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Chapter 1

	Nine kilometers south of Tel Aviv, Israel

	 

	Maya ignored the bead of perspiration trickling down her forehead and blinked it away as it completed its inexorable descent and splashed into her eye. Her attention was riveted on the doorway to her right as she crept on catlike feet, her combat boots nearly silent on the dusty path between the dilapidated structures, the blazing sun creating an unbearably humid swelter amidst the crumbling buildings.

	Movement drew her gaze to the right for a split second before she dismissed it and refocused on the doorway, her new Glock 17 clutched in a two-handed grip as she moved in a crouch. It was just an errant bit of desiccated vegetation blown by the hot breeze, she thought, and then she rolled to the side as the door flew open and a figure filled the aperture.

	She held her fire. It was a student carrying a book bag – a boy no more than thirteen.

	Not a threat.

	Maya was already back on her feet by the time she’d fully processed the thought. Her pulse thudded in her ears as she willed her breathing back to its shallow norm. The pistol grip felt slick in her hands as her eyes roamed over the façade before settling on the rusting hulk of an ancient sedan abandoned near the curb. The windows were coated in a film of grime that made it impossible to see through them. She remembered her training and peered beneath the vehicle, looking for the telltale giveaway of feet, but only saw tires – not by any means proof positive that nobody was lying in wait, but sufficient to lower her threat evaluation by several degrees as she sidled toward the car.

	A window creaked almost imperceptibly above a storefront. Maya was already in motion at the sound, her senses hyper-tuned as she ducked for cover even as she brought her weapon to bear on the second story. Three windows, all open. The flutter of white drapes in the corner of one. Another squeak – a rusty hinge protesting the wind’s gentle push. No glint of a rifle barrel, no face pulling back into the shadows, no watchful eyes studying her, waiting for an opportune moment to strike.

	Get a grip. Focus. You’re better than this.

	Her inner voice chided her for the false alarms. She was a professional now, supposedly cool under pressure, and her heart was trip-hammering like a debutante’s after a first kiss. That wouldn’t do – it could get her dead in a hurry.

	Her reverie was cut short by a scrape from near a truck a dozen yards further along the dusty way. A shoe on pavement. Maya was running toward it, closing the distance to improve her odds of a kill shot, when a figure ducked from around the front fender with the distinctive shape of an AK-47 gripped in its hands.

	The Glock bucked like a living thing as she fired four shots at the gunman’s torso, the grouping tight, she noted with satisfaction, even as another figure showed itself in the doorway by the truck. A woman wearing a long shapeless black burka stepped from the recess, and Maya relaxed.

	And spotted her error as the barrel of an assault rifle swung from beneath the woman’s robes.

	Maya’s weapon barked and two shots hit the woman squarely in the chest. Maya didn’t wait but charged the truck, only to change direction at the last second and sprint toward the far building, beyond which lay a vacant lot with the remnants of a demolished brick structure strewn in the tall grass.

	Grass that could easily hide an assailant.

	She was nearly to the edge of the lot when the truck exploded, the shockwave knocking her to her knees. The doors blew outward as an orange fireball soared into the sky, and her ears were ringing as she struggled to her feet. She hadn’t been expecting that.

	Which was another slip. She had to be prepared for anything and everything. The one that would kill her would be the one she didn’t see coming. That lesson had been drilled into her over and over, and she could hear her instructors’ voices repeating the mantra as she staggered toward the lot, shaking her head to clear it.

	The mission objective was located across the road – an innocuous hardware store, whose sign over the barred pictured window featured a painted hammer with a pair of overall-clad legs marching toward a running nail.

	According to the scenario report, she was to assume the owner was in the business of supplying the locals with more than tools.

	The carnage in the street was a good indication that was a safe assumption.

	Gunshots barked from the shop, and Maya bolted for the nearest doorway – she’d be a sitting duck in the field, with not enough time to take cover in the grass. She dismissed firing at the shooter as she ran, and instead slipped the pistol into her waistband. Maya took two running steps up the side of the arched doorway and catapulted herself to the far second-story terrace jutting from the front façade. Her hands caught the lip, and the momentum of her legs carried her torso up enough so she could haul herself onto the ledge and then swing over the iron banister, the months of parkour training naturally complementing the gymnastic skills she’d acquired in adolescence. The weapon across the road chattered again as she landed. Her abs and arms burned from the strain, but she ignored the pain and stayed in constant motion.

	She was already through the terrace door in a shower of broken glass, her pistol back in hand, when the gunfire stopped, leaving the street eerily silent except for the crackling of the burning truck. She cocked her head, listening, and swept the area with the Glock as she forced herself forward toward the rear of the unfurnished room.

	She’d been spotted, so the only possibility of survival was to do the unexpected.

	Maya spied stairs to the upper story, and within seconds was on the roof, running along the flat surface as she gauged the distance between the building she was on and the one adjacent. Probably three meters.

	Her body seemed to hover in the air between the rooftops, hanging in flight like a black-clad bird, and then she was rolling as she struck the far roof, the force of the impact absorbed by the momentum.

	She wasted no time heaving the wooden door open, and took the rickety rungs of the ladder two at a time as she lowered herself onto the landing.

	There was no sound. Nobody in the building, as far as she could tell.

	The rear service door hung off one hinge. The old wooden slab had decayed to the point of being useless, and a single blow from her boot sent it tumbling into the dirt. Maya was a dark blur as she streaked to the alley she’d just vaulted over, and she barely hesitated when she burst from the space. The hardware store was now only a few meters from her.

	Movement from inside the store caught her eye, so she fired into the recesses of the shop as she approached. She fished a grenade from her pocket, pulled the pin, and tossed it through the doorway before throwing herself sideways to avoid the worst of the blast. A door opened onto the street at the corner, slamming against the frame, and she fired twice even as she landed on the hard-packed red dirt, her eyes unblinking.

	A whistle blared from the other end of the lane.

	“Stand down,” a deep male voice called – Jaron, the head of training in the top-secret Mossad camp.

	Maya placed her nearly empty Glock on the dirt next to her and waited for three fatigue-clad figures to approach along the road. Two men and a middle-aged woman with a perpetual frown on her face: Jaron; Solomon, the camp second-in-command; and Elana, her instructor, who didn’t look happy.

	“Well, Wonder Woman, congratulations,” Elana said, her words dripping with mockery, her eyes on the target Maya had just drilled with two rounds spaced three inches apart. “You executed a nun.”

	Maya’s eyes moved to the aluminum cutout that had sprung from the doorway on a track – the nun habit and clutched Bible unmistakable.

	“And I took out the target,” Maya reminded them.

	Jaron nodded. “That you did. But what everyone would remember would be you butchering one of God’s special children.” His words were quiet, but his message was unmistakable.

	“You can’t behave as though there are no consequences to your actions,” Solomon added. “And what the hell was that with the terrace?”

	“If I’d stayed in the street, I would have been pinned down,” Maya explained as Elana offered a hand to help her up. “So I improvised.”

	“You could have killed yourself jumping across the alley,” Elana said, but Maya thought she detected a faint trace of admiration in the stern woman’s voice.

	“I didn’t,” Maya said. “I took out the target. And yes, with regrettable collateral damage. But the target’s neutralized.”

	Jaron shook his head. “I’m not sure what we’re going to do with you, Maya.”

	“How did I score?” she asked.

	“Top of all ranges…until you blew a hole through Mother Theresa there,” Solomon admitted.

	“Then the lesson here is don’t kill nuns,” Maya said, brushing dirt off the knees of her pants. Elana tossed her a towel and she wiped her face. “I wasn’t expecting the truck explosion.”

	“I’m glad our obstacle course is still capable of serving its purpose and surprising our recruits,” Jaron said drily. “All right. We’re done for the morning. Get cleaned up and meet Elana in the mess in twenty minutes.” He regarded Maya. “Are you hurt?”

	Maya’s face was unreadable. “Just a few scrapes and bruises.”

	“Very well. You’re dismissed.”

	The three Mossad instructors watched Maya’s fluid stride as she left the scattering of buildings located in the remote reaches of a military base off-limits to anyone without a top-secret clearance. When she’d turned the corner, Jaron glanced at Elana. “Have you ever seen anything like that?”

	“Never. She made it past every hurdle without incident. Nobody’s ever done that since we started using this simulation. The highest anyone ever scored was Itzhak last year, and he got tagged outside the shop. She actually ran the gauntlet and placed the grenade. That’s theoretically impossible.”

	“Let’s not forget the nun, though,” Solomon said quietly.

	“No, let’s not,” Jaron agreed. “Our Maya poses an interesting conundrum for us, doesn’t she? We all know what would happen in real life if she’d shot a member of the clergy. It would be in the papers for months. We’d be skewered. Heads would roll, regardless of how successful the mission was.”

	“Perhaps her activities should be limited to more…surgical missions?”

	Jaron nodded. “A sanitizer.”

	“Some show more aptitude than others,” Elana said.

	“We have no high-level female sanitizers. There hasn’t been one since you hung up your spurs,” Jaron said to her.

	Elana nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, I know. It’s a specialized skill set that’s far more demanding than those possessed by our field agents.” Elana paused. “She’s too young and too green to be able to say for sure. She needs more field time, to be stressed in real-world scenarios, tested by life. Then…if she survives…perhaps.”

	“What’s your formal recommendation?” Solomon asked her.

	“For now? Continue with the training until an opportunity arises for her to go into the field again. I can believe her account of the mission on the island, after watching her for the last few months, but she still has much to learn.”

	Jaron grunted, eyes fixed on the smoldering truck chassis. “Hopefully circumstances will cooperate, and she’ll get the time she needs.”

	“Hope is rarely an effective strategy for anything,” Elana chided.

	“I know.”

	




Chapter 2

	Hat Yai, Songkhla Province, Thailand

	 

	Chains of dry lightning flashed through plum-colored clouds that loomed over the distant jungle, illuminating the night sky above Hat Yai, a vibrant metropolis in the south of Thailand and the capital of Songkhla Province. The city was modern and prosperous by area standards, and shared the region’s racial and cultural diversity due to its proximity to the Malaysian border.

	Pedestrians roved the teeming sidewalks as three-wheeled tuk-tuks buzzed along the clogged streets, their whining singsong engines like the atonal mating cries of gigantic insects. A string of multicolored lights streamed up the side of the mountain the city surrounded, at the top of which a golden Buddha silently watched over the sprawl.

	The city center boasted a plenitude of multistory buildings, hotels, offices, banks, and government edifices vying with one another for prominence. Office workers heading home after a grueling day streamed along the arteries, mingling with tourists and pleasure-seekers out on the town for dinner or cocktails. Horns honked in protest as indifferent motorcycles jockeyed for advantage in the dense traffic, the boulevards a kind of controlled pandemonium of near misses and suicide acceleration. Outraged shouts and squeals of brakes punctuated the din of motors and horns.

	The Lee Gardens Plaza Hotel was a white monolith that towered over the neighboring buildings, its oversized beige marble columns framing the entryway with palatial splendor. Outside on the sidewalk, street vendors hawked their colorful wares, indifferent to the security forces lounging near the McDonald’s at the side of the hotel entrance.

	The narrow cobblestone street that provided access to the hotel was swarming with humanity at rush hour. Waves of pedestrians hurried on their way home, and nobody noticed the scarred motorcycle with a delivery box mounted on the back when it pulled onto the sidewalk in front of the hotel and parked near the restaurant. The rider took his time shutting off the motor and checking the area before making for the far corner and sauntering into the intersection on foot.

	Abreeq Zulfi checked his watch as he crossed the street. His timing couldn’t have been better. The security forces were usually lazy, he knew from days of painstaking surveillance, and the police stationed in the area were even more so, especially at dinnertime when their minds were on filling their bloated bellies rather than protecting their flock.

	He’d been in Hat Yai for a week, planning the series of bombings that would rock the city, as part of his contract with the BRN – a local Islamist extremist group that, while lacking nothing for motivation, didn’t possess the necessary skills to conduct an effective reign of terror.

	Enter Abreeq, who had made a career out of terrorism for his brothers. Abreeq had no specific area of operation, no particular affiliation – he was an equal opportunity mass murderer who was willing to work for any Islamist group that could afford him.

	Not that he was in it for the money. Base financial concerns were above him; ideology was his primary motivator. But he had costs to cover and travel and equipment to consider, as well as the maintenance of an extensive network of informants and spies.

	Fortunately, the BRN had been able to scratch up the fifty thousand dollars the operation would require, and he’d gone to work, promising a group of bombings that would have the city reeling and put the fear of God into the population, as well as into the foreign interests that used Thailand as their handmaiden, corrupting its good people with consumerism and a reprehensible lifestyle condemned by all who were righteous and holy.

	It didn’t give him pause that he was about to murder innocent tourists. In the battle for hearts and minds, there were no innocents. He’d long ago reconciled that the lives of infidels were fair game in the war to further the one true religion. His ideology was flexible enough to enable him to deny that their lives were as precious as those of his employers, and he slept soundly, his conscience untroubled. His psychopathology was perfectly suited to his vocation, at which he was widely considered to be the best.

	He paused on the far side of the street and took a final long look at the hotel entrance, and then removed a disposable cell phone from the pocket of his leather jacket and placed a call. The voice that answered was gruff. Abreeq’s was surprisingly high in timbre, his words soft, the tone almost feminine.

	“It is in place. Unless you have any final requests, I’ll start the timer,” he said.

	“Make it so, my brother.”

	“It shall be done.”

	Abreeq hung up and dialed a different number – the burner cell phone connected to the timing device and detonator. The call went to voice mail, which was blank, but the ringing was the activation mechanism, and he knew that sixty seconds later the bomb in the delivery box would explode. He wished he’d been able to construct a more deadly device, but the locals had been unable to provide anything save the most primitive of explosives. Still, he’d done his best, and it would kill. The only question was how many.

	He would read all about the results of his efforts later, online. For now, he still had two other bombs to place before he was done for the evening.

	Abreeq was climbing onto the seat of another stolen motorcycle he’d parked in a garage a block away when the muffled boom of the bomb shook the ground and triggered the alarms of nearby vehicles.

	He started the engine and putted down the ramp to where the attendant waited, the man’s attention on the street and the scream of emergency vehicles making their way to the hotel.

	All too late, Abreeq thought as he paid.

	“What was that?” he asked the attendant, the helmet hiding his features.

	“Don’t know.”

	Abreeq pulled into the crush of traffic, leaving the downtown area behind. By the time anyone had the presence of mind to seal off the area, he would be long gone, putting the other bombs into position. He wished he could trust the locals with that low-value part of the operation, but he didn’t dare. The authorities couldn’t stop something about which only he knew the details. In his business, secrecy was essential to survival.

	Abreeq was on every developed country’s list of most wanted men, and the price on his head varied from insultingly trivial to a king’s ransom. One slip on even a small mission like this could cost him his life. In order to assure his safety, he’d worked through cutouts, never meeting his employers, leaving the materials in dead drops, and ensuring the targets were, in the end, of his own choosing.

	In another hour Hat Yai would be shattered from the attacks, and Abreeq would have vanished into the ether, his involvement nothing more than a whispered rumor, on to his next operation, the business of terror never-ending, his services in constant demand.

	He checked the time: ten minutes to the next location.

	Four police motorcycles rolled past a truck blocking the street on the far side, their sirens in full wail and their lights flashing. He watched as they roared away, rushing to the crime scene, presumably to close the barn door after this particular horse was long gone.

	He smiled behind the motorcycle helmet’s tinted visor and imagined the scene at the hotel. The nails and screws he’d affixed to the inside of the delivery box would have sliced a swath of death through the bodies of the bloated tourists, who would never know what had hit them. Like fat, spoiled children, they’d believed themselves safe, insulated from the worldwide struggle of which he was an integral part.

	They couldn’t have been more wrong.

	At the next stoplight, he pushed the visor up and wiped sweat from his face, and then lowered it back into place with a small smile. The few existing photographs of him were all dated, and he’d had surgery on his nose and chin in Lebanon, altering his profile so he looked nothing like the images. Not that it was a concern – he’d taken care to wear his helmet when within range of the surveillance cameras he’d spotted early on, so even a methodical investigation would yield nothing.

	Abreeq would leave it to his contractor to claim responsibility for the attacks, or not, as they liked. Fanfare and credit weren’t his style and didn’t interest him.

	His was a pure ambition, his motivation simple: to rid his world of the interlopers who’d lied to his people for generations, who’d robbed them of their heritage and their birthright. Every explosion, every death, was another step toward that goal, and he wouldn’t rest until he’d achieved his aim or died in the process.

	But not today. Today he was striking a blow that would have his enemies quaking in fear. Today it would be others who paid the ultimate price in blood, while Abreeq slipped away like a ghost.

	




Chapter 3

	Dhaka, Bangladesh

	 

	Trash blew along the boulevards of the urban sprawl that was Dhaka, colorful brochures scattered to the winds comingling with discarded wrappers, plastic bags, and bits of unidentifiable material best left unexamined. The entire city suffered from a stench often described as a combination of raw sewage and rot. The Buriganga River, which flowed past the outskirts, was little more than a polluted greenish brown sluice dotted with smokestacks belching poison into the heavens, rendering the stinking water in which the locals bathed and dumped their waste an environmental hazard that could blister skin.

	The capital of Bangladesh, Dhaka and its surrounding suburbs were home to over fifteen million souls, many of whom lived in extreme poverty. A pall of pollution blanketed the city as the sun rose, coloring the sky orange and mauve. The juxtaposition of modern green glass skyscrapers against a backdrop of shanties served as a constant reminder of the economic disparity that defined the nation.

	Uri Efron shifted on the uncomfortable seat of an ancient Nissan sedan as he and his companion, Gil Rubin, thirty-two years his junior, watched the doors of one of the city’s many mosques. As a senior operative of the Mossad, Uri had been stationed all over the world, but it was difficult to mistake his current posting as anything but a career backhand that he endured with stoic calm. Gil, on the other hand, only with the Mossad for nine years, was less accepting of his fate, and spent a large amount of his day cursing his luck for winding up in a fourth-world slum that made hell sound appealing.

	An endless parade of rickshaws streamed toward them on the street, their operators pedaling in the dank heat of morning with the resigned acceptance of prisoners serving life sentences. The sheer press of humanity most days, at any hour, was onerous even in the relative comfort of the car, which was made worse by Uri’s endless smoking of the local cheap cigarettes to which he was addicted.

	The older man coughed, an ominous, wet sound that transitioned into a wheeze, and stubbed out his seventh cigarette of the morning. Gil eyed him without comment, knowing it was pointless to complain about his superior’s repellent habit.

	“This isn’t working,” Gil griped. “We need to get into the mosque, not sit out here wondering what they’re doing inside.”

	“Huh, why didn’t I think of that? Maybe you can slip in, looking as much like a native as you do and speaking perfect Bengali, and linger around where the great man’s holding court?” Uri spat in a tone corrosive as battery acid. “You know, see if he’s handing out ‘terrorist wanted’ cards or anything.”

	“Then what’s the point of monitoring his movements? He could be digging a tunnel to Jerusalem and we’d never know it.”

	“Because I said so.” Uri eyed the younger man and his tone softened. “I understand this is frustrating. I’ve asked for more support, but budgets are lean. You know the story. We’re to do the best we can and notify headquarters if we learn anything.”

	“How can we learn anything sitting out here?”

	“Well, we saw the great man go to Western Union and get money, so that tells us he’s still receiving foreign support. Which may not seem like much, but it’s something.” Uri looked back at the mosque. “And I’ve learned to hate Dhaka even more than yesterday, so at least you’re not alone in that.” He laughed drily. “Look at the bright side – at least I’ve still got cigarettes left, so you don’t have to find a store.”

	The younger man looked at his watch. “They’ve been in there for an hour. Prayer service was over, what, twenty minutes ago?”

	“Maybe he’s using the can.”

	“Seriously. What are we doing here?”

	Uri gave Gil another long-suffering stare, his eyes like a basset hound’s, yellowed where they weren’t bloodshot, and the bags beneath them dark and drooping. “We’re recording who he’s in there with. It’s the best we can do.” Uri tapped his PDA screen. “See? Camera’s still in position, and we should be able to grab faces from the footage and compare them using the recognition software our enterprising American colleagues have generously shared with us.”

	“Without knowing what they’re talking about, this is a huge waste of time,” Gil countered. “We should be bribing the Western Union clerk so we can trace the money he received.”

	“I know you’d like to go in with guns blazing, but that’s not what we do, my young friend. Patience is a virtue. Good things come to those who wait.”

	“You should write fortune cookies.”

	“I may have to if they cut our expense account any further.”

	“Did you tell them that we picked up local chatter about something being planned?”

	Uri sighed. “Of course. They asked what it was – which, of course, we don’t know. They wanted to know who was involved. Which again, we don’t know. They asked about a target. Which we know zip about. Let’s just say that their response to our earth-shattering news was less than enthusiastic.”

	“We can’t learn any of that without the resources we need.”

	“Agreed. In the meantime, we sit here, I regale you with colorful stories of the Mossad’s glory years, and you learn a thing or two about tradecraft.”

	“My tradecraft’s fine.”

	“Pride goeth.”

	Gil stiffened and looked back at the mosque. “Wait. The doors are opening again.” They’d watched as the building had emptied out after the morning prayer, but their target, a local imam named Ajmal Kahn, hadn’t been among those who’d left – unusual, and the first time in the month that Uri and Gil had been following him.

	A VW van slowed to a stop in front of the mosque. Kahn’s two bodyguards, slim young men with scraggly black beards and the expressions of hawks, stepped out of the entryway into the hazy sunlight, followed by Kahn, who as usual looked as though he was ready to single-handedly command the heavens to open so the wrath of eternity could rain down upon those around him. His humorless face could have been carved from granite, etched with deep frown lines and eyes black and beady as a weasel’s.

	The three men looked around expectantly, and one of the bodyguards held a cell phone to his ear as the van’s sliding door opened. The imam and his men climbed inside and the panel slammed shut.

	Gil eyed Uri. “Well? Let’s go.”

	“Not so fast. We know our friend is in the van. What we don’t know is what he was doing in the mosque, or who he was with.”

	“One of us has to follow him.”

	“Agreed. I’ll take the car. Think you can find someplace discreet to watch the entrance from? Take photos of anyone that comes out.”

	Gil nodded. “You’re lucky my phone’s state-of-the-art and not that piece of shit they authorized.”

	“We’re all grateful for your profligate habits, young man.”

	“Where do you want to rendezvous?”

	“Back at my place,” Uri said, referring to the shabby office in the basement of his building that served as cover for the Mossad’s Dhaka operations. “Better snap to it, or I’m going to lose him.”

	Gil stepped out into the heat, and the toxic dust that swirled around him instantly coated him with a film of filth. He was dressed like the locals, in cheap dress pants and a lightweight button-up shirt, but with a fanny pack that contained his essential spy tools, which in this case were a cell phone and a butterfly knife.

	The Nissan pulled away in a cloud of poorly combusted exhaust as the van negotiated through the rickshaws, and Gil focused his attention on the mosque, whose doors were now closed again. Three small boys approached him, begging for coins, and he shooed them off, ignoring their colorful curses – language that would have made a pirate blush, and not one of them over six, he guessed. Gil had long before hardened himself against the pervasive poverty in the city, the desperation, the disease, the alarming evidence that God had long ago abandoned the place. It was routine to see beggars without legs stewing in their own feces outside towering office buildings, or children with limbs rotting off and no medical care in evidence, every kind of defect or abomination on display as the more fortunate avoided their brethren, taking care to skirt their begging positions so as not to sully their shoes.

	His attention was drawn from the parade of misery to the doors of the mosque, where two young men appeared from within. Gil pretended to text on his phone as he zoomed in and photographed them. After a brief hug, the pair separated and walked in opposite directions down the street.

	“Well, well, well. What have we got here?” Gil muttered to himself as he watched them part.

	He waited another half hour, but nobody else left the building. After debating staying in position, he decided that he wasn’t going to learn anything more standing in the street and hailed a rickshaw – one of a half million of the primitive conveyances that plied their trade in the swelter. The driver, barely more than skin and bones and tanned the color of beef jerky, set off at a plodding pace while Gil studied the photos he’d snapped.

	On the small phone screen, it was hard to see much detail, but the camera had the latest in high-resolution technology, and hopefully the images would enlarge sufficiently to run through the magic software the Americans had given them.

	Of course, it was entirely possible that the two men were nobodies – that they were workers of some sort, or any other of a hundred kinds of innocent visitors.

	Gil didn’t think so, though. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but something about their body language, even from across the open sewer of a street that fronted the mosque, had struck him as strange. As if they were up to no good.

	Furtive, for lack of a better word.

	Perhaps it would amount to nothing, as so many of his efforts had. There was no way of knowing until he tried. That was the job.

	Gil punched his speed dial and waited as Uri’s phone rang and rang.

	“What?” the older man finally answered.

	“We have two possibles. When will you be back?”

	“I’m enjoying the sights and smells of one of Dhaka’s leading cesspools. Figure…an hour, tops?”

	“Okay. I’ll be waiting. I may have something to go on. Anything promising on your end?”

	“If you consider watching ice melt promising, you’d be in heaven.”

	“Ah. Well, at least you have cigarettes.”

	When Uri met Gil at the office, they worked together to put the photos through the image-recognition software, and waited for hours until they got a result. They eyed the printout with the two possible IDs, and Uri shrugged.

	“This isn’t a high enough degree of certainty to cause a fluster,” Uri said.

	“It’s above eighty percent.”

	“I could put a picture of my foot in it and it would show eighty percent. We’ve got nothing.”

	Gil paced in front of the computer monitor. “We’ve got two possible terrorists meeting with Khan. That’s worth making some noise over.”

	“Thanks for the career advice. I’ll let you know when I’m recalled.”

	“I’m serious.”

	“So am I.”

	The rest of the day went by in tense silence. One of Uri’s local watchers lingered outside the imam’s residence, cell phone in hand. Nobody entered or left, and at the end of the afternoon, as Uri greedily inhaled his sixtieth cigarette of the day, Gil stood and stretched. “It’s been a pleasure being asphyxiated by you, but I’m going to grab a decent meal and get some sleep. Let me know if you need anything. Should be back by seven tomorrow.”

	“You should show more respect for your elders, young man.”

	“Right. And eat more carrots. I’m working on both.”

	“Smartass.”

	“Good night.”

	“To you as well. Stay away from those loose women in your neighborhood. Your body is a temple.”

	“Says the man who smokes a carton a day.”

	“Says the man who isn’t dying of AIDS.”

	Gil locked the door behind him, leaving Uri in a cloud of nicotine as he stared at the printout. After several minutes of consideration, he stood and moved to the secure, scrambled line that connected to Israel. He placed a call and waited. After several delays, Yael Sheron, the number three man in the Mossad, came on the phone.

	“Yes, Uri. What can I do for you?” Yael asked in a tone that clearly communicated his lack of enthusiasm.

	“We have a situation here with the imam. I need more resources, Yael.”

	“Tell me what you have.”

	Uri did. When he was done, Yael sounded only slightly more interested than before. “That’s not much to go on.”

	“We have better than eighty percent on facial recognition. I already sent the images for enhancement. But it’s impractical to do much more than file reports and surf the Internet with only the two of us. It’s not enough.”

	Yael’s sigh was tired. “It’s never enough. I won’t bore you with my problems, but let me tell you, we have shortages everywhere. The country wants to stay safe, but doesn’t want to pay for it. It’s madness.”

	“Promise me you’ll take a hard look at what I sent you, and get me some help. I can’t work miracles, and you know by now I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think I was onto something.”

	“Sure, Uri. Of course. I’ll do what I can, but no promises. It’s a different world now. New priorities. You know the story as well as I do.”

	“Right. No use for the old ways.”

	“A shame, but what can we do? We have to change or be bulldozed, am I right?”

	“Just look at the images. I’ll call again tomorrow,” Uri said, as an indication that he wasn’t leaving the situation alone and would persistently badger Yael until he got what he wanted.

	“I might be in a meeting.”

	“I’ll try back as many times as it takes,” Uri said, steel in his tone.

	Yael sighed again. “Don’t ever change, my friend.”

	“I wouldn’t know where to start.”

	




Chapter 4

	800 kilometers north of Volochanka, Siberia

	 

	Snow blew sideways as the icy blizzard’s fury intensified, the only sound the howl of the arctic wind scouring the frozen plain. In early spring, the stretch of forgotten coast was a frozen wasteland, and storms were the only visitors to the barren reaches of the uninhabitable permafrost terrain.

	Four snowmobiles banked over a rise, negotiating the sheets of ice that led to the sea with care as they were pummeled by the gelid onslaught. The lead vehicle, packed heavily with rough-weather gear, slowed to a stop, and its rider waved a hand overhead as he checked the screen of a handheld computer. The other men’s vehicles slid to a halt behind him, waiting, motors hissing steam in the subzero air.

	The lead rider pointed into the distance. “It should be over there. Half a kilometer more,” he said in Russian, his words muffled by the fabric wrapped around his face to prevent frostbite and windburn, his goggles giving him the appearance of an extraterrestrial.

	Vladimir Lukin had been plowing north with his team for three days, the last outpost of civilization in Volochanka a distant memory. Camping on the tundra was only one of the harsh realities of the trek to the northernmost reaches of the continent. A veteran of the armed forces, the elite Spetsnaz commandos famous for their endurance and skill, he’d seen his share of ugly conditions, but even so he was surprised by the ferocity of the intermittent storms they’d endured on their journey.

	But now the object of their quest was within reach: an abandoned lighthouse, a forgotten outpost built during the Soviet era, rumored to have fallen into ruin the last time anyone had seen it over a decade earlier, located on one of the most inhospitable reaches on the planet. Why the Soviet empire had, in its boundless wisdom, decided that a point jutting into a frozen sea required a signal beacon remained a mystery – but it had, and Vladimir hoped to benefit from it.

	Forced labor had built the structure, and the few survivors of the construction he’d managed to locate had been shells of humanity with something essential missing. Victims of years of malnutrition, exposure, and experimentation in the limits of human endurance, they were today denied by a nation determined to put its past behind it.

	Vladimir goosed the throttle and the snowmobile reluctantly lurched forward like a heavyweight in the final round of a fight. He would have preferred to have flown in on a seaplane, but the weather was too erratic, subject to change at a moment’s notice. So he and his men had loaded the snowmobiles and headed into the wasteland, in search of a treasure that would make Vladimir even richer than he already was.

	Six minutes later, a snow-covered mound rose out of the blizzard, and then the outline of a partially collapsed tower materialized from the blinding white of the storm. Vladimir slowed and worked his way cautiously to the irregularity in the bleak landscape’s uninterrupted sameness – the remains of the lighthouse living quarters and equipment outbuilding.

	The group left the engines idling, not daring to shut them off for fear they wouldn’t restart, thus stranding them and dooming them to a frozen death. Vladimir worked his way through the snow until he located an entrance – a lone steel door corroded beyond recognition, ajar, the interior exposed to the elements. One of his companions held a Geiger counter in his hand, watching its dial with fierce concentration. Vladimir pushed his goggles onto his forehead and eyed the man quizzically.

	The man looked up and shook his head.

	At least they wouldn’t all die of radiation poisoning on the way back to civilization – a horrible way to go, Vladimir knew from experience with Chernobyl survivors in his youth. He checked his handheld and nodded toward a far doorway. “It should be in there.”

	The second door proved more difficult. The slab was frozen in place, and it took half an hour to wedge it open, in the end requiring the use of a blowtorch and pry bars.

	The four men stood in the doorway, looking into the dank vault with their flashlights. Heavy cables ran from a junction box mounted on the bare cinderblock wall to a rectangular metal enclosure. The Russian with the radiation detector waved the device at the box as though casting a spell, and then looked to Vladimir and grunted.

	“It’s clean.”

	Vladimir nodded. “All right. Let’s get to work. You know what to do.”

	Within an hour they had secured the object of their attention – a Gorn strontium-90 thermal generator used to power the lighthouse beacon – onto a sled, using a handheld winch and pitons driven into the ice. They’d debated attempting to remove the radioactive source from the generator onsite, but Vladimir had decided that it would be safer under more controlled circumstances, so they’d come prepared to haul the entire piece of machinery.

	They checked the heavy yellow nylon straps that bound it to the steel rails, and Vladimir glanced at his watch, calculating how much time it would take to cover the distance to the unused airfield where they’d rendezvous with his plane. After a final check with the Geiger counter, Vladimir gave the word, and the procession of snowmobiles retraced the route south, moving with ponderous deliberation lest their precious cargo break free and endanger them all.

	Minutes later, tranquility settled once again on the desolate stretch of frozen coast, the intrusion of the snowmobiles, like prior incursions by humans, a temporary disruption in the timeless freeze. The lighthouse’s crumbling tower jutted impotently into the arctic air like a broken digit on a giant hand gesturing obscenely at the frigid landscape, and the vehicle tracks were already vanishing as the ruts filled with snow.

	




Chapter 5

	Tel Aviv, Israel

	 

	Yael sat forward at the conference table, struck again by how young the two analysts across from him appeared to be. Had he ever been like them? So…new to the world, so green? It seemed impossible, yet the calendar didn’t lie. It wasn’t that they were children; it was that he had somehow grown old, robbed of years by the thief of time even as he’d deluded himself that the rules of aging didn’t apply to him.

	He stared down at his hands – an old man’s hands, liver spotted and wrinkled. His joints were slightly swollen from arthritis that came and went like the autumn wind. The nails were yellowed from smoking and ridged, the striations a harsh reminder of his waning twilight on the planet. When he spoke, his voice sounded rough, grating, like sandpaper on stone.

	“I can’t believe that with all our technology the best we can do is a shoulder shrug,” he growled.

	“I’m sorry, sir. It’s inconclusive. Of the two subjects, one could be Hasim Farudah, but it’s impossible to be sure from the image.”

	“Farudah,” Yael repeated. His subordinate slid a thin file to him. He opened it and scanned the four photographs inside along with a single-page dossier, and then flipped the file closed and leaned back in his chair. “Let’s assume that it was. What does that tell us?”

	“Not a lot. I mean, he’s suspected as a go-between, last affiliated with a splinter group that broke from Hamas, but his role is unclear at this time.”

	“Is that a long way, like the ridiculous description in the file, of saying we don’t know anything about him?”

	The two analysts nodded uncomfortably. Levi, the eldest, frowned. “As you know, they’re like cockroaches. New ones pop up constantly. It’s impossible to have complete information on every minor player…”

	“And again, we don’t even know that it’s actually Farudah,” Adam, the other analyst, reminded him.

	“Gentlemen, our field office believes that these men met with a religious leader who’s crossed over to a hard-line fundamentalist school of thought. If that’s the case, we might have a situation developing. It’s of vital importance that I have an accurate idea of who these men are.”

	“We’ll need more images, sir. Higher resolution, if possible. Video would be better. Given what we have, this is the best we can do. I’m sorry,” Levi said.

	Yael snorted. “A definite maybe.” He slid the file back to Levi. “Very well. That’s all for now. Keep running analysis on it just in case one of the other tools can narrow it down from a coin toss.”

	When the men left, Yael sat staring at the whiteboard for several long moments before returning to his office. He couldn’t blame the analysts – he’d known when he’d seen the shots that they would need a small miracle to get definitive identification on the subjects. But he still had the problem with Uri, who he suspected wouldn’t take no for an answer. Uri, who came from the old school, where perseverance was more important than diplomacy, and who was as stubborn as a dromedary.

