
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter One

          


          Fifteen Years Ago

        

      

    


    
      
        
          HON­OLULU, HAWAII

        

      


      “He’s get­ting out of his car,” Peyton whispered over the comm. He was sta­tioned in front of the Royal Hawaiian Hotel, play­ing the part of a tour­ist wait­ing for his fam­ily to join him. “Same two body­guards as be­fore. They’re ap­proach­ing the door now.”


      “Kells?” Jacko said from in­side the hotel suite cab­inet where he was hid­ing, seven floors up.


      “In po­s­i­tion,” Kells said. She was sit­ting in a chair in the hotel’s lobby.


      “See them?” Peyton asked.


      A few seconds later, Kells said, “Got ’em. They’re passing re­cep­tion…. Hold on. Stop­ping.”


      The ra­dio fell si­lent.


      “What’s hap­pen­ing?” Jacko asked.


      “They’re talk­ing,” Kells replied.


      “Can you hear them?”


      “No. Not close enough…. Okay, one of the body­guards is walk­ing over to the re­cep­tion desk. The other one and the tar­get are head­ing to the el­ev­at­ors. What do you want me to do?”


      Jacko said, “El­ev­ator.”


      “Copy.”


      “Peyton, re­pos­i­tion to the lobby and keep an eye on the body­guard.”


      “Copy.”


      Jacko could hear move­ment over the comm, then from Kells, a nearly in­aud­ible “Al­most there.”


      Fif­teen seconds of si­lence were fol­lowed by a ding and the sound of el­ev­ator doors slid­ing open. Move­ment again.


      “Floor?” a low male voice asked.


      “Nine, please,” Kells said. “Thank you.”


      Jacko heard the el­ev­ator doors close again, fol­lowed by the car be­gin­ning its as­cent.


      “On hol­i­day or busi­ness?” an­other male voice asked, this one not as deep, with a slight, east­ern European ac­cent. Jacko re­cog­nized it as be­long­ing to Jan Masiar, the tar­get.


      “Hol­i­day,” Kells said. “Just ar­rived this morn­ing.”


      “Is that right? From where?”


      “Seattle.”


      “Beau­ti­ful city. Trav­el­ing with fam­ily?” Masiar asked.


      “Three girl­friends, ac­tu­ally,” she said, act­ing like someone who never gave a second thought to per­sonal safety.


      “Well, that sounds like fun.”


      The bell dinged again.


      “I hope you en­joy your stay,” Masiar said. “Per­haps we will see each other again.”


      Kells said noth­ing, but Jacko had no doubt she gave Masiar an en­cour­aging smile.


      The sound of the doors open­ing, then move­ment, and the doors clos­ing again.


      “He’s on seven,” Kells said.


      “Nice job. I think he’d have taken you with him if you’d sug­ges­ted it.”


      “Gross.”


      “Peyton, up­date on the other body­guard?”


      “Still at the front desk,” Peyton said. “He’s talk­ing to a man­ager. I did a walk-by and it soun­ded like they were dis­cuss­ing the use of one of the meet­ing rooms.”


      “Copy.”


      Jan Masiar owned sev­eral man­u­fac­tur­ing plants in Slov­akia and was in Hon­olulu for an in­dustry con­ven­tion. It was only nat­ural he would need space for a meet­ing.


      Man­u­fac­tur­ing wasn’t his only busi­ness, how­ever. As a former gen­eral in the Slov­akian army, with strong ties to many still in power, he had de­veloped a very luc­rat­ive side busi­ness selling NATO secrets to Rus­sia. For the most part he played it smart by passing on low-level in­tel he un­doubtedly thought couldn’t be traced back to him. Ini­tially that was true.


      But suc­cess bred over­con­fid­ence, which had a funny way of breed­ing mis­takes. And one piece of in­tel­li­gence turned out to have great sig­ni­fic­ance. Its de­liv­ery to the Rus­si­ans res­ul­ted in the cap­ture and ex­e­cu­tion of three valu­able NATO in­form­ants in Mo­scow. A cov­ert but in­tense in­vest­ig­a­tion had been launched to find out how this had happened. In only a mat­ter of weeks, it’d led to the former gen­eral, and to the real­iz­a­tion that his trait­or­ous be­ha­vior had been go­ing on for a while. A ter­min­a­tion or­der was given, and Jacko and his team had been sent to carry it out.


      From bey­ond the cab­inet, Jacko heard the suite’s door open. He turned on his palm-sized mon­itor. It was wire­lessly con­nec­ted to a cam­era he had hid­den on the wall by the win­dows. The lens provided a view of the front door and most of the main room.


      He watched as the body­guard entered, a gun now in his hand, while Masiar stayed in the pub­lic cor­ridor. The guard made his way through the room, check­ing be­hind fur­niture and cur­tains. When he star­ted to open cab­in­ets, Jacko couldn’t help but tense a little. The doors he was hid­ing be­hind were the fourth set the man opened, but as Jacko knew would be the case, the man did not see him.


      That morn­ing, Masiar had re­ceived a “gift” of two dozen high-end bottles of whis­key and tequila and rum, from the vice pres­id­ent of a com­pany he had met at the con­fer­ence who wanted to do busi­ness with him. The VP had been Jacko, and Peyton had been the hotel bell­hop who had brought up the li­quor.


      When Peyton had sug­ges­ted stash­ing the lot in the cab­in­ets near the bar, Masiar had agreed. Each bottle was pack­aged in­side a box, and they formed a per­fect wall be­hind which Jacko could hide. If Masiar had said no to the cab­in­ets or re­fused the de­liv­ery al­to­gether, the team would have had to go with a less de­sir­able op­tion, which was a non­is­sue now.


      The body­guard went into the bed­room, where he stayed for nearly two minutes. When he re­appeared, he walked calmly to­ward the main door, his gun back in his shoulder hol­ster.


      “All clear,” he said and ex­ited the suite.


      Masiar entered and shut the door. Alone now, at least in his mind, he tossed his suit jacket on the couch and walked over to the bar, only a meter from the cab­inet where Jacko was. Masiar poured him­self a whis­key neat, from one of the three bottles Peyton had con­veni­ently left on the counter.


      He walked over and sat on the couch, drink in hand. After tak­ing a sip, he turned on the TV and flipped through chan­nels, fi­nally set­tling on CNN.


      “Body­guard’s on the move again,” Peyton re­por­ted from the lobby. “Looks like he’s head­ing up­stairs.”


      Jacko clicked his mic once in ac­know­ledg­ment.


      Three minutes later, there was a knock at the door.


      Not mov­ing from his seat, Masiar yelled, “What?”


      A muffled re­sponse came from bey­ond the door. Jacko as­sumed it was a re­port on the dis­cus­sion with the hotel man­ager, but the body­guard’s voice was in­com­pre­hens­ible.


      “All right,” Masiar said. “That will be fine. One hour, then.”


      An­other an­swer, shorter this time.


      Masiar said noth­ing after the body­guard fin­ished speak­ing. He sipped his whis­key and watched TV un­til the drink was fin­ished. He then headed into the bed­room, un­but­ton­ing his shirt on the way.


      Jacko clicked his mi­cro­phone twice, paused, then twice again, sig­nal­ing it was show­time.


      He moved the boxes out of his way, opened the cab­inet door, and quietly crawled out. From the bed­room door­way, he could hear wa­ter run­ning from a faucet in the mas­ter bath­room. He peeked around the jamb and saw Masiar’s shirt ly­ing across the end of the bed.


      The wa­ter stopped.


      Jacko pulled back into the main room and pressed him­self against the wall, in case the tar­get reentered the bed­room. But then the shower came on.


      He smiled. This was the mo­ment he’d been wait­ing for.


      He slipped into the bed­room and shut the door, to re­duce the chances of any un­usual sounds reach­ing the guards out­side the suite. He pulled a pill­box out of his pocket and re­moved the cap­sule. With his gun in one gloved hand and the cap­sule in the other, he ap­proached the bath­room. From the splats of wa­ter hit­ting the floor, he knew Masiar was in­deed in the shower.


      Jacko had re­conned the bath­room when he first ar­rived. It was a large space, with a stan­dalone tub at the far end and a long counter with dual sinks to the left of the door­way. A pri­vacy wall pro­truded from the en­trance on the right side, pre­vent­ing any­one from see­ing dir­ectly into the shower.


      Jacko moved along this wall and peered around the end at the double-wide glass shower.


      Masiar stood in the middle of the stream, face tilted up, eyes closed. Every few seconds he ran his hands over his head, squee­gee­ing wa­ter onto his back. Next came a round of lath­er­ing, fol­lowed by an­other rinse. After an­other minute of just stand­ing un­der the shower­head, Masiar turned off the wa­ter.


      As soon as the tar­get opened the door, Jacko swung around the wall, his gun poin­ted at Masiar’s face. “Not a sound. Nod if you un­der­stand.”


      Masiar froze, his eyes wide.


      “Nod if you un­der­stand,” Jacko re­peated.


      Masiar nod­ded.


      “Good. Now turn around.”


      “What do you want?”


      Usu­ally Jacko wouldn’t have hes­it­ated to smack a guy with the bar­rel of his gun for not fol­low­ing dir­ec­tions, but one of the con­di­tions of the mis­sion was to avoid any ob­vi­ous body marks. So, he chose in­stead to stick the gun in the man’s face. “Do it.”


      As soon as Masiar turned, Jacko smashed the cap­sule against the base of the man’s neck, dir­ectly over his spinal cord. The shell broke and the gel-like li­quid in­side flowed onto the man’s skin, where it would be quickly ab­sorbed.


      Masiar jerked and tried to reach around for the spot.


      Jacko slapped the man’s hand away. “Don’t.”


      Ap­par­ently, not all of the old sol­dier had left Masiar. He whirled around and grabbed for Jacko’s gun. Jacko yanked the pis­tol back and shoved the older man in the chest with his free hand.


      Masiar stumbled back­ward into the shower and slipped on the wet tiles. His legs flew out from un­der him and down he went, whack­ing his head against the back wall and land­ing with a thud.


      Jacko tensed, ready for the son of a bitch to jump back up, but Masiar re­mained on the floor, un­mov­ing. Jacko kicked the man’s foot, think­ing he might be fak­ing, but the tar­get’s leg moved without res­ist­ance.


      Jacko took a step into the shower and saw blood pool­ing un­der Masiar’s head, some of it flow­ing to­ward the drain.


      He checked the man’s pulse.


      There was none.


      “Well, shit.”


      The tar­get had gone and killed him­self a full minute be­fore the drug would have done the job. And in a messier fash­ion, too.


      He stared at the body.


      The gel would have ter­min­ated Masiar without leav­ing a trace, and after the cleaner set the scene, even the body­guards would have been fooled into be­liev­ing the tar­get had died of nat­ural causes.


      But maybe the way things had worked out wasn’t so bad. People died in showers all the time, didn’t they?


      Yeah. Yeah, they did.


      This would work. Bo­nus: the cleaner wouldn’t have that much to do now.


      Speak­ing of.


      Jacko clicked on his mic. “Jacko for Dur­rie.”


      “Go for Dur­rie,” the cleaner replied.


      “Tar­get down. I’m ready for you.”
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      Dur­rie looked over at An­gel Or­tega. “Hit it.”


      Or­tega turned on the elec­tric mo­tor and lowered the win­dow-washer scaf­fold two stor­ies to the sev­enth floor, out­side the suite Masiar was rent­ing. Spe­cific­ally, to the win­dows of the suite’s bed­room.


      Dur­rie and Or­tega raised the screen they’d rigged to the side of the scaf­fold op­pos­ite the build­ing, con­ceal­ing what they were about to do from the view of any­one on the ground or in the sur­round­ing struc­tures.


      “In po­s­i­tion,” Dur­rie said as soon as the blind was up. “You ready?”


      In­side, the cur­tain pulled back, re­veal­ing Jacko, the ops leader.


      After a nod from Dur­rie, Or­tega at­tached two suc­tion-cupped glass handles to the pane, then placed a pre­meas­ured, ten-layer strip of cloth over the win­dowsill, an­chor­ing it with painter’s tape. From a spray bottle with a straw-dir­ec­ted out­let, he ap­plied a heat-ac­tiv­ated solvent to the rub­ber hold­ing the glass in place, all the way around the pane.


      No mat­ter how much of the work Dur­rie made Or­tega do, the kid never com­plained. Which was great, given that Dur­rie was sick of do­ing the crap work. He pre­ferred to fo­cus his ef­forts on more in­ter­est­ing things.


      When Or­tega had fin­ished with the spray, he picked up the acet­ylene torch. “Live fire,” he warned, and lit the device.


      “I got this,” Dur­rie said, reach­ing for the torch. This was more in­ter­est­ing. And be­sides, with Jacko watch­ing on the other side of the win­dow, he needed to do some­thing.


      While Dur­rie ran the flame over the treated rub­ber, Or­tega held on to the suc­tion handles. The solu­tion was fast act­ing, and as soon as the torch passed over a spot, the rub­ber un­der­neath in­stantly turned to li­quid that ran down the glass to the wait­ing cloth.


      After the cir­cuit was com­plete and the rub­ber was no longer do­ing its job, the glass rocked back and forth in the frame. It could not, how­ever, be pulled out just yet.


      Dur­rie took over hold­ing the glass, while Or­tega used an elec­tric screw­driver with a spe­cially de­signed bit to un­screw the metal frame. As each piece came free, he set it on the scaf­fold­ing.


      The trick­i­est part of the op­er­a­tion came after the last piece of metal was re­moved. Work­ing to­gether, Dur­rie and Or­tega very care­fully pulled the pane away from the build­ing and set it on the scaf­fold­ing.


      A quick in­spec­tion of the glass re­vealed no cracks or nicks, just streaks where the melted rub­ber had run down. Or­tega would deal with that.


      “You good?” Dur­rie asked.


      “Yes, sir,” Or­tega replied.


      That was an­other thing Dur­rie liked about Or­tega. Re­spect. That was how a num­ber two should al­ways act.


      Dur­rie picked up his duffel and stepped through the open win­dow into Masiar’s suite. He glanced around but the only other per­son in the room was Jacko. “Where’s the body?”


      “There’s been a slight…ad­just­ment to the plan,” Jacko said.


      “What the hell does that mean?”


      Jacko led him into the bath­room.


      There was the body, na­ked and sprawled in the shower, blood sur­round­ing the man’s head and much of his up­per torso.


      “Slight ad­just­ment?” Dur­rie said. “What happened to dy­ing in his sleep?”


      “He slipped right after I ap­plied the drug.”


      Dur­rie looked at Jacko, an eye­brow raised. “Slipped.”


      “I can’t help it if he was clumsy.”


      Dur­rie turned back to the body. “Was he at least alive long enough to ab­sorb the drug?”


      “I don’t think so. I wiped the back of his neck just in case.” He grabbed a plastic bag off the counter. In­side was one of the hotel’s hand tow­els. “You’ll want to get rid of this.”


      Dur­rie grunted and took the bag from him. “You ap­plied it to the base of the neck?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Nowhere else?”


      “Nowhere else.”


      Dur­rie would give the body an ex­tra wipe-down him­self, to make sure all ex­ter­ior traces of the drug were gone. The last thing they needed was for some ci­vil­ian to ac­ci­dently get some of it on his or her skin and die. Not that Dur­rie ac­tu­ally cared about a ran­dom ci­vil­ian, but he knew a com­plic­a­tion like that would blow back on him, even though he wasn’t the one who screwed things up.


      “So, I take it we’re just go­ing to leave him like this,” he said.


      Jacko shrugged. “It’s as good as dy­ing in bed.”


      “Awe­some,” Dur­rie replied without con­vic­tion.


      A cleaner was someone you called when you needed a body re­moved or staged. Sure, some ac­tual clean­ing was usu­ally in­volved, but that was al­ways in ser­vice of the large mis­sion. This job was shap­ing up to be only clean­ing.


      And that was bull­shit.


      Un­for­tu­nately, it was bull­shit Dur­rie couldn’t do any­thing about.


      He sighed. “Tell me where you’ve been.”


      Jacko showed him and Dur­rie got to work.


      With Masiar’s body­guards stand­ing out­side the suite’s en­trance, va­cu­um­ing for stray hairs and skin cells was out of the ques­tion. So Dur­rie stuck to clean­ing all sur­faces Jacko might have touched, start­ing with a full wipe-down of the in­side of the cab­inet the ops leader had been hid­ing in. Dur­rie then re­turned to the bed­room to deal with everything there, clos­ing the door be­hind him.


      It was the kind of work any new­bie, no mat­ter his spe­cialty, could have done. Dur­rie con­sidered switch­ing places with Or­tega, but then Dur­rie would have been stuck on the scaf­fold, mak­ing sure the glass didn’t plum­met to the ground. That was not his idea of a fun af­ter­noon.


      None of this was his idea of a fun af­ter­noon.


      Des­pite all his com­plain­ing, it took him only seven minutes to com­plete everything, in­clud­ing a second pass on the back of Masiar’s neck. Dur­rie handed his trash out to Or­tega, and, more out of habit than a de­sire to be thor­ough, made a fi­nal sweep of the bed­room and bath­room. As he was walk­ing back to the win­dow, he heard a noise from bey­ond the closed door to the other room, fol­lowed by someone say­ing, “Mr. Masiar?”


      Dur­rie sprin­ted to the win­dow.


      At the desk across the room, Jacko was in the middle of clon­ing the in­form­a­tion off of Masiar’s laptop onto a port­able drive. He looked over, sur­prised at Dur­rie’s sud­den move­ment. Be­fore Jacko could ques­tion it, the voice in the other room spoke again, much closer this time.


      “Mr. Masiar?”


      Out of the corner of his eye, Dur­rie saw Jacko jump up from the desk chair, but he couldn’t have cared less about the as­sas­sin. His fo­cus was on sav­ing his own ass. He slipped through the win­dow, pulled the cur­tain closed be­hind him, and said to Or­tega, “The glass, now!”


      “What about—”


      “The glass!”


      Or­tega grabbed the glass and star­ted put­ting it back into place. As he set the bot­tom edge into its groove, Jacko ducked around the cur­tain, then jammed his hands against the in­side frame to keep his mo­mentum from send­ing him straight into the glass.


      “What the hell?” he whispered. “Move it.”


      Or­tega pulled the glass back and Jacko climbed onto the scaf­fold. As soon as he was out of the way, Or­tega re­seated the glass, get­ting the fi­nal edge in place at the same mo­ment they heard the bed­room door open.


      “Hold it still,” Jacko whispered.


      Or­tega froze, his hands on the handles.


      Dur­rie headed to­ward the con­trols for the elec­tric mo­tor. “Screw that. We’ve got to get out of here.”


      “Don’t,” Jacko said, glar­ing at him.


      Dur­rie’s hand hovered over the start but­ton.


      “That’s an or­der,” Jacko hissed.


      Dur­rie hes­it­ated a mo­ment longer be­fore pulling his hand back. “Yes, sir.”


      “We don’t go any­where un­til you se­cure the win­dow.”


      Un­til this mo­ment, Dur­rie had thought of Jacko as just an­other an­noy­ing—but not fatally so—op­er­at­ive. Now, he saw the mis­sion leader for who he really was—yet an­other in a long line of people act­ively work­ing against Dur­rie’s in­terests, part of a grow­ing con­spir­acy to drive him out of the busi­ness or, quite pos­sibly, to see him dead.


      If Jacko wanted the win­dow sealed back up, then fine, Dur­rie would seal it up. But he wasn’t go­ing to be stu­pid about it. From his bag, he with­drew a steth­o­scope and placed the chest piece against the win­dow.


      He heard someone run into the room.


      “What is it?” a male voice said.


      “He’s dead,” a second replied. This voice came from closer to the bath­room and matched that of the per­son Dur­rie had heard call­ing for Masiar.


      “What? Dead?”


      “He’s in here.”


      Dur­rie heard the two men hurry into the bath­room.


      “Je­sus. What happened?”


      “It…it looks like he slipped.”


      “Did you check his pulse?”


      “Yeah.”


      In the si­lence that fol­lowed, Dur­rie ima­gined the two men ex­amin­ing the body.


      Fi­nally the first voice said, “This is way above our pay grade.”


      “Should we call Novak?”


      “Def­in­itely. Let’s close this place up. I don’t think we should touch any­thing un­til he de­cides what he wants us to do.”


      The men walked out of the bed­room and closed the door.


      Dur­rie pulled the steth­o­scope off the glass. “They’re gone.”


      While Or­tega held the pane in place, Dur­rie reat­tached the out­side frame, and filled the gap between the glass and the frame with a fast-dry­ing rub­ber com­pound sim­ilar in color to that used in the ori­ginal con­struc­tion.


      Dur­rie tested the rub­ber sev­eral times un­til he deemed it hard enough to hold the glass in place.


      “Pop them off,” he said to Or­tega.


      Or­tega re­moved the handles but kept them near the glass un­til he was sure the pane wouldn’t fall out. When it looked as though it would stay in place, he re­turned the handles to the bag.


      Dur­rie turned to Jacko. “Any­thing else you want to hang around here for, sir?”


      Jaw tens­ing, Jacko said, “Take us up.”


      Once they were on the roof, with no one to hear them, Jacko turned on Dur­rie, step­ping in close so that their chests were al­most touch­ing.


      “You want to ex­plain your­self?” he asked.


      “Ex­plain what?”


      “Why you were go­ing to leave me in there!”


      “It’s not my fault you were slow.”


      Dur­rie star­ted to turn away, but Jacko grabbed his arm and spun him back around. “If they had found me in there, the whole mis­sion would have been blown.”


      “Their in­terest was in the bath­room. You could have ducked un­der the bed un­til the body was taken away and hid­den there.”


      “Hide un­der the bed? That’s your re­sponse?”


      Dur­rie shrugged, pried Jacko’s hand off his arm, and walked over to Or­tega.


      Seeth­ing, Jacko said, “You and I are never work­ing to­gether again.”


      “Good. I’d rather work with someone who knew what they were do­ing any­way.”


      Jacko turned on his comm. “As­sembly point. Three minutes. We’re pulling out.” He walked to­ward the roof ac­cess door without look­ing back.


      Dur­rie said to Or­tega, “Good job down there.”


      “Thank you,” Or­tega said. He looked to­ward Jacko’s re­ced­ing back. “What’s that guy’s prob­lem?”


      “An ego that doesn’t match up to his abil­it­ies. Grab the stuff. Let’s get out of here.”
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      Dur­rie flew to LAX the next morn­ing, where he grabbed a con­nector to San Diego, and ar­rived home just after seven p.m.


      He had spent a good por­tion of the trip stew­ing about Jacko, and com­ing up with de­vi­ous ways to screw with the op­er­at­ive’s life. He found him­self do­ing that a lot re­cently, with many dif­fer­ent people. He’d even taken ac­tion on sev­eral sim­ilar fantas­ies over the past eight­een months, with no re­grets, only sat­is­fac­tion. After all, each and every one of them had wronged him in one way or an­other and de­served what they got.


      Dur­rie was a le­gend in the busi­ness, the best damn cleaner the secret world had ever seen. Would ever see, in fact. At one time, re­spect from his “peers” had been auto­matic. It still should have been, but no, people treated him like a child now, ques­tion­ing his every move, and get­ting in his face like Jacko had, when they really should have been bow­ing down in thanks that they had the chance to work with him.


      He could pin­point the mo­ment when the wolves had turned on him.


      It had been after a job to take out a low-level Ir­a­nian agent, in Mum­bai, In­dia, twenty months earlier. A car ac­ci­dent on the way to the mis­sion loc­a­tion, a few minutes of un­con­scious­ness, and then re­crim­in­a­tions from both the ops leader and the cli­ent that the job had gone south be­cause Dur­rie hadn’t been able to make it to the site on time.


      None of it was his fault. Not the ac­ci­dent, not the bump on his head, not someone find­ing the body be­fore he could get there. But that didn’t mat­ter. It’s what the oth­ers chose to be­lieve that be­came real­ity.


      Dur­rie had al­ways been jaded to a cer­tain ex­tent. He’d long ago told him­self it was what helped him be so good at his job. But after Mum­bai, his con­tempt for the world he worked in grew ex­po­nen­tially. Along­side this, an an­ger at his un­fair treat­ment began to build in­side him.


      And as if his col­leagues turn­ing against him wasn’t enough, not long after the Mum­bai job, he star­ted ex­per­i­en­cing mi­graines once or twice a month. These served to heighten his re­sent­ment of those out to get him. Thank­fully, he was able to hide the head­aches from every­one, in­clud­ing Or­lando. If his en­emies had known, he knew they would’ve used the mi­graines as an­other means of dis­cred­it­ing him. And if Or­lando had known, she would have in­sisted he see a doc­tor. He didn’t need a doc­tor. He ac­tu­ally liked the pain. It was one of the few things he could really feel.


      In the months that fol­lowed, he’d wondered if he should even care any­more. If there were forces out to des­troy him, why should he worry about how good of a job he did, when all he really needed to do was just enough? The an­swer, he soon real­ized, was he shouldn’t care.


      To hell with every­one else, he’d de­cided. From that point on­ward, he would care only about him­self.


      He had no doubt Jacko was one of the bas­tards who wanted Dur­rie kicked to the curb, and that the ops leader’s mis­sion re­port to Peter—head of the Of­fice, and the cli­ent on the Hon­olulu job—would re­flect this.


      Dur­rie had been freel­an­cing for the Of­fice for a lot longer than most op­er­at­ives had even been in the busi­ness, and he had built up a con­sid­er­able amount of trust. He could count on Peter, and Peter could count on Dur­rie.


      Sev­eral months ago, how­ever, Peter had be­gun ques­tion­ing Dur­rie’s per­form­ances, even go­ing as far as ac­cus­ing him—more than once—of fail­ing to live up to his abil­it­ies. That was when Dur­rie real­ized Peter had star­ted to buy into the ru­mors about Dur­rie. Dur­ing Dur­rie’s last con­ver­sa­tion with the Of­fice’s dir­ector, Peter had said, “You keep screw­ing up like this and you can look for work else­where.”


      And now, Jacko could tor­pedo Dur­rie’s ca­reer.


      I should prob­ably get ahead of this, Dur­rie thought. Sub­mit my own ver­sion of events be­fore Peter has time to di­gest Jacko’s drivel.


      Dur­rie’s would be the cor­rect ver­sion, nat­ur­ally, where he would ex­plain how he had thought Jacko was already on the scaf­fold­ing, and when he real­ized the as­sas­sin wasn’t, it was with ex­treme re­luct­ance that he had ordered Or­tega to seal the win­dow. No one was hap­pier than he was when Jacko had ap­peared be­fore it was too late. Dur­rie would even sug­gest Peter talk to Or­tega. Or­tega would back him up. The guy owed everything he had in the busi­ness to Dur­rie.


      But every time Dur­rie thought about what he should write, he be­came an­grier and an­grier. Why should he have to jus­tify him­self to Peter? Their his­tory was long and deep. If Peter had ques­tions, he could ask Dur­rie. And if Peter couldn’t see through the garbage Jacko was spew­ing, so be it. The Of­fice wouldn’t de­serve Dur­rie’s tal­ents, and he’d find work else­where.


      What he con­veni­ently chose not to dwell on was the fact that work from other agen­cies had all but dried up over the last year.


      Those were just bumps in the road, caused by ex­ten­u­at­ing cir­cum­stances he had no con­trol over.


      The jobs would come.


      They al­ways did.


      He picked up his car from long-term park­ing and drove to the house he shared with his girl­friend, Or­lando. For a few minutes, he was happy to be headed home, but soon his mind began churn­ing again, de­volving his mood once more.


      He could see his ar­rival in his mind.


      Or­lando would be wait­ing for him, smil­ing.


      She would hug him and kiss him and tell him to have a seat while she grabbed him a beer.


      As he settled on the couch and took a drink, she would mas­sage his shoulders.


      Then, at some point, she would ask the ma­gic ques­tion: “How did it go?”


      Only that’s not really what she would be ask­ing. Hid­den within her in­noc­u­ous words would be other ques­tions like “Were there any prob­lems?” and “Did you piss any­one off again?” and “When’s the next job?”


      A man should be happy to re­turn to his home. He should be able to walk in, sit down, and not talk if he didn’t want to. He shouldn’t have to ex­plain him­self to the wo­man who was sup­posed to love him.


      Maybe she’s not home, he thought.


      He hadn’t told her spe­cific­ally when he would re­turn, just some­time that even­ing. Per­haps she as­sumed he wouldn’t be ar­riv­ing un­til nine or ten or, please God, even el­even, and had gone to a movie. A few hours in the house alone would do won­ders for him.


      He ima­gined their place, empty and quiet, and held tightly to the thought as he turned onto their street.


      The sun had yet to set, so he couldn’t tell if any lights were on in the house. Still hope­ful, he turned into the drive­way and ac­tiv­ated the re­mote to open the two-car gar­age.


      Be­fore the door had moved more than a third of the way up, his stom­ach clenched.


      Parked in­side was Or­lando’s car.


      “She could have gone out with a friend who picked her up,” he mumbled.


      He pulled into his spot and sat for a mo­ment in the cool­ing car, want­ing to calm down be­fore he went in­side. He was, at best, mar­gin­ally suc­cess­ful, but if he didn’t go in soon, she would come look­ing for him. And if that happened, it would only in­flame him.


      He climbed out, re­trieved his bag from the back­seat, and entered the house.


      Or­lando was not in the din­ing area, wait­ing. She wasn’t in the kit­chen or the liv­ing room, either. The slid­ing glass door to the back­yard was open, and he could hear fa­mil­iar, rhythmic thuds.


      He walked over and stepped out­side.


      Or­lando was at the other end of their covered porch, decked out in workout clothes, and kick­ing the heavy punch­ing bag that hung from the ceil­ing.


      She looked over and smiled. “Wel­come home.”


      After giv­ing the bag one more kick, she jogged over, hugged him, and kissed him softly on the lips.


      When she let go, she asked, “How was the flight?”


      “Fine.”


      They moved back in the house.


      “Tired?”


      “No more than usual.”


      She smiled again, and while it looked in­no­cent, he wondered what she was really think­ing.


      She picked up his suit­case and car­ried it to­ward their bed­room in the back of the house. “There’s beer in the fridge,” she called as she dis­ap­peared.


      “Now I have to get it my­self?” he muttered.


      He found a Sam Adams in the re­fri­ger­ator and popped the top. What he needed was the burn that came from crappy whis­key, but the beer would have to do.


      He took a swig, not both­er­ing to pour it into a glass, and closed his eyes as the li­quid rushed down his throat. When he opened them again, Or­lando was stand­ing a few feet away, her brow fur­rowed.


      “Are you okay?” she asked.


      Whatever small amount of re­lief the beer had given him van­ished. “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be okay?”


      “It’s just…you looked…. Never mind.”


      “I looked what?”


      “Noth­ing. For­get about it.”


      “No. Tell me what you were go­ing to say. I looked what?”


      She frowned. “You looked…un­happy.”


      “Why shouldn’t I be un­happy? I come in here after a long trip and you start grilling me.”


      “What are you talk­ing about? I just asked if you were—”


      “I know what you asked!”


      He closed his eyes again and took a deep breath.


      He knew deep down that out of every­one in his life, Or­lando was the one still on his side. Not Peter, not any of the bas­tards he’d worked with. Not even his ap­pren­tice—check that, former ap­pren­tice—Quinn.


      He couldn’t af­ford to push Or­lando away, but he wasn’t par­tic­u­larly fond of apo­lo­giz­ing, so he did the best he could. “I…I’m just tired.”


      She walked over and put a hand against his cheek. The an­ger he’d been feel­ing faded. At least for now. He leaned into her palm, draw­ing in the love she was giv­ing as if it were the an­swer to all his prob­lems.


      “Peter called,” she said.


      Dur­rie’s eyes snapped open. “What did he want?”


      “Said he wanted you to call him when you got home.”


      He pulled away from her hand. “That’s it? Noth­ing else?”


      “Noth­ing.”


      “He didn’t men­tion the job?”


      “No. Why? Did some­thing hap­pen?”


      He searched her face, look­ing for any in­dic­a­tion that Peter had told her. Jacko’s ver­sion, any­way. But Dur­rie could see only con­fu­sion in her eyes. She was a good actor, though. One of the best. It was one of the qual­it­ies that made her an ex­cel­lent op­er­at­ive in her own right.


      “I’m just glad you’re back and safe,” she said when he didn’t re­spond. “Noth­ing else mat­ters. Whatever happened, you don’t even have to tell—”


      “Noth­ing happened.”


      “Okay, good. Noth­ing happened.” She smiled. “Why don’t you go take a shower? I’ll make some din­ner. Chicken and penne sound good?”


      He took a mo­ment be­fore an­swer­ing. “Yeah. Fine.”


      He headed back to their bed­room, closed the door, and tossed his phone on the bed, hav­ing no in­ten­tion of call­ing Peter.


      If the head of the Of­fice wanted to talk to him, he could call again.
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        * * *

      


      Or­lando waited un­til she heard their bed­room door close be­fore she pulled out her phone and typed a text to Peter.


      
        
          He just got home. And I passed on your mes­sage.

        

      


      She moved her thumb to the SEND but­ton, but hes­it­ated. Sure, she’d prom­ised Peter she’d let him know when Dur­rie got back. But given Dur­rie’s mood, she wasn’t sure how long it would be be­fore he re­turned Peter’s call. She didn’t want to risk Peter grow­ing angry as he waited for Dur­rie to call.


      She hit DE­LETE.


      To dis­tract her­self, she filled a pot with wa­ter and put it on the stove. While it heated up, she pre­pared the ve­get­ables and chicken.


      In her chest, the ball of worry that had be­come her con­stant com­pan­ion of late felt as though it had doubled in size since she’d talked to Peter that morn­ing.


      He’d told her how Dur­rie had dis­reg­arded the life of an­other team mem­ber and put the mis­sion in jeop­ardy. She’d wanted to say she didn’t be­lieve it, but she couldn’t muster the words be­cause she knew he was telling the truth.


      “I can’t af­ford what might hap­pen if I put him on an­other job,” Peter said.


      “Please, just one more chance. You owe him that much.”


      “I don’t know if I owe him a damn thing any­more.”


      “Please, Peter. Then do it for me. One more time. If he botches that one up, I’ll never ask again.”


      Peter was si­lent for sev­eral seconds. “If I give him an­other job, there will be con­di­tions.”


      “Of course. Whatever you want.”


      More si­lence. “There is some­thing com­ing up next week that I might be able to put him on. But, Or­lando, he won’t be lead. He’ll be num­ber two.”


      “Who-who would be lead?”


      “Quinn.”


      “Quinn?” She paused. “Ac­tu­ally, that’s a great idea. It would be good for them to work to­gether again. It’s been a while. And Quinn could…keep him on the right track.”


      “That’s what I would be hop­ing. But I can’t ima­gine Dur­rie play­ing second to his own ap­pren­tice.”


      “Please, ask him. He’ll prob­ably say no at first, but I’ll work on him from my end. I’ll con­vince him. I prom­ise.”


      She heard Peter take a deep breath. “I know I’m go­ing to re­gret this.”


      “You won’t. Please, Peter.”


      An­other pause. “Tell him to call me when he gets home.”


      “Thank you. Thank you so much.”


      “Don’t thank me yet. If he pisses me off dur­ing the call, he’s out.”


      “He won’t.”


      Peter snorted. “Text me when he gets there, so I can be…men­tally pre­pared for when he calls.”


      “Sure. No prob­lem.”


      She sliced up a zuc­chini, three bell pep­pers, and an onion, and re­moved the fat from two de­boned chicken breasts.


      On the stove, the wa­ter was boil­ing, so she dumped in the penne and began sautéing the ve­get­ables and meat.


      While she may have staved off—at least tem­por­ar­ily—Dur­rie los­ing his main source of in­come, she knew his prob­lems with Peter were symp­toms of some­thing else.


      Whether men­tal or phys­ical, some­thing was def­in­itely wrong with Dur­rie. There was no ig­nor­ing the fact the man she had fallen for was not the same one tak­ing a shower right now. Sure, Dur­rie had al­ways had rough edges, but there had also been a ten­der­ness that was sur­pris­ingly deep. She was one of the few who’d ever wit­nessed that side of him, but she had wit­nessed it. She wasn’t see­ing any of it now. It was as if the only per­son Dur­rie cared about now was him­self.


      She wasn’t sure when the change had oc­curred. It had been a gradual thing she hadn’t real­ized was hap­pen­ing un­til far later than she should have. When she did, she’d sug­ges­ted they go in for couples coun­sel­ing, think­ing his mood­i­ness had some­thing to do with their re­la­tion­ship. He as­sured her they were fine, that everything was fine.


      But whatever was troub­ling him had only worsened.


      The bed­room door opened, and a few seconds later Dur­rie ap­peared at the end of the hall, wear­ing a T-shirt and his fa­vor­ite sweat­pants, his hair tousled from dry­ing.


      “It’s al­most ready,” she said. “Grab an­other beer if you want. Get me one, too.”


      He entered the kit­chen, but in­stead of open­ing the re­fri­ger­ator, he moved in be­hind her and wrapped his arms around her.


      “I don’t de­serve you,” he said.


      She hes­it­ated only a second be­fore re­spond­ing the way she al­ways did. “No, you don’t.”


      “Then why do you hang around?”


      “Oh, I don’t know. Prob­ably be­cause I love you.”


      He turned her around and pressed her against the stove.


      “Care­ful. You’ll catch us both on fire,” she said.


      He kissed her, hard and deep, in a way he hadn’t in a long, long time. It caught her off guard, but soon enough she re­spon­ded in kind.


      He flipped off the burn­ers and lif­ted her into his arms, an easy task given her five-foot, ninety-nine-pound frame.


      As he car­ried her out of the kit­chen, she said, “What about din­ner?”


      “It can wait.”


      In the bed­room, they made love for the first time in months.


      And for the last time ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    


    
      “I’m sorry, you’ve tied my hands,” Peter said over the phone.


      “Only be­cause you’re be­liev­ing that bas­tard and not me,” Dur­rie said.


      He’d waited un­til the next morn­ing to re­turn Peter’s call, after Or­lando had gone on a run. He’d prepped him­self for Peter let­ting him go, but that had not happened. What Peter was of­fer­ing, though, was al­most worse.


      “Jacko’s not the only one who’s voiced con­cerns and you know it,” Peter said. “You need to earn back my con­fid­ence. You do this and everything goes well, we’ll do an­other one.”


      “With me still as num­ber two?”


      “You prove to me that you can handle that, and that you’re not a risk, and we can talk about mov­ing you back to be­ing lead. Even­tu­ally.”


      Dur­rie scoffed.


      “I’m of­fer­ing you a way out here. So, what’s it go­ing to be? Yes or no?”


      “You’re of­fer­ing me crap.”


      “Is that a no?”


      Dur­rie closed his eyes. Be­ing de­moted to the num­ber-two po­s­i­tion was hu­mi­li­at­ing enough. Put­ting his former ap­pren­tice, his protégé, in the lead po­s­i­tion was soul crush­ing. If not for Or­lando and her be­lief in him, he would have told Peter to go to hell.


      “No, it’s not a no. I’ll…I’ll do it.”


      “Wow. Can’t say that I’m not sur­prised, but all right. I’ll be in touch.”


      Dur­rie put his phone in his pocket and looked out the win­dow.


      This world was really start­ing to suck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          ONE DAY LATER


          MU­NICH, GER­MANY

        

      


      “Tru­ant for Quinn.”


      “Go for Quinn.”


      “Phase one com­plete.”


      “Copy, phase one com­plete,” Jonathan Quinn said.


      “I’m out. Good luck.”


      “Pleas­ure do­ing busi­ness with you.”


      A double click over the comm from An­dreas Tru­ant, echo­ing the sen­ti­ment.


      Quinn glanced at Steve Howard, his num­ber two on this mis­sion. “Ready?”


      “I’m right be­hind you.”


      Quinn led the way out of the base­ment ma­chine room, past the laun­dry room, and into the res­id­en­tial stair­well. The muffled sounds of tele­vi­sions and con­ver­sa­tions drif­ted down the second-floor hall­way as they passed the land­ing and con­tin­ued up. On the third, they stopped.


      More sounds here, though only about half as much as be­low. Per­haps those who lived on this level were of the early-to-bed vari­ety.


      Quinn made sure no one was out in the hall be­fore head­ing down to apart­ment 307. As ex­pec­ted, Tru­ant had left the front door un­locked.


      Quinn and Howard found the tar­get slumped over the glass din­ing room table, head ly­ing on an open news­pa­per. On the floor next to the man sat an ex­pens­ive-look­ing briefcase, the tar­get’s ini­tials en­graved on the metal plate be­neath the handle.


