEREI VOGEL

      

      

      Vogel’s Tailor Shop.

      He snuck down the stairs and tested the door. Locked, and not with some flimsy mechanism. The door was equipped with two high-security deadbolts, and not only that, it appeared to be made of reinforced steel. Overkill for a tiny tailoring business.

      Vogel’s was definitely not your typical alteration destination.

      He pressed his ear against the door but heard nothing. He took a step back. Picking the lock would take some time. Best to get a picture of the entire place first, see if there was a rear exit, or some way to access the space from the interior of the building.

      He headed back up the steps. “Jar, bring the car over here and park somewhere nearby. I need you to watch and make sure no one leaves through the front.”

      “Drive?”

      “Just try not to hit anyone.”

      “That is not funny.”

      “It wasn’t meant to be funny.”

      “That is not funny, either.”

      Nate entered the ground floor of the building and checked the stairwell. Street level was as far as it went down. There didn’t appear to be any other way to reach the basement from inside. He continued to the back of the building, where he found an exit. As he stepped outside, he caught sight of the back of a white Mercedes van turning out of the rear parking area into an alleyway.

      He sprinted after it, not sure if it had anything to do with Dehler, but wanting to check. He was under no illusion he could stop the van. His hope was to get close enough to make out the license plate number, or, at the very least, note something distinctive about the vehicle. But as he rushed around the bend onto the access road, he saw he was too late. The Mercedes was speeding down the narrow road, already several buildings away.

      Nate kept running, on the thin chance the van would have to stop before turning out of the alley and allow him to catch up. But that, too, turned out to be a pipe dream. The van barely slowed as it turned onto the road and sped out of sight.

      “Dammit!”

      He headed back, trying to convince himself the van had nothing to do with Dehler or Reiser or Daeng. But the smoldering fire in the pit of his stomach said otherwise.

      When he reached the building again, he saw there was indeed a rear entrance to the basement. Like the door in front, it had two deadbolts, but when he gave the doorknob a gentle twist, he discovered it was unlocked.

      He used an old mop handle he found in the alley to push the door open in case it was booby-trapped, but nothing exploded or shot out the opening.

      A quick search of the shop revealed it was deserted. He did find one item of interest—Daeng’s SIM-less phone.

      “Jar, are you here yet?” Nate asked.

      “Trying to park. Give me a minute.”

      “Just grab our things and leave it where it is,” he said. Though he didn’t think Dehler knew yet what he’d been driving, it was something she could learn from Daeng. “We need to find a new ride.”
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* * *

      NATE DROVE THEIR newly appropriated Audi in the general direction he thought the Mercedes had gone, but it became clear within the first five minutes that even if he had guessed right, he and Jar were too far behind to catch up.

      “We need to try traffic cams,” he said, pulling into an empty spot at the side of the road.

      Jar got to work on her laptop. “I am in,” she said after a couple of minutes. “But…”

      “But what?”

      “It is all in German. My translation software is having problems with a lot of terminology.”

      “Let me see.”

      Nate translated the phrases she didn’t understand, and soon she was able to find where the archived recent footage was located. The longer task was figuring out which cameras covered the area near the tailor shop.

      “That’s it!” Nate said, recognizing one of the shops he’d seen at the end of the alley. “You’re too far back, though. Try ten minutes later.”

      After a bit of jumping around, the Mercedes appeared onscreen. Sure enough, Dehler was sitting in the front passenger seat.

      “Who is that?” Jar asked, pointing at the driver.

      He was an older man, definitely not Reiser or Morgan.

      “Doesn’t matter right now. Let’s see where they go.”

      Hopping from camera feed to camera feed, Jar followed the van back to the A4.

      “Crap,” Nate said, as the van turned east onto the autobahn. He pulled back onto the road. “Find out where they’ve gone.”

      He got to the A4 as fast as he could, and joined the eastbound lanes ten minutes behind the van.

      “Do you have them yet?” he asked.

      “Yes. They’re still on the A1. About sixteen kilometers ahead.”

      Nate was already in the fast lane, driving at 135 kilometers per hour. He pressed down on the accelerator, and within seconds was hitting 150.

      Two minutes later, Jar sat up. “They just exited.”

      “Where?”

      “Highway…154.” She typed for a moment. “North.”

      “Keep on them.”

      For the next few minutes all he could hear was the clacking of the laptop’s keys. When he saw a sign for the turnoff indicating the highway was a kilometer away, he slowed and transitioned into the right lane.

      “I need an update,” he said.

      “I realize that. But there are no cameras on this highway. I have had to inpro, um—”

      “Improvise.”

      “Yes, improvise. Where the road passes small towns, I can usually find a camera at a petrol station or something like that. The van has already passed Zell am Moos. But they have not reached the next town yet. They should have, though.”

      “Maybe they slowed down.”

      “Perhaps, but they would have had to be going very slow for me not to have seen them yet.”

      “All right. Tell me about what’s between the towns.”

      “Several small roads. Farms. No villages.”

      “What about satellites? Are there any you can tap into and see what’s going on?”

      Jar leaned forward and looked up at the sky. “Even if there were, it is too cloudy for any visible light images.”

      Nate took the exit and turned left onto Highway 154. Unlike the autobahn, the highway was only a two-lane road, and there was little opportunity to get around slower traffic.

      “How many farms are we talking about?” he asked.

      “At least a dozen, and another fifteen to twenty homes scattered among them.”

      Not exactly a small number, but it was more manageable than he’d feared. The problem was, it would require diving into more Austrian databases. God knew how long it would take for him and Jar to go back and forth figuring out all the German.

      Seeing no other choice, he pulled to the side of the road and grabbed his phone.
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* * *

      IT WASN’T SO much the freezing water thrown in Daeng’s face that woke him, or the ice cubes that came with it. It was more the splitting headache, brought on by what he guessed was at least a low-grade concussion, maybe even a fractured skull.

      Someone nearby said something in German, but his mind was too muddled to work it out.

      Water and ice hit him again, the cubes smacking into his face like gravel kicked up from a road. He turned his head, wincing, but stifled the groan that wanted to leap from his throat.

      “Are you back with us?” The same female voice, but in English this time.

      He pried his eyelids apart enough to see Dehler smirking down at him. He blinked and looked around. He was in a large room, light seeping through many of the cracks between the boards on the wall. A shack? Cabin? There was a couple of other chairs besides the one he was in, but that was it for standard furniture. He spotted boxes scattered throughout, and a few wooden shelves. There was a humming noise he hadn’t noticed earlier. It was coming from near the concrete floor. He spotted the source a second later—a space heater, which unfortunately was not pointing at him.

      “Do you need a little more help waking up?” Dehler asked.

      Daeng heard the crunch of ice and water being poured into a container.

      “Up to you,” he said, his voice calm.

      “Then I say yes.”

      Water and ice doused him again. He waited until the bulk of it had dribbled off his face before reopening his eyes.

      “More?” she asked.

      “Up to you.”

      “You like this kind of thing? Is that it?”

      He made no response, his face impassive.

      Dehler barked something in German, and a moment later an older guy Daeng had never seen before walked into view, carrying what looked like the handle of a broom.

      Dehler took the stick from him, and the man disappeared.

      The woman began pacing in front of Daeng, her eyes never leaving his. If she thought her glare would intimidate him, she’d picked the wrong man to kidnap. Daeng’s monk past had long ago helped him develop a core of inner calm that rendered him immune to situations like this.

      She stopped in front of him. “Let’s start with your name.”

      “My pleasure. You can call me Daeng.”

      “Daeng? What kind of name is that?”

      “The kind that is mine.”

      Looking unimpressed, she said, “Playing the Asian mystic isn’t going to help you.”

      “I’m obliged to point out that’s racist. And that I’m not playing anything.”

      She rolled her eyes and resumed pacing. “You work for Jonathan Quinn?”

      “I’m sure your friend has already told you that.”

      “I’m asking you.”

      He shrugged. “Sometimes.”

      “Are you working for him now?”

      “I’m not working for anyone now.” It was true. At the moment, he was only helping Quinn and Nate as their friend.

      Apparently, it wasn’t the answer Dehler wanted to hear. The broom handle snapped forward and slapped Daeng in the stomach.

      He grunted as air rushed out of his lungs, and he fell forward against the restraints holding him to his chair. He let himself hang there for the pain to pass, and then sat back up, his demeanor unchanged.

      “I know you’re working for him, so don’t lie to me again,” she said.

      Daeng remained silent.

      “Who’s his client? And why do they want me?”

      He gave it a second before saying, “Which answer do you want first?”

      The handle lashed out again, but while the impact stung like hell, it didn’t double him over.

      “Answer me,” she ordered.

      “All right, but you’d better be ready with your stick.”

      She almost hit him again, but held back.

      “The answer to your first question is no one, which nullifies the second.”

      He could see her start to shake in rage, and knew it was taking all of her will not to send the handle sailing at his solar plexus. But suddenly she relaxed, the handle lowering to her side.

      “I get it,” she said. “He was hired to protect that girl, and I screwed that up by killing her. So now Quinn wants some revenge. He is much more vindictive than his reputation would lead one to believe. It was just a job. Mine was successful and his wasn’t. Protocol is that everyone moves on. How does he not know that?”

      “Is that another question I’m supposed to answer?”

      The handle hit him again.

      “What’s his plan?” she asked. “If you were going to kill me, your friend could have shot me last night.”

      Daeng said nothing.

      She leaned down so her face was directly in front of his. “Tell me what his plan is.”

      He parted his lips as if intending to speak, but then rammed his head forward, knocking his forehead hard against hers.

      He remained conscious long enough to see her collapse in a daze, and then his low-grade concussion—which was probably not so low-grade anymore—pulled him into darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        EAST COAST, USA

      

      QUINN AND ORLANDO arrived at the Ashville, North Carolina regional airport right after sunup, seventeen minutes before their chartered Learjet arrived from Atlanta. Soon they were on their way northeast to Washington, DC, where another private jet would take them to Germany.

      Ten minutes into the first flight, Orlando’s phone rang. She gave Quinn a shake, waking him from his nap. “It’s Nate.” As he sat up, she accepted the call and put it on speaker. “Hello?”

      “Things have gotten a little complicated here and I need your help,” Nate said.

      “What’s going on?”

      He told them about what had happened in Salzburg.

      Whatever sleep that had been clinging to Quinn vanished. “They have Daeng? What the hell is happening over there?”

      “He was following them while I parked the car,” Nate explained. “I don’t know how they surprised him.”

      “Son of a…”

      “The good news is, we have a pretty good idea where Dehler took him. We just need a little help narrowing down the location.”

      He described the area, and said he hoped something about one of the farms or homes would stand out as a good place to start their physical search. “Jar doesn’t speak German, so it would take us a while to go through the records. I know you could do it faster.”

      “Of course,” Orlando said. “I’ll get right on it and call you as soon as I have anything.”

      She reached for the disconnect button, but Quinn snapped up the phone, switched off the speaker, and held it to his ear. With a lot more accusation than concern, he said, “Are you all right?”

      Though Orlando couldn’t hear Nate’s reply, she knew he wouldn’t be happy with the tone.

      After a pause, Quinn went on, “Your task was to find Dehler, not to scare her off. And definitely not to let her get her hands on one of you…. It doesn’t matter. Do not lose her again. Do you understand?…. Well, you’d better be right.”

      Quinn hung up.

      Orlando frowned. “Why are you being such a—”

      “Don’t,” he said, his tone as harsh as it was with Nate.

      “Hey! Do not take out your frustration on me.”

      He looked over, his jaw set, but it was only a moment before embarrassment set in. “I’m sorry.”

      “Good God, what would you have done if I was the one who died in Jakarta?”

      His eyes widened in horror. “I-I-I would have gone insane.”

      “Exactly, and I would have done the same if it was you. So how do you think Nate feels? The woman he loved more than anyone else in the world is dead. And because she had been helping him.”

      Quinn shifted in his chair uncomfortably.

      “It’s a wonder that he can even function at all,” she said. “You need to back off.”

      She could see he knew she was right, but his own despair and rage wouldn’t allow him to admit it. The best she could get out of him was a reluctant shrug before he leaned back and closed his eyes.

      Orlando wished there was a magic word she could say to make everyone chill out. Maybe one would come to her eventually. In the meantime, she focused on Nate’s request.

      She started with satellite images of the area in question. While there were several streets leading off the highway, all either circled back and reconnected with the road Nate and Jar were on, or dead-ended at a farmhouse.

      She searched ownership records and found thirty-four properties in the primary search zone. At first blush, none looked unusual. Several homes were owned by families with the same last names. Relatives, undoubtedly, probably there for generations. The others were owned by people who seemed to have been in residence for at least twenty years.

      She frowned. There had to be something she was missing. She looked out the window and let the information and all that Nate had told her swim in her mind, looking for connections.

      It seemed likely that wherever Dehler had taken Daeng was someplace known by her or one of the people with her—Reiser, or whomever they had met at the tailor shop. The latter made the most sense so Orlando focused on that.

      In a private corner of the darknet lived a database with information about the people who populated the world she and Quinn worked within. No one knew who had put it together, only that he or she was a greedy asshole. The database was more a tool of extortion than an information resource. If there was anything in there about you, the database master would be more than happy to remove it. For a reoccurring fee. Both Quinn and Orlando reluctantly paid a large yearly sum to make sure that anything about them, Nate, and anyone else who worked with them on a job was omitted from the records.

      If you wished to search the database, there was also a hefty fee for that. And if no pertinent records were found, too bad for you. Your ten thousand dollars were nonrefundable.

      Orlando knew it would be considerably cheaper to reach out to other operatives to find out what they might know about the operator of Vogel’s Tailor Shop in Salzburg, but that would take time. Daeng was family, and he was in danger.

      She bit the bullet and paid the fee, then entered her search terms into the appropriate box. In seconds, the results appeared.

      
        SCHNEIDEREI VOGEL/VOGEL’S TAILOR SHOP

        SALZBURG, AUSTRIA

        

        OWNED AND OPERATED BY KURT VOGEL, COVER IDENTITY FOR ERICH KELLER, FORMER STASI COMMANDER, LATER FREELANCE OPERATIONS SPECIALIST. CURRENTLY RETIRED.

      

      While Orlando was glad her money hadn’t been spent in vain, she now needed to find out more about this Erich Keller, which meant another ten thousand dollars.

      She clicked the button for an additional search, and typed ERICH KELLER into the box.

      
        KELLER, ERICH

        

        FORMER STASI COMMANDER TURNED FREELANCE OPERATIONS SPECIALIST. RETIRED 2015.

        

        RAN SPY NETWORKS FOR STASI WHILE UNDER THE GUISE OF ASSISTANT ATTACHÉ FOR TRADE AT DDR EMBASSIES IN ANKARA, TURKEY; BERN, SWITZERLAND; ROME, ITALY; AND VIENNA, AUSTRIA.

        

        SETTLED IN AUSTRIA AFTER REUNIFICATION OF GERMANY AND OFFERED HIS SERVICES AS AN OPERATIONS SPECIALIST. WORKED OUT OF VOGEL’S TAILOR SHOP IN SALZBURG (ALIAS: KURT VOGEL).

        

        RETIRED 2015. STILL RESIDES IN SALZBURG.

        ALIASES: KURT VOGEL, WEINNER SCHMIDT, DANIEL LANGE, AND MARTIN KÖNIG.

        

        OUTSTANDING ARREST ORDER IN GERMANY FOR MULTIPLE CRIMES COMMITTED WHILE A MEMBER OF THE STASI.

      

      He’d never been caught by the Germans. Interesting. Living as close to the border as he did, either someone was not looking for him hard enough, or he’d paid off the right people. The outstanding arrest order wasn’t the highlight, though. That award went to the list of aliases. Specifically one—Daniel Lange.

      Orlando switched back to the list of people who owned homes in that small slice of the Austrian countryside. She smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      NIGHT BLEW IN on a cold wind that made Nate feel like they had been transported to the Arctic Circle. He’d once spent three days on a job in Rovaniemi, Finland, up in Lapland in the dead of winter. That was a trip he hoped to never repeat.

      Out the windshield, he could see the roiling blanket of low, dark clouds. So far, though, the snow had yet to fall.

      Through his binoculars, he could see the glow of lights leaking around curtains that covered the ground-floor windows of the house. The two-story building was nestled among the trees on the other side of a snow-covered field from where Nate had parked the Audi. According to Orlando, the home’s owner was listed as Daniel Lange, an alias used by the man who ran Vogel’s Tailor Shop.

      Three vehicles were parked out front, the van from Salzburg and two SUVs that had arrived not long after Nate and Jar had started their stakeout. Six men had climbed out of the SUVs.

      Reinforcements, apparently.

      This day was just getting better and better.

      Nate checked the sky again, and concluded it was as dark as it was going to get. “Ready?”

      “Why would I not be?”

      He really needed to figure out a way to better communicate with Jar. “Let’s go.”

      Between when they’d heard back from Orlando and sundown, Nate and Jar had made a side trip to Zell am Moos, where they bought outdoor gear. The jackets and gloves would keep them from freezing to death, but their most important purchases had been the snowshoes.

      They snapped them onto their boots, and then whisked along the top of the drift at the edge of the field. Their initial destination was an old storage shed Nate had spotted at the back of the property. It squatted among the trees, and judging from the buildup of snow around it, it hadn’t been used in some time.

      They stopped behind it and listened for any noise from the house, but the wind masked everything. Staying low, Nate peered around the shed. There were five windows along the back of the house—two on the second floor, and three at ground level. The upstairs windows were dark, while the bottom ones had the same rim of light peeking around curtains similar to those he’d noted before. No signs of sentries inside or out.

      He signaled for Jar to stay where she was, and then slid along the side of the shed to the front corner, where he rescanned the house.

      Cameras. Two of them.

      The devices were tucked away in the deep shadow of the eaves, and angled in a V formation to cover the entire area behind the house. Unsure if he was within their range or not, he held still for five minutes and waited for someone to exit the house and investigate.

      No one did.

      He crept back to where Jar waited. She had her phone out, and was focused on the screen.

      “Cameras,” he whispered.

      Without looking up, she said, “I already know that.” Her thumbs moved rapid fire over her phone until she finally looked at him. “Okay.”

      “Okay what?”

      “Okay, the cameras are not a problem.”

      “Wait. You didn’t jam them, did you? They’ll notice that.”

      She stared at him like he was an idiot. “No, I did not jam them. They are now looping old footage. No one will notice. Their networking equipment is at least three years old, ancient. Easy to hack. I guess that is what happens when you retire.”

      She looked at Nate as if he should know whether or not that was true.

      “Hey,” he said. “I’m not that much older than you.”

      She looked him up and down, but said nothing more.

      “There are probably more than just those two in the back.”

      “There are. Three each on the longer sides, and two more in the front. I took care of all of them.”

      “Oh. Um, well…good.”

      With Nate in the lead, they moved quickly from the shed to the back of the house, and checked around each corner. Along the side facing the field were windows but no doors. Along the other, however, was a side door, and about twenty meters straight out from it was the other building he’d seen a sliver of from their vantage point back in the Audi.

      He’d thought at the time it might be another deteriorating shed, but it was a barn, about the same size as the house, in decent shape, and had a light on inside.

      Caution dictated that they check it out before attempting to sneak into the house. Nate was about to whisper as much to Jar when the barn’s door opened. Dehler and three of the men from the SUVs exited.

      Dehler was a giant, juicy target just waiting for Nate to take out. It was the aftermath that would be the problem. He could deal with one of the other men, maybe even two. But the odds dipped considerably for all three. Then there were their colleagues somewhere on the property. A shoot-out on snowshoes. Not exactly the optimum situation.

      And all of this was not taking into account that Nate and Jar still had to rescue Daeng.

      Dehler would have to wait.

      Nate watched as she and her escorts made their way to the house and disappeared inside. He and Jar held their position for another few minutes in case someone came back out, but all remained quiet. Hopefully, Dehler and her friends were in for the night.

      Nate led Jar to the barn in a wide arc that took them to the side of the barn facing away from the house. Peeking through a gap between two boards, he could see not just one light on, but several. He couldn’t tell much else, though, due to a stack of boxes blocking most of his view.

      He pressed his ear against the wood. A hum, low and steady, coming from somewhere toward the middle of the barn. Like a fan, or maybe an electric motor. As he was about to pull his ear away, he heard a sniff. Someone was still inside, no more than three or four meters away from him.

      Nate scanned the wall, hoping to locate another gap he could peek through, but the best he discovered was a hairline slit that revealed nothing.

      At least one man in the barn. Likely two.

      He moved down the wall to the end that faced the long driveway and the main road. Three-quarters of the way to the other corner was a door and a window.

      He motioned for Jar to hold there, and then crept in a crouch along the wall until he was below the window.

      Keeping his movement slow but steady, he rose until his eyes cleared the sill.

      He tensed at the sight before him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      DAENG DREAMT OF the monsoons.

      He was on the Chao Phraya river, north of Bangkok, near the temple where Quinn had gone a few years before to recover, and where Daeng had first met Nate.

      Daeng was skimming along the surface in a long boat he was driving, a heavy rain pounding down on him. Water below, water above. He laughed and shouted in glee at the feeling of freedom.

      Lightning pierced the sky and smacked into a palm tree on the riverbank ahead. The fronds crowning the tree were suddenly ablaze, creating a beacon that signaled the way home.

      He laughed again and aimed the boat toward it, while the rain kept pouring down harder and harder and—

      “Wake up!”

      Ice water washed over him and ran down his torso to the floor, where it joined the other bucketfuls his captors had been slinging at him.

      Daeng opened his eyes.

      This was the third—no, fourth—time they had awakened him. Each time the woman had been waiting. Sometimes she was alone, and sometimes, like now, others were with her. Her guests this time were three men trying to look tough. Daeng didn’t see the older guy with the slicked-back hair anywhere, but it was a big room, and they had him tied up in a way that prevented him from seeing behind him. Reiser didn’t appear to be around, either. Daeng hadn’t seen him since he was kidnapped in Salzburg. Maybe Reiser had finally been able to extricate himself from Dehler’s mess.

      “What’s Quinn’s plan?” Dehler asked. It had become her favorite question.

      Daeng smiled. “You will have to ask him.” This was his favorite answer.

      The broom handle slapped him in the ribs. The repeated beatings and the cold had numbed him so he barely felt it now.

      “What’s his plan?”

      “How should I know?”

      Slap.

      “Don’t try to sell me that bullshit,” she said. “You’re not just a pawn.”

      “I never said I was.”

      “What’s his plan?”

      “You might as well hit me again. I have no answer for you.”

      He braced himself.

      Instead of whacking him again, however, Dehler yelled in frustration and then said, “You’re willing to die because your boss wants revenge for me ruining his mission? It was business. What the hell is wrong with you people?”

      This was also a sentiment she had previously expressed. And, like those other times, he didn’t reply.

      Dehler went berserk and slammed the stick into Daeng over and over and over. Her aim was no longer limited to his stomach and ribs. Blows struck his arms, legs, and face, too.

      He was only one or two hits from passing out again when she finally stopped.

      His head hung forward, blood dripping from his mouth and the cuts on his cheeks onto his lap. If none of his ribs had been broken before, he was sure several were now.

      He could hear Dehler growling as she wound down. A few moments later, he heard the stick clatter to the ground.

      “Don’t let him sleep,” she said.

      Daeng heard her turn and start toward the door. He was probably going to die here, but he could at least rattle her cage and hopefully cause her to do something stupid that might help his friends.

      “You’re wrong, you know.”

      His strength was so depleted that he worried he hadn’t spoken loudly enough to be heard, but the woman’s steps stopped.

      “What?”

      “You’re wrong. You didn’t ruin the mission.”

      She took a few steps back toward him. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Dima.”

      “What about her?”

      “You didn’t kill her. She’s in America now.”

      “Sure she is.”

      “You didn’t even hit her.”

      “That’s a lie. I heard the scream.”

      “That’s because you killed someone else.”

      “Oh, really. And who would that be?”

      It took nearly all his strength to lift his head and look her in the eyes. “Quinn’s sister.”
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* * *

      “DID HE TALK yet?” Reiser asked as Dehler entered the house with the bodyguards Keller had brought in.

      She barely heard him as she hurried upstairs to the bedroom she was using, shutting the door behind her.

      It was a lie, she thought as she paced the room. It had to be. If anyone had died that night, it was Dima.

      A knock on the door. “Katrine?” Reiser said from the hallway. “You all right in there?”

      Why would Quinn take his sister out on a mission? Was she in the business, too?

      “Katrine?”

      Dehler grabbed her phone and texted Esa, her go-to information specialist.

      
        Jonathan Quinn, cleaner.

        Does he have a sister who works with him?

        Need answer asap.

      

      “Are you okay?” Reiser asked.

      She glared at the door. “Leave me alone.”

      Six and a half paces of the room later, her phone vibrated with Esa’s reply.

      
        Did a quick check. Nothing comes up.

      

      She punched in:

      
        Does he even have a sister?

      

      Instead of a return text, Esa called her.

      “So?” Dehler answered.

      “There is no sister on record,” the Swede said.

      “Good,” she said, relieved. Daeng had lied. “Thanks.”

      “Hold on. There’s no record, but…do you remember Julien, the Frenchman?”

      She frowned. The name was familiar. “He was that big guy, wasn’t he? Always happy?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Didn’t he get killed a few years ago?”

      “He did. Rumor was, he was helping Quinn at the time.”

      “Okay. But what’s that got to do with—”

      “Helping protect Quinn’s sister.”

      “You just said he doesn’t have a sister. Which is it?”

      “I said there are no records. But he could have easily hidden their connection.”

      “Well, I need that unhidden! And if he does have a sister, I need to know if she’s still alive.”

      “It won’t be cheap.”

      “Whatever you need. Do it.”

      She hung up the phone and started pacing again.

      As much as she hoped Daeng had lied, things would make a lot more sense if he hadn’t. If anything had happened to one of Dehler’s siblings, she would have stopped at nothing to balance the scales. Of course, Quinn would do the same.

      It suddenly felt like the room was shrinking.

      I need to get out of here. I need to get as far away from here as possible.

      She grabbed her bag off the bed, stuffed her few belongings back inside, and headed for the door. When she yanked it open, Reiser, still standing just outside, jumped back.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      She pushed past him. “I’m leaving.”

      “Now?”

      “Now.”

      He grabbed her arm. “What happened out there?”

      She shoved him away. “Don’t touch me!”

      “He did say something, didn’t he?”

      She started toward the stairs, but then stopped.

      If she was going to survive this, she needed to hide in a way no one would ever be able to find her. That meant eliminating weak links.

      Reiser knew her and her idiosyncrasies. If she left him behind, he could—by coercion or voluntarily—divulge information Quinn’s people could use to track her down.

      “You’re coming with me. Let’s go.”

      “You need to tell me what the hell is going on. Where are we—”

      The rumble of an engine cut him off.
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* * *

      NATE COUNTED THREE men in the barn, Daeng and two guards. The latter two were sitting in front of a portable heater, their backs to the window Nate was looking through, while Daeng sat strapped to a chair.

      Nate’s friend didn’t look good. If it weren’t for the restraints, Daeng would have likely fallen to the floor. The only good news was that Nate could see his chest moving up and down, so at least he wasn’t dead.

      Nate tried the doorknob. Locked, but only by a simple latch. He retrieved his picks and quietly disengaged it. A peek through the window revealed neither guard had twitched.

      He activated his mic and whispered, “I need you to go down to the other end of the barn, and when I give you this signal”—he tapped once on the mic—“I want you to knock something against the wall. Nothing too big. I just need them curious. And then get out of sight.”

      “Got it,” Jar said.

      “Let me know when you’re ready.”

      “Copy.”

      Nate took off his snowshoes and set them under the window. He turned the knob and started to ease the door open. Suddenly, a swirl of wind whipped around the side of the barn and tried to tear the door from his hands. It almost succeeded but he was able to hold on. As soon as the gust passed, he peeked through the gap, and froze. One of the men was looking over his shoulder toward the door. Nate held it as still as humanly possible, and hoped the distance between the man and the door made it look like it was still closed.

      Nate saw the man say something, but couldn’t hear the words. When the guy finally turned back around, Nate maintained his position until he was sure the man wouldn’t get up and come over.

      “Ready,” Jar said.

      “Copy. Wait for the signal.”

      “Copy.”

      Nate eased the door open enough to slip inside, and then gently shut it behind him. Five soft steps had him behind a shelving unit full of boxes, out of sight of the guards.

      He could hear the men talking now, though he was still too far away to make out what they were saying. It sounded conversational. There was even a laugh here and there.

      Nate moved deeper into the barn, using the boxes and shelves as cover, until the only thing that separated him from the guards was five meters of open space.

      He peeked around the box and took a long look at his friend.

      Daeng’s arms and face and neck were covered in bruises and cuts, and his clothes appeared to be soaked. If the injuries didn’t kill him, he would freeze to death before long.

      Nate took one last look at the guards, and tapped his mic.
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* * *

      AS SOON AS Jar reached the far end of the barn, she looked around for something she could use to create the distraction. But snow covered everything, and if there was a board or a branch or even a rock nearby, she couldn’t see it. As her gaze passed over the ground near her feet, however, she realized she was already in possession of the perfect implement.

      Crouching, she unbuckled her snowshoes from her boots and grabbed one in each hand. Yeah, they would do the trick.

      She moved into position and clicked on her mic. “Ready.”
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* * *

      THUNK-THUNK.

      The guards jumped out of their seats as if the cushions beneath them had caught fire.

      “What was that?” the bald one asked.

      “I don’t know. The wind?” the one with the beard said.

      “Check it.”

      “I don’t want to go out there. It’s probably nothing.”

      “Check it,” bald guard repeated, sounding annoyed.

      Nate ducked back behind the boxes and listened as the bearded guard crossed over to the door that faced the house. As soon as the man went outside, Nate sneaked out from his hiding place.

      Bald guard was now standing in front of the heater, bent at the waist to warm his hands. Nate made it to within a few steps of the man before the guard seemed to sense he was no longer alone. He started to rise and turn, but Nate’s arm was already wrapping around the man’s neck.

      The guard tried to pry Nate’s arm away but Nate held tight, and soon the guy’s strength ebbed as blood stopped flowing to his brain. Within no time, he was unconscious.

      Nate laid him on the ground then jogged over to the door, getting behind it only seconds before the other guard pushed it open. Nate heard the man take a step inside, and then stop and say, “Nikolaus?”

      As the bearded guard hurried over to his downed colleague, Nate moved in behind him, grabbed the back of the guy’s coat, and yanked him off his feet. He followed the man down to the ground and whacked his elbow into the guard’s jaw.

      Stunned, the guy was easy to roll over. Nate then sent him into dreamland via the same technique he’d used on the bald guard.

      “Jar, inside, now,” Nate said as he jumped up and sprinted over to Daeng.

      He placed his hands on both sides of his friend’s head and tilted it up. “Daeng. Wake up.”

      When the door opened behind him, he glanced back to make sure it was Jar before returning his attention to Daeng.

      “Come on, Daeng. Up and at ’em. We’re getting you out of here.”

      Jar was beside them a moment later.

      “Help me get these restraints off,” Nate said. “Then I want you to use them on the guards.”

      Together they worked to free Daeng from the chair, and Jar repurposed the straps as Nate had suggested.

      “Daeng, come on. Wake up,” Nate said.

      A groan, then the flutter of eyelids, and a very low “Nate?”

      “Good. That’s it. I’m going to need your help. We’re getting you out of here.”

      “Deh…ler.”

      “Yeah, I know. She’ll pay for this. Don’t worry.”