	Yael made several phone calls, and when he was finished, believed he had come up with a solution. He didn’t want to commit any experienced field agents to a wild-goose chase, but there was one promising candidate who the training program felt could benefit from additional seasoning. Yael pulled up her file and read with interest the report on her mission in Indonesia, and did a double take when he eyed her photograph.

	“Maya Weiss. You look like quite a handful for my old colleague Uri,” he whispered as he studied the image.

	He nodded to himself, and then called Uri to give him the good and bad news.

	“Sorry, Uri. No positive ID. But after considering your request, I’m delighted to tell you that I’m sending you one of our brightest stars to assist with your op,” Yael said.

	Uri sounded suspicious. “Why do I get the feeling you’re not giving me the whole story, Yael?”

	“Because you’ve been in the game far too long,” Yael said. “I’ll send you background on the agent and give you an ETA shortly.”

	“I’ll also need approval for an expanded budget.”

	“Which I’ll ensure you have by the time she arrives.”

	Uri snorted. “She?”

	“What, you have something against women now?”

	“I need a field operative, not a secretary.”

	“This operative single-handedly took out a heavily armed compound, Uri. I’d suggest you reserve judgment and park the chauvinism at the door.” Yael hesitated. “She’s relatively new, but the experience of working with a seasoned professional like you will do her a world of good.”

	“I can feel the smoke against the back of my legs from here, Yael.”

	“Trust me. She’ll be a big help. Just try to avoid the medieval mindset, would you?”

	Yael’s next call was to Jaron, to tell him that he wanted his star pupil. Jaron was unreadable, as always, but recommended that Yael speak with Elana, Maya’s instructor and mentor, whom Yael knew from past missions where they’d worked together. Elana sounded as she always did, no-nonsense and all business.

	“I can have her ready to ship out in a few hours. You want me to do the briefing, or will you send someone down?”

	“I’ll send someone,” Yael said, thinking he wanted to meet this woman himself before sending her to Bangladesh to be tormented by Uri, whom Yael didn’t for a moment believe would behave himself for long. “Any…reservations or advice? Is she ready for a full-time posting in the field?”

	“Oh, absolutely. From a skill standpoint, yes. As you know, there’s no substitute for more real-world experience, but she’s setting records every day here.”

	“How’s her judgment?”

	“She’s a machine,” Elana said, meaning it in a good way. The best operatives were dispassionate, not given to human traits like emotion…or remorse.

	“Anything to add I need to be aware of?”

	“No. I’d only caution you not to point her at anything you don’t want eliminated. She’s rather efficient – and you know I don’t say that lightly.”

	“Coming from you, that definitely means something. I’ll bear it in mind.” He checked the time. “Have her ready to ship out at three.”

	“Very well. Whom shall I tell security to expect?”

	“I’m coming myself.”

	There was no surprise in Elana’s voice. Typical. She’d invented the poker face. “I’ll let them know. See you when you get here.”

	Yael’s voice softened. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

	“We’re all busy. I understand.”

	Yael twisted his wedding ring. “See you in a few hours.”

	The line went dead. Yael set the handset back into the cradle, softly, as though handling a newborn, and stared off into space. His eyes roamed over the bookcase, the corkboard next to it covered with carefully worded bureaucratic missives, and settled on an ashtray perched on the corner of his desk – emptied that morning while he’d been in his meetings by his attentive assistant. He fished a pack from his shirt pocket and tapped out an unfiltered cigarette, and then lit it and blew a bluish stream at the ceiling.

	He had no idea why he felt melancholy today. Probably from the back and forth with Uri – a living reminder of what relics they both were. Old soldiers from a bygone era, still in the trenches, their days of service nearing a close.

	And then what? Fishing from the breakwater? Golf? Model ships or some similarly idiotic pursuit?

	The truth was he’d never devoted much thought to what would happen after…after he was no longer needed. When he was young, he didn’t dare. In this business there were no guarantees you’d see thirty, much less older, so the end of a career was as foreign a concept as intergalactic flight.

	Only now, here he was. At the end of one road, wondering for the first time what the future held. He’d spent his entire existence weaving intrigue, plotting and scheming, playing chess with real-world consequences. He’d been a mover of mountains, a god of sorts. The prospect of sitting on a porch with a blanket over his knees so he didn’t get a chill didn’t appeal to him – he couldn’t even picture it.

	Or rather, he could envision it all too well, and the image was horrific.

	Was that why Elana’s voice had stirred urges that he’d kept dormant for so long? Years? Was he looking for reassurance that he was still vital?

	He stubbed out the cigarette with a violent stab and pushed back from his desk. Enough with the daydreaming. There would be plenty of time for that once he was a doddering old fool. Right now he had an agent to brief, which would require that he be up to speed on not only what Uri was pursuing but also the entire region’s dynamics, so she understood what she was going into. Probably nothing, Yael knew – Uri had been known to tilt at windmills and increasingly saw terrorists behind every rock – but it was on Yael to give her a comprehensive rundown, complete with the risks as he saw them.

	And there was always the possibility that Uri was actually onto something. It was easy to dismiss him as an anachronism far past his useful life, but Yael had known Uri long enough to respect his instinct, even if his track record of late was somewhat tarnished.

	As to Elana…that would have to wait for another day.

	He checked his watch and nodded.

	If anything were going to get done, it would have to.

	




Chapter 6

	Tehran, Iran

	 

	Vahid Madani studied his reflection in the bathroom mirror, waiting for the occupant of the stall to finish up: black hair brushed straight back, beard neatly trimmed, the traces of gray in it bestowing a dignified air, offsetting the studious eyes that darted behind his steel-rimmed glasses. Eyes that spoke to a keen intellect and a curious mind.

	Impatient eyes.

	A flush issued from behind the door, and a worker with a security-clearance badge affixed to his overalls stepped out, dropping his eyes automatically when he saw Vahid, a professor and important scientist, far above his station in the hierarchy of the university. Vahid took his time smoothing his hair as the man rinsed his hands, and waited until he’d left the restroom to enter the stall.

	Vahid latched the door and looked down at his hands. They were shaking.

	He took several deep breaths and squared his shoulders, trying to calm himself. The time for questioning his course was over – he was committed now and couldn’t go back if he wanted to. Which he didn’t. He knew what he had to do. Had known for years.

	He remembered the words of his father, now dead for half a decade: “The future belongs to the bold.”

	Cowardice and timidity were the death of dreams. Vahid had decided after his father’s passing that he couldn’t settle for a lesser position in history than as one of the bold. Cranky, cynical, and perpetually single, he’d watched his region of the world manipulated and discarded by the West like a soiled tissue, millions killed in undeclared wars, the barbarians closing on the gates of his own country, their agenda clear. He couldn’t sit on the sidelines any longer. He wouldn’t.

	His newfound determination was unfamiliar territory for him, ordinarily a man of science. His world was that of the atom, of reason, of collisions and energy release and chain reactions. Everything was clean and predictable, action and consequences, no ambiguity or subtlety or ability to read between the lines required. Equations were his friend, and it was only after endless soul searching that he’d arrived at the conclusion that logic was not enough in some situations.

	But his hands were still trembling like an old woman’s.

	And he had important business to attend to.

	There was no backing out now. He’d burned all his bridges but the one in front of him. The one that required uncomfortable, and risky, action.

	Vahid felt in his shirt for his cell phone and then dropped his gaze to his shoes. He couldn’t chance a call. He’d see his contact soon enough. And he wasn’t a child who needed the soothing effect of a calm voice to guide him through his crisis of confidence.

	The future belongs to the bold.

	That was all he needed to know.

	Two minutes later he walked out of the restroom with his tie straight and his chin high. A young man passed him in the wide hall and nodded in greeting.

	“Hello, Dr. Madani.”

	“Hello, Levik.”

	As part of Iran’s nuclear program, Vahid, an award-winning physicist with a professorship at Tehran’s Malek Ashtar University, was afforded every privilege and courtesy the regime could provide, and had the respect and admiration of not only his students but his colleagues, as well as his co-workers at the clandestine uranium-enrichment plant near Qom – a top-secret location that was officially denied by the government.

	During much of the year he resided at the university, where his classes were considered among the most rigorous in the curriculum. Levik was one of his brighter students, a promising youngster with incredible math skills whom Vahid had been grooming for the doctorate program he steered.

	A muscular man in an ill-fitting blue suit was waiting for Vahid outside of his office – Tariq, his bodyguard, and Vahid suspected, his minder for VAJA, the Iranian Ministry of Intelligence. Vahid’s brain was a repository of state secrets the CIA would do anything to possess, and it had long been rumored that the agency was trying to encourage high-ranking Iranian scientists to defect, although Vahid had never been approached – his loyalty was above reproach, everyone knew, although in the darkest night he questioned whether his government was completely sure. The bodyguard and his ilk were their insurance policy, Vahid understood, although his presence was explained as a security measure for Vahid’s protection.

	Tariq was shaped like a door and had the meaty face of a wrestler. Vahid could plainly see the bulk of the pistol he carried in a shoulder holster beneath his suit jacket as he approached. Vahid smiled, and Tariq stared at him expressionlessly.

	“Are you ready to go?” Vahid asked.

	“Yes, sir,” the bodyguard said, his voice a deep growl.

	Vahid followed him out the rear faculty exit, to the car – one of the positives of the security arrangement was that he was chauffeured everywhere by a government-supplied vehicle and driver, also kindly provided by the Ministry of Intelligence.

	“The mosque,” Vahid ordered the driver, who nodded silently and pulled out of the parking lot. In the passenger seat, Tariq scowled through the windshield at the setting sun.

	Once inside the mosque, Vahid prayed with the assembly and then slipped into the restroom as Tariq waited for him by the exit. Two men framed the doorway inside the small space, preventing anyone from entering. A paunchy man with a flowing white beard stood by one of the faucets, smiling as Vahid joined him.

	“It is all arranged. We have your new papers, the bank account is fully funded, and nobody suspects anything.” The bearded man looked Vahid over. “This is an important moment in our struggle. Are you holding up?”

	“Yes. But I wish it were done. The waiting is the worst part.”

	“Be strong and have no fear. Soon you will be with our associate in France, where you will have your first project. But until then, just go about your business, say nothing to anyone, and behave normally.”

	“I…yes. Of course.” Vahid managed a smile, but its effect was sickly, twisting one side of his face into a grimace.

	“You must go. It won’t be long now,” the older man warned.

	“I wish I could say goodbye to a few friends.”

	“We must all make sacrifices. This will be one of yours. You must not say a word. I’m sorry – it is the only way.”

	Vahid dried his hands and blotted his face with the paper towel before tossing it into the bin. “I know.”

	The ride home in Tehran’s rush-hour traffic was the usual maddening stop and go. Vahid busied himself on his cell phone, responding to the endless emails that flooded his inbox. He finished one to a student asking for a clarification for his doctoral thesis and sat back in the seat, eyes closed. Soon there would be no more contact with anyone from his past life – he’d be embarking on a new existence, one fraught with danger, no doubt, but one in which he could make a profound difference; as opposed to being a government functionary in a massive state-controlled machine, as he now was.

	“Are you feeling all right, Doctor?” Tariq asked, eyeing him in the rearview mirror.

	Vahid’s eyes snapped open, and he hoped the security man didn’t see the fraction of a second where he looked like a startled nocturnal animal caught in a floodlight. “Yes, yes. Everything’s fine. I just didn’t sleep well. Something I ate.”

	“Let me know if you’d like to go to the hospital,” Tariq, the ever-helpful killer, said.

	“That won’t be necessary. Best to let nature run its course.”

	Tariq locked eyes with him in the mirror and nodded. “Your call.”

	“I just want to get home and pack. So much to do for the trip…”

	“I understand.”

	The rest of the drive went by in silence. When he entered his condominium complex, where another security man would take over for the evening shift, Vahid could swear he felt Tariq’s eyes burning a hole in his back.

	An artifact of his racing imagination, no doubt, he told himself, trying to shake the sensation.

	But frighteningly real nonetheless.

	




Chapter 7

	Dhaka, Bangladesh

	 

	Layers of dark clouds stretched to the horizon as the jumbo jet banked on final approach to Hazrat Shahjalal International Airport. Maya stared out the window as the heavy plane bounced through air pockets, the turbulence increasing on descent as warm updrafts from the hot terrain met cooler air. The sun was a dying red ember sinking into the distant hills of India as they dropped into the clouds, and then the window went gray and the aircraft bucked like a mechanical bull.

	She’d been briefed by Yael the prior day, told she was to assist the head of station in Dhaka in whatever way was necessary, that he was an esteemed Mossad veteran engaged in a critical counterterrorism surveillance operation in the teeming city, and that she was at his disposal until such time as she was recalled to Israel. She’d read the dossier he had supplied, with photographs of the imam and a description of his suspicious activities – which as far as she could see, didn’t amount to anything.

	Elana had offered her matter-of-fact words of advice, reminding her to keep her eyes open, to assume nothing, to trust nobody, all of which was generic, expected, and ultimately, useless – Maya already knew it all. In truth, she’d been anxious to get back out into the world, away from the drudgery of the camp, the endless training and preparation, and on a real mission. She’d already gotten a taste in her first operation, and even with the implicit danger, she felt…anticipation. A new city, an area of the world she’d never been to, working with an agency legend, tracking real terrorists, not aluminum targets – this is what she lived for, and a part of her thought it was about time they put her to use.

	As far as she was concerned, she’d more than demonstrated her skills, and further training was wasted on her. Of course, she’d never admit to that out loud, but it must have come through in her attitude because everyone in the camp seemed to treat her especially harshly, demanding more out of her than she thought possible, rarely congratulating her but always criticizing even the most minor flaws in her performance.

	Which she sucked up without complaint. She knew the drill. They were testing her both mentally and physically, trying to force her to crack, to see some weakness that could get her and her fellow operatives killed in the field.

	Another waste of time. Nothing they could throw at her could match the harsh early years of her life, and she’d survived those with no visible scars. A little contrived scorn, a dollop of misery, it all rolled off her like she was coated in Teflon.

	The plane groaned like it was coming apart and began vibrating as it lurched alarmingly, losing a hundred feet in a second. The landing gear dropped from the underside with a thunk as the jet shed speed. Another shudder, a sudden acceleration as the plane neared stall velocity, and then the wheels settled onto the tarmac, shimmying like an unsteady drunk before stabilizing and slowing on approach to the terminal.

	Maya’s passport was Belgian, and she’d memorized all the details of her cover as a photographer for a news publication, but nobody gave her a second glance as she trundled through immigration and customs with only her carry-on bags. The arrival terminal was a study in disarray, a throng of yelling drivers and relatives vying for attention just outside the exits, behind a steel barricade manned by a formation of green-shirted police. Maya’s jade eyes drifted across the crowd until her gaze landed on a taxi stand near the door. She made her way to the booth where a skinny man with fewer teeth than fingers jabbered a price at her for a ride downtown.

	She shrugged and spoke in English – her briefing had indicated English was the second language in Bangladesh, after Bengali, taught in all the schools and used for official business. The man barked a number at her and motioned with his hand. Maya had been given a wad of taka, the nation’s currency, and she quickly did the math – the man wanted the whopping sum of three dollars and change.

	She gladly handed it over in exchange for a slip of paper with a number on it, stamped in green with a symbol that she presumed meant paid, and he directed her to a group of men loitering at the far end of the terminal, smoking and laughing. They looked up expectantly as she approached and she held up the slip. A reed-thin man with a coffee complexion broke off and neared her. He looked her up and down, and then flashed a gap-toothed grin as he took the larger of her two bags.

	Maya named a hotel where she had a reservation, and the man scowled. “No good, that place. Bugs. Scary bad.”

	“That’s fine. My boyfriend is staying there,” she parried, unwilling to go through the inevitable bait and switch to a hotel the driver received a commission for recommending.

	“Very bad.”

	“Thank you, but that’s where he’s waiting for me.”

	The driver got the message and settled into a morose silence as he led her to the parking garage, where his vehicle was a Toyota Corolla that looked older than she was – certainly with more mileage.

	The ride took twenty minutes in heavy traffic, and when they pulled up to the hotel, Maya saw that the driver hadn’t been exaggerating. The place looked like a condemned tenement with its cracked glowing yellow sign, bars on every visible window, and a smell like vomit drifting from the street in front of it.

	“Charming,” she said, slipping the driver a few small bills.

	“Inside way worse. I tell you so.”

	“Told you so. You told me so.”

	He nodded vigorously. “It shithole.”

	“I’m beginning to think you’re the last honest man in Dhaka.”

	“I plenty honest, no lie.”

	“I believe you.”

	She waited until the driver pulled away and made her way to the front entrance, and then turned at the last moment and continued down the crowded sidewalk. Two blocks away she arrived at her true destination and checked into a hotel that was barely better than a prison cell, but at least had working air-conditioning and no obvious bloodstains or bullet holes in the room. She unpacked her bag and activated one of two cell phones she’d brought, and then pressed the first speed dial button and waited as the line rang.

	“You made it,” a male voice answered, sounding far younger than she’d expected.

	“I did. I’ve got a room.”

	“Great. I’ll come by in a half hour and get you. We can grab dinner somewhere while I fill you in, and then we can meet the boss.”

	“Who is this?” Maya asked guardedly.

	“Oh. Sorry. Name’s Gil. I’m the number two boy, top-shelf premium kind,” Gil said, affecting a local accent.

	Maya smiled in spite of herself, but her tone stayed flat. “I’ll be in the lobby. You want to know what I’ll be wearing?”

	“My bet is I’ll recognize you. I’m tall, rich, and thin. And brutally handsome in a cinema-star way.”

	“This I have to see.”

	“Half an hour.”

	Maya changed into a pair of loose, lightweight jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, the heat and humidity cloying even in the room. A wall AC unit moaned like a wounded soldier as it battled to cool the air, and after a fast cold shower more the temperature of coffee, the water smelling suspiciously like runoff and rust, she was sweating even before she’d put on her clothes.

	Gil was instantly recognizable when she descended the stairs, and she offered him a smile as he approached.

	“You’re shorter than I was expecting. And heavier,” she said, hugging him like an old flame.

	“That’s nothing. I’m also broke and mean.”

	“Things are looking up.”

	“What do you want to eat? Rat tail soufflé? Great Dane curry?” he asked, linking his arm in hers and leading her to the door.

	“I’ll let you pick. All I ask is no monkey brain or insects.”

	“Damn. That rules out most of my regular places.”

	Outside on the street it was just them and several million pedestrians, all seeming to be heading in the opposite direction. They waded through the sea of humanity to the corner, where Gil signaled to a rickshaw.

	Once seated, he gave the driver instructions, and the man began pedaling. Maya appraised Gil in silence. He leaned back, met her stare, and then grinned.

	“So what’s your name?”

	“Maya.”

	“Awfully young, aren’t you?”

	“They let me out of high school special to do this.”

	“Nice to see we have the resources of a superpower at our disposal.”

	“I’m a killer at spelling bees.”

	He laughed in spite of himself. “I’ll bet you are. But seriously, tell me this isn’t your first time.”

	“Usually they want me to tell them it is.”

	He reappraised her. “You have been in the field before, right?”

	“If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

	The restaurant was marginally clean but smelled heavenly, and Maya let Gil order for them. When their dishes came, he doused his with an unmarked bottle of sauce the color of mud and then offered it to her. “Careful. It’s spicy.”

	She splashed a helping into her curry and stirred it before trying a spoonful. “God, this is terrible. What is it?”

	“Wait until you try to digest it. That’s when the real fireworks start.” He paused. “You know that part of the horse where, when you lift the tail, it–”

	“Never mind. I don’t want to know.”

	They kept their conversation light. The restaurant was half empty, and the two of them drew only a few disinterested stares from locals who seemed more intent on text messaging than eating. The food was actually very good, and by the end of dinner she found she liked Gil – although he was already world-weary in the way her instructors all were, he’d preserved his sense of humor and had a quiet intensity she found appealing.

	“So are you ready to meet the great man?” he asked, tossing money onto the table and rising.

	“What I’m here for, isn’t it?”

	They made their way to a residential area, the foot traffic still heavy even off the main drag, and Gil opened a service door at the side of a small apartment building. The area was dark; the only dim lighting came from a low-wattage bulb at the end of the narrow walkway, and Maya had no choice but to follow Gil by taking his hand.

	Uri sat behind a cheap metal desk in the bowels of the building. The air was thick with smoke, and when they entered, he eyed Maya without comment and designated two folding chairs. Gil and Maya sat, and Uri leaned forward.

	“I got your information. Very impressive. But I’m not sure it will help with our work here. We’re doing surveillance, not blowing up an island. More precision-oriented than blunt force trauma,” he said.

	“I did what was necessary. I can be discreet,” Maya said, trying not to sound defensive.

	Uri blew smoke at the door and sat back. “First thing, then, is to insert a listening device in the apartment of the imam’s second-in-command.”

	“Why not the imam himself?”

	“We’ve had one in his place for three weeks. He doesn’t discuss anything there, but we’ve noticed a pattern, and we believe he routes his communications through subordinates,” Uri explained. “But we’ve been short on manpower, and I didn’t want to overexpose Gil here.”

	Maya shrugged. “Sounds straightforward.”

	“It should be. All you’ll need to do is break into an apartment in a security building, plant the listening device, and escape undetected. Oh, and we’re not sure whether the interior of the building’s guarded,” Gil said.

	“That’s all?” Maya asked. “When do you want to do it?”

	“Tomorrow before dawn. The second-in-command is an early riser, and he leaves the building every morning at five thirty. Probably best to get in and out before everyone else is up and around. It’s a big complex,” Uri explained.

	They discussed the logistics for twenty minutes and agreed that Gil would run exterior surveillance while Maya penetrated the apartment and bugged the phone. When they were finished, Maya and Gil drove back to her hotel, and he dropped her off a half block away. “We’ll pick you up tomorrow at five,” he said. “I’ll bring a burka and hijab for you.”

	“Perfect. Don’t forget a weapon, too.”

	“Suppressed SIG Sauer P226 9mm work for you?”

	“Yes.”

	“But the whole idea is that you won’t have to use it.”

	“That’s always the idea, isn’t it?”

	Gil scrutinized her for a moment and then turned to leave. “Sleep well, Maya. Big day tomorrow.”

	She eyed her watch. “See you in seven hours.”

	The following morning, the street in front of the hotel had a skin of condensation gelling on it, stinking of human waste and stewing garbage, when Maya made her way to the waiting car. Gil and Uri nodded to her as she climbed into the backseat and began donning her camouflage outfit before the car pulled away from what passed as a curb. Gil handed her a pistol in a belt holster, a sound suppressor, and a spare magazine. She inspected it quickly, chambered a round, checked the safety, and strapped it on beneath the black robe.

	“Could you turn the air-conditioning up? It’s roasting back here with this burka,” she asked.

	Uri coughed. “It is up. This is as cool as the damned thing gets.”

	“You’re joking.”

	“Welcome to Bangladesh,” Gil said.

	The apartment complex was in a working-class neighborhood. Half the windows lacked glass, grime and graffiti covered every surface, and stray dogs competed with beggars and the homeless for scraps of nourishment from overflowing piles of refuse. Maya, who was accustomed to poverty and despair from her time in the West Bank, was still shocked by the sheer ugliness of the surroundings. Gil and Uri seemed inured to the squalor and didn’t comment.

	“There he goes,” Gil said, ten minutes after they arrived and parked a half block away. A slight man in white pedaled off on a bicycle, one of several already on the road in the predawn gloom.

	“We’ll wait for a little bit to ensure he doesn’t return, and then it’s showtime,” Uri said, lighting a cigarette, his window half down.

	More figures streamed from the doorways as time went by, and after an agonizing wait in the stifling interior, Gil and Maya got out and walked separately toward the building. Gil leaned against a wall, phone in hand, as Maya, now covered head to toe in black, shouldered through the front gates of the complex and made her way to the main entrance.

	The sleepy-looking security guard looked up from the portable black-and-white television on his desk but went back to the program after seeing the new arrival was a woman. As they’d hoped, the culture’s marginalization of females worked to her advantage – she was almost invisible, just a woman, nothing to pay attention to.

	They knew their target was on the third floor, and Maya climbed the stairs holding her breath, the stench of stale urine overpowering in the enclosed space. When she exited into the corridor there was nobody else in the space, which was lit by a single fluorescent lamp, the other sockets lining the ceiling empty, the bulbs stolen or broken.

	The lock proved to be childishly simple to jimmy, and twenty seconds after massaging the tumblers with the picks Gil had provided, she twisted the flat tool and the door opened. She listened for several seconds and, hearing nothing, pushed into the small apartment and softly closed the metal door behind her.

	The telephone was a primitive pushbutton handset from the seventies. She unscrewed the base and eyed the wiring, and then attached the bug as she’d been taught before closing it back up and setting the phone in the exact spot she’d found it. After a short inspection of the two-room abode, during which she took care not to disturb anything, she moved to the door and was about to open it when she heard voices outside and the scrape of feet on concrete. She glanced at the cell Gil was to call if their target returned, but it was dark.

	Which did nothing to reassure her when a key rattled in the lock.

	




Chapter 8

	Two men entered the apartment. One flipped on the lights while the other approached a small desk and rooted around in one of the drawers. He straightened with a manila folder in his hand and spoke to his companion, who was looking in the refrigerator. The second man walked to where the first stood and took the file from him, and then waited by the front door as the first used the tiny bathroom.

	After a few minutes the pair left, and Maya began breathing again, pressed into a corner of the small terrace, her heart racing, SIG Sauer clutched in her hand. She waited until she was sure that the visitors were gone and returned to the entryway, ears straining for any hint of movement in the corridor.

	Satisfied she was alone, she slipped the pistol back under her robe and cracked the door. The hall was empty. Maya slipped out quietly and hurried down the steps, wary of the footsteps sounding from two floors above – perhaps innocuous, but possibly a threat.

	In the shabby lobby, the guard didn’t even look up at her as she moved past him. On the street the sky was glowing with the first salmon streaks of dawn, and she made her way unhurriedly back to the car as Gil trailed her at a distance.

	“How did it go?” Uri asked when she was in the vehicle.

	“Good. Except for the two men who interrupted me.”

	Gil craned his neck to stare at her. “Is that a joke?”

	“Do I sound like I’m kidding?”

	“What did you do?” Uri asked.

	She told them about her brush with the intruders, and the older man relaxed back into the seat. “Well, that was lucky. But the bug’s in place and you weren’t spotted?”

	“Correct.”

	“Then all’s well,” Gil said.

	“Right. Except that you didn’t phone me, and the whole operation could have been blown.”

	“They must live in the complex. Nobody went in while you were there. Only people coming out.”

	“Well, there’s a data point to remember if you ever go back in. Seems like your man’s place is used for more than nap time.”

	“Which makes the wiretap even more critical,” Uri said. “Let’s get back to your hotel. I’ll drop you off, and then we can rendezvous later and trade off shifts watching the mullah.”

	“What about the tap?”

	“It’ll activate automatically and transmit any calls to a hard disk at my office. Latest thing.”

	The ride back took three times longer, the roads now jammed with rickshaws, motorcycles, tuk-tuks, and cars swarming without rhyme or reason or any obvious rules of the road. When they arrived at the hotel, Uri turned and nodded to her. “We can pair up later today. Gil here has a meeting – someone we believe is on the inside and can give us information on what the imam is up to.”

	“An informant?” Maya asked.

	“I hope,” Gil confirmed.

	“Does he know who you’re with?”

	“Of course not. He probably suspects CIA, but I’ll let him think whatever he wants. It’s the money that’s got him interested. Funny how all the religious fervor fades once you wave cash in front of these guys,” Gil said.

	“Well, good luck,” Maya said, and then addressed Uri. “What time do you want to pick me up?”

	“Give me a couple of hours to get the day in order. Say…eight thirty?”

	“I’ll be waiting.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The cell phone on Ajmal Kahn’s nightstand trilled, filling the bedroom with its strident blare. Kahn rolled over on the bed and reached for the lamp, switched it on, and then raised the phone to his ear.

	“Hello?” he said, his voice thick with sleep.

	“I have good news,” Abreeq’s distinctive voice said.

	Kahn was instantly wide awake. “Yes?”

	“We should have the package wrapped within a week.”

	“Ready for delivery?”

	“Of course. As agreed.”

	“That is good. I will get you the material you requested. Where are you?”

	“In England.”

	“I will have a courier meet you wherever you like.” The information was far too important to entrust to the Internet or a shipping company, and Kahn was taking no chances with it.

	“Excellent. There is a place that is perfect for a meeting. Crowded. A tourist spot.” Abreeq told him where he had in mind, and they agreed on a day and time. “You have the final payment ready to send?”

	“Yes. As soon as you give me the word.”

	“Very well. I hope to have confirmation that the final steps have been taken and all is in order within…three days, no more.”

	“You are a miracle worker, surely.”

	“Or the bringer of nightmares.”

	“May Allah be with you, my friend. It is a marvelous thing you do.”

	“I shall call after I have met your man. Have him wear a green shirt and a white cap, so I can easily recognize him.”

	“Green and white. It shall be so.”

	“As always, have him come alone. That way if I spot any surveillance, I’ll know it’s not your people.”

	“Of course. He shall be there at the agreed upon time.”

	The phone went dead and Kahn lay back, his mind a blur of thoughts. Finally, the cause he had set in motion months ago would come to fruition, and all the planning, the fundraising, the risks would converge in a plot so audacious, so damaging to the Western fools who meddled in his people’s affairs that they would have no choice but to take notice.

	Kahn knew that foreigners paid little attention to anything that happened outside of their own countries. Their media distorted the news to fit government agendas, relegating the regular atrocities that were an everyday part of his people’s lives to the back page, or failing to mention them at all.

	But all that would soon change.

	They would have no choice but to notice. And the message would be unmistakable: we will bring the war to you, just as you have to us. Countless children with their legs blown off, maimed by the West’s war machine, slaughtered like so many ants by conquering armies of imperialists bent on a new colonialism, would no longer be sound bites on the network news, positioned between the misbehavior of the latest celebrities and the sports scores. No, Kahn would bring his enemies a reality they couldn’t ignore – and with it, a new future for his cause.

	He would give the legions of the oppressed a powerful voice.

	The voice of death.

	




Chapter 9

	When Uri arrived at the hotel he looked harried. The frown lines were carved into his face deeper than they’d been earlier and his manner was agitated.

	“What is it?”

	“Our watcher says Kahn is on the move earlier than usual today. He’s still at the mosque closest to his home, but it will take a long time to get across town.”

	“But you have someone in place.”

	“A local asset, but frankly I distrust anyone who isn’t from home.”

	“Which is why you wanted more resources.”

	“Of course. If I just wanted to throw bodies at the problem, I could hire truckloads of them here. I need skilled agents I can depend on.” Uri eyed her. “You did well this morning with the bug.”

	“It was an easy assignment.”

	“Not for everyone.”

	“I’m not everyone.”

	Uri nodded. “I’m beginning to appreciate that.”

	When they arrived at the mosque, Uri had a brief conversation on his cell phone, alerting the watcher that they were in position. Uri was in the process of telling the man that he could stand down when Kahn emerged from the building with his two bodyguards and another man they’d never seen before. Kahn embraced the man, who then hurried off toward a bank of motorcycles as Kahn made his way to the usual VW van.

	Uri hesitated and caught Maya’s eye. “New player?” she asked, and he scowled as he told the watcher to stay with Kahn.

	He hung up and started the engine as the motorcycle rider pulled away. “Looks like we’re going for a drive. We know Kahn’s routine – mosque for prayer, then back to his house, where he’ll stay until his Zuhr salat around noon, when he usually goes back to the mosque. He performs the Asr and Maghrib at home, and then finishes the day with the Isha at the mosque at night.”

	“And he never varies?”

	“Rarely. Sometimes he’ll go to the mosque for all five salats, because prayer in congregation is thought to have more spiritual benefit than alone. But we’re convinced that’s more to prove his standing as a pious man than anything.” Uri gunned the gas and took off after the motorcycle, nearly toppling a passing rickshaw and drawing a curse from the driver.

	After fifteen minutes, it became obvious that the motorcycle was leaving the city, headed northeast on the Dhaka-Sylhet highway toward Bhairab Bazar. They followed at a prudent distance, but the rider didn’t seem to be looking for a tail, and they had no problem keeping him in sight.

	The urban skyline transitioned to countryside dotted with industrial buildings and ever-present smokestacks belching clouds of toxins into the air. A train rattled along parallel to the highway for a stretch, and Maya could see the bright colors of festive clothes worn by those hitching a ride on the roof – a common means of travel for the impoverished, although deadly when the surface was slippery in the rain. Young men in red tunics ran on a soccer field near the tracks, impervious to the oppressive heat as they chased a ball like maniacs.

	They passed over the Meghna River, its water so murky and greenish with sludge it looked like pea soup, and Uri muttered a curse. “Where the hell is this guy going?”

	“What’s down the road?”

	“Not much. Small towns. Next big city’s hours away.”

	“Only one way to find out, then.” She shot a quick look at the older man, who had a cigarette clenched between chapped lips. “You sure this is worth it?”

	“They’re up to something. I feel it in my bones.” He took a deep drag on his smoke and spat a piece of tobacco out the window. “We’ve been watching him for some time, and I’ve never seen him hug anyone. You saw him. He was excited. It showed in his every movement.”

	Maya didn’t say anything. She’d just seen an old man shuffle out of a mosque, give a younger one a quick hug, and then make for his vehicle. If that was excitement, watching paint dry would qualify as a celebratory event.

	Uri looked down at his gas gauge. “I’m glad I filled it.”

	She smiled and took a small sip of water from her plastic bottle. “It would definitely put a damper in things if we had to stop for gas while in hot pursuit of a Suzuki.”

	Rice paddies stretched along the road, local men and women bent over in the hot sun, tending to their precious harvest, and Maya silently thanked Providence for the slim relief provided by the air-conditioning. It might not have been much, but compared to the heat outside, the interior of the sedan was an icebox.

	Sixty kilometers further down the degrading road, the motorcycle slowed at a colorfully tiled mosque and pulled into the dirt parking lot, which was half full of vehicles for the noon salat. The rider swung off the bike, stretched, and then mounted the stairs to the entry. Uri parked in the shade of a tree and raised a pair of binoculars to his eyes.

	“We need to get closer,” he said after a few beats.

	“You’re driving.”

	“But we can’t attract attention.”

	“Right. So what’s the plan?”

	Uri swept the area with the spyglasses and then set them down. “Time for a snack.”

	He pulled toward a roadside shack with a half-dozen plastic tables scattered in front of it, vats of mystery stew simmering over a wood-burning stove. Maya took in the swarms of black flies buzzing around every surface and her eyes narrowed. “You’re kidding.”

	“All in the line of duty.”

	“I’m pretty sure tapeworms don’t care what your affiliation is.”

	Uri handed her the glasses. “We’re a lot closer here. Keep watch. When our man shows, we’ll resume surveillance.”

	They didn’t have long to wait. Uri was trying to choose between three of the offerings when their quarry reappeared, a CD case in his hand. After glancing around, he made his way to the food shack along with a half-dozen other worshippers. Nobody paid any attention to Uri, and Maya had covered her face in the car, so she drew no stares. When Uri had selected his preferred gruel, he returned to the car with a paper bowl and sat behind the wheel.

	“You see that? He’s got a CD. He didn’t before.”

	“Yes. But it looks like music, doesn’t it?”