      The method of ex­e­cu­tion had been the in­tro­duc­tion of a small-caliber bul­let to the back of the tar­get’s head, the pro­jectile power­ful enough to enter the brain cav­ity but not es­cape the skull after it rattled around in­side. Be­cause of the way the man had slumped, most of his blood re­mained in­side his body. This was not by ac­ci­dent but a test­a­ment to Tru­ant’s as­sas­sin skills.


      Quinn ex­amined the scene, identi­fy­ing every spot of blood and point­ing each out to Howard. After the as­sess­ment was com­pleted, he and his num­ber two set to work.


      First up: pla­cing a gauze-lined beanie over the man’s head and se­cur­ing it with a roll of self-ad­her­ent com­pres­sion band­age so that no ad­di­tional blood would leak out. They then laid out the body bag and trans­ferred the tar­get into it.


      Next, us­ing a spe­cially craf­ted solvent, they cleaned up the blood that had made it onto the table and the area around it. The mix­ture had been de­veloped years earlier by Quinn’s mentor, Dur­rie, and was de­signed to re­move not only vis­ible signs of blood, but also nearly ninety per­cent of the residue that could be re­vealed by a UV light. In this par­tic­u­lar in­stance, with such a small amount of splat­ter, it was un­likely there would be hints of blood left.


      Of course it would be weeks, at least, be­fore the tar­get’s as­so­ci­ates con­duc­ted a de­tailed search of the place. This was the tar­get’s private little get­away, an apart­ment not even his wife knew about. A place where he could un­wind and secretly en­joy the teen­age boys he liked to pick up. Not a great look for the leader of the South­ern Ger­many Aryan Re­sur­gence.


      Well, not a great look for any­one.


      By the time the apart­ment would fi­nally be linked to him, his reg­u­larly sched­uled maid ser­vice would have cleaned the place at least twice, fur­ther ob­scur­ing any po­ten­tial evid­ence Quinn might have missed. Not that he ever missed any­thing.


      This was only the third time Quinn had worked with Howard, and like on the other two jobs, he was pleased with what he saw. Howard was smart, ef­fi­cient, and re­li­able. He also wasn’t a big talker. Quinn had worked with op­er­at­ives who would go on and on about noth­ing at all. Howard’s eco­nomy of lan­guage was ap­pre­ci­ated.


      An­other bo­nus was that Howard didn’t have a prob­lem work­ing for a cleaner, un­like many other op­er­at­ives who con­sidered what Quinn did be­neath them. They pre­ferred jobs that “got more ac­tion.”


      It was a lame ex­cuse. While body re­moval didn’t sound glam­or­ous, it was sur­pris­ing how much ac­tion Quinn had been in­volved in, first dur­ing his time as an ap­pren­tice, and then over the last few years when work­ing on his own.


      While Howard wiped off the other sur­faces in the room to re­move any stray smudges and mark­ings, Quinn searched the rest of the apart­ment. The mis­sion brief had doubted any­thing of value was there, but it had re­ques­ted a look around non­ethe­less.


      Turned out there was some­thing, after all. Be­neath false floor­ing in the bed­room, Quinn found a safe. In­side were not only files con­tain­ing in­form­a­tion on the tar­get’s Aryan broth­ers, but also a thick ma­nila en­vel­ope filled with pic­tures of some of the boys to whom he had played host.


      Quinn flipped through the pic­tures to make sure noth­ing was hid­den among them. Noth­ing was, but in ad­di­tion to shots of the teens, Quinn dis­covered dozens of pho­tos of other adult males tak­ing part in the…activ­it­ies.


      Though Quinn’s mis­sion was be­ing run through the Of­fice, Peter was play­ing middle man for the job’s true cli­ent, the BfV, Ger­many’s do­mestic in­tel­li­gence agency. Quinn had no doubt the min­istry in Co­logne would be eager to identify all of the tar­get’s friends.


      He put the safe’s con­tents into a thick plastic bag and shoved it in­side the body bag for easy trans­port.


      He and Howard did a fi­nal sweep of the flat, and last but not least, Quinn ran a hand­held va­cuum over the area where the as­sas­sin­a­tion had taken place, to re­move any re­main­ing DNA evid­ence.


      He checked his watch. It was just after el­even p.m. They could prob­ably make it out of the build­ing now without be­ing seen, but there was no reason to risk it. They weren’t in a hurry.


      “Shall we see what’s on TV?” Quinn asked.
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        * * *

      


      At 1:45 a.m., Quinn and Howard car­ried the body down to the ground level, where Quinn eased open a ground-floor door and peeked into the hall­way that led from the build­ing’s front lobby.


      The cor­ridor was empty.


      Quinn mo­tioned for Howard to re­main with the body, and then slipped through the open­ing. This was the most dan­ger­ous por­tion of the mis­sion. The build­ing had a two-man night se­cur­ity team. As long as both re­mained at the lobby desk, everything would be fine. Quinn needed to make sure they were there.


      As he neared the front, he heard voices and mu­sic com­ing from a TV. He stopped just shy of the end of the hall, lowered him­self onto his hands and knees, and edged his head out far enough to see the guard desk.


      It faced the front of the build­ing, away from him. Be­hind it were both guards, their at­ten­tion on a movie play­ing on one of sev­eral mon­it­ors.


      Per­fect.


      Quinn hur­ried back to the stair­well, then he and Howard car­ried their bur­den to­ward the back end of the hall, to a door labeled ZUTRITT FÜR UN­BEFUGTE VER­BOTEN—entry pro­hib­ited to un­au­thor­ized per­sons. The door was locked, but Quinn had pro­cured a key in the lead-up to the even­ing’s activ­it­ies.


      Hold­ing on to his end of the body bag with one hand and bal­an­cing the tar­get’s shoulder on his knee, Quinn un­locked the door and slowly pushed it in­ward. Be­fore it was all the way open, the sound of a chair mov­ing in the lobby drif­ted down the hall.


      Quickly, Quinn and Howard moved the body through the door­way. The room they entered was a large, mostly open space, with shelves to the right con­tain­ing main­ten­ance products and gear. Be­sides the door they’d used, there were three oth­ers—one to a stor­age room that, ac­cord­ing to the build­ing plans, held mail and pack­ages; one to a bath­room; and one to the out­side. If Quinn had already turned off the alarm on the back door, that exit would have been the ob­vi­ous choice. But the pro­cess re­quired free hands and a minute on his laptop, and there was no time for that.


      In­stead, they hur­ried to the pack­age room. Quinn tried the main­ten­ance-door key, but though it slipped into the lock, it wouldn’t turn. He pulled out his lock­picks, in­ser­ted the in­stru­ments into the key­hole, and coaxed the tum­blers into place. As the last one com­plied, he heard a key slide into the lock on the hall­way door. Quinn opened the pack­age room and they rushed in­side, get­ting the door closed again a second be­fore the other one opened.


      After care­fully set­ting the body down, Quinn pressed an ear against the door.


      Foot­steps moved through the room, click­ing across the ce­ment floor. A door opened with a subtle whine. Not a heavy door like the one to the out­side, but lighter. The bath­room door. When it shut again, the room fell si­lent.


      Fig­ur­ing they had a few minutes, Quinn re­moved his laptop and dis­armed the rear exit. Then he pressed his ear against the door again.


      The si­lence con­tin­ued un­til the sound of a flush­ing toi­let drif­ted across the room. Half a minute later, the bath­room door opened and the steps crossed back to the hall­way door. As soon as the man was gone, Quinn and Howard car­ried the body bag out of the pack­age room and ex­ited the build­ing.


      Soon they were in their car, headed out of town, to­ward the grave site they’d prepped the day be­fore.


      All things con­sidered, a text­book job.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          WASH­ING­TON, DC

        

      


      “You can go in now,” the man be­hind the desk said.


      Quinn set down the copy of Wired magazine he’d been flip­ping through, rose, and walked to the door on the man’s right.


      The of­fice bey­ond was sur­pris­ingly small given the re­spons­ib­il­it­ies of its oc­cu­pant. Ap­prox­im­ately fif­teen feet square, the space was crammed with book­cases and fil­ing cab­in­ets and a beat-up-look­ing metal desk, be­hind which sat the bald­ing, height-chal­lenged Peter, dir­ector of the Of­fice.


      “Sit,” Peter said, not look­ing up from the file he was read­ing.


      Quinn lowered into the guest chair and crossed his legs.


      Peter’s at­ten­tion stayed on the file for an­other full minute be­fore he looked up. “Thanks for com­ing in.” While Quinn knew the sen­ti­ment was genu­ine, the tone, as al­ways, was gruff and rushed.


      “It was on my way home.”


      “So, Mu­nich?”


      “In, out. Done.”


      “No prob­lems?”


      “None.”


      “How was work­ing with Tru­ant?”


      This was the first time Quinn had been paired with the as­sas­sin. “Easy. Pro­fes­sional. No com­plaints.”


      Peter grunted. “He said the same about you.”


      Quinn didn’t reply, though he was pleased. He’d been a full-fledged, in­de­pend­ent cleaner for only a few years and was still build­ing his repu­ta­tion. En­dorse­ments like Tru­ant’s would go a long way to help­ing that.


      “And your as­sist­ant?” Peter asked.


      “Howard? Ef­fi­cient as al­ways.” Quinn frowned. “It’s, um, all in my re­port.’”


      “Yeah, I read it. But some­times people write one thing and say an­other.”


      “So…you just called me in to check if my re­port was ac­cur­ate?”


      “What? No. That job’s done. I couldn’t give a rat’s ass about it any­more.”


      The re­sponse did noth­ing to quell Quinn’s grow­ing con­fu­sion. “Then what can I do for you?”


      Peter grabbed a file off a pile in the corner of his desk and opened it. “Dam­mit.” He closed it and picked up the next one down the stack. “What the hell?” He looked past Quinn to­ward the door. “Ben­jamin! Get in here!”


      The man from the other room entered. “Yes, sir?”


      “Where’s the MC-17 file?”


      “Sir?”


      “The MC-17 file!” Peter ges­tured at the stack on his desk. “It was right here be­fore I went to lunch!”


      “You told me to put the ones from this morn­ing away and bring you the group for this af­ter­noon.”


      “I did, didn’t I? But what else did I tell you?”


      A thought brought a cringe to Ben­jamin’s face. “Leave the file that was on top. I’m sorry, sir. I’ll re­trieve it right away.”


      Ben­jamin hur­ried out the door.


      “He’s new, right?” Quinn said.


      Peter frowned as he nod­ded.


      Quinn could not re­mem­ber ever see­ing one of Peter’s as­sist­ants on more than one visit. Clearly, it wasn’t an easy job to hold. Not ex­actly the warm and fuzzy type, Peter de­man­ded a lot from those who worked for him. Too much for some.


      He made sim­ilar de­mands on Quinn, too, but that didn’t bother Quinn. He liked to work hard.


      Given that Ben­jamin couldn’t even re­mem­ber a small de­tail in a simple set of in­struc­tions, Quinn had no doubt an­other new face would be sit­ting at the desk the next time he came around.


      The door opened and Ben­jamin rushed back in and set a file on Peter’s desk. “I’m sorry, sir. Com­pletely my mis­take. Won’t hap­pen again.”


      Peter stared at him, his face blank.


      Ben­jamin took a back­ward step to­ward the door. “Again, I’m very sorry.” An­other step. “Really.”


      Peter kept his gaze on his as­sist­ant un­til Ben­jamin moved across the threshold and shut the door. Peter then opened the file and pulled out a photo.


      Set­ting it on the desk so Quinn could see it, he said, “Fe­lix Ruiz.”


      The pic­ture was a pro­fes­sional head­shot of a man in his late forties or early fifties. He had well-groomed salt-and-pep­per hair, and a you-can-trust-me smile.


      “Don’t tell me,” Quinn said. “A law­yer?”


      Peter grinned. “Dead on. You’re get­ting good at this.”


      “Thanks.”


      “Ruiz works out of Mex­ico City. Small of­fice, small cases. But that’s on pur­pose, to dis­guise how he makes his real money.”


      “And how is that?”


      “Laun­der­ing cash for the Mar­tinez Car­tel in Monter­rey.”


      “Won­der­ful,” Quinn said, frown­ing. He was a former po­lice of­ficer, and few things pissed him off more than drugs and car­tels.


      “Mex­ican au­thor­it­ies caught up to him about six months ago, but in­stead of put­ting him away, he agreed to turn in­form­ant.”


      “Oh, okay. That’s use­ful.”


      Peter winced. “Not as much as you might think. Let’s just say he wasn’t as sin­cere as he should have been after he took the deal. Two weeks ago, a pair of un­der­cover agents went miss­ing. Their bod­ies showed up last week­end. Well, enough of their bod­ies to be iden­ti­fied, any­way. My cli­ent was able to tie their deaths dir­ectly to in­form­a­tion Ruiz passed on to his em­ploy­ers.”


      “So, this is a ter­min­a­tion mis­sion? Why not just ar­rest him?”


      “As soon as word got out, the car­tel would elim­in­ate him. The cli­ent would rather be the one dir­ectly re­spons­ible for Ruiz’s de­mise.”


      “De­mise. Nice word choice. When is this go­ing to hap­pen?”


      “You’ll leave in four days.”


      “Okay. Sounds good. But, you know, we could have talked about this over the phone.”


      Peter tapped the file. “This? This is just back­ground for what I really need to talk to you about.”


      “And what would that be?”


      “I know you prefer to choose your own team, but I’m as­sign­ing you your as­sist­ant this time.”


      Quinn’s eyes nar­rowed. “Who?”


      “Dur­rie.”


      Quinn stared at Peter, not sure he had heard cor­rectly. “Dur­rie as in my mentor, Dur­rie?”


      “Do you know any oth­ers? Be­cause I don’t.”


      “No. So why him?”


      Peter sighed then told Quinn about Dur­rie’s be­ha­vior as of late, and how Peter had offered him this last chance to get on track.


      Quinn was aware some­thing was go­ing on with Dur­rie. He’d picked it up from con­ver­sa­tions with Or­lando, though she’d never said as much dir­ectly. It was little things pieced to­gether, and things left un­said. And then there were the ru­mors from other op­er­at­ives. But this was the first con­firm­a­tion he’d re­ceived.


      “And he’s agreed to take the as­sist po­s­i­tion?” Quinn asked.


      “He has.”


      That was a shock. “Does he real­ize I’m go­ing to lead?”


      “He does.”


      “And he still said yes?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      This was even more sur­pris­ing. “In es­sence, you’re ask­ing me to be his babysit­ter, right?”


      “I need someone there who can keep things on track.”


      “And if he screws up again?”


      “Then he’ll never work for the Of­fice again.”


      Which meant Dur­rie would likely be done work­ing for any­one of con­sequence.


      “What if he doesn’t screw up?” Quinn asked.


      “I’ll try him on an­other job. With you as lead again.”


      “Do I have any say in this?”


      “You can say no. And if you do, I’ll call him and tell him the deal’s off. He’s done.”


      Son of a bitch. Quinn un­der­stood Peter’s reas­on­ing in mak­ing Quinn’s in­volve­ment a re­quire­ment, but he hated be­ing put in the middle of this. What was he go­ing to do, though—turn his back on his mentor? He owed Dur­rie too much to do that.


      “All right, fine. I’ll do it.”


      “Good. I’ll send you the in­form­a­tion, and I look for­ward to read­ing your end-of-mis­sion re­port.”
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      The ten­sion had re­turned.


      It’d star­ted the morn­ing after Dur­rie came back from Hawaii. He’d risen be­fore Or­lando, and when she wandered into the kit­chen twenty minutes later, she’d found him sit­ting at the din­ing table, already in a mood.


      She’d filled cups of cof­fee for both of them, set his on the table near him, and headed back to the mas­ter bath­room to take a shower, all without say­ing a word. Some­times it was bet­ter to let him stew for a while and work out whatever was both­er­ing him. Some­times that didn’t even work.


      When she re­turned, he looked at her and said, “Well, I’m not fired,” and that was when she real­ized he’d fi­nally called Peter.


      “Of course you’re not. He would have been a fool to let you go.”


      A grunt was his only re­sponse.


      Over the re­mainder of the day, he re­vealed bits and pieces of his con­ver­sa­tion with the Of­fice’s dir­ector. Or­lando was care­ful not to ask any ques­tions that would re­veal she’d known about Peter’s of­fer ahead of time. She merely ac­ted the sup­port­ive girl­friend, happy he still had work, and sym­path­etic with his an­noy­ance at the re­stric­tions placed on him.


      The next day hadn’t been any bet­ter, mak­ing her con­cerned that if he didn’t get his head straightened out, he would screw up again. Try as she might, though, her ef­forts to soothe his re­sent­ment had met with little suc­cess.


      On the third day, Quinn called her.


      “I’ve been try­ing to reach Dur­rie,” he said. “He’s not an­swer­ing.”


      “Oh, um, he prob­ably just has his phone off,” she said. “He does that some­times.”


      Dur­rie had left that morn­ing with little more than “I’ll be back later.” And while it was true he did some­times switch off his phone, she had a feel­ing that wasn’t the reason he’d failed to pick up when Quinn called.


      “I need to talk to him. We’re do­ing a job to­gether.” A pause. “You know about that, right?”


      “Yeah. He men­tioned it the other day.”


      “We leave in two days and I need to brief him.”


      “I’ll-I’ll make sure he gives you a call back.”


      “Thanks. I ap­pre­ci­ate that.” The line fell si­lent for a mo­ment. “How are you do­ing?”


      “Me? Oh, um, I’m fine,” she replied, try­ing to match her tone to her words. “How about you?”


      “Everything’s good here. Have you been work­ing?”


      “You know, on and off.” Her as­sign­ments had been spotty, but not be­cause the of­fers hadn’t come. As Dur­rie seemed to be get­ting worse, she took only jobs that al­lowed her to be home when he was, so she could help him through what she hoped was only a tem­por­ary rough patch.


      “We should, uh, get to­gether some­time,” Quinn said. “Maybe after this job? You know, catch up?”


      “That sounds great.” It did. Quinn was her best friend, even more so than Dur­rie. But since she and Dur­rie had moved to San Diego, the op­por­tun­it­ies to hang out with Quinn had de­creased dra­mat­ic­ally.


      “Cool.”


      An awk­ward si­lence. It was all Or­lando could to do to keep from con­fid­ing in Quinn about everything that was go­ing on. He knew a little, of course, from pre­vi­ous con­ver­sa­tions, but she had never re­vealed the true depth of Dur­rie’s is­sues.


      In the end, she did what she al­ways did—keep the pain to her­self. “I’ll, uh, see if I can track down Dur­rie and get him to call you.”


      “I ap­pre­ci­ate it.”


      “Talk to you later.”


      “Def­in­itely.”


      She tried call­ing Dur­rie, but after two rings was sent to voice mail.


      Though he hadn’t told her where he was go­ing, she had a pretty good idea of where that was.


      The drive to the Tin Star Bar in Ocean­side took her thirty minutes. Sure enough, Dur­rie’s car was parked in the dirt lot be­side the cinderb­lock build­ing. She pulled in next to it and called his cell again. This time it didn’t even ring be­fore the prerecor­ded mes­sage kicked in.


      She sat in her car, star­ing at the build­ing. She didn’t want to go in­side. It would only rile him up. But what choice did she have? If she didn’t go get him, he’d stay at the bar all day and not even think about con­tact­ing Quinn. And if that happened, Quinn would be forced to let Peter know.


      Then that would be that. Dur­rie would be out for good.


      She took sev­eral deep breaths to psyche her­self up and climbed out of her car.


      The Tin Star was a dive bar, fre­quen­ted by re­tired mar­ine vets who lived in Ocean­side to be close to Camp Pendleton. No of­ficers, en­lis­ted men only. Like Dur­rie had been right out of high school over three dec­ades ago. Oc­ca­sion­ally there were a few fe­males around, but not of­ten. It was a boys’ bar, where boys came to tell tales of their youth, give voice to the of­fenses done to them, and ex­pound on what they would do if they had the power. Not ex­actly a pleas­ant place for someone like her.


      Thank­fully, the front door led into a ves­ti­bule and not dir­ectly into the bar, so she was able to take a few mo­ments to let her eyes ad­just to the low light­ing be­fore any­one no­ticed her. When she was ready, she slipped into the main room and stood just in­side, search­ing for Dur­rie.


      Though it was mid­day on a Thursday, at least two dozen people were spread through­out the room. Seat­ing at the bar was full, while the rest of the day drink­ers were scattered among the tables.


      It didn’t take long for her to spot her boy­friend. He sat at the bar between two fat, gray-haired men, all three of them nurs­ing beers and not talk­ing to one an­other.


      She’d taken only ten steps into the room when the first pat­ron no­ticed her.


      “This day just got a lot bet­ter,” the guy said from his table.


      She kept walk­ing without a glance in his dir­ec­tion. She ex­pec­ted him to fol­low it up with a crude re­mark, but he said noth­ing else.


      Oth­ers were not quite as kind. Once they real­ized a wo­man was in their midst, out came the of­fers of free drinks and avail­able chairs.


      While it was an­noy­ing, she didn’t re­spond. All that would do was en­cour­age them. Be­sides, she’d heard worse in her life. All wo­men had. She did al­low her­self, how­ever, to fan­tas­ize about how long it would take her to beat the crap out of every single per­son in the room.


      Two minutes. Tops.


      Dur­rie didn’t turn and look at her un­til she was stand­ing be­side him. He sighed and said, “You want a drink?”


      “No.”


      “It’s a bar, babe. That’s what people come here for.”


      She was try­ing very hard to keep her an­ger in check, but a little leaked into her voice. “You’re not an­swer­ing your phone.”


      “Be­cause I’m busy.”


      “Quinn needs to talk to you.”


      He turned back to the bar, picked up his beer, and took a drink without say­ing any­thing.


      Or­lando leaned for­ward and whispered into his ear, “He needs to brief you about Sat­urday.”


      “Are you not listen­ing to me? I’m busy.”


      “You agreed to do this job.”


      “So what?”


      “What do you mean, so what? Are you back­ing out?”


      “Did you hear me say that? No, you didn’t.” He took an­other swal­low. “All I said was that I’m busy right now.”


      She leaned back. “And how long will you be busy?”


      He shrugged. “Can’t say. A while, I sup­pose. Now, if you’re not go­ing to drink with me, you can go back home.”


      She had never been so close to telling him she was leav­ing him. She barely re­cog­nized him any­more. Some­thing was ser­i­ously wrong, but as much as her an­ger was telling her to walk away, she wasn’t ready to give up on him.


      Not yet.


      “Give me your keys,” she said.


      “What?” he said, brow fur­row­ing.


      She held out her hand. “Your keys. If you’re go­ing to drink all day, you’re not driv­ing home. You can call me when you’re done and I’ll come pick you up.”


      He stared across the bar for a few seconds, then pulled out his keys and dumped them in her hand. “Don’t wait up. I’ll get a cab.”
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        * * *

      


      “Hi, it’s me,” Or­lando said into her phone. She was still in her car but back in San Diego, parked in her gar­age.


      “Hey,” Quinn said. “What’s up?”


      “So, um, I think there must be some­thing wrong with Dur­rie’s phone. We’ll make sure it gets taken care of be­fore he meets up with you, but I thought maybe it would save time if you gave me the down­load and I filled him in when he got back.”


      She knew what she was ask­ing was a breach of pro­tocol, but it was the only thing she could think of do­ing to en­sure Dur­rie was ready to travel on Sat­urday.


      Quinn didn’t say any­thing for a mo­ment, mak­ing her think he wasn’t will­ing to step over the line. She in­stantly re­gret­ted ask­ing him. She was put­ting him in a ter­rible place.


      Maybe…it would be bet­ter if she let Dur­rie fail. It seemed in­ev­it­able, any­way.


      “I guess that would be okay,” Quinn said.


      And like that, Or­lando’s des­pair turned back to hope.


      He gave her a ba­sic out­line of the mis­sion, end­ing with, “On Sat­urday, we fly out of LAX. Aeromex­ico at 5:25 p.m. I need him there by three.”


      “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure of it. Any­thing else?”


      “No, that should do it.”


      “Thanks, Quinn. I ap­pre­ci­ate it.”


      A slight pause, then, “You know I’m al­ways here for you.”
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        * * *

      


      Dur­rie didn’t get home un­til one a.m. There was no sense in telling him then what Quinn had said.


      After he passed out, Or­lando lay awake for an­other hour, her mind ra­cing. His­tor­ic­ally, Dur­rie was not a heavy drinker. Sure, there had been some hard nights out in his past, but since she had moved in with him, his pat­tern had been a beer or two, maybe a glass of wine a few times a week. Even his vis­its to the Tin Star had oc­curred only once or twice a month at most, and wouldn’t go bey­ond three beers.


      Re­cently, how­ever, those trips to the bar had in­creased to sev­eral times a week, with a def­in­ite up­tick in the num­ber of drinks. Even by those stand­ards, to­night’s in­cid­ent was un­pre­ced­en­ted. He had been there for over twelve hours, and God only knew how many beers he had drunk. She hoped it was an ab­er­ra­tion but feared it was the new norm.


      Let him get through this job. If things go well, he’ll find his way back to nor­mal.


      I know he will.
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        * * *

      


      When Or­lando woke the next morn­ing, she was alone.


      She raced through the house, look­ing every­where for him. When she couldn’t find him, she checked the gar­age, think­ing he had taken her car. But it was still there.


      She told her­self he had prob­ably gone out for a walk. A little ex­er­cise after a day of drink­ing. She pur­posely didn’t check the drawer where she’d put his keys, want­ing to be­lieve they were still there. But when ninety minutes had passed and he hadn’t shown up, she could no longer put it off.


      The keys were gone. Which meant he must have taken a cab back to the Tin Star.


      She drove there, still dressed in the gym shorts and T-shirt she’d thrown on when she woke. His car sat in the same spot it had been in the pre­vi­ous day. She went in­side, but this time she didn’t go past the entry hall. A peek around the corner al­lowed her to see him, sit­ting in the same seat, down­ing an­other beer.


      Not want­ing to make a scene, she went back out­side and dis­abled his car, by cut­ting the wires to the fuel pump.


      She spent the af­ter­noon at home, re­search­ing re­hab fa­cil­it­ies. She knew there was little chance he would agree to enter one, but she wanted to be ready in the un­likely chance he said yes.


      That even­ing, as she sat at the din­ing table, wait­ing for Dur­rie to re­turn, Quinn called.


      “Just wanted to make sure Dur­rie didn’t have any ques­tions,” he said.


      “Nope. He’s all good.”


      Quinn paused. “Should I be look­ing for a backup?”


      “No, of course not. He’ll be there. You can count on it.”


      “If you’re sure.”


      “I am.”


      An­other pause, then, “Okay. Tell him I’ll meet him at the gate.”


      “Quinn, thank you.”


      “I haven’t done any­thing.”


      “You have. And I ap­pre­ci­ate it. Safe travels.”
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        * * *

      


      Mid­night came, and no Dur­rie.


      One a.m.


      Then two.


      It was ten minutes to three when lights lit up the front of their house. Or­lando hur­ried to the door and opened it. She knew she should wait but couldn’t help her­self.


      In the drive­way, Dur­rie was slowly ex­tract­ing him­self from a taxi. Once out, he weaved his way along the stone path to the front door, not no­ti­cing her stand­ing on the porch un­til he was a few feet away. He jerked in sur­prise.


      “Are you all right?” she asked.


      “I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”


      He pushed past her into the house.


      “You do real­ize you have a flight leav­ing for LAX in eight hours, don’t you?”


      As he headed across the liv­ing room to­ward the hall­way, he said, “I’m not go­ing.”


      “Ex­cuse me?”


      He paused and looked back. “You heard me. Tell Quinn I’m…I don’t know, sick or some­thing. I don’t care, whatever. I have plans to­mor­row.”


      “You have plans to go to Mex­ico City!”


      “Not gonna hap­pen, baby.” He turned to walk away.


      “God­dam­mit, I prom­ised him you’d be there!”


      Without stop­ping, he said, “Did I tell you to do that? No, I didn’t, did I? You should have asked me first.”


      The bed­room door slammed shut, leav­ing Or­lando star­ing at the space where Dur­rie had been.
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      Quinn checked his watch again. It was al­most 3:30 p.m. and no sign of Dur­rie.


      He’d tried call­ing his mentor, but like in the past few days, his calls went straight to voice mail. He’d tried Or­lando, too, but was also shuffled off to mes­sage land.


      “Dam­mit,” he muttered.


      He should have listened to his in­stincts and put someone else on hold. Hope­fully, there was an op in the Mex­ico City area who could jump in on a mo­ment’s no­tice. If not, Quinn would have to do the gig by him­self. A dif­fi­cult task, but not im­possible.


      His stom­ach rumbled.


      He’d give Dur­rie five more minutes, then he’d go in search of food.


      He was so fo­cused on look­ing for his mentor that he didn’t no­tice the slight Asian wo­man walk­ing to­ward him.


      “Quinn?”


      He blinked as he real­ized it was Or­lando. “What are you do­ing here?” He looked around. “Where’s Dur­rie?”


      “He’s, um, not com­ing. Some­thing came up last minute. I didn’t want to leave you without any help so I’m here to fill in.”


      The first emo­tion Quinn should have felt was an­ger, but it wasn’t. What he felt in­stead was re­lief. Ever since Peter had presen­ted him with the task of be­ing Dur­rie’s minder, Quinn had wor­ried some­thing would go awry, and he’d be forced to tor­pedo the ca­reer of the man who’d given Quinn this life. Now, know­ing he wouldn’t have to con­stantly look over his shoulder to su­per­vise Dur­rie took a massive load off his shoulders. Throw in the fact he’d be spend­ing the next couple of days with Or­lando, and the job he had been dread­ing was now some­thing he was look­ing for­ward to.


      “Is he okay?” Quinn asked.


      “He…will be.”


      Quinn paused. While it was a re­lief Dur­rie had backed out, Quinn would still need to in­form Peter, which would mean the end of Dur­rie’s ca­reer. “I’ll…need to put why in my re­port.”


      Or­lando looked around. “How about we sit?”


      She led him over to Gate 28, where a flight had just de­par­ted, leav­ing the area all but empty. They took two seats fa­cing the win­dow.


      “I know I’m not in a po­s­i­tion to do this, but I need to ask you for a fa­vor,” she said.


      “Of course. What is it?” There were three people in the world he would do any­thing for—his es­tranged sis­ter, Liz, and Or­lando were two of them, and he hadn’t talked to Liz in sev­eral years. His mother came in a close third, but cer­tain con­di­tions were at­tached there.


      “I’d like you to not tell Peter,” she said.


      “I’m not…sure how I can do that. Dur­rie’s not here. Peter needs to know that.”


      “The only ones who need to know he didn’t make it are you and me. As far as any­one else is con­cerned, he’s on the job.”


      Quinn sat back, un­sure how to re­spond.


      Or­lando leaned close to him. “I real­ize this is a huge ask, but this could be Dur­rie’s last chance. I don’t know how much Peter told you, but Dur­rie’s on this job with you be­cause—”


      “He told me everything.”


      “Oh. I see. Well, um, good. Then you un­der­stand. If you tell Peter, Dur­rie is done.” She took a breath. “This is his life. If he doesn’t have this, then I don’t know what he’ll do.”


      “He’s the one who put him­self in this po­s­i­tion.”


      “I real­ize that. And he prob­ably doesn’t de­serve a second chance, but I’m try­ing to help him through this. Get him back to where he was.”


      “Through what ex­actly?”


      Her shoulders sagged and her head dipped. “Whatever is go­ing on in his head.”


      “You don’t know what’s wrong with him?”


      “I’m…not sure.” After a beat, she puffed up a bit. “But I’m go­ing to get him through this. I prom­ise. I just need you to do this one thing for me.” An­other pause. “If you can’t, I’ll un­der­stand. I’ll still help you with this job, then Dur­rie and I will fig­ure our way through whatever’s next.”


      Quinn real­ized if he re­fused her re­quest, their re­la­tion­ship would never be the same. And while they might work to­gether now and then, the close­ness they’d had, the trust, would be gone. Whatever his thoughts were about help­ing Dur­rie, not hav­ing Or­lando in his life any­more was not some­thing he could live with. Though she’d prob­ably never know it, she was everything to him.


      “Okay,” he said. “We’ll keep it between us.”


      The words were barely past his lips when she pulled him into a hug and whispered in his ear, “Thank you.”


      “If any­one else on the job finds out, or some­thing goes wrong, I’ll have to come clean.”


      “I know. We’ll just have to make sure none of those things hap­pen.”
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      After a lunch of ta­cos from the takeout place down the block from the Tin Star, Dur­rie, who had yet to drink enough to cloud his mind, came down with a case of the guilts.


      Peter may have been a son of a bitch, but he had thrown Dur­rie a life­line. The fact that Dur­rie had let go of it could be blamed on no one but him­self.


      “Shit,” he said, set­ting down his barely touched beer. He waved at Garner, the bar­tender. “What do I owe you?”


      Get­ting his car work­ing again was a lot easier to do since he was more sober than he’d been the pre­vi­ous night. When he ar­rived home, he was sur­prised to find Or­lando’s car gone. Lately she’d made it a point to wait around for him. Maybe she’d fi­nally given up. He wouldn’t blame her if she did.


      He headed to the back of the house, where he re­trieved his laptop, and car­ried it to the din­ing table. His plan was to ar­range for the soon­est flight he could get to Mex­ico City from San Diego, but be­fore he could set the com­puter down, he saw a piece of pa­per ly­ing at his usual spot.


      He picked it up, sure it was Or­lando’s long over­due Dear John let­ter. Only that’s not what it was.


      
        
          D—


          Have gone to LAX to take your place on the job. If I can work it so that Peter doesn’t find out, I will. That way you’ll still have an­other chance. I don’t know what’s go­ing on with you, but you need to pull it to­gether. If not for your­self, do it for me. Please.

        


        


        
          I’ll be back in a few days. I love you.


          O.

        

      


      He stared at the pa­per, his eyes nar­row­ing.


      There Or­lando went again, play­ing the hero girl­friend. And who was she en­list­ing in her quest to “clear” Dur­rie’s name? His own un­grate­ful ap­pren­tice.


      Or maybe that had been her plan all along. Maybe she had coun­ted on Dur­rie drop­ping out so she and Quinn could have an all-ex­penses-paid trip to Mex­ico.


      He could feel a burn­ing at the base of his skull, a burn­ing that told him his sus­pi­cions might very well be cor­rect.


      No. Were cor­rect.


      Slowly he wad­ded up the ly­ing piece of pa­per and tossed it in the trash can. He headed out to his car, his guilt no longer an is­sue.


      
        
          EN ROUTE TO MEX­ICO CITY, MEX­ICO

        

      


      Quinn stared at the open book in his hand. He had no idea how many times he’d tried to read the same page. Four? Five? More? Every time, after only a few lines, his thoughts had wandered to the head rest­ing against his shoulder.


      “Tired?” he’d asked, when Or­lando yawned after he’d agreed to her plan.


      “No. Just had to get up a little early, to take care of a few things be­fore I left.”


      The denial was a lie. Ex­haus­tion lay heavy across her eyes, her lids sag­ging as if their new po­s­i­tion had be­come per­man­ent.


      Five minutes after their flight reached cruis­ing alti­tude, she had passed out. And not long after that, her body slid side­ways against his, where it had re­mained ever since.


      He had done his best to ig­nore her pres­ence and not think about her. He’d ac­tu­ally suc­ceeded for a while. Now that they were near­ing Mex­ico City and she would soon be wak­ing, he gave up even try­ing.


      More than any­thing, he wanted to reach over and stroke her cheek. He wanted to push up the arm­rest sep­ar­at­ing them and let her lie in his lap. He wanted to put his arms around her and tell her it was all go­ing to be okay.


      But none of those op­tions were open to him. All he could do was stare at his book, un­able to un­der­stand a word.


      He had loved her for years, and yet she was not his to love. That honor be­longed to the man re­spons­ible for her ex­haus­tion.


      Quinn grim­aced.


      Ob­vi­ously Dur­rie was tak­ing out his is­sues on her. Quinn couldn’t un­der­stand how in God’s name Dur­rie could do that. Or­lando had done noth­ing but de­fend Dur­rie. She had even roped in Quinn to cover up Dur­rie’s ab­sence. She de­served Dur­rie’s deep ap­pre­ci­ation and thanks, not whatever psy­cho­lo­gical BS he was ra­di­at­ing.


      Maybe I should have re­fused to go along with her plan, he thought. Maybe what Dur­rie needed was to fi­nally crash and burn. He could either rise from the ashes a re­born man or dis­ap­pear into the debris, never to be seen again. Either way, it would give Or­lando a chance to start anew.


      But even if Quinn could have said no to her—which was doubt­ful—it was too late to say it now. They were in this to­gether, charter mem­bers of Team Res­cue Dur­rie from Him­self.


      Crap.


      The lights in the cabin brightened, and a dong rang out over the in­ter­com sys­tem.


      Over the speaker, a flight at­tend­ant an­nounced, first in Span­ish and then in Eng­lish, “Ladies and gen­tle­men, we are about to be­gin our des­cent into Mex­ico City. At this time, please stow your tray tables and re­turn your chairs to their up­right po­s­i­tion.”


      Or­lando took a deep breath and slowly opened her eyes. When she real­ized she was lean­ing against him, she didn’t im­me­di­ately pull away, but lingered there for a few mo­ments be­fore lean­ing back into her own seat.


      “Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to knock out like that.”


      “Don’t worry about it,” he said.


      “I take it you slept, too, huh?”


      “What?”


      She nod­ded at his book. “Doesn’t look like you got very far.”


      His fin­ger held a place only a hand­ful of pages from the be­gin­ning of the book. “Yeah, a little, I guess,” he lied.


      The plane landed without in­cid­ent. Be­cause of the time change between Cali­for­nia and Mex­ico City, by the time they were through Cus­toms and Im­mig­ra­tion and climb­ing into a taxi, it was al­most mid­night.


      Peter had ar­ranged for a stu­dio apart­ment, not for its com­fort but due to its loc­a­tion, close to the mis­sion site but not too close—a vi­tal factor given the no­tori­ous Mex­ico City traffic. The single room was filled with a small table, two chairs, a pul­lout sofa, and one full-sized bed. The only pri­vacy was the small at­tached bath­room.


      The place would have been fine if Dur­rie had been with Quinn, but not so much now. They couldn’t change loc­a­tions, though. That would mean com­ing up with an­other lie to tell Peter.


      “You can have the bed. I’ll take the couch,” Quinn said.


      She walked over to the sofa, pulled off one of the cush­ions, and checked the mat­tress. “This thing’s only a few inches thick. You’ll be up all night.”


      “I can sleep on the cush­ions. It’ll be fine.”


      She snorted. “You’re about a half foot too tall.”


      “Okay, fine. You take the couch.”


      “Oh, hell, no. I’m not sleep­ing on this, and neither are you.”


      He blinked. “I, um, I guess I could sleep on the floor.”


      “For God’s sake. And how is that go­ing to give you a de­cent night’s sleep?” She shook her head, look­ing at him as if he were an idiot. “We’ve got work to­mor­row. We both have to be on top of our game. We can share the bed.”


      “Really, you don’t need to—”


      “I’m not ar­guing about this with you any­more. If it helps with your moral di­lemma, choir­boy, I trust you. Okay?”


      “Well, um, okay, sure.”


      Tech­nic­ally, this wasn’t the first time they’d slept to­gether. It wasn’t even the second or third. Back when they were both ap­pren­tices work­ing on the same gig, they’d catch a few winks when they could, wherever they could. The ma­jor dif­fer­ence was, none of those other times had ever been on a bed.


      At Or­lando’s in­sist­ence, Quinn used the bath­room first. After he came out and she went in, he pulled on his run­ning shorts and a clean T-shirt, and climbed into bed on the side farthest from the bath­room.


      When she came out, she too was wear­ing a T-shirt, only hers fit like a loose dress that came down to her thighs. She turned off the light and made her way to the bed by the glow of the street­lights out­side the win­dow.


      As she crawled in be­side him, she said, “If I kick you, don’t take it per­son­ally. It just means you’re hog­ging too much space and you need to move.”


      Quinn and Or­lando had spent years jok­ing with each other so he knew she was be­ing funny, but for the first time in as long as he could re­mem­ber, he couldn’t come up with a bet­ter comeback than “Yes, ma’am.”


      She squirmed a little, get­ting com­fort­able, and moved the pil­low around un­til it was just right.


      “Did you set an alarm?” she asked.


      “Six a.m.”


      “Ugh, that’s go­ing to come quick. All right. Good night, honey.”


      Be­fore he could stop him­self, he let out a sur­prised “What?”


      “Oh, I’m sorry. Do you prefer sweet­heart? How about lover? Sounds so ro­mance novel-y, doesn’t it? Lover.” She laughed. “Good night, lover.”