      “She’s…here somewhere.”

      “We’ll deal with her later.”

      “No.” Daeng blurted out, his tone momentarily stronger. “Now is your chance. Don’t…waste it…on me.”

      “Would that we could, but you need help.”

      “I can…wait…for a little bit.”

      “No, you can’t.”

      Daeng tried to protest again, but what little strength he had finally ran out.

      They needed to get him to a doctor ASAP. The problem was one of logistics. The Audi was on the other side of a field that would take far too long to carry Daeng across. Thankfully, there were options closer at hand.

      He turned toward Jar. “See if you can get him standing. I’ll be right back.”
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* * *

      NATE CREPT OVER to the van and two SUVs parked in front of the house.

      He chose the newest of the SUVs, and, using one of Orlando’s specialty apps, tapped into the vehicle’s computer and made it believe Nate’s phone was its key. He unlocked the doors, turned on the electrical system, but left the engine off.

      He opened the rear passenger door next, lowered the backseat so that the cargo area was now a bed, and opened the rear hatch. Now that their ride was ready, he disabled the van and the other SUV, tossing the cables he’d yanked out into the back of the SUV they were taking. He was under no illusion this would keep Dehler at the farmhouse, but hopefully he’d slow her down.

      He returned to the barn.

      Jar had been able to get Daeng up, but he was still leaning heavily on the chair.

      “Dehler?” Daeng asked. “Is she—”

      “Don’t worry about her.”

      “Nate, you…you…”

      “I said don’t worry about it. Now come on.”

      Each taking a side, Nate and Jar all but carried him to the door. There, Nate propped Daeng against the wall while he made sure the way was still clear, then they helped Daeng the rest of the way to the SUV.

      Getting Daeng into the vehicle proved to be the most difficult part. Nate had to climb in through the side and work Daeng into the cargo area a little bit at a time.

      Once they were all in and the doors were shut, Nate started the engine. “Find us a doctor.”
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* * *

      DEHLER AND REISER came thundering down the stairs to find Morgan, Keller, and four of Keller’s men sitting around the dining table, laughing and talking and watching a TV blaring an American movie of some kind.

      Morgan was the first to notice Dehler and Reiser, and jumped out of his chair. “What’s wrong?”

      “Why is someone using one of the cars?” Dehler asked.

      Keller glanced over at the credenza where the monitors displaying the security camera feeds were located. “What are you talking about? No one’s going anywhere. The vehicles are right there.”

      Dehler glanced at the monitors. Sure enough, the feed of the parking area showed all three vehicles sitting there, empty. She moved over to the window and pulled back the curtain. The van and one of the SUVs were exactly where they were on the camera feed, but the taillights of the second SUV were heading down the driveway toward the main road.

      She looked back at the monitor. No change. “You idiot! Someone hacked your system and took one of the SUVs!”

      She started toward the front door, but Reiser grabbed her before she could open it.

      “It could be a trap,” he said.

      “Stay here,” Morgan said. “We’ll check.”

      He and two of Keller’s men went outside. Those who remained inside grabbed their guns and moved between Dehler and the door. While they waited, Dehler paced the living room, certain the end of her life was near, and all because an errant shot in Jakarta had hit Quinn’s sister.

      Scheisse, scheisse, scheisse!

      Being punished for that was totally wrong. People died in her and Quinn’s business all the time. If Quinn had been so concerned about his sister’s life, he shouldn’t have had her there in the first place.

      He was at fault for her death.

      And what about the woman who’d tased Dehler?

      She should share some of the blame, too. If the electrified needles hadn’t hit Dehler when they did, Dehler’s shot would have sailed true and Dima would be the dead one. Though Quinn might not have been happy about that, either, he certainly wouldn’t be out for vengeance.

      Scheis—

      The front door opened and Morgan reentered. “Whoever it was, they’re gone, and they took your prisoner with them.”

      Dehler wanted to scream in frustration.

      “What about my men?” Keller asked.

      “Incapacitated,” Morgan said. “We might be able to catch up to whoever did it if we leave now.”

      “Are you kidding?” Dehler said. “Go after them? Forget that. I’m getting out of here.”

      “Our arrangement is only to protect you while you’re here,” Keller said.

      “That’s fine. I don’t need you anymore. You’re released. Reiser, get the van keys. We’re going!”

      As she started toward the door, Morgan fell in behind her.

      “No,” she said. “Just your boss. You can go back to Munich.”

      Morgan looked at Reiser, who started to say something to him, but Dehler didn’t wait to hear what it was and instead headed out to the van and climbed in. When Reiser slipped into the driver’s seat a minute later, he was alone.

      “You’re sure you don’t want the others to come along? It might be safer.”

      “The more people, the slower we are. That’s not safer in my book. Now get us out of here.”

      Looking less than convinced, Reiser turned the key.

      Nothing happened.

      He tried again. Not even the click of the starter.

      “What’s wrong?” Dehler asked. “Let’s go. Let’s go.”

      A third try yielded the same result.

      “The engine’s dead,” he said.

      The bottom dropped out of Dehler’s stomach. Hoping she was wrong, she said, “We’ll take the SUV. Get the keys.”

      Instead of returning to the house, though, Reiser opened the van’s hood and did the same with the SUV. “The battery wires are gone.”

      “You mean disconnected?” Dehler asked.

      “No. Gone.”
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      THEY WERE HIGH above the west coast of Ireland when Quinn received a text from Nate, directing them to Vienna, Austria. His reply:

      

      
        Acknowledged. Did you find Daeng and Dehler?

      

      

      Nate’s follow-up left something to be desired.

      

      
        Tied up right now. Daeng’s safe.

        Fill you in on the rest when you get here.

      

      

      The next text came in on Orlando’s phone as they were coming in for a landing. This one was from Jar, informing them where they could find the car waiting for them, and providing the address of where they were to go.

      The address belonged to a large apartment building in the Simmering district of south central Vienna.

      While Quinn parked, Orlando called Nate.

      “We’re here,” she said, then listened for a moment. “Okay.” She hung up. “They’re in apartment 253.”

      When they stepped out of the elevator on the second floor, they spotted Nate standing outside a door three-quarters of the way down the hall, waiting for them.

      “Steady,” Orlando whispered to Quinn as they approached.

      Quinn wasn’t sure what she meant at first, but then realized his anger had been growing with each step he took toward his former apprentice. He tried to relax, but it was no use.

      “What are we doing here?” he asked Nate, his tone not as sharp as it would have been a few seconds earlier, but not as calm as it probably should be.

      Nate pushed the door open. “Come inside.”

      Quinn had been expecting a safe house, but what he found instead was a medical facility. What would have been the living room was set up as a waiting room, with a desk where a nurse sat engrossed in her computer. Along the back wall were three closed doors.

      Nate led them to the one marked with the number two, and pushed it open.

      Jar and an older woman in a white coat were standing next to a bed on which lay Daeng, his face and neck battered and bruised. The rest of his body was covered by a sheet. An IV stand and several monitoring machines stood vigil nearby, each with lines leading to Daeng.

      “Did Dehler do this?” Orlando whispered as they approached the bed.

      “Yes,” Nate replied.

      Now that they were close, they could see that not only were there bruises on Daeng’s face, but cuts, too—on his nose, above his left eye, and one that had needed stitches along the right side of his chin.

      “How bad is he?” Quinn asked.

      The woman, clearly a doctor, took this as her cue. “Concussion, three broken ribs, a punctured lung, a fractured left femur. He had some internal bleeding but we dealt with that when he arrived.”

      “This is Dr. Krantz,” Nate said.

      There were nods of greeting but no handshakes.

      “Is he going to be all right?” Orlando asked.

      “He’ll live, if that’s what you’re asking,” Krantz said. “But he’ll be hurting for a long time. And you never can tell with a concussion. He may never get over that.” She wrote something on the computer tablet she was carrying, and then put it in the oversized pocket of her coat. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      Once she was gone, Quinn said, “How did you get him out?”

      Nate recounted what had gone down at the farmhouse.

      Though a small voice in the back of Quinn’s mind lamented the fact Nate hadn’t grabbed Dehler while he had a chance, he knew Nate had made the right call.

      “It took us forty minutes to get here,” Nate said, “and another thirty getting Daeng sorted. By the time I went to check if Dehler was still at the farmhouse, it had been nearly two hours and the vehicles were gone.”

      “So close,” Quinn muttered.

      Nate wasn’t sure whether his partner was talking to himself or him, but he responded anyway. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “I wasn’t asking for an apology,” Quinn snapped.

      “Calm down, both of you,” Orlando said. “At least we know her name now. And she’s on the run. That makes people sloppy. We will find her.”

      “I have an idea about that,” Nate said.

      Quinn looked at him.

      “Reiser,” Nate explained. “We go at him hard this time. We find him, we’ll either find her or he’ll tell us how to get to her.”

      “Excellent idea,” Orlando said, her tone buoyant. “See, we’ve already got a plan. She’s not going to get away.”

      Quinn looked skeptical but kept his mouth shut.
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* * *

      DEHLER KNEW SHE had a problem.

      More than one actually, but first things first.

      She needed to find a hole so deep no one would ever find her in it, and to do that she needed to shed anything that could compromise that.

      Which meant Reiser.

      They’d fixed the vehicles by replacing the stolen cables with ones stripped from an old generator in the barn. Dehler and Reiser had then headed to Vienna, where they’d abandoned the vehicle six blocks from Vienna Central Station. What the others did, she didn’t know or care. All they could divulge if they were apprehended was that she’d been with them but had left, and they didn’t know where she’d gone.

      Across the street from the train station, she said, “This is where we part.”

      “Part? I thought you wanted me to come with you.”

      “I wanted to save your ass, is what I wanted to do. Quinn may want me, but if he hasn’t already learned you were on the Kassab job, he will, and when that happens, he’ll want you, too. You need to lay low until this blows over.”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” he said, obviously lying through his teeth. She knew he wanted to get away from her. He’d oozed the desire during the entire ride to Vienna.

      “I appreciate your concern, Karl, but we both know it is.”

      He took a few moments to transition from an act of worry to one of reluctant acceptance. “I guess. If you think it’s for the best.”

      “I do. Thank you.” She smiled.

      He held out his hand and she shook it.

      “There is something I’d like to give you, if you wouldn’t mind,” she said.

      “Give me?”

      “A token of my appreciation.”

      “I don’t need anything,” he said, though she could see the greed in his eyes.

      “I insist.”

      “Well, I don’t know. I guess. If you insist.”

      “The thing is, Karl, I don’t think it would be safe for you to go back to Munich just yet. And that’s my fault. You wouldn’t be in the crosshairs as much if I hadn’t called you.” Another lie. She’s the one who wouldn’t have been in this mess if Reiser hadn’t connected her with Kassab. But she smiled as she pulled out her phone, opened her messages, and typed in a text. After hitting SEND, she said, “That’s for you. It’s someplace you can stay at for as long as you need. My treat.”

      “Oh,” he said, trying to hide his disappointment. “That’s not necessary. I have places—”

      “Please. It’ll make me feel better knowing you’re okay. I’m sure you’ll like it. Have you heard of the Jude Iris Hotel in Zurich?”

      Reiser’s eyes widened a bit before he could control himself. The Jude Iris was a legendary boutique hotel, known for its lavish amenities. And for those in their line of work, it was also known as a safe haven.

      “When you arrive, ask for Peter Dubach. Tell him you’re a guest of number seventeen.”

      Reiser’s brow creased. “That’s it? Seventeen?”

      “Yes. He’ll know what to do.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “I’m positive.”

      “Well, okay, then. Thank you.”

      “And for your help these past twenty-four hours, I’ll transfer fifty thousand euros to your account as soon as I’m settled.”

      “That’s very generous,” he said. There was no you don’t need to do that this time.

      She pulled three hundred euros out of her bag and held the bills out to him. “For your ticket.”

      He shook his head. “Keep it. You may need it later. I can take care of the ticket.”

      She waited a couple of seconds before lowering her hand. “If you’re sure.”

      “I’m sure.”

      She glanced past him at the station. “There’s still time to make the first train to Zurich. If you do, you’ll be there in plenty of time for dinner.”

      “Thank you again,” he said.

      She opened her arms and pulled him into a hug. “Thank you for everything.” This was mostly not a lie. He had done much for her over the years, and she was truly appreciative of that. Not enough that she could forgive him for getting her tangled up in this mess, though.

      She watched him until he entered the station and disappeared. She fired off another text, this one to Peter Dubach at the Jade Iris Hotel.

      

      
        Sending you a package. 17.

      

      

      After slipping her phone into her pocket, she headed back in the direction they’d come. It was time to vanish.
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* * *

      “I FOUND HIM,” Orlando announced.

      They had reached the outskirts of Vienna, and were only about fifteen minutes from the hospital.

      “Already?” Quinn said.

      “The idiot walked straight into Vienna Central Station and boarded a train a few hours ago.”

      “With Dehler?” Quinn asked.

      “If she was there, she somehow avoided the security cameras. And there are a lot of security cameras.”

      “So no, then.”

      “Yeah, no.”

      Quinn looked at Nate. “You should have had the station watched.”

      “By who?” Nate shot back.

      “You could have found someone. They didn’t even need to be in Vienna. All they would have had to do was watch the cameras.”

      “I was a bit preoccupied.”

      “That’s not an excuse. You can’t—”

      “Hey!” Orlando said. “Stop it. That’s not helping.”

      Nate tried to reel in his emotions. Yes, Quinn’s accusation had angered him, but most of that anger was directed inward. He should have had someone watching the station. And the airport, too. But all he’d been able to think about earlier was Daeng.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Quinn looking out the window, his expression still hard. Nate wanted to say something to ease the tension, but he couldn’t think of what.

      Instead, it was Quinn who spoke next, but his words were directed at Orlando. “Where’s Reiser going?”

      “I’ve got him on camera at a ticket kiosk at 5:37 a.m. Give me a minute and I should have a destination.”

      They dipped back into their uncomfortable silence.

      Twice, Nate almost said, “You’re right. I should have.” But each time he hesitated too long and lost the momentum. It didn’t help that Quinn didn’t seem to be backing down. Irritation radiated from him like a kiln set on high. Or maybe Nate was just projecting.

      Crap.

      “He’s ticketed through to Zurich,” Orlando said.

      “Which means he could hop off anywhere before then,” Quinn said.

      “I’ll check the stations along the line. See if he’s still on board.”

      More of the dreaded quiet as Nate navigated through the city. By the time Orlando completed her search, they were a block from the private hospital, looking for a place to park.

      “He hasn’t gotten off yet,” she said.

      “If he is going to Zurich, how much longer will it take?” Nate asked.

      “About six hours.”

      “A flight can’t be much more than an hour.”

      She consulted her computer. “Just a little over. The next direct one is at 1:10 and arrives at 2:30, which will be cutting it close, but someone could still get there in time.”

      “Book it,” Quinn said.

      “Who’s going?”

      Simultaneously Nate and Quinn said, “I am.”

      “Good. We should probably take Jar with us, too,” Orlando said. “I’ll get four.”

      “It might be better if you stay,” Quinn said to Nate.

      “No, it won’t. If you want one of us to stay, you do it. I’m going.”

      “For God’s sake, what is wrong with you two?” Orlando asked. “You’re on the same damn side so get it together. You seem to have forgotten that we all lost Liz.”

      Neither man said anything else.
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* * *

      
        AUSTRIA/SWITZERLAND

      

      REISER CONSIDERED GETTING off in Salzburg and driving a rental car back to Munich. The pull of home, no matter how dangerous it might be there, was strong.

      But he squelched the thought. Dehler was right. Lying low for a while was an excellent idea. If Quinn’s people found out he was back in Germany, they would come after him. If their roles were reversed, he certainly would.

      He fell asleep to the rocking of the car on the tracks, and didn’t wake until the train was pulling up to the platform in Innsbruck. During the final leg of the trip, he lunched in the bistro car and read a newspaper. Finally, at 3:22 p.m., the train arrived at Zurich Hauptbahnhof.

      Reiser was not an amateur. Though his escape from Vienna might have been noted, he knew he had half a day’s head start at least. The way he figured it, if Quinn had had more people in the area, Reiser and Dehler would have never been able to get away from the farmhouse. Likely it was just the three who’d visited him in Munich—the one who’d subsequently been tortured by Dehler, and the other two who’d likely had their hands full trying to save their colleague.

      It would take time for them to turn their attention back to Dehler and Reiser, and by then, he should be sitting in his suite at the Jude Iris Hotel, enjoying a bottle of champagne.

      He left through the main part of the train station, his gaze taking in the crowd. Outside, he considered grabbing a taxi, but the weather was considerably better than he’d experienced the day before in Austria, and the hotel wasn’t really that far away, so he decided to walk.
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* * *

      “JAR, COMING YOUR way,” Orlando whispered into her comm as she fell in five meters behind Reiser as he walked toward the train station exit.

      Jar, Nate, and Quinn were spread around the outside of the station, each covering a different potential route.

      Reiser stepped through the doorway, disappearing in a glare of daylight. The urge to rush after him pulled at Orlando, but she resisted.

      When she stepped outside, she whispered, “Which way did he go?”

      “Left,” Jar said.

      Orlando turned west and spotted Reiser walking toward a line of cabs.

      “It looks like he is going to take a taxi,” Jar said.

      Quinn’s voice, “Heading over. As soon as you know for sure, let—”

      “—you know which cab he is in and what direction it is headed,” Jar finished for him. “It would be senseless for me not to do this.”

      Orlando nearly laughed out loud. She was really beginning to like Jar. A lot.

      Reiser walked right by the taxis.

      “Forget the taxi,” Jar reported. “Still on foot. Heading toward Löwenstrasse.”

      “I’ll circle around and try to get ahead of him,” Nate said. “See if there’s someplace we can grab him.”

      “I’ll head that way, too,” Quinn said.

      Orlando weaved through a group of people and shot a look down Löwenstrasse. It was nearly as busy with pedestrians and street traffic as the area around the station was. What they needed was a quiet spot along Reiser’s route where no one would notice a kidnapping.

      Ideally, they would have had time to obtain the proper tools—such as a quick-acting knockout drug—and map everything out so they’d know where to nab him no matter which route he took. But they’d barely had time to get from the airport to the train station and had no choice but to wing it.

      A streetcar ka-dunked down the road, forcing Reiser to stop at the corner until it passed. Orlando slowed and angled off to the side, staying in his blind spot. She took advantage of the pause to shoot a glance at the pillar Jar was tucked behind.

      “Follow me,” Orlando said to her through the comm.

      “Copy.”

      Instead of stepping onto the road as soon as the streetcar went by, Reiser glanced from side to side and over his shoulder. Orlando had sensed the look coming and stepped to the left so that a group of teens was between them. Apparently not seeing anything of concern, he headed off again, his pace unchanged.

      “I’m on Löwenstrasse,” a winded Nate said. “Just past Schweizergasse, at the tram station. Too many people right here. Moving toward target.”

      “Hold on,” Quinn said. “I’m between you and Reiser. A lot of pedestrians here, too. We’ll have to see where he goes and hope he turns down someplace less busy.”

      “Copy,” Nate said.

      Reiser continued down the road for four blocks before he changed his route.

      “Turning left on Gerbergasse,” Orlando said.

      “We’ll head up to the next street and come around,” Quinn said. “Nate?”

      “On my way,” Nate said.

      As Orlando made the turn, she realized she’d been on this street before. It had been for a job years ago.

      When was that?

      It took a moment before it came to her. It had been back when she was living with Durrie—her son’s late father and Quinn’s former mentor. An info-gathering mission that had unearthed ties between an American defense company and three renegade governments on the weapons blacklist.

      As Reiser kept right, taking the bend onto Uraniastrasse, more memories came back, this time bringing a feeling of unease. She slowed as she tried to figure why.

      “Are you okay?” Jar asked.

      Uraniastrasse. We stayed on this street during that job, didn’t we? Yeah…at the—

      She stopped in her tracks. “Everyone back off.”

      “Why?” Quinn said. “What’s going on?”

      “If you haven’t reached Uraniastrasse, then stop where you are. Otherwise get off it now.”

      “Orlando, what is it?”

      “I need a minute. Just go!”

      She glanced over her shoulder to make sure Jar had retreated out of sight, and then she crossed the street and found a spot where she could watch Reiser as he continued down the block.

      Under her breath, she muttered, “Keep walking. Keep walking. Keep walking.”

      When he walked right by the building she’d been worried about, she let out a relieved breath. But then he stopped, looked around, and retraced his steps to the door of the Jude Iris Hotel—private, luxurious, and notorious safe house for people in the secret world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      REISER DIDN’T REALIZE how tense he’d been, until he entered the lobby of the Jude Iris Hotel and every muscle in his body seemed to simultaneously relax. He was safe now. No one could touch him here.

      The lobby was not large. In fact, it was surprisingly small given how much it cost to stay at the hotel. It was about as wide as the living room at Keller’s farmhouse, and maybe twice as long. At the far end of the room sat a black brushed-metal counter, and behind it a female receptionist. No one else was present. Guests of the Jude Iris were obviously not encouraged to mingle.

      As he neared the counter, the receptionist smiled and said in English, “Good afternoon. How may I help you?”

      Though the Swiss in this part of the country spoke German, it wasn’t his German so he answered in kind. “May I speak to Peter Dubach, please?”

      The woman bowed her head, said, “Of course,” and left through a door behind her.

      Two minutes passed before she reappeared in the company of a thin, middle-aged man dressed in a tasteful, dark gray suit and tie. She hung back by the door while the man approached the counter.

      “Good afternoon, sir,” he said. “I am Peter Dubach. I understand you are looking for me?” His English was so good, he could’ve passed for a native Brit.

      “I have a message from a mutual friend. I was told to tell you I’m a guest of number seventeen.”

      There was no change to the man’s expression. “Very good, sir,” he said, and turned to the woman. “Lisbeth, please show this gentleman to suite seventeen.” When he looked back at Reiser, he said, “Whatever you need or want, just pick up the phone and let us know.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      Lisbeth led him to a portion of the lobby wall and touched a recessed button. The wall slid to the side, revealing the elevator. She motioned for Reiser to enter and joined him in the car.

      “Is this your first time staying with us?” she asked as they traveled upward.

      “It is.”

      “Then you are in for a treat.”

      The car glided to a stop at the ninth floor and the door opened. Again, she let him go first, and then escorted him down an elegantly decorated hallway. There were only four doors besides the one for the elevator, none with numbers on them.

      She stopped in front of one and handed him the thin, round fob she had been holding. “That’s your key. No need to wave it in front of the door. As long as you have it on your person, the lock will open. Try it.”

      He slipped the fob into his pocket and tried the door. As promised, it opened.

      “If you lose it or have any problems with it, call or come to the front desk and it will be replaced.” She held out a hand toward the doorway. “Please.”

      He went inside and she followed.

      The space more than lived up to the hype. The central part of the suite had a sunken living room with leather couches, a giant TV that could easily be watched from anywhere in the room, and vases of flowers everywhere.

      Lisbeth walked over to a tall cabinet along the wall and opened the door. It was a full-size refrigerator, its shelves packed with food. “If there are any snacks or drinks you want that aren’t here, just let us know. And if you want something more substantial, our kitchen can take care of that for you.” She closed the door. “The bedroom is this way.”

      She crossed over to a pair of French doors and opened them. The room on the other side was as big as the living area, with a bed wider than any he’d ever slept on before.

      “If you have other…needs, those can also be arranged.”

      He couldn’t help but grin at that. A little company might be nice, help rid him of the last of his stress. Before he could say anything, someone knocked on the suite door.

      “Allow me,” Lisbeth said. She returned to the entrance.

      A moment later, in walked Dubach, carrying a tray upon which sat a bottle of champagne and a plate of cheese and olives and sausages. “A special welcome for our suite-seventeen guests,” he said as he set the tray on a table near one of the couches. He motioned at the bottle. “May I?”

      With a smirk, Reiser said, “Please.”

      Boy, could he get used to this. Maybe a one-week stay wouldn’t be enough to ensure his safety. Two seemed like a better plan. He might even stretch it to three if he was still feeling a little uneasy about returning home.

      Dubach filled the glass and carried it to Reiser.

      “You should have one with me,” the German said.

      “I would love to, but I’m afraid my work would suffer.”

      “One couldn’t hurt.”

      Dubach bowed his head. “If you insist.”

      Lisbeth sprang into action, opening another cabinet and pulling out a second flute.

      “You, too,” Reiser said to her.

      “Thank you,” she said, and grabbed another glass.

      When Dubach and Lisbeth were ready, Dubach raised his flute and said, “Welcome to the Jude Iris. May your stay be a quiet one.”

      Not quite the toast Reiser would have made, but it would do. “Thank you.” He raised his glass and took a hearty drink. When he brought the glass back down, Dubach and Lisbeth were smiling at him. “That’s good stuff.”

      “It’s Armand de Brignac Brut, 2006.”

      Champagne was not Reiser’s strong suit. He’d never heard the name before, but he guessed it must cost a few hundred euros a pop. He took another sip.

      Damn, it was good. Maybe he needed to start paying more—

      He heard something shatter. It sounded muffled and far away, but then he noticed his glass was no longer in his hand. He looked down and saw it had broken into a million pieces on the tiled floor.

      He staggered sideways, his balance suddenly out of whack.

      Dubach put a hand on Reiser’s back. “Perhaps you should sit down.”

      He helped Reiser to a chair and eased him into it. Across the room, Lisbeth was walking toward the sink, carrying two champagne flutes. Full champagne flutes. There was something odd about that, wasn’t there?

      “I don’t…I don’t…what—”

      “Relax. There’s no reason to fight it.”

      “Fight…it?”

      “It’s a very humane drug. The worst part is the disorientation you’re experiencing right now. I can assure you, however, you will not experience any pain. Soon, your brain will be cut off from the rest of your body, and you won’t even realize your organs are shutting down. In the end, you’ll simply drift off.”

      Reiser knew he should feel panicked, but all he felt was calm. He couldn’t even get angry at Dehler, though he knew she had done this to him. He was too content, too relaxed. Too…

      What was I just thinking about?

      “It won’t be long now.”

      Out of the corner of Reiser’s eye, he could see a man standing beside him. What did he mean by “it won’t be long now?” And who was he?

      A woman, young and cute, walked toward him. He didn’t know her, either, but he wouldn’t mind…

      His eyelids felt heavy. He struggled to keep them open.

      To hell with it.

      Whatever was going on, he could figure it out after he woke. He was too tired now.

      He let his lids close.

      Sleep. Yes. That’s what I need. Just a few hours of…
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* * *

      “THAT’S IT,” DUBACH said as he removed his fingers from the now dead Reiser’s neck. “Inform Aaron that our guest is ready for him.”

      “Yes, Mr. Dubach,” Lisbeth said, and walked over to the phone.

      Sometimes when Dubach conducted a suite-seventeen procedure, the guest would be suspicious and even attempt to thwart the staff from completing its mission. On those occasions, Dubach was forced to dig deeper into his bag of tricks. He was pleased that was not necessary this time.

      He pulled out his phone and texted Dehler:

      

      
        Done
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* * *

      QUINN AND NATE waited impatiently around the corner from Uraniastrasse.

      “Please tell me you still have eyes on him,” Quinn said into his comm.

      “He entered a building,” Orlando said.

      Quinn cocked his head, surprised. He’d assumed Orlando stopped them because Reiser had met up with someone on the street. “And none of us is following him inside because…?”

      “Because it’s the Jude Iris Hotel.”

      It took a moment for the name to click. When it did, he dropped his forehead into his hand.

      Son of a bitch.

      “I don’t understand,” Nate said. “What’s the problem? If it’s a hotel, we just sneak in.”

      “It’s a sanctuary,” Quinn said. “Like the Méndez in Buenos Aires.”

      “Oh. Oh. Crap.”

      “Yeah.”

      Though Quinn had never checked in to the Jude Iris himself, Peter—his late employer and head of the organization that had been known as the Office—had been a fan of such places, and had set Quinn up in several back in the day. But Quinn always felt they were choke points, with too great a chance of him crossing paths with the wrong person. These days he avoided them completely, preferring to do his hiding among the masses of the unaware.

      “What if we hack into their system?” Jar suggested. “They must have cameras. We can use them to see when Reiser is coming out again.”

      “No cameras,” Orlando said. “That’s part of the draw. No one who checks in wants to be recorded.”

      “No cameras at all?” Jar asked.

      “None.”

      “The Méndez takes in civilian customers in addition to those in the business, if I remember right,” Nate said. “Does this place do that, too?”

      “It did the last time I was there,” Orlando said.

      “Then what if Jar and I got a room? Once we’re in we can look around, see if we can find him.”

      Quinn shook his head. “The problem with a place like this, if they don’t put you on the same floor Reiser’s on, you’ll never find him.” He paused, an earlier thought tugging at his mind. “There might be another way, though.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Orlando asked.

      “Peter.”

      “Um, Peter’s dead,” Nate said.

      “Yeah, I remember,” Quinn said, with a heavy you’re-an-idiot undertone. “The thing is, Peter had contacts with the management that we might still be able to exploit.”

      “So, what? We call and tell them we’re friends of Peter’s, and ask if they can tell us when Mr. Reiser will be checking out?”

      “No. We get a friend to do it for us.”

      Orlando smiled. “Misty.”
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* * *

      
        WASHINGTON, DC

      

      ANOTHER TYPO. SURPRISE, surprise. That made seventeen in the last thirty minutes.

      In Misty’s opinion, people who made seventy-eight obvious typos in a fifteen-page report should not be allowed to write said report.

      And come on, really? Mistaking their for there, not just once but three times?

      Criminal.

      She made the last fix and emailed it back to its creator. What she really wanted to do was attach a note that read: Take a spelling course before you touch your keyboard again. Unfortunately, she doubted it would be perceived as helpful.

      She marked the assignment as completed on her job list, and opened the next document.

      

      
        PROPOSAL FOR EXPANSION OF RESTROOMS IN BUILDING 617

      

      

      Oh, boy. Another page-turner.

      She spotted a typo in the first line on the cover page.

      “Just shoot me,” she muttered.

      As she was making the correction, her cell phone vibrated in the top drawer of her desk. She wasn’t supposed to take personal calls during work hours, but that rule was flouted by pretty much everyone in the department. In fact, at that very moment, she could hear Ted a couple of cubicles over, talking to either a plumber or an escort service.

      She pulled out her mobile.

      The caller ID displayed PRIVATE NUMBER. Probably a robo-sales call, but even that would be better than listening to a conversation about cleaning pipes.

      She pushed ACCEPT. “Hello?”

      “Misty? It’s Orlando.”

      Surprised, she took a full second before responding. “Orlando? My God. How are you?”

      “I’ve been better. Do you have a moment to talk? I really could use your help with something.”

      Misty looked around. None of her coworkers seemed to be paying her any attention, but that didn’t mean they weren’t. “Call me back in five minutes.”

      “Will do.”

      Misty snatched her coat off the hook by her desk, grabbed her bag, and headed across the room. Several colleagues gave her confused looks as she walked by. It was still midmorning—where did she think she was going?

      When she reached Mr. Ferris’s office, she tapped on the jamb and stepped inside.

      “Is there something I can—” He noticed the items she was holding. “Going somewhere?”

      “A doctor’s appointment.”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now.”

      “I don’t recall you saying anything about an appointment.”

      “It just came up.”

      “We have procedures, Misty. You know you need to—”

      “Mr. Ferris, I’m at least a week ahead on my work. And we both know no one else here is even close to that. If, for some reason, I’m unable to come back today, then that means tomorrow I’ll only be six days ahead instead of seven.”

      She turned for the door.