	Uri nodded. “That’s a popular Bangladeshi singer – you see his stuff everywhere. But why would this guy ride into the middle of nowhere to get one of his disks?”

	“Obviously, because whatever’s on the CD isn’t music.”

	Uri’s mouth twitched into what might have been the start of a smile. “Very good. Which tells me we really need to know what’s on it. If it was important enough to do a hand delivery all the way out here, it’s probably something that will prove Kahn is up to his ears in ugly. Maybe then I can get headquarters to believe me.”

	“How do we get our hands on it without tipping our hands? It’s not like we can hit him over the head. They’d tend to notice that sort of thing, I’d think.”

	“Fair enough. Well, you’re the fast new blood. What do you suggest?”

	She watched the man order a bowl of food and grabbed her water bottle. “I’m going for a walk. Hopefully he won’t notice me.”

	“What are you going to do?”

	“A little water in the gas tank should have him stalled on that deserted stretch of road we were just on. We can stop to help, maybe offer a ride.” She looked down at the car stereo. “Do you have any disks in here?”

	He punched the eject button. “Duke Ellington. Jazz.”

	“If we can get at the disk, I can swap them. He’ll arrive with the wrong one, and by the time they realize all they’ve got is music, we’ll know what’s on it.”

	Uri shook his head. “They’ll know we intercepted it.”

	“Do you have any better ideas?”

	“Go do your thing. I’ll think about it,” Uri grumbled.

	Maya got out of the car and walked slowly to the mosque, invisible in her burka. The courier was engrossed in his meal, spooning the concoction into his mouth as he chatted with his fellow faithful. Maya was back in the car three minutes later, her emerald eyes flashing. “Done.”

	“Now we wait.”

	“That bowl looks and smells like…never mind.”

	“So you don’t want any?” Uri asked, his nose wrinkling as he contemplated the steaming muck.

	She tilted her head at the curry stand. “Looks like he’s finishing up.”

	“Then it’s showtime.”

	“Give him plenty of head start. We want to be out of sight when the bike dies.”

	Uri gave her a dark look. “You know I’ve done this before, right?”

	“What do we do once he’s stopped?”

	“Look in the backseat.”

	Maya did. A laptop computer sat on the vinyl. “It has a CD drive?”

	“Yes. So we figure out how to get the CD from him; we copy it; we replace it. And hopefully he’s none the wiser.”

	“And how do we do all that without him noticing?”

	“I was thinking I spill something on him during a bathroom break. Like this goop. He cleans up, you do the download, and presto, we’re in business.”

	“And if he doesn’t react as planned? Or takes the CD with him when he cleans up?”

	“We move to plan B.”

	“Which is?”

	“I’ll let you know.”

	The rider tore off back down the road toward Dhaka, and Uri let him get five minutes of lead before easing onto the highway. “How long do you figure it will take for him to crap out?” he asked.

	“Couple minutes? Maybe less.”

	“I see no reason to hurry, do you?”

	Maya smiled. “None at all.”

	They almost missed the rider, who was pulled over in deep grass, kneeling by the motorcycle. He looked up as Uri slowed and coasted to a stop a dozen meters past him and eyed them suspiciously, Maya could see as they got out of the car. She was going to whisper something to Uri, but he was already in motion, walking toward him.

	“Problem?” Uri asked in accented Bengali.

	The man nodded. “I think I’ve got it, thanks.”

	Uri smiled. “Just died, or are you out of petrol?”

	“I’ve still got gas.”

	“Oh, bad luck, then. In this heat. And there’s nothing nearby.”

	“Like I said, I’ve got it. It does this occasionally.”

	“Why don’t you try to start it?”

	The rider stood, and Maya hoped Uri wasn’t oblivious to his body language, which was signaling fight or flight to her. The squared shoulders, the sidelong glances, the shallow breathing…he looked like he was preparing to dash away.

	The man considered Uri’s suggestion and then gave it a try, but the bike just sputtered. Uri took another step toward him. “Why don’t we give you a ride? We can put your motorcycle in the trunk.” He paused and wiped perspiration from his face. “Get you somewhere you can work on it.”

	The rider didn’t turn back toward Uri, and Maya was already reaching into her robe for the SIG Sauer when he bolted for the tree line. Uri tried calling to him, but the man was in full sprint, and Maya’s heart sank when she saw him pull a revolver from beneath his loose shirt as he ran.

	Somehow he’d tripped to them. “He’s got a gun,” she cried out to Uri as she moved toward him, her burka flapping around her.

	The man turned at the sound of her voice and fired off a couple of shots, but they went badly wide. A flock of birds soared into the sky from the nearby trees, their wings frantically beating the air. Maya’s eyes met Uri’s as she drew even with him. “Want me to take him down?”

	Uri had his gun drawn too, and he nodded. “Guess that’s plan B.”

	Maya squeezed off three shots, but the man was already entering the tree line. At a good fifty meters, it would have been difficult if he was stationary; but given he was running, she knew the odds of hitting him weren’t good. The only consolation was that his odds of winging one of them while running were worse.

	They moved together to the trees, slowly, and Maya held up a hand. She knelt by a red spot on the grass and touched it, and then raised a crimson finger and pointed into the brush. “He’s hit. No telling how badly. But we’re walking into an ambush if we follow him into the underbrush. The advantage is all his now.”

	Uri swore and peered into the brush. “You’re right. We should just wait for him to come out.”

	“How long do you think it will take for the police to get here from the shots?”

	Uri scowled. “We should get going.”

	“You want to leave me here to wait?”

	Uri appeared to consider it and then shook his head. “No, this is blown. Best case, they think someone tried to rob him and he dies in a rice paddy from blood loss. Worst case, he makes it back to Kahn and they’re tipped. Nothing we can really do about it either way at this point.” He spit to the side. “I knew they were up to something. You don’t carry a gun and start shooting unless the stakes are high.”

	“Agreed.”

	As they drove away, Uri fumbled with his cell. After eyeing the screen for a few moments, he tossed it aside in disgust. “No service till we get closer to town.”

	“Well, that’s a lucky break. Means he can’t call for help.”

	“Right.”

	Maya picked up the phone and kept hitting redial until, on the outskirts of Bhairab Bazar, the line started ringing. She passed it to Uri, who warned his watcher that their quarry would likely bolt, and then dialed Gil’s number. It went to voice mail after five rings. He tried it again. Same result.

	“Damn,” Uri growled. “He had his meeting an hour ago. He always picks up. Always.”

	“You think something went wrong?”

	Uri didn’t reply, preferring to keep to his own counsel as the tires rumbled over the bridge that spanned the Meghna River’s seep.

	He slipped Maya the phone a few minutes later, his tone softer. “Keep trying him.”

	They made it all the way back into Dhaka without Gil picking up, and by the time they approached Uri’s building, they were staring glumly at a sea of brake lights before them, the heat rising off the vehicles in shimmering waves.

	“We need to do something. He’s in trouble,” Maya said when he shut off the engine.

	Uri lit a cigarette and brushed thick fingers across his face. He stepped from the car heavily and gave Maya a hunted stare, the one look saying everything on both their minds.

	“I know.”

	




Chapter 10

	Geneva, Switzerland

	 

	The conference hall lights beamed brightly down on the unlikely congregation of physicists, bureaucrats, salesmen, and technicians gathered for the twenty-third annual convention of nuclear power plant operators and builders. A buzz of conversation hummed over the hiss of climate control, an occasional musical melody cutting through as a canned presentation began yet another endless loop.

	Vahid Madani walked along the lushly carpeted aisles, past the expensive booths with their polished sales staff. Tariq trailed several steps behind him, his eyes watchful for a threat that didn’t exist in the rarefied space. Vahid stopped in front of a hydraulic pump manufacturer’s booth and studied the collection of valves and devices on display. A French company rep approached and began a well-rehearsed presentation in accented English, which Vahid suffered through, his mind elsewhere.

	In seven minutes he would have his rendezvous, and his life would change forever. He would walk through a door into another world, leaving behind everything he’d achieved. His name would be reviled among his countrymen, and his only consolation was that his parents were dead and he had no romantic interest to mourn – bittersweet condolences, to be sure.

	Tariq had been on edge all day, through the presentations and lectures, as though the reptilian part of his brain could sense something bad approaching. His career would be over after his charge disappeared into thin air, Vahid knew, with weeks of interrogation, or worse, his reward for failure.

	“Any questions?” the Frenchman asked, his tone professionally courteous.

	“No, I’m familiar with your line. Thanks for explaining the new products,” Vahid said, noting that the man looked a little green and smelled too much like breath mints – no doubt the victim of an overzealous celebration the night before. The salesman gave him a courtesy nod and moved to the next pigeon as Vahid tried not to check the time every ten seconds. The countdown pounded in his head like a hammer on an anvil, and the seconds crept by like years.

	He approached another booth offering design and build services from a British firm that Vahid knew had been designing a reactor for the Chinese for the last six years. He slowed to admire the two stunning blonde models the group had hired to help make an impression, and noted a substantial collection of his peers lingering in the area, no doubt to condemn the long-legged beauties for their provocative miniskirts and come-hither looks.

	Vahid turned and caught a knowing smirk on Tariq’s face. Ignoring the man’s expression, Vahid cleared his throat. His time had finally arrived. “Is there a bathroom around here?” he asked Tariq, as though Vahid hadn’t memorized the number of steps from his position to the target restroom when rehearsing his escape in his room with a layout of the exhibit area in hand.

	Tariq looked around, and his eyes settled on a glowing sign at the other end of the hall. “Over there, by the coffee station.”

	Panic surged in Vahid’s throat, but he choked down the sour tang of bile and shifted his eyes to his right. “Oh. There’s one right over there.”

	Tariq hadn’t seen the nearer sign, his vision blocked by a closer slowly rotating one.

	Vahid hefted the bag he’d filled with brochures he would never read. “Come on, then.”

	The security man trailed him like a large, dangerous mastiff, and stopped at the threshold. Vahid handed him the bag and winced. “Give me a minute, would you?”

	Tariq nodded and took the bag, his eyes nervous. Vahid didn’t wait for his response and instead moved into the restroom, which was empty except for a solitary janitor in olive coveralls, who was refilling the paper towel dispenser.

	Vahid’s gaze met the cleaning man’s, and he shivered involuntarily. The janitor’s eyes were steel gray, the color of a tombstone, cold and expressionless.

	He studied Vahid’s badge for a moment and nodded before leaning into him and whispering, “This way.”

	A steel service entrance stood at the far end of the room. Vladimir, his masquerade as a cleaning person over, pushed it open wide. Vahid moved into the dark corridor and Vladimir pulled the door closed and locked it, then brushed past the Iranian to the faintly blinking lights of an electrical panel.

	“Where are we going?” Vahid asked, rushing to catch up.

	“Silence,” Vladimir hissed, intent on something Vahid couldn’t see.

	They reached a set of double doors, and the Russian turned to face him as he shed the overalls. Beneath them he wore an impeccably cut blue suit. He felt around in a rolling trash bin and extracted a garbage bag, and then tossed it to Vahid.

	“What’s this?” the physicist asked.

	“A jacket and tie. In the inside pocket you’ll find a driver’s license, four hundred euros, and a cell phone. It has your new badge clipped to the lapel. Put it on.”

	Vahid did as instructed. Vladimir studied him and then ferreted in the bag until he withdrew an electric hair trimmer.

	Vahid’s eyes widened when he switched it on, the buzz loud in the confined area. Vladimir raised his chin and offered a frosty smile. “The beard has to go.”

	Two minutes later the pair walked across the floor, the clean-shaven Vahid unrecognizable in his new garb. Vahid resisted the impulse to look back toward the bathroom, where he knew Tariq would be on the radio with the other members of his security squad, advising them to seal the exits. He followed the Russian through the foyer and out into the crisp air. A service van was waiting there in a loading zone, its emergency lights blinking.

	By the time the Iranians had locked down the hall, Vahid was blocks away, watching the city pass by, his heart beating a rapid tattoo in his chest as he realized that his days of dread and waiting were finally over.

	The Russian turned to look him over. “Welcome to the world. You ready to go to work?”

	“That’s what I’m here for.”

	“Good. Our first project is waiting for you. We extracted a source from a generator and have it in Reims. We need you to put the final touches on the device for us.”

	“What’s the isotope?”

	“Strontium-90.”

	Vahid inhaled sharply and nodded once. “A simple task.”

	“I was hoping you’d think so.”

	




Chapter 11

	Dhaka, Bangladesh, three hours earlier

	 

	Gil finished his tea, his eyes roving over the bustling street outside the café window with practiced concentration. His contact was late. Again. He’d grown so accustomed to the sloth of the locals and their lack of punctuality that he would actually be surprised if the man showed up within a half hour of the appointed time.

	Still, it bothered Gil. Another in a long string of annoyances in a country that could slide into the sea, for all Gil cared, the sea getting the worst part of the deal. After two years in the filthy country, he actively hated the place – a steady degradation from the disgust and apathy he’d felt on arrival. But the Mossad in its wisdom had seen fit to partner him with a geriatric head of station whose paranoia had been reaching epic proportions of late, Gil thought; and he, a career officer, would do as his superiors ordered.

	His hope was that he would get transferred at the official two-year mark. He’d served his time in purgatory without complaint, after all. Perhaps he’d be even be assigned somewhere with working plumbing and first world amenities, like Prague. He knew another agent who’d served in Prague.

	The Czechs knew how to party. And they showered. Not to mention that the women were…

	His thoughts moved to the new arrival. Maya. Gorgeous, tough, smart. Real trouble for Gil if he let down his guard. He had a soft spot for beautiful, capable women. Put one in front of him and he was a weak man.

	He shook his head and checked the time on his cell. Twenty minutes late. Bastard. Gil was offering to hand the scumbag a small fortune, and the man couldn’t make it to their meet on time. If the terrorists were as inept as this idiot Farhad, they could all pack up, go home, and leave the cleanup to the drones.

	The café door opened and Farhad stepped in, his jaundiced complexion and ratlike face a study in debauched avarice. Gil knew the man enjoyed the narcotic slumber of opium, which was the wedge he’d used to widen the gap between the reprobate and his beloved imam. Apparently the devout took a dim view to those in the flock partaking of a smoke or a toke now and then, and Gil took it upon himself at every meeting to remind Farhad subtly of his fate should Kahn discover his addiction.

	That anyone could miss it boggled Gil’s mind. The Arab was a classic junkie, right down to the nervous worrying of his lips with his decaying teeth and the constant furtive skittering of his eyes. But apparently the imam saw and heard no evil, likely because good help was hard to find, especially when you couldn’t pay market rates and your acolytes were impatient for their promised seventy-two virgins on the other end of their suicide vest detonation.

	The wonder was that they’d even succeeded in convincing females to blow themselves up lately, in spite of a dearth of sensual promises in the afterlife. The men were promised eternal delights – but what could be in it for the female martyrs?

	Gil dismissed the musing and stood as Farhad approached the table.

	“Tea? It’s very good here,” Gil lied, the foul beverage tasting like dishwater to him.

	“Please. Very kind of you.”

	Gil waited until the tea had been brought and Farhad had sipped half his cup before clearing his throat and leaning forward so only Farhad could hear. “Give me an answer, Farhad. The funds are in place, but my boss is getting anxious. There are others he has his eye on. It’s time to make a decision.”

	Farhad looked everywhere but at Gil as he finished his drink, his hands trembling slightly. “I’ve decided to go forward with it, Hassad,” he said, using Gil’s code name. The man had no idea what Gil’s nationality was; he’d told him Turkish when Farhad asked. “But you must promise to keep our dealings confidential. Great misery would befall me if my arrangement were to become known.”

	“It shall be so,” Gil intoned. Like all cowards and turncoats, the man was thinking only of his own skin and not the consequences of his betrayal. Perfect as far as Gil was concerned. The last thing he wanted was an attack of conscience at the last minute. Besides, what Gil had asked for – Kahn’s network of quislings and sycophants – would have no value if the imam wasn’t up to no good, which Farhad had gone to great lengths to assure Gil was the case.

	Gil, for his part, assumed the junkie was lying, as was the custom of addicts the world over.

	The relationship had worked well so far.

	Gil paid the bill and both men rose. “I have a list at my place,” Farhad said. “Do you have the money with you?”

	“Of course not. That’s too much to walk around with. But we can go to my bank together and do a transfer or make a withdrawal once you show me the list.”

	Farhad sighed. “Fine. You want to come with me, or meet somewhere?”

	Gil thought about it and decided he didn’t want to let the fish out of his sight now that the hook was set. “I’ll go with you, and then we can head to the bank.”

	They walked together toward the slum Gil knew Farhad lived near – one of the most dangerous areas of the city. The streets narrowed and then became unpaved, with rivers of noxious fluid coursing along the edges. The odor was overpowering, to the point where Gil’s eyes were tearing, and he was regretting his decision when Farhad turned into an alley.

	Gil followed him into the cramped passage. Rats scuttled ahead of the two men, and he wondered about the number of communicable diseases he was exposing himself to. The thought was barely formed when he sensed movement behind him, and he was turning when a blow to his head knocked him off his feet. His knees buckled and he collapsed, his face landing in the slag oozing along the alley, and then everything faded and went black.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Gil felt movement, and as his consciousness returned, he tried to remember what had happened. Memory returned in a burst and he cracked his eyes open. He was in a cart of some sort, being towed by a bicycle. He tried to move, but his wrists were cuffed.

	An old man’s wizened face peered at him from the shadows of a shanty, his skin the color of boot leather, his clothes barely more than rags, and then Gil was past the specter, continuing into the bowels of the city. Two children trotted along beside him, laughing, and it took him a moment to realize that the toy they were waving at him was a dead rat covered in excrement. He gagged and almost choked, and then they were gone, the vision like the surreal remnants of a nightmare.

	His strength gradually returned, and he struggled against the sharp metal cuffs, wincing as the edges bit further into his flesh. The cart bounced and swayed. From a tinny speaker somewhere to his left came the wail of music, and he turned his head, but a spike of pain lanced through his skull and everything spun. He closed his eyes again and awareness slipped away, replaced by the numbness of oblivion.

	




Chapter 12

	Manchester, England

	 

	A line of men shuffled forward, huddled against the constant gray drizzle of the industrial city, the wall and overhang towering above them providing slim shelter from the rain. All appeared bored, accustomed to long queues, beaten by the reality of constant unemployment and sustenance existence in a nation that boasted of revitalized prosperity and newfound opportunity.

	Not so in Manchester, where crime was high and any new jobs were in the illegal drug trade – heroin was a big favorite with the working class, cheaper now than ever before due to overproduction in Afghanistan under American rule.

	A stocky man with a face that had taken more than a few punches called from the doorway. “Next.”

	The line advanced as another hopeful entered the dreary employment office of the Sportcity complex of soccer stadiums, rugby fields, and smaller sporting venues. A woman with hooded eyes shoved a form across her desk at him without looking away from her computer screen. “Fill that out, luv,” she said, her voice seasoned by cigarettes and Scotch.

	The man completed the form using the supplied pen and then sat quietly awaiting instruction. The woman sighed and tore herself from the computer, quickly scanned the paperwork, and then slid it back to the man. “Number two.”

	He rose, walked to the indicated door, and knocked.

	“Come in,” a male voice barked from behind the wooden slab. He twisted the knob and pulled it open. An obese bald man glanced up at him from a desk overflowing with paperwork, his porcine face sweating in spite of the chill, and gestured at a chair. “All right, then. Come on, we don’t have all day.”

	The applicant approached and handed the man the form as he sat, which the clerk read carefully before setting it aside.

	“How long have you been in the country?” the clerk asked.

	“Almost a year.”

	“Says you were working in London?”

	“That’s right. In the kitchen of a posh restaurant near Piccadilly.”

	“What are you doing here?”

	“My girlfriend moved home to take care of her parents. I moved with her.”

	“Bit tougher to find anything steady here, isn’t it?”

	The applicant nodded sheepishly. “I’m willing to work hard, and I know my way around the back of the house. Something will come up.”

	“You’re overqualified for the openings I have.”

	“I’ll do whatever it takes. I’m not picky.”

	“Even wash dishes?”

	“If that’s all you’ve got. I’m in a bit of a bind. Could use whatever you can give me.”

	The fat man studied the applicant’s face and nodded. “Won’t be a lot of fun, I dare say. Long hours and low pay.”

	The applicant shrugged. “I’m used to it.”

	“Very well. Report to work this evening at the stadium VIP area grill. I’ll add your name to the roster. Crew shift supervisor’s named Cliff. Tough bloke, so I’d stay out of his way.” The clerk looked away, his attention flagging. “You can find your way to the registration area inside the stadium.”

	“Thank you, sir. I appreciate the chance.”

	“Let’s see if you still feel that way after the shift.”

	The applicant stood and moved to the door. “What time do I start?”

	“Six. Game time’s at eight. Figure you’ll go till after midnight. But register now, so they have your information on file and can give you a badge.”

	“Okay.”

	Abreeq retraced his steps through the offices, where another hopeful was completing a form, and pushed his way out the door, back into the drizzle. A young man with a shaved head and a tattoo snaking down his neck leaned into his companion in line and muttered to him, just loud enough for Abreeq to hear. “Bloody wogs. Like vermin, they are, taking our jobs.”

	Abreeq kept moving, his face expressionless and his eyes averted.

	He’d only been in England for three days, and he already hated it. The weather was terrible, the food worse, and the people more arrogant than the French, if that were imaginable. As an Arab, he was exposed to the anger of an entire population at a crumbling economy being blamed on immigration rather than massive taxes, reckless spending, and a list of entitlements longer than the train that had carried him from London. The simmering rage was especially obvious in the eyes of the young, whose futures had been mortgaged and who had little to look forward to beyond wage slavery.

	Easy to blame me, he thought, instead of your masters, owned by the bankers who sold you down the river long ago.

	He pulled his knit seaman’s cap down over his brow and allowed himself a small smile as he turned a corner and followed the signs to the registration area. The first part of his operation had gone smoothly. He was in.

	Now he just had to grin and bear the humiliation of working a menial job for a few days. He’d endured worse.

	Far worse.

	Cleaning dishes for privileged merchants in the VIP area of the stadium was nothing compared to the refugee camps, being imprisoned, raped repeatedly in his youth by his fellow prisoners as well as the guards. He closed his eyes for a moment and could feel the billy club in his mouth, wedged between his teeth to mute his screams.

	“Are you all right, mate?”

	The voice jarred him back to the present, and he found himself facing a middle-aged security guard with salt-and-pepper hair clipped tight against his skull and his face going to fat.

	“Oh, um, yes. I was just looking for registration?”

	“To the right,” the guard said, pointing with his baton.

	“Thank you.”

	“Go on, then. Move along. No unauthorized personnel in here.”

	“Of course, sir.”

	Abreeq marched to where the guard had gestured, where yet another line had formed, this one more hopeful than the one outside. He took up position at the end of the queue and settled in for another wait, the indignity expected, the ability to make simple tasks take all day part of the power the petty wielded over their charges. He stared at the wall and for a split second envisioned the guard’s face melting off the bone, seared to a rotting mess, his mute vocal chords attempting to scream in unspeakable agony as he collapsed, and then willed the vision away.

	It wouldn’t do to be careless. And counting his unhatched chickens was a luxury he couldn’t afford.

	He had work to do.

	Important work. His revenge would come soon enough, and then there would be no need for imagination. Reality would exceed his wildest hopes if he did his job right.

	Which Abreeq would.

	He always did.

	




Chapter 13

	Dhaka, Bangladesh

	 

	By the time Uri and Maya made it back to Dhaka, it was obvious that something had gone badly wrong with Gil’s recruitment attempt. He hadn’t returned any of Uri’s calls, which was against protocol and signaled an emergency.

	“When I get back to the office, I’ll call in my tech guy. He’s a wiz. We’ll figure out where Gil is in no time.”

	“How?”

	“He has a tracking chip in his shoe. Standard procedure on one of these assignments.”

	“Ah. They didn’t tell me about that in training.”

	“It’s new. Just deployed in the last few months, after an incident in Egypt.”

	“I didn’t hear about any incident.”

	“We generally don’t broadcast our failures,” Uri said in a tone that didn’t invite further discussion.

	“What do we know about the target he was trying to recruit?”

	“A flunky. Part of the imam’s entourage, but low level. I didn’t think there would be any harm in letting him work this part of it alone.”

	“All due respect, but…based on our motorcycle rider shooting at us, and now this, I’d suggest you contact HQ and let them know we have a situation in play.”

	“Way ahead of you. I’ll get on a secure line as soon as I can. But my experience has been that by the point the machine grinds out an answer, too much time will have gone by to do much besides retribution.” Uri honked his horn in frustration at the gridlock in front of him as vendors walked from car to car hawking drinks, snacks, cigarettes, and toys. He shook his head at one waving a grimy package of candy at him and honked again. “It’s one of the downsides of the system.”

	“You’re saying we won’t be able to help him?”

	“No, I’m saying that we can’t expect any timely help, and that we may be told to stand down until a committee of analysts can evaluate possible scenarios. Meanwhile Gil’s skin could be getting peeled off in a shack somewhere.”

	Maya’s expression hardened. “We can’t let that happen.”

	Uri looked at the dash clock. “His meeting was two and a half hours ago. That can be an eternity when things go sideways.”

	“I know.”

	Uri eyed her and honked again. “I suppose you do.”

	Uri called his watcher for an update on Kahn, but there was nothing of significance to report, no unusual activity. Uri again warned the watcher to be especially careful given the circumstances and to avoid doing anything that would place himself at risk. When he hung up, he looked glum. “The local help lacks the skills to go up against trained operatives – they think they’re better than they are. It didn’t matter until now, because the terrorists were even more inept. You saw how easy it was to tail the motorcycle rider – although he certainly surprised us in the end.” Uri lit a cigarette, and Maya rolled her window halfway down. “Pretty lousy day so far.”

	“I’d say so.”

	When they finally arrived at Uri’s building, a tall, thin local was waiting at the service door wearing a bright yellow No Fear T-shirt and a pair of surf shorts. He looked at Maya curiously but didn’t speak as they entered Uri’s lair, and without any prompting moved to Uri’s computer and began tapping in commands.

	Uri stood by the side of his desk and stared at the newcomer’s flying fingers. “This is Raj,” he said, not introducing Maya. She nodded, reluctant to volunteer anything more than her being in the room already had. If there were a security leak, their adversaries would soon know that Uri had enlisted a woman, which placed her in jeopardy. She would have preferred to not be seen by anyone, Gil included at this point – there was no doubt in her mind that if he were interrogated, it would only be a matter of time until he told his captors anything they wanted to know. She’d spent too much time learning the exact techniques that would motivate a prisoner to tell all to fool herself about him holding out indefinitely, and right now they were racing the clock.

	Raj tapped at the mouse with a grunt, and a map of the city expanded on the screen. A red icon blinked, and he turned the monitor to where Uri could see it. Uri squinted at the screen and nodded. “Thank you, Raj. That’s all I need for now.”

	Raj hadn’t spoken a word the entire time and didn’t seem to have any desire to start. He moved from behind the desk, collected his things, and slipped out the door, leaving Uri and Maya to themselves. Maya approached the screen and peered at it.

	“Where is he?”

	“The address isn’t registering anything, but it’s in a pretty seedy area of town. I think we have to assume that he’s there against his will since he’s not answering his phone.”

	“So what do we do?”

	Uri jotted down the coordinates and then stood and walked to a gray steel locker. He fished a key from his trouser pocket, unlocked it, and swung the doors open. Inside was a small armory – pistols, rifles, night vision goggles, Kevlar vests, surveillance equipment.

	“We need to have a look around so we understand what we’re getting ourselves into. And I need to call this in and see how HQ wants to proceed.”

	“Then we’re not going in?”

	Uri turned from the locker and moved to a far door. “I have to use the bathroom. If you’re still here when I get back, you’ll have to abide by whatever call HQ makes. If you’re already in play and aren’t answering your phone, I’d have to wait for you to get into contact before I could relay any instructions.”

	Her face didn’t change expression. “It was a long drive. Probably hard on the plumbing, the older you get.”

	He gave her a neutral stare and opened the door without saying anything.

	Maya did a quick inventory of the weapons and selected an H&K MP5 with a sound suppressor and four extra magazines. She eyed the vests and removed one, as well as a wicked-looking folding combat knife, and after a peek at her watch, snagged a pair of night vision goggles and a lock-picking kit and stuffed her finds into a black nylon duffel hanging from the inside of one of the doors.

	Thirty seconds later she was on the sidewalk, striding purposefully away from Uri’s building. She walked two blocks and flagged down a tuk-tuk. The driver grinned when she gave him an address she estimated was a few blocks from where Gil’s signal had placed him, and she sat back, her hijab and black niqab covering her face as the small motorcycle engine whined and they rolled into traffic.

	The buildings degraded as they made their way south, and by the time the driver pulled to a stop, the surroundings looked like a war zone. Throngs of youths loitered on stoops, smoking and laughing, their voices overly loud, calling attention to themselves. She slipped a handful of bills to the tuk-tuk driver and climbed out of the three-wheeled conveyance, the heat oppressive in the street, no breeze in evidence.

	Maya eyed a number painted in faded paint over a door and began walking down the street, to outward appearances an anonymous Muslim woman in a seedy neighborhood carrying her laundry home. She stopped at a market and bought some vegetables and a bottle of water, and paid extra for a coarse burlap shopping bag.

	Her disguise complete, she continued toward the address where Gil was being held, taking her time, her steps unhurried, the furthest thing from a threat imaginable to the imam’s men.

	




Chapter 14

	Manchester, England

	 

	Abreeq handed over his identification and waited as another clerk scribbled down the details. The passport had cost twenty-five thousand dollars, including entry stamps and work permit, all in a fake name – a bargain at twice the price, because without it he would have been dead in the water. It identified him as Moroccan, from Marrakesh, and he expected no hesitation at hiring him for a menial job most wouldn’t take.

	The clerk looked over his reading glasses at Abreeq and passed the paperwork back to him.

	“Lovely place, Morocco. Went there on holiday, oh, a dozen years ago,” the man said.

	“Thank you. I like it. But there’s not much work…”

	“Not much better here. Pretty soon I’ll be headed that direction. Have to sell rugs or something to make ends meet, at the rate it’s going.”

	Abreeq scooped up his passport, signed where directed, and collected his staff badge, which was valid for one week.

	“Best to be early if you want to keep the job, mate,” the clerk said.

	“Thanks. I plan on it.”

	Abreeq returned to the drizzle outside and looked down at the massive stadium. With a capacity of forty-five thousand for sporting events, it was perfectly suited to his purposes – a terrorist attack that would be the largest in history. In a matter of days the bomb would be ready and in England, just in time for an event that would have the world watching.

	He caught movement out of the corner of his eye – a pair of security guards to his right. The brief flare of a match, two clouds of smoke.

	Abreeq stepped back into the shadows and edged along the wall to a stairway that led to the equipment areas. His contact at the facility, a janitor committed to the cause, had told him that the main security equipment room was in the basement area, with a door identifying it as such. Abreeq would have liked blueprints for the stadium, which were scheduled to arrive the following day, but didn’t want to leave all his preparations for the last minute.

	The rubber soles of his cheap running shoes made no sound in the stairwell as he descended to the lower level. He paused at each landing, listening for any signs of life, but heard nothing. As he’d hoped, with tonight’s event a routine match between two football clubs, most of the security emphasis would be on crowd control, not crowd protection – Manchester was infamous for its rowdy fans, who would periodically riot if the match didn’t go in their favor.

	When he reached the basement, there was nobody in evidence. Pumps whirred and hummed behind closed doors, steam hissed in pipes overhead, but there was no staff about. He edged along the wide corridor to the security room door, and after scanning the hall a final time, knelt before the lock and extracted a set of picks.

	The deadbolt was hard, the lever easy, and after two minutes both had surrendered to Abreeq’s machinations. He rose, stepped into the room, and closed the door behind him, taking care to lock it. His eyes adjusted to the near complete darkness, the only illumination coming from small LEDs blinking from a panel at the far end of the space. Locating the light switch on the wall beside him, he reached for it, cocked his head as he listened again, and then flicked it on.

	The room flooded with light. Against the far wall was all the expected gear for fire prevention, as well as the equipment for the security cameras, which would only be operating once the stadium was open, per his informant. Next to it was a large rack with electronic modules. His eyes roamed over the devices until they fixed on a double-height one with a logo on the front that featured atoms and the international symbol for radiation.

	He crouched down and took a photo of the instrument, and then inched around to the back of the rack and repeated the process. He paused and followed the cables that led from the rear connector panel to a junction box mounted to the wall – one of several.

	Abreeq opened the panel and studied the neatly labeled wires, smiling at the organized manner with which some thoughtful installer had painstakingly identified the connections. He reached into his pocket and felt for his Swiss Army knife, and in a few moments had the screws removed and was carefully pulling the panel forward.

	Most of the cables fed into a large conduit tube – but two didn’t. They looked like network cables, which made sense – the radiation detection system wouldn’t operate in a vacuum and would be connected to a LAN.

	Five minutes later, Abreeq had traced the cables to another junction, this one appearing to be the hub for the stadium computer system that ran all the automation. The cables from the radiation detector terminated into the hub, and Abreeq took another photo so he could tailor a solution.

	He closed the panel back up and went back to the first one, repeating the procedure. After peering at the screws and verifying that they didn’t look like they’d been tampered with, he turned off the lights, confident that any trace of his intrusion was now hidden. Abreeq pressed his ear to the door and, when he was sure the corridor was empty, pulled it open and slipped through.

	Relocking the deadbolt required longer than he’d hoped, but his luck held and the area remained deserted. When the bolt seated into the closed position with a heavy thunk, he grinned to himself. Security was laughable. He’d feared something like what he’d had to contend with at airports. This? This was child’s play. If his luck held, he would be able to contrive some way of disabling the radiation detector, and the sheep would never know what hit them.

	He made his way back to the stairwell and was preparing to open the door when a voice called out from behind him.

	“Hey! What are you doing here?”

	“Oh, sorry, mate, I was looking for a loo,” Abreeq said, holding up his staff pass.

	A man in blue overalls approached, his complexion ruddy, a network of gin blossoms painted across his nose and cheeks. “No bathrooms here, governor. Try up one level. Although most of ’em are probably locked at this hour.”

	“Will do. I didn’t realize my mistake until I tried a couple of the doors.”

	“No worries. Like I said, go to the main floor.”

	“Thanks.”

	Abreeq turned and strode into the stairwell, unhurried and calm, a worker who didn’t know his way around. Killing the man in any of a half-dozen silent ways had occurred to him as they’d had their brief discussion, but Abreeq had rejected the idea – he might be noticed, and there was the problem of how to dispose of the body. If the big match had been today, he wouldn’t have hesitated, but there was too much time for something to go wrong if one of the maintenance staff disappeared while on duty.

	But the man had seen him.

	Of course, he likely wouldn’t remember anything about it, but it was still an unwelcome wrinkle. And Abreeq didn’t like surprises, no matter how innocent.

	Then again, by the time questions were asked, it would be far too late for anyone to do anything but bury the dead, and he’d be a thousand miles away – gone to ground, likely for at least a year or more.

	Once back on the main level, he passed a colorful banner advertising the Eurocup championship in only a few days and smiled as he pulled his coat tight around him against the wet chill.

	It would be a game nobody would soon forget.

	He’d see to that.