      Her over-the-top de­liv­ery helped lessen the stress of the situ­ation. Stifling his own laugh, Quinn said, “I prefer sir or lord and mas­ter. You may choose between the two.”


      “Yeah, that’s not go­ing to hap­pen.” She turned on her side, fa­cing away from him. “Good night, Quinn.”


      “Good night, Or­lando.”


      
        
          [image: ]

        


        * * *

      


      Or­lando had been wrong in her as­sess­ment. If he’d curled up on the hard floor, he would have had a bet­ter night’s sleep.


      After they said good night, he lay awake for what must have been a couple of hours, her mere pres­ence a mag­net, pulling at every inch of him. She was so close. All he would have to do was slide his arm a few cen­ti­meters to touch her. But he knew he couldn’t al­low him­self to do that. Con­tact might eat away at his res­ist­ance, un­til slip­ping an arm around her would seem like a good idea.


      Then pulling her close.


      Nuzz­ling her neck.


      Kiss­ing her shoulder.


      The sense of her near­ness fi­nally grew so great that he had to re­treat to the bath­room to pre­vent him­self from shout­ing in frus­tra­tion. Once he had calmed down, he re­turned to bed. This time, he lay above the top sheet so that it could act as a bar­rier, al­beit a thin one, between them. The trick worked, and he was able to fi­nally fall asleep. It did not, how­ever, pre­vent him from wak­ing sev­eral times, need­lessly wor­ried he’d un­con­sciously crawled back un­der.


      By the time his alarm went off, stir­ring Or­lando from her slum­ber, he was sit­ting at the table, drink­ing a second cup of cof­fee.


      She stretched, sat up, and looked at him, her sleep-mussed hair dangling over one eye. “Is that cof­fee?”


      “It’s in­stant.”


      “Make me two cups, then.”


      He smiled. “At your ser­vice.”
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        * * *

      


      Sunday, their first full day in Mex­ico City, was prep day.


      They spent the morn­ing walk­ing the streets around the mis­sion’s loc­a­tion, fa­mil­i­ar­iz­ing them­selves with the mul­tiple ways in and out of the area.


      “That’s the door we’re us­ing?” Or­lando asked as they walked down the al­ley be­hind the build­ing where the event would take place.


      “Yeah.”


      She looked around. “You can’t leave a car here.”


      The al­ley was nar­row, no place for a vehicle to be stowed for any length of time.


      “There’s a park­ing gar­age around the corner. We’ll leave it there.”


      She nod­ded, and headed over to where sev­eral large pipes and a few metal boxes were at­tached to the out­side of the struc­ture. This was where the power entered the build­ing. After study­ing everything, she looked around and pulled out a set of lock­picks.


      “Keep an eye out,” she said.


      Quinn scanned the al­ley while she worked on a lock to one of the metal boxes. There were two cam­eras on the back of the build­ing, but Or­lando had cre­ated loops of the empty al­ley on her com­puter be­fore they headed this way. Any­one watch­ing the feeds would think all was quiet.


      Quinn heard a click and a thunk as the box door swung open. After a few mo­ments, he glanced over his shoulder. “Well?”


      “It’s a bit of a rat’s nest but should be easy enough. When the time comes, it shouldn’t take me more than ten minutes to set things up.”


      She shut the case, and they con­tin­ued walk­ing to the end of the al­ley. There, Or­lando pulled her laptop from her back­pack and switched the cam­eras back to a live view.


      After a quick lunch of street ta­cos and aguas fres­cas de horchata, they took a taxi to an auto ser­vice gar­age sev­eral kilo­met­ers east of the mis­sion site.


      Even though this was Sunday, the sounds of work echoed from in­side the build­ing. Quinn and Or­lando entered the main gar­age area, and walked over to where a young mech­anic had his head un­der the hood of a Chevy Tor­nado truck.


      After a few mo­ments, the guy looked over and said in Span­ish, “Can I help you?”


      “We’re look­ing for Denis Aguilar,” Quinn re­spon­ded in kind. “Is he around?”


      The man twis­ted around and looked to­ward the other cars be­ing worked on. “Denis! Cus­tomer!”


      A man ducked out from un­der a Volk­swa­gen Clasico that was jacked in the air on a hy­draulic lift two bays away. Bald with a bushy black mous­tache, he ap­peared to be north of thirty-five. He re­minded Quinn of a Latin ver­sion of Peter, with just a bit more height.


      Upon see­ing Quinn and Or­lando, Aguilar pulled a rag off the top of a rolling tool table, wiped his hands, and walked over.


      “What can I do for you?” the man said, a hint of ir­rit­a­tion at the edge of his help­ful ex­pres­sion.


      “Roberto Ortiz sent us,” Quinn said.


      The man’s an­noy­ance van­ished upon hear­ing the re­cog­ni­tion code. “Roberto, yes. I talked to him this morn­ing. Said you needed to bor­row a truck for a day or two?”


      “That’s cor­rect.”


      “This way. Please.”


      Aguilar led them into the front of­fice, where he re­moved a set of keys from a desk, and then es­cor­ted Quinn and Or­lando out a side door into the lot sur­round­ing the shop.


      “It’s right back here,” he said.


      A blue Nis­san Fron­tier pickup truck sat dir­ectly be­hind the build­ing. The model put it at about four years old, and while it showed some wear, no one would ever call it run­down. Just the kind of vehicle that would blend into the city. And, as re­ques­ted, the bed was covered by a hard plastic lid.


      Aguilar opened the pas­sen­ger door. “As you can see, it is nice and clean,” he said, act­ing like they were nor­mal cus­tom­ers bor­row­ing the truck.


      “Looks per­fect,” Quinn said. The con­di­tion of the in­terior was con­sist­ent with the vehicle’s age. “Can we see the back?”


      “Of course.”


      Aguilar led them around to the bed and used one of the keys to open the cover. A black, easy-to-clean plastic liner pro­tec­ted the bed it­self. At the end next to the cab sat a metal stor­age box that stretched from side to side, and ap­peared to be bolted in place.


      “It’s empty at the mo­ment, but you can put your tools in there,” Aguilar said, fol­low­ing Quinn’s gaze. He picked an­other key on the ring and held it up. “This will open it.”


      “Thank you,” Quinn said. “This will work fine.”


      Aguilar handed the keyring over. “Any­thing else I can help you with?”


      “No. I think this is it.”


      “Please bring it back with a full tank of gas. And try not to scratch it up.”


      Aguilar gave them a smile and headed back around the side of the build­ing. After Quinn and Or­lando heard the gar­age door open and close, Or­lando moved over to the corner and peered around it.


      “He’s gone,” she whispered.


      Quinn hopped into the bed, and used the key the man had shown him to un­lock the tool­box. Un­like Aguilar’s de­scrip­tion, the box was most def­in­itely not empty. In­side he found a briefcase-sized con­tainer hold­ing two pis­tols—a SIG SAUER P226 for Quinn and a Glock 17 for Or­lando—four sound sup­press­ors, three spare magazines each, two boxes of 9mm am­muni­tion, and one of the spe­cial bul­lets Quinn had re­ques­ted. In a duffel bag be­side the case were two sets of jan­it­orial cov­er­alls, a box of rub­ber gloves, and a box of dis­pos­able sur­gical hats.


      “We’re good,” he said as he re­locked the box.


      They headed out, Or­lando play­ing nav­ig­ator and guid­ing them to the first of a hand­ful of hard­ware stores, where they began pick­ing up the items they had not re­ques­ted from Aguilar. Four stores later, they had everything they needed, and headed to the aban­doned con­struc­tion site where they would per­form their fi­nal task for the day.


      Quinn had picked out the loc­a­tion be­fore leav­ing Los Angeles, after his re­search con­firmed the site had not only been sit­ting un­touched for over two years, but more im­port­antly, it was also tied up in the courts and not likely to see a re­sump­tion of con­struc­tion for sev­eral more years.


      The hor­rendous Mex­ico City traffic meant they didn’t reach the site un­til nearly 7:30 p.m. That was fine. What they had to do was bet­ter done in the dark.


      Quinn parked the truck near a par­tially built struc­ture at the cen­ter of the prop­erty. He and Or­lando then grabbed the shovels they had pur­chased and made their way to a pile of dirt, halfway to the back prop­erty line. At the base of the pile they dug a hole, ap­prox­im­ately six feet long by three feet wide, and five feet deep.


      “That should do it,” Quinn said, as he tossed the last shovel­ful of dirt onto the ex­ist­ing mound.


      After Or­lando helped him out of the ditch, they hid their shovels in­side the un­fin­ished build­ing and headed back to town.


      “So, where are you tak­ing me to din­ner?” Or­lando asked.


      “Oh, I’m tak­ing you to din­ner?”


      “Of course you are. Some­place nice, I think. After that, maybe some­place with mu­sic.”


      “Hey, Ms. I Need a De­cent Night of Sleep. To­mor­row is show­time. Don’t you think it would be bet­ter to pick up some­thing to eat and head to the apart­ment so we could turn in early?”


      “Oh, please. We’re go­ing to have plenty of rest time be­fore the ac­tion starts. And come on, I haven’t been out in ages.” She looked at him, puppy dog eyes on full dis­play. “Please. I prom­ise to get you home be­fore your mom sends the po­lice out look­ing for you.”


      He chuckled. “Fine. But you need to pick out the place. Un­less you want to drive.”


      She looked out at the sea of brake lights and pulled out her phone. “Let me see what I can dig up.”
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        * * *

      


      It was a night to be re­membered.


      For Quinn, there was really no other way to de­scribe it.


      To start, din­ner was won­der­ful, and not just the food and the view of the city’s his­tor­ical cen­ter. It was the con­ver­sa­tion and the laughs and the memor­ies Quinn would re­mem­ber most.


      Not once did either of them bring up Dur­rie. In­stead they stuck to re­count­ing mis­sions that hadn’t in­volved him, and told each other stor­ies from their lives be­fore they joined the world of es­pi­on­age.


      It was like he was sit­ting across from the old Or­lando again. The one who had not yet be­come ro­mantic­ally in­volved with Dur­rie. The fun Or­lando. The teas­ing Or­lando. The best friend Quinn had ever had Or­lando.


      After din­ner they found a club a few blocks away, where they en­joyed some Mex­ican rock and roll, and where Or­lando, after they both had a few more drinks, con­vinced Quinn to get up and dance with her. As much as he en­joyed it, he al­most wished he’d said no. See­ing her mov­ing around like that, right in front of him, re­minded him of the tor­ture he’d gone through the night be­fore, a tor­ture he knew would be re­peated when they re­turned to the apart­ment.


      As they sat back down, he cas­u­ally glanced at his watch and shot to his feet again. It was a quarter after mid­night. They needed to be awake again in less than four hours. “We’ve got to go.”


      “Re­lax, it’s early.”


      “Um, no. It’s not.”


      He held out his wrist so she could see the time.


      “That can’t be right,” she said.


      “Check.”


      She pulled out her phone. “Crap.”


      Quinn paid the bill and they caught a taxi back to their apart­ment.


      As they lay on the bed, Or­lando un­der the sheet, Quinn on top, Or­lando said, “Thank you for to­night.”


      “Don’t thank me. I’m go­ing to make Peter pay for everything.”


      “I mean…for help­ing me for­get for a little while.”


      He lay there, un­mov­ing, not sure what to say. She’d given him an open­ing to talk about Dur­rie. He wanted to step through it, to find out ex­actly what had been go­ing on so he could fig­ure out how to help her. But if he took the op­por­tun­ity, he’d be do­ing ex­actly the op­pos­ite of what she was thank­ing him for. After a few seconds, he said only, “I had a fun night, too. Thanks.”


      She smiled and turned away from him. “You set the alarm?”


      “I did.”


      “Good night, sweet­heart.”


      “Good night, sugar bear.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    


    
      Quinn groaned as he peeled his eye­lids open and reached for his phone to turn off the alarm. The time on the screen read 3:55 a.m.


      “Already?” Or­lando croaked be­side him.


      “I blame you.”


      He climbed out of bed and re­treated to the bath­room, where he used a wash towel to give him­self a quick stand­ing bath, then threw his clothes on. When he came out, Or­lando was lean­ing against the wall next to the door, her eyes half closed.


      “I made you cof­fee,” she said with a nod to­ward a cup on the table.


      He barely tasted the li­quid as it went down, but the only thing that really mattered was the caf­feine boost he hoped to get from it.


      When Or­lando was ready, they grabbed their bags and headed out.


      The park­ing gar­age around the corner from the job site was a small setup—two stor­ies with ad­di­tional park­ing on the roof, about thirty spots per level. Quinn would have pre­ferred some­thing a bit lar­ger, more an­onym­ous, but this one was most con­veni­ent. Plus, un­like other places, it was open twenty-four hours.


      The at­tend­ant sit­ting on a chair by the gate rose as Quinn pulled up.


      “I un­der­stand you al­low long-term stays,” Quinn said.


      “De­pends on what you mean by long term,” the man said.


      “Three days at the most.” In truth, it would be closer to twenty hours than sev­enty-two.


      The man told him the price, and Quinn paid.


      “You go over that time, it’ll be ex­tra,” the man said as he moved to the gate con­trols.


      “No prob­lem.”


      The man pushed a but­ton and the arm rose.


      Most of the spaces on the ground floor were already taken. That was fine. Quinn wanted some­place out of the at­tend­ant’s sight, and found the per­fect spot on the second floor, next to one of the stair­wells.


      While Or­lando got to work on her laptop, Quinn climbed into the truck bed, and ad­ded the weapons and other items Aguilar had sup­plied them to the duffel con­tain­ing their other sup­plies. When he was fin­ished, he locked up the bed and stuck his head into the cab.


      “How we look­ing?” he asked.


      “Just a couple seconds.” She tapped away for a bit longer, and then said, “All set.” She closed the screen and stuffed the com­puter into her back­pack. The cam­eras be­hind the job site were now once again loop­ing foot­age show­ing a deser­ted area.


      “Here,” he said as they walked to the stairs, hand­ing her a pair of rub­ber gloves.


      They pulled them on, and took the stairs down to an exit that let out onto the street. After mak­ing sure no one was around, they made their way to the al­ley.


      Dur­ing their day­light scout, Quinn had noted the lack of rear light­ing fix­tures on the build­ings lin­ing the pas­sage­way. Now that it was dark, even fewer of them seemed to be work­ing, and those that were on did little to cut through the inky dark­ness. Down the al­ley they went, un­seen in the shad­ows.


      First stop was the elec­trical box Or­lando had ex­amined the pre­vi­ous day. Quinn stood be­hind her, shield­ing the rest of the al­ley from the pen­light she used. After open­ing the box, Or­lando iden­ti­fied the power sources to each floor, at­tached clamp-like devices around them, and then pulled a cell phone out of her bag and turned it on. It was a cheap flip phone she had mod­i­fied with ex­tra ports on the side, into which she plugged the wires hanging off the back of the clamps. She care­fully situ­ated the phone in­side the box and closed the door.


      When ac­tiv­ated via a call, the phone would trig­ger whichever clamp she had des­ig­nated—or all of them—to cut off the power run­ning through the wire at­tached to that clamp. This was merely a safety pre­cau­tion, in case things didn’t go well and they needed the dis­trac­tion of a power out­age.


      To pre­vent the very re­mote chance of someone open­ing the box and dis­cov­er­ing the phone and clamps, Or­lando re­moved a thin strand of sticky cord from her bag, and ran it along the edge of the box’s door where it touched the hous­ing.


      She next pulled out a book of matches. “Clear?”


      Quinn looked both ways down the al­ley. “Clear.”


      She lit the match and touched the flame to the cord. The mo­ment the sub­stance flared to life, she stepped back and turned away. White light il­lu­min­ated their small por­tion of the al­ley as if it were day­light. This might have been a prob­lem if it had las­ted long, but the sub­stance was de­signed to burn hot and fast and, just as im­port­antly, quiet.


      Within five seconds dark­ness des­cen­ded once more.


      Or­lando flicked on her pen­light as she and Quinn turned to the box. The cord was gone. In its place were burn scars where the in­tense heat had wel­ded the elec­tric box’s door closed.


      Or­lando re­moved a large bottle of wa­ter from her bag and poured it down the front of the box, speed­ing up the cool­ing pro­cess. When the bottle was empty, she used a rag to dry the sur­face.


      “Still too hot?” Quinn asked.


      She shook her head. “It should be okay.”


      From the duffel, Quinn re­moved a paint­brush and the small can of paint they’d pur­chased. “You want to do it?”


      “Be my guest,” she said.


      Quinn opened the can and pro­ceeded to paint over the scorch marks. It wouldn’t fool any­one who got close enough, but from a couple of meters away, most people wouldn’t no­tice any­thing wrong.


      The closed can and the brush went into a Zip­loc bag, which was then stowed in the duffel for dis­posal later.


      In­tel had provided in­form­a­tion on the build­ing’s alarm sys­tem, al­low­ing Or­lando to isol­ate the back door and dis­con­nect it from the sys­tem the pre­vi­ous morn­ing, while mak­ing the soft­ware think everything was fine. At least, that’s what she had done in the­ory. They were about to test whether or not she had been suc­cess­ful.


      Quinn picked the dead­bolt first, and dis­en­gaged the lock in the handle. Slowly, he eased the door away from the frame.


      No flash­ing lights. No ringing bells.


      He gave Or­lando an ap­pre­ci­at­ive nod and she stared back, clearly ques­tion­ing his in­tel­li­gence for hav­ing doubted her.


      They moved across the threshold into a dimly lit cor­ridor, where only every third over­head was on. From the build­ing’s blue­prints, Quinn knew the door at the far end of the hall opened onto the main lobby, where the build­ing’s sole night­time se­cur­ity guard was sta­tioned. Three of the struc­ture’s four el­ev­at­ors were also ac­cessed there. Only the freight el­ev­ator was in the back half of the build­ing, its en­trance four meters down the cor­ridor’s back door.


      When it was time for the ter­min­a­tion, this el­ev­ator would take them up to the job site, though not in the way most would travel. But that was still many hours away.


      They made their first trip to Fe­lix Ruiz’s of­fice via the back stairs. At the land­ing for each floor, they paused at the door for a quick listen. As they’d hoped, the build­ing was dead quiet. Any early-bird em­ploy­ees weren’t likely to show up for an­other hour at least.


      Upon reach­ing floor five, they waited an en­tire minute be­fore eas­ing out of the stair­well, into a room ap­prox­im­ately five meters square. Two large plastic bins sat in one corner, each marked BAS­URA—trash—and in an­other lived a metal cab­inet, with noth­ing de­not­ing its use. The only other exit was a set of double doors on the wall to the right.


      They ap­proached the doors and listened again. Sat­is­fied no one was on the other side, Quinn star­ted to pull it open, but stopped when one of the hinges squeaked.


      Or­lando reached into the duffel bag hanging from his shoulder and pulled out a can of WD40. She squir­ted the hinges on both sides of the exit, then wiped away the ex­cess li­quid with one of the pa­per tow­els.


      Quinn gently pushed the door again. This time it opened without a sound.


      They walked down the cor­ridor to Ruiz’s suite.


      The at­tor­ney had the good sense to have his own alarm sys­tem. Un­for­tu­nately for him, the com­pany that had in­stalled it kept re­cords on a com­puter con­nec­ted to the in­ter­net. Which meant that not only did Quinn and Or­lando know the make and model of the sys­tem, they also knew ex­actly where the door con­tacts were and where each mo­tion sensor had been placed.


      Oh, and they’d also ob­tained the alarm com­pany’s over­ride de­ac­tiv­a­tion code.


      Quinn picked the locks, then looked at Or­lando, who gave him a nod.


      He opened the door and she moved quickly into the room, to the sound of a low beep-beep-beep com­ing from the con­trol box on the wall be­hind the re­cep­tion­ist’s desk. As soon as she keyed in the code, the beep­ing stopped, and a green light ap­peared above the keypad.


      To the right of the box was a door­less entry to a hall­way run­ning right and left, with four doors lead­ing off it. One was to a con­fer­ence room, an­other to a stor­age closet, and the fi­nal two to of­fices.


      Ruiz’s of­fice was the lar­ger of the lat­ter, and, in ad­di­tion to a desk, in­cluded a seat­ing area with an arm­chair and a couch. The lat­ter of which, on closer in­spec­tion, could be turned into a bed.


      “Please tell me he doesn’t use that for what I think he does,” Or­lando said when Quinn lif­ted a cush­ion to show her.


      “Well, he does have a repu­ta­tion.”


      “If you’re try­ing to make me throw up, you’re do­ing a pretty good job.”


      He pushed the cush­ion back in place. “I’ll take the desk. You take the cab­in­ets.”


      Be­fore Quinn touched any­thing, he took a pic­ture of the desk so that he could put everything back in the same place when he fin­ished. The desktop it­self held noth­ing of real value—a couple of files in an out tray, some cor­res­pond­ence to be opened, a mul­til­ine phone, and a wooden box con­tain­ing a few pens, some pa­per­clips, and a cru­ci­fix. Draped over the desk were power and in­ter­net lines for a com­puter but no ac­tual ma­chine. That jibed with the mis­sion brief that stated Ruiz al­ways car­ried a laptop.


      As Quinn opened each drawer, he again took a pic­ture be­fore go­ing through it. But what he was look­ing for was not in one of the draw­ers. It was in a metal clip at­tached to the un­der­side of the desktop.


      He freed the gun and held it up. A Smith & Wesson Colt .45. As­sum­ing its pur­pose was for Ruiz to pro­tect him­self in this very room, it was a lot of fire­power for the space.


      Quinn pulled out a box from his duffel and set it on the desk be­side the gun. In­side were eight rows of six bul­lets each. Four dif­fer­ent calibers, two rows per set.


      Quinn popped the magazine out of Ruiz’s gun, re­moved the bul­lets and the one in the cham­ber. He re­placed them with .45-caliber am­muni­tion from the box, stick­ing a fi­nal new bul­let in the cham­ber.


      The am­muni­tion looked identical to that he had taken out, but had two im­port­ant dif­fer­ences. None of the new bul­lets con­tained any gun­powder, nor would their primers work. There was no way for Ruiz to know that without pulling the trig­ger, how­ever, so if he happened to in­spect his weapon, he wouldn’t see any­thing wrong.


      Quinn put the live bul­lets into the empty holes in his case, re­seated the gun in its clip, and re­turned the case to his duffel.


      “Find any­thing in­ter­est­ing?” he asked.


      “Not really,” Or­lando said. “I’m guess­ing all the good stuff’s on his com­puter.”


      “Let’s fin­ish up. I don’t know about you but I could use a nap. I men­tioned be­fore that I blame you for the lack of sleep, didn’t I?”


      Or­lando re­moved her back­pack and set it on the arm­chair. “You did, but you were wrong. It was your fault.”


      “Mine? I wasn’t the one who wanted to go out last night.”


      “But you were the one who was sup­posed to be keep­ing track of time.” She pulled two cam­eras out of her bag and tossed one to Quinn.


      As he caught it, he said, “I don’t be­lieve we ever es­tab­lished that.”


      “We didn’t have to. It was pre­sumed.”


      “I never pre­sumed it.”


      “But I did. Which means it was your fault.” She placed her cam­era in a book­case dir­ectly across from Ruiz’s desk. “How’s this look?”


      Quinn stud­ied it for a mo­ment. “What hap­pens if he needs one of those books on that shelf?”


      “If he does, it’ll be the first time in months. Who­ever does the dust­ing in this place hasn’t hit this area in a while.”


      Quinn found a spot for his cam­era on the win­dow frame, half hid­den by the blinds. After Or­lando gave him the thumbs-up, they ex­ited the of­fice and put cam­eras in the con­fer­ence room, other of­fice, and lobby be­fore leav­ing the suite.


      They headed back to­ward the stair­well and were about halfway down the hall­way when they heard one of the el­ev­at­ors whir to life. They picked up their pace. The el­ev­ator turned out to be one of the three main ones, and it stopped be­fore reach­ing the fifth floor.


      In the main­ten­ance room, Quinn pried open the ser­vice el­ev­ator doors far enough for Or­lando to lean into the shaft.


      “It’s on the ground floor,” she con­firmed.


      They pro­ceeded down the stairs and stopped on the second floor. Once more, Quinn forced open the el­ev­ator doors, this time all the way. Us­ing the shaft’s sup­port rail­ings, Or­lando climbed down onto the top of the el­ev­ator. While she did this, Quinn re­trieved a rope from his duffel and tied one end to the bag’s hand­grips. Once Or­lando was settled on the el­ev­ator, he lowered the bag to her, and then swung into the shaft him­self.


      Get­ting the doors closed again from the in­side was tricky, but after a few mo­ments he was able to get them shut. He climbed down and joined Or­lando.


      The top of an el­ev­ator wasn’t the most com­fort­able place to spend a day, but at least there was enough room for one of them at a time to lie down and sleep.


      “You go first,” he whispered.


      “You look more tired than me. You should go.”


      “My gig, my call. You sleep first.”


      She shrugged. “All right. I’m not go­ing to ar­gue with you.”


      She lay down.


      “Try not to snore,” he said.


      “I never snore.”


      He laughed un­der his breath.


      “What?”


      “Noth­ing.”


      “I never snore.”


      “Okay, sure. But if I give you a kick don’t take it per­son­ally. It just means be quiet.”


      “Ha. Ha,” she said. Then, after a beat, “Don’t kick too hard.”
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      The first time the ser­vice el­ev­ator moved was at 9:36 a.m.


      Quinn, still on guard duty, jerked in sur­prise. His sleep-de­prived mind had been drift­ing and he hadn’t heard any­one enter the car be­low. Or­lando, on the other hand, didn’t even budge.


      It moved twice more be­fore Quinn’s turn to sleep, and ac­cord­ing to Or­lando, had taken an ad­di­tional seven trips by the time he woke just after six p.m.


      At seven p.m., the car headed up again. While in transit, the per­son in­side rapped against the side three times, then two, then three again.


      Timo Hokkanen, the mis­sion’s as­sas­sin, had ar­rived.


      As soon as Hokkanen ex­ited on the fifth floor and the doors closed, Or­lando opened her com­puter, and brought up the feeds from the cam­eras she and Quinn had in­stalled through­out Ruiz’s suite. She plugged in an au­dio split­ter, which was at­tached to two sets of ear­buds. She gave one set to Quinn and donned the other.


      Ruiz was the only one in his suite and was sit­ting be­hind his desk. His sec­ret­ary, who also served as re­cep­tion­ist and of­ten stayed late, had re­ceived a phone call from her son’s school around five p.m., in­form­ing her that her son had been caught sneak­ing into a classroom and she needed to pick him up right away. The call had not come from the school, of course, but from one of Peter’s op­er­at­ives.


      A muffled knock caused Ruiz to look up from his laptop. He star­ted to call out, but then seemed to re­mem­ber he was alone. As he rose, he reached un­der his desk and pulled out the gun. After slip­ping it into his waist­band at the small of his back, and drap­ing his suit jacket over it, he pro­ceeded through the of­fices to the front door and opened it to find the Finnish as­sas­sin out­side.


      “Señor Bale?” Ruiz said.


      “Sí,” Hokkanen replied.


      The seven-p.m. meet­ing between Ruiz and a po­ten­tial cli­ent named Robert Bale had also been set up by Peter’s people.


      Step­ping out of the way, Ruiz said, “Come in.”


      At 195 cen­ti­meters tall, Hokkanen could barely pass through the door­way without duck­ing. As far as Quinn knew, the man was the tallest as­sas­sin in the busi­ness. And it was this height that made him par­tic­u­larly good at a very spe­cific method of killing.


      After Hokkanen was in­side and the door closed, Ruiz said, “This way,” and turned his back on the man who he thought was a new cli­ent, in­tend­ing to lead him to the back of­fice.


      The law­yer had taken only one step, how­ever, be­fore Hokkanen reached over the man’s head and yanked a gar­rote around Ruiz’s neck. The as­sas­sin’s hands were large enough that he needed only one to twist both ends of the gar­rote so that it squeezed tight against the tar­get’s skin. With his free hand, Hokkanen pulled Ruiz to his chest and man­handled him to the floor. There, the as­sas­sin wrapped a leg around Ruiz’s lower body, ef­fect­ively cut­ting off all res­ist­ance as he con­tin­ued to strangle the at­tor­ney.


      Ruiz shot his hands up to the gar­rote to pull it away, but when that proved im­possible, he reached around for his gun. Un­for­tu­nately for him, Hokkanen had him pinned so that it was im­possible for him to reach it. Ter­ror grew on Ruiz’s face.


      What was miss­ing from his ex­pres­sion, how­ever, was sur­prise. Be­ing in bed with a car­tel came with some very sweet re­wards, but also with risks few people would ac­cept. Ruiz had been one of the few, and those risks were now a real­ity.


      It didn’t take much longer for the life to fade from his eyes. Hokkanen, how­ever, main­tained his deathly em­brace for an­other full minute be­fore re­leas­ing the law­yer’s husk. Be­ing a pro­fes­sional in this busi­ness meant not leav­ing things to chance.


      That was Quinn’s cue. He slipped through the es­cape hatch on top of the car, made sure Hokkanen had turned the el­ev­ator off, and ex­ited onto the fifth floor. When he reached the door to Ruiz’s suite, he rapped on it twice, then twice again.


      Hokkanen let him in and shut the door.


      “Nice work,” Quinn said.


      The as­sas­sin grinned. “You were watch­ing, yes?”


      “I was.”


      “I prefer tar­gets to have a little more fight in them,” Hokkanen said. “But I’ll take this. Easy money, am I right?”


      Quinn glanced at the man’s bare hands. To pre­vent tip­ping off Ruiz, Hokkanen had not worn gloves. “Touch any­thing?” Quinn asked.


      He had not seen the as­sas­sin do so, but there’d been a time gap between when Quinn left the el­ev­ator and when Hokkanen let him into the of­fice.


      “Just the door handle,” the man said.


      “What about the gar­rote? Where is it?”


      Hokkanen tapped the pocket of his suit coat. “I have it.”


      Quinn pulled out a large Zip­loc bag from his pocket and held it open. “Hand it over.”


      The cord would be covered in Ruiz’s DNA, mak­ing it a piece of evid­ence that needed to be des­troyed.


      “It’s only been used the once. It still has a lot of life in it.”


      “You know that’s not the way this works,” Quinn said.


      Quinn was well aware Hokkanen—who had more time in the busi­ness—was test­ing him. It wasn’t the first time a vet­eran agent had pulled some­thing sim­ilar.


      The stan­doff las­ted an­other couple of seconds, be­fore Hokkanen laughed and re­trieved the gar­rote.


      After he dumped it in the bag, Quinn said, “You put the weapon in your pocket. I’m go­ing to need the jacket, too.”


      With a frown, Hokkanen pulled off the coat and handed it to Quinn. “I’d ap­pre­ci­ate it if you didn’t men­tion the jacket to Peter. I’d like to re­port it as dam­aged and bill him.”


      “I don’t know any­thing about a jacket,” Quinn said.


      “Thank you.”


      It was a small fa­vor, one that would in­crease Hokkanen’s trust in Quinn, and make easier any work they did to­gether in the fu­ture.


      Quinn pulled a pair of dis­pos­able rub­ber gloves out of his bag. “Use these on your way out.”


      Hokkanen pulled them on. “Un­til next time.”


      The as­sas­sin opened the door and dis­ap­peared into the hall­way. To avoid be­ing seen by any­one be­low, he would take the stairs to the roof, and then hop two build­ings over be­fore des­cend­ing to the street. Be­fore the night was over, he’d be on a plane out of the coun­try.


      Quinn pulled a rolled-up body bag out of the duffel and laid it on the floor next to Ruiz. As he moved the flaps to the side, two raps echoed off the door, and then one. He opened it and let Or­lando in. Now that Hokkanen was gone, they wouldn’t have to worry about him see­ing Or­lando and po­ten­tially men­tion­ing the fact to Peter.


      They lif­ted Ruiz into the bag but left it un­zipped.


      Quinn reentered the pub­lic hall­way and walked its en­tire length. While only one other suite on the fifth floor was cur­rently leased, he still paused at each en­trance and listened. Every one of them was dead quiet. He con­tin­ued to the pub­lic el­ev­at­ors and con­firmed the cars were sit­ting at the ground floor. Fi­nally, he checked the back room where the ser­vice el­ev­ator and rear stairs were loc­ated. No one there, nor were there any sounds of steps in the stair­well.


      He reentered Ruiz’s of­fice and found Or­lando va­cu­um­ing the car­pet with their hand­held vac, around where Hokkanen had taken down Ruiz.


      “We’re clear,” he said. He grabbed the spe­cial ammo box out of the duffel, pulled the Colt from be­hind Ruiz’s back, and headed through the suite to Ruiz’s per­sonal of­fice.


      Sit­ting on the desk was Ruiz’s laptop com­puter and a pad of pa­per with notes writ­ten on the top sheet. Quinn set the ammo box on the desk. Turned out the dum­mies were un­ne­ces­sary, but in Quinn’s world that was a sign of a job well done.


      He re­moved the faux ammo, re­turned the ori­ginal bul­lets to the weapon, and snapped the pis­tol back into the brack­ets un­der the desk. He pushed Ruiz’s chair un­der the desk like how it had been when they did their walk-through, and turned off the desk lamp. After clos­ing the com­puter, he picked it up along with the pad of pa­per, then ex­ited the room, flip­ping off the over­head light on his way out.


      Now it would look like Ruiz had left for the even­ing. And when someone even­tu­ally star­ted look­ing for him, all in­dic­a­tions would be that whatever had happened to the at­tor­ney, it hadn’t oc­curred here.


      As Quinn reentered the suite’s lobby, Or­lando was pla­cing the va­cuum’s dust bag in the body bag with Ruiz.


      “Doorknob?” he asked.


      “Not yet.”


      He placed the items from Ruiz’s of­fice in the duffel bag be­fore pulling out a small bottle of bleach spray and a rag. These he used to thor­oughly wipe down the doorknob and the area around it.


      After a spray of odor neut­ral­izer to elim­in­ate the heavy bleach scent, he turned back to the room and looked around. “Everything looks good. You see any­thing?”


      Or­lando scanned the space and shook her head. “I think that’s it.”


      “Zip him up.”
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        * * *

      


      The most dif­fi­cult item on their agenda was lift­ing Ruiz through the el­ev­ator ac­cess hatch and onto the roof of the car. Quinn pulled from up top while Or­lando pushed from be­low, both strain­ing with the awk­ward load. But cen­ti­meter by cen­ti­meter the body bag cleared the open­ing, un­til it fi­nally res­ted on the sur­face be­side Quinn.


      Or­lando turned the el­ev­ator back on and pushed the but­ton for the first floor. As the car des­cen­ded, Quinn pulled Or­lando up through the roof open­ing. Be­fore they’d even reached the fourth floor, the hatch was closed again.


      When the el­ev­ator stopped on the ground floor, the doors opened auto­mat­ic­ally, stayed that way for twenty seconds, and closed again.


      It wasn’t long be­fore Quinn and Or­lando heard the muffled clicks of shoes on tiled floor. As ex­pec­ted, the after-hours move­ment of the el­ev­ator had drawn the at­ten­tion of the guard.


      A few mo­ments later, the el­ev­ator doors opened again.


      A step in­side, and a step back out, fol­lowed by the doors shut­ting.


      The click­ing of shoes again, this time mov­ing to­ward the back of the build­ing. Though the noise was faint, Quinn was sure he heard the rear en­trance door open­ing.


      For sev­eral mo­ments all was si­lent, then the clicks made a third ap­pear­ance, this time mov­ing from the back of the build­ing, past the el­ev­ator, and to­ward the front lobby, where they soon faded to noth­ing.


      Quinn and Or­lando waited thirty minutes, in case the guard de­cided to take a second look around. When he failed to show up, Or­lando pulled out her com­puter and per­formed her ma­gic trick with the cam­eras cov­er­ing the back of the build­ing. Quinn then slipped into the el­ev­ator car, pried the doors apart just wide enough for him to pass through, and entered the hall­way.


      From there it was a short trip out the rear door and back to the park­ing gar­age. A dif­fer­ent guy was work­ing the en­trance as Quinn pulled out. A flash of the pre­paid ticket res­ul­ted in the gate swinging open, with barely a glance from the at­tend­ant.


      Quinn drove the long way around and entered the al­ley from the op­pos­ite end, to avoid any­one near the park­ing gar­age no­ti­cing his ac­tions. After park­ing be­hind Ruiz’s build­ing, he un­locked the bed cover, raised it a good meter, and reentered the struc­ture.


      Back in the el­ev­ator, he tapped twice on the wall to let Or­lando know it was him. She opened the hatch, handed down the duffel and her back­pack, and then they switched places.


      Quinn lowered the body bag through the hole feet first and leaned down with it un­til it touched the floor. Though Or­lando was only about three quar­ters the size of the dead law­yer, she was in prime shape. When Quinn was sure she had con­trol of the body, he let go and lowered him­self be­side her.


      To­gether they set the body on the floor.


      Or­lando rolled her neck to the side, stretch­ing it.


      “You okay?” Quinn whispered.


      “Yeah, just—”


      Click. Click. Click.


      Without an­other word, they moved to the front of the el­ev­ator, tak­ing po­s­i­tion at either side of the door.


      As the guard—or who­ever it was—neared the front of the car, Quinn tensed. But the steps con­tin­ued for an­other couple of meters. A door opened. From where the sound came from, it could only be the door to the stair­well. This was con­firmed when the click of the shoes traveled into the well and began mov­ing up­ward.


      “Must be on his rounds,” Or­lando whispered.


      Quinn con­cen­trated on the steps. When it soun­ded like they had reached the second-floor land­ing, he said, “Come on.”


      He draped the duffel’s straps over his shoulders and pried the doors open again. They picked up the body bag, ex­ited the el­ev­ator, and headed down the hall­way and out the rear exit.


      With a single swing to gain mo­mentum, they hef­ted Ruiz into the back of the truck and tossed the duffel bag in be­side him. Quinn shut the cover and twis­ted the latch into place but didn’t waste time lock­ing it.


      He raced around and jumped into the driver’s seat. Or­lando was already buckled in on the pas­sen­ger’s side, her com­puter out and opened. He pulled away, his gaze flick­ing back and forth between the al­ley and his rear­view mir­ror. By the time Ruiz’s build­ing dis­ap­peared from sight, the door at the back had not moved.


      “Loops are off,” Or­lando said. She typed again, this time peck­ing the key­board for over fif­teen seconds. “Emer­gency dis­trac­tion dis­abled.”


      This meant she had sent a mes­sage to the phone in the power box, trig­ger­ing it to self-de­struct. By the time someone thought to pry the box open, the phone and the wires at­tach­ing it to the clamps would be a hardened glop of plastic at the bot­tom.


      Quinn was start­ing to re­lax when a thought hit him. He slammed on the brakes. “The hatch.”


      “What do you—” She closed her eyes, also re­mem­ber­ing. “Oh, crap.”


      In their de­sire to avoid the guard, they had left the hatch in the ser­vice el­ev­ator open. If Quinn had done that in his ap­pren­tice days, Dur­rie would have laid into him for weeks. A sim­ilar rep­rim­and now would be no less de­served.


      Every ob­sess­ive-com­puls­ive fiber in his body was telling him to turn around and fix the prob­lem, but the sur­vival side of his brain countered with It’s not worth the risk.


      He heard the pas­sen­ger door open and looked over as Or­lando hopped to the ground.


      “I’ll be right back,” she said, and dis­ap­peared be­fore he could reply.


      He pulled to the side of the road and al­most jumped out of the car to race after her. But while see­ing a wo­man run­ning down the road might be odd, see­ing a man ap­par­ently chas­ing her would be down­right mem­or­able.


      There was noth­ing he could do but wait.


      He kept his eyes fo­cused on the rear­view mir­ror as the minutes ticked off. Four, five, then six. At the start of the sev­enth minute, a small sil­hou­ette ap­peared in the dis­tance, not run­ning, walk­ing. Though it looked like Or­lando, it wasn’t un­til the shad­owy form was a few car lengths away that he knew for sure.


      When she opened the door and climbed in, he said, “What the hell were you think­ing?”


      “I was think­ing we needed to be thor­ough.”


      “I’m the one in charge, re­mem­ber? I make these de­cisions.” He looked out the front win­dow and took a mo­ment to calm down. “Did you get it shut?”


      “Of course.”


      “How?”


      She was much too short to reach the hatch on her own.


      “Mop handle.”


      He looked at her again, his eyes wide.


      She shrugged. “Im­pro­vise, right?”


      He held his stare for a mo­ment longer and then laughed. After a second, Or­lando joined in.


      When Quinn fi­nally caught his breath, he said, “Next time, can we at least talk about it for a second be­fore you run off?”


      “That’ll de­pend on the situ­ation, won’t it?”