      “You’ll need to take sick time,” he called after her.

      Without looking back, she said, “No. I won’t.”

      If he said anything else, she didn’t hear it. Maybe this would be the straw that forced him to request she be transferred elsewhere, but she doubted it. The productivity of his department would plummet.

      She was outside, walking toward the DC Metro when her phone rang again.

      “Can we talk now?” Orlando asked.

      “We can. What can I help you with?”

      “Have you ever heard of the Jude Iris Hotel?”
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* * *

      FOR THE FIRST time in a long while, Misty felt like her old self again. For years she’d been Peter’s assistant when he was in charge of the Office. It had been the most exciting time of her life, and the most devastating when Peter was killed and she was shuffled off to the first in a series of mindless government jobs.

      After hanging up with Orlando, she’d hurried home and retrieved the special portable disc drive she kept in a hollowed-out space along the floorboard in her kitchen.

      On it were copies of all the Office’s operation files—old mission reports, agent assessments, and even blackmail information she could have used to improve her employment situation but her morals would not let her touch. The item she was interested in at the moment was the asset database. On it were thousands of contacts located throughout the world.

      Unfortunately, Peter’s contact at the Jude Iris had retired only a few months before Peter’s death, and while a replacement was listed, Misty would have no pull with him. But there were more ways than the direct route to obtain the cooperation of the head of the hotel.

      Her search returned a list of eleven people who should be able to bridge the gap. She perused each record, and finally picked the one she thought would work best.

      From another hidey-hole she retrieved one of several disposable phones she kept on hand out of habit. None had ever been used.

      Sitting at the dining room table, a single sheet of paper and a pen before her, she made the call.

      A ring, a double click, and then, “Guten tag.”

      “Guten tag, Herr Krause.”

      The man on the other end switched to English. “Who is this?”

      “Misty. From the Office.”

      Another pause. “The Office is dead.”

      “Consider this your notification that the reports of our death have been greatly exaggerated.”

      Pretending that the Office was still in operation was more than empowering. It made her wonder, why just pretend?

      Food for thought.

      “Now,” she said, “if we could get down to business, I believe you owe us a favor.”
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* * *

      
        ZURICH

      

      ORLANDO, QUINN, NATE, and Jar rotated watching the hotel entrance. While not on duty, they kept warm in a coffee shop a block away. So far, there had been no sign of Reiser.

      Nate was on the street when Misty finally returned Orlando’s call.

      “Any luck?” Orlando asked.

      “I have something, but I’m not exactly sure what it is,” Misty said. “I was unable to talk to the hotel directly, but I did find a contact who could do it for me. He was told that the answer to your question could be found at seven p.m. tonight on Gessneralle, south of Usteristrasse, outside a smaller building which can be found behind a larger yellow one. It’s a little vague, I know.”

      Orlando checked the time. It was already 6:35 p.m. “That’s it?”

      “No, one last thing. Whoever goes is to watch from a distance. I’m sorry. I wish it was clearer.”

      “Don’t apologize. It’s way better than what we had. Thank you, Misty.”

      “No problem. If you need anything else, call me.”

      “I think we’re good for now.”

      “I mean, um, anytime. Not just this job.”

      Orlando raised an eyebrow. “Getting a little nostalgic?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “All right. We’ll keep that in mind. Thanks again.”

      Orlando hung up and shared the information with the others—Nate via the comm. She located Gessneralle on her map.

      “That’s almost three big blocks from the hotel,” Quinn said. “Maybe they’re trying to divert our attention so Reiser can get away.”

      “Maybe,” Orlando said. “But then again, we don’t all need to go check.”
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* * *

      THE YELLOW BUILDING was on the east side of the road, not far south of the intersection with Usteristrasse. At the north end was a parking area, lined at the back by a row of barren trees and a pile of the snow that had been pushed out of the way.

      “I don’t see any watchers, do you?” Quinn asked.

      “I’m not even seeing any cameras,” Orlando replied.

      They had left Nate watching the hotel and Jar at the café, in case he needed assistance.

      “This feels like a setup,” Quinn said.

      “Yeah.”

      “Let’s see if there really is another building in back.”

      He led Orlando across the open lot to the trees. The parking area tucked around the back of the yellow building, forming a smaller lot that could hold maybe half a dozen additional cars, and where the lot ended sat the structure they’d been directed to. The only vehicle present was a black panel van backed up near the building’s open double doors.

      Quinn and Orlando moved behind the snow pile, and snuck along it until they were abreast of the van. From their covered position, they could see the cabin was empty and its back doors, like those of the building, were open.

      Quinn checked the time again. Seven o’clock on the dot.

      He shared a glance with Orlando, who looked as confused as he felt.

      A repetitive squeak drifted out from inside the building. Faint at first, it quickly grew louder until it reached a crescendo at the same moment a gurney-like cart carrying a long duffel bag rolled outside. The two men pushing it maneuvered the cart right up to the back of the van, and transferred the bag into the vehicle.

      When they finished, the older of the two said, “Take it back down.”

      With a nod, his colleague guided the cart back into the building.

      Then the most curious thing happened. The older guy looked right toward Quinn and Orlando’s hiding place, held up three fingers, and disappeared inside.

      Quinn shot a glance over his shoulder, to make sure the man wasn’t signaling someone else. But no one was there.

      “You stay. I’ll go,” Quinn said.

      He crawled over a low spot in the pile and made his way to the van. Seldom had he ever felt so exposed, but he reached the vehicle without incident.

      He glanced into the building and saw it was a single, open room, with what looked like the entrance to a wide elevator at the other end. There was no one in sight.

      Again, feeling like he had an X on his back, he stepped around the rear of the van.

      The bag lay just inside. He unzipped it and parted the two sides.

      The contents were anticlimactic. He worked in the body-removal business after all, and from the moment he’d seen the bag, he’d had a pretty good idea what was inside.

      It was Reiser, all right, gone to a place where Quinn would never be able to reach him.

      Dehler’s doing, no doubt. Reiser was a flaw in her personal security, his removal apparently one of the services the Jude Iris provided certain clients.

      He zipped up the bag.

      Son of a bitch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      QUINN AND THE others returned to Vienna late that evening. After a restless night, they began the task of locating Dehler without Reiser’s assistance.

      For nineteen days, they chased every lead they came by, no matter how flimsy, traveling to such places as Estonia and Portugal and Morocco. Not once did anything pan out.

      After Daeng had recovered enough to travel, Orlando flew with him and Jar back to San Francisco, where doctors she and Quinn trusted took over their friend’s medical needs. Quinn and Nate stayed in Europe, hoping something would turn up.

      They spent a week and a half in Munich, hunting down Dehler’s and Reiser’s known associates, but the pitiful amount of information they gleaned was basically useless. The time in Munich, though, did reveal one nugget.

      Someone else was looking for the woman, and it wasn’t Helen’s people. Orlando had ascertained that Helen had pulled her watchers, under the belief Dehler had left the city. So it was a pretty easy guess these new people had been hired by Hammad Kassab. A troubling development, to say the least.

      When Quinn heard a rumor Dehler had been seen at a restaurant in Amsterdam, he and Nate rushed north to the Netherlands. But it took only a few discreet questions to determine the supposed witness had not seen Liz’s killer.

      Since they were in the city, they decided to run down another vague lead. In the past, Dehler had apparently stayed several times at a hostel called the Flying Pig, just off Vondelpark. Why she’d bunk at a hostel, Quinn had no idea. Perhaps she liked to hide in plain sight sometimes. Or perhaps it was a place where she could unwind. Operatives could be peculiar in their methods. Whatever the case, perhaps she’d stopped by there again at some point.

      But when they were still half a block away, Nate grabbed the back of Quinn’s jacket. “Wait.”

      Standing on the sidewalk in front of the hostel were two men who looked like they were waiting for someone.

      “Those are the guys I dealt with outside Dehler’s safe house in Munich,” Nate said.

      Which meant they were Helen’s people. Though she had turned her attention from Munich, she had apparently not given up on finding Dehler. And apparently she knew about the Flying Pig, too.

      The last thing they wanted was for word to get back to her that they were there, so Quinn and Nate scrambled over to a shady nook between buildings, from where they could watch the others unobserved.

      After a few minutes, a man exited the hostel and joined the other two.

      “Isn’t that Terrance Long?” Nate asked.

      “It sure is.”

      Long was a tracker. Finder of the impossible to find, was how he referred to himself. And though that made him even more of an arrogant prick than he already was, it was also true. He was damn good at his job. He also wasn’t cheap. Helen must have been getting desperate.

      Long and the other two talked for a moment before they walked down the block and climbed into a car.

      As the vehicle drove out of sight, Nate said, “Skip the Pig?”

      “Skip the Pig.”

      The likelihood of the hostel having any information about Dehler had been low in the first place. And to go in now would only raise questions about why a second group was interested in a former guest so soon after the first group had left.

      Quinn and Nate grabbed a taxi and headed for the airport. They had other leads to follow.

      From Amsterdam they traveled to Brussels, then Paris, Lyon, Milan, Zagreb, Sarajevo, and back to Munich.

      No sign of Dehler anywhere. Not even a whisper on the wind.

      While Nate wasn’t ready to suspend the search, Quinn finally gave in to the fact they were spinning their wheels and it was time to go home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        SAN FRANCISCO

        APRIL 13

        FIVE AND A HALF WEEKS LATER

      

      A STORM MOVED into the Bay Area in the hours before dawn. The rain pelting the windows would have woken Quinn if he’d been asleep, but that wasn’t something he did much these days. A few hours here and there was the best he could manage.

      On the nights it became obvious he wouldn’t fall back to sleep, he’d slip out of bed and sneak downstairs, where he’d turn on the TV and find some mindless piece of garbage he could stare at and try not to think.

      Of course, he could never not think.

      Though he hadn’t been present when Dehler shot his sister, his mind had done an excellent job of recreating the scene. Over and over he’d see her fall, see the blood spread across her shirt, see the inability in her eyes to fully understand what was happening to her.

      See the last of her life seep out.

      He knew revenge was a poor way to ease the pain of his sister’s death, but to do nothing would be worse. And right now, he was doing nothing at all.

      Every day Orlando would say, “We’ll find her.”

      And every day, he would reply, “I know.”

      But was it true? Even the network of operatives and contacts Orlando had strung together had turned up nothing. It was as if Dehler had boarded a spaceship and left the planet entirely.

      Orlando had suggested they take on a job. “Something to give you a chance to clear your head,” she’d said.

      But the last thing he wanted was to be obligated to a client when Dehler turned up again. He didn’t care if that meant he never worked another day for anyone else in his life.

      He had a job. The client was his sister, and the mission was finding her killer.

      The TV flickered, a change of scene, the color and brightness intensifying.

      He didn’t notice.
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* * *

      
        JOHANNESBURG, SOUTH AFRICA

      

      “I DON’T KNOW what else to tell you. I haven’t seen her in over a year.” The man picked up his glass and downed the last of his beer. As he set it back on the table, he said, “I do appreciate the drink, though.”

      Nate smiled weakly. “Thanks for your time.”

      They shook hands, and then the man—a surveillance specialist named Dugan—left.

      The meeting was one more disappointing interview.

      Nate set some cash next to his untouched pint and returned to his hotel.

      The place was nothing special, just a box with a bed and a tiny bathroom. Another in what felt like an infinite series of rooms.

      Within a day of returning to California with Quinn, Nate had begun to go stir crazy. He needed to be out looking for Dehler, not sitting on his ass in San Francisco.

      “We don’t have anything to go on,” Quinn had said when Nate told him he wanted to continue searching. “It’s better if we all lie low until we do.”

      “You lie low. I can’t.”

      “You can and you will. What happens if Dehler sees you?”

      Nate snorted. “Oh, I see. You think I’m going to blow it again.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “That’s what it sounded like to me.”

      “You’re not going to find anything. It’s better if you wait.”

      “Your advice is noted. But I’m still going.”

      As Nate stepped toward the door, Quinn had moved in front of him. “Don’t be an ass. We both want to find Dehler, but we need to be smart about it.”

      “Out of my way.”

      “You’re not going to accomplish anything out there. When we know something, we can—”

      “Get out of my way!”

      If Quinn had said anything else, Nate knew they would have come to blows, but after a second’s hesitation, his former mentor stepped aside.

      “Thank you,” Nate said, trying not to sound too sarcastic.

      As he grabbed the door handle, Quinn said, “I’m asking you, Nate, please don’t be stupid.”

      Nate almost turned on him then, almost released all the guilt and anger and frustration that had been building inside him since Liz’s death. But that would only prolong the conversation, and he was done talking. He yanked the door open and marched out.

      Quinn had been right about one thing. Nate had found absolutely nothing.

      He propped the hotel room’s only chair under the door handle, stretched out on the bed, and stared at the paint peeling off the ceiling.

      He tried to lie to himself and say at least he was doing something. But the only thing he was doing was wasting time.
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* * *

      
        SAN FRANCISCO

      

      ORLANDO WAS WELL aware of Quinn’s current nighttime habits. He may have thought he was leaving the bedroom without her realizing it, but he wasn’t.

      Every time he got up, she’d wanted to take him into her arms and tell him he wasn’t alone, that this would all pass one day. But she knew it wouldn’t help. The only thing that would break through his pain was to find Dehler, which was why Orlando was doing absolutely everything she could to do just that.

      She’d taken a two-pronged approach. The first was passive—waiting for dozens of people she knew throughout the world to let her know of anything that pointed toward someone in hiding.

      The second prong was active. Depending on the day, she had anywhere from seven to thirteen operatives following up on the information those in the first prong provided. This second group was made up of people Orlando trusted completely. People like Steve Howard and Greta Sorenson and Makoto Takahashi.

      The one person she did not include in this group was Nate. He was not in the right frame of mind. It was better for him to follow his own path than stumble through her leads. She did, however, stay in almost daily contact with him, and encouraged him to make him feel like what he was doing was helpful. It wasn’t, but so far nothing he’d done had harmed the bigger picture, either. Besides, someone needed to keep in touch with him, because God knew Quinn wasn’t doing it.

      If she’d been there when Nate had announced he was leaving, maybe things would have been different. Then again, maybe it would have only put off the inevitable. He and Quinn had been on a knife’s edge since Jakarta.

      She knew Quinn blamed himself for what had happened to Liz as much as he blamed Nate, probably even more. As for Nate, it was clear he believed it all fell squarely on his shoulders, and he didn’t need anyone else to point that out.

      They’d work it out in time, she told herself. She couldn’t imagine them not doing so. And yet…

      She sighed and grabbed her phone off the nightstand—3:47 a.m. Quinn had probably been up a few hours already, and she was pretty sure she was done for the night, too.

      She pushed up, rolled her neck over her shoulders, crawled out of bed, and shuffled into the bathroom. She left her phone on the nightstand, so she didn’t hear the soft bong announcing the arrival of a message.

      She’d discover the text soon enough.
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* * *

      
        LONDON, UK

      

      DEHLER CHECKED THE monitor again. The street outside her building was busy with morning traffic, but not unusually so. Pedestrians walked this way and that on both sides of the road, headed for their rinse-and-repeat jobs. No one suspicious, not even a little bit. Still, she hesitated.

      She didn’t like going out. In the three weeks she’d been using the basement flat, she’d left only five times. Everything she needed to survive, she had delivered. It was only to check for messages that she ventured out.

      The sole electronic device she had with her was a disposable phone just for extreme emergencies, and had yet to be turned on. She’d had no computer when she fled Munich, but even if she had, she would have ditched it by now. Maintaining zero digital visibility was as vital to her survival as leaving no physical signs of her presence.

      As for those physical signs, Dehler had been utilizing one of the skills she’d developed over years of being a fixer. There had been times when it was necessary for her to disguise herself to gain access to places without anyone realizing who she really was.

      Clothes were only the beginning. The real art of hiding in plain sight was her use of high-quality wigs and makeup tools that completely changed her facial features.

      In those initial days after the debacle at the Austrian farmhouse, she had collected supplies and soon was traveling as an old Polish lady, a tanned Finnish executive, a tired American tourist, and half a dozen other personas.

      Today, she was a middle-aged British man. She wore a suit, a grayish-brown hairpiece partially covered by a cap, a matching moustache and goatee, and wide wire-framed glasses. She’d altered her nose so that it humped in the middle, but the last of her cheek prosthetics had ripped when she removed them and she hadn’t been able to replenish her supply. Since it was a blustery spring day, however, she could get away with wrapping a scarf across her face. Not the perfect solution, but one that would have to do. It had been four days since she last checked for any messages from Esa. She couldn’t afford to wait any longer.

      After a deep breath, she stepped outside.

      Her destination was the Paskota Hotel next to St. Pancras station. Like the other places she’d used to retrieve communications, the hotel was several kilometers from her flat in Paddington.

      She could have taken the Underground straight to St. Pancras station—it was only five stops away on the Circle line—but direct routes were dangerous. Instead, she took the Circle in the opposite direction, all the way to Westminster. There, she transferred to the Jubilee line north for two stops, and then rode the Central line to Holborn. Again, she could have continued on via the Piccadilly line to her final destination, but caution dictated a change-up. She covered the remaining distance by returning to street level and taking a bus.

      A breeze swirled around her as she climbed off at St. Pancras. She caught her scarf as it started to slip and walked to the hotel, still limping slightly from the injury she’d received back in Munich when she jumped from the train. Though she had never been in this particular Paskota before, the luxury chain had similar layouts. She navigated it like she’d designed the place herself, finding the business center exactly where she expected it.

      “How may I help you?” an eager attendant asked.

      Altering her voice to sell her male identity, Dehler said, “I need to use one of your computers.”

      “May I have your room number, please?”

      This was the moment when Dehler always tensed, but as long as Esa did his job—and so far he had—everything would be fine.

      “Twelve twenty-three,” Dehler said.

      The attendant consulted her tablet computer and smiled. “Mr. Arnold?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “This way.”

      Once she was alone, Dehler used the computer to check the Goodreads reviews of Lee Child’s latest Reacher novel, looking for one by a user whose screen name included an emotion, a number, and a color in French—this time jaune, for yellow.

      And there it was, twelve reviews down. HappyJaune014.

      She read the post.

      Esa gave the book a rave. It sounded like he’d actually read it. The important part was coded throughout. Inquiries were still popping up about her whereabouts, but were occurring less often than the last time she checked in. Even better news, there was no sign of anyone suspecting she was in London or even the UK.

      She knew she would eventually have to move on, but it would be great if she could stretch out her time here a little longer. Another week or maybe ten days would be perfect. By then, her leg should be back to normal, and that would make her feel a whole lot better about being on the run.

      She erased her browser history, thanked the attendant, and made her way back to Paddington.
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* * *

      
        SAN FRANCISCO

      

      QUINN ONLY BECAME aware of the clack-clack-clack when the drone of the TV dipped momentarily as the station transitioned to a new program.

      He followed the familiar sound up the stairs and into the office at the front of the house, where he found Orlando sitting in front of her computer, her fingers flying over her keyboard.

      He put his hands on her shoulders and gave her a gentle rub. “The TV woke you, didn’t it?”

      “You not being there woke me.”

      “Oh. I’m…I’m sorry. We could go back to bed if you’d like.”

      She glanced at him then back at the screen. “Too late for that.”

      “Something wrong?”

      “Not wrong. I got a message.”

      Suddenly alert, he said, “From who?”

      “Greta.”

      He leaned down and looked at her computer screen, but the only window she had open was filled with code. “What did it say?”

      “Let me finish this first.”

      After working on the code for several seconds, a window containing a camera feed opened.

      “Where is that?” Quinn asked.

      “Wait.”

      She consulted her phone, brought forward the code on her computer again, and changed a few numbers. When she reselected the camera feed, the sidewalk and the partial view of a street remained unchanged, but the angle of the sun was different.

      Pedestrians on the sidewalk and vehicles on the road passed by in not-quite-random waves. A few moments in, a bus pulled up to a stop and dropped off several commuters.

      Orlando slowed the feed to a crawl as the three final riders disembarked and turned in the general direction of the lens. The two women in front seemed to be together. At first, Quinn thought the man was with them, too, but the guy had barely stepped outside when a gust of wind whipped by the bus and forced him to stop and tighten the scarf he was wearing around his face. The women kept walking without looking back. The man took a few more seconds to get his bearings before walking out of frame.

      “Okay, I give up. Who am I supposed to be looking at?”

      Orlando grinned but said nothing as she backed up the footage and let it play again.

      Once more, Quinn watched, but was just as perplexed as he was the first time. Neither of the women was Dehler.

      “Is one of these people a friend of Dehler’s or something?” he asked.

      Orlando played the footage a third time, pausing it at the point when the women started walking off and the man’s scarf was blown partially from his face. “You’re sure you don’t recognize anyone?”

      He shrugged, not in the mood for games. “Do you?”

      “No,” she admitted. She tapped the image of the man. “But Greta says that according to facial recognition software, there’s a ninety-two-percent chance this is Dehler.”

      Quinn leaned in for a better look. The guy was wearing a dark gray suit, a newsboy cap of the same color, and glasses. He had a graying moustache and goatee. The quality of the paused image was not good enough for Quinn to make out any other distinctive facial features. The guy’s size was right, but was he Dehler?

      “Play it again,” he said.

      This time Quinn noticed something distinctive about the man as he walked out of frame. He favored his left leg. Nate had said Dehler had hurt her left leg. Had the injury been bad enough that it hadn’t fully healed by now?

      “Are you going to tell me where this is?”

      “Near St. Pancras station.”

      “London?”

      She nodded.

      “That’s great. There’s got to be more footage.” London was covered by an extensive CCTV system.

      “Greta’s checking on nearby cameras right now.”

      “When was this recorded?”

      “Forty-five minutes ago.”

      Quinn leaned back and took a deep breath.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” she said without turning. “And if it is her, I promise you, we’ll be on the first flight to Heathrow. But we need to make sure first. It’s just one angle, and the recognition software might be wrong. We don’t want to have taken off and find out it isn’t her.”

      She was right. He had been thinking about going, but he’d also come to the same conclusion. It was a ten-hour flight to the UK. Better those hours be spent traveling toward a sure thing than a mistake. Acknowledging that, though, didn’t make him any less antsy to be on his way.

      “How long?” he asked.

      “Give me an hour. If you want, go pack a bag, or go for a run. Do something to keep yourself busy. I promise, as soon as I’m sure, I’ll let you know.”

      Quinn took a deep breath, nodded, and headed out of the office.

      There was no need for him to pack a bag. It had been ready since the day after he returned home in early March.

      But a run? That wasn’t a bad idea.
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* * *

      THE WATCHER, A man designated Mr. Baker, watched Subject A jog down the road and disappear from sight. He set his binoculars on the passenger seat and opened his laptop.

      On a log sheet that lived in the cloud, allowing his boss—Mr. Cooper—real-time access to his notes, he typed:

      
        4:29 AM: SUB A exits house, wearing workout-type clothing.

        4:30 AM: SUB A stretching on sidewalk in front of house.

        4:34 AM: SUB A jogs north, moving out of view.

      

      Subject A went on a run every day and always headed in the same direction, so it had been decided by Mr. Cooper there was no need for the man to be followed. Granted, today’s run was earlier than the others, but not drastically so. And as Mr. Baker expected, the man returned right after the fifty-two-minute mark.

      
        5:26 AM: SUB A returns from south.

        5:29 AM: SUB A stretches.

        5:33 AM: SUB A reenters house.

      

      He rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck. In thirty more minutes, Mr. Cooper himself would take over, and Mr. Baker could head back to his bed at the hotel. As long as Mr. Smith, the third member of their watcher team, cooperated and didn’t blast his TV at full volume in the room next door, Mr. Baker planned on sleeping well into the afternoon.

      He checked the house again. Lights on, but no activity outside.

      
        5:35 AM: No change.
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* * *

      ORLANDO HEARD QUINN walk into the office behind her. Without looking back, she said, “Are our friends still out there?”

      “Yep.”

      “Which one this morning?”

      “Beady eyes.”

      A trio of men had been surveilling the house for the last two weeks, each taking a different shift around the clock. Sometimes they were in a car, sometimes on the roof of a neighboring house. They were decent enough watchers but no match for Quinn and Orlando, who always knew where the men were stationed.

      Within twenty-four hours, Orlando had found enough information to indicate they were working for Dima’s uncle and her jilted husband.

      She and Quinn could have easily scared them off, but Orlando had come up with a much better idea. If they manipulated things well, the watchers’ presence would fit perfectly into the plan she and Quinn had been developing.

      “Well?” Quinn asked.

      When Orlando caught sight of his sweat-drenched running clothes, she scrunched up her face in disgust. “You need a shower.”

      “Is it her?” he persisted.

      “It’s her.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        LONDON, UNITED KINGDOM

      

      QUINN AND ORLANDO were not ready for their follower—Crew Cut having taken over for Beady Eyes—to know they were about to leave San Francisco, so they got creative.

      A ride via Lyft took them to the Hertz rental location on Mason Street, where they picked up a dark gray Infiniti Q50 with tinted windows. This they drove to the underground parking garage of the Embarcadero Center shopping mall. Waiting for them were their friends Gregory and Monique. Quinn and Orlando removed their outer garments, and Gregory and Monique donned them.

      Quinn handed Gregory the car keys and an envelope of cash. “Have fun.”

      Not realizing there had been a switch, Crew Cut followed the decoys as they left the shopping mall for a daytrip to Napa Valley.

      Meanwhile, Quinn and Orlando took Gregory’s Range Rover to the airport, where they caught the 12:55 p.m. direct flight to Heathrow and arrived in London on the morning of April 14.

      Before they reached the terminal, Orlando checked her email.

      “She lost him,” she said after a few moments of reading.

      Before their flight, they had tasked Greta with figuring out where Dehler was staying. Not surprisingly, it wasn’t the Paskota Hotel. Security footage from inside showed Dehler using a computer in the business center, and then leaving. Greta attempted to follow the woman to where Dehler was staying, but lost the trail after Dehler exited the Underground at Bond Street station. Even in a city crawling with cameras, there were areas not covered and others where the cameras had malfunctioned.

      As disheartening as not knowing where Dehler had gone might have been, it couldn’t dampen Quinn and Orlando’s sense that things were finally moving in the right direction. Even if Liz’s killer had been in London for only a quick stop and was already on her way somewhere else, she had been here.

      They had her scent now.

      A large apartment had been secured near the Oxford Circus underground station to serve as their base of operation. It was more or less in the center of the city, and with three different Tube lines to choose from within easy walking distance, they could get across town in a hurry.

      Quinn’s phone dinged with a message as he was carrying their bags into the bedroom. He read the text on the way back to the main living area. “Andrews says he’ll see me at eleven thirty.” He checked the time. It was ten forty-five. “I need to run.”

      “Don’t have too much fun,” Orlando said as she set her laptop on the table.

      He walked over and kissed her on the cheek. “I won’t be long.”
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* * *

      THE SHEPHERD’S REST occupied the ground floor of a small building in Brixton, south of the Thames. Above the faded red door hung the same old sign—a boy asleep against a tree, a crook in his lap and sheep grazing all around him.

      Even at half past eleven in the morning, loud voices and laughter leaked out of the pub onto the street. Like the sign outside, the interior hadn’t changed. The same horseshoe bar. The same seven tables. And the same old Macker rooted behind the bar, pouring pints like he’d never gone home.

      Quinn approached him.

      “What’re you having?” Macker asked.

      “A pint of the Longboat please, and a cider.”

      “Which cider?”

      “Your best, of course.”

      Quinn carried the drinks over to the table closest to the dartboards, where a bald, pear-shaped man sat with a goth woman half his size and a decade or two his senior.

      Quinn took the empty seat and set the cider in front of the woman. “Good to see you, Margery.”

      “What? Nothing for me?” the man—Andrews—asked.

      Quinn raised an eyebrow. “Off the wagon?”

      Frowning, Andrews muttered, “No, but—”

      “I could get you another glass of water, if you’d like,” Quinn said, gesturing to the one the man already had.

      “It’s a principle thing. You buy a drink for Margery, you buy one for me. Don’t you learn manners in the States?”

      “My apologies.” Quinn scooted his beer across the table. “Please, have mine.”

      Andrews waved him off with. “Keep it. I appreciate the offer, though. Thank you.” He smiled. “See, that wasn’t hard, was it?”

      Sometimes it wasn’t the job itself that was hard. It was the personalities one had to deal with.

      “Cheers, then,” Margery said, holding up her cider.

      They all clinked glasses and drank a bit.

      “I’m curious what brings ya here,” she asked. “We haven’t heard about anything going on.”

      “That’s the way it should be, isn’t it?” Quinn said.

      “For you, maybe,” Andrews said. “But we like to stay informed.”

      “It’s a…personal matter.”

      Margery’s eyes lit up. “Personal? Is that so?”

      Andrews didn’t look nearly as happy as his partner. “I’m guessing that means you’ll be wanting the friends-and-family discount.”

      “I’ll take whatever discount you want to give me, but I’m not pushing.”

      That earned Quinn a look of surprised appreciation.

      “Well, then,” Andrews said, “what is it we can do for you?”

      “For now, a few personal protection items, some lookie-loo stuff, and a few trackers if you have any on hand. Nothing too strenuous.”

      “For now, you say? You’ll be wanting more later?”

      “A lot more.”

      Andrews’s smile broadened. “We’ll be happy to accommodate you. Let’s see, a standard package for…” He looked at Quinn. “How many people are we talking about?”

      “Two, at the moment, with spares.”

      “So what you really want is equipment for four people.”

      “Two people, with spares.”

      “All right, two with spares. A standard package will run you…” He paused, thinking.

      “You’ll give him the discount,” Margery said.

      “I haven’t even quoted the price yet.”

      “But it was going to be full price, wasn’t it?”

      “I’ll give him something off.”

      “Give him the discount. Quinn’s a friend. And family.”
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* * *

      THIS WASN’T THE first time Quinn had crossed London carrying a bag full of weapons and surveillance gear. Andrews, at Margery’s urging, had reluctantly thrown in a customized, hard-sided, rolling suitcase to transport the gear in, making Quinn look like a tourist on the way to his next Airbnb reservation.

      As he unlocked their apartment, he could hear Orlando talking inside and assumed she was on the phone. But when he opened the door, he discovered she wasn’t alone.

      “Nate,” he said, giving his partner a terse nod.

      “Quinn,” Nate said.

      Quinn wheeled the suitcase against the wall. “I thought you were in China.”

      “That was a week ago. I’ve been in South Africa for the last five days.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean what I said. What are you doing in London?”

      “Because I emailed him before we left San Francisco, and told him to meet us here as soon as he could,” Orlando said. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Quinn looked from Orlando to Nate and back. “Nothing. I, um…nothing.” He glanced back at Nate. “Glad you’re here. We could use your help.”

      Brow furrowing, Nate said, “Glad I’m—”

      Orlando grabbed his bicep, stopping him. To Quinn, she said, “A moment of your time, please,” and marched into their bedroom.

      “The gear needs to be checked. If you have the time,” Quinn said to Nate before following Orlando.

      “Shut the door,” she said as he walked into the bedroom.

      “Why?”

      “Shut it.”

      He did.

      Orlando looked about as angry as he’d ever seen her.

      Trying to preempt what he thought she was about to say, he said, “Look, I—”

      She held up a hand and closed her eyes, her lips jammed together like a vise. After several seconds, a wave of not-quite-calmness passed over her face. When she looked at him again, the anger wasn’t completely gone but it was no longer at the forefront.

      “How many times do we have to talk about this? You can’t treat Nate that way.”

      “What way?”