	




Chapter 15

	Dhaka, Bangladesh

	 

	The afternoon heat hit its peak by two o’clock, and Maya was soaked in sweat. She’d circled the block as many times as she dared over the last hour, and had spotted two men lounging on either side of the building, obviously guarding it. The address belonged to a modest two-story home ringed by a perimeter wall, and her heart had sunk on her second pass – there was no way to carry out a frontal assault that wouldn’t be a suicide run. On the south side was a tenement, its windows overlooking the home like gaping eyes, and on the north some sort of shabby offices.

	The best bet she could see was the property that backed against the home, but when she’d circled the block, two large dogs had sent up a barked alarm. A man had come out to shush them and eyed Maya suspiciously, and she decided that wasn’t an option – for all she knew, the imam had confederates in the dwellings adjacent to the safe house.

	She paused at the corner, unwilling to expose herself any further. The guards looked lazy and sloppy, but even so, they’d notice the same woman going by three times. She was reaching into her robe for the cell phone to call Uri when she froze, eyeing the tenement.

	One of the third-floor windows was closed. All the rest were open for ventilation. But the one that was closed…the glass looked filthy, which hinted that it wasn’t occupied.

	Thunder exploded overhead and she checked the sky. A line of dark clouds was moving in, which explained the unbearable swelter – the approaching rainstorm had pushed any cool air out to sea as it moved south, leaving only muggy stifle in its wake.

	Another loud boom and the heavens opened. Heavy drops of rain pelted down, causing any pedestrians to dart for cover. The guards pulled back into the doorways where they’d been lounging, the structure above providing meager shelter from the downpour.

	Maya saw her opportunity in an instant. As sheets of rain washed down the street, cutting visibility drastically, she could use the weather to mask her approach and be on top of the nearest guard before he knew what hit him – and the far watcher might not see anything if the intensity of the storm continued.

	But she didn’t have much time. Rainstorms in the region could blow past within minutes, and if she waited, she might find herself exposed during a lull in the cloudburst.

	Maya struggled internally with the decision, and then unzipped the duffle and removed the submachine gun. She looked around at the now-empty street as she screwed the suppressor in place, and then set the gun down and repeated the process with her SIG Sauer. The pistol would make less noise, she thought.

	And then she had an even better idea.

	Two minutes later she was trotting down the street toward the first guard’s position, holding the duffle over her head as if to shield herself from the deluge. She spotted the man in the shadows of the doorway as she neared, and saw the cell phone in his hand and the look of shock on his face as she dodged toward him, a glint of steel in her hand.

	Blood sprayed the door as the razor-sharp blade of the combat knife slashed through the guard’s esophagus and carotid artery, and she was already moving past him as the phone clattered by his side and he slumped into a pile at her feet. From here she was fully committed, and the success of her attack on the second watcher would depend almost entirely on Mother Nature masking her approach as long as possible.

	She was only a few yards from the second guard when there was a lull in the rain, but she was too far to use the knife again. She saw the man reaching beneath his shirt as she slowed, and then the SIG Sauer barked twice from within the folds of her robe, the silenced shots muffled by the fabric, although as loud as cannon fire to her.

	Twin crimson blossoms appeared in the guard’s chest and he slammed backward, the expression on his face shocked as momentum carried him down. He was fighting to raise the gun that had appeared in his right hand, but she kicked it away and pivoted as she swung the sack at his head.

	The bag cracked against the guard’s skull, and his body shuddered. Maya crouched next to him to confirm he was dead, and waited as more thunder roared overhead, hoping her shots would be mistaken for the storm’s fury. She unzipped the bag and extracted the H&K. Once she’d tucked the spare magazines into her waistband beneath the robe’s folds, she debated leaving the sack but discarded the option – if discovered it would point to a clandestine operation, and she didn’t want to leave any clues for the police to follow.

	She wasted no time on the house’s front gate and hurried past it to the tenement next door and raced up the dark stairs to the third floor. Music filled the hall as she turned a corner, and the jabber of a television soap opera drifted from the door next to the one she estimated housed the vacant apartment.

	The lock provided slim resistance to her picking skills and she was inside shortly. She looked around, the accumulation of dust in the empty room confirming her guess that it was unoccupied, and moved to the window.

	The roof of the house was a story below, eight feet separating the buildings – an easy jump had it not been pouring rain and had she not been wearing the burka. She took in the inside of the compound – the front and back yards were both empty, not surprising given the downpour – and there was an access door next to the black plastic water tank on the roof. That would be her way in.

	Maya stripped off the robe and stuffed it into the bag to shield it from damage. With a final glance at the house, she tossed the duffel onto the roof. She winced at the thump it made, and then followed it out the opening and threw herself into space.

	Rain pelted her as she flew through the air, and then she was tumbling on the roof, rolling once before leaping to her feet and scooping up the bag. She had the submachine gun out by the time she reached the access door, and took a long breath before twisting the handle.

	Locked.

	Bolted from inside, and no lock to pick.

	The submachine gun barked and rounds tore through the flimsy wood. Maya kicked the barrier aside and burst into a pitch-black room, pushing cobwebs from her face as she made for the light seeping beneath a door on the far end.

	Voices yelled from below, and she tossed aside any subtlety and threw the door open. Gunshots rang out from downstairs, pounding into the cinderblock wall, and she waited until the volley had stopped before spraying the downstairs with the contents of the first magazine, firing indiscriminately over the balcony of the second-story landing.

	A scream echoed through the house from the first floor as she switched the spent magazine for a full one, and then she was in motion, rolling onto the landing as more shots followed her. She caught a blur from near a doorway downstairs and fired two short bursts. The sound of a body falling thudded against the stone floor, and then the area was still. She waited, but heard nothing more.

	Maya pushed herself to her feet and moved stealthily to the stairs. She peered over the railing and saw a body near the base and a pair of sandal-clad feet protruding from the doorway. She swept the room with the silenced muzzle of the submachine gun, but saw nothing move.

	She edged to the room next to her and pulled the door wide, shielding herself from any gunfire with the wall. After a quick look into the room to confirm it was empty, she proceeded to the final doorway on the second floor and repeated the move.

	She was alone.

	Maya inched back to the stairs and descended to the main floor, weapon at the ready. Aside from the dead man by the stairs, sightless eyes staring at the ceiling, and his companion halfway into the kitchen, there was nobody in the house. She took cautious steps into the kitchen, skirting the second man lying in a widening pool of blood, and spotted another door.

	Of course.

	The cellar.

	That’s where she would keep a prisoner.

	And without a doubt, assuming they hadn’t moved him, that’s where Gil was.

	The problem being that going down a stairway into a basement that could have any number of gunmen waiting in it was about as bad an idea as any she could imagine.

	Maya glanced around and moved toward the garage. There was only one way she could see of making it through this ordeal alive.

	Cut the power.

	She found the breaker panel where she figured it would be and flipped off the two master switches, and then returned to the kitchen and rooted around until she found what she was looking for.

	Maya pushed the basement door open and stood clear of the doorway. Even though there was precious little light in the kitchen due to the rainstorm, it was still enough to silhouette her for any shooters. The impulse of an untrained gunman would be to fire when the door opened. She was surprised when there was no barrage from below.

	After five seconds of waiting, she flipped on the flashlight, and holding it with her left hand while gripping the H&K with the other, she moved across the threshold and rushed the stairs.

	Gunfire exploded in the small space and a round caught Maya square in the chest, knocking her back as she lost her footing and slipped down the remaining steps, the flashlight tumbling from her grip along with the submachine gun as she landed hard.

	




Chapter 16

	Maya sensed rather than saw the shooter approach her, and emptied the SIG Sauer from the folds of her robe into the area of the muzzle flashes. Her chest felt like someone had slammed her breastbone with a hammer, but the Kevlar vest had spared her anything worse than a bad bruise. Not so her spine and legs, which were aching from the tumble down the stairs even as the slide on the SIG Sauer locked open after the last round, the pistol empty.

	She reached for the full magazine in her pocket as she ejected the spent one, rolling as she did, and heard a burbling from nearby. Shocked by the fall, she nevertheless forced herself to one knee, the pistol in her right hand as she reached for the flashlight. When her fingers found it, she slowly scanned the room with the beam, stopping when it settled on the form of a young man bleeding from three bullet wounds. She rose shakily, ignoring the pain flaring through her body, and squinted at the dying man. He looked…familiar.

	“You,” she whispered.

	It was the motorcycle courier. He’d somehow made it back to Dhaka – they’d underestimated his powers of persuasion or his determination, obviously. She shone the light on him and saw another bullet wound, this one on his upper arm, the blood dried. At least she’d been right about hitting him.

	He coughed twice, and then his eyes went wide and stayed open even as his final breath rasped from his chest. She stared at him for several beats, and then spun when a scrape from the far end of the room startled her.

	Maya’s flashlight beam stopped at the huddled shape of Gil suspended by a chain that bound his wrists, hanging from an iron hook mounted to the wall. His shirt was torn, his skin blistered and lacerated, his face brutalized to the point she barely recognized him. A pool of blood collected around his feet, which were tied with rope. Nearby a blowtorch lay on the floor, hastily abandoned, as well as a truncheon and pair of gore-crusted pruning shears.

	“Oh, God. Gil,” she whispered.

	He didn’t register her other than to moan, a sound so hopeless and agonized it made her skin crawl. She moved to him and wrapped her arms around his torso, freeing his wrists of the weight of his body, and slipped the chain free of the hook before dragging him to the middle of the room and laying him down.

	Maya did a quick examination of his wounds and understood that he was bad – they’d cut his fingers off and his toes – the blood loss alone would have been enough to kill him had they not then seared the wounds closed with the torch. She frowned as she inspected his ruined appendages, hyperaware of time passing, each second increasing the odds of either the police, or the imam’s men, arriving.

	Gil’s remaining eye cracked open and he gave her an unfocused stare.

	“Gil, it’s me. Maya. You’re going to make it,” she whispered.

	He tried to shake his head, but the effort caused him to writhe in pain. He gasped and shut his eye, and then croaked a few words so softly she could barely hear him.

	“Disk…corner…the computer…”

	She understood immediately. The courier had made it back with the disk, and she’d interrupted the torture…and something else. Copying it? Decoding it? Sending it to someone after downloading it?

	Maya flashed the light at first one corner, then another, and her gaze settled on a small laptop computer sitting on a card table, its hard disk light glowing faintly. She held the beam on it as she got to her feet and walked over to it.

	There was no CD case, only the computer.

	She eyed it and tapped the touch pad.

	The screen blinked to life and demanded a password.

	Hoping against hope, she felt along the base of the laptop until she found the CD compartment button and depressed it.

	The hatch opened with a soft whir, and she held the flashlight on it.

	Empty.

	Gil groaned and she looked over at him. He’d said something about the disk. She moved back to where he was struggling for breath and crouched by his head.

	“Did they do something with the disk? Download it to the computer?” she asked softly.

	He wheezed and she looked away. She knew that sound. The sound of life departing, leaving behind an empty shell.

	Gil lay still, and she turned to face him. She reached out, her hand trembling slightly, and closed his one eye, the other… Maya tried to imagine what Gil had endured, and bile rose in her throat. She choked it back, but it was no good, and she leaned over and gagged, heaving until there was nothing left.

	When the wave of nausea had passed, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and stood. The clock was still ticking, and time wasn’t her friend.

	She closed the computer, tucked it under her arm, and moved to the stairs. After a final look around, she climbed up without looking back, listening with ringing ears for any sound of new arrivals.

	Upstairs, she retrieved her bag and donned the soaking wet burka with numb fingers, putting the laptop in its place in the duffel, which she then zipped closed. The rain was hammering on the windows, the last of the storm pummeling the house, and she could only hope that it would slow any patrol sent to investigate the shooting – assuming anyone had reported it. Her weapon was suppressed, but the imam’s men’s weapons hadn’t been.

	Then again, in the depths of a dangerous slum, it was possible that the denizens didn’t welcome the police for any reason, not wishing to visit grief upon themselves.

	She’d know soon enough.

	Maya pulled the front door open and stepped into the downpour. Muddy water stood in the yard at least two inches deep, and the wet ground squished as she walked quickly to the front gate. She unbolted it and eased out into the street, which was now a river of mud and effluence that carried trash and filth down the slight grade to the gutters many blocks away.

	The only figure on the street was a three-legged dog, scrawny, its ribs jutting through its patchy fur, standing like a sentinel at the corner. Her eyes met the soaked animal’s and she picked up her pace, leaving the misery and ugliness of the imam’s torture chamber behind her, even though she knew the sight of Gil’s violated form would visit her nightmares forever.

	




Chapter 17

	Manchester, England

	 

	Cliques of drunken fans yelled and cursed one another as they left the stadium after the match was over, Manchester having won by one point. Abreeq looked up from the sink where he was scrubbing pots and watched as the ill-behaved fools trudged to their cars, or to parties, or the local pubs, which would be packed with the louts until closing time.

	The supervisor, Cliff, a particularly loathsome example of central English inbreeding, appeared by Abreeq’s side and snarled at him, as he’d been doing most of the night.

	“An’ what do you think yer looking at, Omar?” he asked, his breath sour with halitosis. Cliff had been calling Abreeq ‘Omar’ all night, a not particularly clever slight he’d taken great pains to explain to Abreeq. “I don’t think any of those blokes would want one of your tents! Right, lads? Omar the tentmaker here best do his bloody job and stop poncing about, shirking, or he’s going to find himself out in the cold, isn’t he?”

	Abreeq couldn’t afford even the faintest hint of rebellion or insult, so instead of ripping the buffoon’s throat out and beating him over the head with it as he died, he lowered his eyes and returned to his task. “Sorry, boss,” he mumbled softly.

	“Well, don’t let it happen again, or I’ll dock you half the night’s pay, you laggard. I don’t want to be here till tomorrow. Hurry up and stop stalling.”

	Abreeq renewed his attack on the pots, biting back the oath that sprang to his lips. Cliff was a bully, and like all bullies, reveled in being able to pick on those he supervised. In a position of power, a man like Cliff made up for every shortcoming he had by doling out misery.

	Abreeq had known many bullies in his time, and he recognized the breed. There were hundreds in prison, and there they preyed on the young and defenseless.

	Just like Cliff.

	The man knew how hard it was to get steady work, and he knew that short of beating the members of his staff, they’d suck it up and take it, and not say a word to anyone. Nobody working to scrub slag from plates or mop up spillings or peel vegetables in the back of the house would dare complain. The outcome of protest was as preordained as their lowly stations in life: they’d be let go on a pretense, and Cliff would continue his reign of petty terror, as he’d been doing for years.

	Abreeq didn’t dare sneak another look at his cheap waterproof watch for fear of drawing Cliff’s ire again. When he’d had the temerity to ask for one of the breaks he was allowed, Cliff had taken great pains to make it clear that if he did so, he wouldn’t have a job the following day.

	The others went about their work in silence, a collection of immigrants too down on their luck to defend themselves. Unlike most restaurants Abreeq had worked in over the years, there was none of the jocularity, the joking and lightheartedness that made the work bearable. The assembly had the feel of a prison, and as the night had progressed Abreeq had found himself fighting an urge to throttle the bully, and damn the consequences.

	Only by reminding himself of the importance of his work was Abreeq able to maintain the flat expression he’d perfected in prison – a look that gave nothing away. It was a survival skill he’d learned early, when circumstances had become so damaging he was dancing on the edges of madness. Instead of plunging into the void when they came for him at night, he retreated inward where nothing could reach or hurt him.

	Of course, the other survival skill he’d acquired, that of being as deadly as a cobra, had served him better – one by one, those who had abused him were found stabbed, strangled, and in three cases, tortured before they were killed, their manhood stuffed down their throats.

	The appetite for Abreeq had waned quickly once it became obvious he’d grown into a lethal force, but he never lost the ability to go somewhere else in his mind, leaving his body wherever it was, a disembodied thing, a vessel he could abandon for as long as he needed.

	A powerfully built older African man from Zaire whom Cliff had nicknamed Mongo approached with another cart laden with filthy dishes. He gave Abreeq a long-suffering sigh and tilted his head at the pile.

	“Last batch, boss man.”

	“That’s a relief,” Abreeq said, and immediately regretted it. Cliff stalked over to them and glowered, meaty hands on his hips, color darkening his puffy face.

	“Didn’t I tell you lot to get to work? Christ Almighty, I turn my back for one minute and it’s a bloody meeting of the United Nations here. How do you people get anything done back in whatever mudholes you crawled out of? No wonder you’re still living in the Middle Ages. Now shut your gobs and scrub, or you’ll be worse for it. I won’t have no loafers on my shift.”

	Abreeq gave his companion a sympathetic look – a bad idea. Cliff’s flushed face reddened at least two more shades. “And what the hell was that?”

	Abreeq returned to scrubbing, hoping Cliff would lose interest. Mongo shuffled away, head down, anxious to be away from the escalating confrontation. Abreeq remained silent.

	Cliff sputtered with rage and then leaned into Abreeq and snarled menacingly. “Think you’re so much better than everyone, don’t you? Well, I have news for you, my fine lad. When the employment office opens tomorrow, you’ll get your marching papers, if I have anything to say about it. I’ll even come in early just to file the report. What do you think of that, yer crown prince of camel shit?”

	Abreeq considered possible responses, but merely kept scrubbing. Nothing he said would do anything but pour gasoline on a volatile situation, so he elected to remove himself from the altercation and refuse to participate.

	Cliff stalked off, stiff legged, fuming at being ignored. Abreeq allowed himself a small smirk, which he hid by looking away, and swept the pot he was scrubbing with the back of his hand. Clean as a whistle.

	When the shift was over, Cliff kept everyone a half hour later than usual as punishment for Abreeq’s insolence, although he didn’t say so. Nobody complained, but the entire crew looked tired after the seven hours of unbroken toil, and the tension was palpable.

	When he finally let everyone go with a wave of his hand, Cliff made a point of staring at Abreeq, a cruel smile on his face. Abreeq’s could have been carved from granite, showing nothing.

	Three hours later, Cliff was staggering around his small row house in the lower-class neighborhood he called home, a bottle of cheap Scotch in one hand, the TV remote in his other, a rerun of one of his favorite movies on the fifteen-year-old television, when his front window shattered and a flaming bottle broke near his feet.

	The last thing Cliff registered before the living room exploded in flames was the overpowering stench of gasoline, and the realization that perhaps he’d misjudged his men’s hatred of him.

	It took twenty minutes for the fire department to arrive, and another hour for them to extinguish the blaze.

	A week later the fire would be ruled arson by the police, who issued a statement to the effect that the perpetrators of the heinous act would be brought to justice and punished to the fullest extent of the law.

	The list of possible suspects ran four pages.

	Privately, the police were not optimistic.

	




Chapter 18

	Dhaka, Bangladesh

	 

	Uri answered his phone on the second ring, his voice tense.

	“Yes?”

	Maya’s tone was flat, wooden, her wording careful. “Gil was compromised. They tortured him. You have to assume that he told them everything.” Maya paused. “He didn’t make it.”

	“Damn.” Uri stopped, thinking, his breathing heavy. “But that explains a lot. My watcher went dark on me an hour ago.”

	“Your place isn’t safe.”

	“I have backups, of course.”

	“Did Gil know about them?”

	“Not the one I have in mind.”

	“I was able to retrieve the laptop that they used to read the CD the motorcycle messenger picked up at the mosque.” She hesitated. “What did HQ say?”

	“Are you on your cell?”

	“Negative. A landline.”

	“Any other issues? Are you all right?” She understood what Uri was asking. They had protocols, and if her call was being made under duress, this was her chance to use a code word that would tell him she was in trouble.

	“I’m fine.”

	“Good. Do you have a pen? I’m going to give you an address. It’s a small office building about twenty minutes from your hotel. By the airport.”

	“Shoot.”

	Uri rattled off a street and number.

	Maya repeated it back. “Give me half an hour. And Uri? It was as bad as you can imagine, so I wouldn’t hang around there any longer than you have to. If they come for you…”

	“Don’t worry about me. I’ve been at this for a long time.”

	“See you in thirty.”

	“Be careful. Make sure you don’t pick up a tail.”

	“Of course.”

	Maya hung up and stared at the receiver. She was in the lobby of a medium-sized hotel near the bus station. She’d stopped at her old hotel and checked out, and after confirming that she wasn’t being watched, checked into her new digs and changed into dry clothes.

	She’d resisted the urge to try to access the laptop again, figuring that it was possible the imam’s men had configured it to wipe its hard disk if the wrong password was entered more than once. She knew far too much about computers from her interest in them, as well as the comprehensive course the Mossad had put her through, to assume she knew all the possible hacks or security programs. Better to leave that to a specialist.

	Maya checked the time. It would take fifteen minutes to get to Uri’s new rendezvous spot. That left her a little leeway to find a pharmacy and get some antibiotics for the scrapes and cuts she’d gotten from her fall down the stairs and her roll on the roof.

	A block away she found what she needed, and after buying ointment, antibacterial swab, and several roles of gauze and bandages, she retraced her steps to the hotel. After stripping off her top, she hurriedly cleaned her back the best she could, and then wrapped her torso and ribs, several of which felt broken – certainly sore enough to be, she reasoned, although there wasn’t much she could do about it.

	She opted for a rickshaw now that the rain had abated, and sat wincing with every bump the driver hit, the jarring from the pavement excruciating. She arrived at the office building five minutes late and headed up to the second floor and a hallway that looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in weeks. The second door on the right had the name of an export company on it. Uri’s cover.

	Maya tried the knob, but it was locked. She knocked and heard a shuffle inside, and then the door swung wide and Uri stood frowning, a pistol clutched in his hand, the stink of cigarette smoke following him. He pushed past her and looked down the hall, and then wordlessly closed the door behind them and moved to one of the desks.

	Maya sat in front of it and regarded Uri calmly. He returned her scrutiny with a sour expression and then noticed the laptop in her hand.

	“Is that it?”

	“Yes.”

	“Tell me everything that happened. Start at when you arrived at the address where Gil was being kept.”

	Maya nodded and began her account, her voice unemotional, conveying only the facts, keeping her sentiments out of her report. When she finished, Uri rose and began pacing in front of the window, his eyes on the bank of monitors on the table next to it, where black-and-white images of the entry and the approaches to the building flickered in silence. Eventually he turned to her.

	“You try to access the data yet?”

	She shook her head and explained about the password, and her fears of losing whatever lay on the hard disk or in memory. “The only thing I did was plug it in while I changed clothes so the battery wouldn’t die. That way anything in RAM should still be recoverable.”

	Uri grunted in reluctant approval. “Sounds like a job for Raj.”

	“Are you sure he’s up to it?”

	“He’s the best. If there’s a way to discover what’s on that thing, he’ll know it.”

	Maya eyed him. “You mentioned your watcher went dark?”

	“Yes. Right after he called to report that the imam was unexpectedly on the move. That was only a few minutes after you left.” Uri didn’t have to say that Kahn’s home was near the house where Gil had been held. They could both work out the math. She’d probably just missed him – or an even more alarming thought occurred to her: he could have still been in the house, if that’s where he’d gone, when she’d arrived, and evaded pursuit while she was walking the neighborhood, or even when she was in the tenement preparing to make her roof jump.

	She voiced her misgivings and Uri waved them away. “No way of knowing. Right now, what’s important is finding out what, if anything, we can glean from that computer.”

	He picked up the landline’s handset and Maya leaned forward. “And if there’s nothing on it?”

	Uri stared at a point a thousand miles over her left shoulder, and when he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper. “Then everything that happened today was for nothing. Because sure as hell Kahn’s going to vanish now, and we’ll never know what he was up to.” He let his words sink in and then dialed Raj’s number from memory.

	After a terse discussion, Uri hung up and leaned back in his chair. “You checked out of your hotel?”

	“Of course.”

	“You use a different alias at the new one?”

	“Yes. They didn’t ask for ID.”

	“Very good. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to ask you to step into the other room. I need some privacy while I talk to headquarters.”

	Maya stood and walked to the connecting door. She stopped when she reached it and turned to Uri. “Did Gil have family?”

	“We were his family.”

	The words echoed in the room with the finality of a eulogy. Maya nodded and moved into the other room, which was another office with three cots and a small refrigerator. She presumed the door on the far side was a bathroom, which in Bangladesh could mean anything from a hole in the floor to a nightmare.

	She sat on one of the cots, listening to Uri’s muffled voice droning on the other side of the door. Then she walked to the window and surveyed the street. She was still standing there fifteen minutes later when Uri opened the connecting door and peered in.

	“See anything interesting?”

	“Just the usual. No jihadis trying to creep up on us or anything.”

	“Raj should be here any minute. You want anything to drink? I have water and orange juice in the fridge.”

	“Some water would be good.”

	He removed two bottles of water and handed her one, holding her stare as he did so. “Are you all right?”

	“Other than some bruises and some questionable bones, I’m fine.”

	He sighed. “It’s never easy losing one of your own.”

	“Have you lost many?” She didn’t mean for her tone to sound accusatory, but even to her ear, it did.

	“Maya, I don’t answer to you. Are we clear on that? I’m your superior.”

	“Of course.”

	“We observed all safeguards with Gil and his informant,” he said stiffly.

	“Then maybe you need to rethink the safeguards, because obviously they failed.”

	He stared at her without blinking and then nodded slowly. “Fair point, and you’re right, of course. I’m sorry. I’m just defensive. You’ll see what it’s like when you’re running agents. You always feel like you’re to blame when something goes wrong. Always. Doesn’t matter if you did everything you possibly could. All you’ll think is that it wasn’t enough.”

	“I…I meant no disrespect.”

	He dropped his gaze. “None taken.”

	They returned to the office next door, and Raj materialized several minutes later. Uri described the problem, and after a series of questions, Raj went to work. Maya watched him curiously as he tapped at the keyboard and plugged in a flash drive and then looked to Uri. “Can I have the room? I don’t work well with spectators.”

	Maya got up from where she was sitting. “I think he means me.”

	Raj didn’t say anything further, and Uri shrugged. She took the hint and walked back to the other room, this time lowering herself cautiously onto one of the cots with a grimace of pain.

	When Uri opened the door, Maya bolted upright and glanced around. She caught a glimpse of the window – it was dark out.

	“What…what time is it?”

	“Took us three hours, but he cracked it. I told you Raj was the best.” Uri lit a cigarette. “Come on. He just left. You need to see what he found.”

	Uri led her to his desk. The air was stale with smoke and burnt coffee, but he didn’t seem to notice. She sat down and began reading the printouts Raj had made, and after a few minutes looked up at Uri with wide eyes.

	“These…why would they want blueprints of a stadium halfway across the world?”

	“Yes. And why would they be worth killing over? A few ideas spring to mind, none of them good.”

	“God. They’re planning a strike.” She eyed the documents again. “Judging by the size, that’s a venue that would hold…tens of thousands.”

	Uri nodded. “Depending on the use, between forty and sixty.”

	“It would be a massacre.”

	“Yes. Yes, it would.”

	“You have to call headquarters.”

	“I already did.”

	“And?”

	“And they want to talk directly with you.”

	“I see,” Maya said, her tone indicating she didn’t at all.

	Uri dialed a number on the landline and then flipped a switch on a scrambler attached to the back. He spoke in rapid-fire Hebrew and then handed her the phone. She took it and looked at him. “What about you? Can you put it on speakerphone?”

	“No need. I’ve already spoken with them.”

	Maya raised the headset to her ear. “Hello?”

	“Yes, Maya. Do you recognize my voice?” It was Jaron, the voice unmistakably his, even from thousands of miles away.

	“I do.”

	“Good. Your assignment in Dhaka is finished. I’ve authorized you to be on the next flight to England tomorrow, where you’ll be working with our Manchester field office.”

	“I see. And…Uri?”

	“Not your concern. He’s head of station in Dhaka, so of course, that’s where he’ll remain.”

	She digested that, as well as the cold, unfeeling tone of Jaron’s voice. “Do you have a briefing document for me? Anything I need to know?”

	“You’ll have a file in your hands via email within the hour.”

	“It’s probable that my passport and identity are blown. The interrogation…I don’t have confidence that Gil didn’t tell them about me.”

	“I understand. We’re making arrangements to have new docs sent to London. We don’t believe it will be an issue for travel. You’ll have an itinerary with the file, as well as flight information.”

	“Very well.”

	“In the meantime, I need you to fill out a complete report. Omit nothing, no matter how trivial. Ordinarily we’d bring you back to debrief you, but given the circumstances we felt it would be better to have you support the UK office and be debriefed there.”

	“Will do, sir.”

	“Great. And Maya? Good job. It sounds like you vindicated my decision to use you on this.”

	“I’m glad to hear it.”

	“Stand by for the file. I’ll send it to Uri, for your eyes only.”

	“I…see.”

	“It’s a necessary step. Compartmentalization. You know that.”

	“Of course.”

	“See that you remember it at all times.” Jaron’s message was clear – don’t discuss anything with Uri.

	The phone went dead. She replaced the handset in the cradle and closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, Uri was standing in the doorway.

	“Well?”

	“They’re sending a file to your encrypted inbox. For my eyes only. I’m to destroy it after reading it.”

	Uri nodded. “Standard procedure.”

	“I’m…this is awkward.”

	He sighed and sat back at his desk. “Yes, sometimes, especially times like this, it can be. No way around it, I’m afraid. But I’m a big boy, so my feelings don’t get hurt. They need me to clean up my mess here. You’re off to fight other battles. That’s how it goes.” He looked up at her, his eyes red from strain and fatigue. “You get used to it.”

	“Any word from your watcher?”

	Uri shook his head. “No. We can assume he’s crocodile food by now.”

	“Do you have other assets you can use to pick up the imam’s trail?”

	“Of course. But that’s no longer your concern.”

	“I’m making it mine,” she said quietly.

	Uri drummed his fingers on the printout. “Maya, all due respect, that’s your concern. Whatever headquarters wants you to do is your concern. Catching Gil’s killers, getting retribution, allowing your sentiment to determine what you do…none of that is your concern. Are we clear?”

	“Somebody has to care, Uri.”

	“Yes, and I do. I’ll ensure we exact our pound of flesh, have no fear of that. But you need to put all of this out of your mind and prepare for your next assignment. HQ is sending more resources to help me…and they won’t be administrative staff, if you get my drift. Don’t waste your energy worrying about this. The Mossad takes care of its own, and nobody’s getting away with anything on my watch.”

	Maya’s brow furrowed as she held Uri’s stare. “Promise?”

	“Absolutely. As much for myself as for anyone.”

	The hour dragged by as they waited for the file to arrive. When it did, Uri left her with the computer so she could assimilate the information at her leisure. It didn’t take her long – she was finished in twenty-five minutes, and after committing the relevant data to memory, she deleted the file, as instructed, and then dumped the recycle files as well using a utility on the desktop that also permanently erased the data from the disk and memory.

	Maya knocked on the connecting door after she finished and Uri rejoined her.

	“Do you have anything else you need me for?” she asked, suddenly anxious to be anywhere but in the office, which smelled like a giant ashtray.

	“No. Just be careful. You’re still my responsibility as long as you’re in Dhaka.”

	“I will. I depart tomorrow. I’ll touch base to let you know I’m officially gone.”

	Uri held out his hand. Maya took it and they shook awkwardly.

	“Good luck, young lady.”

	She offered him a confident smirk that never reached her eyes. “Luck will have nothing to do with it.”

	Uri watched as she walked to the entrance. “I’m keeping the guns until tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll leave them at the hotel and let you know the room number – there’ll be a room key waiting at the desk for whoever you send to retrieve them.”

	“Probably wise. Tell them Sam is coming. I can remember that.”

	“Will do. See you around, Uri.” And with that, she opened the door and slipped out without looking back. The door latched softly behind her, and Uri sat heavily in his swivel chair and turned to face the monitors. He watched her depart, noting how she blended with the pedestrians almost instantly, and nodded in approval.

	“You never know, Maya. It’s an odd world,” he whispered to himself. “Odd, indeed.”

	




Chapter 19

	Reims, France

	 

	A cold wind blew down the industrial street on the outskirts of Reims, the sky gunmetal gray. A kit of pigeons soared overhead as an overloaded truck labored along the thoroughfare. It was the only vehicle on the road, the warehouse district effectively shut down for the weekend.

	Vladimir and Vahid walked briskly along the sidewalk, their destination a small building surrounded by pallets and crates. A single watchman stood by the iron gates, a navy blue knit cap on top of his head and a dusting of dark beard at the bottom. He took a long pull on a hand-rolled cigarette and shifted from foot to foot as the two men approached, his right hand in the pocket of his peacoat as he watched the arrivals through slits of eyes.

	Vladimir greeted him in Russian and the guard answered in kind, reaching to pull open the heavy gates. The barrier rolled to the side with a creak, and Vladimir led the way to the building entrance, where a VW Golf and a Peugeot were parked. Another guard stood under the overhang, both hands in his pockets. Vladimir nodded to him and he returned the gesture and stepped aside so Vladimir and the Iranian could enter.

	The interior of the warehouse was shrouded in gloom, the only light from a few high windows coated in grime. Scaffolding rose a story and a half in the far reaches, surrounding a newly constructed vault near the back wall. Vladimir strode to the heavy vault door and yet another Russian pulled it open for them.

	Inside, Vahid moved to the smaller chamber that occupied the center of the room and inspected the construction of the walls and door jamb.

	“Where did you get the lead?” he asked.

	“From a hospital construction firm in Finland. They use it for shielding the radiation oncology vaults.”

	“And you built it to my specifications?”

	“Actually, no. We doubled the tolerances so we could handle more radioactive projects if the need arose.”

	Vahid eyed the huge monitor occupying a third of a table with what looked like a gaming console sitting before it. He lowered himself into a Herman Miller Aeron chair and studied the levers and buttons, and then powered the monitor to life.

	An image flickered on screen – the interior of the vault. In the foreground, a robotic arm was mounted on an overhead track. Vahid moved the joystick, and the arm slid toward the object in the center of the room – the Siberian generator’s radioactive source.

	Vahid nodded in approval. “Excellent. I trust that the control sensitivity and speed are user adjustable?”

	“Of course. All done through the computer interface. You can program the movements to whatever you feel comfortable with.” Vladimir studied the image. “How long do you think it will take to finish the device?”

	“I want to double-check the work that’s been done so far, but assuming it’s been competently executed, no more than a day. The conversion of the strontium salts into a dispersible form is the most sensitive – your man was up to speed on how to best achieve that?”

	“The technician we used was said to be one of the best.”

	Vahid swiveled to face the Russian. “What happened to him?”

	“It was an idiocy. He and a friend were coming back from a restaurant in Hautvillers when a drunk driver hit them head-on. They were both killed instantly.”

	“A bit of bad luck.”

	Vladimir frowned. “Yes. Fortunately, the project was far enough along that we could wait for your arrival. Otherwise we would have completed it and merely had you verify the device was constructed correctly.”

	“Well, no harm, then. I trust you have all the other gear I requested.”

	“Yes.”

	“What are you using for the explosive?”

	“A Semtex variant that won’t trigger any sensors. Manufactured by a specialty outfit in Russia.”

	Vahid sat back. “Tell me about the size of the stadium.”

	“I can do better than that. We have full plans of the venue.” Vladimir unfurled a blueprint, and Vahid eyed the legend at the bottom.

	“It’s large. Ideally you’d want the device to detonate above it.”

	The Russian shook his head. “That’s not an option. The airspace is too tightly controlled.”

	“Then how? With the shielding, it will be far too heavy for a suitcase.”

	“A vehicle will bring it into the stadium. From there it will be transported to the upper reaches of the coliseum. Next best thing to airborne.”