      He snorted and shook his head, then star­ted the en­gine and pulled away.
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        * * *

      


      They un­zipped the body bag and upen­ded it, so that Ruiz and the trash from the scene tumbled into the hole they had dug the night be­fore. After the body was stretched out, Quinn poured two gal­lons of a chem­ical cock­tail over the body, mixed from in­gredi­ents he and Or­lando had picked up on their tour of hard­ware stores. It wasn’t the best solu­tion he had ever used, but it was pretty good given what was avail­able to them.


      In sev­enty-two hours, the body would be un­re­cog­niz­able. At the end of a week, even the best forensic tech­ni­cians would have a hard time pulling any use­ful in­form­a­tion from the re­mains.


      Quinn and Or­lando re­filled the hole. After this, they re­peatedly jabbed their shovels into the pile of dirt be­side the grave, cre­at­ing a mini­ature land­slide that cas­caded over the spot, con­ceal­ing it from sight. At worst, it would be at least a year be­fore any of the dirt was moved again. In the best-case scen­ario, the con­struc­tion at the site would be put off for a dec­ade or maybe forever.
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        * * *

      


      Quinn and Or­lando caught an early morn­ing flight to Dal­las, from where they would take sep­ar­ate flights back to Cali­for­nia—Quinn on a non­stop to Los Angeles, and Or­lando mak­ing a plane change in Phoenix be­fore con­tinu­ing to San Diego.


      “Thank you,” Or­lando said be­fore they left for their sep­ar­ate gates. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”


      Quinn smiled, but she could tell some­thing was troub­ling him.


      “You aren’t go­ing to say any­thing to Peter, right?” she asked.


      “No. Of course not. It’s just…”


      “Just what?”


      “I’m sup­posed to also su­per­vise him on whatever the next mis­sion Peter puts him on. What hap­pens if Dur­rie backs out of that one, too?”


      “He won’t. I prom­ise.”


      Quinn al­most said some­thing, but held it back. This time she didn’t prod him, as she was pretty sure he would re­mind her she’d prom­ised Dur­rie would be on this job, too.


      “If for some reason he doesn’t show up,” she said, “I won’t try to talk you out of re­port­ing it.” She meant it, though she was de­term­ined to not let things get to that point.


      She slept most of the way to San Diego, then watched the city rise up around her as her plane des­cen­ded to­ward the air­field.


      Dur­rie wasn’t home when she ar­rived at the house. She had texted him from Dal­las so he should have been here wait­ing for her. Nor­mally, when she had work and he didn’t, he’d be home when she re­turned.


      She called him, but after five rings the call went to voice mail. After the beep, she said, “I’m home. I was think­ing maybe we could grab some din­ner. Let me know if you’re up for it.”


      She texted him a sim­ilar mes­sage, but re­ceived no re­sponse.


      Her two days in Mex­ico had made her all but for­get how stress­ful her life was. The op­press­ive­ness now came crash­ing back with a ven­geance. She felt the weight of a thou­sand wor­ries press­ing down on her, try­ing to shove her through the floor and into the earth it­self. And as if that wasn’t enough, the dull head­ache that had been her con­stant com­pan­ion these past few months began throb­bing again.


      She took a shower, hop­ing that would ease some of the pain, but within minutes her hands were pressed against the wall, wa­ter pour­ing over her, as she was over­whelmed by the in­ab­il­ity to come up with even one idea for how to pull Dur­rie out of his funk.


      He had never been an easy man to love.


      His gruff, sar­castic de­meanor had rubbed more than a few people the wrong way. But he’d al­ways been a total pro­fes­sional who re­spec­ted those good at their jobs. A re­spect that had ex­ten­ded to her, even when she’d been a newly min­ted ap­pren­tice with Dur­rie’s some­time part­ner, Ab­ra­ham Del­ger.


      She hadn’t planned on fall­ing in love with Dur­rie. Nor had she real­ized he had any ro­mantic in­terest in her. Not un­til the day he’d asked her on a date. She’d said yes more out of shock than any­thing else.


      He’d been the per­fect gen­tle­man. Kind and gen­er­ous and in­ter­ested in her. And funny, too. She had laughed so much that night that she’d found her­self say­ing yes to a second date without hes­it­a­tion. It didn’t mat­ter that he was con­sid­er­ably older than her. She en­joyed be­ing around him. Over the com­ing weeks and months, she fell more and more into his or­bit, un­til one day she woke up and real­ized she loved him.


      It was sur­pris­ing, really.


      If you had asked her a few years ago who in her pro­fes­sional circle she might end up with, she would have guessed Quinn. They had a ton in com­mon and clearly en­joyed each other’s com­pany, so she would have wel­comed a re­la­tion­ship with him. But he had never done any­thing to in­dic­ate he would have been open to one with her, too.


      He was al­ways so re­spect­ful to­ward every­one, but to­ward her es­pe­cially. Some­times to the point of mad­ness. If the av­er­age per­son clocked in at around five or six on a re­spect­ful scale, Dur­rie would have hit around seven point five. But Quinn? Quinn would eas­ily land some­where off the scale. Say, at fif­teen or maybe even twenty.


      Not that the pos­sib­il­ity of be­com­ing in­volved with him mattered any­more. For bet­ter or worse, she was with Dur­rie. And she would help him, even if he didn’t ask for it.


      She went to bed at mid­night, hav­ing left him sev­eral more mes­sages, voice and text. When she opened her eyes again, the room was still dark, and the other side of the mat­tress still un­oc­cu­pied. But she sensed some­thing in the room.


      She sat up.


      “Hello, baby.”


      Dur­rie sat in the chair by the door, his hands clasped in his lap.


      She reached for the lamp on her night­stand.


      “Don’t,” he said.


      She stopped. “Where have you been?”


      “Out.”


      “That’s not an an­swer.”


      He chuckled and leaned for­ward, fore­arms on thighs. “Let’s see. I was at the Tin Star for a while. Then Ella Wayne’s and Rhythm Bay.” He paused. “Oh, yeah. I hit Margo’s some­where in there. Don’t ask me to give you the or­der.”


      Bars, all of them.


      “How much did you have to drink?”


      “Not a drop.”


      She reached over and turned the light on be­fore he could stop her again.


      His eyes were clear, and there were none of the usual signs he dis­played when in­ebri­ated.


      “I tried call­ing you,” she said.


      “I got your mes­sages.”


      “Then why didn’t you come home?”


      “I con­sidered it. But I had too much on my mind.”


      “Like what?”


      He leaned back again. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe like you and Johnny in Mex­ico City.”


      She blinked. “What does that mean?”


      “Tell me—where did you end up stay­ing?”


      “Stay­ing? Um, an apart­ment.”


      “That Peter set up.”


      “Yes.”


      “A small little place? Stu­dio? One real bed?”


      She said noth­ing.


      “I’m right, aren’t I?”


      “Yes.”


      He shook his head and let out a quiet snort. “I’ve stayed there be­fore. Cozy, wasn’t it? I bet Quinn really en­joyed it.”


      “What are you talk­ing about?”


      “Come on, baby. I know how much he pines for you. Get­ting you alone in a place like that must have been like a sign from heaven to him.”


      She threw back the cov­ers, jumped to her feet, and marched over to him. “Ig­nor­ing for a mo­ment how idi­otic you sound, don’t you think in a situ­ation like you’re sug­gest­ing, I might have some­thing to say about what would hap­pen?”


      A shrug. “I know how you feel about him, too.”


      “If you be­lieve I would ever cheat on you, you’re an even big­ger as­shole than every­one thinks you are.”


      She stormed out of the room, al­most slap­ping him on her way out, but stayed her hand as she knew it would do no good.


      “Are you say­ing you didn’t share the bed with him?” Dur­rie called after her.


      She turned and saw Dur­rie stand­ing in the door­way now, the grin and know­ing look from be­fore tempered by a hint of vul­ner­ab­il­ity.


      “Even if we had, noth­ing would have happened. Quinn re­spects you—and me—too much to ever do any­thing that would hurt either of us. You know that.”


      She could see her words had stung him.


      After sev­eral seconds, he whispered al­most too low for her to hear, “What about you? Would you ever do any­thing to hurt us?”


      Her head ready to ex­plode, she turned away to get her tem­per un­der con­trol.


      “Every­one makes mis­takes,” he said.


      She whipped back around, a hair’s-width from fly­ing down the hall and kick­ing the liv­ing crap out of him. “I’m be­gin­ning to think my only mis­take was that I let my­self fall in love with you.” She turned and headed into the liv­ing room. “Do not fol­low me. I don’t want to see you. I don’t want to hear your voice. I don’t even want to hear you breath­ing.”


      “Or­lando…wait.”


      She kept go­ing.


      “I’m…I’m sorry. You’re right. I’m be­ing an idiot. I take it all back.”


      She stormed out of the hall­way and over to the break­fast bar that di­vided the kit­chen from the liv­ing room, picked up her car keys, and headed for the coat closet.


      “Or­lando. Please,” Dur­rie said, his voice mov­ing down the hall to­ward the liv­ing room. “I don’t know what I was think­ing.”


      A half dozen ex­cel­lent re­sponses popped into her head, but she sup­pressed them all. She grabbed her leather jacket and pulled it on over the long T-shirt she’d been sleep­ing in. She hur­ried over to the gar­age door and, as she yanked it open, heard Dur­rie enter the room be­hind her.


      “Where are you go­ing?” he asked.


      Her jaw clenched and her lips sealed, she stepped into the gar­age and slammed the door closed.


      She drove without a des­tin­a­tion in mind, her mind re­liv­ing not only the hor­rible con­ver­sa­tion she’d just had but all the other mo­ments from the past year or so when Dur­rie’s words and ac­tions had hurt her.


      It wasn’t un­til the fog of an­ger eased that she real­ized she was head­ing north, to­ward Los Angeles. For the next ten minutes, she ser­i­ously con­sidered driv­ing all the way to Quinn’s house. He was the only one she could talk to about this, and that’s what she needed to do right now.


      But she only made it as far as Ana­heim be­fore ad­mit­ting to her­self that go­ing to him of all people would be a mis­take. It would be the quick­est way to end her re­la­tion­ship with Dur­rie. And as pain­ful as that re­la­tion­ship was, she did still love him.


      Her pa­ternal grand­mother had once said, “It’s easy to give your­self to a part­ner when everything’s go­ing well. The true test of a re­la­tion­ship is the abil­ity to do so when things aren’t.”


      She had no idea if he was suf­fer­ing from an ill­ness or had fully given in to the as­shole tend­en­cies he’d al­ways had. Whatever the case, she couldn’t turn her back on him.


      She took a deep breath, ex­ited just past Dis­ney­land, and reentered the free­way head­ing south, to­ward home.
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        * * *

      


      Two days after re­turn­ing to Los Angeles, Quinn called Or­lando, os­tens­ibly to bring her up to speed on how the job closed out, but really be­cause he wanted to say hi and make sure she was okay.


      “Peter’s happy everything went well,” he told her.


      “Peter’s never happy about any­thing.”


      “True enough. How about I say he was pleased.”


      “That, I’ll buy.” She paused. “I as­sume he asked about Dur­rie.”


      “He did. I told him everything went well, gave him a run­down of what we did, and told him it all went smoothly.”


      “That’s it?”


      “He pressed some, wanted to make sure Dur­rie hadn’t messed any­thing up, but I stuck to the story.”


      “So he doesn’t sus­pect any­thing.”


      “No, though he did ask if I was still will­ing to do that next job with Dur­rie.”


      “What did you say?”


      “I told him of course I was.”


      Or­lando said noth­ing for a mo­ment, then, “Thank you.”


      “How’s, um, how’s Dur­rie do­ing?”


      “He’s fine.”


      When you know someone, really know someone, you pick up on little things, word use or tonal changes, how­ever slight. Things other people wouldn’t no­tice. Things that made you see bey­ond their words.


      When Or­lando said, “He’s fine,” what Quinn heard was “He’s still a mess and I don’t want to talk about it.”


      “Will he be ready for the next job?”


      “He will. Don’t worry.”


      He didn’t even have to try to hear the de­fens­ive­ness in her tone now. He wished he knew what he could say to help her open up. But he wor­ried that if he pushed even a little, she would shut down. Pos­sibly even pull away from him. That was some­thing he could not risk.


      So, in­stead of provid­ing the life­line she prob­ably needed, he said, “I’m not wor­ried.”


      They hung up prom­ising to get to­gether soon in either L.A. or San Diego.


      Little did either of them know it would be months be­fore they saw each other again. And when they did, it would be in neither loc­a­tion.
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      The fol­low-up job Quinn was sup­posed to do with Dur­rie was delayed. At first by a week, and then, per Peter, “at least an­other two.” Peter wouldn’t di­vulge the ex­act reason, only that it had some­thing to do with the tar­get’s sched­ule.


      “So, are you say­ing I have a little free time?” Quinn asked when Peter called him about the latest delay. He was really feel­ing the need for a little down­time.


      Peter snorted over the line. “Right. I’ve got some­thing com­ing up in San Fran­cisco that could use your del­ic­ate touch, but that’s at least a few weeks off. Lucky for you, I have a pair of jobs that are a bit more press­ing.”


      Try­ing not to sound dis­ap­poin­ted, Quinn said, “Great.”


      Both gigs were in Europe. First up, a simple scene scrub­bing in Lis­bon. The mis­sion’s tar­get had been in­volved in the theft and sale of mil­it­ary equip­ment to who­ever was will­ing to pay. Be­cause of the cli­ent in­form­a­tion he car­ried in his head, the tar­get could not be elim­in­ated. This was to be an ab­duc­tion, after which the tar­get would find him­self in some out-of-the-way, secret in­stall­a­tion, hav­ing long con­ver­sa­tions with name­less in­ter­rog­at­ors. Quinn’s job was to erase any signs of the kid­nap­ping and plant evid­ence point­ing to the tar­get hav­ing left town on a long busi­ness trip.


      There was a rocky mo­ment near the start of the op­er­a­tion, where the tar­get ac­ted in a way that made the ops leader think he’d been tipped off. But it turned out the man had just been con­duct­ing a cov­ert li­aison with the wife of a Por­tuguese cab­inet of­fi­cial. They let him have his fun, then as soon as he re­turned to the hotel room serving as his home, the ops team swung into ac­tion. The mis­sion, in­clud­ing Quinn’s part, was ex­ecuted without a hitch.


      From there, Quinn traveled to an area south of Ami­ens, France, where an en­for­cer for the Italian mob named Jorio had been liv­ing for sev­eral years un­der an as­sumed iden­tity.


      But one did not get away with killing two Amer­ican and three Span­ish sol­diers in­def­in­itely. Once Jorio was loc­ated, those who pulled the strings de­cided it was time to re­move him from the gene pool.


      “Eyes on Jorio,” the watcher, an op­er­at­ive named Kosar, an­nounced over the comm.


      “Copy,” Fisher said. He was the ops team’s as­sas­sin, ly­ing in wait in the trap they had set.


      “Copy,” Quinn said.


      Three ops was the bare min­imum on an as­sign­ment like this. An ad­di­tional watcher and an as­sist­ant for Quinn, bring­ing the total to five, would have been more ap­pro­pri­ate, but this was a highly sens­it­ive op­er­a­tion.


      To say the French were not fans of their al­lies—or any­one, for that mat­ter—con­duct­ing un­der­cover mis­sions on their soil would be an un­der­state­ment. But bring­ing them in on the job had not been an op­tion.


      A mole con­trolled by the very mob the tar­get worked for was op­er­at­ing some­where within French In­tel­li­gence. If the French knew what was go­ing on, so would the mob.


      The fewer agents in­volved, the bet­ter.


      “Turn­ing onto the drive­way,” Kosar re­por­ted.


      The dirt drive­way was half a kilo­meter long, run­ning off a coun­try road, along which sat sev­eral other farms like this one. The prop­erty be­longed to a fam­ily named Fortier, who sold fresh eggs and milk out of their barn to bol­ster the in­come from their crops. Ap­prox­im­ately twice a week, the tar­get would drive here to pur­chase some for him­self. Hav­ing lived for so many years in the shad­ows, he knew not to have a set sched­ule, so there was no spe­cific day or time for his vis­its.


      Kosar had set up cam­eras on the road in front of Jorio’s place, with a view of the man’s drive­way. Every time the tar­get left his prop­erty, the team got into po­s­i­tion at the farm. They were able to do this without hav­ing to worry about the prop­erty’s owner be­cause the Fortier fam­ily had “won” a ten-day, all-ex­penses-paid trip to Venice. Early every morn­ing and late every even­ing, a hired crew came in to deal with the live­stock, but the work­ers were al­ways gone dur­ing the range of time when the tar­get would most likely show up.


      In the fifty-seven hours since the team had be­gun its stakeout, Jorio had left his com­pound five times without com­ing to the farm. De­par­ture num­ber six was a dif­fer­ent story.


      “Any traffic?” Fisher asked.


      A brief pause while Kosar pre­sum­ably checked the coun­try road. “All clear.”


      “Copy.”


      Quinn waited in­side the Forti­ers’ house, out of the way. Through the liv­ing room win­dow, he saw dust bil­low­ing up from the tar­get’s vehicle as it ap­proached. A few seconds later, he saw the car it­self, a pur­posely or­din­ary gray sedan.


      To sell the il­lu­sion noth­ing un­usual was go­ing on, the barn door was open and the Forti­ers’ sign hung off the side of the build­ing, near the door. It read, in French, SON­NEZ LA CLOCHE EN CAS D’AB­SENCE—ring the bell if we’re not around. Next to this was the end of a rope, lead­ing to a bell moun­ted high on the wall. The team had even scattered some feed on the ground and let a few of the chick­ens wander around.


      “One hun­dred meters,” Kosar said.


      “Copy,” Fisher said.


      The as­sas­sin lay on the farm­house roof, on the side that sloped away from the barn.


      “Fifty meters.”


      The car slowed as it passed the last of the fields and entered the wide dirt area between the house and the barn. The plan was that after Jorio parked next to the barn and climbed out, Fisher would ease over the apex of the roof and put a bul­let through the tar­get’s heart as Jorio walked to the bell’s rope.


      Only in­stead of park­ing next to the barn, Jorio stopped halfway across the open space. He sat in his vehicle, en­gine id­ling. Quinn could see the man scan­ning the area.


      “I think he’s on to us,” Quinn said.


      “What’s go­ing on?” Fisher asked.


      Be­fore Quinn could an­swer, Jorio whipped the car around and raced back to­ward the drive­way.


      “He’s run­ning!” Kosar said.


      Quinn heard scram­bling on the roof, fol­lowed by three rapid spits from the as­sas­sin’s sup­pressed sniper rifle. The bul­lets punc­tured the vehicle’s rear win­dow, but the car kept mov­ing.


      A fourth and fifth spit and the sedan fi­nally veered off course, ca­reen­ing into the field be­fore com­ing to a stop.


      “Dam­mit,” Quinn muttered. His job’s dif­fi­culty level had just in­creased.


      “Any­one see move­ment?” Fisher asked.


      “I’m re­pos­i­tion­ing,” Kosar replied.


      “I don’t see any­thing from here,” Quinn said. “Hold on.” He grabbed his bin­ocu­lars and zoomed in on the car. It had stopped at an angle that gave him only a par­tial view of the front. It took a mo­ment be­fore he was able to make out an arm and shoulder and what he pre­sumed was part of Jorio’s head. “He’s in the driver’s seat. I don’t see any move­ment.”


      “Kosar,” Fisher said. “Any­one other than us see what happened?”


      A beat. “There’s a truck com­ing down the main road. No way to know yet if he no­ticed any­thing.”


      “Quinn, I need you to check the tar­get for me. Kosar, keep an eye on that truck.”


      “Copy,” Quinn said.


      “Copy,” Kosar said.


      Quinn drew his weapon and ex­ited the house through the side door. He moved cau­tiously across the dirt area, his eyes glued to the vehicle. When he reached the rear fender, he paused and looked through the bul­let holes in the rear win­dow. Jorio ap­peared to be draped over the steer­ing wheel, the arm Quinn had seen still in the same po­s­i­tion. Either the guy was an ex­cel­lent actor, or he was in­deed out of com­mis­sion.


      Quinn stepped around the side of the sedan, circ­ling out into the wheat that had just missed be­ing crushed by the car. Through the stalks he stud­ied the tar­get, look­ing for even a hint of move­ment.


      Fi­nally, he ap­proached the driver’s-side door. Blood soaked the back of Jorio’s shirt. Quinn dis­cerned two entry wounds. The lower shot would have been lethal but death might have taken a while. The up­per one, how­ever, had torn through the tar­get’s spinal cord within a cen­ti­meter or two of his heart. Ex­cel­lent shoot­ing in both cases, es­pe­cially given the dif­fi­cult angle and flee­ing sub­ject.


      Quinn opened the door, checked the man’s pulse, and said into the comm, “He’s dead.”


      Tech­nic­ally that was the mo­ment Fisher’s and Kosar’s jobs were done. They could have left Quinn alone to take care of the mess without a second thought. But whether it was out of guilt for cre­at­ing the ex­tra work, or the de­sire to give a fel­low op­er­at­ive a hand, both men pitched in on the cleanup.


      There were two big prob­lems. The plan had been for Quinn to drive Jorio’s car south to Paris, where—li­cense plates re­moved and serial num­bers filed down—he would leave the vehicle with its keys in the ig­ni­tion, in an area where it wouldn’t likely re­main for long. Now, with the dam­age to the rear win­dow and the bul­let holes in the driver’s seat, not to men­tion blood­stains, the re­pur­pos­ing of the vehicle by some ran­dom thief was no longer on the table. The car would have to be des­troyed in a way that wouldn’t cause ques­tions.


      The other is­sue was the grain. In the grand scheme of things, the car hadn’t taken out very much at all, the ruined wheat un­likely to put more than the smal­lest of dents in the Forti­ers’ in­come. But since the dam­age was dir­ectly in front of the fam­ily’s home, there was no way it would go un­noticed. Which would lead the Forti­ers to ask ques­tions that may cause prob­lems later.


      While Quinn thought about how to handle the situ­ation, he and the other two agents rolled the vehicle out of the field and over the lip between it and the dirt area in front of the barn. They stopped it about a dozen meters from the struc­ture.


      Quinn re­trieved his gear from in­side the house and pulled out a body bag.


      “Can you give me a hand with this?” he said to Fisher.


      Fisher grabbed one end and they rolled it out.


      “I hear you’ve been work­ing with Dur­rie again. How’s that go­ing?”


      “Who told you that?”


      The as­sas­sin shrugged. “Word gets around.”


      “I heard it, too,” Kosar said.


      Quinn glanced at both of them, then set his end of the bag on the ground. “It was just one job.”


      Fisher put his end down. “And?”


      “And noth­ing. Everything went fine.” Quinn un­zipped the bag and pulled the flap back.


      “I know he was your mentor and all, but you should con­sider your­self lucky. He’s gone off the deep end, man. A lot of people I know re­fuse to work with him.”


      “Like I said, everything was nice and smooth.” Quinn hoped his tone con­veyed this was not a con­ver­sa­tion he wanted to con­tinue.


      The mes­sage was re­ceived, be­cause Fisher said, “Glad to hear,” and neither man brought it up again.


      For Quinn, how­ever, the men­tion of Dur­rie brought the cover-up back to the fore­front of his mind. And that in­ev­it­ably led to won­der­ing what would hap­pen if Dur­rie was a no-show for the next job. Or, worse, showed up but did some­thing that jeop­ard­ized the mis­sion. Quinn wanted to be­lieve Dur­rie would per­form com­pet­ently, but in his heart of hearts he didn’t think that would hap­pen.


      In­form­ing Peter of Dur­rie’s fail­ure would be one of the worst mo­ments in Quinn’s life, but if it came to it, he would have no choice.


      The more he mulled it over, the more he thought that Dur­rie miss­ing the mis­sion would be the best solu­tion. Yes, Quinn would still have to tell Peter, but at least the mis­sion would not be com­prom­ised and no one would be hurt or, God for­bid, killed.


      And per­haps get­ting his mentor black­balled would be a good thing for Dur­rie, too. It could very well be the kick in the ass the son of a bitch needed to get help.


      Or­lando would see that, too. She’d have to. She’d un­der­stand.


      Wouldn’t she?


      Quinn, Fisher, and Kosar put the now full body bag into the sedan’s trunk. Quinn sopped up as much of the blood as he could from in­side the vehicle, then put the soaked rag into a plastic bag that also went in the trunk.


      “There’s some plastic sheet­ing in my bag and some duct tape,” he said to Fisher. “Can you get that for me?”


      “Sure.”


      The as­sas­sin re­trieved the items and helped Quinn wrap the driver’s seat in the plastic and se­cure it with the tape. That would pro­tect Quinn’s clothes from get­ting stained. Un­for­tu­nately, he couldn’t do any­thing about the floor around the ped­als, and would have to sac­ri­fice one of the two pairs of Nikes he’d brought. An­noy­ing, but some­times that was the job.


      Quinn used a crow­bar to knock out the back win­dow. No glass was bet­ter than glass with bul­let holes in it.


      “Any idea what you’re go­ing to do about the field?” Fisher asked.


      Quinn frowned and looked again at the wheat. “Think we’re just go­ing to have to leave it.”


      “Leave it?”


      “Un­less you know a way to grow grain to the right height overnight.”


      “They’re go­ing to no­tice.”


      “Yeah, they def­in­itely are.”


      Quinn walked along the car’s path and used a rake to ob­scure tread marks and shoe prints. The dirt in the park­ing area was harder packed, so the few marks on it weren’t enough to be wor­ri­some.


      While he couldn’t do any­thing about the dam­aged grain it­self, there was some­thing he could do to tem­per the Forti­ers’ re­sponse to it.


      With his rub­ber gloves still on, he re­turned to the house, found a piece of pa­per in a printer, and wrote a note to the Forti­ers, in French, telling them his “son” had lost con­trol of his car and caused the dam­age. He fol­ded one thou­sand euros in­side the un­signed let­ter and slipped them into an en­vel­ope. He hid the en­vel­ope un­der a planter on the porch. In the next hour or two, he would use a vo­cal mod­u­lator to leave a voice mail on their home phone, let­ting them know where to find the let­ter.


      “I think that’s it, gen­tle­men,” Quinn said. “I ap­pre­ci­ate the help.”


      “What about the rear win­dow?” Kosar said, nod­ding his chin to­ward the sedan.


      “Not much I can do about that.”


      “If a cop sees there’s no glass, he’s go­ing to pull you over.”


      “I’m not plan­ning on let­ting a cop see me.”


      Kosar huffed a laugh, clearly doubt­ing Quinn’s abil­ity to pull it off. “You’re the ex­pert.”


      He held out his hand and Quinn shook it.


      “You’ve got­ten really good at this,” Fisher said, hold­ing out his own hand.


      Quinn had worked with him a few times when Quinn first star­ted out on his own, and once or twice back in his ap­pren­tice days with Dur­rie.


      He shook the as­sas­sin’s hand. “Thank you.”


      With a fi­nal good­bye, Fisher and Kosar headed along the back of the field, to­ward the side road where they’d hid­den the car they’d all ar­rived in.


      Quinn called Peter.


      “You guys are done?” Peter asked.


      “Kosar and Fisher are. My job’s been ex­ten­ded a bit.”


      “Why is that?”


      Quinn filled him in.


      “You sure there aren’t go­ing to be any prob­lems?” Peter asked.


      “I’m as sure as I can be.”


      Peter grunted. “Is there any­thing you need my help with?”


      “As a mat­ter of fact, there is.”
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        * * *

      


      Quinn moved the car a couple of kilo­met­ers away, down an ac­cess road between two more fields of wheat. There he stayed un­til 2:30 a.m.


      The early hour meant not only were there few other trav­el­ers on the road, but when there were, he would see their lights long be­fore they neared him. As of­ten as pos­sible, he pulled off the road when this happened, hid­ing so the other driver wouldn’t see the dam­aged win­dow.


      On a side road ten kilo­met­ers out­side Roubaix, he met up with the vehicle-trans­port­a­tion truck Peter had ar­ranged for him.


      He rode up front with the driver, neither say­ing a word on the en­tire trip to Rot­ter­dam. You had to love the European Union—no bor­der checks. Just a straight shot out of France through Bel­gium and into the Neth­er­lands.


      Not far from the Rot­ter­dam docks, the truck dropped off Quinn and the sedan at a busi­ness that spe­cial­ized in scrap metal. Wait­ing for him was an SUV, also cour­tesy of Peter, parked as re­ques­ted in a sheltered spot where he would not be ob­served. He pulled up be­side it in the dam­aged sedan, and trans­ferred his gear and the body bag into the SUV. He then entered the of­fice, look­ing for the owner.


      Over the next ninety minutes, Quinn watched as the flu­ids were drained from Jorio’s sedan, the en­gine block was ripped off the front, and the car crushed into a metal brick. Be­fore the day was up, the scrap would be loaded onto a cargo ship, bound for a re­cyc­ling cen­ter in Malay­sia.


      Quinn’s next stop was on the other side of the city, at a crem­at­orium he had used be­fore, where the tar­get’s body and trash from the clean-up were in­cin­er­ated. The ashes and few re­main­ing pieces of bone went into a box that he dumped, bit by bit, into dif­fer­ent trash bins around town.


      By the time he fin­ished, it was after mid­night and he was ex­hausted. But be­fore go­ing to bed, he put in an­other call to Peter.


      After giv­ing him a run­down of the dis­posal and thank­ing him for his as­sist­ance, Quinn said, “I was think­ing, since this other job isn’t go­ing to hap­pen for a few weeks at least, I’d love to take a little time off. Maybe hit a beach or some­thing.”


      “While that’s a lovely idea, it’s not go­ing to be a few weeks. The job’s hot again.”


      “Ser­i­ously?”


      “You go on Tues­day.”


      That was six days away, and with travel back to the States and prep, there wasn’t much time left for loun­ging around on an is­land.


      “All right,” Quinn said. “I’ll fly back in the morn­ing.”


      “The in­form­a­tion packet will be wait­ing for you when you get home.”


      Quinn frowned. “Can’t wait.”
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        * * *

      


      As prom­ised, Quinn found an email with sev­eral at­tach­ments sit­ting in his in­box when he ar­rived back in Los Angeles mid­after­noon.


      The code name for the job was Op­er­a­tion Re­deemer, and the fo­cus of the mis­sion was a Saudi na­tional by the name of Fawar El-Baz, known also as the Fal­con. Ac­cord­ing to the brief, El-Baz had been an early fol­lower of Osama bin Laden, and was rumored to have been in­volved, at least peri­pher­ally, in the plan­ning of the 9/11 at­tacks. Quietly, the ter­ror­ist had be­gun to form his own splinter op­er­a­tion, which, un­like bin Laden’s al-Qaeda, pre­ferred keep­ing a low pro­file and let­ting other groups take credit for its ac­tions. The Fal­con had been wreak­ing havoc through­out Africa and Asia, and was be­lieved to be the mas­ter­mind be­hind a foiled plot to blow up the US, UK, and French em­bassies in Ni­geria two months earlier.


      He was a thorn in the side of US In­tel­li­gence, who wanted him stopped.


      From a source em­bed­ded deep within El-Baz’s or­gan­iz­a­tion, the good folks at the NSA had learned of a trip the ter­ror­ist was plan­ning to Rio de Janeiro to meet with Ma­tias Varela, an Ar­gen­tinian arms dealer, rais­ing new con­cerns that El-Baz in­ten­ded to ex­pand his op­er­a­tions into South Amer­ica.


      The ter­ror­ist would be ar­riv­ing via a private jet, with a se­cur­ity de­tail es­tim­ated to be from five to ten men. The mis­sion to in­ter­cept him had been pre­vi­ously post­poned be­cause El-Baz had res­ched­uled his trip twice. CIA ana­lysts were now say­ing there was an eighty-five per­cent chance the Fal­con would make the trip the fol­low­ing Thursday, ex­actly one week away.


      
        
          OP­ER­A­TION RE­DEEMER


          Mis­sion Goal: To cap­ture El-Baz alive and elim­in­ate his men, spe­cific site to be de­term­ined.


          Your As­sign­ment: Clean the scene and trans­port the bod­ies to the air­port, where they will be loaded onto El-Baz’s jet, which will then be re­motely flown over the At­lantic Ocean, where it will crash into the sea, prefer­ably in an area where loc­at­ing the air­craft will be im­possible. All those sup­posedly on board, in­clud­ing El-Baz, will be pre­sumed dead.

        

      


      Five to ten bod­ies were a lot of work for Quinn, even with an on-the-ball Dur­rie. Thank­fully, Peter had au­thor­ized him to hire one ad­di­tional team mem­ber.


      After go­ing over the brief a second time, Quinn called Dur­rie. Un­sur­pris­ingly, his mentor didn’t an­swer. This gave him an ex­cuse to call Or­lando.


      “Hi,” she answered.


      “How’s it go­ing?”


      “Good. Thanks. How about you?”


      “Same.” He paused. “So, um, the job is a go.”


      “Oh, that’s great,” she said, sound­ing truly ex­cited.


      “Yeeaah,” he said. “So, um, I tried call­ing Dur­rie but he didn’t an­swer. He did get his phone work­ing again, didn’t he?”


      “Ha! Yeah, he’s just…busy.”


      “So he’s not there?”


      “Not at the mo­ment.”


      “Can you tell him to call me? I need to brief him.”


      “Of course. As soon as I see him.”


      Quinn hes­it­ated be­fore say­ing, “I’m go­ing to need him on a plane in four days. Be hon­est with me. Do you think he’ll make it?”


      “Of course he will,” she said. “That’s next Tues­day?”


      “Yes.”


      “Don’t worry. He’ll be there, and he’ll do a great job. I prom­ised, re­mem­ber?”


      “I re­mem­ber,” he said, try­ing to sound more en­cour­aging than he felt.


      “I’ll make sure he calls you. And, Quinn, thank you. If it weren’t for you, I don’t know what I’d do. He really needs this. I can’t tell you how much we both ap­pre­ci­ate it.”


      Quinn felt a slight tinge of guilt. Should he tell her the truth? That he was hop­ing Dur­rie would drop out? That he thought it would be bet­ter for all of them that way?


      He couldn’t bring him­self to do that, so in the end, the only thing he said was, “You’re wel­come.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    


    
      Orlando wanted to tell Dur­rie about Quinn’s re­quest right away, but he had left right be­fore noon and hadn’t re­turned. She tried call­ing him but only suc­ceeded in reach­ing his voice mail, so she sent a text.


      
        
          When do you think you’ll be home?

        

      


      She thought about men­tion­ing Quinn’s need to talk to him but de­cided against it, fear­ing do­ing so would make him stay un­reach­able all day. Bet­ter to wait and tell him in per­son, and all but force him to make the call in front of her.


      She paced the liv­ing room, won­der­ing if she should drive out to the Tin Star again. But chances were he was some­where else, to avoid be­ing found.


      She was sure it would be hours be­fore she heard back from him, but twelve minutes after she star­ted carving a path across her floor, her phone dinged with a text.


      
        
          Six.

        

      


      That was a little over an hour away.


      Now her worry about not be­ing able to get in touch with him turned to con­cern, about how he would re­act to the news the mis­sion was on. Other than his agree­ing to do it, they had talked little about it. Had he changed his mind? Would he flat out tell her he wasn’t in­ter­ested any­more?


      By the time she heard his car pull into the gar­age at ten after six, she’d worked her­self into a ball of nerves. Thank God for the train­ing she’d re­ceived from Ab­ra­ham Del­ger. Un­like Dur­rie with Quinn, Ab­ra­ham had coached her with a pa­tient, un­der­stand­ing hand. Not that he wasn’t strict when he needed to be, but he al­ways made sure she un­der­stood why he was be­ing hard on her and seemed to really want her to suc­ceed. Dur­rie, on the other hand, had not been as kind on Quinn.


      Early on in her train­ing, Ab­ra­ham had told her some­thing that had stuck with her. They’d been in Toronto, con­duct­ing an in­form­a­tion grab on an Amer­ican busi­ness­man sus­pec­ted of selling banned elec­tron­ics to a Rus­sian com­pany with close ties to its gov­ern­ment. To get into the man’s com­puter, a wire­less elec­tronic bug needed to be placed some­where in the room. Un­for­tu­nately, the man had not left his hotel since he ar­rived, and the grow­ing con­cern was that the op­por­tun­ity to ex­tract the data would be missed. Ab­ra­ham de­cided Or­lando would pose as a hotel maid do­ing room checks, and use the op­por­tun­ity to slip the bug un­der a table.


      While Or­lando had taken on roles dur­ing other op­er­a­tions, those had been in far less dicey situ­ations. This one had her anxious.


      “It’s okay to be a little scared,” Ab­ra­ham had said. “It means you’re tak­ing the situ­ation ser­i­ously. But it’s also the kind of thing that can get you or oth­ers work­ing with you killed. You want to know what I do?”


      She nod­ded.


      “Whenever I feel that fear,” he said, “I grab on to it, bundle it up, and keep it deep in my gut where oth­ers can’t see it and where it can’t hurt me.”


      “Easier said than done.”


      “No, it’s not.” He smiled. “When you go to his room, don’t let your uni­form be the only thing that makes him think you’re a maid.” He poin­ted at her head. “Be the maid in here, and it will show up here.” He pat­ted her softly on the cheek. “Be­come who you are pre­tend­ing to be, and who­ever you’re try­ing to fool will never know the dif­fer­ence.”


      After they’d suc­cess­fully fin­ished the mis­sion, he’d en­rolled her in nine months of act­ing les­sons in Los Angeles. And while the classes gave her the ac­tual tools she now used whenever she went un­der­cover, it was Ab­ra­ham’s words she al­ways thought of: “Be­come who you are pre­tend­ing to be, and who­ever you’re try­ing to fool will never know the dif­fer­ence.”


      Though she still wouldn’t ad­mit to her­self, a part of her knew she’d been un­der­cover with Dur­rie for months now, act­ing un­der­stand­ing when she wanted to scream, un­in­ter­ested when she knew giv­ing him too much at­ten­tion might set him off, and un­af­fected when his ac­tions or in­ac­tions made her won­der why she was stick­ing around.


      So, upon hear­ing his steps ap­proach­ing the front door, it was al­most without think­ing that she donned the shell of the happy, easy­going Or­lando.


      When the door opened, she glanced over from where she sat on the sofa, a book in her hands that she hadn’t been read­ing.


      “Hi, hon,” she said.


      “Hi.”


      On the scale of Cranky Dur­rie to Stay-Away-at-All-Costs Dur­rie, he ap­peared closer to the former than the lat­ter. Which was about the best she could hope for.


      “How was your af­ter­noon?”


      “It was fine.”


      He walked to­ward the kit­chen, un­doubtedly to grab a beer. Be­fore he got there, she said, “I was think­ing about fish ta­cos. What do you say to hit­ting up Ru­bio’s?”


      It was one of his fa­vor­ite places, not a ran­dom sug­ges­tion.


      He stopped short of the kit­chen en­trance and looked over. “Yeah, I could do that.”


      They drove over to Ru­bio’s on Grand Av­enue, near the beach. While Dur­rie did the or­der­ing, Or­lando grabbed the last empty table out­side. He brought the food out about five minutes later and set the tray on the table. After grabbing one of the cups of soda, Or­lando dumped the con­tents into the land­scap­ing sep­ar­at­ing the patio from the side­walk. She cov­ertly filled the cup with beer from a can she’d brought in her bag, and handed the cup to Dur­rie.


      “Per­fect,” he said. “Thanks.”


      This was about as close as he’d been to a good mood as she’d seen in a long time.


      After he fin­ished his first taco and was about to start in on his second, she said, “More beer?”


      “You brought two?”


      “Please. I brought three.”


      He chuckled—also some­thing she hadn’t seen in ages—downed the last of his drink, and handed his cup to her.


      She waited un­til he was halfway through his second cup be­fore say­ing, “Quinn called.”


      Given Dur­rie’s out­burst after the Mex­ico City job, she as­sumed this would be the trick­i­est part of their con­ver­sa­tion. But if the news af­fected him, it wasn’t show­ing on his face.


      “About the job?”


      She nod­ded. “It’s on.”


      He chomped off an­other bit of his taco and chewed it down. “Cool. When does he need me?”


      “You’re fly­ing out on Tues­day.”


      Second taco done, Dur­rie picked up his third. “No clues on what the job is?”


      “He didn’t tell me, but he did want you to call him.”


      Dur­rie fin­ished the taco and his beer without an­other word.


      “You want some more?” she asked, nod­ding at his glass.


      “I’m good. You feel like ice cream?”


      The ques­tion caught her off guard, so it took her a mo­ment be­fore she said, “Sure.”


      They walked to the beach and picked up a couple of cones. Not once did either of them bring up the job again. In what was be­com­ing a whole even­ing of sur­prises, Dur­rie ac­tu­ally took her hand when they reached the wa­ter.