      Her anger flared again. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do wh—”

      “I swear to God I will never speak to you again if you finish that sentence.” She stared at him, daring him to test her. When he remained silent, she said, “You hurt. Nate hurts. I hurt. We all hurt. And we’ve all made mistakes. If you want to find this woman, you need to get over yourself, and remember Nate is better than anyone else in this world, including me, to help you do that. He is not your enemy.”

      “I never said he was.”

      “You act like a total prick anytime you’re within a hundred feet of him. Listen to me. You’ve lost your sister, and he’s lost a girlfriend who he’s loved like he’s never loved anyone else. You’re both torn and broken. And yet, here you are trying to rip him apart even more! Has nothing I’ve been saying to you even gotten through?”

      She paused to let him answer, but he didn’t know what to say. She was right on all counts.

      Most of the time he kept Liz’s death boxed up so that it didn’t overwhelm him, but when he saw Nate, was near Nate, what happened to his sister came rushing back in vivid detail. The only way he could fight it was to build a wall between himself and his partner.

      He wanted to tell Orlando this—Nate, too—but the words wouldn’t form.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “I’ll…be better.”

      She waited for more, but when she realized that was it, she sighed. “I guess that’s…something.” She walked out of the room.

      He willed himself to get a grip, and then followed.
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* * *

      NATE HAD KNOWN coming to London wouldn’t be easy. The weeks he and Quinn had spent searching Europe together had started out tense and grown worse. It was one of the main reasons Nate had gone back out on his own after only a day in San Francisco. The subsequent weeks away had almost made him forget the tension between them.

      As he rolled the gear suitcase to a corner of the living room where he’d have space to work, he heard Orlando’s raised voice from the bedroom, but he tried not to listen. It was better that way.

      He parted the clamshell suitcase, laid the two halves on the floor, and removed a top layer of black foam to reveal the treasure beneath. There were two SIG SAUER P226 pistols, two Glock 43s, suppressors for all four, eight spare mags, four boxes of ammo, one collapsible rifle with night-vision scope and mini tripod, and ten flash-bang grenades. The rest of the gear consisted of a box of combo bugs/tracking discs, four sets of binoculars, four sets of comm gear, four flashlights, and batteries for all.

      He removed one of the SIGs and started disassembling it to make sure it was clean, but was interrupted by the buzz of a text arriving.

      
        So?

      

      Nate typed:

      
        It’s her.

      

      The reply came in seconds.

      
        We’ll be there as soon as we can.

      

      Nate sent another message.

      
        Do you think that’s wise?

      

      He waited, but there was no answer. He shot off a follow-up.

      
        Daeng. We’ve got this. Just stay there and relax.

      

      No reply.

      
        Daeng!

      

      Nothing.

      Deep down Nate was relieved his friend was on his way. Though they’d texted often, they hadn’t seen each other since Orlando and Jar had flown Daeng back to the States, where he’d stayed for three weeks before being allowed to go home to Thailand to continue his recovery.

      Daeng had told Nate he was almost back to one hundred percent, but Nate doubted that was true. Now it looked like he’d get a chance to see for himself.

      The bedroom door opened and Orlando, looking slightly less pissed off than earlier, stepped out.

      When she noticed Nate looking at her, she blurted, “What?”

      He shook his head and turned back to his work.

      He had the SIG fully apart by the time Quinn emerged.

      “How’s everything look?” Quinn asked him, his tone almost normal.

      “Um, all good so far.”

      “Great. You…need help?”

      “No. I’ve got this.”

      “Okay. Good, good. Then…uh…let me know when you’re done.”

      “I will.”

      With a grunt, Nate picked up the barrel of the gun and began putting the weapon back together.
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* * *

      TO THE EAST, in a basement flat in Paddington, Katrine Dehler exercised her injured leg while watching a documentary on the last tsar of Russia—strengthening body and mind to stay sharp for when the time came for her to run again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        SAN FRANCISCO

      

      MR. COOPER LOST the subjects in a confusion of cars and tour buses somewhere in the middle of Napa Valley. He was a patient man, though. As a professional hunter, he had to be.

      Ninety minutes later, he found the sedan again, parked in the lot of the Calistoga Spa Hot Springs. As luck would have it, there was an empty space only two spots away. After parking, he looked up the spa online. Apparently, not only was it a place where you could get a massage and a mud bath, it was also a hotel. Were Quinn and his partner—girlfriend, wife, whatever she was—there for a short visit, or had they checked in for the night?

      He extracted a small, magnetized disc from his bag and got out of his car. As he was passing the back of the subjects’ Infiniti, he purposely fumbled his keys and dropped them on the ground in a way that caused them to skitter a few inches under the sedan.

      Acting annoyed, he lowered onto a knee and picked up the keys. As his hand moved out from under the car, he attached the disc to the vehicle’s undercarriage.

      He would have liked to immediately return to his car and get out of there, but if anyone had noted his movements, that would have looked suspicious. He headed into the hotel, where he picked up a brochure and inquired about a reservation for that summer. The charade complete, he walked back to his car, drove two blocks away, and parked again.

      Mr. Smith, one of his two watchers, texted him at one p.m., wondering what he should do. The man’s shift was supposed to start in an hour, but Mr. Cooper didn’t even entertain the idea of having Mr. Smith come north to Napa. He texted him back with instructions for him to remain at their San Francisco hotel until otherwise notified.

      The subjects’ trip out of San Francisco was a deviation from the normal pattern Mr. Cooper and his watchers had seen in the two weeks since they started observing the couple. Maybe something was finally going to happen. Maybe the subjects would finally lead Mr. Cooper to Dehler. That was the hope that had brought him here in first place. It had been a gamble, a big one, and if it was about to pay off, he was not going to miss it.

      Twilight came and went without the Infiniti moving, making it look likely that the subjects were spending the night. After a while, the watcher stretched out in the backseat to get a little rest.

      The tracker alarm on his phone went off at 12:34 a.m., letting him know the Infiniti was moving again.

      Less than two minutes later, Mr. Cooper was on the road, following the other vehicle south. Because of the tracker, he didn’t need visual contact, but he briefly got close enough to verify that the two people inside matched the silhouettes he’d watched during the drive that morning.

      At five minutes to one a.m., the Infiniti pulled into a gas station in St. Helena. The watcher, having filled his own tank earlier that evening, drove by, planning on finding a spot down the road to wait.

      When he passed the station, he saw the Infiniti for the first time since shortly after the trip had begun. At first glance, everything looked as it should—the gray sedan parked at the pumps, and Quinn, dressed as before, inserting the nozzle into the car’s gas tank.

      Only…

      What the fuck?

      The watcher parked a couple of stores down, grabbed his binoculars, and looked back at the man at the pump.

      “Oh, shit.”

      He shifted his gaze to the woman inside the car.

      “Oh, shit.”
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* * *

      KARACHI, PAKISTAN

      

      THE SCRAMBLED CALL initially routed through Brasilia, then sped through Osaka and Incheon and Vientiane and Tashkent, before crossing the Pakistani border and ringing at its intended destination, on a secure phone in Hammad Kassab’s compound.

      Dima’s husband, Bilal, was closest to the phone so he answered. “Yes?”

      “I’m calling about the house for lease. The one in Bahadurabad.”

      “One moment.” Bilal switched the call to speaker so his brother, Tahir, and Dima’s uncle could listen in. “Go ahead.”

      “Quinn and his woman have left the country.”

      The men shared a look, and then Tahir said, “To where?”

      “Their flight was to London. I have a colleague checking to make sure they’re still in the city. My team and I leave for there within the hour.”

      “What do you mean, ‘still in the city’?” Dima’s uncle said. “How long have they been there?”

      A pause. “Approximately fifteen hours.”

      “You’ve known about this for fifteen hours and you’re just leaving now?”

      “The thing to focus on is that we know where they are now.”

      “Where they were,” Bilal corrected him.

      “We will find them. I guarantee it,” the caller said. “I’ll let you know as soon as we have more news.”

      Bilal disconnected the call. “This Quinn must know where the fixer is and is going to meet her. This is our chance.”

      “Perhaps,” the uncle said. He looked at Tahir. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know if Quinn is going to see her or not, but I think we need to be ready to act quickly in case my brother is right.”

      The uncle considered this, then said, “Make the preparations.”
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* * *

      LONDON

      

      A WARNING MESSAGE popped onto Orlando’s screen. She clicked on the embedded link, bringing up a text box.

      “They know we left,” she announced.

      Quinn leaned over from beside her and looked at the computer. “That took longer than we expected.”

      “No kidding, huh?”

      They had assumed those keeping tabs on them in San Francisco would discover the impostors and figure out within a few hours after their plane took off that Orlando and Quinn had left for London. But Gregory and Monique had done their job way better than anticipated.

      The good news was that the watchers had been delayed more than long enough for Orlando and Quinn to set up in London before the men headed to Europe.

      “Any news from Greta?” Quinn asked. Their Norwegian friend was still on camera duty.

      “Nothing.”

      It had been almost twenty-four hours since Dehler’s last appearance onscreen. While the woman was likely hunkered down in a hidey-hole somewhere in the city, Quinn couldn’t help worrying she was already half a world away.

      “We’ve checked the airports, yes?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Orlando said, annoyed. “We’ve checked the airports.”

      “All of them?”

      She turned back to her screen. “Heathrow, Gatwick, Stansted, London City, Luton, Southend, Manchester. Also Orly and Charles de Gaulle, Brussels Airport, Schiphol—”

      “Okay, okay.”

      “Fiumicino and Ciampino, Madrid, Lisbon, Berlin, Frankfurt—”

      “Sorry I asked.”

      “Do you want to know about train stations, too?”

      “I’ll assume those were covered also.”

      “No, please. I insist. Victoria, St. Pancras—”

      “Orlando, stop. I said I’m sorry.”

      She looked at him again. “She’s still in the city. We’re going to get her.”

      “I know.”

      “You need to start thinking about what we’re going to do with her once we do.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Just what I said.”

      What was he going to do to Dehler? He knew exactly what. The same thing she’d done to Liz.

      Right?

      Right?

      Orlando shot him a sideways glance. “I didn’t say you needed to decide right away. Just…soon.” When he didn’t say anything, she turned fully to him and took his hands. “Never mind, for now.” She smiled. “You haven’t talked with your girlfriend at MI6 yet, have you?”

      “What? Um…no.”

      “Now would be a great time, don’t you think?” She looked over his shoulder at Nate. “And take him with you.”
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* * *

      THE FIRST TIME Quinn and Nate had met Annabel Taplin  had been at the Grand Hyatt in New York City, when they’d not so politely inquired as to why she was so interested in them. Though their relationship had gotten off to a rocky start, they had, for the most part, ironed things out over time, and had even worked together on a few occasions. According to Orlando, Taplin was still posing as a consultant for Wright Bains Security, an MI6 cover agency.

      Instead of entering the Wright Bains building, where they would be noted by MI6 cameras, Quinn and Nate went into the Queen Anne Pub across the street. This was the same pub Quinn and Orlando had used a few years ago to watch for Taplin to emerge from Wright Bains so they could follow her home.

      While Nate grabbed a couple of pints, Quinn put in the call.

      “Quinn?” Taplin answered, sounding surprised.

      “Good afternoon.”

      “How are you?”

      “Some days are better than others. I was wondering if you’d like to grab a drink.”

      A brief pause. “You’re in London.”

      “I am.”

      “I guess I could make a little time this evening. How does seven—”

      “I was thinking now.”

      “Now? That would be—”

      “We’re at the Queen Anne.”

      As he hung up, Nate arrived with the drinks.

      “Thanks.”

      Nate held his glass out. After a second, Quinn picked up his and tapped it against his partner’s. Nate took a healthy swig while Quinn kept his to a sip. He’d already had one beer earlier. He needed to stay sharp.

      Seven minutes later, Taplin entered the pub. As usual, she was smartly dressed, on this occasion in a light gray business suit, and stylish but functional low-heeled shoes. She stopped just inside and tucked a strand of her dirty blonde hair behind her ear as she looked around. Once she spotted them, she headed over.

      Quinn and Nate each greeted her with a hug.

      “Can I get you something?” Nate asked.

      Taplin looked at Quinn. “Am I going to need it?”

      “Maybe.”

      “A Newcastle, please.”

      Nate headed to the bar while the other two sat.

      “So…you look good,” she said.

      “Thank you. You look the same.”

      “Your compliment game needs some work.”

      “That was a compliment. You always look good. Any change would be in the wrong direction.”

      She snorted. “Now you’re overcompensating.” She glanced toward Nate at the bar, then back at Quinn. “Is it just the two of you here, or…?”

      “Orlando’s with us. She’s a little busy right now and sends her regards.”

      “Please return them for me.”

      “I will.”

      “I heard a rumor that you’re a father now.”

      While Quinn would have preferred Claire’s birth to have been his and Orlando’s secret, Orlando had worked while she was pregnant so keeping it under wraps had been impossible.

      “Yes,” he said uncomfortably.

      “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you.”

      Nate returned and presented Taplin with her Newcastle.

      After a toast, the British spy asked, “What is it I can do for you?”

      “Who said anything about you doing something for us?” Quinn said.

      “Isn’t that why you wanted to meet?”

      “We’re meeting because there’s something we’d like to do for you.”

      She regarded him anew. “And what might that be?”

      “Present MI6 with a trophy of sorts, and bragging rights for sure.”

      She leaned forward and clasped her hands together against her chin. “That sounds interesting. What kind of trophy are we talking about?”

      “One that will make you very happy.”

      “Is it possible you can be a little more vague?”

      “If you wish.”

      She snickered. “What kind of trophy?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll tell you all about it. Just not yet.”

      Though the smile didn’t leave her lips, it did gain a bit of frost. “I know you are aware that undertaking any operation in my city without talking to me first is not a good idea.”

      “We’re talking right now.”

      She lowered her hands so that they rested, still clasped, on the table. “Please don’t force me to have you held for questioning. Paperwork could get lost, and you might be our guest for weeks. I’m sure that would mess up your plans, and you know I don’t want to do that.”

      “No need for the hardball. I am authorized to give you a name.”

      “I doubt a name will be—”

      “Hammad Kassab.”

      Her expression turned serious. “That’s a very dangerous name to be waving around.”

      “I’m not waving it. I’m sharing it.”

      “Is there going to be an attack? Is that what you’re saying? We’ve had no word of anything eminent.”

      “No attack. Not like you’re thinking, anyway.”

      “Then what? Is he the trophy?”

      “As I said, I was authorized to give you a name. The other details will come at the appropriate time.”

      “Authorized by who?”

      “That is one of the details.”

      She smirked. “You know I won’t be able to sit on this.”

      “You only need to do so for a little while, that’s all.”

      “What’s a little while?”

      “I would think no more than four days. Five, tops.”

      “That’s not a little while.”

      “It’s better than a week, isn’t it?”

      She frowned. “Why come to me now if you can’t disclose details yet?”

      “Because the prize will need to be collected, which means you’ll have a part to play.”

      “Oh, so you do want something. What kind of part?”

      “Details at the appropriate time. I will say that it would be beneficial to have a team at the ready.”

      “Is that all? And when should I expect to hear from you?”

      Quinn said, “I believe I already gave you the time frame.” He and Nate stood. “Enjoy the beer. We’ll talk soon-ish.”

      “Hold on,” she said as they started to walk away. When Quinn looked back, she said just loudly enough for him and Nate to hear, “You didn’t say what kind of team.”

      “If things go well, retrieval.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “Then Nate and I have enjoyed working with you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      MONITORING PROGRAMS FOUND no signs of Dehler for the rest of the day Friday, through Friday night and into Saturday morning. Airport footage, however, did catch the three watchers from California passing through immigration and customs at Heathrow.

      Since the men would know Quinn and Orlando by sight, and likely Nate, too, Orlando had arranged for a trio of local freelancers to watch the watchers and, if possible, tag them so Orlando could track their whereabouts on her computer.

      By noon on Saturday, Daeng, Jar, and Kiet arrived—the latter one of the people who’d helped Orlando and Quinn rescue their kids in Jakarta. Though Daeng appeared to be back to almost one hundred percent, none of the others truly believed he was. Still, it was good to see him ready to work again.

      At 4:23 p.m., the computer received a potential hit. The individual singled out was an overweight middle-aged woman wearing a baseball cap, sunglasses, and baggy clothes. The program calculated a sixty-two-percent match for Dehler. Not exactly a ringing endorsement, but better than fifty-fifty.

      “I’ll go,” Nate said.

      Quinn shook his head. “She knows you.”

      “She knows all of us, except maybe Kiet, and there’s a chance she saw him in Jakarta, too.”

      Quinn relented. “Take Kiet and Jar with you. And dammit, don’t be seen.”

      Nate grabbed comm gear for the three of them and they headed out.

      Once they were gone, Daeng said, “I see you two are on better terms now.”

      Quinn glanced at him, thinking Daeng was being serious, but sarcasm sat front and center on the Thai man’s face. “It’s…complicated.”

      “No, it isn’t.” Daeng got up and walked into the bathroom.

      Quinn could feel Orlando looking at him. “Don’t say it.”

      “I don’t have to. You already know.”

      He groaned to himself. Maybe he should have gone to check if the lady was Dehler.
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* * *

      THE WATCHERS PROCEEDED to a flat in Pimlico that Mr. Cooper had reserved. It was south of Victoria station and only a stone’s throw from the Thames.

      The task ahead of them was daunting. Although the watchers were playing the odds that Quinn and Orlando were still in London, the pair had nearly a day on them and could be almost anywhere by now.

      The men were not without resources, however. Only one of them had ever worked in the UK before, but all three knew people in the business who lived in or around the city. They pulled out their phones and got to work. Unfortunately, their calls were met with sorrys and haven’t-seen-thems and don’t-know-anythings. Disappointing, yes, but not unexpected.

      Their next step was to offer cash to these same contacts for the first person to deliver accurate information on Quinn’s and Orlando’s whereabouts. They then settled in to wait.
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* * *

      ORLANDO FOLLOWED THE potential Dehler via feeds from the city’s CCTV system, and relayed the information to Nate.

      They were still half a kilometer away from the target when Orlando’s phone rang. Her screen read MARGERY.

      “It’s probably for you,” she said to Quinn as she hit ACCEPT and put the call on speaker. “Hello?”

      “Orlando,” Margery said. “I missed you yesterday.”

      “Liar. I know you wanted Quinn alone.”

      The woman sighed. “You know me too well. Too bad I couldn’t get rid of Andy, though.”

      “I heard that,” Andrews piped up in the background.

      “I’m not talking to you,” Margery said, her voice muffled. When she spoke again, her voice was back to its previous clarity. “As much as I’d like to talk about our mutual boyfriend, I’m calling about the email you sent.”

      Margery and Andrews were on the list of friendly locals Orlando had asked to keep an ear out for anyone interested in her and Quinn’s whereabouts.

      She shared a glance with Quinn.

      “Did someone contact you?” Orlando asked.

      “A small-time organizer name Roberts called a few minutes ago. Asked if we knew whether you two were in town or not. Said he might have a job for you.”

      “Is that so?”

      “The thing is, Roberts can’t afford you. He’s on the down and dirty level. He is very motivated by cash coming his way, however, which makes me think someone’s paying him to find out where you are. If you want, I can call back and try to pull out who his client is.”

      “No need. We already know the client. I will want you to call him back later and snitch on us, though.”

      “Setting a trap, are we?”

      “Something like that. Appreciate the heads-up, Margery.”

      “My pleasure. Tell our boyfriend hi for me.”

      The line went dead.

      Orlando glanced at Quinn. “Margery says—”

      “I heard.”
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* * *

      NATE, JAR, AND Kiet moved through the city, until they were a block away from the potential Dehler.

      Ten minutes before, the woman had entered the H&M store on Regent Street, just south of Oxford Circus station, and had yet to reappear.

      Nate surveyed the area. Still no sign of her.

      “I’ll go over to the Apple Store and watch from in there,” he said. It was across the street and a bit north of the clothing store. “Jar, you do the same from the gift shop directly across the street. Kiet, you get to go in and see if she’s actually there or not. If she is, take a photo of her, but only if she won’t realize it.” Even if Dehler had seen Kiet in Jakarta, which Nate doubted, it had been from a distance when his hair had been considerably shorter. Just to be safe, Nate handed him his sunglasses. “Put these on and keep them on.”

      After Kiet donned them, Nate gave him the once-over. Yeah, there was no way she would recognize him now.

      “Everyone ready?” Nate asked.

      Nods all around.

      “Comms to channel two.” Ostensibly, it was so that they’d spare Quinn and Orlando from having to listen to their chatter, but Nate’s real motivation was to keep Quinn from chiming in with suggestions at inopportune times. “Let’s do it.”

      Nate found a spot near the front of the computer store, from where he could pretend to play with one of the new phones while watching the street.

      “In position,” he whispered.

      “Almost there,” Jar said. Ten seconds later, “In position.”

      “Okay, Kiet. Go.”

      Nate watched Kiet walk down the sidewalk and enter H&M.

      A minute passed, and then two.

      “Is she there?” Nate asked.

      “Still checking,” Kiet said.

      Nate tensed. Kiet should have seen her by now. Had Dehler left by a back entrance? What if she’d switched disguises?

      He scanned everyone who came out of the store, trying to match any physical feature to one of Dehler’s.

      “Found her,” Kiet said. “She just came out of a dressing room.”

      Relieved, Nate asked, “Is she wearing something new?”

      “No. Same as before.”

      “Photo?”

      “Working on it.”

      Nate set down the phone he’d been looking at and picked up the one next to it. After a minute passed without any word, he whispered, “Kiet?”

      “A moment, please.”

      Dead air.

      “Okay, got it,” Kiet said. “Sending to you now.”

      “She still looking around?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. Check out a few more things, and then get out of there.”

      “Copy,” Kiet said.

      Nate was already pulling out his phone when it buzzed with Kiet’s incoming text. The picture was a full-body shot, the woman looking almost into the camera lens. Nothing about her looked like Dehler, but Nate’d seen the footage of the woman dressed as a man and that hadn’t looked like Dehler, either.

      He switched his comm to channel one. “Orlando?”

      “Go for Orlando.”

      “Kiet got a photo. Sending to you now.”

      “Copy.”

      Nate forwarded the picture.

      “Okay, got it,” Orlando said a few moments later. “Feeding it into facial recognition now.”

      Nate’s comm beeped, letting him know someone was talking on channel two. He clicked to the universal setting so he could hear both feeds.

      “—or now,” Kiet was saying.

      “I didn’t catch that,” Nate said. “Please repeat.”

      “The woman just stepped outside,” Kiet said.

      Nate looked out the window, but a bus was passing by so he couldn’t see H&M. Once the vehicle passed, he picked out the woman walking north down the other side of the street.

      “Jar, Kiet, follow.”

      “Copy,” Kiet said.

      “Copy,” Jar said.

      The woman didn’t look to be in any particular hurry as she strolled down the road, glancing in the shops she was passing. A few moments later, her gaze swung across to Nate’s side of the street and locked on the Apple Store.

      “Nothing here for you,” Nate muttered.

      Silently, he urged her to keep walking down the road, but of course she wasn’t getting the message. When a clear spot in traffic appeared, she took advantage of it.

      “Nate, she is headed your way,” Jar said.

      “Yeah, I see that.”

      It would be impossible now for him to leave the building without the woman noticing. He would have to remain in the store. Which presented its own problem. Of all the retail outlets he could have been inside, the Apple Store was the least friendly to someone needing to hide. Its open concept and low tables meant shoppers could see from one end to the other. The only way to get out of sight would be to kneel behind one of the tables, but that would draw a whole different kind of attention.

      With little choice, he moved to the rear of the store and feigned interest in the computer accessories by the time the potential Dehler entered.

      “What do you want us to do?” Kiet asked.

      “Stay outside,” Nate replied. “But I do need one of you to get close enough so you can tell me where she goes in here.”

      “I can see her,” Jar said. “She is looking at the phones.”

      Good.” That meant she was still at the front.

      “Are you looking for anything in particular?”

      It took a second for Nate to realize the question had come from a store clerk standing to his left.

      “Just checking out the cases,” Nate said, picking one up.

      “Which iPhone do you have?”

      Jar’s voice cut in. “She is moving toward the middle of the store. Same side as you.”

      “Really, I’m just browsing,” Nate told the clerk.

      “No problem. If you have any question, look for me or anyone else in a blue shirt.”

      “Thanks.”

      As soon as the guy walked off, Nate said, “Orlando? What’s the word?”

      “Still processing.”

      “Can you kick it into hyperdrive?”

      “Sorry, my flux capacitor is out of plutonium.”

      “A flux capacitor deals with time, not speed.”

      “Time and speed are the same thing.”

      Nate rolled his eyes. “I’m in a bit of a pinch here. How much longer?”

      “What kind of pinch?” Quinn’s voice, not Orlando’s.

      Great. “Nothing too serious.”

      “Did she see you?”

      “No.”

      “Is she going to see you?”

      “Trying to avoid that.”

      “Dammit, Nate. What the…”

      “Nate, she is coming toward you,” Jar said, her voice drowning out Quinn’s. “You need to move now.”

      Keeping his back to where he guessed the woman was, he strolled toward the accessories on the other wall.

      “She is following you,” Jar said.

      “Following following? Or just heading the same way?”

      “I cannot tell.”

      “What does that mean?” Quinn asked. “Who’s following who?”

      Since Jar and Kiet were both using channel two, Quinn and Orlando couldn’t hear them.

      Nate ignored the question and turned toward the front of the store. “She still there?”

      “No, she is looking at something on the wall,” Jar said.

      Nate knew he should probably keep walking right out of the store, but the opportunity was there for him to get a quick look at the woman while her focus was elsewhere. He veered into what he hoped was the woman’s blind spot and glanced back.

      “It’s not her,” he said.

      “Are you sure?” Orlando said.

      “Positive.”

      “How do you know?” Quinn asked.

      “Her shoes. They’re platforms.”

      Orlando said, “None of the footage has a good angle on her feet. But from what I can see of her shoes, they don’t look like platforms.”

      “They are. At least an inch and a half.”

      The shoes were designed to obscure the fact the user was shorter than she looked, but his trained eye could tell. And while Dehler might’ve been able to change her looks, and even what gender she appeared to be, she could not make herself appear as short as this woman was.

      A few minutes later, the facial analysis confirmed his assessment.
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* * *

      BY MONDAY AFTERNOON, four more potential Dehlers had been eliminated. No one wanted to say it, but Quinn knew they were all thinking the same thing he was. The trail had run cold again.

      While they were waiting for a new lead to turn up, Orlando persuaded Quinn to join her in the bedroom, to “rest your eyes.” They’d been operating on very little sleep, and had already been awake for over twelve hours.

      “She’ll show up,” Orlando said when they were alone.

      “I know. But when?” he asked. The three days they’d been in London seemed longer than the month they’d spent in San Francisco waiting for Dehler to resurface.

      “It’ll happen when it happens.”

      “You’ve been hanging around Daeng too much.”

      She lay down on the bed. “Come here.”

      Though he knew a little rest was a good idea, he realized now he was too antsy to join her. “I’m going to go see if Jar’s found anything.”

      “When she finds something, she’ll let us know.” She patted the bed. “Come here.”

      He hesitated for a moment longer before giving in and stretching out beside her.

      “See, isn’t that better?”

      “I need to do something.”

      “Like what?”

      “I…um…can check the…uh….”

      “Yeah. Exactly what I thought. Relax. You barely slept last night.”

      “I’m fine.”

      He tried to sit up, but she shoved him back down and curled against him. “Just a few minutes,” she whispered. “Close your eyes and empty your mind.”

      To appease her, he did as she suggested. The first part, anyway. There was no way he’d be able to empty his mind. As proof, within seconds, scenes of all the different ways things could go wrong began swimming through his head.

      Dehler running faster than he could pursue.

      Dehler stealing a car and getting away.

      Dehler jumping onto a plane and being lifted into the air a moment before Quinn arrived.

      Boats and trains and motorcycles.

      Deadly shootouts in which Quinn’s friends were killed.

      And chases, so many chases, all ending in disaster.

      “Quinn.”

      Explosions.

      Hand-to-hand combat.

      Knives sailing through the—

      “Quinn, wake up.”

      He blinked, surprised to find the afternoon glow that had filled the room only a moment before had been replaced by darkness. Orlando was also no longer at his side, but standing next to the bed, her hand on his shoulder.

      “What…did I…what time is it?”

      “Eight thirty.”

      He sat up. “Eight thirty? Why did you let me sleep so long?”

      “Why? Really?” She grinned. “You need to get up now, though. You’re going to want to see this.”

      “What is it?”

      “We’ve had another hit.”

      He scrambled to his feet and followed her into the living room. Jar was sitting at the dining table in front of one of two open laptops, with Daeng standing behind her. Nate and Kiet were not present.

      “Arise the sleepyhead,” Daeng announced.

      Ignoring him, Quinn said, “What’s the facial recognition percentage?”

      “It is running now,” Jar said.

      “How do you know you have a hit, then?”

      “Because it’s just a formality,” Daeng said. “It’s her.”

      Quinn moved in next to Daeng so he could see Jar’s screen. On it was a camera feed featuring the interior of a train car—the Underground—all the seats and much of the standing room occupied.

      “Where is she?”

      “Show him the first image,” Orlando said.

      Jar hit a couple of keys. Away went the train, and in its place a sunset scene on a London street. Pedestrians frozen in mid-stride, most in business attire, carrying bags and briefcases. The road crowded with buses and taxis.

      “Who should I be looking at?” he asked.

      “You’ll know,” Daeng said.

      A taxi pulled to the curb and dislodged its passenger. Quinn thought for a moment that was the person everyone believed was Dehler. But that couldn’t be. Like the woman on Regent Street, the passenger was too short.

      Quinn’s gaze flicked from person to person, but no one stood out.

      “There,” Orlando said.

      She pointed toward the right side of the screen. At first, Quinn saw nothing different than what he’d seen already, but then a man appeared, walking down the sidewalk. A man he’d seen before. Or, rather, a woman dressed as a man he’d seen before.

      It wasn’t quite the same makeup job Dehler had used when she visited the Paskota Hotel, but it was similar, as if she was portraying the brother of that man. In this iteration, instead of a goatee, she wore only a mustache, and there was no gray in it. Nor was there any in her uncovered hairpiece. But the eyes were the same, and the height.

      And the ever so slight limp.

      Daeng was right. It was Dehler.

      “How long ago was this?”

      “Twenty-three minutes,” Jar said.

      Bracing himself for an answer he didn’t want to hear, he asked, “Do you know where she is now?”

      “Of course.” Jar tapped on her keyboard a few times, and the image of the train car interior reappeared.

      Now that he knew what he was looking for, he immediately picked out Dehler standing along the left side, a third of the way down.

      “This is live?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      He started nodding. “Good. Really good. Nice job, Jar.”

      “Well, I was trying to find her. That was the task.”

      “Just say thank you,” Daeng whispered.

      She frowned. “Fine. Thank you.”

      Quinn couldn’t hold on to his suddenly buoyant mood for more than a few seconds before memories of what had happened last time returned. “What happens if she moves into another dark zone? We need someone within visual range.”

      “Nate and Kiet are already on their way,” Orlando said.

      “You sent them out before you woke me?” Quinn asked, incredulous.

      “Calm down there, sweetheart,” Orlando said, in a tone she usually reserved for her son Garrett when he was in full teenager mode. “The moment we realized it was her, they left and I came and got you,” she said. “Would you have rather we wasted time waiting to bring you up to speed first?”

      “Sorry, sorry. You’re right.”

      “No kidding.”