	“The kill ratio will be smaller.”

	“How much so?”

	Vahid studied the image and did a quick calculation. “You might see a fifty percent exposure pattern.”

	“So perhaps…twenty thousand casualties?”

	Vladimir shook his head. “Oh, no, not anywhere close, at least not initially. Remember that the whole point of a dirty bomb is not just the initial blast effect and the subsequent radiation poisoning – it’s the epidemiology crisis from the exposure that will manifest over years. Strontium-90 is absorbed into the system and tends to collect in bone marrow, so you could expect to see huge increases in related cancers. The eventual toll might be in the thousands, although most of the damage would be psychological – nobody would want to be anywhere near ground zero for a long, long time, and those who were exposed could contaminate others. Depends on a host of factors, but it’s incredibly nasty stuff.”

	“The blast alone should kill several hundred. The stadium will be densely packed, and the shielding, as well as the metal casing, should act like shrapnel and cut through the crowd.”

	Vahid nodded. “Again, if it could be detonated in the air over the stadium, you would see a far greater effect.”

	“Understood. But there’s a method to choosing this approach. Imagine the cleanup costs – not only will the health system be taxed beyond imagination by thousands, or tens of thousands, of cases of radiation poisoning and related cancers, but it will cost billions to make the area safe, and take years.” Vladimir eyed the screen. “That will make more devices enormously appealing for my client base – the likely success of any negotiation will rely on the other party’s understanding of the costs involved in refusing to negotiate. After this, anyone promising to use one will have to be taken seriously, which should change the political landscape for those whose interests align with yours.”

	“That’s the hope. Something needs to change, because the imperialist aggression and refusal to recognize the basic rights of those in the Middle East seem like they will continue forever at the present rate, especially now that the Americans are funding their own false flag terrorist organizations to justify their invasion of the region’s oil-rich nations. Any death is a tragedy, but perhaps if those in the West understand that they will pay in kind, at home, where they believe themselves to be safe…”

	Vahid trailed off at the thought and focused his attention on the console. He familiarized himself with the controls, moving the robotic arm to and fro, swiveling it, lowering and raising it, and then set to work on adjusting the velocity so he could perform the precision moves he required. Vladimir watched him for several minutes and then walked to the exit. “Want some coffee?”

	The Iranian raised his head and smiled. “That would be great. I didn’t have a particularly restful night.”

	“I’m not surprised. Freedom will do that for you.”

	“I’ll begin work on this now, but I’ll be taking frequent breaks and might need to get a few hours of sleep. It’s not the kind of thing you want to be groggy for.”

	Vladimir smiled, which lent him the appearance of a moray eel. “No, I wouldn’t imagine that would be good.” He hesitated as he took a final glance at the screen. “It will be sufficiently hardened so it won’t leak any radiation? That’s critical. There are detectors at all the ports.”

	“Of course. As long as it’s properly packed, it will be undetectable. Just ensure your people don’t mishandle it. There’s only so much you can do.”

	“Very good. Let me know if you require anything else. Food, stimulants, whatever. I’ll be back with the coffee in a few minutes.”

	Vahid nodded absently, his concentration back on the computer screen. The Russian pushed the door open and strolled over to where a suite of offices were built out of sheetrock along one wall, and checked his watch. It would be a very long afternoon and likely an even longer night.

	




Chapter 20

	Manchester, England

	 

	Max Petrov chewed on a stub of cigar, dipping the tip into a snifter of brandy as he sat back in his executive chair, phone clenched to his ear, admiring the wood-paneled walls of his office adorned with oil paintings from the turn of the century in ostentatious gilded frames.

	“Yes, yes, of course. The insurance policy is in place. All will be made right shortly, I assure you,” he declared in a hearty voice.

	“It better be. We did not place fifty million with you to watch it evaporate,” said Sergey Oborin angrily.

	Max would have been terse too, given the circumstances. And if he’d been freezing his ass off in Moscow, like Sergey, his mood would have been even darker, he supposed. He studied the brandy like it was poison and pushed it away.

	“I understand. Frankly, it came as a shock to everyone in the industry. The Swiss had been stating – officially, mind you – that they would keep the franc pegged to the euro, so it seemed like a riskless way to get the business. It’s not just my company that got caught upside down. Half the mortgages in Poland are denominated in Swiss francs. It’s going to cause seismic problems for millions of borrowers.”

	“Yes, I appreciate your reasoning. However, let me remind you that the money was given to you to sanitize, not to speculate with,” Sergey warned.

	“Until this happened, it wasn’t a speculation.”

	Sergey sighed with exasperation. “Enough of this. We expect our money back, Max. All of it. No excuses.”

	“The stadium owners can’t make the adjusted payment terms. But their insurance policy is paid current, and will more than cover their liabilities once…should disaster strike.”

	“Our man is working on that.”

	“Very well, then. This is merely a bump in the road. They will happen, as you well know.”

	Sergey paused and then his voice softened. “Tell Svetlana hello for me.”

	“Your sister always loves hearing that. I will.”

	 

	Sergey hung up and shook his head as he stabbed the power button on the burner cell phone. Max was a moron. If Sergey’s sister hadn’t married the fool, he would have already been dead.

	Sergey was one of the more powerful of the new breed of Russian who’d emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union – one who thought globally rather than nationally, and whose financing and business ties owed more to transnational criminal syndicates than savvy negotiations or any particular acumen. At forty-nine, he was anonymous, operating from the shadows, allowing the more visible oligarchs to dominate the spotlight while he quietly made a fortune supplying them with whatever they needed – whether it was enforcers in Brooklyn or mercenaries in the Congo or laundering money generated in Mexico, Sergey’s value was in his contacts and his reach.

	But fifty million dollars transcended family ties. If Max’s scheme to make things right failed, the group for which Sergey was laundering the funds would still want their money back – minus his ten percent fee, of course – and that was real money, even at Sergey’s level.

	Max had written a second mortgage denominated in francs to the stadium’s owners, but when the Swiss had let their currency float in the market instead of pegging it to the euro, the interest payments had increased thirty percent overnight, putting the group into effective default. They’d tried workarounds, but in the end the collective had served Max formal notice that he’d have to pursue them through the courts, which would take years, and with still no guarantee he would see most of the money back.

	An unplanned wrinkle, to be sure.

	The only bright side to any of the failed transaction was that the insurance company, a multinational that insured sporting arenas among its many other commercial properties, had a clause that covered the stadium in the event of acts of war or terror.

	From that point on, it had been a simple matter of planting the correct seeds with the madmen who, like Sergey, acted at the fringes of society, and assisting them in finding the appropriate expertise with which to carry out their scheme.

	That thousands would ultimately perish so Sergey’s moron brother-in-law could pay him back the money he’d “borrowed” instead of washing as he should have didn’t bother Sergey in the least. The world was, and always had been, a brutal place, and bad things happened with regularity.

	If he could profit from one of them, so much the better. The religious zealots, the wronged nationalists, the disenfranchised victims of oppression would always be plotting evil. His acting as an intermediary was no different from his masters funding both sides in any of a half-dozen conflicts. He was merely brokering know-how to those who wished to lease it. At its heart, one of the oldest professions in the world. Like the European bankers who had kept Europe at war for centuries so they could loan money to the royal families for their armies of mercenaries, without discriminating between one camp or the other. He couldn’t control events past a certain point, but he could increase his wealth.

	He’d gotten the idea for the terror strike watching the New York banks during the financial crisis – the insurance company that had written insane policies backing derivatives contracts that were designed to implode had been bailed out by the American taxpayer, and the investment banks who had knowingly screwed the insurer were rewarded with full payouts on the policies.

	Even Sergey had been impressed with the ingenuity of that maneuver, which was saying a lot.

	When he’d researched the concept more, he’d discovered that when the Americans’ twin towers had been destroyed, the owner of the property had just obtained a new billion-dollar policy a few months before that unhappy event.

	History had a way of repeating itself, and he saw no reason he couldn’t take a page from the Americans’ book to save himself forty-five million dollars of headache. Of course, he could write a check for that amount, but the game was not to lose massively, it was to snatch victory from the jaws of adversity – and Sergey was the best at that game. He’d profited short-selling the American airlines when a little bird had whispered to him that planes were going to hit towers soon, and he would profit again when a bunch of goat herders propagated the biggest terror attack in history, this time on UK soil. Besides the insurance payout, he’d been quietly selling options on the stock market that would quadruple in price if the travel and entertainment sectors nosedived within a week – a virtual guaranteed outcome of a dirty-bomb strike.

	He gazed through his picture window, at where the spires of the Kremlin towered over Red Square, and smiled. Life was a game of chess, and he’d just effectively contrived a checkmate move out of what had initially looked like certain defeat.

	Not a bad day’s work.

	




Chapter 21

	Manchester, England

	 

	Maya disembarked from the train and scanned the platform for her contact. She’d been told to look for a man in his thirties wearing a dark overcoat and hat, carrying a burgundy eel-skin briefcase. The crowd thinned as the final passengers made their way into the station, and she saw him: tall, a vaguely annoyed expression on his face, his chin held high; the picture of an arrogant businessman awaiting a meeting.

	Maya approached him and uttered the code phrase. “Damned trains can run slow,” she said in unaccented American English.

	The man’s eyes locked on hers. “It’s worse on the ones from the north,” he said, his pronunciation upper-crust British.

	She nodded slightly. “I’m Maya.”

	“Yes, I know. Come on. My car’s outside. Name’s Jeff.”

	He didn’t wait for her or offer to help with her bag, instead turning sharply and making his way for the terminal. She followed him, wondering if he was still in character, or really was a haughty prick. Once they arrived at his car, she got her answer.

	“Toss your bag in the boot. I’ll get you settled at the safe house and brief you on your duties,” he said.

	“I already read the file.”

	“Things have changed while you were traveling. Our London office made contact with the British services and warned them, judging by the blueprint you discovered, that the imam was likely up to no good. But based on the feedback, they didn’t seem as impressed as headquarters was with your intelligence.”

	“An Islamic extremist suspected of being a terrorist had detailed plans for one of their largest venues, which was found at the same location he was torturing one of our agents to death, and they question its legitimacy?” she demanded incredulously.

	“Welcome to England. Scotland Yard and MI5 are mostly bureaucrats, and the Joint Terrorism Analysis Centre isn’t much better. I doubt they could find Bin Laden if he had a seat in Parliament.”

	“Then why are we dealing with them?”

	He glanced over to her as she fastened her seatbelt. “Because, my dear, it’s their country and their population at risk. It’s rather their job, not ours, to police it.”

	“But you’re saying they’re incompetent.”

	He shrugged and twisted the ignition key. “Not my problem. There are protocols. Channels. I don’t make decisions at that level.” He looked at her again. “You’ll be working with me while you’re here. For me, actually; I’m a senior field operative, and I’ve been ordered to keep you out of trouble.”

	“That’s very gracious of you,” Maya said, maintaining an even tone.

	“Our role in this operation is to act as backup surveillance, nothing more. This is officially a UK problem, not an Israeli one.”

	“I see. And you agree with that?”

	“It’s not my job to agree or disagree. My job is to do as I’m told, which is also yours. I trust that’s clear?”

	“Perfectly.” Maya reminded herself that she would have to work with Jeff for as long as she was in Manchester. It would do her no good to alienate him. He obviously felt that his British counterparts were bumblers, and his attitude conveyed that he didn’t have particularly high regard for her, either. The best way to get respect, she’d found, was to earn it, so she would bite her tongue and keep her head down. “What’s on the agenda besides bringing me up to speed?”

	“To be determined. Our liaison has a meeting this evening with everyone involved, and based on that, we’ll understand better how to proceed.”

	“No disrespect, but these animals killed one of ours in the most horrific manner possible. I was there. They chopped his fingers and toes off and burned him with a torch just for their warm-up act.”

	Jeff’s annoyance seemed to deepen. “I know that. But this chapter is a British one, not an Israeli one. Our organization will determine when and how retribution occurs, not us. We’re agents, not analysts.”

	Maya switched her approach. “Is there any chance of going to the meeting?”

	Jeff laughed humorlessly. “We try not to advertise that we have field agents in one of our ally’s countries. They seem to interpret that the wrong way. So no, we’re not going to the meeting. Consider us like children at a dinner party – best if neither seen nor heard.”

	Jeff drove in silence and Maya watched the gray buildings rush by. Compared to Dhaka, Manchester was the cleanest and most welcoming city in the world, but even coming from that perspective her impression was of an industrial town of minimal prosperity. The pedestrians looked unhappy and cold, and the vehicles were run-down and old, mostly economy sedans that had seen better days.

	The safe house turned out to be a row house in a working-class suburb. Jeff pulled into the garage, lowered the door with the crank, and shut off the motor. He was out of the car and opening the trunk before Maya had even had a chance to open her door, and she silently hoped that this wasn’t predictive of their every interaction, because if so, her time in England was going to be unpleasant.

	“You have the house to yourself. There are two bedrooms upstairs. Take the rear one,” Jeff said as he opened the connecting door to the house and stepped inside. Maya retrieved her bag and trailed him into the house, which was small but clean. Jeff had taken a seat in the living room and was texting on his phone, so she carted her things upstairs, put the bag on the bed, and after freshening up briefly, made her way downstairs.

	“So what do we do now?”

	“I talk, and you listen.” Jeff proceeded to give her a rapid-fire account of the known hostiles in Manchester, and then broadened the scope to all of England. His monologue lasted twenty minutes, and by the time he finished, she was reluctantly impressed. He might have been insufferable, but he clearly had a razor-sharp mind and amazing recall.

	Almost as good as hers.

	“Did you get all that?” he asked condescendingly.

	“Yes.”

	“Care to repeat back to me the bits about Manchester’s details?”

	“I didn’t realize there was going to be a test.”

	“Take your time.”

	She recited verbatim his entire speech about the city’s peccadilloes, and when she was finished, fixed him with a blank stare. He smiled for the first time since she’d met him and slowly clapped his hands.

	“Well. Full of surprises, I see. I’ll remember not to underestimate you,” he conceded.

	She nodded. “Most that do, don’t get the chance to twice.”

	“Yes, I’m conversant with your history. Regrettably, or perhaps not, you’ll find this rather dull compared to jungle shoot-outs and firefights in terrorist dens.”

	She returned his smile, her emerald eyes flashing. “Let’s hope so. I could use some mindlessly dull duty.”

	He eyed her, his expression softer than minutes before, and she thought to herself that this might work after all.

	




Chapter 22

	Birmingham, England

	 

	Outside another warehouse five hundred kilometers away from the one where the Iranian physicist was putting the finishing touches on his makeshift weapon of mass destruction, Abreeq was sitting in a stolen car, waiting for his local contact to arrive. A dependable accomplice who had worked with Abreeq before, he was chartered with the logistics of getting the device into the stadium.

	Abreeq looked at his watch in annoyance and glanced at the rearview mirror. A police car was prowling down the block – not necessarily cause for concern, as Abreeq had switched license plates on the car after liberating it, but unsettling given the timing. He debated getting out and hoofing it, but opted for lying flat on the front seat, out of sight.

	Seconds ticked by. He heard the cruiser’s engine pull alongside, slow, and then rev as it continued on its way. He exhaled loudly and sat up, his heart racing at the false alarm. He’d planned for every conceivable eventuality, but he knew from harsh experience that you could never foresee everything, and disaster could come from the most unlikely direction. He thought of it as the first law of entropy: chaos and random chance were the only constants.

	An inquisitive cop in a desolate stretch of industrial park was one such random element. This time, Abreeq had been fortunate. But it was a reminder that anything could go wrong at any moment, and that he could never let down his guard.

	Five minutes later, a battered pickup truck pulled into the drive, and his man Kasra got out while the driver waited for him. Abreeq stepped from the car and Kasra nodded to him as he neared.

	“It is an honor to have you take a personal interest in such a trivial part of your grand design,” Kasra said as he unlocked the gate and swung it wide. The truck pulled in and they moved into the compound, and Kasra locked it again.

	“There is nothing trivial about any piece of this. Everything must work together like a well-oiled machine, or we risk failure.”

	“Have no fear. We’re on schedule and will be ready,” Kasra assured him.

	“That is good. Show me.”

	“Of course. Come.”

	The warehouse grounds were quiet. They went to a steel door next to the loading area and Kasra knocked twice, paused, and then knocked once again. Moments later a swarthy man in jeans and a sweatshirt opened the door, his face marred by streaks of grime. He nodded to Abreeq and stood aside.

	Kasra led him past a half-dozen automobiles in various stages of dismantlement, body panels leaned against the chassis and engine parts in neat piles nearby. At the end of the building stood a paint booth, and next to it, the object of their interest.

	A young man barely out of his teens was sanding the fender of a large delivery truck, preparing it for painting. Bondo had been applied to the fender to change the shape, and the sanding was throwing up a light cloud of fine dust. The young man glanced at Kasra, who barked at him in Arabic. “Take a break.”

	When they were alone, Abreeq walked around the truck until he reached the storage bed. He eyed the box compartments neatly organized into ten per side, and stopped at one that was a different color – black, the interior of the compartment lead.

	“This is where it will go,” Kasra said.

	Abreeq crouched and inspected the space. “There can’t be even the slightest area that is irregular, or radiation could leak through, and everything we’re working for will be for naught.”

	“We have taken great care to melt lead along the joints to safeguard against that.”

	“And the doors?”

	“To be installed after we paint the vehicle. But you have my guarantee that it will be airtight.”

	Abreeq straightened and, after a last look at the truck, nodded.

	Kasra shifted from one foot to the other, his attention fixed on the far roll-up door. “But the device should be shielded so it won’t be emitting radiation, correct? Otherwise we would all be exposed when loading it aboard.”

	“Correct. This is overkill, but I would rather be safe than sorry. If somehow it is damaged in transit, even the tiniest amount would set off the alarms. Think of this as an insurance policy.”

	“We have a handheld Geiger counter we will check it with.”

	“That is prudent.” Abreeq moved closer to Kasra. “And the driver?”

	“It is my cousin Hamid. I have promised him that we will provide for him in Portugal after this is over. We know he will ultimately be identified from the security cameras, so he must leave the country.”

	“That is fair. And we will have other ways for him to be of use, even there. This is only the beginning, my friend.”

	“It is about time.” Kasra led him to where a stencil was positioned on a work table, waiting to be applied to the doors. The logo and name of a popular beer brand were perfect, and would ensure the truck was invisible amidst the stream of delivery vehicles that would be arriving throughout the day of the match.

	Abreeq nodded his approval and glanced around the warehouse.

	“How much do these men know?”

	“Only bits and pieces. I haven’t told them anything – exactly as we agreed. All they know is that we’re making special modifications for a customer.”

	“And after the event?”

	“They are loyal. They will not ask questions. Everyone I trust has lost family to the infidels.”

	“I will hold you personally accountable.”

	“As I fully expect.” Kasra met his eyes with his own. “Now, come, and let us have tea. I have it imported. It is very good.”

	“That would be welcome. The stuff they drink here is like the dung of a sick camel.”

	Both men laughed, and Kasra gestured at an area with desks and chairs. “I’m sorry I can’t offer you more hospitality than this, but it is a place of work, and space is always at a premium for the cars.” Kasra’s shop specialized in accident repairs, as well as the thriving stolen-parts business with which he subsidized his legitimate income.

	“It is like a palace to me,” Abreeq said quietly.

	When they had their steaming cups on the desk before them, Abreeq leaned toward Kasra. “We are almost out of time, my friend.”

	“I know. We will be finished with the truck tomorrow, and then we’ll be ready to paint it.”

	“The device will be here in three days, just in time for the match. Will you be ready? It appears there is still much to be done.”

	“I have closed the shop. This is all we are working on. You have my word that all will be as promised at the appointed time.”

	Abreeq sat back. “Then it is as good as done.”

	“Yes. It was never in doubt.”

	After the requisite socialization, Abreeq said his farewells and made his way back to his car, noting that the street was still deserted. He’d arranged with the Russian arms merchant to have the bomb delivered the night before the big game, so that any chance of it being discovered while they waited was minimized.

	Now all Abreeq had to do was show up for his shift, and when the truck delivered the kegs of beer for the event, ensure that the one with the device in it was placed in the VIP area, where it would detonate and kill the fat, privileged nonbelievers gathered for their silly match, as well as shower half the stadium with deadly radioactive dust.

	Abreeq would slip out of the coliseum five minutes before the bomb went off, and be well away when the explosion rocked the facility. He had no doubt there would be a manhunt as the police pieced together the employee records and footage from the ubiquitous security cameras, but he had another identity ready and would have changed his appearance and be off the cursed island before any effective action could be implemented by the authorities.

	The stolen vehicle started grudgingly, and as Abreeq pulled away from the warehouse, the flutter of anxiety in his stomach quieted. Kasra seemed confident, and he had never failed Abreeq in other endeavors. If he was sure he would have everything in place, then he would, in which case success was preordained.

	Still, he could not afford complacency and would check in with the man daily to ensure nothing went awry.

	At work, Cliff’s untimely demise was greeted with fake sympathy by the staff, and his replacement, a jolly woman named Lois, was a refreshing change. Abreeq almost felt bad that she would be seared into ash in only a few days.

	But it was Allah’s will.

	At least it would be mercifully quick for her. Unlike so many of his people, who daily suffered the torture of the damned.

	He headed the car toward the highway for the two-hour drive back to Manchester, and was humming along with an insipid pop song on the radio by the time he rolled up the on-ramp.

	




Chapter 23

	Dhaka, Bangladesh

	 

	Uri waited nervously in his provisional headquarters for the new arrival from Israel. The man had touched down forty minutes earlier and would be there any minute. Uri had spent the last day and a half doing damage control, trying to locate his watcher, filing reports, and speaking with his network of informants in the vain hope of getting a lead on Ajmal Kahn’s whereabouts.

	None of which had yielded anything but disappointment. The imam had vanished like a ghost, and Uri knew he likely wouldn’t resurface for months, or years, popping up somewhere else like a malignant tumor. His contacts hadn’t even heard a rumor, which in Dhaka was almost impossible. The city was fueled by gossip and speculation – whispered innuendo was the glue that bound it together.

	In Uri’s entire career, he’d never lost an operative and a local asset in the same day. Outside of a war zone it was virtually unthinkable, especially on a surveillance op. Despite films and books to the contrary, being a field operative consisted largely of mundane surveillance, sorting through trash, milking locals for information, and spreading favors and money around. The James Bond stereotype of dashing superspies saving the girl while shooting it out with the megalomaniac couldn’t have been further from the truth. As with all things, reality was far less glamorous than the Hollywood depiction and mostly involved dirty tricks, lies, cheating, stealing, and generally being an untrustworthy weasel and sociopath, all in the name of God and country.

	He used to joke with his few friends in the agency that it was a good thing intelligence services existed, because otherwise there would have been a lot more serial killers plying their trade. Officially sanctioned murder required a certain personality type, as did spending years pretending to be something you weren’t. And once you were in the life, it was impossible to get out until the game had used you up – assuming you were able to get out at all. Like Nietzsche’s infamous abyss that stared back inside you when you stared into it, the service was a greedy engine of destruction that fed on the vitality of its members.

	His rumination was interrupted by a nondescript man with a shoulder bag entering the building, captured by the hidden cameras. The time had arrived. Uri had no question about what was to happen, only speculation about how bad it would be.

	The knock at the door came a minute later. Uri had aired out the rooms so they didn’t reek of tobacco, although like so much of late, his efforts had largely been ineffective, the smoke having permeated the walls. He rose from his position behind the desk and moved to the door.

	The man looked fatigued from his trip, or perhaps that was a genetic quirk, like the circles under his eyes. Uri motioned for him to enter and shook his hand halfheartedly as he brushed past, and then moved back to his desk and sat.

	“I’m Abraham Levy. As of today, you’re relieved of all duties and are to return to Israel in order to be debriefed,” Abraham said.

	Uri appreciated the direct approach. No BS. A distasteful job they both wanted to be over.

	“I understand. I’ve prepared all the case files, as well as a dossier with a list of my assets, pay receipts, and everything else you’ll need to hit the ground running. The only thing I ask is that I’m allowed to finish this business with Kahn.”

	Levy shook his head. “Absolutely not. Sorry, Uri. The orders are clear. They want you out of the country yesterday, if not sooner.”

	“The bastard killed two of my people,” Uri growled.

	“I’m aware of his actions.”

	“He has to pay.”

	“I respect that. But it’s not my call.” Levy’s face softened like wax held close to a flame. “Look, Uri, you’re an old hand. You know how this works. Don’t make it harder than it has to be. Get on a plane, fly home, and face the music. With your years of experience, they’re not going to take you out back and put a bullet in your head. You’ll probably get a nice pension and an apartment near the beach. Maybe a stamp-collecting hobby. Relax and enjoy it.”

	“I know that. If they’d wanted me dead, you wouldn’t have come through the front door.”

	“Exactly. And you know I can’t discuss anything involving future actions. So while I appreciate you organizing everything for me, I’m afraid that anything more substantive than restaurant or gentlemen’s club recommendations is off the table.”

	Uri nodded. Of course. He’d been a sentimental old fool to believe otherwise. Levy’s hard eyes betrayed his impatience to be rid of him. Uri was now a pariah – the head of station who allowed his people to be butchered. It was almost as though the new man was afraid the taint might be contagious.

	“Well, we’re both here. Ask any questions you have. I’ll answer them honestly, bring you up to speed on the lay of the land, and then get out of your hair,” Uri offered.

	“Fair enough,” Levy said, but Uri could tell that the younger man was humoring him. Still, they both went through the paces, knowing that Uri’s years on the ground could prove useful as Levy set up his own network and thinned out all but the most reliable of his predecessor’s. Uri had no doubt that Levy had arrived with other operatives, but he was keeping them at arm’s length – which was sensible. There was no reason for Uri to know who was on the Mossad’s new team in Dhaka. Yet another indication that he was now on the outside, staring in.

	Two hours later, Uri was done with his information dump and readying his departure. He picked up his briefcase and Levy shook his head. Uri’s shoulders sagged.

	“Really?”

	“Sorry. But I need to check it. Standard procedure.”

	“I…I know. But it’s not necessary.”

	“I’m sure that’s true.” Levy held out his hand, and Uri placed the case on the desk.

	Levy’s search was methodical and fast. At the end, he closed the briefcase and held it out for Uri to take. No apology. Strictly business.

	Ten minutes later, Uri was sitting in his one-bedroom apartment, staring at the television, the sound muted. A bottle of Scotch he’d been saving stood by his side, a glass with four fingers poured resting on the coffee table. Levy had given him a ticket for tomorrow’s flight to Rome and, from there, Israel. Uri would leave the place he’d called home for half a decade, taking his few possessions with him, leaving nothing but a note for his landlady apologizing for the abrupt departure. All his correspondence would be burned, the ashes washed down the sink, and his passage through the place would leave no evidence of his presence.

	The first swallow of Scotch burned all the way down. A cigarette helped. The second brought with it welcome numbness, and by the time he staggered to the bedroom, the bottle was empty, like the part of him that as a young man had once held his hopes and dreams.

	Outside his window, the city continued its frantic machinations, horns honking like the squabbling of irritated birds as late night traffic buzzed and whirred down the street. The sound was a familiar lullaby for Uri, whose last conscious thought was that it had all been for nothing and that he’d failed at every level, the accusatory eyes of the dead in his nightmares reminding him of his inadequacy when he’d been put to the test.

	




Chapter 24

	London, England

	 

	The mood in the conference room was tense as Sol Brandenberg faced off across the table from his counterpart in MI5, Alan Timbor, and his assistant, who was nameless as far as Sol knew. Alan was the picture of British civility, his thinning silver hair brushed straight back and his mustache clipped with military precision, and he managed to convey both kinsmanship and frustration with his tone and gestures. The assistant reminded Sol of a toad, pasty-complexioned with oily hair combed over his prominent bald patch. The man stared at Sol bug-eyed, taking notes as though his boss’ every utterance was to be etched onto stone tablets following the meeting.

	Sol, the Mossad’s liaison with the British apparatus, played with a Mont Blanc pen as he listened to Timbor’s fluid recitation, and when the man was done, he put the implement down and fixed Timbor with a hard stare.

	“Our intelligence suggests you might not be aware of how serious this threat is. We have good reason to believe that the stadium is being targeted by extremists, and there can only be one reason.”

	Timbor spread his hands wide on the table, palms up. Sol noted that his suit was expensive – hand tailored, the material impressively understated. “Yes, yes, I see your point, and believe me, we’ve taken all appropriate measures. We’ve screened the employees, double- and triple-checked the security systems, and the management is putting additional security in place for the upcoming Eurocup match. I can assure you we’re taking the threat extremely seriously.”

	“Have you rounded up any suspect groups in the area?” Sol tried to make the suggestion sound reasonable, but knew the reaction it would generate. He wondered absently what a suit like Timbor’s might cost, and whether Timbor flew someplace like Hong Kong once a year to have his clothes made for him, or preferred the London tailors, who were world-renowned if ungodly expensive. Probably London, Sol thought. That fit with the public school accent and condescending tone.

	Timbor looked as though he’d taken a bite of something rancid. “That’s not how we play here, Sol. You should know that. It would be racial profiling. The outcry would be heard all the way to Parliament. They’d want my head on a pike before the day was over.”

	“It sounds like it’s gotten lost somewhere that the extremists who are behind most acts of terror are young Muslim males. How is it profiling if you target the group most likely to be targeting you?”

	“I completely agree, old man, but my hands are tied. Fortunately the security is tip-top. There’s simply no way for these buggers to pull anything off while we’re watching.”

	“And if you’re wrong?”

	The assistant sighed. Timbor glanced at him and then back at Sol. “I want you to express to your government how grateful we are for bringing this to us. God knows we all have to pull on the same oar if we’re going to win this struggle, right?”

	“Right, but it’s a bit alarming that you’re not doing anything special about it. Not to put too fine a point on the matter, but we lost agents to get this data, and now it’s being virtually ignored.”

	“Not at all ignored, Sol. I’m sorry if I gave you that impression. We’re taking it under advisement and allocating all our resources to ensure nothing happens. I fully appreciate that in your country you’d handle it differently, but it is what it is.” Timbor looked at his gold watch and, seeming to read Sol’s mind about his sartorial splendor, adjusted his cuff. “Now, does that put the matter to rest?”

	“I appreciate the time. I know how busy you must be,” Sol said, failing to keep the irony out of his voice.

	Timbor rose and gave him a Gaelic shrug. “The devil never sleeps. We do what we can. Thanks so much for stopping by. We must do lunch soon. At my club. Fabulous haddock.”

	Sol stood and shook hands with the English intelligence officer, insincere smiles locked in place on both of their faces, and allowed himself to be shown out of the townhouse that served as one of MI5’s London safe houses. Once he was ensconced in his car, Sol placed a call on his scrambled cell phone. The London head of station for the Mossad, Ariel Gorshen, answered almost immediately.

	“How did it go?” he asked.

	“About as we expected,” Sol said, and filled him in on the meeting.

	“So they’re basically doing nothing and hoping their screening will foil any plan,” Ariel said flatly.

	“That’s right.”

	Ariel sighed. “I owe you five pounds. I was sure they’d take this more seriously.”

	“Right. Well, it’s in character. They’re great at cleaning up the mess after the fact. Not so much at preventing it.”

	“I don’t feel comfortable leaving this sit. Do you get the feeling they’ll have a problem if we deploy some of our agents to nose around?”

	“He read me the riot act about racial profiling.”

	“You think he meant it?”

	“No. But he had to get it on the record.”

	“All right, then. I’ll be in touch.”

	Sol hung up and shook his head. He knew that Ariel would feel obligated to devote resources to the matter, especially given that the agency had paid in blood for the information. While he couldn’t blame the British for taking the approach they had, he couldn’t help but wonder if they’d be so laissez faire if one of their own had died to make the discovery.

	In the end, it wasn’t his problem. He’d handled the negotiation, both parties had said what they needed to say, and the delicate waltz of relations between intelligence agencies continued apace, nothing revealed and nothing learned other than man’s capacity for deception.

	




Chapter 25

	Dubai, United Arab Emirates

	 

	A dense brown cloud darkened the sky to the south of the city as one of Dubai’s notorious dust storms strengthened on the horizon over the Rub’ Al Khali desert. Ajmal Kahn stepped from the elevator in the Al Seef Tower and found himself facing four hardened men in Western business suits, obviously armed, the bulges of their shoulder holsters telegraphing the seriousness of their intent.

	He permitted himself to be searched, and then the taller of the men murmured into a headset and waved for him to enter the only door on that level. He did and found himself looking through a wall of floor-to-ceiling picture windows at a host of magnificent towers reaching for the sky, the blue of the Persian Gulf seemingly only footsteps away.

	The room was cavernous, furnished in expensive Danish contemporary, and he was standing, unsure of how to proceed, when a voice called out from his left.

	“Come in. Please. Make yourself at home. What can I get you?”

	Kahn turned to face the speaker, a small, plump, hirsute man with an olive complexion, wearing a Versace shirt and ivory linen slacks.

	“Aram, it is good to see you again.”

	“Always an honor. Would you care for some refreshment? Perhaps some tea?”

	“That would be nice. Thank you.”

	“Sammy? Tea for us both,” Aram called out, and motioned for Kahn to follow him to an expansive set of sofas facing the breathtaking view.

	“This is fabulous. Really,” Kahn said, knowing that his Saudi host reveled in earthly possessions like the suite. “I’ve never been to Dubai before. Impressive.”

	“Well, it’s no Dhaka, but we make do.” Aram smiled, displaying receding gums that matched his hairline. “I trust you had no difficulty with customs.”

	“No. All was as you said it would be.” Aram had arranged for Kahn’s safe arrival and had smoothed the way with immigration so that he was waved through without incident.

	A young man dressed in white linen shirt and pants, barely out of his teens, arrived with the tea and set it down with graceful ease before disappearing soundlessly back into the depths of the suite. Kahn and Aram savored their drinks for an appropriate interval before Aram sat back and smiled.

	“The five million has been transferred, as you asked. It should be in your account in about a day. First it must be bounced between several intermediary companies, but have no fear, it will be there by close of business tomorrow.”

	“Allah be praised.”

	“And how is our project coming?”

	“I received word today that all is in place. Once this payment is received, the device will ship, and from there it is as good as done.”

	“Excellent news.” Aram set his teacup down and smiled. “I heard from my sources that you had a problem at home?”

	Kahn wasn’t surprised. Aram’s family was one of the ruling elite in his country, and intrigue ran in their blood. That he had connections within the Ri'āsat Al-Istikhbārāt Al-'Āmah, the Saudi Arabian intelligence service, was a given. And that word had spread of the attack on the safe house was not unexpected.

	Kahn waved it away as though a minor irritant. “It was unrelated. A mole from the infernal Israelis. They are like flies – annoying, but in the end, incapable of doing anything meaningful.”

	“I wouldn’t be so quick to dismiss the Mossad. They have proven to be resourceful in the past.”

	“Perhaps, but in this case they risked an international incident for nothing. The Bangladeshi police are actively seeking those involved in the affair. All they achieved was to make life more difficult for themselves.”

	“Then you are not worried?”

	“Of course not. I assure you it was not connected to our effort. More a routine game of cat and mouse that’s as old as we are.”

	“What are your plans from here?” Aram asked, apparently satisfied with Kahn’s response.

	“I have been invited to spend some time in India with several other like-minded clerics before wintering in Tehran. That sounds like a welcome diversion.”