      Though she knew she shouldn’t get her hopes up, she couldn’t help but think maybe he’d turned a corner, and whatever de­mon he’d been strug­gling with was on its way out. Maybe, fi­nally, the old Dur­rie would re­turn, and she could fall in love with him all over again.


      That night, as they lay in bed, Dur­rie said, “I’ll call Quinn first thing in the morn­ing. Get the de­tails.”


      Or­lando felt a wave of re­lief and wanted to throw her arms around him and hug him tight.


      But again, not want­ing to push him too much, she simply said a sleepy “Okay.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          SAT­URDAY


          FIVE DAYS UN­TIL OP­ER­A­TION RE­DEEMER

        

      


      When Dur­rie called him, Quinn had asked if they could meet in per­son and said he could come down to San Diego.


      “I wouldn’t want to put you out,” Dur­rie said. “I can come up there, if it’s easier.”


      “I’ve already booked a flight for early this even­ing. How about grabbing din­ner?”


      “Sure. That sounds good.”


      “Is that hole-in-the-wall Italian place still in busi­ness?”


      “Le­on­etti’s? It is.”


      “Meet you there at eight?”


      “I’ll be there.”


      Quinn ar­rived at the res­taur­ant fif­teen minutes early, and was taken to the table he’d re­served near the back. It was the most private loc­a­tion, sep­ar­ated from the other cus­tom­ers by a wide aisle the serv­ers used to go back and forth from the kit­chen.


      Dur­rie walked in at ex­actly eight p.m.


      This was the first time Quinn had seen him in months, so his stom­ach clenched with trep­id­a­tion of the man he feared Dur­rie had be­come. But that was the reason he’d wanted to have a face-to-face be­fore the mis­sion star­ted. He didn’t want to go in blind, and had de­cided to see first who he would be deal­ing with.


      He caught his mentor’s eye and waved him over. Put­ting on a smile, Quinn stood and held out his hand as Dur­rie ap­proached.


      “Hello, Johnny,” Dur­rie said as they shook.


      “Right on time. You look good.”


      “I look like shit and you know it.” Dur­rie chuckled and sat down.


      As Quinn re­took his seat, a wait­ress ap­proached. “Some­thing to drink?”


      “Def­in­itely,” Quinn said. He glanced back at the open menu on the table. “A Per­oni, please.”


      “Sounds good to me, too,” Dur­rie said.


      The wait­ress smiled, said, “I’ll be right back,” and headed for the kit­chen.


      While wait­ing for their drinks, Quinn and Dur­rie per­used their menus and covered all the small-talk bases.


      How’s San Diego?


      Can’t beat the weather. How’s L.A.?


      L.A.’s L.A. And Or­lando? How’s she do­ing?


      Just fine. How’s dat­ing life?


      What dat­ing life?


      Con­ver­sa­tions like this were not some­thing either of them was par­tic­u­larly good at, but they man­aged to stretch it out un­til the wait­ress re­turned, avoid­ing what would have surely been an awk­ward si­lence.


      “Have you de­cided on what you’d like to or­der?”


      Quinn went for the gnoc­chi with pesto sauce, while Dur­rie op­ted for the penne ar­rab­bi­ata.


      “So,” Dur­rie said when they were alone again, “what’s the deal with the job?”


      “Stand­ard clean. Travel day, two days on site, travel back.”


      “Cargo?” Dur­rie asked, mean­ing how many bod­ies they’d have to deal with.


      “Five to ten.”


      Dur­rie’s eyes widened. “Five to ten? And we only have a day to prep?”


      “Dis­posal’s already worked out. We’ll just be de­liv­er­ing site to site.”


      “I see. Well, I guess that’s bet­ter. Still a lot for just you and me to handle.”


      “It won’t just be you and me. We’ll have a driver who can also act as a third pair of hands.”


      “Oh, good. That’s…that’s good.” Dur­rie paused. “If, uh, you haven’t filled the po­s­i­tion already, I met this guy I think you’d prob­ably like work­ing with. An­gel Or­tega. You know him?”


      “I don’t. But I’ve already got someone lined up.”


      “Figured you prob­ably did. Who is it?”


      “Tre­vor Hart.”


      Dur­rie fur­rowed his brow. “Was that the guy on that Gren­ada thing with us a few years ago?”


      “No, he hasn’t been around that long. You’ve prob­ably never worked with him be­fore but I’ve used him a few times. He’s good. Listens to in­struc­tions.”


      Dur­rie smirked. “Un­like me.”


      “I wouldn’t know. This is the first time…” Quinn trailed off, wish­ing he hadn’t said that much.


      “The first time you will be my boss?”


      Quinn nod­ded.


      “It’s okay, Johnny. It’s the way things go some­times, you know. I…do ap­pre­ci­ate you tak­ing me on.”


      A part of Quinn wanted to tell him it hadn’t been his choice to hire Dur­rie, but he kept that to him­self. “Happy to have you on the team.”


      “You sure about that?”


      “Of course.”


      That awk­ward si­lence they’d avoided fi­nally caught up to them. Soon, their food ar­rived, and they were able to mask their lack of con­ver­sa­tion as they dug into their meals.


      It was Dur­rie who fi­nally spoke again first. “Hey, uh, about the Mex­ico City job.”


      “You don’t have to say any­thing. It got taken care of. Everything went fine.”


      “Yeah, Or­lando told me. I just want you to know that I’m sorry I couldn’t make it.”


      Quinn was pretty sure Dur­rie had never said I’m sorry to him be­fore, not without irony any­way, and wasn’t sure how to re­act.


      Dur­rie saved him from hav­ing to do so by ask­ing, “Who’s our tar­get?”


      “That in­form­a­tion will be dis­trib­uted once the job starts.”


      “Ser­i­ously, Johnny? I’m not just some freel­an­cer on his first gig.”


      Quinn grim­aced. The stakes on this mis­sion were high. They were go­ing after a bin Laden as­so­ci­ate. Peter’s brief had stressed the in­form­a­tion should be parsed out on a need-to-know basis. While Dur­rie would need to know even­tu­ally, he didn’t need to now. But Dur­rie was also the man who had taught Quinn how to be a cleaner. Who, in the pro­cess, had shared secrets he prob­ably shouldn’t have. He had trus­ted Quinn, and Quinn owed him that.


      In a low voice, Quinn said, “It’s a man named El-Baz.”


      Dur­rie frowned and shook his head. “Never heard of him. What is he—Ir­aqi?”


      “Saudi. You’ll get the rest of the brief when we meet up.”


      “And when will that be?”


      “Your flight leaves LAX at 12:20 a.m. on Tues­day.”


      “That’s ba­sic­ally Monday night, not Tues­day.”


      “You’ll have to take it up with the air­lines. It’s the best I could do. You’ll ar­rive in San Juan, Costa Rica, the next morn­ing, where I’ll meet you at ten a.m. We have a private jet that will take us to our fi­nal des­tin­a­tion.”


      “Which is?”


      Quinn hes­it­ated. “Rio.”


      “Rio, really? Okay, cool. That’s a hell of a lot bet­ter than it could have been. But why are we meet­ing in Costa Rica and not just fly­ing straight there?”


      “Be­cause that’s where we’re meet­ing.”


      “All right,” Dur­rie said, rais­ing his hands in sur­render. “You’re the lead. You know best.”


      By the time they fin­ished eat­ing, Quinn had al­lowed Dur­rie to tease out a few other, al­beit minor, de­tails from him. Quinn paid for the meal, and they headed out­side to pick up their cars from the valet.


      As they waited, Dur­rie said, “Thanks for com­ing down.”


      “My pleas­ure. It was good to see you again.” The sen­ti­ment was genu­ine. The meet­ing had gone much bet­ter than Quinn had hoped. He had seen none of the prob­lems he’d ex­pec­ted, and was be­gin­ning to think he’d been wor­ried about noth­ing.


      The valet pulled up in Dur­rie’s car. Dur­rie took his keys and tipped the man, but in­stead of leav­ing, he turned to Quinn. “I need to ask you a fa­vor.”


      “Um, sure.”


      “It’s about Or­lando.”


      “Or­lando?”


      “You’re her best friend. If she needs any­thing, and I’m not there to help, you make sure she gets it.”


      Sur­prised by the re­quest, it took Quinn a mo­ment to real­ize what Dur­rie meant. If some­thing happened to him, he wanted Quinn to take care of Or­lando.


      “You know I will,” he said.


      Dur­rie locked eyes with him, his ex­pres­sion turn­ing dead ser­i­ous. “By help­ing, I don’t mean mov­ing in. You get me?”


      Quinn blinked. “I—”


      “I’m not stu­pid. I know you love her, Johnny. But she’ll al­ways be mine. Un­der­stand?”


      “Of course.”


      “Prom­ise me.”


      A beat. “I prom­ise.”


      Dur­rie re­laxed, and his smile re­turned. “I’ll see you on Tues­day.”


      “See you then.”


      Quinn watched Dur­rie drive away, feel­ing both guilty for his feel­ings to­ward Or­lando and un­easy about Dur­rie’s emo­tional swings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          SUNDAY


          FOUR DAYS UN­TIL OP­ER­A­TION RE­DEEMER

        

      


      Quinn’s flight to San José, Costa Rica, left at 7:10 a.m.


      Though he had im­plied to Dur­rie the trip had some­thing to do with the El-Baz job, it did not. The truth was, within a few hours he’d fin­ished most of the prep work that could be ac­com­plished in Cali­for­nia, the last item on his list be­ing the face-to-face with Dur­rie. Once that was all out of the way, he still had two-plus days un­til he needed to head for Rio.


      It seemed a waste to spend the time sit­ting around his Stu­dio City town­house. The beach was still call­ing him. And while there wasn’t enough time to head back to the Medi­ter­ranean, there were plenty of ex­cel­lent al­tern­at­ives between Los Angeles and Brazil.


      There was one in par­tic­u­lar that came to mind. He had booked his ticket, and ar­ranged for Dur­rie and Hart to meet him in Costa Rica on the way to South Amer­ica.


      By the time Quinn picked up his rental car and nav­ig­ated his way west, to the vil­lage of Playa Agu­jas, it was after four p.m.


      Though it wasn’t a large town by any means, it took him forty minutes to find the house he was look­ing for. Turned out he’d driven by it three times, but be­cause of a thick copse of trees in front of it, he hadn’t even real­ized a house was there un­til after he fi­nally stopped and asked a local for dir­ec­tions.


      The house was smallish as far as beach­side res­id­ences went, and looked quiet, like no one was home.


      The only vehicle present when he drove up was a mo­tor­cycle sit­ting off to the side that could have been there for ten minutes or three years.


      Quinn walked up to the front door and knocked.


      Noth­ing. Not even the muffled steps of someone in­side. The only thing he could hear was the waves on the other side of the house. He knocked again, but the door re­mained closed.


      His in­stinct was to try the knob but this wasn’t a job, and he had no need to enter without be­ing in­vited. Be­sides, there were…other dangers to walk­ing in un­an­nounced.


      He headed over to the car­port and passed through it to a chest-high wall run­ning along the back.


      “Damn,” Quinn whispered, im­pressed.


      Dir­ectly be­hind the house was a large in­fin­ity pool that prob­ably cost more than the home. Sur­round­ing it, an ex­pens­ive-look­ing wooden deck, pop­u­lated with deck chairs and tables and a large out­door kit­chen. And on the op­pos­ite side of the deck from the house, framed by at least two dozen palm trees, sat ten meters of sandy beach and the Gulf of Nicoya.


      After let­ting the beauty soak in for a mo­ment, Quinn took a slower look around. A few tow­els lay in a crumpled pile on a lounge, and on the table be­side it, a glass half filled with what looked like beer. There was no sign of who they be­longed to, though.


      Quinn entered the back­yard through a wooden gate in the wall, and had his first look at the rear of the house. Smack dab in the cen­ter was a set of open, slid­ing glass doors. Through it, he could see an un­oc­cu­pied liv­ing room.


      Quinn took the three-tread stair­case onto the deck and moved to the door, but re­mained out­side.


      “Any­one home?”


      The house re­mained quiet.


      He walked over to the lounge where the tow­els lay, and noted the con­dens­a­tion on the half-filled glass. The beer was still cold, so who­ever it be­longed to couldn’t be too far away.


      He looked to the beach, and then out into the ocean. It took a mo­ment be­fore he spot­ted a per­son swim­ming par­al­lel to the sand, about thirty meters from shore.


      There was a tele­scope just in­side the house, but Quinn’s per­sonal code would not let him enter without per­mis­sion. He jogged back to his car and re­trieved the com­pact bin­ocu­lars he kept in his back­pack.


      On the deck again, he aimed the glasses at the swim­mer, and had to watch for a few strokes be­fore the man turned his head to take a breath.


      Quinn smiled. He was def­in­itely in the right place.


      It wasn’t un­til the sun was al­most touch­ing the ho­ri­zon that the swim­mer fi­nally headed to shore. When wa­ter be­came shal­low enough for him to stand, he looked to­ward the house and paused, no­ti­cing he had a vis­itor.


      He waded out of the ocean and crossed the sand, act­ing the part of an easy­going, non­threat­en­ing va­ca­tioner. If Quinn had been a thug come to take ad­vant­age of a tour­ist, he would have been in for a big sur­prise when the ap­proach­ing man in­ev­it­ably turned the tables on him. But as soon as Quinn’s friend drew close enough to see who was sit­ting on his deck, he laughed.


      “Well, I’ll be damned.”


      Quinn smiled. “Hello, Markoff.”


      “You get fired from a job again and sud­denly have noth­ing to do?”


      “Cute,” Quinn said. He had never been fired in his life. “Ac­tu­ally, I’ve got a gig start­ing the day after to­mor­row and this place just hap­pens to be on the way, and I thought you were prob­ably lonely so why not stop in and cheer you up.”


      Markoff smirked. “Oh, yeah. I’ve been hat­ing life down here.”


      Quinn plucked one of the tow­els off the lounge and tossed it to his friend.


      Markoff snagged it out of the air, said, “Thanks,” and star­ted to dry him­self off. “I sup­pose you’re go­ing to want to stay here, too.”


      “If it’s not too much trouble.”


      “It is, but I think I can fit you in.” Markoff picked up his beer and downed what re­mained. “You hungry? There’s a great sea­food place not far down the road.”
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        * * *

      


      Quinn owed his life to Markoff.


      A few years earlier, not long after Quinn had be­gun work­ing on his own, Markoff had res­cued him from hav­ing his throat cut by a Pol­ish arms dealer. That was the first time they’d ever met.


      Markoff was a field op­er­at­ive for the CIA, and after that first en­counter, their paths had crossed again and again. Des­pite the fact Markoff was con­sid­er­ably more ex­tro­ver­ted than Quinn—or maybe be­cause of it—they had hit it off. They’d even taken a few va­ca­tions to­gether and had a trip to Mad­a­gas­car planned for later in the year.


      When Markoff had headed to Costa Rica earlier in the month, on one of his fre­quent sab­bat­ic­als, he’d in­vited Quinn to join him. Quinn had thanked him, but his sched­ule had been too up in the air and he’d had to pass. But then this small win­dow had opened.


      Quinn had thought about let­ting his friend know he was on the way but de­cided to sur­prise him. If Markoff was busy, so be it; Quinn would have found some­place else to stay. But as he’d hoped, bunk­ing at Markoff’s place wouldn’t be a prob­lem.


      They spent din­ner re­min­is­cing about jobs they’d worked to­gether and people they knew in com­mon. Not once did Markoff men­tion Dur­rie, a fact that in it­self was telling. Markoff must’ve known Quinn’s mentor was a del­ic­ate sub­ject. Which meant he knew about the ru­mors swirl­ing around Dur­rie. Markoff, more than any­one other than Or­lando, was well aware of the com­plic­ated re­la­tion­ship Quinn had with his mentor.


      After din­ner, they walked back through town to Markoff’s place, grabbed sev­eral beers from the fridge, and went out to the deck, where the stars blazed over­head.


      “It’s worth the trip just for this,” Quinn said, star­ing at the Milky Way.


      “Dude, why do you think I came down here?”


      Quinn smiled.


      “If you tell any­one about this place, though, I’ll kill you,” Markoff said. “You know I can.”


      “I know you can try.”


      They fell into sev­eral mo­ments of com­fort­able si­lence.


      “So, this job you’re on,” Markoff said. “Any­thing I should know about?”


      Quinn shook his head. “It’s not hap­pen­ing in Costa Rica, if that’s what you’re wor­ried about.”


      “Good,” Markoff said, sound­ing re­lieved. “I wouldn’t have been happy about that.”


      “I’m just meet­ing my team at the air­port and we’re fly­ing on from here.”


      “In­ter­est­ing. And you chose Costa Rica to stage from be­cause….”


      “Be­cause I needed a little time on the beach.”


      “There are plenty of beaches in the world.”


      “But only one where I can get free room and board.”


      “I hate to break it to you, but that din­ner is the only meal I’m pay­ing for.”


      Quinn laughed and raised his glass. Markoff tapped it with his and they drank.


      This time the quiet las­ted for a good five minutes.


      “Have you, um, seen Or­lando lately?” Markoff asked.


      Quinn kept his eyes aimed at the ocean as he lif­ted his beer back to his lips.


      When he hadn’t replied after sev­eral seconds, Markoff said, “Quinn, I know you. You don’t drop in on people out of the blue. I’m guess­ing you came to talk. And usu­ally that means you want to talk about her.”


      Markoff was the only one Quinn had ever told about his true feel­ings for Or­lando. Quinn’s friend was good at see­ing through him, be­cause Quinn, whether he wanted to ad­mit it or not, had come here be­cause of her.


      “We did a job to­gether a couple weeks ago, in Mex­ico City,” Quinn said.


      “Just the two of you?”


      “On the clean team, yeah.” Quinn hes­it­ated. “It was sup­posed to be Dur­rie with me, but he…well, he couldn’t make it at the last mo­ment. You can’t tell any­one that, though. Peter thinks he was with me the whole time.”


      “Ex­cuse me?”


      “It’s com­plic­ated.”


      “You’re telling me.”


      Markoff was wait­ing for Quinn to go on, but Quinn said noth­ing.


      “Let’s re­visit that part later,” Markoff said. “Tell me how things went with Or­lando.”


      “Good. Nice and smooth.”


      “I’m not talk­ing about the job.”


      Quinn snorted. “Also good. Great, even. It was like…be­fore.”


      “Be­fore?”


      “Easy.”


      With Markoff’s ur­ging, Quinn told him about the mis­sion and his time with Or­lando, leav­ing out no de­tails.


      When he fin­ished, Markoff shook his head, smirk­ing.


      “What?” Quinn asked.


      “You’re a good guy, Quinn.”


      “Um, thanks?”


      “I didn’t mean it as a com­pli­ment. You’re the kind of good that gets in its own way.”


      “What the hell does that mean?”


      Markoff looked at him for a mo­ment, then out at the sea. “You kept the sheet between you.”


      “Well, yeah. What else was I sup­posed to do?”


      “That’s what I’m talk­ing about. Let me ask you—what was the sheet sup­posed to block?”


      “Some­thing from hap­pen­ing.”


      “Between you.”


      “Ob­vi­ously.”


      “So, if you hadn’t put any­thing between you, are you say­ing you would have made a move on her?”


      “What? No. Of course not.”


      “So then you’re say­ing, she would have made a move on you.”


      “That’s not what I meant, either. It’s just…” Quinn trailed off, not sure what he meant.


      “The point I’m try­ing make is that even if you didn’t use the sheet as a wall, noth­ing would have happened.”


      “Well, okay. Yeah.”


      “But there’s also this. Say Or­lando might ac­tu­ally have been ready to, I don’t know, move your re­la­tion­ship in a new dir­ec­tion. The sheet took that choice away from her, deny­ing some­thing I’m pretty sure you would have wel­comed. That’s what I mean by you’re so good you can’t get out of your own way.”


      Quinn frowned and fin­ished off his beer. He hated his friend for con­fus­ing him like this.


      Markoff let him cool off for a few minutes be­fore say­ing, “Things between you two are…?”


      “Good. You know, same as al­ways.”


      Markoff laughed. “Which is it? Good, or same as al­ways? It can’t be both.”


      “Sure it can. She’s my best friend.”


      “Who you love.”


      “Of course.”


      “As more than just a friend.”


      Quinn grabbed one of the un­opened bottles, popped the top, and poured the beer in his glass.


      “You still have never told her, have you?” Markoff asked.


      “Are you crazy? Of course I haven’t. She’s in a re­la­tion­ship. That would be un­fair. And prob­ably the last time she talks to me.”


      Markoff shook his head again, then reached over and clapped Quinn on the back. “I do not envy you, my friend.”


      Both men took drinks, Quinn pol­ish­ing off a good third of his glass in one go.


      “You know, he’s go­ing on this job with me,” Quinn said, his voice low.


      “Who?” Markoff asked, then his eyes widened. “You mean Dur­rie?”


      “He’s my num­ber two.”


      “Are you crazy? He flaked on you on the last job. And I’m sure you know that no one else is us­ing him any­more.”


      “I owe him.”


      “Enough to risk get­ting your­self killed?”


      “That’s not go­ing to hap­pen.”


      Markoff rolled his eyes. “Ad­mit it. You’re really do­ing this for her.”


      “No. Not just for her. For both of them.”


      Markoff sighed. “You are a god­damn idiot, you know that? He was on a job for one of my con­tract­ors about nine months ago. Two people died be­cause of his in­ept­ness. Ci­vil­ians, Quinn. Two ci­vil­ians.”


      Quinn’s brow fur­rowed. This was news to him. “What happened?”


      “He was trans­port­ing the body to wherever the hell he was go­ing to dump it and rushed a light. Un­for­tu­nately, there was a mo­tor­cycle cop wait­ing on the in­ter­sect­ing street, so nat­ur­ally the cop pulled Dur­rie over. All Dur­rie had to do was act con­trite, take his ticket, and be on his way. In­stead, when the cop walked up to his win­dow, Dur­rie shoved his van into re­verse, backed into the cop’s mo­tor­cycle, and then took off again. Since he wasn’t sure if he dis­abled the bike or not, he laid on the speed and tried to get lost in the sur­round­ing streets. One of his turns brought him face-to-face with a sedan com­ing in the other dir­ec­tion. The other driver swerved to miss Dur­rie, but that sent him straight into a bus stop on the corner. One of the people wait­ing there died on im­pact, an­other a few hours later in the hos­pital. Four ad­di­tional people, in­clud­ing the driver, were ser­i­ously in­jured.


      “Dur­rie is a walk­ing dis­aster. If you’re smart, you’d can­cel him right now. Look, I still have a week of va­ca­tion left, but if you need someone to re­place him, I’ll do it. Free of charge.”


      Quinn stared into his beer. After a few mo­ments, he said, “I ap­pre­ci­ate the of­fer. Really.”


      “But you’re not go­ing to take me up on it.”


      “I can’t.”


      “I hate to sound like a broken re­cord, but if you wanted an­other ex­ample of be­ing too good to get out of your own way, this is it.”


      “I’d be noth­ing if not for him.”


      “That’s not true.”


      “No. It is. Lit­er­ally. I’d be dead.”


      “You’d be dead if not for me, too.”


      “Ex­actly. And I’d do whatever I needed to help you, too.”


      Now it was Markoff’s turn to fall si­lent. Fi­nally he said, “He could very well get you killed. Which would mean he didn’t really save your life be­fore. He just put off your ter­min­a­tion date for a few years.”


      “That’s not fair.”


      “Isn’t it?”


      Quinn didn’t reply.


      Tak­ing a more con­cili­at­ory tone, Markoff said, “I know I’m not go­ing to be able to talk you out of this. Just prom­ise me you’ll keep a sharp eye on him, and you won’t give him any­thing im­port­ant to do.”


      Quinn took a breath. “I prom­ise.”
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          MONDAY


          THREE DAYS UN­TIL OP­ER­A­TION RE­DEEMER

        

      


      Quinn woke to the smell of fry­ing ba­con. He wandered out of the guest bed­room and found Markoff sip­ping cof­fee in the kit­chen.


      “Hungry?” Markoff asked.


      “Not really.” A sig­ni­fic­ant por­tion of last night’s din­ner still sat in Quinn’s stom­ach.


      “Come on. You’re on va­ca­tion.”


      “For one day.”


      “Your loss,” Markoff said as he re­moved the ba­con from the pan. “Thought maybe we’d head out in thirty minutes. Okay by you?”


      “Head out where?”


      Markoff smiled. “You’ll see.”


      “You know how I love sur­prises,” Quinn said, dead­pan.


      After grabbing some clothes from his bag, he went into the guest bath and took a shower. When he came back out, Markoff had re­treated to his own room to get ready. While Quinn waited, he opened his com­puter to make sure Peter hadn’t sent any changes to the job.


      There was a hand­ful of mes­sages, but none from Peter. One, how­ever, was from Tre­vor Hart. Quinn clicked on it.


      “Son of a bitch.”


      “What was that?” Markoff called from the other room.


      “What? Oh, noth­ing.”


      It wasn’t noth­ing.


      Quinn,


      I hate to be so last minute with this, but I’m not go­ing to be able to make the job to­mor­row. My par­ents were in an ac­ci­dent. Noth­ing life threat­en­ing, but they’re both in the hos­pital. I need to go help them. I hope you un­der­stand.


      I’m so sorry.


      Tre­vor


      As an­noy­ing as it was to lose a team mem­ber the day be­fore a mis­sion, he couldn’t be mad at Tre­vor. Un­der sim­ilar cir­cum­stances, Quinn would have done the same thing. Well, for his mom, any­way. His step­dad would have been a dif­fer­ent mat­ter.


      Now he had to find a re­place­ment, and quick.


      Or­lando was the ob­vi­ous choice. But what if he had to rep­rim­and Dur­rie in front of her? Dur­rie would not take that well, and who knows how Or­lando would re­act. And how would they work to­gether? What if there was ten­sion for some reason?


      No, Or­lando was not an op­tion.


      What about Markoff? He had offered to fill in for Dur­rie but hav­ing him take Tre­vor’s spot was a bad idea, too. If Or­lando work­ing be­side Dur­rie was the last thing Quinn wanted, then Markoff do­ing the same was the second to last. Quinn knew Markoff well enough to real­ize his friend would have an ex­tremely dif­fi­cult time not call­ing Dur­rie out on his bull­shit, no mat­ter how small. And that could send the mis­sion south in a heart­beat. If Dur­rie caused any prob­lems, Quinn wanted to be the one who dealt with it, no one else.


      He star­ted go­ing down his list of pre­ferred op­er­at­ives, tex­ting each and ask­ing about his or her avail­ab­il­ity.


      Markoff walked into the liv­ing room, wear­ing board shorts and an un­buttoned yel­low cot­ton shirt. “Ready?”


      Quinn glanced up from his phone. “I’m go­ing to need just a bit.”


      “Some­thing wrong?”


      “A minor hic­cup.”


      “The job?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “Any­thing I can do to help?”


      Quinn shook his head. “Just wait­ing to hear back.”


      “Which you could do any­where.”


      Quinn looked at him and laughed. “You’re right.”


      “Then let’s go.”
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        * * *

      


      It turned out the man who had ren­ted the house to Markoff owned a speed­boat called the Belle Michelle that Markoff had ac­cess to.


      Quinn and Markoff cruised into the Gulf of Nicoya, where they sped around for a couple of hours be­fore head­ing over to the pen­in­sula across the way for lunch.


      Every­one at the res­taur­ant seemed to know Markoff. He was that kind of guy.


      Some­times Quinn wished he could be more re­laxed and easier to talk to, like his friend. Re­lax­ing for Quinn took work, which kind of de­feated the pur­pose. And as far as be­ing easy to talk to, he was fine with people he knew, not so great with those he didn’t. When he was be­ing him­self, he was too self-con­scious. The only time he could es­cape a tied-up tongue was on a job re­quir­ing him to play the role of someone else.


      They were led to a table over­look­ing the dock where the Belle Michelle was se­cured.


      “The usual?” the waiter asked in Span­ish.


      “Yes, Ra­mon. For each of us,” Markoff replied in kind. He looked at Quinn as the waiter walked off. “You’re go­ing to love this. Best ceviche I’ve ever had.”


      “High praise, com­ing from you.” Quinn looked around. “Is there a toi­let here?”


      Markoff point to­ward the en­trance. “Back around the bar. You’ll see it.”


      “Thanks,” Quinn said as he stood up.


      He had felt the first of the replies to his text come in not long after he and Markoff first headed into the bay, and vi­brat­ing no­ti­fic­a­tions had been trick­ling in ever since. He’d been hes­it­ant to check them in front of Markoff, know­ing his friend would again of­fer his ser­vices. So, he’d de­cided to wait un­til he could get a mo­ment alone.


      Not sur­pris­ingly, the ma­jor­ity of his con­tacts were already out on other jobs. He’d been pre­pared for that, which was why he’d cast his net wider than usual. What he hadn’t been pre­pared for was that those who weren’t work­ing had been put on hold for one pro­ject or an­other, pre­vent­ing them from tak­ing Quinn’s gig.


      Dam­mit.


      What the hell was he go­ing to do now?


      He looked back to­ward the res­taur­ant. He might have to ask Markoff after all. He checked his email to see if Peter had sent the fi­nal go/no-go yet. But the only email he’d re­ceived since he last checked was from Dur­rie.


      Wanted to let you know I’ll be fly­ing from San Diego to LAX at 7 p.m., so will have no prob­lem mak­ing the mid­night flight. After last time, didn’t want you to think I wouldn’t be there.


      It was un­ex­pec­tedly re­spons­ible, and made Quinn won­der if that in­tense mo­ment they’d had in front of Le­on­etti’s had been an ab­er­ra­tion, and that maybe his ini­tial feel­ing that Dur­rie was start­ing to turn a corner was ac­cur­ate.


      He ex­ited the bath­room, but in­stead of re­turn­ing to the table, he slipped out the front door onto the quiet street, walked a dozen meters away to where he wouldn’t be over­heard by any­one, and called Peter.


      “What is it?” Peter asked. “Is there a prob­lem?”


      “Just won­der­ing where we are on the mis­sion. My people are sched­uled to start mov­ing out to­night, but I haven’t re­ceived the fi­nal go from you yet.”


      “Be­cause I don’t know it yet. In­tel­li­gence in­dic­ates everything’s still on track, but it’s the kind of thing that could change at any mo­ment. You and your team should head down, though. If we have to can­cel once you’re there, so be it.”


      “All right. Then I’ll con­sider us on.”


      “Any­thing else?”


      “No, that’s it.”


      After they said their good­byes, Quinn star­ted walk­ing back to the res­taur­ant, rack­ing his brain on how he was go­ing to fill Hart’s spot. After a few meters, he stopped.


      Dur­rie had men­tioned an op­er­at­ive he’d worked with. Some­thing Or­tega. Quinn thought for a mo­ment. An­gel. An­gel Or­tega. Quinn didn’t know the guy, but Or­tega shouldn’t be too hard to check out.


      He emailed an info broker he knew and asked for a back­ground check on Dur­rie’s friend, say­ing he would pay ex­tra for a rush. He then called Dur­rie.


      “Your friend Or­tega, can you give me his num­ber?”


      “Sure,” Dur­rie said, sound­ing sur­prised. “Are you think­ing about hir­ing him?”


      “Think­ing about it. Noth­ing def­in­ite.”


      “Peter let­ting us have a fourth man?”


      Quinn hes­it­ated be­fore say­ing, “Hart can’t make it.”


      “Oh. Sorry to hear that. Well, if you do call An­gel, I’m sure you’ll like him.” He gave Quinn the num­ber. “If that doesn’t work, let me know. Oth­er­wise, I’ll see you to­mor­row.”


      “See you then.”


      Or­tega answered on the third ring.


      “Hello?”


      “An­gel Or­tega? This is Jonathan Quinn. I got your num­ber from Dur­rie.”


      A brief pause. “Right. He did say a few days ago he might men­tion me to you. What can I do for you?”


      “I know this is kind of last minute, but are you avail­able for the next four to five days?”


      “Just fin­ished up some­thing on Fri­day and my next job’s not for an­other two weeks so, yeah, I’m free.”


      “Great. To be clear, this isn’t an of­fi­cial book­ing yet. I’d like to put you on hold, and should be able to give you the fi­nal word in three hours or so. If I do hire you, I’ll need you in Costa Rica to­mor­row by ten a.m. Where are you loc­ated?”


      “Las Ve­gas.”


      “Per­fect. If you can get to LAX this even­ing, I can book you on the flight leav­ing not long after mid­night.”


      “Plenty of flights between here and there. You give me the okay, and I’ll be on one of them.”


      “Thanks, I’ll let you know.”


      Given that Or­tega had been Dur­rie’s re­com­mend­a­tion, Quinn had been con­cerned the man would be a little off. But the op­er­at­ive had come across as nor­mal, at least in their short con­ver­sa­tion. If the re­port on him came back clean, maybe everything would work out after all.


      He headed back into the res­taur­ant.


      “Where the hell have you been?” Markoff asked after Quinn sat down.


      “Sorry. Needed to make a call.”


      Markoff stud­ied him for a mo­ment. “You sure you don’t need my help with any­thing?”


      “Nope. I’ve got it all handled.”


      “All right. If you say so.” Markoff raised one of the two glasses of beer that had been brought out. “Here’s to no more busi­ness.”
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        * * *

      


      Or­tega’s re­port ar­rived in Quinn’s in­box twenty minutes be­fore he and Markoff re­turned to the house. After read­ing it, whatever re­main­ing con­cerns he’d had about Or­tega dis­ap­peared. By all ac­counts, the man was a com­pet­ent, al­beit re­l­at­ively new, op­er­at­ive. He should do just fine.


      Quinn called Or­tega and fi­nal­ized the de­tails, then sent Dur­rie a text let­ting him know his friend had been hired and would be fly­ing out on the same Costa Rica-bound jet that night.


      Work fi­nally dealt with, Quinn joined Markoff for a walk into town for din­ner, this time to a res­taur­ant with a deck over­look­ing the wa­ter. They ate red snap­per and drank Pilsen beer, while tak­ing turns telling stor­ies of crazy things that had happened to them in the field.


      From the res­taur­ant it was a short walk down the beach to a bar called Pasco Azul, where a real-life scene from the old TV show Cheers played out as soon as they walked in.


      The bar­tender, an at­tract­ive thirtyso­mething wo­man in a T-shirt that read MY PLACE MY RULES, called out, “Hola, Mickey.”


      As a card-car­ry­ing mem­ber of the CIA, Markoff never traveled any­where un­der his real name. He was us­ing the alias Mickey Carter on this trip.


      Most of the cus­tom­ers sit­ting at the bar offered sim­ilar greet­ings. Markoff and Quinn took two stools among them, and the bar­tender plopped down a Pilsen and a glass in front of Markoff.


      “You the same?” she asked Quinn, in thickly ac­cen­ted Eng­lish.


      “Por fa­vor.”


      She smiled and placed the same in front of him.


      “Who’s your friend?” she asked Markoff.


      “This as­shole? This is…” Though he and Quinn had not dis­cussed an alias for Quinn, he hes­it­ated no more than half a second be­fore say­ing, “Thomas Wright. You can call him Tommy.” He turned to Quinn. “Tommy, this is Marta. She owns the place.”


      When Marta held out her hand, Quinn wasn’t sure if he should kiss it or shake it. For­tu­nately, Marta took charge of the situ­ation and shook his hand.


      “Nice to meet you, Tomás,” she said, a twinkle in her eye.


      “You, too,” Quinn said.


      When she left to help an­other cus­tomer, Quinn leaned over and whispered to Markoff, “Tommy Wright? You couldn’t have come up with some­thing a little bet­ter?”


      The choice of Tommy Wright had not been ran­dom. They both knew an op­er­at­ive by that name, a guy who, though well mean­ing, al­ways seemed to say some­thing that rubbed someone else the wrong way. Each of them had told a story about him at din­ner.


      “It’s a fine name.” Markoff raised his glass and held it to­ward Quinn. “To Tommy Wright, wherever the hell he may be.”


      Quinn rolled his eyes and touched his glass to Markoff’s. “To Tommy.”


      It turned out Markoff was passing him­self off to the loc­als as an ex­treme ad­ven­ture guide, who would, for a price, take cli­ents any­where in the world they wanted to go, whether or not they were leg­ally al­lowed to be there. This gave him the op­por­tun­ity to re­gale them with made-up tales, loosely based on some of his real-world ex­ploits, a few of which he told that night at the bar.


      It was an ap­proach that made Quinn un­com­fort­able. He was a strict what-hap­pens-on-the-job-stays-on-the-job kind of per­son. Markoff tak­ing things right up to the edge of real­ity made Quinn want to look around every few minutes to make sure a CIA in­ternal in­vest­ig­a­tion unit wasn’t bust­ing into the bar, ready to hustle every­one off to Guantanamo Bay.


      But Marta kept serving up the beers, and soon Quinn for­got about a po­ten­tial prison sen­tence. He even joined in now and then with the laughter at Markoff’s faux ad­ven­tures.


      At some point, he told him­self he should stop drink­ing. The mis­sion was start­ing to­mor­row, and he would be meet­ing Dur­rie and Or­tega in San José at ten. But Marta was per­sist­ent, al­ways set­ting a new bottle in front of him be­fore he emp­tied his glass.


      While Markoff car­ried on en­ter­tain­ing the masses, at one point Marta and Quinn began their own side con­ver­sa­tion. The bar­tender moved her stool dir­ectly across from him on the other side of the bar. With Markoff’s boom­ing nar­ra­tion, the laughter of his audi­ence, and the mu­sic that had been play­ing all even­ing, it was only nat­ural that Quinn and Marta leaned closer and closer to­gether to be heard.


      “I see Los Angeles on TV,” she said, scrunch­ing up her face. “Very big. I do not like it.”


      He prob­ably shouldn’t have told her he lived in L.A. but what the hell, it wasn’t the same as giv­ing her a blow-by-blow of his latest job, a la Markoff.


      “I don’t mind it,” he said. “Great weather. Good food.”


      “Here is great weather and great food. Why I want to share these with a mil­lion oth­ers?”


      “It’s a bit more than a mil­lion.”


      “More reason to stay here, yes?”


      He smiled and took an­other drink.


      “Your fam­ily there?” she asked.


      “Los Angeles? No.”


      “Your job, then. This is why you live there.”


      “Um, not really.”


      “Then why you not live some­place like here?”


      Quinn opened his mouth to give her some lame an­swer about how he liked L.A. and was happy there, but she cut him off.


      “I know. You have wife there.”


      Quinn held up his left hand and wiggled his ring­less fin­gers. “No wife.”


      She snorted. “Men do not al­ways wear the ring.”


      “No wife,” he re­peated.


      “Girl­friend, then. Yes. Maybe more than one?”


      Quinn laughed. “No girl­friend, either.”


      Her brow fur­rowed. “Boy­friend?”


      “Not my thing.”


      “You are alone? Why? You a nice man. Hand­some.”


      “Thank you.” He picked up his glass again and downed what was left.


      Marta reached un­der the bar and pulled up a full bottle she had wait­ing there.


      As she star­ted to open it, Quinn said, “I think I’ve had enough.” He didn’t have to get out of his chair to know he hadn’t been this drunk in a long time.


      But Marta popped the top and re­filled his glass.


      “Okay, but this is my last one,” he said.


      “We’ll see.”


      Their eyes locked for a few mo­ments be­fore Quinn forced him­self to look away.


      “You’re a strange man, Tomás.”


      He laughed and took a sip of his beer, not sure how to re­spond.


      “Tell me, do you like my bar?”


      He glanced around. “Yeah. It’s great. Who doesn’t love a bar on the beach?”


      “And me?”


      “I’m sorry?” he said, not un­der­stand­ing what she meant.


      She reached across the short dis­tance between them and pulled his head to­ward hers, her lips find­ing his. Quinn held still for a mo­ment, not quite real­iz­ing what was go­ing on. When he figured it out, he knew he should pull back, but in­stead he found his lips open­ing and felt her tongue slip into his mouth.


      It had been a long, long time since he last kissed someone, and he could feel his body sur­ging with hun­ger, a need, a de­sire for more. He couldn’t have pulled away if he tried.


      “Oh, my.” It was Markoff’s voice, but Quinn barely heard it at first. “You two need some help? You ap­pear to have got­ten stuck to­gether.”


      Quinn froze, his lips still on Marta’s. Sens­ing his dis­com­fort, Marta pulled away. She smiled sheep­ishly as Quinn smiled back, tent­at­ive and a bit em­bar­rassed.


      “Hey, I didn’t mean to stop any­thing,” Markoff said.


      Quinn turned and saw that Markoff and the oth­ers were all look­ing at him and Marta. The room wavered around them, and Quinn had to press his hand against the bar to keep from fall­ing off his chair.


      A mil­lion thoughts flooded his mind.


      The kiss.


      The job.


      Or­lando.