      He looked at the screen again. “What train is this?”

      “The eastbound Circle Line,” Jar said. “It is currently between Sloane Square and South Kensington.”

      “And Nate and Kiet?”

      Jar brought up a map of the city in a new window, on which a red dot moved west, about half a kilometer from the apartment. “Looks like they’re almost to Oxford Circus station.”

      Having years ago memorized the London Underground, Quinn said, “Tell them to take the Central Line west. If we’re lucky and Dehler stays on the Circle, they’ll get to Notting Hill Gate before she does.”

      Jar tapped her earpiece and relayed the information to Nate.

      As she did, Quinn looked over his shoulder. “Where’s the rest of the comm gear?”

      “The duffel’s over there,” Daeng said, nodding toward the couch.

      Quinn hurried over, opened the bag, and rummaged until he came up with what he was looking for. After removing three comm sets, he tossed one each to Orlando and Daeng and donned the third.

      “You’re with me,” he said to Daeng as he pulled on his shoes.

      “Where are you going?” Orlando asked.

      “The more people we have out there, the less chance Dehler has of disappearing again.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      He glanced over at Jar, not sure he was comfortable leaving her alone to handle coordination.

      “She’ll be fine,” Orlando said, reading his mind.

      Quinn hesitated a second before saying, “Okay.”

      “Guns?” Daeng asked.

      “No guns.”

      Their current goal was only to find out where Dehler was staying, not to get into an altercation. There was no need to risk the chance of having a civilian spot one of their weapons and reporting it to the police.

      When they were ready to go, Quinn said to Jar, “Any move she makes, I want to know about it.”

      “Obviously,” she said.
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      NATE AND KIET reached Notting Hill Gate seventeen minutes after they left the apartment, and two minutes after the train Dehler had been on passed through the station. According to Jar, however, Dehler had exited at High Street Kensington, one stop prior to Notting Hill, and proceeded south to the Copthorne Tara Hotel.

      Nate’s first instinct was to grab the next southbound Circle Line, but according to the overhead sign, the next train wasn’t due in for seven minutes. He checked his Uber app. There was a car two minutes from the station. He booked the ride, then he and Kiet ran through the station and up the stairs to street level.

      The car arrived right on time. “Are you Brian?” the driver asked after rolling down the passenger window. He was a young guy, mid-twenties at most, with a black and white Tottenham Hotspurs scarf draped over his shoulders, and the earnest look of someone who would probably want to talk too much.

      “That’s me,” Nate said, as he opened the back door.

      After he and Kiet were inside, the driver said, “My name’s Michael. Taking you to the Copthorne, right?”

      “Yes, please.”

      As the car pulled from the curb, Nate turned to the side window and said into his mic in a very low voice, “Status.”

      “You’re American, aren’t you?” Michael asked. “Tourist?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Jar’s voice cracked in Nate’s ear. “Still in the hotel’s business center.”

      The driver glanced in the rearview mirror. “Staying at the Copthorne?”

      “Um, yeah.”

      “Nice place, I hear.”

      “Yep. Nice.”

      Jar again. “Quinn and Orlando just left Victoria station so are about ten minutes behind you.”

      Nate clicked his mic to acknowledge.

      “Picked up a couple from Finland there a few weeks ago,” Michael said. “They seemed to like it.”

      Nate said nothing this time, hoping the guy would cut down on the small talk.

      It didn’t work.
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* * *

      LEE CHILD’S NOVEL had a new review. This one from FeistyRouge35. Four stars, because according to Feisty, no one deserved five.

      Again, Esa’s message was coded within the review. While the inquiries about her continued to drop, he had discovered one interesting tidbit. A team of trackers had arrived in London on Saturday. Word was they were hunting for a couple, and Esa had been unable to learn more prior to writing the message.

      Something to worry about? Maybe, maybe not. But Dehler knew it would be a good idea to be ready to bolt, just in case.

      She created a new account, clicked on the comment link below Feisty’s review, and wrote:

      
        Would you say Reacher is more Dirty Harry Clint Eastwood, or Man With No Name Clint Eastwood?

      

      She had hoped not to use this particular code yet, but given her unease, it seemed prudent. The short sentence would tell Esa to forgo their current communication method if things heated up, and to call her directly. The new username, once decoded, would give him the number to her disposable phone.

      The back of her neck tingled as she logged off the business-center computer. She knew it was just in her head, her imagination all wound up because of Esa’s note. Still, as she turned to leave, she scanned the room. The only people present were the hotel employee at the main desk, and an older man who had been there at one of the other computers when she arrived.

      She worked her way back through the hotel, and when she stepped outside, she waved at the line of taxis waiting half a block away.
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* * *

      “NATE?”

      Nate clicked on his mic to let Jar know he was there.

      “She is moving,” Jar said. “Heading through the hotel.”

      “And if you’re looking for something relaxing, take a walk through Kensington Gardens,” Michael said, continuing a monologue on the best spots in the area to visit. “My girlfriend and I love it. On a nice day, there’s nothing like spending time in the park.”

      “She is in the lobby,” Jar said. “Okay, now at the door. She is leaving.”

      Nate exchanged a look with Kiet, who was listening in on his own earpiece.

      “Uh-oh,” Jar said.

      Nate chanced a quiet “What?”

      Apparently, it wasn’t quiet enough, as Michael said, “I said Hyde Park. You’ve heard of it, right? It’s right next to the gardens, just on the other side of the Long Water.”

      Jar said, “She is motioning for a taxi.”

      “How long until we reach the hotel, do you think?” Nate asked Michael, cutting the driver off as he started to talk about God knew what else.

      “Oh, um, maybe three minutes.”

      Nate dropped a ten-pound note onto the front passenger seat. “Any chance we can get there a little faster?”

      “I, ah, I can try.”

      “Please do.”

      The car picked up speed.

      “What’s happening?” Nate whispered.

      “The taxi is pulling up now…stopping…she is getting in…okay, the taxi is leaving.”

      “How close are we now?” Nate asked the driver.

      “You see that brick building straight ahead?”

      The road dead-ended at the structure, about a block and a half ahead. “Yeah.”

      “We take a left and we’re at the hotel. You see where that cab just turned from? That’s it.”

      The cab in question had turned from the road Michael had indicated onto the one they were on, and was now heading in their direction.

      “Cab ID?” Nate whispered.

      Jar told him it was black, which didn’t help much since the majority of cabs in London were black. She did, however, also give him the first four characters of the license plate.

      As the taxi neared, Nate focused on the front bumper until he could read the plate. The characters were an exact match. And if that wasn’t enough, his glimpse of the man-who-wasn’t-a-man sitting in the backseat cinched the deal.

      “We need to turn around,” Nate told Michael.

      The driver shot him a glance through the mirror. “I’m sorry?”

      “We need to go the other way. Now.”

      “But the hotel—”

      “Forget the hotel. I’m changing destinations.” Nate added two twenty-pound notes to the ten spot already sitting on the passenger seat.

      “Uh, okay. I guess that’s fine. Where am I taking you?”

      “Not sure yet.”

      “Not sure—”

      “Turn around. Now!”

      “Okay, okay.”

      Michael sped to the end of the block and made a U-turn in the intersection.

      Worried that they were too late to catch up, Nate said to Jar without lowering his voice, “Do you still have eyes on them?”

      “Yes. They just turned east on Kensington High Street.”

      Nate leaned forward. “How close are we to Kensington High Street?”

      The driver glanced at him in the mirror again, confused. “It’s-it’s right up here.”

      “Turn right when we get there.”

      “Okay.” Michael flicked his gaze back and forth between the road and the mirror. “Who were you talking to?”

      “Not important.”

      “Right. Not important. You know what? I think it might be better if you found another driver.” He started to pull the car to the curb.

      “Don’t do that,” Nate ordered, his tone stern.

      The car immediately veered back into the lane.

      Switching to a kinder tone, Nate said, “It’s okay, Michael. We need your help, that’s all. We’re, uh, following someone. You know how to follow someone, don’t you?”

      “I-I guess. I don’t want to get into any trouble, though.”

      “Who said anything about trouble? Everything is going to be fine, and you’re going to make yourself a nice pile of cash.”

      They stopped at the intersection with Kensington High Street.

      “Turn,” Nate said.

      They remained at the corner. “This doesn’t feel like a very good idea,” Michael said.

      “We’re not the bad guys. We’re the guys following the bad guys. As long as you make the turn, that is.”

      Oozing reluctance, Michael turned onto Kensington High Street.

      “Excellent. We’ll make a spy out of you yet.”

      “Spy?”

      “Just a figure of speech. Now, I’m going to need you to speed it up again.”

      With Jar’s help, Nate part-guided, part-coaxed Michael through the city until finally, the back of Dehler’s taxi came into view.

      “All right, you can slow it down a little,” Nate said.

      The driver eased up on the accelerator.

      “You see that cab, three cars ahead, this lane?”

      “I see it.”

      “We need to keep it in view, but we don’t want them to know we’re back here so you can’t get too close.”

      “Ooookay.”

      “Can you do it?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Come on, Michael. A little more confidence.”

      A beat. “Yeah. Yeah, I can do it.”

      Nate smiled. “Great.”
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* * *

      QUINN, ORLANDO, AND Daeng hurried through the Tube station and up the stairs to Kensington High Street.

      “Nate?” Orlando said into her comm.

      “Go for Nate.”

      “We’re at Kensington now. Where are you?”

      “A kilometer or two east of you. We’re circling around Hyde Park, heading north.”

      “You have her in sight?” Quinn asked.

      “She’s in a cab just ahead of us.”

      Quinn came a hair’s width away from saying, “Don’t lose her,” but he caught himself, knowing it would not go over well with Nate or Orlando. Instead he said, “We’ll get there as quick as we can.”

      He and Orlando clicked off their mics.

      “Cab?” Daeng asked.

      That would be the quickest way to get back on the road, but not the most flexible. Quinn scanned the area and spotted several cars parked down a side street.

      Orlando followed his gaze, and, like she usually did, immediately understood what he was thinking. “Right. Let’s see what we can find.”

      The winning vehicle turned out to be a late-model Volkswagen Golf, with a door that had been left unlocked.

      Quinn drove, while Orlando coordinated with Jar and Nate on direction.

      They had barely passed Hyde Park when Nate said, “She’s getting out.”

      “Where?” Orlando asked.

      “Marylebone, right before Chiltern Street.”

      Orlando consulted her map, and started to tell Quinn to keep going straight for now, but hadn’t even gotten the first word out when Nate said, “Oh, crap.”
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* * *

      NATE HAD MICHAEL pull his sedan to the curb the moment he realized Dehler’s taxi was doing the same.

      He waited until he was sure she’d reached the end of her ride before reporting it to the others, and then watched her walk west down the sidewalk toward their car.

      Long before she would have reached them, she turned and crossed a narrow side road that ran directly in front of the building on the north side of Marylebone. He projected her path to see if her destination was someplace obvious.

      “Oh, crap,” he said.

      “What happened?” Quinn said in his ear. “Did you lose her?”

      “No, we didn’t lose her. She’s entering the Baker Street Underground station.”

      “Accessing station cameras,” Jar said. After a few seconds, “I have her at the entrance. Looks like all the cameras are in working order so I should be able to track her wherever she goes.”

      “I’m sending Kiet after her,” Nate said. He glanced at Michael, more specifically what he wore over his shoulders. “A hundred pounds for the scarf.”

      Michael touched his Tottenham Hotspurs scarf. “This? But—”

      “Two hundred.”

      “All yours.” Michael pulled it off.

      “Wrap it around your face,” Nate said as he handed the scarf to Kiet. “If she’s catching a train, you don’t have to be in the same car as she is, but you do need to be on it.”

      “I will be.” Kiet climbed out of the car and hurried over to the station, pulling the scarf over his mouth and nose.

      “So, um, if that will be all,” Michael said, “I’d appreciate a good rating, and I hope that you enjoy the rest—”

      “Afraid I’m going to need you a little bit longer.”

      Michael’s hopeful smile faltered.
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* * *

      DEHLER TOOK HER time getting to her chosen platform at Baker Street station, pretending to talk on her phone while checking the other travelers. The news about the watchers continued to nag at her. If nothing else, their presence in the city was a reminder that she needed to be ever vigilant.

      During the cab ride, she’d casually checked the cars around them, but picking out tails in a big city at night was never easy. More than one of the cars behind the taxi had been there for most of her journey, but there was no way they were all following her.

      The Baker Street station appeared free of problems, so she made her way to the platform of the westbound Bakerloo Line. She could have taken the Circle Line or even the Hammersmith & City, but those would have higher volumes of passengers. Hiding in a crowd was not a bad thing, but the less traveled Bakerloo would provide her the opportunity to see if anyone was following her.

      There were about a dozen other people waiting on the platform when she arrived. While it was possible one of them is a pursuer who’d anticipated her choice and gotten there ahead of her, the likelihood was low. She concentrated on new arrivals.

      A pair of women, an older man, a couple, and five teenagers all stepped onto the platform before the next train pulled into the station. Satisfied that none of them were interested in her, Dehler boarded the front car.

      Within half a minute, the train was speeding away again.
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* * *

      JAR WATCHED KIET on one of the feeds make a wrong turn and end up on the southbound platform of the Metropolitan Line.

      “No, no,” she said in Thai. “Not there. Go back up the stairs!”

      She guided him through a corridor, down to another level, and then over to a set of stairs that burrowed deeper into the earth. On another feed, she could see the train exiting the tunnel and slowing at the platform. “You are almost there. It’s at the bottom of the stairs. But hurry, or you will miss the train.”

      She followed his progress as he took the stairs two at a time, raced across the platform, and jumped into the last car moments before the doors shut. Jar checked the camera in the first car, the one Dehler had entered. The woman was standing in the aisle, holding on to one of the straps, and displaying no indication she had noted Kiet’s arrival.

      “Are we good?” Kiet asked.

      Jar gave it another moment. “It looks like it. Be ready. I will let you know when she gets off.”

      The comm went silent for a second before Nate said, “When you have a moment, you might want to translate that for the rest of us.”

      “Yes, of course,” Jar said. “Dehler is on the Bakerloo Line heading west. Kiet is also on the train.”

      “Any problems?”

      “None.”
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* * *

      “GOOD NEWS, MICHAEL,” Nate said. “We’re back in business. Turn this thing around. We need to head west.”

      Nate couldn’t be sure, but he thought Michael might have said a quick prayer before shifting back into Drive.
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* * *

      QUINN, ORLANDO, AND Daeng had just passed the marble arch at the northeast corner of Hyde Park, and were now on Edgware Road.

      “Where am I going?” Quinn asked.

      “Stay straight,” Orlando said. “Anywhere she’d get off is still ahead of us.”
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* * *

      AS THE TRAIN pulled into Edgware Road station, Jar stared at the image of Dehler, looking for any sign the woman intended to get off. But the only movement Dehler made was to step aside so someone else could exit.

      Soon the train was moving again.

      The next stop was Paddington, a much larger station, with plenty of other lines Dehler could transfer to. It was also a British Railway station, with traditional trains that could whisk the woman to other parts of the UK.

      It wasn’t surprising, then, that a large number of passengers moved toward the doors as the train slowed.

      Among them was Dehler.

      Sticking to English this time, Jar said, “Kiet, get ready. She is preparing to get off.”

      “Copy,” he said.

      “What stop?” Nate asked.

      “Paddington,” Jar replied.

      The train continued to decelerate, crawling then inching and then finally stopping along the platform. Jar momentarily lost sight of Dehler as those exiting moved through the door en masse, but picked her up again right after the woman stepped over the gap.

      “Confirmed. She has left the train.”

      Farther down the platform, Jar could see Kiet hop out of the last car.

      “Do not get too close yet,” she said. “There are a lot of places she can go, and much potential for accidentally meeting each other. I will guide you.”

      “Copy.”

      All right, Jar thought as she focused back on Dehler. Where are you headed?
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* * *

      NATE AND MICHAEL were two minutes away from Paddington when Jar announced Dehler and Kiet had arrived.

      “Is there a place to park at Paddington Station?” Nate asked Michael.

      “Park? I don’t know. Maybe. I do know there’s a drop-off area.”

      A drop-off area wouldn’t be optimal. Dehler could come through that way and see Nate.

      “Oh, there,” Nate said, spotting an opening at the curb ahead. “Take it.”

      Michael pulled into the spot and put the car into Park. “Please tell me we’re done.”

      “Still to be determined.”

      Nate kept his eyes glued to his partial view of the station.

      “Will I ever know what this is about?” Michael asked.

      Gaze focused down the street, Nate replied, “Not unless something goes horribly wrong.”

      “And by horribly wrong, you mean…?”

      “You shouldn’t worry about that.”

      “You know, when people say things like that, it makes me more worried.”

      “Then you’re clearly a smart man.”

      “That’s not helping.”
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* * *

      DEHLER HEADED THROUGH the Underground passageway, and chose the exit that would take her into the main train station. She paused on two occasions to check behind her. No followers in sight.

      It should be safe to go to the flat now.

      She headed toward the exit and was soon back in the London night.
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* * *

      “SHE IS LEAVING the station,” Jar announced. “Still on foot. Kiet, you need to get in visual sight. I do not know what the CCTV situation around there is yet.”

      “Copy.”

      “What side of the building is she on?” Nate asked.

      “Southeast, going through what looks like a drop-off area.”

      It was good to know he’d made the right move. “Quinn, where are you?” Nate asked.

      Orlando answered, “Just a few minutes away.”

      “Okay, I’ll head over and back up Kiet.”

      “Copy.”

      Nate pulled out his emergency cash and peeled off a thousand pounds. “Good news, Michael. We’re done.” He held the cash out to the driver. “Best if you not tell anyone about this. Ever.”

      Michael stared at the stack. “Sure. Whatever you want. I won’t say a word.”

      He grabbed the money, but Nate didn’t let go. “Just so I’m clear, I have ways of knowing if you do say something.”

      The last of the color in Michael’s face disappeared. “I won’t say a word. I promise.”

      Nate smiled and let go of the money. “I believe you. Now go home. You’ve earned the rest of the night off.”

      The moment Nate hopped out of the car, Michael sped away.
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* * *

      IT TURNED OUT that Jar was right to be concerned about the CCTV cameras. At first it was only a camera here and there that was out. But the farther Dehler walked, the more nonfunctioning cameras Jar encountered. Until suddenly none of them worked. She did a quick sampling of the area.

      “This is odd,” she said into the comm. “Dehler just walked into an area that appears to be about two square blocks where not one camera is working.”

      “I can still see her,” Kiet said.

      “I’ve got her, too,” Nate said.

      Jar checked the software that ran the camera system. “There are no warning indicators. The police know nothing about this.”

      “Someone hacked the system?” Orlando asked.

      “It appears so, but it is unproven at this point.”

      “I’ll bet you anything Dehler’s safe house is within the blackout zone,” Nate said. “She either hacked in herself or had someone do it for her.”

      “Let’s see where she goes before we jump to any conclusions,” Quinn said.

      For half a minute, no one spoke. Then Nate said, “She turned onto a street ahead of us.” He paused. “Kiet, go over to that corner over there. I’ll take this one.” Another pause. “Oh, it’s a short street. Kiet, let’s hang back until she gets close to the other end before we continue after her.”

      “Is the street Westbourne Crescent?” Jar asked, consulting the map.

      “Checking,” Nate said. A few seconds passed. “Yes, confirm. Westbourne Crescent.” Another thirty seconds before he spoke again. “Looks like she’s going all the way to the end of the block. All right, Kiet, let’s—”

      “Hold your position!” Jar said. The blackout zone ended at the point where Westbourne Crescent met Sussex Gardens, meaning Dehler would be exposed again if she kept going. That didn’t make sense to Jar at all. “If she leaves the street, I will be able to see her.”

      She stared at the feed Dehler was supposed to appear on, only the woman never did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      A RIPPLE OF unease moved down Dehler’s back as she turned onto Westbourne Crescent, where her basement apartment was located.

      She’d long ago learned not to take such feelings lightly, so without even a glance, she walked right by the stairs that led down to her door and continued toward the end of the block. As she neared the corner, she eased into the shadows and stopped two meters shy. To go farther would mean leaving the security of the CCTV blackout Esa, for an extra fee, had arranged for her.

      She looked back the way she’d come. Westbourne Crescent was a smaller side street, only a block long. At the moment, it was free of any traffic, vehicular or pedestrian. She stayed where she was, feeling in her gut that someone was about to turn the corner.
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* * *

      AFTER ABANDONING THE Volkswagen farther down Gloucester Terrace, Quinn, Orlando, and Daeng made their way on foot toward Nate and Kiet.

      Not wanting to attract the kind of attention a group of five loitering on the sidewalk might bring, they stuck to the other side of the street from Westbourne Crescent and stopped right before they would have had a view straight down the road.

      “Status?” Quinn asked.

      Across the street, he could see Nate look down the road through a pair of compact binoculars. “She’s still at the other end.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Leaning against the wall, looking back this way.”

      “She must have seen you.”

      “She didn’t.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Nate’s voice was calm and cool. “One hundred percent.”

      “Something must have tipped her off.”

      “It wasn’t us.”

      Quinn looked both ways down Gloucester Terrace, wondering if someone else was around. After all, he and his team weren’t the only ones interested in Dehler. But the few pedestrians did not set off any internal warnings.

      Orlando said, “Maybe we can circle around. Try to get a look at her from—”

      “She’s moving,” Nate said.

      “Which direction?” Quinn asked.

      “Coming back this way.”
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* * *

      “KIET, GET OUT of sight,” Nate said. “I’ll hold here as long as I can.”

      “Copy.”

      Now that Dehler was walking back down the sidewalk, Nate didn’t need the binoculars to follow her progress.

      If she kept at her current pace, he figured he could stay where he was until she was about ten meters away, at which point he would need to slip into one of the nearby exterior stairwells that led to basement doors. Most of the buildings on the block had similar below-ground entrances, where it would be easy to hide.

      But relocating turned out to be unnecessary.

      “She just stopped,” he whispered.

      Dehler had paused in front of a building, a little more than halfway down Westbourne Crescent. Nate watched as she reached into her pocket, removed a phone, and looked at the screen. It was a completely natural move, one that would fool most people into thinking she was checking messages. But Nate knew she couldn’t care less what was on the display. Like a good operative, she was using her peripheral vision to note any unusual movements. She stayed like that for a minute and a half, thumbing her screen as if she was scrolling through an app.

      After she finally put the phone away, she walked past two more houses in Nate’s direction, and then quickly descended the basement stairway.

      For a second, he wondered if she was hiding in the same way he’d planned to do, but he heard a soft thunk followed by a click.

      “She went down the basement stairs of one of the buildings,” he reported. “I don’t have visual confirmation, but I think she went inside.” He paused. “Kiet, did you see the building she entered?”

      “Yes.”

      “I want you to circle behind it and see if there’s another exit.”

      “Copy,” Kiet said.

      Nate stared down Westbourne Crescent. There was only one way to find out whether she’d gone inside or not.

      “I’ll do a walk-by,” he said.

      He waited for Quinn to object, but his former mentor had apparently done the same mental math he had, and figured out it would be a risk no matter who went, because the only thing Quinn said was, “Make it fast.”

      Taking a play out of Dehler’s handbook, Nate pulled out his phone, but instead of looking at the display, he held it to his building-side ear, using it to mask his face. He was three houses away when he came to a sudden stop.

      On the stone wall above the stairs Dehler had taken was a decorative bump that protruded about five centimeters, like half an eggshell. He looked at the house closest to him, and back at several of the others he’d passed. In all other aspects, they were identical to the one Dehler was presumably in, except none of them had the bump.

      He reversed course, adding two houses to the cushion between him and Dehler’s place, then pulled out his binoculars to take a closer look at the bump. At the tip of the bump was a dark spot. He couldn’t tell for sure if it was a hole, but every instinct told him it was. Which meant the egg-shaped addition was a camera, the entrance watched like her place in Munich.

      He abandoned any attempt to walk by and returned to the corner.

      “I think we’ve found her hideout.”

      “Explain,” Quinn said.

      Nate described what he’d seen.

      “Sounds like a safe house to me,” Orlando said.

      “Kiet, anything in back?” Nate asked.

      “A door like you thought, but no one has used it since I’ve been here. There is also one of those cameras you described.”

      Nate’s attention was drawn to the sliver of the basement window he could see in Dehler’s stairwell.

      “She could have escaped out the rear before Kiet got there,” Jar suggested.

      “Could have, but I don’t think so,” Nate said.

      “Why not?” Quinn asked.

      “Because someone in that basement just turned on a light.
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* * *

      WITH ORLANDO’S ASSISTANCE, Jar hacked into a property ownership database for London, where she discovered the flat was owned by a Portuguese corporation, Coelho-Helena Construction.

      This sent her on a digital trip to Lisbon, where—surprise, surprise—there were no records of the company. It wasn’t proof the place was a safe haven, but it was enough for now.

      More importantly, within the records was a blueprint of the building. The basement was a single, four-room apartment that did indeed have a rear exit, at the end of a long, narrow hall.

      A hiding place. A tucked-away hole from which Dehler ventured out only on rare occasions, and only when heavily disguised.

      Orlando clicked off her mic and glanced at Quinn. All the frustration and anger and grieving that had cocooned him since that January night in Jakarta had coalesced into the look of anticipation that now boiled in his eyes.

      “You want to take her now?” she asked. It wouldn’t be her choice but she would understand if it was his.

      All these months looking for Liz’s killer, and here she was, waiting half a block away. Not only did they have the element of surprise, they had Dehler boxed in. She might try to put up a fight, but it wasn’t one she’d come close to winning.

      But, they both knew, if they were to act now, it would mean abandoning their larger goal.

      As if he had to fight to get each word out, Quinn said, “We stick to the plan.”

      They installed their own cameras along Westbourne Crescent, and put a few in the area behind the house. In case Dehler left her apartment, Nate, Daeng, and Kiet spent the night at a nearby hotel, ready to follow.
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* * *

      DEHLER SAT IN the semidarkness of the flat’s kitchen, eating slices of apples and cheese. On the table next to the plate lay her pistol and her knife and the disposable phone with the number she had given Esa.

      From there, she could see both the front door that led to the outside staircase, and the back one that opened on a five meter-long corridor to the rear of the house. She told herself she was overreacting. That she had nothing to worry about. No one knew where she was. But she couldn’t quiet the voice in the back of her mind, the one saying, You were followed. They know you’re here. They’re coming for you.

      She placed another cheese slice on a wedge of apple and ate them as her gaze flicked back and forth between front door and back.

      You were followed.

      “Shut up,” she whispered.

      They know you’re here.

      “Shut up!”

      They’re coming for you.

      “Shut up, goddammit. Shut up.”

      The voice quieted.

      For now.
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      EARLY THE NEXT morning, Orlando took Daeng off Dehler’s surveillance duty so she could use him on a side mission.

      Before he left, she gave him what looked like a regular mobile phone. “You’ll have to get in fairly close. Ten meters should be enough, but five would be better. And you’ll need to stay within that range for at least three minutes.”

      “I’ll make it happen,” he said.

      “If you drop it, I will beat the crap out of you. They’re a pain in the ass to make.”

      “I’ll try not to let go, Mom.”

      He left by 6:45 a.m., and called in to report he was in position at 7:33.

      That was Orlando’s cue to ring Margery.

      “Ugh. So early,” Margery said.

      “Sorry to wake you. It’s Orlando.”

      “No kidding. Only an American would ring this time of morning. Couldn’t you have waited to call until after I had some coffee?”

      “Most people have had their coffee by now.”

      “Yeah? Well, I’m not most people, then, I guess.” Another waking groan. “What is it I can help you with?”

      “The man who contacted you about us?” Orlando said.

      “Roberts.”

      “That’s the one. We’d like you to call him now and tell him you heard a rumor that we’re in Southampton.”

      “Southampton?”

      “Temporary diversion. I’ll text you a picture of Quinn and me. You can’t tell where it’s taken, so play it off that you have a source who snapped it there. Make it convincing. We want them to stay until tomorrow evening. We’ll have you feed them new information to bring them back here then.”

      “Consider it done.”

      “Thanks. Before you go, I have a question.”

      “Is this about the email?”

      “Yes.” Orlando had sent Margery a request last night for some additional specialized equipment.

      “What are you doing? Fighting a herd of elephants? Who needs so many tranquilizer guns?”

      “We do.”

      “I don’t have that many lying around. I can get some today and some—”

      “Tomorrow by noon?”

      A grumble. “Tomorrow by noon.”

      “Thank you, Margery. Could I impose on you to deliver them?”

      “I’m not running a takeaway.”

      “Please?”

      “Okay, okay, we’ll deliver them, too. Because we like you.”

      “Because you like Quinn.”

      “Well, yes, but even that’s going to wear thin after a while.”

      After hanging up, Orlando sent the picture and moved on to the next task—getting in touch with the operatives they’d put on hold, and letting them know it was time to come to London.

      The first three calls went fine, but when she hung up after the fourth, she said to Quinn, “Dorant and Kensey’s job boomeranged and they’re going to be tied up until the weekend.”

      That meant the operation was down not only two people but three, because Dorant always brought Morris with her. While the plan could survive the reduction in manpower, they were trying to heavily stack the odds in their favor. The problem was, Quinn and Orlando had already tapped most of their resources and had few choices for replacements.

      “What about Ananke?” Orlando suggested.

      Quinn looked at her, surprised. “I thought…I mean…um…”

      “Relax,” she said. “She and I are fine now. She was there when Claire was born, remember?”

      Quinn looked like he didn’t quite believe her.

      “If you don’t call her, I will,” she said.

      “I’ll do it.”
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* * *

      QUINN HAD THOUGHT about calling Ananke when he and Orlando first compiled their list of potential help, but he’d assumed things were still awkward between her and Orlando. There was something in their shared past he wasn’t privy to, something that had—to put it mildly—strained the women’s relationship. He wasn’t convinced it had all been forgotten, but Orlando was insistent so who was he to argue? Besides, Ananke would be a welcome addition to their team. Though she had her quirks, she was one of the most intelligent and resourceful people he knew.

      His call was answered by her assistant, Shinji. “I’m not sure what her situation is at this moment,” the man said after Quinn asked for his boss.

      Quinn frowned. “She’s on a project?”

      “Well…um, kind of. It’s…weird. I could see if she can call you back. Would that be okay?”

      “Yes, please.” He gave Shinji the number and hung up. “Sounds like she might be tied up,” he told Orlando. “Any other ideas?”

      She had two, but both were also unavailable. She and Quinn had no choice but to rework their plan with the reduced number of operatives, and had just about figured everything out when Quinn’s phone rang.

      The number was unfamiliar, but with all the people they’d been talking to, someone calling from an unknown phone was to be expected. “Yes?”

      “It’s Ananke.”

      He hesitated a moment, surprised. He hadn’t thought he’d hear back from her so quickly. Hopeful, he said, “I need your help.”

      “When and where?”

      “Now. In London.”

      “What’s going on?” The way she asked the question, he knew she was in.

      Thank God.

      “I’ll fill you in when you get here. It’s…personal.”

      “How much help do you need?”

      “All I can get. Do you have some people you can trust?”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      “Bring them, and get here as fast as you can.”

      “We should probably be able to get there by midday tomorrow, will that work?”

      He smiled. “Yeah, that’ll work.”
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* * *

      A BEEP ANNOUNCED the arrival of a text a heartbeat before the phone rang.

      Hammad Kassab nodded his assent, and Bilal pressed ACCEPT. “Yes?”

      “I sent you a photo,” Mr. Cooper said. “Have you seen it?”

      “One moment.”