	“Yes. Well, I should warn you that my contacts tell me there is now a considerable price on your head. The Mossad can be a vindictive bunch.”

	“It is of no concern to me. They have no reach where I am going.”

	“I wouldn’t be so sure. All I am saying is, you must be watchful. They mean to make an example of you.”

	“The West will soon have its hands full with more pressing concerns, thanks in large part to your generosity and commitment,” Kahn said.

	“We all play the roles we are destined to. I am honored to be able to help with the struggle. It is time for a rebalancing of power, for the righteous to reclaim their birthright.”

	Kahn suppressed a smile of his own. Aram was a member of the Saudi lucky sperm club, born into a vast oil fortune and then educated at the finest schools, receiving a degree first from Harvard University and later a doctorate in philosophy from Cambridge. He had as much in common with the Palestinian refugees or the Hezbollah fighters as Kahn had with a Hollywood starlet. But it appealed to his sense of self-importance to contribute to militant causes, which Kahn supposed gave him bragging rights with his cousins, all of whom were also generous financiers of global terror.

	“Indeed it is. And this blow will be a mighty one, felt around the world.”

	“We can only hope.” Aram finished his tea and stood. “It was good of you to come and see me. I am much relieved that you are well and that things are still on track.”

	“The pleasure is mine.”

	The two men embraced, and Aram escorted Kahn to the door. “My men are at your disposal. If you need anything at all, simply ask, and they will make it so.”

	“Your hospitality knows no bounds. The hotel you arranged for me is fit for a sultan.”

	“I know you have no interest in matters of the flesh, but when one is traveling it is always nice to be comfortable, is it not?”

	“I cannot argue with you.”

	The sky darkened outside the picture windows as they stood at the door, and the turquoise of the sea was replaced by impenetrable brown as the dust storm engulfed them. Even through the double-plated glass they could hear the wind’s fierce howl, and Aram eyed nature’s fury with detached interest. “This is one of the prices of having a place here. It’s usually beautiful, but occasionally we have to suffer through one of these. Have no fear, it will pass within minutes. You are welcome to stay until it’s over.”

	“I have taken enough of your time. I will be fine in the lobby. Please, do not wait on my account.”

	“Very well. Congratulations on your progress. I will be watching the news.”

	Kahn nodded, one eye on the swirling beige cloud outside the window, and offered a small smirk of triumph. “Allah is great.”

	“Praised be His name.”

	




Chapter 26

	Manchester, England

	 

	Maya sipped coffee as she waited for Jeff to appear. She’d awakened early and gone for an hour run, and then made a light breakfast in preparation for a long day. Jeff had called the landline late the prior night and told her to be ready to spend the day practicing her surveillance skills, so she’d packed a purse with sunglasses, two differently colored baseball caps, a blue sweater, a long overcoat, and a cinnamon long-sleeved blouse, in case she needed to change any part of her appearance. Her jeans were loose fitting so she wouldn’t call attention to herself, and she’d worn black running shoes in the expectation of being on her feet for the duration.

	When Jeff arrived, he was all business and no friendlier than the previous day. He set a thin file on the breakfast bar and helped himself to coffee. “That’s your assignment. A suspicious character in Birmingham named Imran Nazari that we’ve had our eye on.”

	She quickly scanned the data sheet and studied the three photographs, all taken with a zoom lens from a clandestine position, she could tell from the angles. “Says here he’s based in London. What’s he doing in Birmingham?”

	“He’s been skulking about there for the last few days. Why is one of the questions we have. Your job is to follow him and keep your eyes open, while avoiding detection.”

	“He’s not overtly linked to Kahn?”

	“No. But his name has come up several times as a prominent advocate of radicalism, and Birmingham’s close enough to Manchester to be of interest.”

	She looked at him distrustfully. “Are you sure you’re not just making busywork for me to keep me occupied?”

	His expression didn’t change, but she thought she saw the hint of a smile before he took a long sip of coffee. “It’ll take us a couple hours to make it to Birmingham. We have another agent in place. You’ll replace him and be relieved at the end of the day.” He drained his cup and set it down. “Come on, then. I’ll take you to the train station.”

	Maya cocked an eyebrow. “You’re not coming with me?”

	“Afraid not. I have other duties that demand my attention here.”

	“Ah,” she said, keeping her tone neutral. So he was shunting her off to get her out of his hair – her instinct had been correct.

	The atmosphere in the car was tense as he negotiated the morning traffic. When they arrived at the station, she got out and turned to him. “I have your number if anything comes up.” He’d given her an encrypted cell number, as well as the phone for the other agent in Birmingham.

	“Should be a milk run.”

	“I don’t suppose you have a gun for me,” she said.

	“That’s frowned upon here. But from your dossier, I’d think your entire body is a lethal weapon. Did I misread that?”

	“Seems like if I were going to misbehave, England would be a good place to do it, since nobody’s armed.”

	“Maya, this is a surveillance operation, not an assault. Sorry to disappoint you. Most of what we do errs on the side of the discreet. One might even say mundane.”

	“Let’s hope the bad guys are as sensitive to the local customs as you are. My experience has been that criminals aren’t concerned with gun laws.”

	Jeff sighed, exasperated. “Try not to leave a trail of bodies behind you. You’re just following the man, right?”

	She threw him a disarming smile. “Of course.” Maya glanced at her watch. “I better hurry, or I’ll miss the train.”

	He watched her stride away and shook his head slightly. “Wouldn’t want that,” he muttered, and then pulled away from the curb.

	The ride to Birmingham was only a third full with grim-faced commuters and pensioners, Birmingham the drab industrial city clearly not a dream destination. When she arrived at the euphemistically named International Station, she was underwhelmed by the gray buildings brooding in the drizzle – if anything, the first impression was even gloomier than Manchester.

	The target, Nazari, was in a coffee shop in what passed for the business district nearby, and she picked up surveillance from the other watcher without ever seeing the man, only speaking to him on the phone. She stood across the street at a florist’s shop, keeping an eye on the café as she surveyed the display and occasionally pretended to text someone on her phone.

	From what she could tell, Nazari was in no hurry, taking his time as he read the paper. After a half hour of that, a bearded man entered the café and sat with him, and Maya managed a couple of surreptitious photographs from her vantage point, for later examination. Eventually the pair left the café on foot, as she’d been told to expect, but then surprised her by getting into a car parked a half block away.

	Maya flagged down a taxi and felt like an idiot telling the driver to follow the blue sedan. The driver was good-natured enough, though, and cackled with humor at the idea.

	“What is it? Cheating boyfriend? Husband?” he asked.

	“Something like that.”

	The driver, a hard fifty if he was a day, studied her in the rearview mirror. “Dump the wanker, luv. You can do better, trust me on that.”

	“I’m seriously thinking about it.”

	The ride only lasted a few minutes, and the sedan parked in a lot in front of a sleek modern semicircular building. The cabby dropped her off, and she asked the driver to wait for her.

	“No worries, but I have to leave the meter running.”

	“Of course.”

	She trailed the two men for several blocks, past flats with shops on the ground level, and waited as they paused in front of a pub – the Old Fox Theater Bar – that boasted having been at the location for well over a century. They turned the corner and she gave them twenty seconds before following them, and stopped when she found herself facing an empty sidewalk.

	Rather than standing out conspicuously, she elected to continue walking, pausing at a men’s clothing shop and then again in front of a small market. Wherever Nazari and his mystery friend had disappeared, it had to be one of the proximate shops, but she didn’t see the men as she covertly observed the windows.

	When she reached the end of the block, she pretended to answer a call on her cell as a drizzle began, and ducked into a doorway for cover. The other possibility was that her target had entered one of the homes, in which case there was no guarantee when he’d reappear, if at all.

	The rain intensified and she cursed her luck, as well as Jeff, for giving her this duty. She was ready to dart across the street to the welcome interior of a café when she spotted Nazari exiting a residence halfway down the row of buildings.

	Alone.

	She ran a quick mental calculation of the taxi fare she was racking up and just as quickly dismissed the thought as Nazari picked up his pace, obviously no more thrilled to be in the inclement weather than she was. The rain made following him more difficult, and she let him get a good block of distance from her before taking up the chase.

	Maya pulled her overcoat tight, glad she’d had the foresight to wear it, although an umbrella right about now would have been a welcome addition to her spy goodies. She tried to ignore the soaking she was getting as she eyed her quarry, who was getting just as much of the downpour.

	Which made her question what could be so important to be out in the inclement weather.

	He rounded another corner and she increased her speed. She reached the intersection just in time to watch Nazari duck into a shop. She continued past it and frowned. A paint supply store.

	Maybe he was planning a remodel?

	When she reached the corner, the drizzle abated, replaced by a steady wind from the north. Pools of standing water rippled as she waited for Nazari to emerge from the shop, which seemed to take forever. After fifteen minutes he walked out the door, looked in both directions, and retraced his steps back along the sidewalk.

	Maya now had a problem. She was fully exposed without the cover of the rain. If she took up the chase, there was a good chance he’d spot her, assuming he was looking for a tail – which, if he was up to no good, he would be. Her instinct told her to stay in place, and she was rewarded when he spun near the corner and looked back – a move that could only mean that he’d sensed something and was on the alert.

	And which also confirmed that whatever he was doing was, at the very least, suspicious, if not overtly illegal.

	She counted to herself as she peered from the doorway, forcing herself to wait before she followed him, noting that the shop he had stopped at boasted a swarthy pair behind the counter. Not evidence of anything but cultural diversity, but if she had to guess, the two men weren’t Swedish. Was it odd that a known Muslim radical frequented stores operated by other Muslims? Absolutely not. Or possibly. That was the problem with not being sure what you were watching for – anything, nothing, or somewhere in between, could have meaning.

	When she turned down the street, Nazari was nowhere to be seen. She was careful to peer into each shop as she passed, but didn’t spot him.

	Ten minutes later she returned to the parking lot. The car that had brought Nazari was gone.

	But not the taxi.

	The driver glanced at her as she climbed into the rear. “Saw your bloke take off about five minutes ago.”

	“Yeah, I know.”

	“You’ve run up a pretty sum here. Hope it was worth it.”

	She sat back against the seat, stared through the window at the dingy surroundings, and wondered what it was she’d just seen, and cringed inwardly at having to submit an expense report for such a high cab fare.

	“Me too.”

	




Chapter 27

	Manchester, England

	 

	A statuesque blonde with a pair of slacks that looked painted on strode across the VIP suite with the limber grace of a gymnast toward a flushed fifty-something man wearing a burgundy velvet jacket, his hair dyed a color unknown in nature, a martini in one hand and a copy of a popular soccer magazine in the other.

	“Look at these wankers. You’d think the bloody Krauts won the war the way these poncers go on about ’em. My money’s on our boys. Kicked their asses back to Berlin then, and we’ll do it again,” he proclaimed to two bored-looking older gentlemen sipping claret.

	“Yes, quite, but you have to admit they have an impressive roster this go-round,” one of the pair said.

	The blowhard’s hand unconsciously tugged at his hair transplants with delicate fingers and then waved the comment away. “Tosh. I’ll put a thousand quid on us taking them by at least two goals.”

	“Mortimer, do you want some appetizers? They’re delish,” the blonde said, slipping an arm around the red-faced man’s waist with the practiced skill of a ballroom dancer.

	Mortimer offered her a smile of questionable dental work stained yellow from years of smoking. “Too right, Gracey, old girl. What do they have there? Looks like dog kebabs. What ever happened to good old honest chips?” He laughed at his own joke, braying as a few heads on the other side of the room swiveled his way.

	“They’re rather good,” Grace assured him, seeming not to notice his loud exclamation.

	“Is that Yorkie or greyhound?” he said, and favored everyone with another grin.

	“Oh, Mortie, you’re so bad,” she chided, edging closer and pressing a surgically augmented breast against his arm. “Come on. Keep me company. It’s boring around all these stuffed shirts,” she whispered.

	“Keep that up and you’ll find out just how bad I really am,” he said in a stage whisper worthy of a regional performance of Othello.

	“Oh, Mortie…”

	Abreeq watched the spectacle from by the bar, where he was wiping glasses, having been unexpectedly promoted on his second night by his new supervisor and deemed worthy of working in the salon. He couldn’t complain, and it would make his ultimate move with the device that much easier if he was both in the front and the back of the house.

	He held a wineglass up and scrutinized it like a jeweler studying a diamond and then set it in a rack behind him before reaching for another in the green plastic tray behind the bar and repeating his cleaning chore. The bartender, an affable sort named Raymond with a face that reminded Abreeq of nothing so much as a human crossed with a chipmunk, leaned toward Abreeq and spoke in a low voice.

	“Look at the pair on that one, am I right?”

	Abreeq grinned like a fool and winked at his fellow worker. If he wanted a partner to leer at the super-rich and their pneumatic mates, Abreeq was his man. It beat scrubbing congealed gruel from plates for hours on end.

	“A magnificent specimen,” Abreeq agreed, studying a redhead Raymond was boring holes through with his eyes. “Your future ex-wife.”

	Raymond laughed heartily and then grew serious as a middle-aged man in a suit, absent the tie, approached and ordered a glass of their most expensive single malt Scotch, spitting the name at him like merely speaking with the service staff might diminish his standing. Raymond’s expression didn’t change, and Abreeq wondered whether he was a trifle touched, or clever enough to know to control his face under all circumstances.

	Raymond dutifully poured three fingers into a tumbler and placed it on a paper napkin embossed with the stadium logo and practically clicked his heels together as he bowed slightly, as deferential as a seasoned manservant. The man tossed a five-pound tip at him and moved into the crowd, and Raymond, without moving a muscle, murmured to Abreeq. “That sort likes to show the working folks he’s all that. Fine with me. I’ll give it a twist and spit on it twice, if you catch my drift. All the same to me as long as he tips.”

	Abreeq made a mental note not to underestimate his new friend – who, judging by his performance, could have played poker in Monte Carlo for a living. He chuckled and grappled with something appropriate to say. “I think he liked you.”

	“Of course he did. I made him feel better about being him. That’s the trick, see? Can’t let on you think they’re stupid gits. They want to see service staff who are obviously inferior; otherwise they have to go to the loo and stare at their willies to make sure they still have one. Pity we didn’t have a revolution like the French.”

	Abreeq didn’t understand half of what the bartender said, but decided it didn’t matter. For some reason Raymond liked his new glass cleaner, and that made the hours pass easily. Abreeq looked away for a moment and imagined Raymond clutching at his throat, gasping for breath as he burbled blood from his radiation-burned mouth, and smiled to himself.

	“You there. Another gin martini, and be quick about it,” Mortimer barked at Abreeq from his right.

	“Yes, sir. Right away, sir,” Abreeq said, and turned to Raymond. “The gentleman would like another drink.”

	“Of course. Thirsty business, isn’t it? Like they’re never going to start the game.”

	Raymond prepared another martini and presented it with a flourish. Mortimer didn’t so much as look at him, grabbing the glass with fattened fingers and spilling a decent portion of the drink on the bar as he moved away. Raymond swabbed up the liquor with a towel and tossed it back into the sink behind the bar. “See, that kind, the new money, is so self-involved it doesn’t even imagine anything existing besides its needs and wants. A man who wears a suit and orders Scotch? That’s old money, and knows how to behave. The clown with a rug and a hooker? Probably made his fortune on Internet porn or something.”

	Abreeq watched the pageant as he finished his task, and was almost relieved to retreat into the kitchen, where things were more straightforward. Raymond’s commentary had been fascinating, but what it amounted to was that most of the VIPs were little more than adult spoilt children jockeying for position, using money and status to prop up their fragile egos.

	Four and a half hours later, when the night was over, he was glad to be rid of the place. He punched out and accompanied two other workers to the gates and then walked to the bus stop. He wouldn’t bring the stolen car onto the grounds until the day of the match, when he’d need a quick getaway. For now he was one of the laborers, relegated to public transportation and late nights in the rain.

	Fine by him.

	Soon everyone’s reality would change for good, and he would be the engineer of the transformation. Until then he would play his part, bow and scrape, pretend not to understand the insults and the dark looks from the native working staff that made a point of despising him because of the color of his skin and his accent. And of course, his religion. Because he was a throwback to the Stone Age, and they were the enlightened, blessed by divinity.

	Until the unthinkable happened.

	Then, it would be a far different matter.

	




Chapter 28

	Maya sat across from Jeff as they waited for instructions to be phoned in from his superior. She’d submitted a report about Nazari’s suspicious behavior and his final errand before she’d lost him for the day, and Jeff had agreed that, given the circumstances, it warranted further investigation. While Nazari was a relatively minor player, his proximity to Manchester combined with the fact that they had no other real leads made his actions of more interest than she would have thought. And apparently the picture she’d taken of his companion had been the catalyst – Jeff had seemed uninterested in the account until she’d shown him the photograph, at which point he’d had her send a copy to his email and had disappeared for ten minutes while he called London.

	“Care to share what the big deal is?” she asked.

	“The man Nazari met with is considerably higher on our watch list than he is. That makes Nazari’s actions more intriguing, or at least potentially so.”

	“Who is he?”

	“Name’s Mehran Sadr. He’s connected to a group that’s suspected of fundraising for terrorist organizations through a network of UK mosques. Based out of London, so he’s also a bit out of his usual stomping grounds.”

	“Why would a terrorist financier be meeting with a relative nobody in Birmingham?”

	“Now you understand the sudden interest?”

	Maya nodded. “Of course, it could be nothing.”

	Jeff studied his nails. “Yes, but that’s the nature of the beast. We pull on threads, see where they lead, and occasionally, we get lucky.”

	Jeff’s cell warbled and he rose as he answered it. Maya busied herself with going to the kitchen to pour more tea, and by the time she made it back, Jeff had finished his discussion and hung up. She looked at him expectantly, and he studied her face as though seeing her for the first time.

	“Headquarters wants us to find out what he was doing in the paint store,” Jeff said.

	“How?”

	“We’re to go in tonight and scan their computer’s sales records. We know the time, so any transaction effected during that period had to have been him. They’re afraid he might be purchasing materials to build an explosive device. It wouldn’t be the first time – they’ll go to several suppliers and buy items that individually wouldn’t raise eyebrows, but collectively can point to a bomb.”

	“What if he knows the shop owners, and it was an under the table deal? No record?”

	“That would be more problematic. But if that were the case, then why go in at all? After considering it, London feels that it’s likely what it looks like – Nazari made a purchase or ordered something from a shop far enough removed from his usual haunts that he wouldn’t arouse suspicion or be easily recognized after the fact.” Jeff sighed. “So we’ve been given the green light. How much experience do you have with forced entry? Alarm systems, that sort of thing?”

	“I’ve received all the usual training.”

	“Yes, well, fortunately I’m considered a bit of a wiz. Which means the two of us won’t be getting much sleep tonight.” Jeff paused. “I presume you have dark clothing?”

	“Of course.”

	“Good.” He checked the time and walked to the door. “I have a few things to attend to. I’ll be back in an hour to get you.”

	“You have everything we’ll need? I don’t have picks or anything…”

	“Have no fear. Just put on your ninja suit and be ready when I return. I’ll take care of the rest.”

	True to his word, Jeff was back at the door in exactly an hour. Maya was wearing black pants and a long-sleeved top with a medium-weight navy blue windbreaker – a near mirror image of his outfit. Jeff eyed her without comment and they made their way to the car. Minutes later they were on the highway south to Birmingham, Jeff driving the speed limit, to the consternation of the traffic around him, judging by the headlights passing him as though he were standing still.

	They stopped on the outskirts of Birmingham and had dinner. Their conversation remained innocuous, Jeff divulging no information about himself to Maya’s occasional questions. Once they were in the neighborhood of the paint store, they both fell silent as they sat a block away. A light rain had begun en route, driving any pedestrians off the streets and into the shelter of their homes.

	They waited an hour, until the district was dark, and then made their way down the slick street to an alley that ran behind the shops. Jeff led the way, and soon they were at the steel service entrance, a pile of soggy empty boxes beside it providing cover from any casual observation from the alley mouth.

	Jeff examined the door while Maya kept watch, and then he moved to the windows, taking his time, his movements measured and calm. When he finished, he leaned into Maya and whispered, “There’s a contact sensor system on all the ground-floor openings. I could try to bypass them, but depending on the setup, there’s a chance they could trigger a silent alarm.”

	“Then what are we going to do?”

	“I’ll give you a boost. See if you can work the ventilation grill on the second floor loose and get in that way. Here,” he said, slipping her a multi-tool. “But watch for sensors. It’s unlikely they’ll have them on a vent, but you never know. Do you know how to spot them?”

	She gave him a sidelong glance. “I’m not completely without chops, Jeff.”

	“That’s good to know. Let’s see what you can do, then. It looks too small for me to get through; otherwise I’d tackle it.”

	She was up on the slim second-story brick ledge in seconds, the rim barely deep enough to accommodate the soles of her shoes, and she teetered as she inspected the iron grid. Seeing no hint of it being wired, she unscrewed the bolts and peered into the ventilation shaft, which smelled like solvent and dust. After a glance down at Jeff, who was hugging the shadows by the boxes, she leaned the grid against the brick façade and crawled headfirst into the duct. The darkness engulfed her as she squirmed forward, hoping there would be a reasonable egress at the other end.

	An outraged squeak sounded from the shaft ahead of her, and rat claws scrambled away in alarm. Maya tried not to think about what she was heading toward and focused on moving forward, ignoring the pungent odor of rodent droppings that greeted her as she moved deeper into the narrow passage.

	Her efforts were rewarded when she reached a larger junction and the steel shaft material wobbled where it connected. She flicked on a penlight and removed two screws using the pliers on the combination tool, pushing their points loose once she’d unscrewed them until she heard them fall against wood. The shaft came loose and she was soon in the dusty confines of an attic, with crates stacked around her and cobwebs hanging from the overhead rafters.

	She found the wooden stairs that led to the shop below and extinguished her light, taking a moment to allow her eyes to adjust to the near-complete gloom before cautiously stepping down to the main floor.

	The computer system was still on, and Maya was able to quickly negotiate the menus and find the day’s sales. She peered at the screen, committed the order in question to memory, and then, after a quick look at the light seeping around the steel-shuttered main display window, retraced her steps and went back through the duct. There was no way to reconnect the junction properly, but she did the best she could to wedge it in place, hoping that whenever it was discovered the contractor would be blamed.

	Five minutes later, she had the exterior grid back on and was standing in the alley with Jeff. Neither of them spoke as a pair of headlights approached the alley mouth from the street and turned toward them. Jeff stiffened as the silhouette of a police cruiser approached, and Maya instantly pulled him toward her and tiptoed to kiss him.

	The car drew even with them and an amused voice called out, “Go on, you two, get a room somewhere. Isn’t safe to be out and about at this hour.”

	Maya pretended surprise and looked at the car, where two officers were chuckling. Jeff recovered quickly and gave them a wave. “I’m working on it, officers. Good evening to you both.”

	The car inched forward, and Jeff put his arm around Maya protectively and led her away from the pile of boxes. They ambled to the alley mouth and disappeared around the corner, leaving the police to continue their patrol as they hurried back to Jeff’s car.

	Once back on the road, Jeff handed Maya his cell phone. “Enter the information you gathered before you forget the digits.”

	“I won’t forget.”

	He glanced at her. “Humor me.”

	She did as he instructed, checked the display, and set the phone in the center console. “There. But the question is, what does it mean? Fifteen liters of red paint, delivered to a Birmingham address? Do they make bombs out of paint?”

	“We’ll send the data to London and see what they come back with.”

	“Why don’t we just head over to the address, since we’re in Birmingham, and see what’s there?”

	“Because we haven’t been authorized to.”

	“How long will it take for London to get back to us?”

	“Depends on how busy the analysts are.”

	Maya glanced at her watch. “What would be the harm of just driving by?”

	Jeff frowned. “That’s not how we work. I play by the book, which means you do too. No cowboy antics.”

	“Cowboy? Come on. Let’s take a peek.”

	“No.”

	“You know you’re going to wish we had when we’re all the way back in Manchester and London orders us to look into it.”

	“I’ll take that chance.”

	“For the record, I think we should go.”

	“Yes, quite. I got that. But as your superior, I’m saying I don’t want to do anything that hasn’t been okayed by London, which is the appropriate way to treat the situation. I appreciate your enthusiasm, but I’m afraid that’s the last word until they get back to us with instructions.” He retrieved the phone, thumbed in a number, and transmitted the information.

	“I climbed through rat droppings to get that address, Jeff.”

	“If you’re trying to sweet-talk me, it won’t work.” His tone softened. “Quick thinking on the kiss, by the way.”

	“I’ve been trying to think of some reason to throw myself into your arms. It seemed like the perfect opportunity.”

	His eyes widened almost imperceptibly and darted to her face, which was expressionless. She held the blank stare for a moment and then they both laughed, the tension instantly vanishing as Jeff swung the car onto the highway for the long drive back to Manchester.

	




Chapter 29

	Reims, France

	 

	Vladimir watched as Vahid put the final touches on the bomb using the robotic mechanism in the shielded chamber. After the precision-machined top slid into place and the mechanical arm screwed it shut, the Iranian leaned over to the Geiger counter readout and smiled.

	“There. No trace of radiation. It is done,” he said, his voice tired.

	“Excellent work, my friend,” Vladimir said. “I presume it’s now safe to enter the vault and remove it, so we can mount it into the casing?”

	“Yes, of course.”

	“And it is sealed against the effects of moisture?”

	“Airtight, as you can see. The timer and trigger are inside the protective sheath, so they will remain dry. And the antenna is built into the sheath, so you will be able to activate it with the remote with a hundred percent confidence.”

	“The one aspect of this that troubled me was immersing it in liquid for the journey to England. If something were to go wrong…”

	“It’s foolproof, I assure you,” Vahid said confidently.

	“Very well.” Vladimir barked instructions to the two waiting men, who exchanged nervous glances before moving to the heavy steel vault door and spinning the latch wheel so they could enter. The Russian moved to the exit and motioned for Vahid to follow him. The physicist rose and accompanied the arms dealer into the warehouse, where a metal beer keg sat beside a work bench, a welding torch and mask by its side. “We will insert the device into the keg and weld it closed, and then fill it with beer. Anyone inspecting it will see one of hundreds of kegs of German pilsner bound for the UK. Even if they tapped it, they would get beer.”

	“It’s a good solution. Do you really think it’s likely they’ll inspect it that closely?”

	“Of course not. But I believe in overkill, and in the event there’s a zealous customs inspector who’s trying to earn points, I don’t want the plan to unravel.”

	“A sensible measure,” Vahid agreed.

	The Russian studied Vahid’s face, lined with stress and fatigue, dark circles beneath his eyes lending him the appearance of a raccoon. “And now, you’ve earned a day’s rest, I should think.”

	“Yes, I’ll sleep for a long time. Dreaming of my new island home.”

	Vladimir had promised the Iranian that he’d be transported to a tropical paradise in Malaysia, where he’d spend his days on white sand beaches, away from the troubles of modern society. Now that the bomb was armed and Vahid’s role was over, Vladimir would have to break the news to him that none of that would come to pass.

	“Ah, yes, well, there’s been a change of plans. The islands are no longer an option, due to the local government’s aggressive security measures.”

	Vahid looked confused. “I don’t understand.”

	“Not to worry. You’ll be transported to St. Petersburg, where we have several homes available for your enjoyment.”

	“St. Petersburg?”

	“Yes. Don’t look so glum, my friend. I shall ensure your every wish is attended to. Women, a private chef, whatever you like. You are a valuable contributor, and we will have more battles to fight.”

	“I was hoping to go somewhere warm, Vladimir. That was the deal.”

	“Nobody is more regretful over this new state of affairs than I am. But we are swimming in treacherous waters and must adapt.” Vladimir slapped Vahid on the back. “I can promise you that your time in Russia will be most enjoyable. I have a young lady I will introduce you to who’s enchanting. A member of the ballet company there. Extraordinarily beautiful and charming. You are a lucky man.”

	Vahid was obviously not sold, and his face betrayed his conflicted emotions. Vladimir gave him a moment to absorb the new change in their arrangements and then extracted a passport from his breast pocket and held it out to the Iranian.

	Vahid took it, opened it, and then looked to Vladimir.

	“So now I’m Russian? Isn’t it a problem that I don’t speak five words?”

	“Not at all. We have many immigrants who left their countries to find better lives. Nobody will look twice at it. Besides which, it’s a legitimate document. You’ve been officially granted citizenship – political asylum.”

	“Doesn’t that leave a trail my government can follow?”

	“It would if we had used any of your genuine information.” Vladimir smiled. “You must trust that I am more clever than that. You’re a valuable collaborator now, and I shall ensure you remain safe. But I can best do that if you’re in Russia. At least for the next year or two. Your people have a long reach, and I’d hate for something ugly to befall you.”

	Vahid swallowed hard, the veiled threat obvious. He was a traitor, even if his motivation was to see their common enemies in the West brought to their knees. That distinction would be lost when an Iranian agent had Vahid in the crosshairs.

	He’d been naïve to believe that he would be allowed to retire to paradise and help out with a device now and then. Vahid had merely exchanged his cloistered life in Tehran for an equally limited one in Russia – although if his new benefactor was telling the truth, one with considerably more creature comforts than Iran afforded.

	He watched the pair of Russian technicians move the newly armed device out of the vault on a wheeled cart and fought back the urge to scream at Vladimir. He had made a deal with the devil and now would have to live with it.

	But he wasn’t happy. He’d risked everything to be part of the struggle against oppression, only to find himself the captive housecat of an arms merchant whose trustworthiness was seriously in question.

	“Do you wish to supervise the placement of the device in the container?” Vladimir asked as the men stopped near the keg.

	“No, I’m exhausted. I need some sleep. Your people seem more than competent. You’re confident that you will be able to get it into England in time?”

	“Absolutely. I’ll fly over tomorrow to supervise the exchange myself.”

	“Sounds like you have it all under control.” Vahid stifled a yawn. “Sorry.”

	“No need to apologize. Let’s get you to the apartment. We won’t leave for Russia for another couple of days. In the meantime, you’ve more than earned your relaxation time.”

	Vahid followed Vladimir to the roll-up door, his footsteps leaden, his fatigue increasing with each step. The hard part was done, and soon his handiwork would change the world order; but a part of him wondered whether he’d truly thought through the ramifications of depending so heavily on an ally about whom he knew so little.

	One thing was certain, though. There was no going back, so he’d have to make the best of whatever the future brought.

	For now, he would sleep.

	And in only a matter of hours, his device would be front page news in every country.

	The thought made him smile, and for a moment the image of a long-haired ballerina wearing only a smile, beckoning to him from a king-sized bed, popped into his mind.

	Perhaps Russia wouldn’t be so bad after all.

	




Chapter 30

	Manchester, England

	 

	Gray light filtered through the curtains of the safe house as Maya padded to the door to answer it. Jeff stood on the porch, his jacket damp from another day’s drizzle, the day half over and still no word from him on what action headquarters wanted them to take on the information they’d discovered the prior night.

	“Nice weather,” she commented as he stepped inside.

	“This is the dry season. You should see it when it’s ugly.”

	“Did you have to fight someone for this duty, or did you lose a bet?”

	“Could be worse. At least we’ve got indoor plumbing.”

	Maya escorted him to the kitchen. “Tea?”

	“Sure.”

	She poured a cup from the kettle she’d brewed and set it in front of him along with milk and sugar, and watched as he prepared his drink. Once he’d taken a sip, she put the milk back in the refrigerator and fixed him with a neutral stare. “So, what did London say?”

	“Still waiting. I’m hoping to hear any minute.”

	“Which means the trail’s getting colder every minute.”

	“I’m not happy about it either, but there’s not a lot I can do.”

	“We can go for a drive, see the sights of Birmingham again. That way if they want you to storm the building, you’ll have a head start.” She eyed him, sensing he was giving it thought. “Come on. What else do we have going on? It’s not like we’re in the heat of battle here.”

	“I share your frustration, but we have procedures we must follow.”

	“Right. How’s your surveillance of Nazari going? Did he do anything inflammatory, like buy melons?”

	“I appreciate your witticisms, I really do…”

	“So we’ve got nothing to go on other than the paint and the address, and it could easily be sitting on someone’s desk, forgotten.”

	“Not likely,” Jeff said, but he didn’t sound convinced.

	“Come on. Let’s go for a drive.”

	Jeff sighed. “If we do, that in no way is to be interpreted as anything but me humoring you, for lack of an immediate assignment to keep you busy.”

	“Right. That, and you know I’m right.”

	Jeff didn’t respond to her taunt and finished his tea. Maya went upstairs and slipped on her jacket, and returned moments later, smiling at having convinced Jeff.

	“You look far too self-satisfied for my liking,” he commented as he made for the door.

	“I’m no such thing,” she said, glad he didn’t catch her smirk as he brushed by.

	The drive south was a slog in afternoon traffic, the roads slick with water and a petroleum sheen dribbled by the large trucks navigating the route. Neither Maya nor Jeff had much to say, the intermittent thumping of the windshield wipers a rhythmic accompaniment to their unspoken thoughts.

	On the outskirts of Birmingham, Maya entered the address into the in-dash GPS, and a colorful map popped up, indicating their location and the recommended route to their destination. Jeff studied it and took the next exit off the highway, and was wending his way down a four-lane boulevard when his telephone rang. He answered it and listened for several moments, had a murmured discussion, and then hung up.

	“Well, turns out like minds and all. That was London. They want us to nose around the address and see what we can learn.”

	Maya offered a beaming smile. “Probably just beginner’s luck, right?”

	“Don’t hurt your arm patting yourself on the back.”

	“So how do we do this?”

	“Let’s do a drive-by, and depending on what we’re looking at, we’ll decide then.”

	Jeff made a left, eyeing the GPS as he drove, and they soon found themselves in an industrial park that was struggling toward gentrification. Several of the old brick buildings were undergoing renovation, and a billboard in front of the closest one advertised artists’ lofts for sale. Across the street, a group of transients were watching the workers finish up their day, the contrast between the productive and the parasitical as stark as found anywhere, and typical of the polarized society that was modern Britain.

	The sedan slowed as Jeff turned the corner onto a cobblestoned street, two sets of railway tracks running down the center. Inky water collected in pools near the shoulder. He nodded toward a warehouse on the right as they motored past, and Maya committed what she could see of the layout to memory.

	They continued down the long block. Shipping containers rusted in the freight yards of the neighboring compounds, and the corner intersection was a wrecking yard where the carcasses of automobiles were stacked four and five high, awaiting dismantling and crushing. A semi-rig blocked half the intersection as a forklift growled toward it carrying a cube of what had once been a car.

	“Charming,” Maya said, eyeing a mangy watchdog shivering by the fence, its coat soaked through.

	“I didn’t see any watchmen, did you?”

	She shook her head. “No, but they might have surveillance cameras. We’ll need to do another pass for me to know for sure.”

	He checked the time. “It’ll be dark in another hour or so. We should wait until then and reconnoiter on foot. If someone’s watching, in this neighborhood if a car like this drives by again, it could get their attention.”

	“How do you want to play this?”

	“I’ll park down the street until nightfall. My hunch is this is much ado about nothing, but orders are orders.”

	“Ever the optimist.”

	“You have a lot to learn, Maya. Rarely does anything happen fast in this business, especially when we’re talking routine surveillance. Your greatest challenge is often just holding your bladder for long stretches.”

	“Right. Except, of course, when your routine target meets with a terrorist financier. Which, if I recall, is what happened.”