      The drive back to San José.


      Dur­rie and Or­tega.


      Marta.


      Or­lando.


      The beer.


      Markoff.


      Or­lando.


      “I think I should prob­ably get to bed,” he said.


      Markoff grinned. “Don’t let me stop you.”


      “At your place.” Quinn stared at Markoff, si­lently re­mind­ing his friend they had ar­rived to­gether.


      Markoff sighed. “Right. Okay. Marta, what do we owe you?”


      She held out her hand. “Give me your key.”


      His eyes nar­rowed. “You want my house as pay­ment? How much did we drink? And you know I don’t own that place, right?”


      “You are very funny,” she said, not laugh­ing. “I will help your friend go home. You can en­joy your even­ing a little longer.”


      Markoff sighed. “I should really do it.”


      “It is no prob­lem.” She looked at one of the oth­ers sit­ting at the counter. “Diego, you bar­tend un­til I get back.”


      A young man who couldn’t have been much over twenty jumped off his stool and headed around the bar.


      Marta looked back at Markoff, her hand still ex­ten­ded. “Well?”


      He looked at her for a mo­ment, and then pulled a key ring with a single key on it out of his pocket and set it in her hand. “Be gentle with him.”
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        * * *

      


      Quinn didn’t quite re­mem­ber leav­ing the bar. One mo­ment he was sit­ting on a stool, and the next he was walk­ing on the beach, lean­ing against Marta. He could hear the waves break­ing sev­eral meters to their left, but the moon had yet to rise, so all he could see was an un­du­lat­ing sheet of black where the ocean was.


      The wa­ter did seem to be get­ting closer, though.


      “Whoa,” Marta said, gently push­ing him away from the waves. “Bet­ter to keep your eyes ahead.”


      “Sorry.”


      “It’s okay.” She smiled at him. “You do not drink much, do you?”


      “I drink,” he said. “I just don’t drink that much.”


      “So, you’re say­ing it is my fault.”


      He looked at her, which caused him to lurch to­ward the wa­ter again. He turned back for­ward be­fore they could de­vi­ate too much from their path.


      “As a mat­ter of fact, I guess it would be your fault.” This is what he in­ten­ded to say. His words, how­ever, came out a bit more slurred. But ap­par­ently he got his mean­ing across.


      “You’re right. Lo si­ento.”


      “You’re for­given.”


      “That is very kind of you.”


      “I can be…kind now and then,” he said.


      “I think more of­ten than that.”


      They walked on in si­lence, the warm night breeze feel­ing good against his skin. The wind, how­ever, wasn’t the only thing touch­ing him. Marta was pressed against his left side, her arm stretched across his back, while his arm lay across her shoulders. He could feel her hand hug­ging his ribs. It was then that he real­ized her left hand was spread against his chest to keep him from fall­ing for­ward, her fin­gers mov­ing in a slow circle, as if she was mas­sa­ging him.


      Or caress­ing.


      “It’s, uh, very nice of you to do this. I mean it.”


      “It’s noth­ing.”


      “It’s not noth­ing.”


      She pressed her head against his shoulder.


      He liked it, and yet he didn’t. He frowned. That wasn’t true. He liked it, but didn’t want to. It troubled him be­cause he had a feel­ing the reason he liked it had more to do with the phys­ical con­tact than the per­son giv­ing it to him. Marta seemed nice—really nice, ac­tu­ally—but who he wished was hold­ing him up was nearly three thou­sand miles away.


      “Care­ful,” Marta said.


      Quinn blinked and looked down. They were at the edge of a stone walk­way that looked ex­actly like the walk­way be­hind Markoff’s house. He tilted his head up.


      Oh.


      It was the walk­way be­hind Markoff’s house. They had ar­rived a lot faster than he’d ex­pec­ted. Or had he blacked out again?


      Marta guided him along the stones onto the deck, and to the slid­ing doors at the back of the house, where she leaned him against the wall. “Don’t fall.”


      “I’ll try not to.”


      She un­locked the door, slid it open, and helped Quinn in­side.


      “You are us­ing the guest room, yes?” she asked.


      “Yes. It’s back over—”


      “I know where it is.”


      He raised an eye­brow, a move con­sid­er­ably more ex­ag­ger­ated than it would have been if he was sober.


      “Don’t look at me like this,” she said. “I have been in many of the houses here. When people throw a party, they need a bar­tender. Many times, this is me.”


      “Right. I guess that makes sense.”


      “You want me to drop you here or take you to your bed?”


      “Uh…uh…” Quinn had no idea how to re­spond without it com­ing out wrong.


      She laughed and took him into his bed­room. After help­ing him sit on the bed, she star­ted tak­ing off his shirt.


      “I can do it,” he said, but by that time she already had it over his head and off.


      “Stand up,” she told him.


      He rose un­stead­ily to his feet, and she star­ted un­buck­ling his belt. He reached down to do it him­self, but again was too late. When the zip­per was down, she yanked his pants to­ward the ground while mer­ci­fully leav­ing his un­der­wear in place.


      She pulled the sheet back from the bed. “In, please.”


      He hes­it­ated. “I-I can’t do this.”


      “You can’t get in bed?”


      “I can’t do this.” He mo­tioned back and forth between them. “I’m sorry. I…shouldn’t have led you on.”


      “You think I’m get­ting in bed with you?” An­other laugh. “No, I am not.”


      “Oh.”


      She nod­ded at the bed ex­pect­antly.


      “Right.”


      After he climbed in, she pulled the sheet over him and knelt down next to the mat­tress.


      “And you did not lead me on. I kissed you, re­mem­ber?”


      “I seem to re­call some­thing about that.”


      “Who is Or­lando?”


      He tensed. “Ex­cuse me?”


      “When we were walk­ing, I could hear you say­ing the name to your­self.”


      “Oh.”


      “Is Or­lando a man or a wo­man?”


      “She-she’s a wo­man.”


      “But not your girl­friend.”


      “No.”


      “Do you want her to be?”


      This time, Quinn mustered enough en­ergy to res­ist an­swer­ing.


      Marta smiled again, then ran a fin­ger along the bridge of his nose. “You are very…de­sir­able.”


      He re­mained quiet.


      She stud­ied his face for sev­eral more seconds, and stood back up. “I should get back. I hope I see you at the bar again.”


      “Me, too.”


      She walked to the door, stopped, and looked back. “Does she know that you are in love with her?”


      He took a breath. “No.”


      “You should tell her.”


      And with that, she left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    


    
      “You have everything?” Or­lando asked, eye­ing the small bag Dur­rie was car­ry­ing.


      “This is it,” he said. “Should be done by Fri­day, so don’t need that much.”


      She nod­ded. “I’m sure it’s go­ing to go great.”


      “Of course it is. Why wouldn’t it?”


      “I’m just say­ing, that’s all.” She brushed a piece of lint off his shirt. “Don’t give Quinn a hard time.”


      Dur­rie snorted. “He’s the boss. I’m con­trac­tu­ally ob­lig­ated not to give him a hard time.”


      She threw her arms around him. “Be care­ful.”


      “You shouldn’t worry so much.”


      “I’ll try to re­mem­ber that.” She kissed his cheek. “I’m…proud of you.”


      His in­stinct was to stiffen and say, “Proud of what? That I’m do­ing my job?” But he caught him­self be­fore she could sense his re­ac­tion and stayed si­lent.


      She kissed him again, this time on the mouth. He made his lips soft, let­ting her take the lead. It was im­port­ant that she thought everything was fine.


      When she pulled away, she said, “Let me know how you’re do­ing, if you get a chance.”


      “I will.”


      “And re­mem­ber, if you guys need any­thing, I’m just a phone call away.”


      “Thanks, hon. I’ll let Quinn know.” He wouldn’t.


      She looked him over, siz­ing him up. “I feel like I’m send­ing you off to school.”


      He had the same feel­ing, but not in the pleas­ant way she meant.


      “I’ll see you Fri­day, Sat­urday latest,” he said.


      “I’ll be here.”


      He entered the gar­age and climbed into his car. As he backed down the drive­way and pulled onto the street, he could sense her watch­ing him from the liv­ing room win­dow. He didn’t check, though. Or­lando, their house, and everything both rep­res­en­ted was in his past now. This even­ing marked the start of a new era.


      An era in which he would con­trol every as­pect of his life.
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        * * *

      


      Mak­ing ar­range­ments for Tre­vor Hart to be sud­denly un­avail­able for the job had been child’s play. A call to a mor­ally ques­tion­able fixer Dur­rie knew had done the trick.


      “Don’t make it too dra­matic,” he had told the man. “No one dies, but at least one should stay in the hos­pital for a day or two.”


      “You got it.”


      The man had not failed him.


      Re­mov­ing the other op­er­at­ives on Quinn’s go-to list from con­ten­tion had been a bit more dif­fi­cult, only due to the num­ber. Dur­rie had spent an en­tire af­ter­noon mak­ing phone calls and put­ting people on fic­ti­tious holds.


      The wild card had al­ways been get­ting Quinn to hire Or­tega. Dur­rie knew Quinn, knew how his old ap­pren­tice’s mind worked, and knew present­ing Or­tega as a po­ten­tial team mem­ber, if the need arose, would re­quire a del­ic­ate touch. Too heavy-handed and Quinn would’ve been sus­pi­cious of Dur­rie’s motive. Too light a push and Quinn might’ve taken it as a ta­cit de­valu­ation of Or­tega’s abil­it­ies. The key was to drop his new protégée’s name and throw in a few hon­est-sound­ing com­ments about the man’s strengths, so that Or­tega’s name would re­main in Quinn’s mind.


      Even then, that was not a guar­an­tee Quinn would call Or­tega when all his nor­mal con­tacts proved un­avail­able. For this, Dur­rie had been count­ing on two things. First, that Quinn’s sense of ob­lig­a­tion to help Dur­rie would make him think hir­ing Or­tega was a vote of con­fid­ence in his mentor. Second, that the mere idea of show­ing faith in Dur­rie would please Or­lando, even if she never found out about the hir­ing. This was likely the stronger mo­tiv­a­tion.


      Dur­rie some­times ima­gined Quinn as a re­in­carn­a­tion of a chiv­al­rous knight—prob­ably more the fic­tional kind than the ac­tual—who per­formed acts of duty or kind­ness with no thought to whether or not any­one knew about his deeds, or how such deeds might af­fect him.


      It was a bull­shit code of eth­ics, as far as Dur­rie was con­cerned. There may have been a time when he’d been more in­clined to un­der­stand Quinn’s ac­tions, even if he wouldn’t have un­der­taken them him­self. But he’d even­tu­ally seen through the crap and real­ized it was an act, the self-fla­gel­la­tion of one’s ego. And whatever “honor” Quinn thought he gained from act­ing this way was a lie he told him­self to pre­tend it wasn’t a flaw in his char­ac­ter.


      But a flaw for one man was an op­por­tun­ity for an­other. And damn if Dur­rie’s ex­ploit­a­tion of Quinn’s flaw hadn’t worked per­fectly.


      When Or­tega had called to tell him he’d been hired to fill the empty slot, Dur­rie was rendered mo­ment­ar­ily speech­less.


      “You still there?” Or­tega had said.


      “Yeah. Still here.”


      “So, are we go­ing to do it? Or have you changed your mind?”


      “We’re do­ing it. Hang tight. I need to make some calls.”


      Now here he was, sit­ting on a red-eye flight to Costa Rica, Or­tega two rows be­hind him, speed­ing head­long to­ward his self-changed des­tiny.


      Dur­rie wasn’t sure he had ever been so happy in his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          TUES­DAY


          TWO DAYS UN­TIL OP­ER­A­TION RE­DEEMER

        

      


      Quinn clutched the wheel and stared ahead, us­ing more en­ergy than nor­mal to fo­cus on the road to San José.


      It could have been worse, he sup­posed. Markoff’s hangover rem­edy—a smoothie con­tain­ing coconut, ba­nana, pine­apple, some yogurt, and a couple of raw eggs—and the four as­pirin Quinn had washed down with it had taken the edge off his head­ache. But the gen­eral sense of be­ing re­an­im­ated roadkill re­fused to go any­where.


      It wasn’t un­til he reached the air­port out­side the Costa Rican cap­ital that he could claim to be half hu­man again.


      What had he been think­ing? He al­ways tried to have a quiet even­ing the night be­fore a mis­sion. Even if he went out, he would never have more than a drink or two and would be in bed at a de­cent hour. But now he’d broken that rule twice in one month. And last night had been mag­nitudes worse than his even­ing out with Or­lando in Mex­ico City.


      He could re­call only bits and pieces of his walk back to Markoff’s place with Marta, and was pretty sure that without her, he would have washed up on the beach this morn­ing, an­other over­in­dul­ging tour­ist killed by his own stu­pid­ity.


      He could kid him­self and say he’d had a few too many be­cause he was hav­ing a good time, that he wasn’t pay­ing at­ten­tion. Or he could be hon­est and ad­mit that his de­sire for a loss of con­trol had been build­ing in him for a while. A re­lease, if you will. From his con­cerns about Dur­rie, yes, but mostly from his frus­tra­tion with his feel­ings for Or­lando.


      To that end, per­haps the even­ing hadn’t been a total dis­aster. See­ing everything through the pain-in­du­cing sun­light of morn­ing, he couldn’t deny the fu­til­ity of his feel­ings for her. It was time for him to move on. De­tails on how to achieve that goal to be worked out later.


      With an hour and a half to kill un­til his ren­dez­vous with Dur­rie and Or­tega, Quinn hunted down a mild break­fast of dry toast and un­seasoned eggs, and then pro­ceeded to the of­fices of the private jet com­pany tak­ing his team to Rio. After a quick meet­ing with the owner, who would also be serving as pi­lot, Quinn was es­cor­ted to the hangar by a young male as­sist­ant. Sit­ting be­side the air­craft were the two con­tain­ers of spe­cial cargo Peter had ar­ranged to be de­livered.


      The as­sist­ant re­treated to the side of the hangar, leav­ing Quinn to in­spect the gear in private. Us­ing the di­gital code Peter had given him, Quinn un­locked the first box. In­side, he found six pis­tols, a col­lapsible rifle, a shot­gun, spare mags for the pis­tols and rifle, ammo, sound sup­press­ors, and a box of ten flash-bang gren­ades.


      Box two con­tained nine comm sets, two ex­tra sets for each team mem­ber in case of mal­func­tion; an elec­tron­ics de­tector; an alarm de­tector; track­ing chips; au­dio bugs; rope; zip ties; and duct tape. If all went ac­cord­ing to plan, most of the sup­plies would not be needed, but it was al­ways bet­ter to be pre­pared. He re­sealed the boxes and signaled to the as­sist­ant to re­turn. To­gether they loaded the boxes into the jet.


      Quinn pro­ceeded to the ren­dez­vous point, where, des­pite the fact there were still twenty minutes un­til meet­ing time, Dur­rie and Or­tega sat wait­ing. When Dur­rie no­ticed Quinn walk­ing up, he pushed to his feet and smiled. Fol­low­ing Dur­rie’s lead, Or­tega did the same.


      “Morn­ing, Johnny,” Dur­rie said. As Quinn drew closer, his smile faltered a little. “You look like crap. Are you all right?”


      “A bad meal,” Quinn said. “I’ll be fine.”


      “That sucks.” Dur­rie held out his hand. “Good to see you, though.”


      Quinn shook with him. Dur­rie seemed like the old Dur­rie again, the surly mentor who had ex­pertly guided Quinn’s train­ing.


      “Have you met An­gel yet?” Dur­rie said, nod­ding at the third mem­ber of the team.


      “Only on the phone.” Quinn shook hands with Or­tega. “I ap­pre­ci­ate you be­ing able to join us on short no­tice.”


      “No prob­lem. Happy I could help.”


      “Tell me, Johnny, what time does our plane leave?” Dur­rie asked.


      “As soon as we board.”


      “Private jet?” When Quinn nod­ded, Dur­rie’s smile broadened. “I like the sound of that.”
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        * * *

      


      The flight to Rio was un­event­ful. Quinn spent most of the time go­ing back over the mis­sion brief, mak­ing sure he had every de­tail mem­or­ized, and all con­tin­gen­cies ac­coun­ted for.


      He was more nervous than usual. While he’d been run­ning his own op­er­a­tions for a few years now, and suc­cess­fully so, any­time he and Dur­rie had been on a job to­gether, Dur­rie had been lead. With their roles re­versed, Quinn couldn’t help but feel like he was the one be­ing judged in­stead of the other way around.


      On the sur­face, the mis­sion was straight­for­ward. One, load the bod­ies into a trans­port van. Two, clean the scene. Three, de­liver the bod­ies to the plane, and strap them into the seats they would “die” in dur­ing the crash. Four, clean the van. Five, go home.


      The only po­ten­tial com­plic­a­tion was the num­ber of tar­gets. Six on the low end, el­even on the high. If the strike team was un­able to sub­due all of El-Baz’s se­cur­ity de­tail, some of the agents might be killed, too, up­ping the body count. This was one of those con­tin­gen­cies Quinn and his team needed to pre­pare for. Stand­ard pro­ced­ure for any op­er­at­ive killed dur­ing a mis­sion was that he or she would be pro­cessed in coun­try. In other words, the agent’s body would also need to dis­ap­pear.


      Quinn couldn’t put any dead friend­lies on the plane with El-Baz and his people, how­ever. Though the plane was to be ditched in the middle of the ocean, there was al­ways the chance it would even­tu­ally be dis­covered. If ex­tra bod­ies were found on board, the idea that the crash had been an ac­ci­dent wouldn’t hold up for long.


      A sep­ar­ate method would be needed, which meant adding a step to Quinn’s to-do list. Dur­ing his prep work be­fore he left Los Angeles, he’d re­searched the vi­ab­il­ity of im­ple­ment­ing sev­eral of his go-to meth­ods in Rio, and had been pleased to find he had some ex­cel­lent choices. After talk­ing to a few people he trus­ted who had ex­per­i­ence in the Brazilian city, he settled on a mor­tu­ary with an owner who was known to help out in the war on ter­ror when needed.


      The team’s jet was still two hours from Rio when Quinn fi­nally shut his com­puter and leaned back. Be­hind him, he could hear Or­tega’s deep, slum­ber­ing breaths. The man had fallen asleep minutes after takeoff and hadn’t stirred since.


      Dur­rie had also passed out not long after wheels up, but now, when Quinn looked in his dir­ec­tion, Dur­rie was sit­ting up, look­ing out the win­dow. He must have sensed Quinn’s at­ten­tion, be­cause after a couple of mo­ments, Quinn’s mentor looked over his shoulder.


      “Hey, Johnny. All done bon­ing up?”


      It was a trick ques­tion. Dur­rie les­son num­ber 17: You can never be too pre­pared.


      “Just tak­ing a break,” Quinn said.


      Dur­rie smiled. “Words start­ing to melt to­gether, are they?”


      “A little.”


      “I’ve been think­ing. After this job, I’d be happy to work un­der you again.”


      “Oh, um, okay. That’s good to hear.”


      “I guess what I’m say­ing is, you’re giv­ing me a chance, and I want you to know I ap­pre­ci­ate that.”


      “You’re wel­come.”


      “You got some­thing lined up after this? Some­thing you can slot me in for?”


      Quinn wasn’t sure he was ready to talk about fu­ture work yet. “Let me take a look at things and I’ll let you know.”


      “Sure, Johnny. Just wanted to throw that out there.” Dur­rie turned back to the win­dow, mak­ing Quinn think that was the end of the con­ver­sa­tion. But after a lengthy pause, his mentor said, “There’s a whole lot of world out there.”


      “There sure is, isn’t there?” Quinn said.


      “Hard to find a place to be alone any­more, though. People are every­where.”


      Quinn said noth­ing, not sure where this was go­ing.


      “You re­mem­ber that first time you went with me to Rio?”


      “Of course.” Quinn had been Dur­rie’s ap­pren­tice for only a few months, and it had been his first time cross­ing the equator.


      “That had been a little messy. But not our fault.”


      “No, not ours.”


      A hit on a Rwandan war crim­inal who had es­caped justice for far too long. The tar­get sensed the trap and tried to es­cape, mak­ing it out of a build­ing and onto a dark and all but deser­ted side street where he shot a wo­man and stole her car. Be­fore he could pull away, a bul­let to the back of his head from the as­sas­sin put an end to his free­dom.


      It was the ci­vil­ian Dur­rie was talk­ing about, though.


      Quinn was the first to reach her. She was twenty-three and had just fin­ished a shift on the last of three jobs she worked every day to sup­port her fam­ily. Those, of course, were de­tails Quinn learned later. Some­thing he figured out at the scene was that the war crim­inal’s bul­let had missed her heart but clipped an artery, leav­ing her to bleed out.


      Though it was a fruit­less task, Quinn kept pres­sure on both the entry and exit wounds.


      “Let her go, Johnny,” Dur­rie had said.


      “Call an am­bu­lance!” Quinn said.


      “There’s no com­ing back from where she’s go­ing. Leave her be.”


      This was the first time Quinn had seen this side of his mentor. Though it was the prac­tical re­sponse, to Quinn it felt heart­less.


      The girl, her eyes wide in fear, whispered some­thing.


      Quinn leaned his ear to­ward her mouth. “Say it again.”


      This time he heard her, but her words were in Por­tuguese, a lan­guage that—at the time—Quinn didn’t un­der­stand. In the com­ing months, her nat­ive tongue be­came the first of many lan­guages he would learn.


      Her voice be­came softer and softer as she kept re­peat­ing her­self, un­til the only sound was that of her lips tap­ping against each other. And then even that stopped. Mo­ments later, her heart beat for the last time.


      When the fear in her eyes turned into a cold, life­less stare, he knew he had failed.


      “Clean your­self up, then bag her,” Dur­rie said, drop­ping a body bag be­side the dead wo­man.


      Quinn looked up. “What are we go­ing to do with her?”


      “You know the pro­tocol.”


      Quinn did. All deaths as­so­ci­ated with the Rwandan’s as­sas­sin­a­tion were to be cleaned. It had seemed a lo­gical dir­ect­ive, but he had never truly thought it would in­clude someone like her.


      “She must have fam­ily. How are they go­ing to find out?”


      “No idea. I just know they’re not go­ing to find out from us. Do the job.”


      As re­spect­fully as pos­sible, Quinn bagged her, and then helped Dur­rie do the same with the Rwandan. Both bod­ies went in the trunk of the wo­man’s car, since the vehicle, too, needed to be dis­posed of.


      On the flight home, Dur­rie told Quinn that in cases like this, fam­il­ies were of­ten com­pensated by who­ever had ordered the hit. That did little to quell the un­ease in Quinn’s mind. After they ar­rived back in the States, he had come close to quit­ting.


      Two things had kept him from do­ing so. The first was the fact that, by of­fer­ing him the ap­pren­tice­ship, Dur­rie had stayed the hands of the powers that be from ter­min­at­ing Quinn. If he’d left so soon after be­gin­ning this new life, there was every chance his death sen­tence would’ve been re­in­stated.


      But the main reason he’d de­cided not to walk away was the death of the wo­man, and his de­sire to pre­vent some­thing sim­ilar from ever hap­pen­ing again. He knew Dur­rie would never care, but Quinn would. He would do everything in his power to help any in­no­cent vic­tims sur­vive.


      If Dur­rie had known about this, he would have scoffed and said it was a stu­pid vow made by an in­no­cent punk. And yet, after Quinn’s five-year in­tern­ship and now his time on his own, it was still one of the guid­ing prin­ciples he lived by.


      No, the wo­man’s death in Rio had not been Dur­rie and Quinn’s fault. It had just al­ways felt that way.


      “Any chance this gig is go­ing to be as messy as that one?” Dur­rie asked.


      “The loc­a­tion is isol­ated, so hope­fully not,” Quinn said.


      Dur­rie grunted and nod­ded, and said some­thing that startled Quinn. “You were right to try to save her, you know. Not sure if I ever told you that.”


      It took Quinn a mo­ment to find his voice. “No…you never did.”


      An­other grunt. “Well, you were.”


      Quinn glanced away for a mo­ment, then said, “Thank you.”
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        * * *

      


      A gray SUV—not too old, not too new—awaited Quinn and his team at the hangar in Rio. They loaded the trunks into the back and drove to their hotel in the city, five kilo­met­ers from where the job would take place.


      Their ad­join­ing rooms were on the twelfth floor, fa­cing Guanabara Bay—Quinn in his own room, Dur­rie and Or­tega shar­ing the other.


      After they were settled, Dur­rie stepped through their shared door­way and said, “An­gel and I thought we’d go out and grab some din­ner. Want to join us?”


      “I’ve got a few things I need to take care of first,” Quinn said. “Text me where you end up, and if it doesn’t take me too long, I’ll come over.”


      Smirk­ing, Dur­rie said, “You know, all that ex­tra work is the one thing I don’t miss about be­ing the boss.”


      After they left, Quinn stared out the win­dow for a few minutes. If any­thing, he was more con­fused than ever about how he should feel about Dur­rie. First, there were the ru­mors and the warn­ings from Peter, and the stor­ies from Or­lando. Then there was the missed job in Mex­ico. All of which had soured his already skep­tical view of his former teacher.


      But then there had been the meet­ing at Le­on­etti’s. Dur­rie at­tent­ive, en­gaged, al­most con­trite. Yes, there was that mo­ment at the end that had been out of char­ac­ter for the even­ing. But the more Quinn thought about it, the more he felt it was simply a vet­eran agent want­ing to make sure the wo­man he loved was taken care of if some­thing happened to him. His ad­mon­i­tion to Quinn a cover for his fear of fail­ure. But since they had ren­dez­voused in San José, Dur­rie had been noth­ing but friendly and re­spect­ful, as most agents in the role of second would be.


      Could it be that Dur­rie had hit rock bot­tom and was fi­nally ready to turn his life around?


      Dear God, Quinn hoped so.


      For Dur­rie’s sake, and even more so, for Or­lando’s.


      Whatever the reason for the change, it boded well for the job.


      Quinn sat down on the bed and made a few calls, con­firm­ing ar­range­ments he’d set up prior to leav­ing Los Angeles. Then he con­tac­ted Peter.


      The head of the Of­fice answered with a heart­warm­ing “Well?”


      “Everything’s on track,” Quinn said. “Ar­rived in Rio about an hour ago and have checked into the hotel.”


      “Good. Juarez wants to move your meet­ing to­mor­row up to eight a.m.”


      “We can do eight. Loc­a­tion?”


      “I’ll have him text you the ad­dress.”


      “Thanks.” As Quinn said this, his phone buzzed with a text, pre­sum­ably from Dur­rie with the ad­dress where he and Or­tega were eat­ing.


      “I’ve been think­ing,” Peter said. “You might want to go alone.”


      “Isn’t it a full mis­sion meet­ing?”


      “It is, but…Juarez had to make a last-minute sub­sti­tu­tion on the ops team. An agent named Ter­rance Sala. You know him?”


      “I’ve worked with him a couple times.” Sala was a solid op­er­at­ive. Quinn couldn’t ima­gine a reason why his pres­ence would be an is­sue.


      “Sala was on the Res­nick job with Dur­rie last sum­mer.”


      Quinn groaned in­wardly. That was the gig on which the ci­vil­ians at the bus stop had died. “Let me guess. No one knows Dur­rie’s work­ing with me.”


      “Of course they don’t. If they did, they would have pro­tested. So, it would prob­ably be bet­ter if those who don’t need to know re­mained in the dark.”


      No kid­ding, Quinn thought. The good thing was that other than the meet­ing to­mor­row morn­ing, there were no other in­stances when the ops team and the clean team would cross paths.


      “No prob­lem. I’ll go to the meet­ing by my­self,” he said. “Any other fun facts I should know about?”


      “Only that there are a lot of eyes on this, so don’t screw it up.”


      “Not plan­ning on it. Listen, um, Dur­rie was won­der­ing what his next steps are after this job.”


      “He shouldn’t be won­der­ing about any­thing right now. He should be fo­cus­ing on the job at hand.”


      “He is,” Quinn said. “I just thought it might be mo­tiv­a­tion, know­ing that the next thing was out there. You know, like this job was. I was think­ing maybe I could men­tion that San Fran­cisco job.”


      “San Fran­cisco? I’m not so sure about that. I’d be much more com­fort­able if we kept him on things out of the coun­try for a while.” He paused. “Look, if you feel dangling some­thing in front of him will help, that’s your call. Do what you think is best.”


      “Thanks, Peter.”


      After hanging up, Quinn checked his mes­sages and saw he’d re­ceived not one text, but two. The first was the ex­pec­ted mes­sage from Dur­rie, giv­ing him the name of a res­taur­ant two blocks south of the hotel. The second was from Or­lando.


      
        
          Just check­ing in. Hope you guys had a good flight.

        

      


      Though she didn’t come out and ask, Quinn knew she was won­der­ing whether or not Dur­rie was be­hav­ing.


      He punched in a re­sponse.


      
        
          All good here.

        

      


      She sent him a smi­ley face.


      He al­most put his phone away, but tapped out a second text.


      
        
          Don’t worry. Everything is go­ing to be fine.

        

      


      His fin­ger hes­it­ated over the send ar­row. The mes­sage was a vi­ol­a­tion of one of the rules Dur­rie had taught him. “Never prom­ise any­one any­thing in this busi­ness,” Quinn’s mentor had said. “You’re not God. You can’t pre­dict the fu­ture. And as much as you might think you know what will hap­pen, you don’t. The only thing a prom­ise will ever get you is in trouble.”


      He pressed the ar­row and the mes­sage was sent.


      A few seconds later, Or­lando replied:


      
        
          Thank you.
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        * * *

      


      Dur­rie kept the smile on his face un­til he ex­ited the hotel room and Or­tega had shut the door be­hind them.


      Or­tega opened his mouth to say some­thing as they walked down the hall­way, but Dur­rie signaled him to wait. He was pos­it­ive Peter had the place bugged, so they rode the el­ev­ator down in si­lence.


      When they reached the street, Dur­rie pulled a scram­bler out of his pocket and flicked it on. About the size of a trio of sugar pack­ets stacked to­gether, the device cre­ated a sound bubble around them, pre­vent­ing any mi­cro­phones from pick­ing up any­thing they said. It would also dis­rupt the trans­mis­sion of any bugs Quinn might have planted on them.


      Dur­rie was pretty sure he was clean. The only time he’d touched Quinn was when they shook hands at the air­port, and since then he had me­tic­u­lously avoided get­ting any closer than a meter to his ap­pren­tice. He hadn’t even slept on the plane, only res­ted his eyes while keep­ing his senses on alert. He was less con­vinced Or­tega hadn’t been tagged. The kid was smart, but he was still learn­ing the game.


      “Okay, we can talk,” Dur­rie said. “Thoughts?”


      “He’s ex­actly like you said he’d be.”


      Dur­rie nod­ded. “On the out­side.”


      “Yeah. If you hadn’t told me it’s all an act, I would have never be­lieved it.”


      “Johnny’s one of the best. He even fooled me be­fore. You gotta stay on your toes, An­gel. Be­hind that calm ex­pres­sion hides the mind of someone who’d prefer I was out of the pic­ture.”


      “And after all you did for him. What an as­shole.”


      Dur­rie nod­ded again but said noth­ing this time.


      “I guess this means your plan is a go.”


      A snort from Dur­rie. “I wish I had an­other choice.”


      “Don’t worry. You know you can count on me.”


      Dur­rie smiled and clapped Or­tega on the back. “I do.”
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        * * *

      


      Quinn joined Dur­rie and Or­tega at the res­taur­ant be­fore their meals were served, and he and his old mentor ended up telling stor­ies to Or­tega from when Quinn was an ap­pren­tice.


      While a few glasses of wine helped lub­ric­ate the con­ver­sa­tion, it was Dur­rie’s will­ing­ness to open up and talk about things that didn’t al­ways put him­self in the best of light that con­vinced Quinn to share tid­bits he would have nor­mally kept to him­self.


      It re­minded Quinn of the times dur­ing his ap­pren­tice­ship when Dur­rie would take him along to even­ings out with other mem­bers of a team. Quinn would sit and listen to their tales and the boasts, soak­ing up every mo­ment of it. That was prob­ably how Or­tega was feel­ing now, and a part of Quinn couldn’t help but feel a little en­vi­ous of the kid.


      As they walked back to the hotel, Quinn touched Dur­rie on the arm, slow­ing him so that Or­tega moved ahead of them.


      In a low voice, Quinn said, “I looked into my sched­ule, and there’s some­thing com­ing up next week that I might be able to use you on.”


      “Really?” Dur­rie said, ap­pear­ing sur­prised. “That’s great news. Where is it?”


      Quinn hes­it­ated. He’d been plan­ning on just drop­ping the info about a pos­sible job without go­ing into de­tails. But as Peter had said, it was his call, and he thought telling Dur­rie might help im­prove his per­form­ance. “It’s…in San Fran­cisco.”


      “That would be fant­astic.”


      “It will still de­pend on how things go here, of course.”


      “Sure.”


      “And I’ll need to clear it with Peter.”


      “Of course.”


      “But I don’t see any reason why it won’t hap­pen.”


      Dur­rie grinned. “Thanks, Johnny.”
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        * * *

      


      An hour later, Dur­rie lay in his bed, star­ing at the ceil­ing.


      San Fran­cisco.


      He snorted.


      Yeah, he knew what that job was.


      Quinn, what a two-faced bas­tard.


      Dur­rie had asked the ques­tion about an­other job as a test. He al­ways figured Peter and Quinn’s plan was to have the Rio job go smooth as silk, then fol­low it up with the mis­sion on which they would ter­min­ate him. He knew Quinn had been ly­ing on the plane when he said he’d have to look into his sched­ule. The as­shole had known from the be­gin­ning what was next. He just wanted to make the of­fer look nat­ural.


      Dur­rie had to give him credit. If he hadn’t been on to Quinn’s game from the start, Dur­rie would have bought the lie. But since he was in the know, when Quinn men­tioned some­thing was com­ing up, Dur­rie had had to fight to keep the sneer off his face. And when his ap­pren­tice said it would take place in San Fran­cisco, that sealed the deal.


      A US loc­a­tion, at a port city, where there would be plenty of agency backup if ne­ces­sary. An ob­vi­ous choice for the re­moval of someone they had labeled re­dund­ant.


      Too bad for them things didn’t al­ways go as planned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          WED­NES­DAY, PREP DAY


          ONE DAY UN­TIL OP­ER­A­TION RE­DEEMER

        

      


      Enrique Juarez opened the door and smiled at Quinn. “There he is. Good to see you, buddy.” The man pulled Quinn into a bear hug be­fore let­ting him in­side and look­ing past him into the hall­way. “You alone?”


      “Had some er­rands I needed my guys to take care of this morn­ing. I’ll fill them in on any­thing they need to know later.”


      Quinn had tasked Dur­rie and Or­tega with scop­ing out their route, from the ware­house in which the ter­min­a­tion would oc­cur to the mor­tu­ary that was the backup body dis­posal site, as well as check­ing out the mor­tu­ary it­self. To Quinn’s re­lief, Dur­rie and Or­tega had taken to the task without ques­tion­ing why they weren’t in­cluded in the op meet­ing.


      Juarez led Quinn over to the table where the rest of his strike team was gathered.


      Mo­tion­ing to each of the oth­ers in turn, the op leader said, “Gary Crist, Han­nah Up­land, Dominic Aquino, Choi Do-won, and Ter­rance Sala.”


      Quinn shook with each of them. Crist and Aquino were new to him, the oth­ers he’d worked with on at least one job.


      Juarez got right down to it. The latest in­tel in­dic­ated El-Baz was still on track to ar­rive the next even­ing. “We have satel­lites watch­ing the Saudi air­field we be­lieve he’ll be leav­ing from. That will be hap­pen­ing late to­night, our time. The satel­lites should also give us an ex­act count of how many oth­ers are trav­el­ing with him.” Juarez tapped some keys and a map fo­cused on Africa and South Amer­ica ap­peared on the large mon­itor at the end of the table. “Given the type of air­craft avail­able to him, the dis­tance between there and here is too far to go in one shot, so he’ll have to re­fuel on the way. Our source says that should hap­pen here.” He poin­ted at a spot along the west coast of the lower half of Africa. “It’s a private air­field just out­side of Kin­shasa in the DRC.” Demo­cratic Re­pub­lic of Congo. “There will be a team in place to ob­serve them from the ground, and an­other satel­lite watch­ing from above, to make sure any­one who gets off the plane gets back on.


      “From there, it’s a long trip across the South At­lantic to here.” He tapped a few keys on his com­puter, and the map zoomed in on an air­field, near the open­ing of Guanabara Bay, with the ini­tials SDU hov­er­ing above it. “San­tos Du­mont Air­port. It’s pretty much ex­clus­ively for do­mestic use, which means El-Baz’s jet will likely be rep­res­ent­ing it­self as com­ing from some­where else in the coun­try.”


      Us­ing this tac­tic would avoid the scru­tiny that would come if they ar­rived at Galeão In­ter­na­tional Air­port twenty kilo­met­ers away.


      Juarez en­larged the map even more, fo­cus­ing on the air­port it­self, and switched to a satel­lite im­age. “Okay, let’s talk end of the mis­sion first. We don’t know ex­actly where the plane will be parked, but our best guess is one of these three loc­a­tions.”


      With a touch of a key, three ar­rows ap­peared on the map, two at points along the build­ing just north of the com­mer­cial ter­minal, and one near a build­ing at the south­ern end of the air­field.


      Juarez looked at Quinn. “Whichever it is, you’ll bring the cargo in through this gate.” An­other ar­row ap­peared at one of the air­port’s gated en­trances. The ops leader picked up a packet from the table and tossed it to Quinn. “ID badges for you and your team. You just need to in­sert pic­tures. There’s also a sticker that needs to be put on your vehicle. You’ll be on the list of ex­pec­ted de­liv­er­ies so there shouldn’t be any prob­lems.” He paused. “One of you speak Por­tuguese, right?”


      “I do,” Quinn said. Or­tega ap­par­ently did, too, but there was no need to men­tion that.


      “Great.” Juarez nod­ded across the table at two mem­bers of his team. “Han­nah and Dominic should have the re­mote con­trols in­stalled by the time you ar­rive. If you need the as­sist­ance, they can help trans­fer the bod­ies.”


      Quinn nod­ded. Since Sala wouldn’t be there, Quinn didn’t need to say no to hav­ing the ex­tra hands avail­able.


      “Once you’re done,” Juarez con­tin­ued, “you’ll exit the way you ar­rived, then pro­ceed to the standby loc­a­tion here.” The spot was a small park­ing lot about a dozen blocks away. “Han­nah and Dominic will handle things from there.”


      Han­nah nod­ded. “As soon as the plane is closed up and Quinn has left the air­port, we will ra­dio for takeoff clear­ance. Dominic and I will re­motely fly the plane to the crash zone over the At­lantic, where we will ditch it.”


      Juarez said to Quinn, “Once the plane is air­borne, you’re re­leased.”


      If some­thing happened that pre­ven­ted the plane from leav­ing—prob­lems with the re­mote con­trol or is­sues with get­ting clear­ance in a timely man­ner—Quinn’s team would re­turn, pick up the bod­ies, and use the mor­tu­ary to dis­pose of El-Baz and his men. Hope­fully it wouldn’t come to that.


      “So, that’s the easy part,” Juarez said with a grin. “Let’s talk about the take­down.”


      Over the next twenty minutes, Juarez went step by step through the plan to en­snare El-Baz and elim­in­ate him and his body­guards. Juarez went through all the ways things could go wrong, and the con­tin­gen­cies his team would en­act for each.


      It was all good in­form­a­tion for Quinn, but his team’s only re­spons­ib­il­ity dur­ing this stage would be get­ting into po­s­i­tion to deal with the af­ter­math.


      By the time the meet­ing ended, it was nearly 9:45 a.m.


      “I’ll let you know as soon as we have con­firm­a­tion that the plane had left Saudi Ar­a­bia,” Juarez said as he walked Quinn to the door.


      “Thanks,” Quinn said, then shook Juarez’s hand again. “Good luck.”


      
        
          [image: ]

        


        * * *

      


      Quinn spent the rest of the morn­ing do­ing drive-bys of the air­port and the take­down loc­a­tion, a few kilo­met­ers north­w­est of SDU at the Port of Rio. He’d picked out sev­eral routes between the two places dur­ing his prep time in L.A., and now that he was in coun­try, he was able to drive and rank them from most to least de­sir­able. He also iden­ti­fied short­cuts between the routes, in case situ­ations arose that forced his team to im­pro­vise. As Dur­rie had taught him early on, pre­par­a­tion was key to every suc­cess­ful mis­sion.


      At one p.m. he met up with Dur­rie and Or­tega for lunch, at a small res­taur­ant a few blocks from Ipan­ema Beach. After filling them in on the ops meet­ing, he said, “How did your visit go?”