      Dima’s husband placed the call on hold and opened the text. The photo was a picture of the two Americans the watchers had been following in San Francisco. The background was blurred, a few out-of-focus cars on a road. What he could make out was the shape of the license plates—not the fat rectangles in the US, but the long, thin ones in Europe.

      He reactivated the call. “Does this mean you found them?”

      “The picture is from one of my sources. We’re en route to confirm.”

      “Where was it taken?”

      “Southampton.”

      “And Dehler? Is she with them?”

      “Unknown at this point. I’ll report back as soon as we—”

      Bilal hung up and joined his brother and Dima’s uncle at the window overlooking the London skyline. “I think we should shadow Mr. Cooper just in case she is with the Americans.”

      “I agree,” Kassab said. “Tahir, you will go.”

      Bilal’s eyes widened in surprise. “Tahir? But—”

      A glare from Dima’s uncle reminded him of his place.

      “I’m sorry,” Bilal said. “Tahir will go.”

      “You would do well to learn from your brother’s example,” Kassab said. “Yours isn’t the only wife who betrayed us, and yet he is keeping a cool head.”

      “Yes, Uncle. My apologies. You are right. I will not lose control again.”

      Bilal swallowed his disappointment while he watched his brother leave.

      [image: ]
* * *

      WHEN THE RIDESHARE vehicle pulled to the curb in front of the building Daeng had been watching, he started the engine on the motorcycle he’d “borrowed” after leaving Orlando and Quinn.

      Sure enough, less than a minute later, the three watchers emerged from the building where their not-as-secret-as-they-thought safe house was located, and climbed into the back of the vehicle. Daeng gave them a bit of a head start before pursuing.

      Since it was a weekday morning, there was plenty of traffic to blend into, making it easy to stay only a couple of car lengths behind them. After crossing the Thames River, the car turned in the opposite direction from Southampton and drove to Waterloo station.

      As soon as he was sure the watchers were getting out, Daeng parked the bike and followed them on foot into the building. Although he couldn’t get close enough to see which train they purchased tickets for, he figured it out from their platform choice and bought his own ticket to the coast.

      The 8:35 South West train sat waiting at the platform when he arrived. While most of the passengers had boarded, a few were still standing outside, including one of the watchers. Daeng sauntered past him, embodying the guise of a commuter destined for one of the cars farther down. When he’d gone far enough, he turned back, as if looking for someone he was traveling with, and scanned those who had yet to climb on board. Most looked like businesspeople not quite ready to sit for the next hour-plus, and the others tourists making sure they were in the right place. None was who Daeng was hoping to see.

      He waited until the last minute to hop on to check the last stragglers, but none of the handful of people who rushed on board struck him as the person he was looking for. Twice in the following seventy-five minutes, he walked through the train noting everyone aboard, but still did not find his prey.

      When they reached Southampton, Daeng made sure he was one of the first off, but he paused on the platform to let other travelers move in front of him. When the watchers exited, he started walking again.

      As they headed out of the small station toward the line of waiting taxis, Daeng finally spotted a man he was sure was the one he’d been looking for. The guy stood in the small parking area to the right, smoking a cigarette next to a late-model Mercedes. He had the dark hair and olive skin. The beard was missing, but that wasn’t unexpected.

      On any other day, a guy like this wouldn’t garner a second look. What made this particular man different, however, was his clear interest in the watchers.

      He was smart enough to glance away when any of the trio looked in his direction, but when they turned away, his gaze shot right back at them. The man was so laser-focused on the trio that Daeng didn’t even need to hide the fact he was taking a picture of him. Daeng sent the shot to Orlando with the message:

      

      
        Yes?
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* * *

      ORLANDO WAS IN the middle of arranging travel for several of their friends when her phone buzzed. She examined the picture from Daeng and transferred it to her laptop. There, she compared it to the photos she’d obtained when she and Quinn were working out their plans in San Francisco.

      The man in the picture was neither old nor pudgy enough to be Hammad Kassab, but he was the right age to be Dima’s or her sister’s husband. In the pictures they had of Bilal and Tahir Halabi, both men were bearded. The man in Daeng’s photo was clean-shaven. Still, the facial features were more than enough to make a match.

      To make sure she was right, Orlando ran the images through the recognition software.

      It took only thirty-seven seconds before her computer pinged with the results.
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* * *

      DAENG WAS GETTING into a cab when Orlando’s reply arrived.

      

      
        Confirmed. Tahir Halabi.

      

      

      Daeng smiled.

      Though it hadn’t been a sure thing one of the watchers’ clients would follow them to Southampton, it was a logical move. As a cherry on top, from the way Tahir had stared at the watchers, his espionage skills were amateur at best, which meant it’d be a cinch to get close enough to him so that Orlando’s device could transfer a monitoring packet onto the man’s phone.

      Daeng would be headed back to London in no time.
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* * *

      IT HADN’T REACHED noon yet when Orlando received another text from Daeng.

      

      
        Done

      

      

      She opened the monitor software and triggered the signal to activate the packet now tucked away in Tahir Halabi’s phone.

      

      >SEARCHING…

      >DEVICE ACQUIRED

      >INITIALIZING

      >INITIALIZING

      >PAIRING COMPLETE

      

      “All right, let’s see what you’ve got,” Orlando said.

      She dove into Tahir’s device.

      A few minutes later, she announced, “They’re staying at the Park Plaza. Right across the river from Parliament.”

      “All three of them?” Quinn asked.

      “Looks like it. Jar can check video feeds from the hotel to confirm.”

      “Are they alone? Or did they bring backup?”

      “Not sure yet. I haven’t finished looking through everything yet.” She glanced across the table. “Jar—”

      “Video feeds from the hotel,” the girl said. “I am already on it.”

      Orlando could feel Quinn looming behind her. “If you’re not consciously trying to make things go as slow as possible, do me a favor and find something to do.”

      He grumbled a little but moved off.

      As she burrowed through the terrorist’s phone, she unearthed a ton of valuable information that Taplin and MI6 were going to love. It appeared Kassab’s organization was in the planning stages of a European action, though in Germany, not London.

      Finally, she found what Quinn had been asking about. Kassab had not brought men of his own, but he had used contacts to gather a team of fourteen and then split them into three groups. A group of five was staying at a hotel west of London, and a similar group was doing the same in the east. Clearly he was staging them this way so that the closest team could immediately react once Dehler’s location was discovered. The final four men were at the Park Plaza.

      Fourteen plus Kassab and the Halabi brothers. Seventeen all together.

      And Dehler made eighteen.

      This was going to be interesting.
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* * *

      THE FIRST OF Quinn and Orlando’s friends arrived late that afternoon, around the same time as Margery’s initial delivery. Others trickled in throughout the night. By sunup, the count had reached twelve.

      The initial briefing was held at seven a.m. in the now crowded apartment living room. The only ones not present were Nate and Kiet, both of whom remained on standby near Dehler’s apartment, and Ananke and whoever she was bringing. They were not scheduled to arrive until later that morning.

      Quinn and Orlando took turns telling the story of how Liz had died and their subsequent search for her killer. They told of their visit to Dima, and the nightmare she had lived through before finally escaping. They discussed the decision to widen the scope of their mission and rid Dima of her demons, along with dealing with Liz’s killer.

      “Then we’re taking on terrorists, too,” Steve Howard said. He was one of their closest associates.

      “Correct,” Orlando said. “We know that might change things for some of you. If you would rather not get involved because of that, we completely understand, and you’re free to walk away.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean to suggest I was going anywhere,” Howard said. “I just wanted to make sure I was clear.”

      “You’re clear,” Quinn said.

      “And the rest of you?” Orlando asked. “Any problems?”

      Though the response was easy to guess, she still felt a great deal of relief when no one said a word.

      “Thank you,” she said. “We are forever grateful you’re all here.”

      “Orlando, please. You’re tearing me up,” Ramon Sosa said in his usual sarcastic tone. “All I want to know is, when does the action start?”

      “Part one between eight and nine this evening. The main event right after that.”
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* * *

      FOR THE FIRST time in years, Ananke felt nervous going through customs and immigration. Her concern stemmed from the fact she’d recently been excommunicated from the business after unwittingly being used to assassinate a Philippine presidential candidate. Granted, she was an assassin by trade—or, at least, had been—but the job as she’d known it had not been to kill the guy, only to make him sick for a few days. Turned out someone wanted him dead after all.

      Since that event, her life had taken a decidedly bizarre turn. She’d been recruited—if that’s what you could call being kidnapped and dragooned—to lead a small team of other excommunicated ops on specialized missions. In exchange, they were told their pariah status had been lifted, but she didn’t know who’d received that message and who hadn’t.

      It turned out the British had received it, thank God, because she entered the country without a problem.

      She and her team of excoms had just completed their first mission when Quinn called. Which was why she’d been able to bring Rosario, Liesel, and Dylan with her. The only one missing was Ricky Orbits, which was a blessing. He was a pain in the ass for so many reasons. Thankfully their new employers found it prudent to keep him on a tight leash, and had restricted him to the cargo ship that served as the team’s main facility.

      “No welcome party?” Dylan asked as they walked into the public area of Heathrow airport. He was an Irishman who’d made his living, before being “recruited,” as a driver of whatever needed driving. “I was hoping there’d at least be a guy in a suit holding a sign with our names on it. That’s always exciting.”

      The moment they landed, Ananke had sent a text to Orlando and Quinn. She’d received a reply while in immigration so she didn’t check it until now. It contained instructions on where they were supposed to go and how they were supposed to get there.

      She glanced at Dylan. “Ever drive in London?”

      “I’m insulted you would even ask that. Of course I’ve driven in London. It’s not that far from Dublin, in case you weren’t aware.”

      “There is water in between,” said Liesel, the German hapa and former bodyguard.

      “I’m quite aware there’s water between, thank you very much. But there are ferries. And planes. I’ve been to London dozens of times. And I can’t tell you how many hours I’ve spent driving here.”

      Ananke led them to the garage where a Mercedes sedan was waiting.

      “Nice,” Dylan said. “Very nice. I think I like your friends.”

      Ananke got into the front passenger seat, while the other two women took the back.

      “Still no explanation of what they need us for?” Rosario asked. She’d escaped a horrible childhood in southern Mexico at an early age and subsequently raised herself, learning along the way all the tools she needed to become one of the best thieves in the business. Whatever someone wanted, she could get.

      “Not yet,” Ananke said.

      She knew the others were uneasy. None of them knew Quinn or Orlando. They were here because of the bond they’d begun forming with Ananke in the short time they’d worked together, and she wouldn’t be surprised if at least one of them was starting to regret joining her.

      True to his word, Dylan seemed to know his way around the city, and within an hour of leaving the airport, they were standing in front of the apartment door Orlando had directed them to.

      When Ananke pushed the buzzer, the door was opened by a thin Asian woman wearing glasses and a far too serious look for her age.

      “Yes?” she said.

      “I believe Quinn and Orlando are expecting us.”

      The woman looked her up and down. “You’re Ananke.” Not a question.

      “And you are…?”

      Ignoring her, the woman looked at the others and then said, “One moment.”

      The door shut.

      “Well, that was…interesting,” Dylan said.

      Before anyone else could comment, the door opened again, only this time Orlando was there.

      “Ananke,” she said, smiling. “Thank you for coming.” They hugged.

      “How’s that baby?” Ananke asked.

      “Verging on toddler.”

      “Already?”

      “That’s what happens. Come in, everyone. Please.”

      Once they were inside, Ananke introduced her team.

      Orlando shook each of their hands. “We’re so glad you’re here. Thank you again.” She looked around. “Let’s see. You met Jar already.” She motioned toward the thin woman who now sat at the table, working on a computer.

      “The bubbly one,” Dylan said. “Yeah, we met her. I’m sure she’s a riot at parties.”

      Orlando glanced at him. “You’re obviously the troublemaker.”

      “What? What did I say?”

      “The woman by the window is Monica. And that’s Quinn,” Orlando said as Quinn stepped out of a back room.

      He headed over. “Great to see you. Thanks for coming.”

      Another round of introductions, and then Ananke said, “Is this everyone?”

      Orlando shook her head. “Most have gone out already.”

      “Nate?”

      “He’s keeping an eye on things.”

      “And what would those things be?”

      Orlando gestured toward the couch and several empty chairs. “Why don’t we sit down and bring you up to speed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      ORLANDO CALLED MARGERY at 4:55 p.m.

      “Did you receive the final delivery?” Margery asked.

      “We did, thank you.”

      “I assume it’s time for me to make another call.”

      “You’re reading my mind.”

      “What would you like me to tell poor Mr. Roberts?”

      “That we were spotted near Waterloo station thirty minutes ago. But this time say that you were able to get someone to follow us. I have another picture you can forward to them.”

      “They’ll want to contact this mysterious follower.”

      “Undoubtedly. Do you have a pen?”

      “I do.”

      Orlando rattled off a phone number. “Tell them that’s the follower’s contact number, but you’re not going to give them that until later, when I let you know it’s okay.”

      “No problem. Anything else?”

      “That should be it. Thank you, Margery.”

      “You owe us a drink and a story.”

      “That, we do.”

      The picture Orlando sent was another one of her and Quinn, this time with an in-focus street sign behind them that places them near Waterloo station.

      Thirteen minutes later, Jar said, “One of the watchers just arrived at Southampton station.”

      Margery’s phone already at work.

      Four minutes after that, “There’s number two.”

      Before number three arrived, Orlando received an alert telling her of activity on Tahir’s phone. Since she knew only a few phrases in Arabic, she allowed her translation software to decipher the conversation.

      
        Tahir: Hello?

        Caller: Are you headed back?

        Tahir: Why would I be headed back?

        Caller: Mr. Cooper just called. He received new information that the body remover and his woman are now in London. He says he will be back in a few hours and that he already has someone watching them. They have given you no indication of this?

        Tahir: He is headed in the direction of the station, so that must be where he is going. You are saying someone is actually following them now?

        Caller: Yes. So you can’t let Mr. Cooper out of your sight. It is possible the fixer is already with Quinn. We cannot miss this opportunity!

        Tahir: I am not stupid, little brother. I will call again when I am back in the city.

      

      If Orlando hadn’t profoundly disliked the Halabi brothers before, being referred to as the cleaner’s woman would have done the trick. That aside, the important thing was that the plan’s cogs were moving in the correct direction.
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* * *

      AT 6:54 P.M., Ananke reported the Southampton train’s arrival at Waterloo station, and the subsequent appearance of the three watchers and Tahir Halabi. She and Liesel joined the follow-me parade.
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* * *

      WITH THE NUMBER of different roles that needed to be filled, Quinn and Orlando’s team was three people short of being able to provide one-on-one coverage of all fourteen of Kassab’s men. They settled on assigning four people each to the two groups of five, and three to the four men staying near Kassab at the Park Plaza.

      Until the signal was given, though, the three squads’ mission was only to observe.
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* * *

      “ARE YOU TWO sure you can handle this?” Orlando asked. “We could pull someone off something else.”

      She was standing at the dining table, Jar seated on one side and Rosario on the other, each with a laptop in front of her and headphones draped around her neck.

      Jar looked at Orlando, perplexed. “Why would we need someone else? I could do this alone. And if Rosario is as competent as you say, she can, too. It is not difficult.”

      “It’s a lot of coordination,” Orlando said.

      “It is a matter of being organized. I am very organized.” Jar looked across at Rosario. “Are you an organized person?”

      “I like to think I am,” Rosario said.

      Jar’s eyes narrowed. “Think or are?”

      “I like you,” Rosario said. She looked at Orlando. “We will be fine.”

      Orlando hesitated before nodding. “Good luck.”

      She grabbed her backpack off the couch, and as she headed to the door where Quinn and Daeng waited, she heard Jar say, “I am serious. Think or are?”
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* * *

      NATE AND KIET watched the area near Dehler’s building.

      Kiet was back in the alley known as Smallbrook Mews, keeping an eye from the shadows on the back entrance to the woman’s apartment.

      Nate did not have the same luxury of finding someplace to hunker down. Since it was still early in the evening, there were a lot of pedestrians about, and he would have drawn unwanted notice if he’d rooted himself to a spot. Instead, he walked around and around the block, like someone out for some exercise.

      Each time he passed Westbourne Crescent, he looked toward Dehler’s stairway before allowing himself a glance at his watch, each time annoyed at how slowly the hands moved.

      Nine p.m. felt like it was still a year away.
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* * *

      QUINN DROVE WITH Orlando sitting next to him, and Daeng in the back.

      After Orlando sent Margery the text that told the woman to pass the phone number on to the watchers, she put her hand on Quinn’s seatback and lightly caressed his neck.

      “It’s almost over,” Orlando said.

      “I hope.”

      “It is.” She paused. “Have you thought about…”

      She didn’t have to finish the question. He knew she was asking about what he was going to do with Dehler.

      “I’ve done nothing but think about it,” he said.

      “And?”

      “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

      He braced himself, expecting her to tell him he couldn’t wait until then. That he needed to know now. But what she said was, “I guess we will.”

      Daeng pulled a vibrating phone out of his pocket. Glancing over her shoulder, Orlando saw it was the disposable one she’d given him earlier that afternoon.

      “Looks like they’ve taken the bait,” he said. “Shall I?”

      “Please,” she replied.

      He activated the call, and said in a hushed voice, “Hello?”
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* * *

      MR. COOPER HAD begun to think he was getting the runaround again. He and his team had spent over an hour trying to figure out where this unknown person following Quinn and Orlando had gone. Roberts had said when he called that afternoon that contact information was forthcoming, but there had been nothing since.

      Until a few moments ago, when a text with the number finally appeared on Mr. Cooper’s phone.

      The line rang four times before it was answered with, “Hello?” The voice was whispered, almost urgent. Mr. Cooper could hear traffic noises in the background.

      “I believe you are following the subjects I’m interested in.”

      “Who is this?”

      “You can call me Mr. Cooper. I received your number from Mr. Roberts.”

      “Ah, okay. Yeah, I’m following them.”

      “Where are they?”

      “In a car heading through Soho. Hold on.” The sound became muffled, and Mr. Cooper could hear the guy talking to someone, almost arguing. The contact came back on the line. “Can’t talk right now. My cabbie’s giving me flak. Give me your number and I’ll call you when we get to wherever we’re going.”

      “Wait. Can you at least tell me which direction you’re headed?”

      “West…ish, I guess. But that could change. Number?”

      As soon as Mr. Cooper finished giving it to him, the man hung up.
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* * *

      “YOUR CABBIE’S GIVING you flak?” Quinn said, glancing at the rearview mirror.

      Daeng shrugged. “It sounded good.”

      Not even thirty seconds passed before Orlando’s phone rang. “It’s Ananke,” she said, and put it on speaker. “Hey.”

      “Your friends are trying to get a taxi. That’s your doing?”

      “Yes. They’ll be heading north. What about Tahir?”

      “He’s waving for a cab, too.”

      “Good. Keep us posted.”

      Orlando hung up, punched in another number, and said to Quinn, “Your turn.”

      A moment later, Annabel Taplin’s voice came over the line. “Who is this?”

      “Quinn. Time to put your team on alert.”
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* * *

      BILAL COULD STAND the wait no longer. He moved over to the phone but didn’t pick it up. To Kassab, he said, “Tahir should have called by now.”

      “If he was going to call, he would have called.” If Dima’s uncle had intended the words as a rebuke, they were undercut by his own impatience to know what was going on.

      Buoyed by this, Bilal said, “It couldn’t hurt if I checked in on him.”

      Kassab hesitated a moment and then nodded.

      Tahir answered on the second ring. “Yes?”

      “Uncle wants an update,” Bilal said.

      “I don’t have time right now.”

      “A quick one.”

      Tahir let out an exasperated breath. “Mr. Cooper just got off the phone and flagged down a taxi.”

      “He received new information?”

      “That would be my guess.”

      “Are you still behind them?” Bilal asked.

      “Of course I am still behind them. Now, please, I need to go.”

      “Tell me which way they are headed first,” Kassab said.

      “Across the river, it looks like. After that, I have no idea.”
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* * *

      DAENG CALLED MR. Cooper after the watchers entered the area where the plan required them to be. “Quinn and Orlando are walking down Oxford Street now, toward Hyde Park.”

      “Walking? How far from the park are they?”

      “Three blocks, maybe.”

      “All right. We’re only a few minutes away. Call me if anything changes.”

      “You got it, buddy.”
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* * *

      DEHLER HAD DECIDED tonight would be the last she spent at the London apartment.

      At 7:30 p.m., she prepared a meal from her leftovers, but skipped the wine she usually had. She would leave before sunup so she needed to stay sharp. She hadn’t decided on a destination but would worry about that later. The immediate priority was to get out of the city.

      As she packed her bag, she heard a phone ring. The sound nearly made her jump out of her skin. Until that moment, the only noise in the apartment had been made either by her or the TV. She was so rattled that it took another ring before she realized it was her burner phone.

      She snatched it off the kitchen counter. “Hello?”

      “Where are you?” It was Esa.

      “At the safe house.”

      “Still in London?”

      “Well, yes. Where else?”

      “I caught wind of something big going on down there.”

      “What do you mean, big?”

      “Several agents called in for a special job.”

      Her skin tingled with a sudden chill. “By who?”

      “Jonathan Quinn. You need to get out of there. Now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      CONTRARY TO WHAT Daeng had told Mr. Cooper, Quinn and Orlando waited until the watchers were only seconds away before exiting the car. They were also not three blocks from Hyde Park, but just one.

      As Daeng drove off in the sedan, Orlando said into the comm, “We’re on foot now. Begin phase one.”

      “Copy,” Jar said. “Phase one participants, switch to channel three.”

      Quinn and Orlando adjusted their comms.

      “Monica?” Quinn asked.

      “In position,” Monica said. She was an infiltration specialist Orlando had met years ago, on a solo job she’d done for a Swiss financial institution, but that wasn’t the reason they’d chosen her for this particular task.

      “Ananke, status,” Quinn said.

      “Mr. Cooper and his boys are out of their cabs, a block behind you. Tahir’s getting out now.”

      “Daeng, position?”

      “A quarter way through my first loop around the arch.”

      “Don’t forget the placard.”

      “Already in the window.”

      “And driver number two. Um…”

      “Dylan,” Dylan said.

      “Dylan, right. Sorry.”

      “Ready and waiting.”

      With everyone set, Orlando took Quinn’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Shall we?”

      Into his comm, Quinn said, “We’re heading in.”

      This first phase was all about deception, to create a situation that would draw out Dima’s husband and her uncle from their hiding place at the Park Plaza.

      Quinn and Orlando strode down Oxford Street and crossed the road to the Marble Arch monument at the northeast corner of the park. There they found a spot near the curb, from where they could see back through the monument to the entrance of the Marble Arch Underground station.

      “Ananke?” Quinn said.

      “Watchers are approaching the crosswalk, Tahir five meters behind. Now that they see you’ve stopped, looks like they’re not sure what they should do. Hold on.”

      Quinn and Orlando faced each other, allowing each of them a sideways view of the crosswalk. The watchers were huddled together on the other side, talking. Quinn couldn’t pick out Tahir, but he knew the man was back there somewhere.

      The watchers separated and moved back from the curb until they were standing close to the building at the corner.

      “Looks like they’re staying over here,” Ananke said.

      “Yeah, we see them,” Quinn said. It was for the best. The additional distance would help sell the illusion. “Tahir?”

      “For a moment, it looked like he was going to blow them off and cross on his own, but he’s decided to hang back for now.”

      “Daeng?” Quinn asked.

      “Starting second go-around.”

      “Copy,” Quinn said. “Monica, are you ready?”

      “All set.”

      “How long will it take to get here?”

      “Practice run took twenty-five seconds.”

      “All right. Daeng, give us a forty-five-second warning.”

      “Copy.”

      As they waited, Quinn looked around, checking the faces of passersby, on the lookout for someone who shouldn’t be there.

      “Forty-five seconds,” Daeng announced.

      “Now, Monica,” Quinn said.

      Monica emerged from the Underground station a second later and turned in their direction. As she neared, even Quinn might have mistaken her for Dehler if he hadn’t known better. Monica was a similar height and build as Liz’s killer, and with the wig and clothes she was wearing, the illusion was almost perfect.

      Quinn and Orlando waited until she was only a couple of meters away before they turned and greeted her.

      “Nice job,” Orlando said.

      “Thanks. I’ve been practicing walking all my life,” Monica replied.

      “Snap that line,” Ananke announced. “We’ve hooked a fish.”

      “The watchers?” Quinn asked.

      “Tahir. The watchers haven’t made the connection—oh, there we go. Everyone’s on board now.”

      “What are they doing?”

      “Tahir pulled out his phone. And the other three look like they’re about to drool all over themselves.”

      “Coming around,” Daeng broke in. “Five seconds.”

      “All right, everyone. Here we go.”

      Keeping Monica angled away from the watchers, Quinn and Orlando hustled her over to the curb as Daeng pulled up, looking like an Uber driver with the square sign in his window. Since the spot was not a place where cars usually stopped, horns began blaring behind Daeng almost immediately.

      Orlando opened the back door and climbed in, Monica following. Quinn shut the door and hopped into the front passenger seat.

      “FYI,” Ananke said, “you’ve got four very panicked people over here.”

      “Good,” Quinn said. “All right, Dylan. Your turn.”

      “Copy.”

      Daeng pulled the sedan back into traffic.
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* * *

      “YES, YES,” TAHIR said into his phone, all but shouting. “She is with them now.”

      “You are sure?” Kassab asked.

      “Positive. I am looking right at her!” Across the street, the fixer and her two American friends were headed to the curb, where a sedan had pulled up. “I need to go.”

      It was highly disrespectful to hang up on Dima and Noor’s uncle, but Tahir had no choice. He waved his arm to flag down a taxi. The first empty one drove right by, but the next one pulled over.

      He jumped into the back, dropped a hundred pounds onto the front passenger seat, and pointed down the road. “That gray sedan. I need you to follow it.”
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* * *

      MR. COOPER FELT like he’d gained a new lease on life. His plan of following the cleaner to Dehler had finally paid off. There she was, right across the street—his salvation, and the key to a pretty hefty payday to boot.

      He knew he should call his client and report the good news, but wouldn’t it be better if he delivered the fixer to Mr. Kassab himself?

      Suddenly, Quinn and Orlando escorted Dehler to a ride-share sedan that had pulled to the curb.

      Shit!

      “Get a taxi, goddammit!” he yelled at Mr. Baker and Mr. Smith.

      They both turned to the road and began signaling for a ride. There was another guy up the street also waving for a taxi. Thankfully the first available one passed him by and came to them.

      They hurried into the back.

      “You see that gray sedan?” Mr. Cooper said to the driver.

      “That one there?” the man asked, motioning ahead.

      “Yes, that one. We need you to follow it.”

      “Follow it? You mean, like in a movie?”

      “Sure. Like in a movie.”

      “Is this some sort of hidden-camera show?” The driver scanned the watchers as if cameras were sewn into their clothes.

      “No, it’s…please, this is important.”

      “All right, all right.” The cab merged back onto the road. “The sedan a friend of yours, then?”

      “Yes. Please don’t lose him.”

      “Don’t you even worry about it.” The driver switched lanes to pass a car in front of them. “You here on business or vacation?”

      “What?” Mr. Cooper said. “Um, business.”

      “Well, not sure you’ll have the time but, you know, London’s nice and all, but for real beautiful, head over to Ireland. That’s where I’m from. No place like it in the world.”

      “If you don’t mind, we’re a little busy.”

      “Oh, sorry. You have any questions, you just pipe up.”
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* * *

      ANANKE AND LIESEL found the motorcycle right where Orlando had told them it would be. They were on the road mere seconds after the others had left, Liesel driving and Ananke holding on while keeping a keen eye on their prey.

      For the first few minutes the ragtag caravan stayed in the order of departure—Quinn, Orlando, and Daeng in front; Mr. Cooper and his colleagues next; Tahir after that; and finally Ananke and Liesel.

      Until Quinn said over the comm, “Okay, Dylan, now,” and the taxi Dylan was driving slowed slightly.

      “Tahir just passed Mr. Cooper,” Ananke reported. “All he cares about is you now.”

      “Excellent,” Quinn said. “Move to next position. We’ll execute the route.”

      “Copy.”

      Ananke turned off the road and sped away.
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* * *

      MR. COOPER WAS starting to wish they’d found a different cab. Their driver was a gabber. He’d shut up for a few moments when asked, but he’d always start talking again.

      Even worse, he wasn’t doing a great job keeping up with the sedan, and Mr. Cooper was concerned they’d soon lose Dehler. Thankfully, Quinn’s driver didn’t seem to be in that much of a hurry. He slowed at every turn, and even used his signal.

      Then the inevitable happened. Ahead, the sedan drove through a yellow light. Another cab was able to race through as the light turned red, but there was no way Mr. Cooper’s taxi would make it.

      The driver acknowledged the problem. “Sorry about that, but it’ll be okay. There’s only one way they can go, and I happen to know a shortcut that’ll get us where we need to be.”

      Not having any choice in the matter, Mr. Cooper said, “Make it fast.”

      The driver veered into the left lane and made the turn. Finally, he seemed to understand the necessity of speed as they flew down the new road. Two more turns, a rolling stop, one more turn, and then—

      “Wait!” Mr. Cooper barked as the cabbie slammed on the brakes. “Go back! Go back!”

      Ahead was a brick wall and what appeared to be a dead-end alley.

      “You’re going to lose them!”

      The driver turned toward the side window and fiddled with something. When he turned back around, he was wearing a gas mask.

      In a muffled voice, he said, “Sorry, fellas,” and tossed a small smoking cylinder into the back.

      Mr. Cooper and Mr. Baker both went for the door handles at the same time, but neither door opened.

      Mr. Cooper swiveled back toward the front, thinking he could get over the seats and get out that way, but the driver was pointing a gun at him.

      “Just you settle back and relax,” the driver said. “I promise you, that stuff ain’t going to kill you. Though I’m told you’ll probably have a headache later. Apologies for that.”

      “You’re going to regret this,” Mr. Cooper croaked. He’d intended to sound menacing, but the gas had done something to his vocal chords.

      “Actually, I don’t think so.”

      Mr. Cooper tried to grab the front seat, but his hand remained beside him, unmoving. He tried it again, and attempted to shift his legs and then his torso and his head. The only things he seemed to have control over were his lips and eyes.

      He glanced sideways at Mr. Smith and Mr. Baker. Both appeared to be in the same state.

      “Who the hell are you?” he said to the driver.

      Instead of answering, the cabbie raised his hand and rapped on the roof three times. A second later, the passenger door next to Mr. Cooper opened, revealing a tall African woman standing outside, also wearing a mask.

      “Good evening, Mr. Cooper,” she said.

      Correction, an African-American woman, if her accent was to be believed. And one who knew who he was.

      “He wants to know who the hell we are,” the cabbie said.

      The woman smiled. “Who we are isn’t important. It’s who we represent that should concern you.”

      “Who-who do you rep…resent?” He was having a hard time concentrating.

      “Kind of obvious, I would think. The man and woman you’ve been following.”

      “Q-Q-Quinn?”

      “Good! Glad we’re on the same page. You’re lucky. Quinn’s decided to let you go. Tomorrow, of course, after you wake up. When you do, my advice is to get out of town immediately. You’ll also want to forget everything about this job, and avoid crossing paths with Quinn or any of us associated with him.” She paused. “Now, I know you’re probably worried that your client won’t be happy you fell asleep on the job, but don’t waste your energy. It won’t be an issue. Any questions?”

      He had plenty, but it didn’t matter. His lips had stopped obeying his orders.