	Jeff didn’t say anything, preferring to park in the shadows beside the crumbling wall of an abandoned building. “One good thing is that the lot next door to the warehouse looked deserted. We may be able to use that to our advantage.”

	Maya considered the tracks that stretched toward a cluster of structures in the distance, their windows devoid of glass. The gaping darkness of a tunnel formed a screaming mouth in the scarred slope supporting the highway overpass.

	“At least we’re not going to have to worry about crowds,” Maya said.

	“Pretty bleak, I’ll give you that.”

	“It does make you wonder what they’re doing with all that red paint, doesn’t it?”

	Jeff shut off the motor and leaned back into his seat. “We’ll find out soon enough.”

	




Chapter 31

	Manchester, England

	 

	Max signed the remaining pages of a contract with the plodding deliberation of a plow horse. His head was splitting from the remnants of a hangover despite two generous helpings of Irish whiskey with lunch. He’d spent the prior night entertaining two young women from Moscow, by way of London, who were in the country on work permits provided by a friend of his that owned a string of gentlemen’s clubs that specialized in the appetites of well-heeled businessmen who didn’t mind paying for quality. Their inventiveness and stamina had been impressive, but today he was feeling his age, and the muscles in his back and thighs throbbed in time with the ache in his skull.

	He finished with his task and pushed the pages away as though disgusted with the effort that had been required to ink them. Every hour of the day had been a study in agony, and he eyed the antique wall clock with the anticipation of a toddler awaiting the arrival of Santa.

	The phone on his desk warbled softly, and he lifted the handset to his ear. “Yes?”

	“The barristers are waiting for the contract. Shall I tell them it will be ready shortly?” his secretary, Angela, asked.

	“Already reviewed it and signed. You can pick it up whenever you like. It’s in my outbox.”

	“Very well. I’ll be in momentarily.”

	“Could you bring some aspirin and mineral water when you come? I’m afraid this flu is getting the better of me.”

	“Of course. I’m sorry to hear it. Been going around, I expect.”

	“So I hear.”

	One of the things he adored about Angela was that she was dumb as a stump, or at least pretended to be, when it came to his regular bouts of excess. She never let on that she in any way questioned his explanations for being under the weather, and always expressed heartfelt sympathy and a ready supply of analgesics. He knew he’d been overdoing it lately, but he was under an enormous amount of pressure, and keeping all the stress bottled up inside was bad for his health.

	Not that the six grams of cocaine with which he’d augmented his whiskey last night was necessarily good for it, he conceded. But it wasn’t like he did it every day. And these were extenuating circumstances.

	He shifted in his chair and waited for Angela to arrive. A soft knock sounded from the heavy polished cedar door, and he frowned as he called out to her. “Yes, yes, come in.”

	Angela strode to his desk, all efficiency in a chaste blouse and shapeless blue slacks, her hair cut sensibly short, a dusting of base and afterthought of eyeliner her sole concessions to vanity. She moved to the tray on the corner of the desk and set a glass of sparkling water and a packet of pills beside it before removing the contract and offering Max a sympathetic look.

	“Oh, dear, you do have it rather badly, don’t you?” she asked. “I expect you’ll be leaving early today. Best to sweat it out in bed is what my Grammy used to say.”

	“Yes, I was thinking about trying to beat traffic.”

	“Do you think you’ll be well by tomorrow? You have your box at the stadium for the match. A full roster of guests, too.”

	“That’s right. No, at this stage I rather doubt I’ll make it, Angela. If you could let everyone else know I’m down for the count, I’d appreciate it. I’m thinking that I’ll go to the summer house and lie low until it’s burned its way through me. Nothing to be done about it, I’m afraid.”

	“Will the missus be joining you?”

	“I don’t think so. Can’t see any reason to expose her and the kids.” He squinted at his computer screen. “Do I have anything that can’t be rescheduled for tomorrow?”

	“No. Just routine meetings. Nothing you can’t push to next week, if necessary.”

	“Then let’s do that, shall we? And call Rupert and have him bring the car around. I’ll be ready to go in five minutes.”

	“Will do. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ring me, whatever the time. This bug is a miserable one. I know plenty who’ve had it, and it’s nothing to trifle with.”

	“I’m a believer. Thanks for everything, Angela.”

	“My pleasure. I’ll see that Rupert is waiting.” She glanced through the window at the rain. “Beastly weather.”

	“All the same to me. I’m not planning on doing anything but climbing into bed with a good book.” His mind flitted to a memory of the two Russian women holding a nearly impossible pose, and he made a mental note to check during the drive to see whether they were still in town. No point sitting alone at his beach house near Blackpool when able company was available. His dimwitted wife was so self-involved in her social scene and with their children’s extracurricular activities she’d never even miss him – until the entire Manchester area shut down following the explosion.

	His only regret in the entire exercise was that he couldn’t have her attend the match in his absence. Much as it would conveniently eradicate the biggest irritant in his life, her brother Sergey would snuff him out like an insect if so much as a hair on her head were harmed.

	But he could daydream.

	She’d been beautiful eighteen years before, when they’d gotten married – a stunning Russian blonde from a powerful family, and a considerable catch for Max. Over time, though, gravity, childbirth, too many years and too much vodka had transformed her from all legs and breasts to a shapeless blob almost unrecognizable to him. Not that he had any right to complain – a diet of high calories and grain alcohol had left their indelible mark on him as well. But he told himself he could reverse that trend whenever he chose with some rigorous gym time and a Spartan lifestyle, whereas she…

	He realized Angela was staring at him. “Yes? Is there anything else?” he asked, suddenly annoyed that she was still there, and then realized that she’d asked him a question.

	“So you do or don’t want me to call Dr. Stern and have him see you?” she repeated.

	“Oh, no, there’s nothing they can do for this. Viral, don’t you know. Just have to buck up and take it.”

	“Well, a hot brandy never hurts. Something to consider. Help you sleep.”

	“Capital idea, Angela. Now do see if Rupert can hurry. I’m afraid I’m fading.”

	“Very well.”

	Angela’s sensible heels clicked on the polished hardwood floor and then she was gone, the door pulled closed softly behind her. Max tore open the aspirin and threw the pills back, washing them down with the entire glass of water before breathing in deep gasps.

	He had to moderate his behavior. There was no way he could continue at this pace, he told himself as he glanced around the office for a final time before standing shakily. Perhaps he’d forego the girls tonight and have a sensible evening by the beach. The cold wind off the Irish Sea was relentless at this time of year, but strangely reassuring in its constancy.

	Max patted the cell phone in his jacket pocket as he lifted it from the coat rack in the corner and pulled it on, debating making a call that would bring him company, should he desire it.

	He’d make the decision on the drive west.

	No need to make any hasty calls when he was feeling under the weather. Three fingers of Glenlivet for the ride would steel his nerves some, and then he’d be in better shape to decide.

	He momentarily considered having Angela cancel his box for the match, but it might seem suspicious in light of what was going to occur, so better to have his entourage attend for what would be the last night of their lives. Any remorse he felt was quickly brushed aside. He was doing what he had to in order to survive. As he’d always done. Collateral damage was unavoidable.

	No reason to place himself in harm’s way, of course, so he’d be many miles away when the device went off. Someone would have to be around to pick up the pieces and carry on, just as the victors in all conflagrations had done since the dawn of time.

	He rubbed his eyes, which felt like two poached eggs, and nodded to himself. A prudent man took no chances.

	And Max had always considered himself a prudent man.

	




Chapter 32

	Birmingham, England

	 

	Darkness fell with the finality of death, the overcast sky’s anthracite glow fading to black as dusk transitioned to night. Only two of the six streetlights on the warehouse block illuminated, the rest casualties of shrunken fiscal budgets and sporadic maintenance.

	Several cars had departed the area as business had shut down for the day, and Maya had dutifully recorded the license numbers for further research as they’d pulled away. The drizzle had slowed to an occasional misting, and Maya could sense that Jeff was as stir-crazy as she after hours in the confines of the car.

	“Are you ready to do this?” Jeff asked, glancing at his watch for the tenth time.

	“Sure. We should be fine,” she said. She’d walked the block at twilight, passing the warehouse with her head down, her methodical scrutiny of the premises disguised as the trudging of a tired worker on her way home. She’d seen no cameras, no guards, nothing to indicate the premises were in any way monitored. When she reported back, Jeff called in the preliminary assessment to headquarters and, after forty minutes, got the okay to take a closer look at the warehouse.

	London was obviously skittish, no doubt because they were operating on foreign soil without official sanction and with no clear objective. Both Maya and Jeff were unarmed – which, while a necessary condition given their innocuous roles, placed them in jeopardy if their adversaries got wind of their interest, and Maya could sympathize with the case officer’s reluctance to put them in harm’s way.

	They got out of the car and moved toward the warehouse. As they neared, Jeff slowed and leaned into Maya. “There are lights on inside. Stay out here. I’ll go take a look.”

	“I can go with you.”

	“You’re to stay put. No theatrics. This is a surveillance operation, not a seek-and-destroy mission. It requires a surgical touch.”

	“Hard to have much more than that with no weapons.”

	“That’s not the point. Keep an eye out.”

	“Yes, sir,” she said, her voice flat.

	Jeff disappeared into the yard while Maya waited near a towering pile of refuse. She cocked her head, listening, and moments later heard footsteps running from the building. Jeff appeared, breathing heavily, and whispered to her, “Stay out of sight. A vehicle’s coming out.”

	“Who?”

	“The paint. They used it to paint a truck,” he hissed as he pressed behind the trash heap.

	“Not make a bomb?”

	A motor revved from the warehouse. Big tires crunched on gravel and the distinctive form of a beer truck, its logo famous in the UK, roared past them, the entire vehicle freshly painted bright red.

	“Apparently not,” Jeff said.

	“I don’t understand.”

	“I don’t either. But I have an ugly suspicion…” He paused when the truck’s taillights blinked as it braked, and then they disappeared out of sight as it turned onto the cross street. “Damn.”

	“Do we go after it?” Maya asked.

	“By the time we get back to the car, it will be long gone.”

	“Then what?”

	“Stay put. I’m going to see what else I can find in the warehouse.”

	“But if they were using the paint on the truck…”

	“Just do as you’re told. I’ll be back.”

	Before she could argue, Jeff had darted back onto the grounds, leaving her frustrated and annoyed with his dismissive arrogance. She bit back her anger and listened for his return, determined to follow orders in spite of her instincts. One minute stretched into two, and then she heard boots approaching – heavy, careful steps – not Jeff’s distinctive rubber-soled shoes.

	She sprinted for the shadows on the far side of the lot and had just reached the low wall that circled the adjacent abandoned buildings when she spied a tall man sweeping the area around the trash with a flashlight – and unless she was mistaken, holding a handgun. Maya ducked behind the wall and didn’t wait to see whether the gunman would continue his search. That he had appeared and not Jeff was ominous enough. That he had a gun doubly so. It meant that whatever was hidden in the warehouse was worth risking the full weight of the British legal system to protect.

	She edged to the first abandoned structure, a two-story building the size of an airplane hangar that was easily a hundred years old judging by its crumbling façade, and entered it. Nothing stirred inside, but the stink of urine and filth told her that it played home to some of the local vagrants.

	Maya quickly sized up the fallen beams and partially collapsed columns, but saw nothing that would serve as a useful weapon against a pistol, even if she was lucky enough to get the jump on the gunman. Her eyes roved over the second level, and she spotted a landing. It was iffy, but it could work, depending on whether the man followed her in and where he stepped. She calculated the distance from the landing to the entrance and then was in motion, the scrape of boots outside all the warning she needed.

	Water dripped from gaping rents in the roof, splashing in puddles on the refuse-littered floor as the gunman played his beam across the interior of the building from the entryway. The light stopped at one of the cavities along the wall, the darkness in the gap absolute. The gunman held the flashlight on the area for several seconds, and then took his first steps into the cavernous space, his pistol gripped in the other hand.

	Maya was a blur as she swung down from above, a fragment of brick the size of a grenade in her hand. The gunman spun as she dropped, but too late, and the brick cracked against his skull with a sickening thwack. He crumpled to his knees, stunned. The gun fell by his side, and Maya followed through on the attack as she’d been taught, with a brutal strike to the nerve meridian at the base of the neck.

	Training had predicted that would be enough to put the man down, but apparently nobody had told the gunman, because he struggled to rise instead of collapsing. Painfully aware that with his greater size and strength he could do serious damage if she didn’t take him out within seconds, she grabbed both sides of his head from behind and twisted with all her might.

	His neck snapped, and his body shuddered and went limp. Maya stood over his collapsed form, and after confirming that he posed no further threat, scooped up the gun and flashlight. She checked the weapon – a 9mm semiautomatic with its serial number filed off – and extinguished the flashlight.

	She now had no doubt that Jeff was in serious trouble, if still alive – the only source of hope being that she hadn’t heard a shot.

	Yet.

	




Chapter 33

	Jeff’s head hung over his chest, his hands bound behind him, the hard wooden chair he was seated in threatening to fall over as he regained consciousness. Blood drooled from his open mouth and he groaned – it felt like he’d been mauled by a bear, and his head was throbbing with lances of pain that shot from his eyes into his brain with every labored breath. He coughed, a ragged hack, and tried to open his eyes.

	The rough surface of a calloused hand slapped his face with a crack. He winced and forced his lids open, and saw the scowling countenance of a middle-aged bearded man glaring hate at him. The figure faded in and out as Jeff’s vision blurred, and he blinked rapidly to clear it.

	“Who are you?” the man growled, his face inches from Jeff’s, the smell of garlic and onions on his breath threatening to choke him.

	“Leonard Manning,” Jeff lied, using his operational alias.

	“Who are you with?”

	“I…I’m afraid I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

	“What were you doing snooping around here?”

	“Looking for the owner. I want to rent space.”

	“Liar!” Another slap snapped Jeff’s head to the side. “You will tell me the truth, or you won’t leave here alive.” The man’s eyes narrowed. “Are you Israeli?”

	“What? See here. I don’t know what the meaning of this is, but I can assure you–”

	“Enough.” The interrogator held up a gleaming knife. “I see you’ll need some convincing. Fine by me.”

	Jeff’s eyes widened and he switched approaches. “I’m with Scotland Yard. Your little plan is blown, and if you so much as lay a hand on me, you’ll be buried under the jail,” he said, his English public school accent exaggerated for emphasis.

	His captor leered an evil grin at him and studied the knife blade before holding it against Jeff’s cheek. “Any more lies and I’ll filet you like a cod. Last time: who are you with?”

	Jeff looked over the man’s shoulder and then locked eyes with him. “Put the knife down and I’ll see that you aren’t harmed.”

	The man chuckled humorlessly. “You think I’m going to fall for that?”

	The unmistakable sound of a pistol hammer being cocked sounded from behind him, and Maya spoke quietly. “I can put a round in your spine if you need convincing, and you’ll spend the rest of your miserable life in a wheelchair. Put down the blade.”

	The man pivoted and lunged for Maya, but he was too far away, and she calmly shot him in the leg, shattering his kneecap. He screamed in agony and went down hard on the concrete floor, the knife skittering across the surface as he writhed in pain. Maya moved to the weapon and retrieved it, then closed the distance to Jeff, the gun trained on the wounded assailant the entire time.

	She slashed his bindings and freed him, and then took several steps toward the fallen man, her expression placid as a mountain lake. “I warned you.” She knelt beside him and frisked him, pausing to withdraw a small nickel-plated revolver from his pocket before standing again. “Now, since you enjoy questions, I have some of my own. Let’s start with the truck. Why did you paint it?”

	“I don’t have to answer any questions. I know my rights,” the man hissed through clenched teeth.

	“Really? That’s an interesting thought. Rights. I mean, I suppose if I were the police, you’d have some. But I’m not.” She smiled. “Your associate won’t be coming back to help you, so it’s just us. Which means I can take your knife and slice you up like a Christmas goose, and nobody can help you. Is that what you want me to do? Start cutting, like you were ready to do to him?”

	Jeff managed to stand. “We need to make a call. The home office will know what to do.”

	“Fine. You make a call. I’m going to start with his fingers. Maybe by the time someone arrives, he’ll be down to just a torso.” She sensed Jeff stiffen, and fixed him with a hard stare. “Here’s how I see it: his buddy tried to kill me. This is his gun. This piece of garbage was preparing to flay you in order to get information out of you. I see no reason not to use the identical tactics to learn what we need to know from him. Do you?”

	Jeff held her gaze for a moment and then turned away. “Do what you need to do.”

	The man’s breathing stuttered as she held up the knife. “Hope you don’t have any plans on taking up the piano.”

	“No,” he said, his voice low.

	“Why paint the truck?”

	“We were told to.”

	“By whom?”

	“A man. Our contact.”

	She shook her head and leaned over him with the knife. “And let me guess. You know nothing about him, or where he is, or why he wanted a beer truck.”

	“I…I know where they are taking the truck. That’s all.”

	Maya exchanged a glance with Jeff. “Where?”

	The man rattled off an address in Manchester.

	“Why do I think you’re making this up?” Maya whispered.

	“I swear I’m not. Please. It’s all I know.”

	“What are they planning to do with the truck?”

	“I have no idea.”

	Jeff called out to her from a row of lockers mounted along the wall. “Take a look at this.”

	Maya approached to examine the photos taped to the locker. She nodded and walked unhurriedly back to the wounded man. “I have a feeling you aren’t taking this seriously. That’s a shame, because now my job becomes convincing you that you’re in real trouble. Generally, having your kneecap blown off would do the trick, but it obviously hasn’t. So I guess you’ll spend the rest of your life on a pair of sticks, because in about three seconds the other one’s going to join the first one in hell.” She aimed the pistol at the man’s good leg, her hand steady.

	“No. Please,” the wounded man begged.

	“The uniforms in the picture. Why would you want examples of the brewing company’s uniforms…” Maya paused, the light bulb going on over her head. “They plan to smuggle something into the stadium.” She aimed down the barrel of the gun at the man’s good knee. “Isn’t that right? Now the question is, what?”

	“A bomb,” Jeff whispered. “It has to be.”

	“I…I swear…I don’t know. I just helped paint. That’s it.”

	Jeff shook his head. “No, it’s not. You also assaulted me, and you were carrying a gun in a country that rather frowns on that. I’d say you’re part of a terrorist group that’s planning to carry out some atrocity. Is that close enough to the truth to get your attention?”

	The man remained silent, his eyes clamped shut.

	“Do you know what they do to terrorists in prison here? I’ll give you a hint. It doesn’t involve paradise or seventy-two virgins.”

	“I don’t know anything more,” the man spat.

	Jeff neared him and handed him a length of cord. “Tie that around your thigh or you’ll bleed to death.”

	The terrorist complied, and then Jeff moved behind him with more rope and quickly secured his wrists. He tested his handiwork as Maya held the gun on the wounded man, and repeated the process with the terrorist’s ankles. When Jeff was done, he straightened and looked to Maya.

	“Let’s go see what’s at that address. If he lied to us, we come back and boil him alive. If he told us the truth, we’ll have someone from headquarters pick him up, get him medical attention, and then interrogate him properly someplace more private.” Jeff turned to the man again. “You understand? That address turns out to be a chips shop, you’ll suffer the tortures of the damned, and it won’t change anything, because we know enough to stop your scheme regardless of what happens next. Last chance. Is that address correct, or do you want to learn why, after I’m done with my prisoners, they beg for death?”

	“That’s where they took it.”

	“And you have no idea why?” Maya demanded.

	The man looked away. “No.”

	Maya and Jeff exited the building, and she considered him with new respect. “You okay?”

	“Little roughed up, but I’ll survive.”

	“What are we going to do with him?”

	“I’ll call headquarters and have him picked up. He probably knows more, but right now there’s a limit to how effective fear and pain will be. I think we got everything we’re going to for the moment.”

	“We also have the problem of a body next door.”

	“You haven’t told me how you neutralized an armed man with your bare hands.”

	Maya gave him an abridged version, and he stared at her for several long beats. “I’ll see to it that they send a cleaning crew. Wouldn’t want the locals to stumble across him and call the bobbies.” He looked around at the shabby area as they reached the car. “Not that those who would be wandering this area at night would be particularly friendly with the authorities, I’d wager. And since you clobbered him with a brick, they might just stay out of it altogether, fancying it was a drug tussle of some sort.”

	“How long do you think it’ll take for a crew to arrive?”

	“A few hours.”

	“We don’t have that kind of time.”

	He sighed and slipped behind the wheel. “I knew you’d say that. And as much as I hate to admit it, you’re right. We need to find that truck. We can’t take the chance it’s moved on by the time the field office sends out reinforcements.”

	“You know it’s been painted so it can get into the match tomorrow. Worst case, we can warn the British and they can search every truck that arrives. They’ll know what to look for.”

	Jeff shook his head. “I’m not so sure. They’d search all deliveries anyway. Seems to me they must have engineered some way of getting a device past security. Could be that it’s liquid based, if it’s going to masquerade as beer. I’d wager that it would look innocuous – these people aren’t idiots, unfortunately, and we’ve been seeing a trend of increased sophistication over the last few years. Appears they’ve been hiring out for their know-how.” He felt the back of his skull and grimaced. “Bastard really whacked me.”

	“Are you okay to drive?”

	He gave her a pained smile. “Would you mind doing the honors?”

	“If it keeps us out of an accident and gets us there any faster, try stopping me.”

	




Chapter 34

	Dover, England

	 

	Vladimir strode from the ferry and checked his cell messages. The truck carrying the device had arrived in the UK that morning and spent most of the day, as expected, in customs. His men had gotten clearance only an hour before, and were now waiting for his arrival near the terminal.

	He pulled his overcoat around him as the cold wind from the English Channel sliced through him, ignoring the chill as he made his way along the pedestrian walkway to the sidewalk outside the terminal. His Russian passport had raised no eyebrows, and his bag hadn’t even been searched – not that the monkeys checking would have been rewarded with anything besides a clean pair of underwear, a basic hygiene kit, and a return ticket to France the following morning.

	If all went well, he’d hand over the device, show the terrorist how to arm it with the modified television remote control, and be back in France well before any fireworks got started. They’d received all but the final million, so all that remained was the inspection, a transfer, and then the physical handoff and his job was done.

	He dialed a Moscow number from memory and waited as the phone rang. Sergey’s voice was typically soft when he answered.

	“Da?”

	“I’m on the ground. We will meet late tonight. The package made it through with no problem.”

	“Good. Keep me informed.” Sergey hesitated. “Can you be reached at this number?”

	“For the next twelve hours only. Then this phone will be at the bottom of the sea.”

	“Confirm once you’ve finished with your chore.”

	“Consider it done.”

	He hung up and hurried two blocks to the waterfront café where his men were waiting. When he entered, he immediately spotted them at a table near the window, but instead of approaching Vladimir sat at the counter and ordered tea. He took his time sipping it and waited five minutes after they left the building to pay and follow them outside.

	The truck was parked across the street. Vladimir scanned the area and then joined them, wasting no time before climbing into the cab.

	“Let’s get this over with,” he growled to the driver, who nodded and put the truck in gear.

	Ten minutes later they had transferred the keg containing the device to a panel van. The driver left Vladimir standing by its side with the other stocky Russian who’d accompanied the truck across the Channel. Vladimir slid behind the wheel and started the engine, and the man joined him in front.

	They drove across town to a small warehouse near the Dover town hall, and pulled the vehicle through the heavy wooden doors into a marine repair shop barely large enough to accommodate it. Motors stood on blocks and hung from chains suspended from the ceiling, and once inside Vladimir’s nose wrinkled at the pungent aroma of diesel and oil.

	Vladimir’s companion got out of the passenger side and helped the man who’d opened the gates for them push them shut again, the wind battering the twin slabs with unseasonal fury. Once they were bolted, Vladimir grinned at the pair and moved to where a wall heater provided some relief from the chill.

	“Are all the businesses around here closed now?” he asked in Russian.

	“Yes. We will have complete privacy.”

	“Excellent.” His eyes dropped to his watch, and then he addressed the shop owner, who, like the other Russian, was built like a fireplug and had the flushed complexion of a heavy drinker. “We have a few hours. Is there any place you can get some dinner for us?”

	“Of course. In town.”

	“Good. I’m starving. And get some beer while you’re at it.”

	“Fish and chips acceptable?”

	“Don’t they eat anything else here?” Vladimir complained.

	“It’s the closest. They aren’t half bad with vinegar.”

	Vladimir eyed him doubtfully. “Very well. We’ll wait here. And Dmitry? Be quick about it.”

	“Will do.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Manchester, England

	 

	Maya drove faster than Jeff customarily did, and managed to trim fifteen minutes off their travel time to Manchester. Jeff busied himself with calling in his report to headquarters – as he expected, they instructed him to return to Manchester and investigate the address while more agents made their way there from London. When he hung up, he gave Maya a dark look.

	“They’re mobilizing, but it will take hours for a field team to reach Manchester. We’re to reconnoiter the address and avoid any confrontation until backup arrives.”

	“What about the British authorities?”

	“I leave that to the big brains in headquarters. I’m sure they’ll alert them when it’s the appropriate time.”

	Maya gave him a skeptical glance. “What does that mean?”

	“It means that I get the impression headquarters doesn’t completely trust the Brits to do their job in a competent fashion. Either because of bureaucracy, or because they’re afraid there might be leaks…I don’t know. I’m speculating.”

	“Well, at least we’re armed. That’s better than having to throw rocks.”

	“Right. Well, it also poses a problem, obviously. To law enforcement, we’re civilians, so the law against firearms applies equally to us.”

	“So what you’re saying is, we can’t get caught.”

	“That’s not what I’m saying at all,” Jeff protested, then clamped his mouth shut, his lips forming a thin line.

	Maya eyed him before refocusing her attention on the road. “Look, I understand you’re Mr. By-the-book, but you have to admit, we’re in uncharted territory. I’d rather ask for forgiveness after the fact than join the gunman I neutralized on a morgue slab.”

	“No question. But we’re not to engage, so it’s a moot point.”

	“We weren’t to engage at the last place, either. Sometimes shit happens.”

	“Quite. But let’s see to it that it doesn’t happen again, shall we?”

	Maya nodded. “How’s the head?”

	“Nothing a little bed rest and a full neurological workup can’t remedy.” Jeff paused. “Would you really have shot his other kneecap off?”

	She shrugged. “In a blink. And then I’d have butchered him like a sheep. Just as he was preparing to do to you. If you’re going to play that game, you can expect your adversary to play by the same rules.”

	“Yes, but we’re not terrorists.”

	“I understand. We also don’t have the luxury of wasting time. If we’re right, they’re going to try to blow up the stadium for a sold-out match with a who’s who of dignitaries in it. So I erred on the side of expediency. And you’re alive to argue that approach’s merits with me, so it’s worked out so far.”

	Jeff fell silent as he considered her words. It was obvious that he was conflicted. On the one hand, his job was to play by the Queen’s rules and ensure his agents didn’t overstep; but on the other, he’d come moments from being sliced up by a madman and had been saved by Maya disobeying his instructions to stay put.

	Maya left him to his thoughts. She’d been through enough in her short life to realize that when things got ugly, rules went out the window if you wanted to survive. For all Jeff’s seniority, she suspected that she had seen more violence between her duty in the West Bank and her adventure with the arms dealer in Indonesia than he had in his entire career. Which didn’t make her judgment better, but absolutely spoke to her willingness to take the gloves off and get bloody.

	And perhaps most importantly, for all his objections, she’d saved his life – and it was hard to argue with results.

	His cell phone rang as they neared the outskirts of Manchester, and he had another whispered conversation. When he hung up, his face betrayed his disappointment.

	“They’re just now departing from London,” he said.

	“On a private jet, I hope.”

	“Unfortunately, no. Driving.”

	“Then we’re on our own for…what, four hours?”

	“About that.”

	“Which could be an eternity.”

	“Let’s hope not.”

	The GPS directed them to a run-down area populated by industrial maintenance businesses and automotive shops advertising affordable transmission and brake work done while you waited. A corner market was closing up, and Maya and Jeff eyed a woman in a head scarf and robe locking the steel awning that protected the entrance.

	“Good Irish neighborhood,” Jeff observed, inclining his head at a closed café that featured four types of kabobs.

	“Remember we’re not supposed to be judgmental. Tolerance is our middle name.”

	“I got that loud and clear.”

	They rolled past the address, a transmission shop whose sign had seen better days, and continued to the end of the block. Maya turned the corner and the roll-up door disappeared from view.

	“It’s going to be hard to sneak up on the place. Not much cover,” she said as the sedan prowled along the side street.

	“Looks like we’ll be doing it on foot again.”

	“Maybe there’s a back way in?”

	“Can’t hurt to look.”

	They circled the block and Maya pulled to the curb. “I’ll walk the area, see if I can spot anything promising.”

	“And I’ll park across the street, by the market. Don’t do anything risky. We’re not to engage.”

	“I know. Surveillance only.” She slipped from the car. “You’ve got the revolver. I don’t think it’ll be accurate for more than ten yards, but it’s better than nothing.”

	“I’m not going to need it.”

	“Let’s hope not.”

	Maya darted into the shadows and edged along the shops until she reached the corner, and then peered around, listening. Cars roared down the nearby motorway, but as far as she could tell, she was the only living thing on the street. She studied the approach to the shop, and her eyes narrowed when she spotted the telltale shape of a small surveillance camera mounted three meters above the door. That ruled out a frontal approach.

	She retraced her steps and spied an iron gate, beyond which a row of garbage cans stretched into the gloom, the access way no more than two meters wide. After a final scan of her surroundings, she neared the gate and pushed it open, frowning as the hinges groaned.

	The repair shop was thirty meters from the gate, and she crept silently to where light was glowing from a pair of windows that framed a steel door, taking care to avoid the metal trash cans piled high with black garbage bags. When she reached the nearest one, she stood on tiptoe and peeked around the edge.

	Inside, the beer truck was parked in the center of the shop, and four men were attending to something in the area behind the driver’s cab. She couldn’t make out what they were saying, but could see that one of the men seemed to be the leader, gesticulating and doing most of the talking. She held up her cell phone and snapped several shots of the men, and was edging closer when the leader abruptly stopped what he was doing and stared in her direction.

	She stood frozen, and then the man barked orders and rushed toward the door as Maya ducked away, pulling the pistol from her pocket as she did so. She debated sprinting for the gate, but a quick calculation told her she’d never make it before the men were in the alley and she was exposed.

	 

	Abreeq swung the rear door wide, a small Ruger pistol in his hand, followed by Kasra and his men, who were also clutching handguns. They stood in the small passage between the buildings, and Abreeq surveyed the surroundings before jabbing a thick finger in the direction of the gate. Kasra followed him toward it while the other two men moved in the opposite direction, their shoes squishing on the wet pavement.

	A scrape sounded from two trash cans to their left, and Abreeq stiffened and swung his weapon at them, and then relaxed as Kasra chuckled by his side. A black and white cat scampered from behind the cans, slowing as it eyed them over its shoulder, and then continued into the gloom.

	“There’s what triggered the motion sensor,” Kasra said, relief in his voice.

	“You should set the sensitivity threshold higher,” Abreeq complained, watching the feline disappear before turning back toward the shop and calling to the other two gunmen in Arabic. “Come on. It was just a cat.”

	The men returned and piled back into the shop. Abreeq paused at the doorway, and after glancing in both directions a final time, pulled the heavy door closed behind him with a solid clank.

	 

	Maya waited, crouching behind the cans for two full moments, the stench of rot around her threatening to make her sick, and then slowly stood with a grateful look at the remnants of a discarded fish dinner the alley cat had been dining on. She exhaled a long breath and watched the rear door, wary that the men had entirely bought that it had only been a cat in the alley.

	She’d forwarded the photos to Jeff when she’d taken cover, and was preparing to return to the gate when her phone vibrated. Maya held it to her ear and thumbed it to life.

	“Yes?” she whispered.

	“I’m on my way to you.”

	“No. I think they may be onto us.”

	“Do you have any idea who the guy in the black outfit is?”

	“I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”

	“His name’s Abreeq Zulfi. He’s one of the most wanted terrorists in the Mossad database.”

	“You got a hit that fast?”

	“I didn’t have to. I recognize him. Before I came to England, I worked undercover in Lebanon. He was responsible for the death of three of my colleagues.”

	“Where are you?”

	“I’m about to round the block. On foot.”

	“Don’t come any further. I’m getting out of here. The truck’s in the shop, but they’re all armed, and–”

	She didn’t get a chance to finish the thought. The steel shop exit door slammed wide again, and this time she was fully exposed. Kasra poked his head out from behind it and, seeing her, fired.

	The shots whistled by her head as Maya threw herself onto the asphalt behind the garbage cans. Another round whined as it ricocheted off the wall above her, and then she was returning fire, benefitting from the darkness, her eyes fully adjusted to the gloom, whereas the terrorists were coming out of a lit shop.

	Four shots barked from her gun, the sound deafening in the narrow space, and one of the gunmen tumbled from the doorway, his gun clattering on the pavement. More slugs thumped into the trash can, and she crouched as low as she could, waiting for a lull, hoping that whatever the bin was stuffed with would continue to provide her protection.

	Three shots echoed from the gate behind her and another gunman cried out, wounded. Maya took the opportunity to loose another five shots at the doorway, buying Jeff enough time to make it halfway down the alley before Abreeq’s distinctive head poked around the door and he fired twice.

	Jeff grunted and shot at the door as he fell. Maya laid down covering fire, but she was limited by the amount of ammo remaining, and she stopped when she only had a few rounds left. The door slammed closed, leaving two of the terrorists dying in the alley. Maya rushed to where Jeff was gasping by a trash can, holding his stomach.

	“How bad?” she hissed, looking back at the fallen men by the door.

	“Bad.”

	“Hold on. We’ll get help. I’ll call the cops.” She fumbled in her windbreaker pocket and cursed when she withdrew her phone, the screen shattered from her hard landing. “It’s dead.” Maya edged away from the shop and knelt by Jeff. “Where’s your phone?”

	“The…car…”

	“Damn.” She thought quickly. “I’ll be right back. Take my gun.”

	“No…” Jeff’s voice was so weak she could barely make it out. “Get…Abreeq.”

	“You’ll die if you don’t get help.”

	“Stop…him…”

	She froze at the rev of an engine from within the shop, and then the clatter of the shop roll-up door greeted her from the street the building fronted on. “They’re making a run for it,” she said.

	“Get…Abreeq…” he said, and held out the car keys with a trembling, crimson-streaked hand.

	Maya took the keys from him and looked to where the dead men were lying in pools of blood. She ran to the nearest one and scooped up his weapon, and after a glance at the window above his body, moved to it.

	The glass shattered with a blow from the pistol, and she fired at movement on the periphery of her vision, six shots slamming into the shop in the blink of an eye. The third gunman shot back as he hid behind some boxes, but she was stationary, firing into a lit area, whereas he was on the move and trying for a darkened window. Taillights blinked to life at the front of the shop, partially obscured by the truck’s bulk, and she squeezed off another couple of shots as an old Peugeot screeched out of the entry onto the street.

	The gunman behind the boxes was silent, and when there was no more shooting, Maya guessed that one of her shots had hit him – when the bad guys stopped shooting at you, it was usually a reliable indication that the battle was over.

	Maya tried the locked door handle out of frustration and then raced for the gate as fast as her legs would carry her, past Jeff. The fading sound of the Peugeot’s motor echoed down the street. She shouldered through the gate and glared at the shop, then at Jeff’s car. Her backpack and his phone were in it, and seconds counted with a wound like the one he’d sustained. Her operational instinct battled with her desire to save him, and after a moment of hesitation she set off for the car.