      “The route is easy enough. But I gotta say, given the num­ber of bod­ies we’re talk­ing about, the mor­tu­ary isn’t as big a place as I would like,” Dur­rie said. “It’ll take him a couple days to get through every­one.”


      “That’s not ideal,” Quinn agreed.


      “Are there any other places we can use?” Or­tega asked. “You know, spread the load?”


      “This was the only crem­at­orium I found that would ser­vice our needs,” Quinn said. “But maybe Peter has some con­tacts I’m un­aware of. I’ll check with him.”


      “He’s bound to know someone,” Dur­rie said. “But here’s to everything go­ing smoothly so we don’t have to worry about al­tern­at­ives.”


      It was a sur­pris­ingly up­beat out­look. Even on-top-of-his-game Dur­rie from back in the day would sel­dom say any­thing so rosy.


      After lunch, they picked up the re­main­ing items they needed, in­clud­ing the cargo van they would be us­ing the next day. Quinn then showed them the routes he’d chosen between the ter­min­a­tion site and the air­port. By the time they ar­rived back at the hotel, the sun had set.


      Dur­rie and Or­tega went out to din­ner to­gether again. This time when asked if he wanted to join them, Quinn begged off. He wanted to spend a few hours study­ing everything again, mak­ing sure he hadn’t missed any de­tails.
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        * * *

      


      In­stead of head­ing straight to din­ner, Dur­rie and Or­tega ran a few er­rands of their own first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    


    
      “Hey, babe.”


      Or­lando smiled at the sound of Dur­rie’s voice. “Hi. I didn’t think I was go­ing to hear from you.”


      “Had a little time. Thought I’d see how things were go­ing there.”


      “Quietly. Just read­ing a book.” The hard­back lay on the couch be­side her, opened to the same page she’d been try­ing to get through for the last hour. Her mind kept drift­ing to thoughts about Dur­rie and Quinn’s mis­sion. “How are you do­ing?”


      “Fine. I mean, it’s Rio, right? Noth­ing to com­plain about.”


      “You eat din­ner yet?” Though it was barely five p.m. in San Diego, it was nine p.m. in Rio.


      “Just fin­ished.”


      “Good. I was think­ing about scroun­ging up some­thing my­self.”


      He said noth­ing for a second, then, “We’ll know if we’re a go by the morn­ing.”


      Telling her this was a breach of pro­tocol. Mis­sion par­tic­u­lars were not to be shared with any­one not dir­ectly in­volved, es­pe­cially this close to ac­tual en­gage­ment time. But she was glad he did.


      “Everything look good?” she asked.


      “Yeah. Solid plan. Plenty of con­tin­gen­cies.”


      “Happy to hear it.” When he didn’t say any­thing, she said, “You’ll call me when you’re done?”


      “If you want me to.”


      “Of course I do.”


      “Then I’ll call.”


      “I love you,” she said.


      “Love you, too. I’ll, um, I’ll talk to you soon.”


      The line went dead.


      She lowered the phone into her lap and stared at it.


      “It’s fine,” she whispered. “It’s all go­ing to be fine.”
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        * * *

      


      Quinn looked up from his com­puter and rolled his head over his shoulders. His stom­ach growled so he checked the time—9:47 p.m. He’d been at it for over two and a half hours.


      He stood and stretched, then listened at the door to Dur­rie and Or­tega’s room. Hear­ing noth­ing, he knocked. When no one answered, he con­sidered open­ing the door and tak­ing a look but thought bet­ter of it. They were prob­ably still out, grabbing a drink some­where and re­lax­ing be­fore the big day. Quinn couldn’t help feel­ing a bit wor­ried that Dur­rie might over­in­dulge, but his mentor had be­haved well so far. Hope­fully, it would be fine.


      Quinn’s stom­ach growled again.


      He left his room and went down to the ground floor, think­ing he’d grab a quick bite to eat at the place where they’d had din­ner the night be­fore. As he was near­ing the lobby’s exit, Dur­rie and Or­tega walked in. Neither looked in­ebri­ated, though they did ap­pear sur­prised to find him there.


      “Some­thing up?” Dur­rie asked.


      “Just got hungry,” Quinn replied.


      “You should have joined us. We found a place about a half kilo­meter from here that had great fei­joada. I can tell you how to get there if you want.”


      “That’s all right. I’m go­ing to get some­thing down the block.”


      “Your loss. Think I’ll go up and hit the sack.”


      “Me, too,” Or­tega said.


      “Sleep well,” Quinn said. “See you in the morn­ing.”


      They headed to the el­ev­ator and Quinn went out­side, glad his con­cern about Dur­rie’s drink­ing had proven un­true.


      He had the sud­den urge to call Or­lando and give her an­other up­date on Dur­rie. He even went so far as to slip his hand into his pocket, but he let go of his phone be­fore he could pull it out, know­ing the real reason he’d be call­ing was to hear her voice.


      And that would be dis­respect­ful to both her and Dur­rie. Gran­ted, neither would ever sus­pect the ac­tual reason be­hind his call, but Quinn would know and that was enough.


      He ate quickly and re­turned to the hotel. The door between his and the oth­ers’ room was closed and all was quiet. He sat down at the desk and star­ted go­ing over the plans again. At 11:06 p.m. Juarez sent him a text.


      
        
          El-Baz is air­borne. Seven oth­ers in his group, plus two pi­lots.

        

      


      Un­less the plane headed some­where un­ex­pec­ted, it ap­peared the mis­sion was of­fi­cially on.
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        * * *

      


      Dur­rie stopped talk­ing the mo­ment he heard the door to Quinn’s room open. He moved quietly over to their shared door­way, and listened as Quinn walked through his room. A squeak of what soun­ded like a chair be­ing moved, and af­ter­ward only the oc­ca­sional clicks from a key­board.


      Dur­rie re­turned to his bed, sat down, and whispered to Or­tega, “Run through it one more time.”


      “Don’t worry. I’ve got it.”


      “Do it.”


      “Okay, okay. I drive us to the port and park. You and Quinn exit and head to the build­ing where you’re sup­posed to wait. As soon as you’re out of sight, I send the text, then I get out.”


      “Keep go­ing,” Dur­rie said.


      Or­tega took a breath and con­tin­ued un­til Dur­rie was sat­is­fied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          THURSDAY


          AP­PROX­IM­ATELY THIR­TEEN HOURS UN­TIL OP­ER­A­TION RE­DEEMER


          DEMO­CRATIC RE­PUB­LIC OF CONGO

        

      


      At ten a.m. local time—six a.m. in Rio—the freel­ance watch­ers ob­serving the private air­field just out­side Kin­shasa sent a text to the team in Rio.


      
        
          The Fal­con has landed

        

      


      They mon­itored the air­craft as it tax­ied to the small hangar at the side of the land­ing strip, where it was met by a fuel truck. As ser­vice to the plane began, El-Baz and his men ex­ited and boarded two wait­ing Range Rovers. The SUVs then headed down the only road lead­ing away from the field.


      After a nod from Watcher 1, Watcher 2 hur­ried over to the pair of mo­tor­cycles they’d ar­rived on, climbed on his bike, and took off in pur­suit of the SUVs.


      Watcher 2 fol­lowed the Range Rovers at a safe dis­tance. Not sur­pris­ingly, the SUVs headed to­ward the city, al­low­ing Watcher 2 to gradu­ally de­crease the gap between them. Be­fore long he was only a hand­ful of car lengths away.


      As the city closed in around them, the SUVs stuck to the main road for about fif­teen minutes be­fore turn­ing into a run­down neigh­bor­hood. There, the vehicles turned every few blocks, mak­ing them trick­ier to fol­low. If not for the fact the Range Rovers hadn’t in­creased their speed, the watcher would have wondered if he had been spot­ted and the ser­pent­ine path was a ploy to lose him. Even then, he couldn’t help but check over his shoulder a few times to make sure a third vehicle wasn’t sneak­ing up be­hind him.


      Deep into the new neigh­bor­hood, the SUVs fi­nally stopped in front of a row of shops, sev­eral of which had yet to open for the day. Each shop had painted its store­front a dif­fer­ent color—purple or red or yel­low or green or blue.


      A pas­sen­ger door on the front SUV opened, and one of El-Baz’s people stepped out and entered an or­ange-fron­ted shop with a sign in the win­dow read­ing PÂ­TIS­SER­IES DE KE­TIA. The man re­mained in­side for nearly two minutes be­fore open­ing the door again and wav­ing once at the SUVs. The re­main­ing men, in­clud­ing El-Baz, piled out and entered the bakery.


      While it was pos­sible El-Baz just happened to be a fan of the shop’s pain au chocolat, the watcher was no idiot and had no doubt some­thing more sin­is­ter was go­ing down in­side.


      He re­por­ted what he’d wit­nessed back to Watcher 1, then sent his part­ner a pic­ture of the loc­a­tion to be for­war­ded to the powers that be. They un­doubtedly would want to give the busi­ness a closer look.


      The meet­ing las­ted over an hour. By the time the SUVs re­turned to the air­field—with the watcher still fol­low­ing—it was ten minutes past noon.


      “Any­thing else in­ter­est­ing come up?” Watcher 1 asked.


      Watcher 2 shook his head. “Just a straight trip back here.”


      At the air­field, El-Baz’s group re­boarded the air­craft and the plane tax­ied to the end of the run­way. As soon as the jet was in the air, Watcher 1 fired off an­other next.


      
        
          The Fal­con wheels up. Good luck.

        

      


      
        
          USA

        

      


      Fif­teen minutes later, a second text went out. This one from an ana­lyst work­ing at the NSA Black Box out­side Wash­ing­ton, DC.


      
        
          Satel­lite con­firm­a­tion. Jet on a west-south­w­est head­ing over At­lantic, on course for Rio.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          RIO DE JANEIRO

        

      


      Quinn donned a light blue wind­breaker and zipped it closed, cov­er­ing most of the black, long sleeve T-shirt he wore un­der­neath. Over his black jeans, he pulled on gray sweat­pants, then slipped into a pair of off-white Con­verse high tops. Fi­nally, he pulled on a New York Yan­kees base­ball cap and a pair of black, thick-framed glasses.


      He checked him­self in the mir­ror and nod­ded, sat­is­fied. It wasn’t the best dis­guise he’d ever worn, but that wasn’t the point of the out­fit. Its job was merely to en­sure that, if things went awry, no one would re­port see­ing any­one wear­ing all black leav­ing the build­ing.


      He grabbed his small duffel off the bed and knocked on the ad­join­ing door.


      “It’s un­locked,” Or­tega called.


      Quinn opened the door and stepped into the room shared by the rest of his team. Or­tega was stand­ing near the win­dow, dressed in a sim­ilar fash­ion to Quinn.


      Quinn raised an eye­brow, si­lently ask­ing about Dur­rie.


      Or­tega nod­ded his chin to­ward the bath­room. Seconds later, the sound of a flush­ing toi­let was fol­lowed by run­ning wa­ter and Dur­rie ex­it­ing.


      “Sorry,” he said. “An­gel was hog­ging the bath­room earlier.”


      “No wor­ries,” Quinn said. “Every­one ready?”


      “Hell, yeah,” Or­tega replied.


      “Let’s do this,” Dur­rie said.


      Quinn handed out the comm gear. Once they all had their earpieces on, he led his team down to the lobby.


      “You’re up,” Quinn said to Or­tega.


      Or­tega grinned and headed out the front door, while Quinn and Dur­rie fol­lowed at a more leis­urely pace. By the time the two clean­ers reached the side­walk, Or­tega was halfway down the block, walk­ing at a brisk—though not at­ten­tion-gain­ing—pace.


      Quinn glanced at Dur­rie. His mentor was star­ing ahead, as if he had some­thing on his mind.


      “You okay?” Quinn asked.


      There was the slight­est of delays be­fore Dur­rie looked over and smiled. “I’m good, Johnny. Don’t worry. You can count on me.”


      “I know I can,” Quinn said, be­liev­ing Dur­rie’s words more than he would have two days earlier.


      A click came over the comm, fol­lowed by, “Or­tega for Quinn.”


      “Go for Quinn.”


      Or­tega was out of sight, hav­ing made a left turn at the up­com­ing in­ter­sec­tion.


      “Area looks clear. I’m pro­ceed­ing to the van.”


      “Copy.”


      When Quinn and Dur­rie reached the corner, they paused and turned to each other, just a couple of friends stop­ping mid-walk in con­ver­sa­tion.


      “If you’ve got any ques­tions,” Quinn said in a low voice, “now is as good a time as any to ask.”


      Dur­rie shook his head. “Like I said, Johnny, you don’t have to worry about me. I’m as ready as I’ve ever been.”


      Quinn wasn’t so sure about that. Back in the day, no one knew the ins and outs of a job bet­ter than Dur­rie. But that said, Dur­rie had put in a good amount of prep work on this one. When they went over the plan one last time that morn­ing, Dur­rie had all but led the ses­sion, re­cit­ing the smal­lest de­tail from memory.


      “After we fin­ish, I’ll talk to Peter about that San Fran­cisco job,” Quinn said. “As long as you’re still in­ter­ested.”


      Dur­rie grinned. “Thanks. I’d really ap­pre­ci­ate it.”


      “I’m al­ways here for you. Whatever you need. I hope you know that.”


      “Oh, I do, Johnny. You are noth­ing if not re­li­able.”


      That wasn’t ex­actly the re­sponse Quinn was ex­pect­ing, but be­fore he could think about it too much, the comm crackled to life again.


      “Or­tega for Quinn.”


      “Go for Quinn.”


      “Van’s clear. Come on down.”


      
        
          [image: ]

        


        * * *

      


      They headed to the port, Or­tega be­hind the wheel, Quinn in the front pas­sen­ger seat, and Dur­rie crouched in the space between them. In the back of the van were the two crates con­tain­ing clean­ing sup­plies and body bags that had ar­rived with them on the plane.


      The bags would be a tem­por­ary meas­ure, of course, meant only to aid in trans­port­ing the dead from the scene of the take­down to the plane. Once the team trans­ferred them to the jet, the dead men would be un­wrapped and strapped into the seats.


      As for the clean­ing solu­tions, if everything went the way Juarez planned, Quinn and his team wouldn’t have to crack open any but the mild­est of solvents. The gas Juarez was go­ing to use was odor­less and in­vis­ible, and should quickly render El-Baz and his men un­con­scious. The ops team would then ad­min­is­ter a lethal dose of Beta-Som­nol be­neath a toe­nail of each ter­ror­ist, the­or­et­ic­ally fin­ish­ing the job without a drop of blood be­ing spilt. The only cleanup would be re­mov­ing any fin­ger­prints and hairs left be­hind by the vic­tims and ops team.


      The long shad­ows of the late af­ter­noon hung over the streets, caus­ing the brake lights in the hor­rendous traffic to shine all the brighter.


      Quinn checked his watch. It was 6:23 p.m. He looked out the side win­dow, to­ward San­tos Du­mont Air­port, as if he might be able to pick out El-Baz’s jet on fi­nal ap­proach.


      The traffic sig­nal ahead changed to yel­low. Or­tega gunned the en­gine, rush­ing the van into the in­ter­sec­tion a split second be­fore the light turned red. The cars ahead of him, though, were at a dead stop, leav­ing him only enough room to get the front half of the van out of the in­ter­sec­tion.


      A traffic cop, who’d been stand­ing at the corner, strode into the road, blow­ing re­peatedly on his whistle and mo­tion­ing for Or­tega to pull for­ward. But un­til every­one else star­ted mov­ing, the van wasn’t go­ing any­where.


      The cop con­tin­ued to­ward them, his whistle work­ing over­time. It wasn’t un­til he was a few meters away that he dropped the device from his lips and began yelling at them in Por­tuguese. Be­fore he reached their vehicle, though, the line of traffic moved.


      Quinn watched the cop out of the side of his eye. For a mo­ment, it looked as if the of­ficer would still pur­sue them, prob­ably to give them a ticket, but then he turned away as some­thing else grabbed his at­ten­tion.


      As soon as Quinn was sure they were safe, he turned to Or­tega.


      Be­fore he could say any­thing, Dur­rie spoke up, his voice terse. “Don’t ever do that again. If it’s turn­ing yel­low, you stop.”


      Or­tega glanced over at Dur­rie and then at Quinn. “Sorry.”


      “Don’t be sorry, be smart,” Dur­rie told him. “It’s the little things that can trip you up.”


      Quinn al­most grinned at hear­ing two of Dur­rie’s fa­vor­ite rules in the same breath.


      “It won’t hap­pen again,” Or­tega said.


      “That’s all we can ask.”


      While the smack­down had been vin­tage Dur­rie, it had ended in an un­char­ac­ter­ist­ic­ally for­giv­ing way. Quinn could not re­call a single time Dur­rie had ever let him off the hook that eas­ily back in his ap­pren­tice days.


      When they were a couple of blocks from the ware­house where the op­er­a­tion would oc­cur, Quinn re­ceived a text from Juarez.


      
        
          Touch­down
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        * * *

      


      El-Baz looked out the win­dow as his jet tax­ied to­ward a hangar north of the pas­sen­ger ter­minal. He had never been to South Amer­ica. It was a con­tin­ent full of heretical Cath­ol­ics, with few fel­low Muslims to be found. The day would come, of course, when that would change, but he would leave that to oth­ers. He was more con­cerned about rid­ding the home of Is­lam of its West­ern in­flu­ences. And that was the only reason for this trip. To­night, he would be meet­ing with an arms mer­chant named Varela, to close a deal that would keep El-Baz’s or­gan­iz­a­tions equipped with gear and am­muni­tion for years to come.


      When the plane fi­nally stopped, Omar Ur­abi, El-Baz’s chief of se­cur­ity, was the first off. The Fal­con watched as Ur­abi and sev­eral mem­bers of the se­cur­ity de­tail thor­oughly ex­amined the wait­ing SUVs for bombs and track­ing bugs.


      Upon his re­turn, Ur­abi an­nounced, “The vehicles are ready.”


      El-Baz stood and fol­lowed his pro­tector down the stairs to the tar­mac.
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        * * *

      


      The plan to take down El-Baz was hatched within a day after the source in­side El-Baz’s or­gan­iz­a­tion in­formed his hand­lers in Wash­ing­ton about the meet­ing with Varela.


      The trick had been to ar­range for Juarez in­stead of the arms dealer to be wait­ing for El-Baz at the meet loc­a­tion. This en­tailed a sep­ar­ate strike team in­ter­cept­ing Varela be­fore he ar­rived at the site, and mak­ing sure he and his men had no chance to warn the Fal­con.


      As El-Baz’s air­craft was mak­ing its fi­nal ap­proach to San­tos Du­mont Air­port, Varela, his two ad­visors, and his four-man se­cur­ity de­tail ex­ited the Bel­mond Co­pacabana Palace Hotel through a side exit and hur­ried into a wait­ing van. When the vehicle pulled away from the hotel, a sedan con­tain­ing two mem­bers of team Omega—the Varela strike team—fol­lowed. Two other Omega se­dans kept pace with Varela’s vehicle, on the streets to either side.


      Sev­en­teen minutes later, at ap­prox­im­ately the same time El-Baz’s jet was taxi­ing to the hangar, Omega’s team leader ra­di­oed, “Omega Prime to De­coy Three.”


      “Go for De­coy Three.”


      “Tar­get con­tinu­ing on route Blue. Looks like you’re the win­ner.” The strike team had five sep­ar­ate de­coy teams set up, cov­er­ing all of Varela’s likely routes.


      “Copy. De­coy Three ready.”


      Pur­suit con­tin­ued for sev­eral minutes be­fore Prime said, “De­coy Three, two minutes out.”


      “Copy, Omega Prime.”


      “Pur­suit, re­con­fig­ure.”


      “Copy. Omega Two mov­ing into point po­s­i­tion,” the agent in one of the other se­dans said.


      “Omega Three, flank­ing.” This from the third sedan.


      The in­ter­sec­tion was only a kilo­meter from the port and had been chosen be­cause of the large con­struc­tion pro­ject in the area. Though work routinely con­tin­ued un­til late in the night, on this even­ing, the con­struc­tion per­son­nel had been given a rare day off. This had been ar­ranged thanks to a “prob­lem” dis­covered dur­ing an in­spec­tion that morn­ing.


      The area was lit up like it was still in op­er­a­tion, but the only work­ers present were the two mem­bers of De­coy Three, one sit­ting in the driver’s seat of a faded yel­low earth­mover, and the other stand­ing nearby, hold­ing a per­for­ated metal pole with a stop sign read­ing PARE at­tached to the top. If one took a long look at the sign, he or she would no­tice it was not the nor­mal shape, and in­stead looked more like a cus­tom shade for a car win­dow. It was, how­ever, painted in a way to make that less ob­vi­ous, some­thing also helped by the twi­light.


      “Thirty seconds,” Omega Prime said.


      The man with the sign looked down the road, search­ing for the van. The mo­ment he saw it, he signaled his part­ner on the earth­mover and stepped to­ward the road, af­fect­ing the per­sona of a bored con­struc­tion worker near­ing the end of a long day. He waved cars past him un­til there was only the sedan con­tain­ing Omega Two between him and the van. He raised his free hand in the uni­ver­sal ges­ture for halt and turned the sign so that the drivers of the sedan and the van could read it. Both vehicles slowed to a stop. A mo­ment later, Omega Prime and Omega Three hal­ted be­hind the van. The sign holder signaled to the earth­mover that the road was clear.


      The con­struc­tion vehicle rolled onto the as­phalt, and lurched to a stop as its en­gine ab­ruptly quit. The driver played with the con­trols as if try­ing to get the vehicle go­ing again, then ac­ted con­fused when the tractor “re­fused” to move.


      In per­fect Brazilian Por­tuguese, the sign holder shouted, “What’s wrong?”


      The driver, also se­lec­ted for his lan­guage skills, called back, “Some­thing popped. I think it’s the shaft again.” He climbed off his seat, dropped to the ground, and leaned down to in­spect the un­der­side of his vehicle.


      Look­ing ex­as­per­ated, the sign holder walked up to the sedan at the front of the line.


      “Sorry,” he said to the op­er­at­ive be­hind the wheel, still speak­ing Por­tuguese. “It should just be a few mo­ments.”


      He pro­ceeded to the van. The driver looked at him through the closed win­dow, so he mimed for the guy to open it.


      The driver was one of Varela’s se­cur­ity men and seemed re­luct­ant to do so. The faux road worker stepped right up and re­peated the mo­tion of wind­ing down the win­dow. Fi­nally, the driver re­len­ted, lower­ing the glass halfway.


      The sign holder smiled. “I’m sorry, it’s just a small tech­nical prob­lem.” As he spoke, he turned the rod the sign was at­tached to, point­ing the short bar­rel hid­den in­side it at the driver’s shoulder. “It should only be a few minutes at most.”


      The man looked at him, clearly not un­der­stand­ing any­thing the agent had said. The agent smiled, then with a tim­ing he’d been per­fect­ing over the last twenty-four hours, he de­pressed the but­ton on the rod that fired the dart, while ac­tiv­at­ing the disk he held in his other hand and toss­ing it into the van.


      The driver jerked as the dart em­bed­ded it­self in his arm, but he passed out be­fore he could make an­other move.


      The man in the front pas­sen­ger seat reached to­ward his jacket, go­ing for his weapon. Un­for­tu­nately, he was closest to where the disk had landed, and thus the first to in­hale the in­vis­ible, odor­less gas the device secreted. He swayed side­ways into the pas­sen­ger-side door, blink­ing rap­idly, then fell for­ward against the dash, un­con­scious.


      The second the pas­sen­ger star­ted to sway, the agent had moved the sign so that it per­fectly covered the driver’s-side win­dow. The gas quickly moved through the vehicle, in­ca­pa­cit­at­ing Varela and his re­main­ing as­so­ci­ates within seconds of their re­gis­ter­ing they were in trouble.


      The sign holder waited un­til the last man had passed out be­fore toss­ing in a second disk, which re­leased a de­ac­tiv­at­ing agent that would turn most, but not all, of the gas into harm­less particles. He then walked to­ward Omega Prime, the car dir­ectly be­hind the van, as if con­tinu­ing his in­form­a­tional trek.


      The mo­ment he star­ted walk­ing away from Varela’s vehicle, the pas­sen­ger door of Omega Two’s sedan opened and the agent in­side ex­ited. The agent ap­proached the van, slip­ping a small, al­most un­notice­able res­pir­ator into his mouth and pulling on a pair of glasses with clear plastic side guards. He un­locked the driver’s door through the still open win­dow and opened it.


      The agent dis­con­nec­ted the driver’s seat­belt, pushed the un­con­scious man onto the floor, and climbed be­hind the wheel. After a quick visual check to make sure all of his pas­sen­gers were still un­con­scious, he signaled the man on the earth­mover.


      The faux con­struc­tion worker climbed back on and “tried” the en­gine again. This time it mi­ra­cu­lously re­star­ted.


      The sign holder hur­ried back to his po­s­i­tion and, as soon as the earth­mover moved out of the way, waved the cars through.


      The con­voy of the three Omega cars and the Varela van pro­ceeded to a plane wait­ing at Afonos Air Force Base, ap­prox­im­ately twenty kilo­met­ers from the am­bush site. From there, the now former arms dealer and his men would be flown to a black site in east­ern Europe for sev­eral rounds of in­tense ques­tion­ing.


      Varela’s cap­ture was a pleas­ant bo­nus to the El-Baz op­er­a­tion.
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        * * *

      


      A sim­ilar ab­duc­tion pro­ced­ure had been con­sidered for the Fal­con and his party. But the fact that the ter­ror­ist would prob­ably be trav­el­ing with a lar­ger group and re­quire mul­tiple vehicles—both of which turned out to be true—the idea was dis­missed. Bet­ter to get him out of his vehicle and into the loc­a­tion of his meet­ing.


      Juarez’s team had stud­ied the ware­house’s plans and gone over the satel­lite im­ages un­til each mem­ber had com­mit­ted the in­form­a­tion to memory. The only thing they had not done was phys­ic­ally visit the site. Though sur­veil­lance in­dic­ated the build­ing had re­mained empty for the two days prior to the meet­ing, Juarez didn’t want to chance that Varela was also hav­ing the place watched. So, the build­ing was to re­main off lim­its un­til Varela had been neut­ral­ized.


      Word of the arms dealer’s cap­ture ar­rived at 6:48 p.m., as Juarez, Sala, Crist, and Choi sat in a sedan a few blocks away from the ware­house.


      As soon as Juarez fin­ished read­ing the text, he clicked on his comm mic. “Juarez for Quinn.”


      “Go for Quinn.”


      “Varela has been re­moved. We are of­fi­cially a go.”


      “Copy.”


      Juarez looked over at Sala in the driver’s seat. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      


      Han­nah and Dominic re­ceived a text from Juarez with the same in­form­a­tion, as they sat in the bar of the Prodigy Hotel, which was con­nec­ted dir­ectly to the pas­sen­ger ter­minal at San­tos Du­mont Air­port.


      Dominic downed the last of his cola while Han­nah set more than enough cash on the bar to cover their drinks and tip.


      They rode the el­ev­ator up to the fourth floor, Dominic car­ry­ing an ex­tra wide briefcase, and pro­ceeded to­ward the rooms where the two pi­lots of El-Baz’s jet were stay­ing. Twenty minutes earlier, they had wit­nessed the men ar­riv­ing. As the pi­lots checked in, Han­nah had ap­proached the check­out counter between them, and asked the clerk what time break­fast would be served the next morn­ing. As the clerk answered, Han­nah ad­hered tiny track­ing disks to the bot­tom of each pi­lot’s suit coat.


      She had re­turned to the bar, where she and Dominic mon­itored the pi­lots on a hand­held track­ing device as the men went up to their rooms. One of the disks had con­tin­ued to move around its pi­lot’s room the en­tire time. The other, how­ever, had be­come sta­tion­ary within a minute after that pi­lot entered his room, mean­ing the man had prob­ably re­moved his jacket. The two agents had been keep­ing an eye on the lobby in case the lat­ter pi­lot re­appeared, but by the time they headed up, he hadn’t.


      They stopped in front of the first pi­lot’s door, the man whose tracker had con­tin­ued to move. From the briefcase, Dominic re­moved one of two gas can­is­ters, and at­tached the wide flat nozzle to the can­is­ter’s valve. Han­nah re­moved her scarf and tucked it along the bot­tom of the door, leav­ing just enough space for the nozzle to fit.


      “Here,” Dominic said, hand­ing her a mask to cover her mouth and nose.


      After don­ning one him­self, he in­ser­ted the nozzle un­der the door un­til it would move no fur­ther, and opened the valve. For the next ninety seconds, the same type of gas the Omega team had tossed into Varela’s vehicle flooded into the room.


      Han­nah mon­itored the pi­lot’s move­ments on her track­ing device. At first, he con­tin­ued to move around like be­fore, but twenty seconds be­fore the last of the gas es­caped the cyl­in­der, he slowed. A few seconds later, nearly in sync with the can­is­ter run­ning dry, she and Dominic heard a thump in­side the room. On the tracker, the bug had stopped mov­ing.


      Dominic pulled the nozzle out, re­moved it from the can­is­ter, and screwed it onto the other one. While he did this, Han­nah snatched up her scarf and used an elec­tronic lock­pick to dis­en­gage the lock. Quietly, she pushed the door open un­til she could see the pi­lot ly­ing on the floor, near one of the beds.


      She gave Dominic a thumbs-up and shut the door again.


      They moved to the other pi­lot’s room. On the tracker, the bug was still in the same spot. Han­nah put an ear to the door. For a few mo­ments, she could hear noth­ing, then faintly, she picked up the sound of snor­ing.


      They re­played the door trick with the second can­is­ter. Once it had de­livered its con­tents, Han­nah entered the room. The pi­lot was on the king-sized bed, tucked un­der the cov­ers. He wasn’t snor­ing any longer but still breath­ing deeply. The fact he’d gone to bed was a wel­come break. It saved Han­nah and Dominic some work. Plus, when he woke the next day, he would have no clue any­thing un­usual had happened.


      They left him there and went back to his buddy’s room, where they stripped the man of his clothes and put him in bed.


      The pi­lots had both been iden­ti­fied within minutes of the jet leav­ing Saudi Ar­a­bia, and be­fore the air­craft had even been in the air for half an hour, dossiers on both men had been trans­mit­ted to Juarez’s team. From this, Han­nah and Dominic had learned both pi­lots en­joyed a few drinks when they weren’t in the air.


      They opened sev­eral beers and two small con­tain­ers of whis­key from the min­i­bar—the drinks of choice of the pi­lot in this room. The con­tents they mostly poured down the drain, but they left a little in one of the glasses, splashed some on the counter, and sprinkled the re­mainder on the man’s clothes and face.


      The nice thing about this par­tic­u­lar gas was that it had the tend­ency to fog one’s memory. So while the pi­lot wouldn’t re­call drink­ing and get­ting into bed, the evid­ence would con­vince him that’s what had happened.


      Han­nah and Dominic left the hotel and made their way into the air­port ter­minal. Us­ing badges ob­tained via Peter, they entered the em­ploy­ees-only sec­tion and worked their way to a stor­e­room near an em­ployee exit to the air­field. They changed into plane-main­ten­ance uni­forms they had stashed there earlier, and pro­ceeded out­side where an elec­tric cart waited for them.


      Driv­ing through the area like they’d worked at SDU for years, they made their way to the jet El-Baz had ar­rived in and let them­selves on board.


      Han­nah stood watch while Dominic in­stalled the re­mote con­trol gear, but it was un­ne­ces­sary. No one came over to see what they were do­ing. Once he was done, she sent Juarez a text.


      
        
          Plane is ready.

        

      


      She and Dominic left the same way they came, then, out of their uni­forms, re­treated to a bar in the ter­minal, where they planned to wait un­til they re­ceived word the bod­ies were on the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    


    
      The clean team’s van sat in an empty park­ing lot near the op loc­a­tion, with Quinn, Dur­rie, and Or­tega in­side. Five minutes earlier, word had reached Quinn of Varela’s re­moval from the equa­tion. If all was go­ing ac­cord­ing to plan, that meant Juarez and his team were in po­s­i­tion for El-Baz’s ar­rival.


      A little known fact of the secret world: everything wasn’t al­ways secret meet­ings and gun­fights and body re­movals. In fact, the ma­jor­ity of a field agent’s time was spent wait­ing.


      Quinn cer­tainly hadn’t an­ti­cip­ated that as­pect of the job when he’d ac­cep­ted Dur­rie’s of­fer of an ap­pren­tice­ship. He’d been antsy to get to work, and had spent a lot of those early months fid­get­ing and think­ing, Come on, come on, come on, as he and Dur­rie waited in a van or an out-of-the way room for the sig­nal that they could start.


      “You want to die young?” Dur­rie had asked him once.


      “What? No. Why would you say that?”


      They’d been in New York City, sit­ting in an un­used apart­ment, their backs against the wall and their butts on the floor, wait­ing for the call that would spring them into ac­tion.


      “Just chill out, all right?”


      “I am chilled out.”


      A snort and a dis­missive shake of the head. “I can hear your heart beat­ing a mile a second from here.”


      Quinn grim­aced and rolled his eyes.


      “And then there’s that,” Dur­rie said, look­ing at the floor in front of Quinn.


      Fol­low­ing his mentor’s gaze, Quinn saw his own right foot rap­idly bob­bing up and down. He forced it to stop.


      “You keep wast­ing all that en­ergy,” Dur­rie said, “someday you’ll miss some­thing on a job that will get you killed.”


      “I was just…” Quinn fell si­lent.


      The smirk on Dur­rie’s face was re­placed by a slit of a mouth un­der a pair of steely eyes. “You were just what?”


      Quinn struggled for a word to fin­ish the sen­tence that wouldn’t get him into more trouble, but really, there was only one thing he could say that wouldn’t sound ri­dicu­lous. “Noth­ing. I’m sorry.”


      Dur­rie stared at him for a mo­ment and then looked across the room, his ex­pres­sion un­changed. “Damn right, you’re sorry. Do you real­ize how many hours you’re go­ing to spend sit­ting around in rooms like this?” A brief pause. “Don’t even try an­swer­ing that. I’ll tell you. So many that you’re go­ing to lose count be­fore this year is up. Tat­too this in your head. Be­ing anxious takes away fo­cus. When you’re wait­ing, you’re rest­ing, so that when you’re work­ing, you’re all there. Get me?”


      “I get you.”


      “Are you sure?”


      Quinn had answered yes at the time, but the truth was, he didn’t un­der­stand what was wrong with be­ing a little wound up.


      Over the fol­low­ing months, how­ever, as he par­ti­cip­ated in more and more jobs, he began to ap­pre­ci­ate what Dur­rie had meant. And in the years since, he’d worked hard at per­fect­ing the art of the wait, un­til he had it down to a near sci­ence.


      Sit­ting in the front pas­sen­ger seat of the van now, Quinn kept his eyes closed and his breath­ing slow. He visu­al­ized the path El-Baz and his people would take into the ware­house, fol­lowed by the mo­ment Juarez ac­tiv­ated the gas that would render the ter­ror­ists un­con­scious. After that would come the ad­min­is­tra­tion of a much more mer­ci­ful ex­e­cu­tion than El-Baz de­served. But dead was dead, and the man’s re­moval from this ex­ist­ence would more than com­pensate for the lack of a more de­serving method.


      “Beta One for Juarez.”


      Quinn opened his eyes. Beta One was charged with fol­low­ing El-Baz.


      “Go for Juarez,” the ops leader said over the comm.


      “Tar­get eight­een minutes out.”


      “Copy, Beta One. We’re ready and wait­ing.”


      “Copy.”


      When Beta One ra­di­oed that El-Baz was fif­teen minutes out, Quinn balled his fin­gers into fists and ex­ten­ded them, then turned to the back of the van, where his two team mem­bers sat. “It’s time.”


      
        
          [image: ]

        


        * * *

      


      The plan was, while Quinn and Dur­rie moved into the primary sta­ging po­s­i­tion, closer to the ware­house, Or­tega would wait at the van, in case things went wrong and they needed to make a quick get­away.


      Quinn moved through the van, opened the rear door, and stepped out­side. The mo­ment his back was to the cargo area, Dur­rie held up three fin­gers.


      Or­tega nod­ded, and Dur­rie hopped out after Quinn.


      Alone now, Or­tega re­moved a dis­pos­able phone from his bag. There were two texts on it, both writ­ten by Dur­rie, each destined for a dif­fer­ent num­ber. Or­tega sent the first, let­ting the oth­ers know the count­down had be­gun.


      He then brought up the second, and con­firmed the re­ceiv­ing num­ber matched the one Dur­rie had made him mem­or­ize.


      Where Dur­rie had got­ten the num­ber from, Or­tega had no idea. But it had be­come clear in the months Or­tega had been work­ing with him that even though many people were act­ively work­ing against the man, Dur­rie still had con­tacts al­most every­where.


      Or­tega stuck his hand in his bag again, this time re­mov­ing the palm-sized sap he and Dur­rie had picked up on their er­rand run.


      He took a breath. He couldn’t deny be­ing a little nervous, but there was no turn­ing back now. And be­sides, Dur­rie had been un­fairly tar­geted, so what Or­tega was about to do was the right call.


      He checked his watch. Ninety seconds left.


      After pla­cing the phone in his pocket, he quietly opened the door and slipped out­side, then headed in the same dir­ec­tion as the other two.
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        * * *

      


      Quinn and Dur­rie passed the first of the two build­ings between them and the ops loc­a­tion.


      As an­ti­cip­ated, the area was deser­ted. The col­lec­tion of half a dozen ware­houses had sat empty for over a year, as the es­tate of the de­ceased owner con­tin­ued to be ar­gued in court. Nor­mally, two se­cur­ity guards would be work­ing the prop­erty, but Varela had con­veni­ently fixed things so that no one was here to­night.


      Quinn sneaked up to the door of the next build­ing. Though each struc­ture was equipped with an alarm, Juarez’s tech man, Dominic, had hacked into the sys­tem earlier that af­ter­noon and dis­abled all the alarms.


      Quinn picked the lock, opened the door, and smiled at the blessed si­lence that greeted him.
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        * * *

      


      Or­tega stopped be­hind the cover of a couple of old bar­rels. Ahead, he could see Quinn crouch­ing in front of the door to the ware­house.


      Or­tega checked the time and pulled out the dis­pos­able phone.


      Five.


      Four.


      Three.


      Two.


      One.


      He pressed SEND.
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        * * *

      


      Dur­rie glanced at his watch and felt a sense of grat­i­fic­a­tion. His three-minute count­down had just ex­pired, mean­ing he’d timed things per­fectly. His hand un­con­sciously touched one of the pouches un­der his shirt, the one that sat at the base of his ribs.


      A second after Quinn opened the door, Dur­rie put a hand on his ap­pren­tice’s shoulder. “I got this.”


      He pushed past Quinn and hur­ried into the dark ware­house.


      “Hey, slow down,” Quinn said. “We need to make sure this place is clear first.”


      Dur­rie kept go­ing.
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        * * *

      


      Omar Ur­abi, in the front pas­sen­ger seat of the lead SUV, scanned the road. He made no judg­ments about the people he saw. He was fo­cused only on pick­ing out any­one who might be a threat to El-Baz’s safety.


      When his phone beeped, he pulled it out, think­ing it was a text from either El-Baz in the trail­ing vehicle or from his second in com­mand back at their train­ing camp in Pakistan. The text, how­ever, was from a blocked num­ber.


      Abort your meet­ing with Varela. He has been ar­res­ted, and the Amer­ic­ans are wait­ing at the ware­house to kill you. Do not re­turn to your air­craft. Hide and find some other way out of the coun­try.


      A con­cerned friend.


      “Stop!” Ur­abi yelled.


      As the driver hit the brakes, Ur­abi called El-Baz.


      “What’s go­ing on?” El-Baz said. “Why have we stopped?”


      Ur­abi told him about the text.


      Cars honked at the two SUVs now block­ing the road.


      “Do you think it’s true?” El-Baz asked.


      “I don’t know. But I do think it is bet­ter to be safe and res­ched­ule.”


      A beat. “Stay on the line. I’m go­ing to call Varela and I will con­fer­ence you in so you can listen.”


      A couple of mo­ments later, the sound of Varela’s line ringing came through Ur­abi’s speaker.


      “Yes?” a male voice said.


      “Who am I speak­ing to?” El-Baz said.


      “It that you, Fawar? It’s Matis. Matis Varela. Are you run­ning late?”


      A pause so short, Ur­abi was sure he was the only one who no­ticed. “Yes, about ten minutes at most.”


      “No prob­lem. I’ll be here.”


      “I will see you soon.”


      Varela was dis­con­nec­ted.


      “Was it him?” Ur­abi asked.


      “I’m not sure.”


      “Then we need to get out of here.”