      “None? Okay,” she said. “We’re leaving now, but don’t panic. There’s a gate that closes across this alley. No one will disturb your sleep.” She looked at the driver. “Did you mention the headache?”

      “I did, yeah,” the driver said.

      “All right, then. I guess we’re done.”

      As the cabbie climbed out of the vehicle, the woman leaned in the back, said, “Sweet dreams, gentlemen,” and slammed the door shut.
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* * *

      AFTER QUINN AND the others stranded Dylan’s cab at the light, Daeng turned the sedan toward their next destination—an unoccupied row house undergoing renovation in Belgravia. Quinn would have preferred a warehouse in a less populated part of the city, but they needed a place close enough to the Park Plaza hotel to entice Hammad Kassab and Bilal Halabi to join Tahir, though not so close to seem suspicious. Plus, the location needed to be not far from Dehler’s apartment in Paddington.

      With Tahir behind them in visual range, Daeng dropped off Quinn, Orlando, and Monica in front of the house before driving away.

      Quinn made a show of looking around as he and Orlando whisked the faux Dehler inside. Once the door was closed, Monica made her way to the roof, while Quinn and Orlando waited by the front door.

      “He’s out of his cab,” she reported over the comm after she was in position. “Staying on the other side of the street, about half a block down. Looks like he’s pulling out his phone.”

      “Jar, did you get that?” Orlando asked.

      “I am monitoring this line,” Rosario said. “Checking the call now…. Confirmed, calling the same number as before…connected. I am waiting for translation…. All right, here we go. He told them you have gone into a house, and he gave them the address.” A pause. “They asked about Mr. Cooper, and he said he does not know. He asked them to send some men. The guy on the other end said he is coming, too. He sounds younger so it must be Bilal.”

      “Nothing about Kassab?” Quinn asked.

      “Nothing.”

      Annoying, but not the end of the world. They had an alternate plan for that possibility.

      “Tell the east and west teams it’s time. And let the Park Plaza team know if they can do the same without alerting Bilal, do it, but otherwise just observe.”

      “Copy,” Rosario said.
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* * *

      WHEN THE GROUP of Kassab’s men that was stationed in the eastern part of the city came down to the hotel’s underground garage to get their car, Quinn and Orlando’s team was waiting for them.

      Though the team members all had pistols in shoulder holsters, they each held a tranquilizer gun. The latter were each equipped with a five-cartridge magazine, each cartridge containing a quick-acting, long-lasting knockout drug.

      Kassab’s men walked from the elevator in a loose two-two-one grouping.

      When the targets entered the optimum fire zone, the team leader clicked his mic three times.

      The first shot took down the man in back. While he was still falling, two more shots disabled the two in the middle. The final two shots were fired by the team leader and the man who’d sent off the very first dart. And just like that, the four-man team eliminated the five.

      They transferred the unconscious men into the targets’ own vehicle, and then the team leader selected the universal channel on his comm.

      “East zone neutralized and stored for pickup.”

      “Copy, east zone,” Jar said. “You are clear to reposition to backup location. We will notify you if you are needed.”

      “Copy. East team, moving out.”
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* * *

      THE WEST TEAM had a slightly harder go of it, due to one of its targets turning at the last second, causing the dart to glance off his neck.

      The target could manage only one step toward escape, however, before two more darts hit him square in the belly, sending him to the ground with his buddies.

      “West zone neutralized and stored for pickup.”

      “Copy, west zone. You are clear to reposition to backup location. We will notify you if you are needed.”

      “Copy. West team, moving out.”
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* * *

      THE PARK PLAZA team lay in wait, but the opportunity to remove the three men accompanying Bilal did not present itself. There was no sign of the fourth man or Kassab.

      A quick consultation with Quinn via Jar resulted in team member Steve Howard remaining at the hotel to keep an eye out for the missing two, while the other two team members followed Bilal and his lackeys.
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* * *

      WHEN THE RESULTS from the three side missions were all in, Quinn placed a call.

      “Good evening, Annabel. We’ve left you a couple of gifts.” He gave her the two addresses where Kassab’s men were sleeping.

      “What will we find there?” she asked.

      “Thugs. Troublemakers. Undoubtedly a few people from one of your wanted lists. But don’t worry. It’s just the appetizer. We’re not finished yet.”
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* * *

      QUINN AND ORLANDO tracked Bilal’s progress via reports from the two team members following him.

      When he was five minutes from reaching his brother, Quinn said, “It’ll take too long before they try to come in here. We need to go with option B.”

      “Agreed,” Orlando said.

      Quinn turned on his mic. “Phase one, switching to option B.”

      As soon as all involved parties replied with “Copy,” Quinn and Orlando headed for the rear exit of the building. Their destination was the alleyway near Tahir’s position, where Daeng was keeping watch, but they had only stepped outside when Nate’s voice came over the comm.

      “We have a problem.”
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      KIET WAS POSITIONED next to a darkened house on Smallbrook Mews, behind several rubbish bins. From there, he had a direct line of sight to the rear door of Dehler’s apartment.

      Since he’d been in place, there had been zero activity, which was why, even though he was staring right at it, it took a second to register the door had cracked open. He raised his binoculars. Sure enough, a sliver of black now separated the door from the frame.

      He switched on his mic and whispered, “Something is happening.”

      “What is it?” Nate asked.

      Before he could answer, the door swung open, and a shadowy figure stepped into the darkness behind Dehler’s building.

      “Kiet! What’s going on?”

      Keeping his voice as low as he could and still be heard, Kiet said, “Someone just came out of the basement.”

      “Is it her?”

      “Cannot tell.”

      A step, slow and deliberate, broke the silhouette from the shadows near the doorway. Another step, faster this time, and the next faster still.

      While the alleyway was darker than the streets surrounding it, several lights were shining off the back of other buildings, so it was only a matter of moments before the figure stepped into one of the halos.

      A woman, with long, red hair. A few more steps and Kiet could make out her face—heavy eyebrows, upturned nose, a soft jawline. None of it matching Dehler, and yet he knew it was her. It was the eyes. Whatever she’d done to change her look, she had left her eyes unaltered.

      He clicked his mic four times in rapid succession, signaling an emergency.

      “It’s her?” Nate asked in a staccato that indicated he was running.

      One click.

      “I’m about a minute away.”

      Click.

      Dehler was almost level with Kiet now. If he wanted, he could rush out and tackle her, but his instructions had been clear. If Dehler emerged, he was to only observe and follow.

      He shrank down behind the rubbish bin and listened to her nearly silent steps as she walked by. As soon as the house he was hiding next to was between them, he eased out of his nook and moved to the corner.

      Not hearing the steps anymore, he peeked around the edge.
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* * *

      IF NOT FOR her years of experience, Dehler would have grabbed her backpack and headed for the door right after she’d hung up with Esa. But she forced herself to take a moment to think things through.

      If the others were outside now, then she was already out of luck. But if they were still trying to locate her, she had time. Maybe not a lot, but enough to cut down the risk of being spotted later.

      She hurried back into the bedroom where she’d left the suitcase full of disguises. As much as it pained her, she’d planned to leave it behind and keep only one disguise—and her makeup kit, of course. Not wanting to use the disguise she’d already packed away, she pulled out a long red wig, a pair of jeans, a black T-shirt and matching cardigan from the to-be-discarded suitcase.

      She dressed and donned the wig, and then sat down at the kitchen table with her portable mirror to work on changing her face. If she was doing things properly, she would take an hour at least to adhere the prosthetics and blend her makeup. But that was more time than she could afford. She gave herself fifteen minutes, after which she examined her work.

      Not bad, she thought.

      It wouldn’t hold up under scrutiny, but the darkness of night would help. Once she felt safe, she could do a more thorough job of it.

      She returned the kit to her backpack, looked around to make sure she wasn’t leaving anything of importance behind, and headed for the back door.

      She opened it just enough to listen for anything unusual. Cars from a few streets away, a muffled TV from somewhere down the alley, but that was it. She eased the door open farther and stepped outside.

      Not seeing anyone, she took a tentative step forward.

      No reaction anywhere.

      She took another step, and then another, and was soon heading down the blacktop. It was as she neared the second house on the right that she saw something at the very edge of her peripheral vision, something moving downward behind a group of trash bins. Within a second it was gone.

      She kept going, her pace unchanged, until the bins fell out of sight. Moving even more quietly than she had been, she veered over to the building and returned to the corner around from where she’d seen the movement, and listened.

      For a moment, she thought it had been her imagination, but then she heard someone creeping along the side of the building. Whoever it was stopped on the other side of the corner. She had to assume the person was trouble.

      As soon as a man’s face peeked around the edge, she kicked it. The guy flew backward and hit the ground hard.

      Dehler was over him in a flash, prepared to kick again, but it was unnecessary. He was already semiconscious, his face covered in blood from what looked to be a broken nose. Even in the half light, she could tell he had darker skin. Latin maybe, or Asian. Hard to tell. She didn’t recognize him, though, so maybe he was a random civilian in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      No time to figure it out.

      She left him moaning on the ground and ran down the alley. Her bad leg ached a bit, but was much improved from how it had felt, and added only a slight hitch to her step.

      When she burst out from the end of Smallbrook Mews, she tensed, expecting to hear someone fall in behind her.

      But hers were the only steps she heard.
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* * *

      NATE HAD BEEN all the way down Gloucester Terrace near Sussex Gardens when Kiet had radioed. He ran back down the street and reached the entrance to Smallbrook Mews in just under a minute.

      He turned on his mic. “Kiet?”

      Nothing.

      “Kiet, what’s going on?”

      More silence.

      He hesitated at the road’s entrance, unsure if he should go down or not. When he called to Kiet a third time with no response, he realized he had no choice.

      Avoiding pools of light, he moved along the road, alert for any movement. About halfway down, he heard a moan.

      Quickening his pace, he covered the remaining distance in seconds, and found Kiet sprawled on a concrete walkway, his nose bleeding. Nate propped up his friend in a sitting position, with his head leaning forward so that blood couldn’t drain down his throat.

      Kiet was only half conscious.

      “Kiet,” Nate said. “You’re okay now. I’m here.”

      Kiet blinked. “Nate?”

      “Good, good. Can you tell me what happened?”

      “Dehler…must have seen me. She…kicked me as I—” He suddenly became more alert and looked around. “Where is she? Did you get her?”

      “I didn’t see her.”

      “Go! She is getting away. I will be all right.”

      Kiet clearly wasn’t going to die from his wound, but Nate was hesitant to leave. “Let me get you some help first.”

      “No. Go. Go. I’ll be fine! She is wearing a red wig. And-and, um, a black shirt, I think.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Go!”

      Nate hesitated a second longer, and then raced back down the alley, switching his comm to the main channel. “We have a problem.”

      “What problem?” Quinn asked.

      Nate told them what had happened, and then said, “Jar, find her on a camera. Kiet says she’s in a red wig and a dark, probably black, shirt. And then get Kiet some help.” He reached the end of Smallbrook Mews and stopped, unsure which way to go.

      “Copy,” Jar said.

      “Rosario, are you there?” Orlando piped in.

      “Go for Rosario.”

      “Check Ananke’s status. If she and her team are free, get them after Dehler, too.”

      “Copy,” Rosario said.

      “Not just Ananke,” Quinn said. “Send everyone who’s free.”

      “No, don’t,” Orlando countered. “You can send the east team, but have the west team go to the Park Plaza to help Steve make sure Kassab doesn’t leave.”

      “Copy,” Rosario said. “Sending east team to assist with Dehler. West team to Park Plaza.”

      “Find her,” Quinn said.

      “Copy,” Nate replied, knowing Quinn’s words had been meant for him.

      “The Dehler operations will be on channel two,” Jar informed everyone. “Kassab remains on channel three.”

      Nate gratefully switched to two. “Jar?”

      “Go for Jar.”

      “Any sign of her yet?”

      “Nothing. She must still be in the blackout zone.”

      Nate looked in all directions. The most logical route for Dehler to have taken was to the right, toward Paddington station. It would be the quickest way out of the area. But if that was her destination, Jar would have seen her by now. And if Dehler had gone left, Nate would have spotted her as he came up Gloucester Terrace.

      He cursed under his breath and muttered, “Where the hell are you?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      DEHLER’S FIRST INSTINCT was to head to the train station. If her timing was good, she could be on board a regional line and out of the city in no time. But the station was also a good place to be seen, and the rush job she’d done on her disguise made her leery of being under all the lights.

      Instead, she turned down a side street that kept her within Esa’s area of dysfunctional cameras, and searched for a suitable vehicle to steal.
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* * *

      THE AUTOMATED SOFTWARE analyzed each camera feed surrounding the blackout zone, comparing every face that passed through with Dehler’s stored information. Jar had even thrown together an alternate profile based on the description Kiet had given Nate, and added it to the mix.

      While she waited, she checked in on Kiet, who’d been able to make it out of the alley on his own and meet up with the discreet, private medical service she’d sent to collect him. She was told his nose had been reset, that he was resting and would be fine.

      From the other side of the table, Rosario said, “Ananke is five minutes away.”

      “Give her to me,” Jar said.

      Into her mic, Rosario said, “Switch to channel two.”

      A few seconds later, Ananke said in Jar’s ear, “We’re approaching the area. Where do you want us?”

      “We have not located her yet. Hold near Paddington station until you hear from me.”

      “Copy.”

      Jar was randomly checking cameras herself when an alarm beeped. She switched to the monitoring software.

      The hit was from a camera at the north end of the blackout zone. The software put the potential match at sixty-three percent. Not high, but also not surprising since the person it had singled out was behind the wheel of a car, photographed through the windshield.

      Jar enhanced the image and magnified it as much as she could before it lost too much definition.

      The driver was a female with red hair. Even with the less than high quality of the image, Jar recognized Dehler’s eyes.

      Jar flipped on her mic. “I found her.”
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* * *

      THE RELIEF NATE felt at Jar’s announcement quickly soured when she said, “You need a vehicle. She’s in a car heading north.

      “Copy.” He scanned the street for something he could grab.

      “Nate? It’s Ananke. Where are you?”

      “On Craven Road. About three blocks west of Paddington station.”

      “We’re half a minute away. We’ll pick you up.”

      Nate stood at the edge of the road, looking for Ananke’s vehicle. When a taxi pulled to the curb, he started to wave it off, but the front passenger door opened.

      “Come on, get in,” the driver said in an Irish accent.

      Ananke yelled from the backseat, “Nate, hurry up!”

      He jumped in and pulled the door shut. Like most London cabs, this one had no front passenger seat, but it had a shelf that folded down to hold luggage. That would do in a pinch.

      The driver pulled them back into traffic and held his hand out. “Dylan.”

      Nate shook it. “Nate.”

      “Pleasure,” Dylan said. “Jar, can you give me a hint on where to go?”

      “Why would I give you only a hint?” Jar asked over the comm. “I can tell you exactly where.”

      “It was only a—”

      Nate held up his hand. “Best to just drop it.”

      Dylan rolled his eyes. “Where exactly should I be going?”

      As Jar gave him directions, Nate looked toward the backseat.

      Ananke leaned forward. “It’s good to see you. I wish it was for a different reason. I’m really sorry for your loss.” Her smile disappeared. “God, that seems inadequate, doesn’t it?”

      “It’s fine. Thank you. And thanks for the ride.”

      “We couldn’t leave you stranded.” She turned to the Eurasian woman sitting next to her. “This is Liesel.”

      Nate reached over to shake hands. “Nice to meet you.”

      “The same for me,” she said, her accent Germanic.

      “Seems like you’re having a hard time catching this woman,” Ananke said.

      “I get enough of that from Quinn. Don’t you start in on me, too.”

      “I wasn’t criticizing. Just noting that she’s pretty good at running and hiding.”

      Nate nodded, but didn’t say anything.

      The taxi’s horn blared, pulling Nate’s attention up front to see Dylan whip around a pair of slower vehicles and dodge back into the left lane a moment before a car coming the other way would have hit them.

      Over the comm, Jar’s neutral voice told Dylan he should turn left at the next street, followed by a right.

      “How far behind her are we?” Nate asked.

      “Less than a kilometer,” Jar said. “She appears to be heading toward the A40.”

      The A40 was a major cross-city road that, in certain areas, was more freeway than street. It made sense for Dehler to use it, as it could connect her with multiple options for getting out of the city. And when she reached the countryside, she could grab the M1, the M4, the M11, or any of the other expressways that could whisk her away from the capital.

      “Turn right at the next road,” Jar said.

      Dylan grimaced. Instead of turning at the corner, he blew through the intersection.

      “I said turn right.”

      “I know you did, sweetheart, but which of us knows this city better?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “The answer is me. I do. What did you think I meant?” He took a breath. “You say she’s going to the A40, then so are we.”

      Dylan made a series of turns, sometimes taking them down alleys and narrow one-lane streets.

      “She is turning onto the A40 now,” Jar eventually said. “Westbound.”

      Dylan let out a triumphant ha!

      Two more turns, a quick trip through an empty parking lot, a zip up a side street, and they were on the A40 heading west.

      “You are in front of her,” Jar said. Though her voice was usually devoid of emotion, Nate thought he detected surprise.

      “Well, how about that? Who would have known?” Dylan said. “Oh, that’s right. I knew.”

      “How far ahead of her are we?” Nate asked.

      “Three hundred meters.”

      “That’s too far,” Nate said to Dylan.

      “Working on it.”

      Over the next few minutes, Dylan slowed and allowed many of the cars behind them to get by.

      Finally Jar said, “You should be able to see her now. She’s five cars behind you in the other lane.”

      Nate counted sets of headlights until he reached the magic number. “Got her.”

      “Want me to stay in front or get behind?” Dylan asked.

      “Behind, but make it look natural.”

      “Now you’re insulting me.”

      Nate glanced at Ananke. “Where did you get this guy?”

      “He was part of a package deal,” she said.

      “Lucky you.”

      “He’s not so bad after a while.”

      “You mean he eventually shuts up?”

      “No,” Ananke said. “He keeps talking. It just turns into background noise.”

      “Did I miss the announcement?” Dylan asked. “Is it International Dump on Dylan Day?”

      “Is that not every day?” Liesel said.

      For the first time in what seemed like forever, Nate chuckled. When he realized it, he choked it off. He didn’t want to laugh. He didn’t want to be happy. He never wanted to be happy again.

      “This woman we’re following—does she know what you look like?” Dylan asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Then you might want to duck down.”

      Nate glanced at the side-view mirror. Dehler’s car was only three back. He scooted down until he was out of view.

      A dozen seconds passed before Ananke said, “Here she comes.”

      There was too much noise around them for Nate to pick out Dehler’s vehicle, so the only way he knew they were in the clear was when Dylan said, “You’re good now.”

      As Nate sat back up, Ananke asked, “What’s the plan?”

      “We wait for her to make a mistake,” Nate said.

      “And if she doesn’t?”

      “Then we force her into one.”
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* * *

      EVERYTHING’S GOING TO be fine. I got away as clean as I could. No one knows where I am.

      Dehler’s gaze flicked to her rearview mirror again. A few sedans, a couple of cargo vans, several taxis. Every one of them had either been on the road already when she turned onto it, or had been passed by her along the way. Nothing to worry about.

      Now that she was making decent time, she started to think about where she should go. Somewhere with an airport, probably. After that? Bulgaria sounded like a good idea. She knew about a cabin there she could anonymously arrange to rent. That would be good for a few days, perhaps even a week. No more long-term stays for a while, though. Not until she was sure she’d shaken Quinn. Short of bringing his sister back from the dead, she had no idea yet how she was going to do that.

      You can figure that out later, she told herself. For now, she needed to concentrate on staying free.

      She checked the car’s nav system and grimaced. The M40 seemed like it was still a million miles away.

      You’re going to make it. It’s only a matter of time.

      Everything’s going to be fine.
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      AS MUCH AS Quinn wanted to abandon what they were doing and go help capture Dehler, he needed to finish the task at hand. To Liz, this would have been the more important job, and if he aborted now, it would be like failing her. For now, he had to leave Dehler’s fate in Nate’s and Ananke’s hands.

      Orlando kept giving him sideways looks as they made their way to Daeng’s position.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Let’s get this done, okay?”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes. I’m sure,” he lied.

      He knew she didn’t believe him.

      They rendezvoused with Daeng a block from where Tahir was hiding.

      “Any change?” Quinn asked.

      Daeng shook his head. “Still at the same spot.”

      Orlando turned on her mic. “Rosario, has the east team made it to the Park Plaza yet?”

      “Three minutes away.”

      “Any signs of Kassab?”

      “He just used his room phone to call down for some food, and has not shown up on any hotel cameras since, so unless he is scaling the outside of the building, he is still inside.”

      “Does the team have any of their listening bugs left?”

      “Checking.” The channel went silent for a few seconds before Rosario came back on. “They have two.”

      “Have them get one on the door and boost the signal to you. If Kassab even touches the knob, you let me know.”

      “Copy.”

      Orlando looked at Quinn and Daeng. “Are we going to just sit here or what?”

      Daeng led them to the spot from where he’d been watching Tahir. The terrorist was switching back and forth from looking at the building he’d seen Quinn and Orlando enter, and down the street in the opposite direction.

      It was Quinn who spotted the moving shadows first. He tapped his two friends and nodded toward the figures. Tahir didn’t notice until Bilal and the three men with him moved into the glow from one of the streetlights. He rose partway from his crouch and waved them over.

      “Park Plaza team, where are you?” Quinn asked.

      “Thirty meters behind the subjects,” Jules Keener said. She was a freelance courier who could have done pretty much anything she liked in the business, but liked the travel aspect of her current position.

      “Hold there in case we have any problems.”

      “Copy.”

      Quinn, Orlando, and Daeng extracted their tranq guns and crept in as close as they could get. The brothers were whispering to each other, while the others stood behind them, looking down toward the house.

      At Quinn’s signal, he, Orlando, and Daeng pulled their triggers. Each dart hit home, removing the three hired guns from the equation. By the time the Halabi brothers turned to see what was going on, Quinn, Orlando, and Daeng were three meters behind them, guns up and ready.

      Tahir demonstrated he was the smarter of the pair by raising his hands in acknowledgment that they were in a no-win situation. Bilal, however, was reaching for what could only be a gun tucked into the back of his pants.

      Quinn sent a dart sailing past him, into the tire of the van the brothers had been hiding behind. As air hissed out, Bilal raised his hands, too.

      “I understand you were looking for us,” Quinn said.

      “Who told you that?” Bilal said. “I don’t even know you.”

      Quinn sneered, and said to Tahir, “Your brother needs to work on his lying. What about you, Tahir?”

      The man’s eyes widened at the sound of his own name. “We are not looking for you specifically. Only the colleague you were with.”

      “The woman with red hair?”

      “Yes.”

      “Interesting.” Quinn activated his mic. “Monica, do you mind joining us?”

      Instead of answering over the comm, her voice came from across the street. “Be happy to.”

      Still wearing her Dehler disguise, she looked even more like the killer as she strode over, but when she reached them and Quinn played a flashlight across her face, the illusion died.

      “This colleague?” Quinn asked.

      Tahir and Bilal stared at her.

      “Who-who-who is this?” Bilal said. “This is not—” He stopped, as if he thought he might have already said too much.

      “Is not who?” Quinn asked. “Katrine Dehler?”

      Bilal’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, I see now. You tried to trick us. You helped her to escape, didn’t you?”

      Tahir whispered something in Arabic that Quinn guessed was the equivalent of shut up.

      “Tried to trick you?” Quinn said. He shook his head in pity. “There’s so much you don’t understand. Too bad for you, I have zero interest in bringing you up to speed.”

      He raised his pistol and pointed it at Bilal. Orlando did the same with Tahir.

      “Please,” Bilal said, suddenly desperate. “We promise, we will never bother you again.”

      “Again, you’re not a very convincing liar.”

      “We have money,” Tahir said. “We can pay you whatever you want.”

      “You have money? Or does Mr. Kassab? You know what? Never mind. It doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t touch anything from either of you. You can explain that to him, too, when he asks you why you couldn’t get out of this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ll figure it out.” Quinn adjusted the aim of his gun. “Oh, one more thing. In case it isn’t clear, your lives are about to get royally screwed, but that’s not our doing. It’s all courtesy of your wives, Dima and Noor.”

      Fury rushed across the brothers’ faces, but before either could say anything, Quinn and Orlando put darts in their chests.

      As soon as the brothers joined their men on the ground, Quinn called Taplin.

      “Another pickup for you,” he said.

      “More thugs and troublemakers?”

      “And a couple of terrorist brothers I think you’ll find particularly interesting.” He gave her the address. “Better make it quick. It’s a bit public. You don’t want one of your locals stumbling across them.” He hung up, and said to his team, “Let’s finish this.”
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* * *

      STEVE HOWARD MET them outside the Park Plaza hotel.

      “Still in his room?” Quinn asked.

      “Still there.”

      “What about the hired man who stayed behind?”

      “Outside the door.”

      “In the hallway?” Orlando said. “Then you weren’t able to get a bug on the door?”

      “No, but we were able to drop a bug on the balcony from above. The reception isn’t as good, but it works.”

      “Any chatter?” she asked.

      “One house call to room service to check on his food. They should be heading up in the next ten minutes. Two cell phone calls. The first three minutes long. Jar said he was talking to someone back in Pakistan about a meeting this weekend. The other went unanswered.”

      “Any chance we can usurp room service?” Quinn asked.

      “Sure, if you want to hijack the waiter.”

      Quinn frowned. The fewer outsiders involved, the better.

      “Could we at least get ahold of a uniform?” he asked.

      “Shouldn’t be a problem.”

      Quinn pulled out some cash and handed it to Howard. “This is what I want you to do.”
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* * *

      “HERE COMES ANOTHER one,” Devon, one of the east team members, said over the comm, reporting on yet another room-service waiter leaving the kitchen.

      The three other members of east team were stationed near the elevators. When a waiter came, one of them would get on the elevator with him or her, wait to see which floor the waiter was going to, and then get off one floor up and take the stairs back down. So far, four waiters had come through, none heading for Kassab’s floor.

      When the fifth waiter appeared, east team member Patrice followed him into the car. After the waiter made his floor selection, she pushed the button for her stop, then clicked her mic twice, paused, and clicked twice more.

      Kassab’s food was on the way.
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* * *

      ONE FLOOR BELOW Kassab’s suite, Daeng pushed the call button for the up elevator. When the door opened, the car was empty, but through the shaft they could hear the one carrying the waiter, heading up.

      Daeng gave Quinn and Orlando a nod before he and Monica stepped on board, where he pushed the button for Kassab’s floor. As the doors opened after their short ride up, they saw the waiter pass through the elevator lobby, carrying a tray.

      They stepped off the car and, acting like a couple in the throes of lust, headed in the same direction the waiter had gone.

      Keeping their pace slow, Daeng watched the guard stationed at Kassab’s door take a few steps toward the waiter. The two men exchanged a few words, and the guard lifted the cover off the food. When he appeared satisfied, he returned to the door and lifted his hand to knock, but hesitated when he noticed Daeng and Monica heading his way.

      He kept an eye on them as they walked by, and didn’t remove it until Daeng and Monica reached the end of the corridor and strolled around the corner. When they halted just out of sight, they could hear the man knock.

      Daeng said, “In position.”
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* * *

      QUINN CHECKED HOWARD over one last time. Even though his friend was still wearing his own dark pants, the waiter’s jacket sold the look, and the only people who might notice something was off were hotel employees.

      On the tray Howard carried sat a pot of tea, and a single cup he’d bribed someone in the kitchen to give him for an “impromptu meeting with an important client.”

      “Waiter’s leaving,” Daeng reported from the floor above.

      Orlando pressed a listening disc against one of the elevator doors. Nearly half a minute passed before she said, “Car moving up.” A pause. “Passing us and…stopping one floor up.”

      Quinn pushed the call button.

      The new car arrived as the one carrying the real waiter moved past their floor again on its way down. When all three of them were inside, Quinn pushed the button for Kassab’s floor and said into his mic, “We’re headed up.”

      During the quick ride, Orlando replaced the listening device connected to her phone with a tiny, gooseneck-mounted camera. “Ready,” she said right before the doors opened.

      Doing his best waiter impersonation, Howard walked off first. Quinn and Orlando followed, but stayed in the small lobby. Orlando slipped the camera around the corner, and on the screen she and Quinn watched Howard walk down the hall.

      He was about three-quarters of the way to Kassab’s room when the guard took a step away from the door and said, “Where you go?”

      Not stopping, Howard nodded at Kassab’s door. “Right there.”

      The man motioned to the tray. “What?”

      “Hot tea.”

      The guard walked up to him and lifted the top off the pot. “Why not come before?”

      “My colleague couldn’t carry everything himself.”

      The guard took a moment to consider this before he approached the door, knocked, and said something in Arabic. The moment the man paused, clearly waiting for a response, Daeng’s dart flew through the hallway and punctured the guard below the ribs.

      Quinn and Orlando rushed down the corridor toward Kassab’s room, while Daeng and Monica did the same from the other end. When they all reached the doorway, they pressed against the wall on either side.

      A voice from inside the room, gruff and annoyed, said something in Arabic.

      As Howard raised the tray a few inches and said, “Tea, sir,” Orlando slipped her electronic lock pick over the card reader and tapped a few buttons.

      From inside, Kassab said, “I did not—”

      Click.

      Quinn swung past Howard into the room, Orlando right behind him, their dart guns pointed at Dima’s uncle.

      Kassab yelled, “Youssef!”

      “Is that your guard’s name?” Quinn asked. “Good to know. Daeng, can you bring Youssef in here?”

      Daeng and Monica carried the limp body of Youssef the guard into the room, dumped him on the floor, and shut the door.

      “You have no idea what kind of trouble you’re going to be in,” Kassab said.

      Quinn laughed. When Kassab looked at him like he might be crazy, Quinn said, “I realize there’s no way you can know this, but that’s almost an exact quote of what Bilal said before we handed him and Tahir over to MI6.”

      “You’re lying.”

      Quinn glanced at Orlando. “Sweetheart?”

      Orlando pulled out her phone, searched the screen, and held it up for Kassab to see. On it was a picture of Bilal, Tahir, and two of the other men who’d been with them, all lying unconscious.

      “In case you don’t know who I am, I’m Jonathan Quinn, the guy you were paying Mr. Cooper and his associates to follow.”

      Eyes narrowing, Kassab said, “If you leave now, perhaps I will forget about this and not make you pay for your intrusion.”

      Quinn stepped right up to Kassab and poked him hard in the chest. “Fuck you, asshole. I’ve already paid more than anyone should ever have to pay to deal with you. And you know what? I don’t want you to ever forget this. I want you to think about this night for the rest of your pitiful life. I want you to think about what a crappy uncle you were to your nieces. I want you to think about the lives you’ve destroyed and were planning on destroying, none of which were yours for the taking. But most of all, I want you to know that if somehow you ever see the light of day again, I will hunt you down again, and I will put a bullet through your head without even saying hello.”

      Kassab opened his mouth, but before any words could come out, Quinn’s hand was around his neck, squeezing hard.

      “No. You don’t get to say anything else. I never want to hear your voice again.”

      Quinn placed the tranq gun against the man’s shoulder, pulled the trigger, and held Kassab in place until the terrorist passed out.

      After letting Kassab drop to the floor, Quinn walked over to the window and called Taplin. “Last pickup. Only two this time, but one of them is going to make you a rock star.”

      “Please tell me it’s Kassab,” she said.

      “You’re going to have a very good night, Annabel.”

      He hung up, took a breath, and switched his comm back to the master channel. “Kassab mission complete. Now someone tell me we know where Dehler is.”
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      “SCHEISSE,” DEHLER HISSED.