      A pause not much longer than the last. “Yes. Do it.”
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        * * *

      


      Beta One was five cars back when El-Baz’s SUVs came to a sud­den stop. The cars be­hind the Range Rovers waited only seconds be­fore start­ing to pull around them, sev­eral of the drivers honk­ing as they did.


      There was nowhere for Beta One to pull over, so he was forced to also go around the Range Rovers. He found an open spot about thirty meters ahead and dived into it, then watched the SUVs through his rear­view mir­ror.


      The man in the front pas­sen­ger seat of the lead vehicle was talk­ing on his phone. But why would they stop to take a phone call? Beta One clicked on his mic, and was about to re­port in when the man he’d been watch­ing lowered his phone and said some­thing to the driver.


      Both SUVs pulled U-turns, gar­ner­ing the scorn of drivers not just on their side of the road but also on the other, and raced off in the op­pos­ite dir­ec­tion.


      Beta One had to wait a few seconds for an open­ing be­fore he could do the same.


      “Beta One for Juarez!”


      “Go for Juarez.”


      “Some­thing’s wrong. They’ve just turned around and are go­ing back the other way. Fast.”


      “Did they see you?”


      “No. I don’t think so.” He ex­plained what he’d wit­nessed.


      “Do you still have them in sight?”


      “Barely,” Beta One said, his eyes on the roof of the trail­ing SUV a block ahead.


      “Don’t lose them. We need to know where they go.”


      “Copy.”


      
        
          [image: ]

        


        * * *

      


      “I got this,” Dur­rie said, then whipped around Quinn and hur­ried into the build­ing.


      What the hell? Quinn thought.


      “Hey, slow down. We need to make sure this place is clear first.”


      Either Dur­rie didn’t hear him or was ig­nor­ing him, be­cause he con­tin­ued on.


      “Dam­mit,” Quinn muttered.


      He stepped into the ware­house, fol­low­ing his mentor, scan­ning the room to make sure they were alone.


      Over the comm came “Beta One for—”


      Quinn con­tin­ued for­ward, ex­pect­ing the con­ver­sa­tion to pick back up but the comm re­mained si­lent.


      Ahead, Dur­rie was passing a small stack of wooden crates near the cen­ter of the room.


      “Dur­rie, for God’s sake, wait for me,” Quinn said in a loud whis­per.


      Again, his mentor ig­nored his or­der.


      “Dur­rie, stop right—”


      Auto­matic gun­fire rang out from the other side of the space. As Quinn dove to the floor, he looked to­ward Dur­rie to make sure his mentor reached cover. What he saw in­stead was Dur­rie’s body jerking wildly from the im­pact of bul­lets.


      No!


      Quinn rolled be­hind a set of old crates and shim­mied to the far end, think­ing maybe he could arc around and come at the shooter—or shoot­ers—from the side. As he star­ted to move out from the boxes, though, the gun­fire stopped, and was re­placed by two sets of run­ning feet across the con­crete floor. A mo­ment later, a door opened and closed, then si­lence.


      Quinn stuck to his plan, and circled around un­til he had a view of where he was pretty sure the gun­fire had come from. The spot looked deser­ted. Know­ing he had very little time, he pressed his luck and ran over. Dozens of shells lay on the floor, but who­ever had pulled the trig­gers of the guns that ex­pelled them was gone.


      Quinn scanned the area between the am­bush spot and the door he’d heard open. There was no one there and nowhere to hide.


      He rushed over to Dur­rie and dropped on his knees. Dur­rie lay on his stom­ach, blood soak­ing his clothes and pool­ing be­neath him. Hop­ing he wasn’t too late, Quinn put a hand on Dur­rie’s throat and searched for a pulse but found noth­ing.


      He sat back on his feet and stared at his dead teacher.


      Or­lando. How am I go­ing to tell her?


      Some­thing scraped the floor dir­ectly be­hind him. In his shock, he took al­most a second to turn to see what it was.


      
        
          [image: ]

        


        * * *

      


      Or­tega entered the ware­house a few mo­ments after see­ing Quinn move in­side.


      Un­like him—and the ops team, for that mat­ter—Or­tega and Dur­rie had vis­ited the site the night be­fore, so Or­tega knew all the nooks and cran­nies and hid­ing places.


      He made it to the space Dur­rie had picked out for him just as the gun­fire broke out. Or­tega’s hands shook. While the men Dur­rie had hired were mostly shoot­ing blanks, there were a few nar­rowly tar­geted live rounds thrown into the mix, to cause dam­age to con­vince any­one who might check later this was a real at­tack.


      When he peeked around the post he was hid­ing be­hind, Or­tega saw Quinn had moved be­hind some boxes and was crawl­ing away in the other dir­ec­tion.


      Dur­rie had said there were only two pos­sible re­sponses Quinn would make: either he’d rush to the boxes next to where Dur­rie had gone down, or he’d try to flank the gun­men by swinging around the side. It ap­peared he had chosen the lat­ter.


      With Quinn’s back to him for at least an­other few seconds, Or­tega re­posi­tioned to a post only four meters from Dur­rie.


      Boy, did Or­tega’s real boss look dead. The blood pack­ets un­der his shirt had ex­ploded per­fectly. But it was the drug Dur­rie had self-ad­min­istered as the shots rang out that would really sell it. By now, it would’ve slowed his heart­beat to nearly noth­ing, and all but stopped his lungs, put­ting Dur­rie in a state he had called a light death.


      Or­tega checked on Quinn. The cleaner was ap­proach­ing the spot where the shoot­ers had set up.


      Hurry up, Or­tega thought.


      The longer Dur­rie stayed in his cur­rent con­di­tion, the higher chance his temp death would turn per­man­ent.


      Fi­nally, Quinn hur­ried over to Dur­rie. The mo­ment he star­ted to kneel, Or­tega si­lently stepped out and crept across the floor.


      He was barely half a meter away when a bit of grit on the con­crete rubbed against the bot­tom of his shoe.


      Quinn star­ted to look back but his re­ac­tion was too slow, and the sap in Or­tega’s hand was already arcing down at the back of Quinn’s neck.


      Quinn fell onto the floor next to Dur­rie, never hav­ing laid eyes on Or­tega.


      Or­tega checked the cleaner and was pleased to see the single blow had been more than enough to knock Quinn out cold.


      He dropped the sap and pulled a pa­per­back-sized plastic box out of his pocket. In­side lay three pre­loaded syr­inges. He re­moved the longest one, felt along Dur­rie’s ribs for the spot he’d been told to use, then plunged the needle in and in­jec­ted him with a dose of ad­ren­aline.
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        * * *

      


      One mo­ment, Dur­rie was aware of noth­ing. The next, he felt as if he were be­ing yanked vi­ciously through a tun­nel barely wide enough to fit him. As con­scious­ness re­turned, his body arched and he gasped for air.


      “Je­sus,” he said, pant­ing.


      “Are you all right?” Or­tega asked.


      Dur­rie lay si­lent for sev­eral seconds, gath­er­ing a bit of strength. “That…de­pends. Where’s…Quinn?”


      “Right here.” Or­tega moved to the side.


      Dur­rie turned his head and saw Quinn on the floor, maybe a meter away. He smiled. “So…it worked?”


      “It worked.”


      “No prob­lems?


      “None.”


      Dur­rie looked at the ceil­ing again. “Then I guess I’m…fine.” He took an­other breath. “What’s hap­pen­ing…with El-Baz?”


      “I-I don’t know. The sig­nal…”


      Crap. Dur­rie had for­got­ten about the jam­mer he’d turned on after en­ter­ing the ware­house. He pulled it out of his pocket and switched it off. The comm blared to life in his ear.


      “Quinn, re­port!” Juarez was say­ing. “Where the hell are you?”


      Dur­rie looked at Or­tega, who stared back, nervous.


      “Just like we prac­ticed,” Dur­rie said.


      Or­tega nod­ded and ac­tiv­ated his mic. “This…this is Or­tega. I, um, I’m work­ing with Quinn.”


      “Where is he?”


      “He’s un­con­scious.”


      “What?”


      “We…we were am­bushed. Our third guy is dead. I’ve got them both in the van. I’m tak­ing Quinn to our med­ical con­tact.”


      “Am­bushed? Shit! Did you see them?”


      Or­tega glanced at Dur­rie, who mouthed, Stick to the script.


      “No, I, um, tossed a smoke bomb between us so I could get my team out. Look, I know there’s still work to do. After I get Quinn to the doc­tor, I’ll, uh, come back for the bod­ies. I…might need a little help, though.”


      Dur­rie smiled. Or­tega’s tone had been the per­fect blend of ded­ic­a­tion and un­cer­tainty.


      “Neg­at­ive,” Juarez said. “We’re abort­ing.”


      “Abort­ing? Were you am­bushed, too?”


      “No, but El-Baz has changed course. We don’t know where he’s go­ing but he’s def­in­itely not com­ing here.”


      Or­tega looked at Dur­rie, an eye­brow raised. Dur­rie thought for a mo­ment, then shook his head. One of the con­tin­gen­cies they had prac­ticed was for Or­tega to try to draw more in­form­a­tion out of Juarez, but that seemed un­ne­ces­sary. El-Baz had clearly re­ceived the text and taken it ser­i­ously. Dur­rie was sure the ter­ror­ist would meld into the city, and even­tu­ally find his way back home.


      Someday, if Dur­rie needed a fa­vor, he’d let the man know who had saved him. At the mo­ment, sav­ing him­self was pri­or­ity.


      He pushed into a sit­ting po­s­i­tion, his strength re­turn­ing. “Did you give him the drug?”


      “Not yet.”


      “Well, get on it.”


      Or­tega pulled a second syr­inge out of a small kit and stuck the needle into Quinn’s arm, de­liv­er­ing a mild sed­at­ive that would keep Dur­rie’s former ap­pren­tice un­con­scious for at least thirty minutes.


      Or­tega then re­trieved the van and pulled it up to the door so they wouldn’t have to move Quinn very far.


      A few minutes later, they had Quinn strapped into the front pas­sen­ger seat, and were head­ing to­ward their local med­ical con­tact.


      Dur­rie crouched between the front seats and held his hand out to Or­tega. “Syr­inges.”


      Or­tega handed him the small kit, and Dur­rie re­moved the last un­used needle.


      “You ready?” Dur­rie asked.


      “I guess.”


      “It’s okay to be scared. He’ll ex­pect that. Just re­mem­ber, if you stick to the points we worked on, you’ll be fine.”


      “Okay.”


      “The hard part’s be­hind us.” He pat­ted Or­tega’s shoulder. “You’ve done a great job. Thank you.”


      Or­tega smiled, clearly happy he had pleased Dur­rie. “Glad I could help.”


      “Me, too. All right. Here we go.”


      Dur­rie gave Quinn the shot. It con­tained just enough stim­u­lant to ease his ap­pren­tice into wake­ful­ness. When Dur­rie was done, he took the needle kit into the back with him, climbed in­side the body bag on the floor, and zipped him­self up.
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        * * *

      


      A sense of move­ment be­fore any­thing else.


      Then a drone of some kind of ma­chinery. Every­where—be­low, to the sides, front and back. It soun­ded as if it was com­ing from above, too.


      It took sev­eral at­tempts be­fore Quinn could pry open his eye­lids. He seemed to be fa­cing side­ways, so he turned his head to be more in line with the rest of his body. Pain ra­di­ated in bolts from the back of his head. Slam­ming his eyes shut again, he reached back and fumbled around for the cause. At the base of his skull he dis­covered a knot, about the size of a tan­ger­ine, that was tender to the touch.


      He opened his eyes again, only to squeeze them shut once more due to what seemed like dozens of lights shin­ing dir­ectly at him. When he tried again, he lif­ted his lids slowly, let­ting the lights fil­ter in through his lashes un­til he could see without squint­ing.


      He was in a vehicle, the of­fend­ing glare the head­lights of cars and trucks in the op­pos­ite lanes. He glanced to the side. Or­tega was in the driver’s seat, of what Quinn real­ized was the van they’d been us­ing for Op­er­a­tion Re­deemer.


      “Wha…what happened?” he asked.


      Or­tega jumped at the sound of Quinn’s voice, then glanced over. “Oh, thank God. You’re awake.”


      “How did I get in here?”


      “I put you there.”


      “I-I don’t un­der­stand.”


      Or­tega nervously checked the vehicle’s mir­rors. “I was mon­it­or­ing things on the comm when El-Baz star­ted to run. Juarez tried to reach you but you didn’t—”


      “Wait. El-Baz ran?”


      Or­tega nod­ded. “His vehicles were about ten minutes away when they sud­denly turned around and took off.”


      “He didn’t show up?”


      “No.”


      “Was any­one able to catch him?”


      “Last I heard, they’d lost sight of him and don’t know where he is now.”


      Son of a bitch. Quinn star­ted to tilt his head back in an­noy­ance, but his wound barked at him again. When the pain sub­sided enough, he said, “I re­mem­ber I was next to Dur­rie, but noth­ing after that.”


      “Like I said, Juarez tried to reach you but you didn’t an­swer. I de­cided I should go check. I found you and Dur­rie on the ground next to each other. I-I-I thought you were both dead un­til I saw that you were breath­ing. I car­ried you into the van. And…and then Dur­rie.”


      Quinn looked into the back and spot­ted the body bag on the floor.


      Des­pair dropped on him like a boulder fall­ing from a cliff. Or­lando had been count­ing on him to make sure noth­ing bad happened to Dur­rie, and he had failed.


      Dur­rie was dead.


      He could ima­gine no scen­ario in which she would take the news well.


      “Where are we go­ing?” he asked.


      “Dr. Car­rillo’s.”


      It took Quinn a second to re­mem­ber Car­rillo was their med­ical con­tact. His brow fur­rowed. “Dur­rie’s gone. There’s noth­ing he can do.”


      “Not for Dur­rie. For you.” Or­tega glanced at Quinn, then back at the road. “You can’t see it but your neck is pretty bruised up. And that bump doesn’t look good. Who­ever hit you knew what they were do­ing. I wouldn’t be sur­prised if you had a con­cus­sion, too.”


      Quinn was about to protest that he was fine, but that would’ve been a lie. And since the job was ap­par­ently a bust, it made sense to get him­self checked out now.


      They ar­rived at Car­rillo’s clinic four­teen minutes later. The doc­tor was wait­ing at the back door, hav­ing been aler­ted by a phone call Or­tega had ap­par­ently made while Quinn was un­con­scious.


      “If you don’t need me to go in with you, I can, you know…” Or­tega’s gaze flicked to the back of the van.


      Quinn was hes­it­ant to let him deal with Dur­rie’s body, but he had no idea how long he’d be at the doc­tor’s of­fice, and some­thing would have to be done.


      “All right,” he said. “That’s a good idea.”


      “What do you want me to do with him?” The im­plied ques­tion was whether or not they would trans­port Dur­rie back to the States as is.


      Quinn thought for a mo­ment. He wanted noth­ing more than to take Dur­rie’s body home with them. But that was not pro­tocol. And Dur­rie, at least the old Dur­rie, would have never tol­er­ated Quinn vi­ol­at­ing pro­tocol.


      As pain­ful as it was, he said, “The usual. But bring me back the ashes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          EIGHT DAYS LATER


          SAN DIEGO

        

      


      Quinn had ended up stay­ing in Rio far longer than he’d ex­pec­ted, be­fore Dr. Car­rillo cleared him to fly. He would have ig­nored the med­ical warn­ings and flown home as soon as he could, but Peter had in­sisted he stay.


      “Don’t be an ass,” Peter had told him. “There’s noth­ing hap­pen­ing so im­port­ant that you need to get back right away. Do as Car­rillo says. I’ll put you on med­ical leave.”


      If his in­jury had been only broken bones, Quinn knew Peter wouldn’t have cared. Hell, if it had just been the blow to the back of his head, Peter prob­ably would have in­sisted Quinn get on the next plane out. Un­doubtedly, Peter’s dir­ect­ive was driven by the fact Quinn had wit­nessed his mentor be­ing gunned down. An event that would likely af­fect even the most hardened agents.


      The night Or­tega had taken Quinn to the doc­tor’s of­fice, Quinn had known he should call Or­lando. Through the pain and Car­rillo’s ex­am­in­a­tion, Quinn had played through his head count­less ways of break­ing the news to her. None were great, but he chose what he thought was the best of the bunch.


      When the doc­tor stuck the needle in his arm, Quinn had as­sumed it was an an­ti­bi­otic. Thirty seconds later, as his thoughts jumbled and his eye­lids grew heavy, he real­ized it had been a sed­at­ive.


      Per­haps that was best, he’d reasoned. He could use a little rest. And in a few hours, when he was clear­headed, he could talk to Or­lando.


      What he hadn’t an­ti­cip­ated was the shot keep­ing him un­der un­til well into the fol­low­ing af­ter­noon. As soon as he real­ized what time it was, his pulse had spiked. He knew Or­lando would have been up all night won­der­ing what had happened. He made the call but was sent im­me­di­ately to voice mail. He hoped this meant she was get­ting some much needed rest. For a split second, he wondered if he should leave a mes­sage, but real­ized that would be a mis­take.


      He’d tried her again an hour later. And an hour after that. And again. And again. And again.


      His anxi­ety grew ex­po­nen­tially with each un­answered call.


      At nine p.m., Peter had rung him.


      “Ah, good, you’re awake. How’s the head?”


      “Sore.”


      “Yeah, well, to be ex­pec­ted,” Peter said.


      “Any­thing new on El-Baz?”


      “At this point, our best guess is that he placed the am­bush team there just in case any­thing went wrong. When they saw you guys show up, they real­ized it was a setup and in­formed their boss. They then tried to take you and Dur­rie out. In the mean­time, El-Baz fled.”


      “Still no sign of him.”


      “No. I’m guess­ing he’ll turn up in Saudi Ar­a­bia, or more likely Pakistan soon enough. We’ll have to wait for an­other op­por­tun­ity to take him out.”


      Quinn’s jaw tensed. “When you do, I want to be on that job.”


      “If I can make it hap­pen, I will.”


      Sens­ing Peter was about to hang up, Quinn said, “Have you…have you heard from Or­lando? I’ve been try­ing all af­ter­noon. Someone needs to let her—”


      “I talked to her early this morn­ing.”


      “Oh…okay. Um, good. And…you told her.”


      “I had to.”


      “I see. How did she take it?”


      “About as badly as you’d ex­pect.”


      Quinn closed his eyes. Dam­mit.


      “Thanks for do­ing that,” Quinn said. “I’ll check in with her when I get home. See how she’s hold­ing up.”


      “You might want to give her a little time. She’s work­ing through a lot.”


      “Of course. Yes, you’re right,”


      As Quinn turned onto Or­lando’s street now, he wondered if eight days coun­ted as enough time.


      He parked at the curb in front of her place and glanced at the house. Closed shut­ters pre­ven­ted him from see­ing whether or not she was home.


      He looked at the card­board box on the seat be­side him. In­side was the sil­ver metal urn con­tain­ing Dur­rie’s ashes.


      “It’s go­ing to be fine,” he mumbled, but felt far from con­fid­ent.


      With a sigh, he picked up the box, climbed out of the car, and ap­proached Or­lando’s front door. After an­other quick round of try­ing to psyche him­self up, he pressed the door­bell.


      She didn’t an­swer.


      In his mind, Quinn could see her sit­ting at her kit­chen table, star­ing out the back win­dow, ob­li­vi­ous to the ringing of the bell. Or maybe she was curled up on her bed, a pil­low over her head, try­ing to block out the sounds of who­ever was at the door.


      He didn’t want to ring again, but that wasn’t an op­tion. She was his best friend. He’d already missed be­ing there for her when she found out. He wasn’t about to aban­don her as she tried to re­cover.


      He pushed the bell again, but the house re­mained hushed.


      He took a few steps back and tried to peek around the slats in the shut­ters cov­er­ing the front win­dow. But all he could see were shad­ows. He checked the other set of win­dows along the front, but what he could see was also dark.


      He con­sidered go­ing into the back­yard, but that would be a vi­ol­a­tion of her per­sonal space. If she didn’t want vis­it­ors, for­cing him­self on her was not the right move.


      He took a room in a Mar­ri­ott Court­yard Hotel about a mile away, and spent the af­ter­noon sit­ting on the bed, star­ing at the card­board box with the urn.


      Once dark­ness had fallen, he trekked back to the house, park­ing in the same spot as be­fore.


      He knew be­fore he ex­ited the car that he should have stayed at the hotel. The shut­ters were still closed, and be­hind them not a single light glowed. The house just felt as if no one was home.


      Still, he tried again, this time knock­ing in­stead of ringing the bell.


      Dead si­lence from in­side. The kind of si­lence that seemed to scream, “Go away!”


      He made a third at­tempt at ten a.m. the next morn­ing, and left the hotel for a fourth try at five p.m. As he turned onto her street, a chill ran up his arms. In the time between his morn­ing visit and now, a FOR SALE sign had been planted in Or­lando’s front yard.


      Leav­ing the urn in the car, he jogged up to the front door and knocked hard. “Or­lando? Or­lando, it’s me. Quinn.”


      He knocked again and again, not real­iz­ing at first that the sound was cre­at­ing an odd echo in­side. An echo that he re­cog­nized, when it fi­nally re­gistered, as one that could have only been cre­ated by a room devoid of fur­niture.


      He checked the street to make sure no one was watch­ing him. Then, against the voice in his head say­ing he was mak­ing a mis­take, he used his lock­picks to open the door. As he had guessed, there was noth­ing in the liv­ing room. He walked through the place. Every room was empty and had been cleaned.


      Back in his car, he called the num­ber on the real es­tate sign.


      A wo­man answered in a cheery voice. “Becca Cox, Town­side Re­alty.”


      “Yes, I’m call­ing about one of your list­ings,” Quinn said, for­cing him­self to sound up­beat.


      “Of course. Which one are you in­ter­ested in?”


      Quinn gave her Or­lando’s ad­dress.


      “You’re quick. That just went up on the MLS about an hour ago.” She gave him the home’s par­tic­u­lars. “We’ll be hold­ing an open house on both Sat­urday and Sunday if you’d like to come by.”


      “I’ll make sure to do that.” He paused. “I am curi­ous, though. The people who lived there—I used to know them a little. Friends of friends. I know they were look­ing for a big­ger place. I’m guess­ing they fi­nally found it?”


      Cox hes­it­ated. “Ac­tu­ally, the boy­friend re­cently passed away.”


      “Oh, my God. I didn’t know.”


      “It’s very sad.”


      He al­most asked where Or­lando had gone but was stopped by the fact he had no idea what name she had used to buy the house. Be­sides, the agent prob­ably wouldn’t have told him any­way.


      “I ap­pre­ci­ate your time,” he said. “I’ll see you this week­end.”


      Back at his hotel room, he tried to break into Town­side Re­alty’s com­puter sys­tem but failed to get through its fire­wall. While he could handle hack­ing into a ba­sic sys­tem—and on oc­ca­sion even ones a bit more ad­vanced—cyberes­pi­on­age was not his forte. Usu­ally when he came up against some­thing like this, he’d call Or­lando for help. Ob­vi­ously, she was not an op­tion now.


      He made a few in­quir­ies and was fi­nally put in touch with a hacker named Jones. It took the man ex­actly sev­enty-five seconds to breach the com­pany’s se­cur­ity meas­ures and provide Quinn with dir­ect ac­cess to Town­side’s re­cords. All done for the low, low price of one thou­sand dol­lars.


      Quinn hunted through the sys­tem, col­lect­ing everything he could find re­lated to Or­lando’s house. All of the of­fi­cial doc­u­ments would have been done on pa­per. A few of these had been scanned into the com­puter, but as far as he was able to dis­cover, most had not been. There were, how­ever, over two dozen emails that gave him most of the in­form­a­tion he was look­ing for.


      The names she and Dur­rie had owned the house un­der were Char­lotte Cul­len and Ed­ward Span­ner. In an email sent three days earlier by “Char­lotte” was the fol­low­ing:


      I real­ize I am rush­ing things, list­ing the house so quickly, but as I’m sure you can un­der­stand, I can’t stay here any longer. The movers are com­ing to­mor­row morn­ing, and I will have the house cleaned and ready for you by the even­ing. It will be best if we com­mu­nic­ate via email, as I will be vis­it­ing friends where cell ser­vice is spotty. If you need to talk to me, send me a mes­sage and I will call you.


      One day.


      Quinn had missed her by one day.


      He de­bated for nearly an hour on whether or not to send an email to the ad­dress she’d used with the re­altor. Mes­sages he’d sent to her reg­u­lar email—as well as texts and calls to her phone—had gone un­answered.


      It was un­likely he’d hear back from her, but he de­cided to try.


      Or­lando—


      I am so sorry that I was un­able to get ahold of you sooner. I know you’re go­ing through a lot. I just want you to know I’m here for you. Please, when you have a mo­ment, con­tact me.


      Quinn


      He hit SEND.


      He was right. He didn’t hear back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    


    
      
        
          TEN MONTHS LATER


          PARIS, FRANCE

        

      


      “Had a little is­sue with someone who was work­ing later than she was sup­posed to,” Quinn told Peter over the phone. “But Ju­lien was able to dis­tract her while I moved the body.”


      Ju­lien De Coster was a French freel­an­cer and a gi­ant of a man. Tak­ing ad­vant­age of the main­ten­ance uni­form he was wear­ing for the job, he’d re­moved a va­cuum cleaner from a sup­ply closet and run it in the hall­way out­side the wo­man’s of­fice. Within mo­ments, she had shut her door. He’d con­tin­ued run­ning the ma­chine back and forth un­til after Quinn had dis­ap­peared through the exit at the other end of the hall, with the bagged body over his shoulder.


      “Did she see his face?” Peter asked.


      “His back was to her door when she closed it, so we don’t think so.”


      “Okay. Good. Thank you.” Typ­ic­ally, Peter would have given Quinn a we’ll talk later and hung up, but in­stead he said, “I have some in­form­a­tion for you.”


      “Sure. Go ahead,” Quinn said, as­sum­ing it con­cerned the next job.


      “I know where Or­lando is.”


      For a mo­ment, the whole world stopped. Out­side of Peter’s words echo­ing in his head, Quinn could hear noth­ing, see noth­ing, feel noth­ing.


      “You still there?” Peter asked.


      “Uh, yes. Yeah, I’m here. Where is she?”


      “San Fran­cisco.”


      San Fran­cisco? That was just an hour-and-a-half flight away from his place in L.A.


      “I have an ad­dress if you want it,” Peter said.


      “Can you text it to me?”


      “Are you sure? Maybe it would be bet­ter if—”


      “I’m sure.”


      A pause. “Okay.”
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        * * *

      


      Quinn caught a non­stop ten a.m. Delta flight to L.A. the next day. Be­cause of the time dif­fer­ence from Paris, he ar­rived at 12:30 p.m. that same af­ter­noon. An hour and a half later, he reached his town­house in Stu­dio City.


      He took a quick shower, re­packed his duffel bag, and grabbed the card­board box con­tain­ing Dur­rie’s urn be­fore re­turn­ing to his car. It took him twenty minutes to reach the much closer Burb­ank air­port. Be­fore leav­ing France, he had booked tick­ets on two dif­fer­ent flights to San Fran­cisco, the second in case he missed the 3:48 p.m. flight. He did not, though he was the last to board.


      The sun was low in the sky by the time he reached the street of the ad­dress Peter had given him. The neigh­bor­hood was lined with two- and three-story row houses. Sev­eral had been re­fur­bished, but most were in need of a little TLC.


      Open park­ing spots were scarce, and Quinn was forced to leave his rental two blocks away and one street over.


      Card­board box un­der his arm, he hiked back to the ad­dress. The two-story build­ing was one of the places that could have used, at the very least, a new coat of paint. He walked up the steps to the porch, and knocked be­fore he lost his nerve.


      He heard a shout in­side. A few seconds later, steps ap­proached the door. When it opened, an eld­erly Asian wo­man looked out. She was small with a kindly face, and hair more gray than black.


      “Can I help you?” she said. Her ac­cent soun­ded Korean, which would make sense, given that Or­lando was half.


      “I’m look­ing for—” Or­lando? That was the only name he knew her by, just like Jonathan Quinn was the only name she knew for him. But neither was the name they’d been born with. He hes­it­ated be­fore an idea hit him. “For Char­lotte.”


      “And who you?”


      “Quinn.”


      She looked him up and down, said, “You wait,” and shut the door.


      Barely half a minute passed be­fore he heard steps head­ing back his way. When the door opened, how­ever, it was the old wo­man again, not Or­lando.


      “She not want to see you.”


      The wo­man star­ted to close the door.


      “Wait,” Quinn said.


      She paused and stared at him.


      “I, um, I have some­thing for her.” He glanced at the box in his hands.


      “Give to me. I give to her.”


      “No. I…I need to give it to her per­son­ally.”


      The wo­man’s eyes nar­rowed.


      “It’s im­port­ant.”


      Frown­ing, she closed the door. As her steps once more re­treated into the house, he wondered if no one would come back. After five minutes of si­lence, he was no longer won­der­ing.


      If he left, he’d have to come back to­mor­row, and if ne­ces­sary the day after that, and so on. He rapped on the door again.


      For sev­eral mo­ments, there was no re­sponse. Then, just as he lif­ted his hand for an­other try, he heard foot­steps head­ing to­ward him.


      They stopped a mere meter away, but the door re­mained closed.


      “Go away, Quinn,” Or­lando said from the other side. “I don’t want to see you.”


      “Please,” Quinn said. “I just want to talk for a few minutes. That’s all.”


      “I-I can’t.”


      “I have some­thing for you.”


      “I don’t want any­thing from you.”


      Out of des­per­a­tion, he said, “I prom­ise, after we talk I’ll go away and won’t come back.”


      Si­lence.


      “Please,” he said. “Just a few minutes.”


      After a beat, the door creaked open. In­stead of in­vit­ing him in, Or­lando stepped out­side and shut the door be­hind her.


      “What do you want?” she said. She glared at him, no trace of friend­ship in her ex­pres­sion.


      “I’m sorry. I can’t even ex­press how much. I should have been the one who told you.”


      She sneered. “You think that’s why I’m angry? That you didn’t tell me?” A shake of her head. “How I learned about…what happened doesn’t mat­ter. It’s that it happened at all. That’s what pisses me off.”


      “I swear, I’d give any­thing to change what happened.”


      “You were there. You should have pro­tec­ted him. Now my son will never know his father.”


      Quinn blinked. “Did you-did you say…son? I didn’t even know you were preg­nant.”


      “Yeah? Well, neither did I.”


      A son. With Dur­rie.


      Je­sus.


      Quinn hadn’t thought he could feel even worse about Dur­rie’s death, but he’d been wrong.


      “I’m so sorry. I…I haven’t been able to stop think­ing about what happened. I keep run­ning the mis­sion through my mind, try­ing to fig­ure out what I could have done dif­fer­ently. Be­lieve me, I know how dev­ast­at­ing this is. How you feel, and—”


      “You what? You think you know how I feel? There’s no way you can un­der­stand what it’s like to be ly­ing there at night, your baby cry­ing, and no one else but you to com­fort him. Forever. Tell me, can you feel what that’s like?”


      “No, of course not. I-I-I didn’t mean—”


      “Just stop talk­ing. I don’t want to hear any­thing else. Go back to Los Angeles.”


      His mouth bone dry, he said, “I brought this for you.”


      He opened the top of the box and star­ted to tilt it so she could see what was in­side. But she turned back to the house and pushed the door open without look­ing. “Leave me alone. I don’t ever want to talk to you again.”


      One of the hard­est things for Quinn to ever do was tell Or­lando no, and see­ing her as hurt as she was, he wasn’t go­ing to start do­ing so today. “Okay,” he said.


      She stepped in­side and closed the door, em­phas­iz­ing the end of their con­ver­sa­tion—their re­la­tion­ship?—with the clack of the dead bolt.


      He stared at the door, shaken un­like he’d ever been be­fore. His last ounce of hope tried to con­vince him she’d come back out. That she would see, des­pite everything, he cared deeply about her and only wanted to help. But after sev­eral minutes, the door re­mained closed and his hope drained away com­pletely.


      He placed the box on the porch, where it wouldn’t be seen from the street, and left.
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        * * *

      


      Or­lando sat on the floor, her back to the door of Aunt Jeong’s house, tears flood­ing down her face.


      She could sense Quinn was still on the porch, in the same spot he’d been. She knew she should go back out there. That she should tell him she was sorry.


      Yes, she was an­grier with him than she’d been with al­most any­one ever. He’d been with Dur­rie. He’d known Dur­rie wasn’t op­er­at­ing at a hun­dred per­cent. But Quinn wasn’t the only tar­get of her ire.


      The per­son she was an­gri­est with was her­self.


      She was the one who’d pushed Dur­rie to take the job, when she could see he wasn’t ready. She was the one who had told Quinn everything would be all right, when she’d known that wasn’t true.


      She had been avoid­ing Quinn for months, be­cause it al­lowed her to fo­cus more on the fact that Dur­rie was gone than the reas­ons why, and kept at bay the guilt bur­ied deep in­side her. Per­haps, after an­other few months had gone by, after Dur­rie had been gone for a full year, she might’ve been able to come to terms with her own culp­ab­il­ity. Which then would have al­lowed her to for­give and re­con­nect with her closest friend.


      But Quinn had sur­prised her by show­ing up like this. Her an­ger at everything flared un­con­trol­lably, and she had done the one thing she should have never done—fo­cused all her ire on him.


      What am I go­ing to do?


      A noise out on the porch, then the sound of Quinn fi­nally walk­ing away.


      She stayed where she was for an­other minute or two, then pushed to her feet and looked out the pee­p­h­ole. Quinn was gone, but he’d left the box be­hind.


      She opened the door and ap­proached the pack­age. He’d closed the top again, so she crouched be­side it and pulled the flaps open.


      Her breath caught in her throat.


      Oh, God.


      An urn.


      Quinn had broken pro­tocol and brought Dur­rie back to her.


      Tears welled again, but be­fore they could stream down her cheeks, she heard the cry of her son, Gar­rett, wak­ing from his nap.


      She wiped her eyes, picked up the box, and headed back in­side.


      “It’s okay, sweetie. Mommy’s com­ing.”
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        * * *

      


      From his win­dow seat on the night flight back to L.A., Quinn stared out at the vast dark­ness of the Pa­cific Ocean.


      He had failed Dur­rie. He had failed him­self. But most of all, he had failed Or­lando and her new­born son. He brooded on this for nearly half the trip, be­fore he re­called the con­ver­sa­tion he and Dur­rie had had in the park­ing lot at Le­on­etti’s. He re­membered some­thing that—iron­ic­ally—Dur­rie had once said.


      Quinn had done some­thing wrong on a job, and in the days after, had con­tin­ued to beat him­self up over it.


      “Look, Johnny,” Dur­rie had fi­nally said one af­ter­noon. “You can learn from the past, but you can’t do any­thing to change it. The only thing you can af­fect is what hap­pens next. Get me?”


      If she needs any­thing, and I’m not there to help, you make sure she gets it.


      There was noth­ing Quinn could do about the past. He could only af­fect the fu­ture. So what if Or­lando didn’t want to see him ever again? That didn’t mean he couldn’t help her and her son from afar, and in do­ing so, not only honor the prom­ise he had made Dur­rie, but also the years of close friend­ship between him and Or­lando.


      While his mood wasn’t any­where near good, by the time he reached Los Angeles, at least he didn’t feel quite as lost any­more.
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      Dur­rie stood in the liv­ing room of his sixth-floor apart­ment, look­ing through his tele­scope. It was aimed not at the stars above San Fran­cisco, but at the house four blocks away, in which Or­lando had been hid­ing for the last five months.


      He had known she would turn up at her aunt’s home. It was the most lo­gical place for her to go. So, he’d been wait­ing here for her to show up since two weeks after he had “died.”


      When she did, and he saw she was preg­nant, he had been temp­ted to sneak into the house and rip Quinn’s child from her belly. But that would’ve re­vealed his death was a lie. Too bad he’d had to elim­in­ate Or­tega. If the guy had still been around in­stead of bur­ied in a grave out­side Rio, Dur­rie prob­ably would have sent him to do it.


      Dur­rie leaned away from the tele­scope, win­cing, and rubbed his fore­head. An­other one of his mi­graines was com­ing on. He walked into the kit­chen and poured out four as­pirin from the gi­ant bottle he’d picked up, then downed them with a sip of whis­key.


      Be­fore Rio, the mi­graines had oc­curred once or twice a month at most, mak­ing it easy for him to hide them from Or­lando. Af­ter­ward, he was get­ting them at least once a week, some­times more.


      Con­cerned, he’d taken a leave from ob­serving his former girl­friend and spent a week in Singa­pore get­ting scanned and prod­ded and poked. In the end, he’d been given a clean bill of health. The doc­tor had said stress might be the cause and sug­ges­ted tak­ing a va­ca­tion.


      Dur­rie de­cided not to worry so much about it. The mi­graines al­ways went away soon enough.


      He looked through the tele­scope again, then grinned.


      “Hey, baby.”


      Or­lando had just stepped out­side, her brat strapped to her chest in one of those baby car­ri­ers. Her aunt was with them. It was Sat­urday morn­ing, so per their nor­mal sched­ule, they would be head­ing to the mar­ket.


      Just an­other dull day in Or­landoville.


      What he would give to have Quinn show up again. Dur­rie had feasted on the ap­par­ent fall­ing out between the two on Or­lando’s porch a couple of weeks earlier. But Dur­rie knew his ap­pren­tice. If Quinn thought Or­lando didn’t want him here, he wouldn’t re­turn un­til she said it was okay.


      A god­damn boy scout, but c’est la vie.


      Dur­rie watched un­til Or­lando, her aunt, and the brat dis­ap­peared from sight. He then walked over to the kit­chen table, on which were stacks of maps and books and files and magazines. He took his usual seat and scanned the mounds of re­search.


      Some­where in here would be his way back to glory, and the means to deal with those who had wronged him.


      It didn’t mat­ter that it would prob­ably take years to im­ple­ment whatever his plan turned out to be. His in­ev­it­able suc­cess was the only im­port­ant thing.


      He opened his journal, checked his notes, and picked up where he’d left off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          


          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    


    
      The story of The Dam­aged has been float­ing around my head since I wrote my first Quinn novel, The Cleaner, way back in 2004. It’s a tale I’ve al­ways wanted to tell, but other stor­ies kept me from hav­ing the time.


      Fate, how­ever, in­ter­vened on this, my thir­teenth Quinn thriller. (Thir­teen? Already? Well, tech­nic­ally it’s num­ber four­teen if you count Be­com­ing Quinn, but I di­gress.) I had star­ted to write some­thing else en­tirely, but that story wasn’t gel­ling the way I had hoped. It needed to bake a little longer in my men­tal oven. The hole in my sched­ule this cre­ated be­came the per­fect op­por­tun­ity to dive into The Dam­aged.


      I’m very glad things happened the way they did. This was a story that needed to be writ­ten.


      Yep, it’s a little dif­fer­ent from most of the other Quinn nov­els. Be­ing en­tirely set in Quinn’s past is some­thing only my pre­quel novel, Be­com­ing Quinn, and a few short stor­ies have done to this point. And then there’s the not-quite-so-up­lift­ing end­ing. Most of the other Quinn books, though not all, fin­ish with sat­is­fy­ing con­clu­sions. Am I sorry? Nope. That’s life. Or Quinn’s and Or­lando’s lives, to be more pre­cise.


      For those of you who have read some or all of the other Quinn thrillers, this deeper dive into his past fills in some de­tails that have only been al­luded to pre­vi­ously. A few of you may have also no­ticed the in­clu­sion of char­ac­ters from other Quinn stor­ies. Peter, of course, and at least three oth­ers come read­ily to mind, and I’m sure I’m for­get­ting someone. Weav­ing them in has been great fun.


      And for those of you who are read­ing a Quinn thriller for the first time, you’ve just gained some back­ground know­ledge that will give you in­sight into Quinn’s and Or­lando’s lives as you move for­ward.


      A little be­hind-the-scenes trivia: for years, the work­ing title for this story has been Dur­rie’s First Death. Yeah, you’re ab­so­lutely right. It would have been a little too on the nose. I owe a debt of grat­it­ude to my ed­itor, Elyse, for keep­ing me from mak­ing the mis­take of us­ing it. As she rightly poin­ted out, it didn’t really fit in with the other Quinn titles.


      Smart per­son, that Elyse.


      Won­der­ing when Quinn will be back? Don’t worry, you don’t have long to wait. The next Quinn ad­ven­ture will be re­leased in late fall of 2019 and will be set in the present day, with most, if not all, the usual sus­pects in tow.


      Now, if I’m go­ing to make that dead­line, I’d bet­ter get back to work.


      


      Brett Battles


      July 2019


      Gl­end­ale, Cali­for­nia
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