      Since stealing the car, she’d maintained a good clip on her way out of the city, but that all changed moments ago when traffic came to a sudden stop. Ahead, all she could see were brake lights. There must be an accident or construction, she thought. Whatever it was, it was severely hampering her getaway plans.

      She consulted the map. A red line indicated the gridlock went on for nearly a kilometer.

      She growled in frustration and checked for alternate routes. More red lines covered the roads to either side of the A40, but they stretched for only a few blocks. After that, she would have clear sailing, albeit on local streets she’d have to use to get around the obstruction, because she couldn’t avoid getting back on the A40 at some point.

      Anything was better than this, though.

      She nosed her car into the left lane, provoking the ire of several other drivers, and then inched forward until she reached the next street and was able to turn off the nightmare highway.
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* * *

      “SHE’S MOVING TO the left,” Dylan said.

      Nate craned his neck to see Dehler’s car. “I bet she’s going to turn. Keep on her.”

      Dylan maneuvered the taxi into the other lane.

      “Jar, you still have Dehler on camera, right?” Nate asked.

      “Of course.”

      “When she turns, we’re going to lose her, so tracking her will be on you until we can catch up again.”

      “Copy.”

      Ahead, Dehler had reached the intersection and, sure enough, she maneuvered into the turn lane. She wasn’t the only one leaving the highway, though, so the lane was even slower than those continuing down the highway.

      Nate had to fight the urge to run over to Dehler’s car and pull her out. But as satisfying as that might be, he’d be seen by dozens of people in the surrounding cars. Besides, it wasn’t as if they could speed away once he had her. All he could do was watch as she finished the turn and disappeared.

      To add to the frustration, it seemed to take a year for their taxi to reach the same corner. When they finally came around it, Nate scanned the cars ahead, certain that Dehler was long gone, but traffic wasn’t much better here than on the highway, and he spotted her on the other side of the next intersection.

      Unfortunately, the light was turning yellow, and the taxi was too far away to cross the intersection before the light went red. Traffic on Dehler’s side started moving again a good thirty seconds before Nate’s side was given the green. Now there were ten cars between them, and Dehler’s section was beginning to travel at a more normal pace.

      For the first time, Dylan turned on the taxi’s navigation map, and alternated looking between it and the road.

      “You don’t know this area?” Nate asked.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to let her shake us.” He pointed at the map. “She’s been heading west this whole time. I’ll bet everything that she’s going to work her way back to the A40 where it’s clear.”

      Nate studied the screen. “That makes sense.”

      “Glad you agree.” Dylan flicked on his blinker and edged into the center lane.

      “What are you doing?” Nate asked.

      “What you’d be paying me for, if, you know, you were paying me.”

      Nate was about to tell him to stay on Dehler when Ananke put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Trust him.”

      When they reached the next intersection, Dylan turned right.

      “Jar, she’s all yours again,” Nate said.

      “I have her.”

      Traffic moved a bit better on the new street, and the cab reached the next intersection in less than a minute. Dylan turned again. The road they were now on was not a major thoroughfare, but due to the problems on the A40, it was hosting more traffic than usual. Still, it felt like they were flying compared to their prior speed.

      “She is turning left,” Jar announced.

      “Left?” Nate said, surprised.

      “That is correct.”

      He looked at Dylan. “That’s not—”

      “Everything’s fine,” Dylan said.

      “She’s going the other way!”

      A wry smile played across Dylan’s lips. “Is she now?”

      Three seconds later, Jar said, “She is turning right.”

      Dylan’s grin grew wider.

      Nate said, “That only means she’s heading south again, not that she’s—”

      “She is turning right again,” Jar reported.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but now she’s heading west,” Dylan said. “One-way streets, they’re a pain in the ass, but if you make enough turns they’ll get you where you want to go.”

      “What if she turns again?”

      Dylan sighed. “You’re really starting to kill my mood.”

      “Dylan,” Ananke said.

      “Sorry, sorry. If she turns again it’ll only be to get around something. You say she’s trying to get out of town. The fastest way from here would be to get on the M4 or the M40. Both are to the west. It would take her twice as long at least to get anywhere else.”

      “You’re pretty sure of yourself.”

      Dylan glanced at him. “You’re a cleaner, right? That’s what Ananke said.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I haven’t the slightest idea how to properly get rid of a body, but I’m guessing you do without even thinking about it. Driving’s no different for me. I know what people think when they’re behind the wheel. I know their patterns. I know what route they’ll choose depending on the situation. So relax, everything’s fine.”

      After a moment, Nate leaned back in his seat, but he couldn’t relax. Silently, he watched Dylan weave them through the city and eventually turn westbound onto a major road about half a kilometer south of the A40.

      “Jar, dear,” Dylan said. “Would you mind letting us know where Miss Dehler is at the moment?”

      “Forty meters in front of you.”

      Acting shocked, Dylan said. “Do you mean she’s on this road?”

      “That is correct. And my name is not Jardear. It is Jar.”

      “That, it is. My apologies.” He smiled at Nate.

      They drove in silence for a few minutes before a click on the comm was followed by, “Nate, it’s Quinn.”

      “Go for Nate.”

      “We are en route to your position. Jar tells us we’re about seven minutes behind you.”

      “Avoid the A40.”

      “We have. What’s your situation?”

      “We have eyes on Dehler.”

      “Good. Do you have a plan?”

      “Make our move when she stops.”

      “And when do you think that will be?”

      “How the hell should I know?” Nate said, his anger leaking out of the box he’d been trying to keep it in. “If you prefer, we can force her off the road. I’m sure that’ll make great entertainment for everyone driving by.”

      “That’s not what I—” Quinn paused. “We’ll check in when we’re closer. Quinn out.”

      “Copy,” Nate said through clenched teeth.

      “What was that all about?” Ananke asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “Are you two having a spat?”

      “I said it was nothing.”

      “Okay, it was nothing.” She was quiet for a moment. “You do know you both sounded ridiculous.”

      Nate looked over his shoulder. “Ananke!”

      “Sorry.” She mimed zipping her mouth shut.
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* * *

      DEHLER FELT ALMOST euphoric to be moving again. Granted, she now had to deal with traffic lights every few blocks, but she was certain she was making better progress than if she’d stayed on the highway.

      She checked her fuel gauge—down to a quarter tank. She’d have to fill up somewhere in the next hour, but she wanted to get London behind her before she even thought about stopping.

      She glanced in her rearview mirror again. Cars and taxis and trucks and...

      That’s odd.

      There was a taxi several cars back that had someone riding up front in the passenger seat. The only time she’d seen that before was earlier this evening when she was on the A40. Now that this one had caught her attention, she thought the driver looked almost the same as the one in the other vehicle.

      She rubbed her eyes. It had been a long day, and the strain of driving in traffic at night hadn’t helped. She looked again, but the taxi was too far back for her to know for sure. The driver could be the same guy, or he could as easily be almost any other youngish man with dark hair. Whatever the case, the similarity wasn’t helping her calm down. The only way to do that would be to determine whether or not the men in the vehicle were a problem.

      She eased up on the gas pedal.
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* * *

      “SOMETHING’S UP,” DYLAN said. “She just cut her speed by a few kilometers an hour for no reason.”

      “Is she on her phone?” Nate asked.

      “Can’t tell.”

      Dylan slowed to match Dehler’s pace, and started counting off seconds. When he hit twenty, he suspected the reduced speed was due to something more than a phone call. A few seconds later, when she was no longer four cars in front of them but three, he knew for sure.

      He took the next turn.

      “Did she see us?” Nate asked.

      “Don’t know, but something caught her attention. Jar, what’s Dehler doing now?”

      “Does not seem to be any change,” Jar said.

      Dylan clicked his tongue off the top of his mouth. He could be overreacting, but he didn’t think so. “We should stay out of her sight. Jar, we’re going to need your help again.”

      “Copy.”
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* * *

      DEHLER’S GAZE FLICKED to the mirror, and froze.

      The taxi was gone.

      She searched to see if it’d switched lanes or fallen back, but no, it wasn’t on the road anywhere.

      It must have turned down the street they’d just passed. Had the driver realized she was trying to get a better look at him? Or had he simply reached the turnoff for his destination? All these unanswered questions were making her head throb.

      She sped up until she matched the flow of traffic again, her gaze switching back and forth from the road to the mirror in case the taxi reappeared. It didn’t.

      It’s okay. Concentrate on getting out of the city and taking things one step at a time.

      She loosened her grip on the steering wheel.

      One step at a time.
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* * *

      WITH THE KASSAB matter closed, both Jar and Rosario focused on the Dehler situation.

      They guided first Dylan and then Quinn into the traffic behind Dehler, instructing them when they needed to make a change to remain out of Dehler’s view. As Dylan had predicted, once Dehler passed the backup on the A40, she made her way back, and soon all three vehicles were speeding west out of the city. The situation remained unchanged until Dehler was a kilometer from the transition to the M40.

      “She’s switching to the left lane,” Jar said.

      “Copy,” Dylan said. “Hey, we just passed a sign for Beaconsfield. Do you think she’s getting off?”

      “No turn signal yet, but she is slowing.”

      “If she does get off,” Rosario said, “there are a few hotels in town, and a service station right after the exit.”

      “Good to know,” Dylan said. “Thanks.”

      Five seconds later, a light started blinking on the front left corner of Dehler’s car.
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* * *

      DEHLER’S FUEL GAUGE was hovering right above empty. If she hadn’t been stuck in all that damn traffic, she could have probably squeezed out another hour of driving, but at some point she would have to stop. At least she was well out of the city now.

      She took the Beaconsfield exit and followed the SERVICES sign to a Shell station that catered to passenger vehicles and cargo trucks. She pulled up to the pumps, started the petrol flowing, and used the wait to consult a map on her phone.

      The essence of her plan to this point had been no more than a vague notion of hitting a city where she could catch a flight to somewhere that wasn’t the UK. Birmingham was another hour and a half ahead of her, and it had an international airport. If things didn’t look good when she got there, she could continue on to Manchester or Liverpool. More planes there.

      And ferries to Ireland.

      She cocked her head. A boat might be the smartest choice of all. Have to give that some thought.

      Once the tank was topped off, she climbed back in her car and drove to one of the parking spots near the main building, so she could use the toilet before getting back on the road.
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* * *

      QUINN WATCHED DEHLER through his binoculars as she pumped petrol. His sedan and Nate’s taxi were parked side by side in the darkness just beyond the station.

      “We’re not letting her back on the highway,” Quinn said.

      “Agreed,” Nate responded.

      “When she starts to leave, swing around so you’re in front of her. We’ll get behind, and then we’ll hit her from both ends.”

      “She’ll run,” Nate said.

      “If she can outrun all eight of us, she deserves to get away.”

      No response.

      “Looks like she’s finished,” Orlando said.

      At the station, Dehler placed the nozzle back on the pump. As she climbed into the front seat, Quinn said, “Here we go.”

      Dylan backed the taxi away and turned so that it was on the road, waiting. Keeping his foot on the brake, Quinn dropped the sedan into drive.

      “Hold on,” Orlando said. “She’s not leaving.”

      “What do you mean?” Nate asked. His new position didn’t allow him a good view of the station.

      Quinn, however, had a front-row seat as Dehler drove across the lot and pulled into one of the spots by the central building. “She’s going inside,” he said as she got out and walked toward the main door.

      “Suggestion,” Ananke said. “How about one of us also go in? There might be a chance to grab her.”

      “She’d take off the moment she saw us,” Nate said.

      “Saw you, maybe. But she doesn’t know me or Liesel.”

      “If she’s able to get to her car and leave before you get back to us, we can’t wait for you,” Quinn said.

      “I didn’t say you should.”

      “It might be worth a shot,” Orlando said.

      Quinn frowned, but knew she was right. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      “You take the fun out of every situation, don’t you?” Ananke asked.
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* * *

      ANANKE AND LIESEL exited the cab and hurried over to the station.

      Upon stepping inside, they split up. With a few minor differences, the interior of the market looked the same as those in large Shell stations back in the States. Rows of prepackaged food, coolers of drinks, and shelves of other items designed with life on the road in mind.

      Ananke scanned for Dehler but didn’t see her anywhere. Her shared glances with Liesel confirmed her friend had also come up empty. That left two possibilities. Either the woman had walked out another door and was already gone, or she was using the toilets.

      Ananke nodded at the restroom sign, and both women worked their way there. Ananke entered first with Liesel a few steps behind her. There were several stalls, one of which was in use. The only person in the common area was an older woman who’d just finished up at one of the sinks and was walking out.

      As soon as the woman was gone, Ananke angled herself to check under the closed stall door. Definitely occupied.

      After motioning to Liesel to move next to the hand dryer so she could cover the exit, Ananke stepped over to the sinks.

      And they then waited for the flush of a toilet.
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* * *

      THE MORE DEHLER thought about it, the more she liked the idea of a boat. It would be unexpected.

      She could then catch a flight in Dublin to somewhere like Malta or the Canary Islands. From either, it would be a simple skip over to Africa, where she could disappear for years. That was much better than her Bulgarian cabin plan.

      She stood, refastened her pants, and flushed the toilet.

      She was starting to feel like she might soon see the light at the end of the long, dark tunnel she’d been trapped in. About time.

      When she opened the stall door, she saw a tall African woman at the sinks, and another woman with her back to Dehler at the hand dryers. The woman washing her hands glanced at her in the mirror and went back to what she was doing, while the other woman didn’t react at all. By all appearances, they were two travelers, refreshing themselves before hitting the road again.

      But there was something about them that caused Dehler to slow as she walked toward the sinks. Both women were incredibly fit, and not only in the way most fit people were. These women’s muscles were toned for hard use, like their daily lives depended on it. If only one of them had been like that, not a big deal. But two had Dehler’s internal threat radar pinging so loudly that she decided to skip washing her hands.

      Not wanting to telegraph her intentions, she kept walking toward the sinks, her expression tired and bored. Then, when she reached the point closest to the exit, she shot toward it.

      She almost made it, but the reaction of the woman at the dryers was just as fast as Dehler’s. The woman slammed backward, sending Dehler crashing into the wall that separated the sinks from the exit area.

      Dehler twisted away and reached for the door as her attacker spun around to grab her. She heard a pop behind her, and then the whoosh of something flying over her shoulder. When the object slammed into the door, she saw it was a dart, no doubt filled with some kind of liquid sleep.

      Dehler wrenched the door open just as the dryer woman clamped down on her shoulder, but Dehler was able to shake the hand off by ducking and twisting, then dashing into the store.

      She raced between the shelves of food, jerking side to side to not present an easy target. Even then, she expected a dart to slam into her back, and was surprised when she made it to the door without being hit.

      As she rushed outside, she glanced over her shoulder and saw the two women moving through the store, though not running like she had been. Obviously, they did not want to cause a scene.

      Having no such worries herself, she ran toward her car. All she had to do was get inside before the women got there and she could get away. But as she was yanking the door open, she heard the roar of an engine heading her way. She glanced at the access road leading away from the service station and saw a taxi racing toward her.

      A taxi with two people in front.

      Her car no longer an option, she ran toward the woods behind the station.
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* * *

      WHEN ANANKE HEARD the stall opening, she looked into the mirror, as one would. The moment she confirmed it was Dehler, she moved her eyes away and continued washing her hands.

      She could still see Dehler’s reflection at the top of her vision, and tracked the woman as she approached the sinks. Ananke’s plan was to wait until Dehler started washing her hands before she put a dart in the woman’s side.

      Easy-peasy.

      Only things didn’t go so easy-peasy.

      Dehler, displaying no indication beforehand that anything was wrong, suddenly bolted for the restroom exit. By the time Ananke had her tranq gun out and turned to follow, Liesel had smashed the woman into the wall. Unfortunately, Liesel’s reaction had been a second too late, and Dehler had been able to stay on her feet.

      Ananke fired a shot at the woman’s shoulder. As a trained assassin, her aim was true. It was the target who screwed things up by leaning forward to grab the door, allowing the dart to sail harmlessly past her.

      Before Ananke could get off another shot, Dehler was out of the room and into the store.

      Ananke switched on her mic. “She’s heading outside. In a hurry.”

      “What happened?” Quinn asked.

      Ananke ignored the question as she and Liesel hurried into the store. Dehler was almost to the exit. Ananke wanted to run, but that would go against the whole plan to keep things as quiet as possible, so she and Liesel settled for walking at a fast pace.

      “She’s outside,” Ananke said. “We could really use some help!”

      She and Liesel left the store as Dehler reached her vehicle. From off to the left, the taxi was speeding toward the service station, and right behind it the sedan with Quinn and the others.

      Dehler had seen them, too, and must have realized it was impossible to get away in her car, because she sprinted down the front of the station and disappeared around the side.

      Ananke and Liesel took off after her.
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* * *

      “GO AROUND! GO around!” Nate said.

      “Yeah, I know,” Dylan replied as the taxi sped through the station. When they reached the end of the building, he turned around it.

      At the far reaches of their lights they could see Ananke and Liesel running toward a grove of trees.

      Over the comm, Orlando said, “Jar, Dehler’s in the woods southeast of the station. What’s that area look like?”

      Dylan slammed on the brakes as the cab approached the end of the asphalt. Before the vehicle came to a full stop, Nate was out the door and running. The women had passed into the woods so he aimed for the last spot he’d seen them. Behind him, he heard more doors opening and knew the others were on foot now, too.

      “There are several acres of trees,” Jar said. “After, farm fields to the east and the south. She is headed south now. If she keeps that way, after she goes through the fields, she will reach more woods that are at least three kilometers deep.”

      “Copy,” Orlando said.

      Nate flew across the uneven ground until he was among the trees, where he paused only long enough to pick up the sound of pounding feet ahead. After turning on his phone’s flashlight, he started running again.

      “Jar, can you get a fix on Ananke’s position?” Orlando asked.

      “I have it,” Rosario said. “She is about eighty meters from you and sixty from Nate. Nate, you need to veer a little to your right.”

      Nate clicked his mic and did as instructed.

      Each time his foot hit the ground, he felt another surge of adrenaline. They were in the endgame now. Liz’s killer was not going to get away this time.

      “Ananke is approaching the south end of the woods,” Jar reported. “After that are a couple of fields separated by a smaller area of trees, and then the big woods.”

      “We can’t let her get that far,” Nate said. “Ananke, do you still have her in sight?”

      “Yeah,” Ananke said. “Right ahead of us.”

      Nate dug deep, ratcheting up his speed. Soon, he saw Ananke and Liesel, and a few seconds after that he blew by them.

      Ahead, he spotted Dehler’s silhouette. She was halfway across the first field. He shot out from the trees, closing the gap between them with every stride, and by the time she entered the small copse of trees at the other side, he was only a few meters behind her.

      She glanced over her shoulder, panic in her eyes. She increased her speed, but Nate matched her pace.

      The moment he knew he was close enough, he launched himself at her. She sensed something was up and tried to move to the side, but he smacked into the small of her back and tackled her to the ground.

      She tried to roll out from under him, but he pinned her down and pulled out his gun. Not the dart gun. He’d left that in the taxi. In his hand was a fully loaded, suppressor-enhanced SIG SAUER P226.

      “What the hell is wrong with you people? Why won’t you leave me alone?”

      “You’re not that stupid. You know why.”

      “Jesus, it was just a job! I’m sorry Quinn’s sister got—”

      “Shut up!”

      The woman persisted. “Goddammit, it was just a job!”

      “You think I care? The only thing that matters to me is that you killed Liz.”

      Dehler looked at him, confused, for a second. Then she closed her eyes and groaned. “Oh, shit, you had feelings for her, didn’t you? I’m sorry she’s dead, okay? But she shouldn’t have been—”

      Nate pressed the gun against her forehead. “Not okay.”
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* * *

      QUINN AND ORLANDO ran through the woods with Daeng, Monica, and Dylan right behind them. When they reached the field, it was empty.

      “Jar, which way did they go?” Orlando asked.

      “Stay on a straight line and that will take you right to them.”

      Quinn sprinted into the clearing, thoughts whirling in his mind, vying for his attention. He’d known catching Dehler wouldn’t bring Liz back, but he couldn’t just let the woman go. Now that he was so close, he realized how empty his quest had been. Yes, Dehler needed to pay for what she’d done, but whatever that price was, it would not do anything to lessen Quinn’s grief.

      As they moved back amongst the trees, Quinn could hear a woman’s voice saying, “Goddammit, it was just a job!”

      “You think I care? The only thing that matters to me is that you killed Liz.” Nate, pure hatred dripping from his voice.

      Four more steps, and Quinn found Nate straddled across Dehler on the ground. Standing nearby were Ananke and Liesel, looking unsure what to do.

      “Oh, shit,” Dehler was saying, “you had feelings for her, didn’t you? I’m sorry she’s dead, okay? But she shouldn’t have been—”

      “Not okay,” Nate said, and then jammed his gun against her head.

      “Nate!” Orlando said.

      Nate made no sign he’d heard her.

      Quinn knew Nate was about to pull the trigger, and part of him wished his partner would. But instead, he said, “Nate, don’t.”

      For a second, it seemed as if Nate had not heard this, either, but then he turned, his eyes blazing with anger and revenge, his chest heaving with each furious breath. As he looked at Quinn, though, he began to calm. Finally he said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t want her to get away again, and wasn’t thinking. Here.” He handed the gun to Quinn and stood up. “Liz was your sister.”

      Clearly, Nate expected Quinn to take his place as Dehler’s executioner. Quinn fought through the urge to do just that and handed the gun to Orlando. “No.”

      Nate furrowed his brow. “No? What do you mean no?”

      “I mean, it’s not our place.”
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* * *

      DEHLER COULD BARELY believe what she was hearing. Quinn—it was Quinn, she recognized him the moment he arrived—was giving her a reprieve.

      She wasn’t going to die in the middle of the English countryside after all. In fact, it sounded like she had a very good chance of walking out of here a free woman.

      “Not our place?” the hothead said. “She killed Liz. Your sister! If it’s not our place, then whose is it?”

      Knowing the guy was still a problem, Dehler said to Quinn, “You understand, don’t you? I was just doing a job, that’s all. Just like you all do.”

      Quinn glared at her. “We don’t all work for terrorists.”

      “Come on,” she said. “We all have dubious clients now and then. A terrorist one day is a freedom fighter the next.”

      His expression turned to one of disbelief. “Are you saying Hammad Kassab is a freedom fighter?”

      Before Dehler could respond, the woman next to Quinn—Orlando?—said, “It would be a good idea if you shut up now.”

      Dehler ignored her. “I am just saying, things happen sometimes that—”

      The weapon was in Quinn’s hand so fast, Dehler barely had time to register it before something hit her in the shoulder. Not a bullet, but more like a…

      The thought went unfinished as her world went dark.
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* * *

      QUINN LOWERED THE tranq gun.

      “We’re just going to put her to sleep for a while, is that it?” Nate asked. “Then what? Let her go on her merry way?”

      “Nate,” Orlando said, “you’re not thinking straight. This has been a very—”

      “I’m not thinking straight?” He pointed at Dehler. “She killed Liz. She should pay for that with her own life. What’s not straight about that?”

      “We can’t,” Quinn said. He could not fault Nate’s logic, but his own bloodlust was gone.

      Nate stared at him, his mouth agape. “You’re serious. Why the hell were we looking for her if we were going to just let her off?” He took an angry breath. “Forget it. Just give me the gun. I’ll do it.”

      He stepped toward Orlando, reaching for the weapon, but Quinn moved in between them.

      “Nate, stop,” Quinn said.

      Nate got right in his face. “Let me have the gun!”

      “Killing Dehler isn’t going to solve anything. She’ll pay, I promise you.”

      Nate took a step back and laughed. “That’s supposed to make me feel better? I’m supposed to be fine with the fact that she’s going to keep on breathing while Liz rots away. Is that it?” He looked down at the unconscious Dehler, and back at Quinn. “Is this your final decision?”

      “It is.”

      Nate nodded to himself. Then, speaking as if every word had to be pulled from his throat, he said, “Thank you for all you’ve done for me. My stuff will be out of your house by the end of the week.” He turned and started walking away.

      “Nate, don’t do that,” Orlando said.

      He looked back at her and, for a moment, seemed as if he was going to say something, but then he resumed walking toward the service station.

      “I’ll talk to him,” Daeng said, and started to follow.

      “No,” Quinn told him. “He needs time. He’ll figure it out eventually.”

      Daeng looked like he wasn’t sure that was true, but he stayed.

      A thick silence enveloped them until Ananke looked down at Dehler and said, “So, what are we going to do with her?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      HAVING CHEATED HELEN Cho out of capturing Hammad Kassab and the Halabi brothers, Quinn and Orlando threw her a bone by getting ahold of her hunter, Terrance Long—who was in Germany still trying to locate Dehler—and turning Liz’s killer over to him.

      They had no idea what Helen would do with her, but seeing as how Dehler had nearly wrecked the Dima mission and killed several of Helen’s operatives in the process, it was hard to believe the fixer would see the light of day ever again.

      Annabel Taplin, on the other hand, was thrilled with the bounty they’d given her. And Quinn and Orlando fully expected her to be occupying a much larger office in the Wright Bains building the next time they were in town.

      One last meeting was held with everyone who had helped with the operation—except for Nate, of course. Thanks were given all around, and those who hadn’t been present at the end were told how things went down. The mood was more somber than one would expect for the results they’d achieved. Quinn and Orlando promised to be there for any of them if personal needs arose, and then everyone was released.

      “I can’t tell you how glad I am you and your friends were able to join us,” Quinn told Ananke after most of the others had left.

      “We were happy to help. I’m just sorry that things with Nate…”

      “It’ll be fine,” Orlando said. “It’ll do him good to get some space.”

      “I’m sure it will.” Like Daeng the night before, Ananke didn’t look convinced. “If you need us for anything else, let me know.”

      “You have your next job lined up?” he asked.

      “Maybe.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “That’s vague.”

      “I’m in a kind of vague situation.”

      He waited for her to say more, but it was obviously not something she could talk about. “If you ever need us, you let Orlando and me know.”

      “Thank you.”

      The last of the good-byes they saved for Daeng, Jar, and Kiet.

      “I have a few things to take care of in Bangkok,” Daeng said, “but I should be back in the States in a couple of weeks.”

      “Sounds good,” Orlando said.

      “We’ll let you know if any work comes up,” Quinn said.

      “Cool. And I’ll let you know if I hear from Nate,” Daeng told them.

      “Sorry about your nose,” Quinn said to Kiet.

      Kiet’s nose was encased in a bandage, and bruises circled his eyes. “I have experienced worse.”

      “Thank you for your help.”

      Quinn and Orlando shook hands with him, and then Orlando turned to Jar.

      “You were fantastic.”

      “Thank you. I tried to do my best,” the girl said.

      “Would you be interested in more work?”

      “More?”

      “Sometimes jobs come up where we could use help like yours.”

      “I will have to talk to Christine,” Jar said, meaning her boss back in Thailand. Without changing expression, she added, “I would be interested, very much. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Orlando put her arms around Jar. For a moment, it looked as if Jar didn’t know what to do, but she eventually put her arms around Orlando, too. When they parted, she looked relieved, so when Quinn’s turn came, instead of hugging her, he opted for a handshake.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      “You are welcome.” Jar hesitated. “May I ask a question?”

      “Of course.”

      “Do you regret not killing her?”

      He blinked, then answered truthfully, “I’ll regret it for the rest of my life, but I wouldn’t do anything differently.”
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* * *

      IT WAS A warm morning in early May when she heard the car drive up. But vehicles had been coming and going every day since her arrival at the ranch, so she paid it little attention and continued writing her thoughts in her new journal.

      So much had happened in the past few months—in the past several years, really. She knew what she was writing down did not adequately capture the fears and emotions and struggles she had experienced, but what made it onto paper did ease the stress that had gripped her for so long.

      Creaking boards in the other room. One of her hosts, no doubt, on a scheduled security check.

      The ranch was a definite upgrade from the room she’d been kept in. There were even horses she was allowed to ride. And the staff, specifically those not directly involved in the security aspect of the facility, was kind and welcoming.

      “Dima?”

      She thought the voice was in her head. Something her memories had stirred up.

      A creak and then again, “Dima?”

      She froze, not wanting to turn. Not wanting to see that the voice belonged to someone else.

      “Dima, it’s me.”

      She couldn’t stop herself from turning her head this time. The second she saw it was indeed her sister, Noor, standing in the doorway, she jumped from her chair and shot across the room.

      They hugged more tightly than two people had ever hugged, tears pouring from their eyes.

      “I didn’t think I’d see…I didn’t know…” Every time Dima tried to finish a sentence, a wave of emotion would silence her.

      After what must have been a lifetime, the sobbing subsided, and the sisters ever so slowly relaxed their hold on each other.

      Faces only inches apart, Noor said, “I’m here now. Everything’s all right.”

      A rogue sob, a smile, and then, “But for how long?”

      “Forever, if you want.”

      “You don’t need to go back?”

      “No.”

      Dima’s relief was immeasurable, yet there was still some fear that refused to leave. “Will they use what you told them?”

      Noor stroked Dima’s face. “They don’t need to. Our uncle and our former husbands have been captured and will never be free again.”

      Dima stared at her. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.”

      Dima looked deep in her sister’s eyes, unable to believe Noor’s words, but all she could see was truth.

      It was over.

      She cried again, finally releasing the last of her anxiety. Resting her head on her sister’s shoulder, she mouthed a prayer of thanks for Quinn and Orlando and Nate and Daeng and anyone else who helped them.

      For she knew they were responsible for giving her and Noor their lives back.
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* * *

      QUINN AND ORLANDO flew home to San Francisco the day after Dehler was captured. The kids were happy to see them, of course. Mr. and Mrs. Vo, the elderly couple who helped care for Garrett and Claire, reported there had been no real problems while they were gone, though Garrett was still more withdrawn than usual. But that was to be expected after his and Claire’s kidnapping ordeal.

      Quinn waited two weeks before he flew down to Los Angeles. He wasn’t sure if Nate would talk to him, but he knew he should try to break through the wall between them. He rented a car at LAX and drove to his house in the Hollywood Hills. Since Quinn had moved in with Orlando in San Francisco, Nate had been living there.

      Quinn punched in the code that opened the gate and drove onto the circular driveway. He disarmed the alarm from outside and let himself in.

      The house was dead quiet.

      He went downstairs to the room Nate had been using. The bed was made, the dresser was empty, and there were no clothes in the closet.

      Quinn had avoided checking the home’s security cameras when he was in San Francisco, so as not to interfere with Nate’s privacy, but he watched the playback now. Nate had been true to his word and cleared out the same day he had arrived back at the house.

      Quinn checked around the house for any note or forwarding information, but there was none.

      Not ready to give up, he spent the next few days trying to track down his former apprentice, going to Nate’s favorite restaurants, visiting the gym he used, and checking out the place Nate had lived before moving into Quinn’s house. There was no sign of him anywhere.

      “He’s gone,” Quinn told Orlando over the phone as he drove to the airport.

      “I can put out some feelers. Someone’s got to have seen him.”

      “Don’t,” Quinn said. “He wants to disappear so we should let him.”

      “Are you coming home?”

      “I’ll be there in a few hours.”

      “Good,” she said. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “He’ll come back.”

      “Yeah,” Quinn said.

      But he wasn’t sure he believed that.
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        And if you’d like to read more about

        Ananke, Liesel, Rosario, and Dylan, check out

        THE EXCOMS

        the first book in The Excoms thriller series.

        Book two will be out in fall 2017!

        

        For updates on new work, sign up for my newsletter here.
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