	The dome light illuminated when she opened the passenger door and she swore at his carelessness. She would have shut off the switch so it would remain dark. She groped around and found his phone, and was retrieving her backpack when the rear windshield exploded in a shower of safety glass.

	




Chapter 35

	Abreeq focused on controlling his breathing as he negotiated the streets leading from the shop to the town center. He had to keep his speed down, his maneuvers calm and reasoned, or he could arouse the suspicion of any of dozens of police stationed at intersections to cut down on drunk driving and hooliganism.

	His mind replayed the scene at the shop as he tried to make sense of what had just happened. He’d stopped in on the way to the train station to do a final check on the truck. Nobody had followed him, of that he was sure. There had been nothing suspicious at the shop – no vans parked nearby that might have concealed listening gear, no pedestrians suddenly interested in anything but him – in short, nothing to signal they had a problem.

	Things had gone as planned, and then the motion detector in the rear of the shop had been triggered. Kasra had assured him that it was commonplace, but Abreeq immediately feared something was amiss, and ordered the men to draw their weapons.

	The cat had thrown him. How could he have been so foolish? He should have continued the search until the area had been confirmed to be clear, which he now knew would have turned up his attackers.

	A minor slip, and one that, conceivably, wouldn’t have changed the final outcome. That anyone had been there was the problem, not the point at which Abreeq had tumbled to them.

	Thankfully he’d had his bag packed and ready for the trip, with his clothes, computer, and a carbon fiber gun that wouldn’t trigger any alarms if there were x-ray machines operating at the train station – a precaution he’d seen used on only half the research trips he’d made to the station, and virtually never at night.

	The engine coughed and the vehicle shook before it smoothed out again. Abreeq hit the dashboard and then calmed himself.

	“Come on, you piece of junk. Don’t do this to me…,” he said in quiet Arabic, and then his eyes drifted to the gas gauge.

	Empty.

	“That’s impossible.”

	He tapped it with his finger, but the needle didn’t budge, and the motor hesitated again before regaining its composure. Abreeq looked up at the street sign and did a quick calculation. He was nine blocks from the station. He had fifty minutes before the train left.

	His train.

	He had to be on it.

	Abreeq spotted a car park on the right and pulled the vehicle into the darkest recesses. When he got out, he removed his bag, shouldered it, and walked to the trunk.

	The bullet hole was small, but the projectile had obviously done its job. The gas tank was empty, drained by the slug, throwing a serious wrench into Abreeq’s schedule.

	He didn’t dwell on it, but instead pulled his sweatshirt hood over his head and set off at a brisk pace in the direction of the station. Once there, it would take him ten minutes to change and adopt his disguise. With fifteen minutes of walking, he would still have time to make it onto the train and settle in. He’d already bought his ticket, leaving nothing to chance, which had been a prudent move.

	A police cruiser roared by, lights flashing, and Abreeq didn’t look up, his breath steaming in the frigid air. At least it had stopped raining. He’d spent years in some miserable hellholes, but never in a country where it rained nearly nonstop. No wonder the population was as pasty white as ghosts – they only saw the sun a few times a year.

	He ran a mental inventory as he marched along, and by the time he was halfway to his destination had reassured himself that he’d taken everything from the loft above the shop he’d called home since arriving in Manchester, and that there was nothing that could be used to identify him. If the police got around to dusting the loft for prints and ran them through Interpol’s database, at some point they would get a hit, but that would be days, or more likely a week, minimum.

	Not that he wanted to have to depend on the sloth of the Manchester police department, but it had been a safe bet so far, and there was no reason to get worked up about a sudden burst of efficiency that would probably never occur.

	At the next corner, he saw a group of five youths hanging around outside of a run-down pub, smoking and laughing too loudly, their language as coarse as their tone. He couldn’t risk becoming a target of opportunity for the local thugs, and knew that as a foreigner he’d be asking for it, in this neighborhood, alone after dark.

	He waited for the light to change, keeping his head lowered so the traffic camera didn’t record his face, and made a left after crossing. Once out of range of the camera he broke into a run, the burst of movement feeling good as the crisp air bit at his skin, relieving some of the residual tension from the gunplay.

	Headlights swung onto the street, and Abreeq slowed to a walk. Another police car drove by, this one at a moderate pace, patrolling the area rather than racing to the crime scene. The police had no reason to stop him, but then they didn’t really need one, and he forced himself to maintain an easy stride, no skulking or averting his gaze.

	He could feel the policeman’s eyes roving over him as the car passed, and his heart skipped a beat when the brake lights illuminated and it slowed. If they stopped him, he’d show them his rail ticket and explain that he was late. Most blue-collar workers would sympathize with a fellow traveler racing for a train, and his hope was that they’d give him a quick once-over and allow him to continue on his way.

	Abreeq heard the radio inside the car bark static, and then the roof lights illuminated and it accelerated to the next intersection and hurried around the corner. He smiled to himself at the near miss and increased his speed again. Everything was going to be fine. The fools didn’t suspect a thing. Here he was, one of the most notorious terrorists in the world, within steps of British law enforcement’s finest, and they’d not so much as given him a second glance.

	He recognized the victory was a minor one, but right now, operating alone in a strange country minutes after being ambushed, he’d take it.

	Hopefully his luck would hold for a little longer. Once out of the Manchester city limits he’d never return, and his experience here would be nothing more than a bad memory of substandard food and abysmal weather. That he was leaving with his tail between his legs rather than in anticipation of the successful culmination of the operation of his career didn’t faze him.

	He was a professional, and this time the current had moved against him.

	It happened.

	It was meaningless, signifying nothing. He didn’t believe in omens, unlike his superstitious brethren, who saw the hand of fate in the shifting sands. This was a setback, but it wasn’t the end, by any means.

	The station’s lights illuminated the sky as he neared, and when he reached the boulevard that fronted it, he exhaled a sigh of relief. He would make his train, and the game would begin anew. And in the end, he would have the last laugh.

	Of that he was sure.

	




Chapter 36

	Maya ducked down as another slug slammed into Jeff’s car and one of the tires popped from the ricochet. As long as she was in the vehicle she was a sitting duck, she knew, and she had to move – sooner rather than later. She checked the magazine of the weapon she’d retrieved from the dead man, and after confirming that it had sufficient ammunition, rolled away from the car as she swept the darkened street for a target.

	The third gunman was limping toward her, gun held before his advancing form like a divining rod leading him to water, and she emptied her pistol at his silhouette. Most of the shots went wide, but she saw that her final round caught him in the throat and he fell backward, arms outstretched. His head made a sickening smack when it hit the pavement. He gurgled and groped at his throat for a few moments, and then his legs shuddered and spasmed before falling still. She rose, pistol clenched in a two-handed combat grip, and walked toward him, keeping her side presented in case he still had a final trick up his sleeve.

	When she reached him, a quick glance confirmed that he presented no further danger to anyone, his lifeless eyes staring blankly to the side. Maya retrieved his gun and checked the magazine – he had six more rounds of 9mm. She hefted the pistol and tossed her empty one by his side, and then turned to the shop. Lights had come on in some of the surrounding buildings, confirming her fear that there were people living above the shops even though it was an industrial area – which would bring the police.

	Maya fished for Jeff’s cell as she neared the building. Her heart sank when she felt it – a stray bullet had seared a hole through her windbreaker and blown through the phone, rendering it a paperweight.

	The interior of the shop was empty. She gave the truck a quick once-over before methodically scanning the desk near the door. Nothing but receipts and a telephone book.

	She peered further into the shop and spied wooden stairs along the back wall that led up to a loft area walled in with planks and sheetrock. Maya took the stairs two at a time and found herself in a simple living space with a twin bed, a card table with a printer on it, a sink and a small bathroom enclosure the only furnishings other than a cheap dresser and a nightstand with a lamp.

	Maya made short work of the dresser, which contained a few clothes and nothing else. The nightstand was empty, and she was shaking with frustration when she spotted a phone jack shoddily mounted near the printer.

	A cord dangled beside it. She approached the table and saw another cord stretching from the back of the printer.

	The bastard had taken his computer. Like any professional, he’d had his things packed in a go bag, and when it had become obvious that he was pinned down, he’d grabbed his gear and made for the hills.

	Her thoughts returned to Jeff bleeding out in the alley, but with their phones out of commission there was nothing she could do for him but keep him company as he died. The bitter taste of failure soured her mouth – she’d allowed the ringleader to escape while her superior sacrificed his life. Abreeq. The master terrorist who’d outwitted her as easily as he might a child.

	Maya’s eyes drifted back to the printer and she crouched before it. She eyed it and then turned the device so she could see the back, mind processing furiously.

	“The hard drive,” she whispered, her hand reaching into her backpack for her multipurpose tool. Most printers stored their last few jobs in memory, which was something not everyone knew.

	Four minutes later she had the disk out and was connecting it to her laptop computer. She typed in a series of commands and then squinted at the image that appeared on the screen – a street map of Dover with an address neatly typed at the bottom, along with a time. She checked her watch and swallowed hard – the printer kept a record of the images it had printed, and the last one was the map.

	The time written below the address was barely four hours from now.

	Sirens keened in the distance. She rose, quickly packed her laptop away, and shouldered the backpack before making her way down the stairs. Maya looked around the shop and her gaze settled on an ancient BSA motorcycle by the rear door. She checked the tank and then twisted the ignition key and stepped on the kick start.

	The old motor sputtered to life on the third try and she guided the bike toward the rear door. The sirens were drawing nearer. She’d have to be quick if she were going to evade the police. The only good news was that if Jeff could be saved, help would arrive shortly; but she couldn’t spare the time to check on him – his fate was in the universe’s hands now.

	The door swung open and she bounced down the step on the back of the bike, a cheap helmet pulled over her head.

	She didn’t switch on the headlight until she was three blocks away and a stream of emergency vehicles had passed her, leaving her to find her way to Dover in the cold dark of the English night.

	




Chapter 37

	Abreeq settled back into his seat and watched Manchester blur by as the last train of the night to Dover picked up speed. As he’d ambled through the station, he’d thought through the events of the last hour and came to the conclusion that he was in the clear, at least for now – the assault on the shop couldn’t have been directed at him personally. If the authorities had known he was in England, much less at the garage where he’d been living since his arrival, they would have shown up with considerably greater force than a couple of gunmen armed with only pistols.

	He didn’t know who the gunmen were or what their ultimate objective had been, but it smacked of unofficial action, which meant it was most likely his nemesis, the cursed Israeli intelligence agency: the Mossad. If he was correct, they were likely tracking that idiot Kasra, not him, which meant they had no idea Abreeq was involved. If they did, they would have nuked the place, not taken potshots with peashooters.

	Somehow, though, there had been a slip, and the operation was blown. Months of preparation down the drain, mere hours before the big match tomorrow night. It was inconceivable that it could happen, but Abreeq had been involved in enough missions to know that nothing was ever guaranteed. And just as with wartime bombing runs, he always had a plan B – an alternate target he’d researched in meticulous detail.

	He hated having to walk away from the stadium attack, but his sentiment was nothing in the scheme of things. It would have been nice to see his plot come to fruition, but no matter. He’d escaped unharmed, and, he believed, unidentified – although he’d still taken the precaution to glue on a goatee and don heavy black-rimmed glasses in the bathroom, in case the security cameras at the station platforms were being monitored more aggressively than normal. With his newly trimmed hair shaved close to his head with his electric razor, and after changing into the business suit he’d packed, he was a completely different man – a weary mid-level functionary on his way to the Dover ferry.

	That his network in Manchester was compromised was now a given, but Kasra had been the only one who had known all the elements of the plan, and even he hadn’t been told where the device was entering the country or how it would arrive in Manchester – only that he was to wait for it at the shop, with the beer truck.

	Now Kasra was dead, taking the fragments of knowledge he’d possessed with him to the grave. A shame a loyal warrior had fallen, but a relief in the sense that dead men told no tales.

	Abreeq checked the time, and after looking around the almost empty rail car to ensure he had sufficient privacy, he slipped a cell phone from his pocket and placed the call he’d been dreading.

	Ajmal Kahn answered on the second ring, his voice flat over the long-distance line.

	“Hello?”

	“It is I,” Abreeq said quietly in Arabic.

	“Yes?” Kahn’s tone revealed nothing.

	“We have a problem. We can’t proceed as planned.”

	“What! What has happened?”

	“There was a wrinkle. You must trust I am making the right decision.”

	“I…this is most troubling.”

	“I understand. To me as well. But have no fear, I will keep my part of the bargain.”

	“How?”

	“As we discussed before. It is less spectacular, but will be sufficient to strike fear into the hearts of our enemies.”

	“I trust you have thought it through. But I am still…disappointed.”

	“As am I. On your end, tell no one we have spoken. I have no idea how this happened, but assume that the jackal is at your heels. Trust no one.”

	“You have my word.” Kahn paused. “Call me once it is done. Or if you need anything in the meantime.”

	“I appreciate your understanding.”

	“We are in this together.”

	Abreeq disconnected and thought about his next steps. He was safe, for now. He hadn’t been apprehended at the station, which is what would have been done if they’d suspected his destination or means of transport, so he was in the clear. If he was correct about the Mossad, they would stir up a fuss, but the fact that the stadium threat had been thwarted would lull the British into a false sense of security.

	And his alternate target was one nobody would suspect.

	Abreeq rose and walked along the aisle, swaying slightly with the motion of the train, and made his way to the club car, where drinks and snacks were being served. After the surge of adrenaline from the gunfight, he was starting to feel shaky, and a sandwich and soda seemed like just what the doctor ordered.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	When Vladimir’s cell phone rang, it startled him – nobody had the number, so he’d never heard the annoying screech that filled the marine repair shop. He felt for the phone in his pocket and got it to his ear by the fourth ring.

	“Yes?”

	“You have a serious problem.”

	“Sergey!”

	“Listen. Don’t talk. The stadium operation has been canceled. I just got word from one of my contacts in Manchester – it’s all over the police radios. A gunfight. A beer truck with a suspect compartment. The Arab is compromised.”

	“What do you want me to do?”

	“We have to either make delivery or return the funds, which I’m not prepared for. So you must deliver, and once the confirmation code is sent to his people…terminate him. He knows too much, and if the authorities are after him, we can’t afford for him to be captured.”

	The terrorist was supposed to make a call to his sponsor when he’d taken possession of the device, at which point Vladimir and his people were out of the loop, the deal done. Whether or not Abreeq could go on to use the bomb for another purpose was immaterial to them. If he just disappeared with it, the imam would suspect a double-cross by him, not the Russians; or alternatively, would believe that he’d been captured and the device neutralized but the entire affair kept out of the papers for national security reasons.

	Either way, it was imperative that Abreeq confirm he had the device.

	After which, his career as a mercenary killer would meet with an abrupt end.

	Vladimir grinned. “I understand.” They would still have the device, which they could then sell to another group of zealots, but without the annoying costs involved in securing the raw materials, transporting them, and creating the bomb. It was perfect, and the only thing Vladimir would have to do was put a bullet in Abreeq.

	A million-dollar bullet.

	“Call me when our business is concluded.”

	Sergey sounded tense to Vladimir, and he suspected that his banker friend had more at stake than the money involved. But it wasn’t his business. Sergey had proposed the stadium match as the perfect event for the terrorists, and had spoon-fed them the idea and the plans. Vladimir had never understood why, but it wasn’t his concern. Maybe he disliked one of the teams. Or perhaps one of the important spectators was one he’d accepted a contract on. Visitors were flying in from all over Europe; perhaps one of Sergey’s competitors would be in the VIP suite, or maybe there was a functionary who was blocking a lucrative contract he needed to move forward.

	Sergey always had wheels within wheels, and a smart man attended to his affairs and left those of others to them.

	Dmitry pushed through one of the garage doors with the meals, and Vladimir sniffed the air with disdain. “There’s been a change of plans,” he said, and both of his henchmen froze, waiting for his next words. “The Arab must die.”

	Dmitry’s expression remained blank, and he shrugged and handed Vladimir one of the greasy paper bags filled with fried cod and chips. “Fine by me. How do you want to do it?”

	




Chapter 38

	Maya twisted the throttle of the old BSA Rocket 3 and grimaced as rain pelted her. The highway southeast to Birmingham was by now familiar, and the old 750cc engine delivered a throaty roar as it climbed in speed. She’d managed to avoid a sobriety checkpoint in Manchester as she made her way to the roadway and now resisted the urge to open the ancient bike up. It would do her no good to get stopped by an overzealous traffic cop, and even under extenuating circumstances she doubted the Mossad would approve of her incapacitating one if she was.

	She knew that Dover was on the coast, and that the quickest route would be from Birmingham to London, where she’d be no more than an hour from her destination. The irony that even now a team from London was en route to Birmingham, when it could have been in Dover in no time, wasn’t lost on her. Maya had stopped for fuel once clear of the city limits and tried to call the Mossad on a pay phone, but it had been out of order, the handset damaged by a vandal.

	Once in Birmingham she would try again. Hopefully Jeff’s handlers would understand the urgency of the situation and not dawdle – her greatest fear. With the clock ticking, if some low-level flunky got the call in the middle of the night, it would no doubt take hours for the message to make its way to someone who could take action, by which point they might have lost their chance to capture the terrorist. Based on Jeff’s experience with the London office, even during business hours, in her estimation there was less than a fifty percent chance they’d be able to mobilize quickly enough to be effective.

	Still, she wasn’t operating in a vacuum, and no matter the urgency, protocol said she had to call in. Maya threaded the needle, passing a truck and sliding ahead of a sedan, and was almost in Birmingham when her worst fear materialized: the flashing lights of a police car behind her. She glanced at the speedometer and then at her mirror, and after assessing the traffic ahead, cranked the throttle and ducked down. The motorcycle leapt forward like an eager colt and she flew past a car full of youths, their eyes wide and expressions shocked at her sudden materialization alongside them.

	The siren wailed behind her and she zigged between the cars, now moving cautiously as they pulled over to allow the police vehicle to pass. There was a practical limitation to how fast she dared go with the pavement still slick from rain, and she knew that if she stayed on the main roadway it was just a matter of time until the radio caught up with her and another squad car intercepted her.

	She sped past a lorry and killed the headlight, hoping to evade her pursuer long enough to take an exit and find an alternate route through the city. A sedan almost sideswiped her as she streaked past it, the driver unable to see her, and she pulled down the next off-ramp, waiting until the last possible second before applying the brakes, downshifting and using the motor to slow as much as possible. At the bottom she made a hard left and worked through the gears, and then took another turn and pulled to the sidewalk.

	Maya shut off the engine and listened intently, and breathed a sigh of relief when she heard the siren move beyond her, still on the highway. With any luck it would be many kilometers before the police figured out she wasn’t still on the main road, by which time she could be across town, well on her way and out of immediate danger.

	She started the motor and pulled away, following her rough sense of direction through the smaller streets. Her knowledge of the layout of the city was sufficient to give her confidence in finding an alternative route to London. Prudence dictated that she remain off the highway for a while, but she had no time to waste, and sped east as fast as she dared.

	She was almost at the outer reaches of the industrial area when the motor pitch changed and began stuttering. The fuel indicator showed a quarter tank, so that wasn’t it. The boxy bike slowed even as she gave it more throttle, and by the time she rolled to a stop she knew she was in trouble.

	Maya swung off the seat and knelt by the motor. Her nose wrinkled at the smell of oil, and she didn’t need to reach down and burn her fingers to know that a seal had ruptured, draining the lubricant and causing the engine to falter. Which left her stranded in the middle of nowhere. Abreeq was practically assured of escaping now – assuming he was still going to try to make the meeting in Dover.

	She pulled the helmet off and studied her surroundings. Several lights from a row of homes glimmered in the distance, drawing her to them. Where there were residences there would be cars, and she could steal an older one unlikely to be equipped with an alarm.

	Twenty minutes later she was crossing the ignition wires of a senile Rover sedan that was twice as old as she was, if a day. The motor started with a puff of blue exhaust, and she put the car in gear and drove away, hoping the owner had gone to bed long before – her experience being that younger people didn’t typically drive ancient relics if they could help it. If her fortune held, she would reach her destination long before the Rover was reported stolen, and she smiled to herself as she rolled toward the M40 that led to London.

	Once on the highway, she calculated the time it would take to reach the capital and pushed the old sedan to the speed limit, but no faster. She’d learned her lesson and couldn’t afford to be apprehended behind the wheel of a stolen car. If there had been a reasonable explanation for the motorcycle, there was none for grand theft auto, and she suspected the authorities wouldn’t be lenient if she was caught.

	The gas gauge showed half a tank, which would be sufficient to make Dover. She adjusted the mirrors and settled in for the trek, debating pulling over to try a call again each time she passed a rest stop but erring on the side of caution until she was well away from where she’d stolen the car.

	Eventually she’d put sufficient distance between herself and Birmingham to chance pulling off the road near High Wycombe, and found a bank of phones that were operational. She dialed London, and an operator picked up after a few seconds. Maya gave her access code and demanded to speak to the duty officer. After an interminably long wait, a male voice came on the line.

	“Yes?”

	“You’ve authenticated my password?”

	“Yes.”

	She filled the man in on the events in Manchester – Jeff’s wound, the gunfight, Abreeq, her flight, the clue she’d discovered on the printer. When she finished, the voice repeated her story back to her.

	“That’s right,” she said when he’d finished.

	“And where are you right now?”

	“On the outskirts of London. On my way to Dover.”

	“I see. Hold on, please.”

	Perhaps she was reading too much into the man’s tone, but he didn’t sound enthusiastic. One minute dragged into three, and she was debating hanging up when he came back on the line.

	“We’ve got no report of the agent in question being injured in Manchester.”

	“Yet. He might be dead, or in surgery. Don’t you have some sort of tracking device in his shoe?”

	The voice ignored her question. “You say that this Abreeq is on his way to Dover? How do you know?”

	“I told you. I found an artifact on the printer’s hard drive. It had the address and a meeting time.” She checked her watch, frustration beginning to simmer at the man’s inane questions. “In an hour and a half.”

	“Right. But you just said you were in a gunfight with him. How do you know he’s still going to the meeting, presuming that was even his map?”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“You said that the gun battle took place at a garage. Is it not possible that others use the computer and printer there for innocent purposes? How can you be certain that it was his?”

	She fought to control her annoyance. “I can’t be. But it’s the only lead we have.”

	“I’ll need to check out your story and see if we can find any chatter on the police airwaves about a shoot-out.”

	“How long will that take?”

	“A few minutes. Maybe a half hour. It depends.”

	“Do you not understand the urgency of this situation?”

	“I do indeed. What number can I reach you at?”

	“I don’t have a cell. Mine was destroyed in the fight.”

	“I see. What about the telephone you’re calling from?”

	“I’m on a pay phone. You want me to wait here instead of proceeding to Dover?”

	The night man sighed, obviously uncomfortable with making that decision. If he told her to stay put and it turned out to be the wrong decision, it could kill a career. But he clearly didn’t want to tell her to proceed, either. So he did what any low-level functionary would. “I’m not saying that. But I need a way of reaching you.”

	“I’ll call back when I can.”

	She hung up before he could say anything more. She could always claim she’d been cut off – out of time, her coin only buying so much. But her worst fears were being realized while she wasted precious seconds: by the time headquarters had verified her story and made a decision, it would be too late.

	Maya returned to the Rover and slipped behind the wheel. She would call once she was in Dover. She’d given her report, they had the address, and if they acted swiftly, could have agents there to intercept Abreeq. There was no reason for her to cool her heels.

	When she was ultimately debriefed, she’d tell them that she had gone to Dover, following the last order from her direct superior she’d received, as was her sworn duty: to stop Abreeq at all costs.

	




Chapter 39

	Dover, England

	 

	Abreeq changed back into his more comfortable sweatshirt and army fatigue pants in the lavatory as the train approached Dover Priory Station. He studied his paste-on goatee with amusement – it really looked like the genuine article. Combined with the nerdish glasses, he looked like a Malcolm X wannabe, which was fine – a common enough affectation these days. The reflection staring back at him could have been that of a young college professor, bookish and stern, the farthest thing from a terrorist anyone could think of.

	He looked down at his watch. Scheduled to arrive at half past midnight, the train was running eight minutes late. Assuming no delays at the station, he would have twenty minutes to make it to the marine shop where he was to take possession of the bomb. More than sufficient time – the station was only half a kilometer from the rendezvous point.

	Abreeq repacked his suit, taking care to fold it neatly before tucking it into his bag. Waste not, want not, he thought, and offered his reflection a small smile. Once his errand was complete and he’d detonated the device, he would adopt his businessman persona for the train ride to France, where he’d go to ground in one of the apartments he maintained scattered around the globe.

	A chime sounded and an automated announcement came over the public address system, alerting him to their imminent arrival in Dover. He rinsed his hands and blotted them dry, and then retrieved the pistol he’d assembled before changing and slipped it into his waistband beneath his loose hoodie. Finished, he hoisted the bag and left the restroom, returning to his seat for the remainder of the trip.

	When the train coasted to a stop with a final squeal of brakes, he disembarked with the rest of the passengers, even helping an older woman step from the stairs onto the platform. He took care to blend into the crowd and kept his hood pulled over his head so the overhead cameras wouldn’t easily capture his face, and guided the woman with his arm, figuring that in the slim likelihood anyone was watching for him, they wouldn’t be looking for a grandmother and her helper.

	He left the woman at the station entry and approached a long line of waiting cabs. The driver of the lead vehicle, leaning against the hood, a paunchy older man with a cauliflower nose and a cigarette clenched between his lips, eyed him and then dropped the smoke into the gutter.

	“Climb aboard. Want me to toss that in the boot?” the driver asked.

	“No, I’m not going far. I’ll keep it on the seat with me.”

	“Where are we off to, governor?”

	“Lord Nelson Pub,” Abreeq said, naming a popular watering hole near his destination.

	“Bit late, isn’t it? Probably closed, it is.”

	“That’s fine. I’m staying close by.”

	“Ah, right, then. Won’t be two minutes.”

	The cab was one of only a few cars on the road, the town closed up at the late hour. Thick fog choked the old streets, shrouding them with a ghostly air. The driver dropped him down the street from the bar, and Abreeq watched his taillights disappear into the haze before turning and making his way to the corner and turning right.

	The building was exactly as he’d expected – hundreds of years old, with a façade of distressed brick and ancient stone. As agreed, he knocked on the door, waited, and then knocked three times again. A bolt slid open inside and the door swung wide, held by a heavy man who looked like an ex-prizefighter gone to fat. The bruiser sized up Abreeq and then stepped back to allow him to enter.

	Vladimir approached the terrorist with his hand outstretched. “Abreeq, my friend. Glad you made it.”

	Abreeq shook the Russian’s hand. “Yes. Ungodly cold out. Don’t see how anyone lives here.”

	They laughed together. Vladimir knew Abreeq from a prior encounter in which he’d supplied him with plastic explosive, grenade launchers, and claymore mines.

	Vladimir led him to the rear of the box van, the doors of which stood open. The keg was tied down in the back, secured with towing straps connected to eyelets welded to the interior braces.

	“It’s ready to go. As agreed, enough strontium-90 to contaminate a two-hundred-meter-diameter area, minimum. And shielded with lead so it won’t set off radiation sensors.”

	“How do you arm it?”

	“With a remote control. I’ll show you.”

	Vladimir took Abreeq through the arming sequence. “The timer is a sixty-minute model, as you requested.”

	“That should be more than sufficient. Show me the device.”

	Vladimir nodded, and one of the two men climbed into the van and, using a wrench, removed the plug in the top. “You can look inside and verify it’s there. Not that you have any reason to question me – we have sufficient history, no?”

	Abreeq didn’t comment, but instead climbed into the van and removed a penlight from his pocket. He peered into the amber fluid and then sat back, satisfied.

	“Seal it.”

	Vladimir helped the terrorist out of the van as his man went to work closing the keg up, and eyed him expectantly. “Everything in order?”

	Abreeq nodded and held his phone to his ear. When Kahn answered, he spoke the code phrase that signaled everything was acceptable. “Allah’s path is lit.”

	“Very well. The transfer shall be effected immediately.”

	Abreeq powered the phone off and smiled. “You will have confirmation of the final funds transferred within minutes.”

	“Excellent. Always a pleasure doing business with you. Is there anything else you need before we verify the funds arrived?”

	Abreeq shook his head. “No. Once your man has confirmation, I’ll hit the road. I presume the papers on the van are in order?”

	“Of course. Dmitry? Show our guest the registration.”

	The second Russian motioned for Abreeq to follow him to the front of the van. Abreeq stiffened as he opened the door. A shadow on the wall beside him offered the terrorist a split-second of warning – the unmistakable shape of a handgun.

	Abreeq spun in a crouch, his pistol drawn as he pivoted, in time to see Vladimir’s eyes widen in surprise, the ugly snout of the silenced pistol in his hand swinging downward at the Arab. Abreeq fired twice. Vladimir fell backward, his pistol discharging as he did. The subsonic round ricocheted off an overhead rafter as he dropped. Abreeq turned and shot the thug behind him in the face as the Russian attempted to bring a Glock to bear. The man’s skull exploded as the close-range slug mushroomed, blowing a tangerine-sized divot from the back of his head on exit.

	The van rocked as the third Russian leapt from the back, and Abreeq dropped flat on the floor, firing at the man’s legs as he landed on the concrete. The Russian screamed in pain as his shinbone shattered, and he fell forward. Abreeq’s final shot to the man’s temple ended his life as he hit the ground.

	Abreeq stood slowly and toed Vladimir’s gun away from him. The Russian’s chest was heaving, blood burbling from two wounds, and Abreeq stood over him and raised an eyebrow at the damage.

	“I understand drowning in your own blood is the worst way to go,” he said. “You are a fool. And your actions have changed nothing. I will still use the device, and you will be dead.”

	Vladimir groaned and lost consciousness. Abreeq moved to the van’s driver’s side and verified that the keys were in it. He started the engine and then strode to the garage doors and swung them open. Outside, fog swirled on the street, and he wasted no time pulling the van out of the garage. He didn’t know to what extent the fog had dampened the sound of his shots, but if anyone had heard them, the police would be there shortly, and he would do well to be far away by the time they arrived.

	He pulled the heavy wooden slabs closed behind him and walked back to the van. With a final glance around the gloomy area, he rolled down the narrow street into the wall of white that greeted the van’s headlights like a spectral veil.

	




Chapter 40

	Maya navigated through the socked-in streets of Dover, the old Rover wheezing like an asthmatic as fog swirled around it. She didn’t think it possible that conditions could get any worse, but the already thick soup became almost impenetrable as she neared the shore, forcing her to slow to a crawl.

	The map sat on the seat beside her, and she glanced at it periodically to verify she was on the correct street. A church materialized from the fog like a stone giant, confirming that she was only a block from the rendezvous point. Headlights glowed from the gloom, and a delivery van almost ran her off the road, the driver adjusting at the last moment and missing her by scant centimeters.

	“Idiot,” she muttered under her breath, and turned onto an even narrower lane and parked. The district was populated by medieval buildings that framed the road as far as she could see, no lights in the windows, the area silent. A streetlight fought a losing battle against the curtain of mist at the corner, providing scant illumination in the haze.

	Maya disconnected the ignition wires and the engine quieted. She slipped from behind the wheel, pistol in hand, and began her approach, taking cautious steps as she rounded the edge of a building and skirted a wall.

	The street the shop fronted onto ran perpendicular to the lane where she’d parked, and she covered the distance quickly. The meeting had been scheduled for twenty minutes earlier, and her hope was that Abreeq was still there, assuming he hadn’t skipped it entirely. That was the only variable, but her gut told her he was there, and her instinct had been unerring so far.

	She crept along the sidewalk as she neared the building and, when she was only a few meters away, stopped and stared at the cobblestones in front of the twin wooden doors. A black stream of blood was coagulating on the short angled driveway, trickling from inside the shop.

	Maya moved to the barrier and listened. There was no sound. She took a deep breath and pushed the nearest door open, sweeping the garage with her weapon as she stood in the darkened aperture. She registered the three dead men in a blink, saw their guns on the ground, and stepped in, leading with her pistol. The air had the distinctive metallic smell of blood, and she made her way into the shop, the overhead incandescent bulbs providing enough light so she could quickly determine that she was alone.

	A wheeze sounded from behind her and she pirouetted, weapon at the ready. One of the bodies moved, and its chest uttered another wheeze. She approached slowly and looked down at the wounded man. His jacket was soaked with bright red blood, oxygenated from his lungs. Each time he wheezed, a little more blood gurgled from his chest, where he’d taken two bullets.

	She glanced at the pistol by his feet. Sound-suppressed. So a professional. Maya reached for it and checked the magazine – full, only one shot fired. She slipped it into her belt and turned back to the man.

	“What happened here?” she asked. The man’s eyelids fluttered open and he looked at her in surprise. He tried to speak, but more blood bubbled from his wounds, and his eyes slowly drifted shut.

	“I’ll do a field dressing on you if you can tell me. Otherwise you’ll be dead in minutes.”

	He groaned, but no words were forthcoming. He was obviously too far gone, judging by the amount of blood he’d lost.

	She frisked him and found a cell phone and a spare magazine for the pistol. She pocketed the magazine and glanced at the phone. It had a signal.

	Maya rose and did a quick search of the remainder of the space, which was cluttered and disorganized, engine parts everywhere. The desk in the deepest depths of the garage had stacks of papers on it and an old PC with a monitor that was prehistoric. She looked next to it, at where a green LED was winking periodically, and shifted a pile of documents aside with her arm. Behind the papers was an equally ancient VCR with a tiny flat-screen monitor next to it.

	She switched the monitor on and saw an image that momentarily lifted her spirits – the outside of the shop, the quality reasonable, although black and white. A timecode flickered in the corner, the time displayed current. She rewound the tape for fifteen seconds and pressed play, and an image blinked to life from half an hour earlier.

	Maya pressed the fast-forward button and the image accelerated, the numbers advancing rapidly. The image darkened and then lightened as fog drifted across the camera’s field of vision, and her agitation grew until a figure walked into the frame. She slowed the playback to normal speed and peered at the man, but couldn’t make him out – he was wearing a hooded sweatshirt that obstructed the view of his face.

	“Come on. Look up. Just. Look. Up,” she whispered through clenched teeth, and as if hearing her, he did. She paused the tape and the image wavered, but not before she’d confirmed that it was Abreeq. “There you are, you bastard. Now let’s see where you went…”

	Maya pressed play and the video advanced at normal speed. Nothing happened for several minutes, so she fast-forwarded again. When the doors opened beneath the camera, she slowed the playback to normal and gasped when she saw the time code. Two minutes before she’d arrived, no more.

	A van pulled into the street and Abreeq got out of the driver’s seat and closed up the garage. She watched as he returned to the van and climbed in, and she paused the footage again as the vehicle pulled away, the license plate frozen onscreen.

	“I’ll be damned.” She’d almost had a head-on collision with her quarry. The irony wasn’t lost on her as she lifted the handset of the desk phone and dialed the Mossad’s number, and then abruptly hung up. A landline would leave a record of her call.

	But the cell she’d recovered had a signal.

	She entered the number and pressed send, and when the operator answered, identified herself and asked to speak to the duty officer. The thirty-second wait seemed to drag like hours, and when the same man’s calm voice came on the line, she could barely contain her anger.

	“I’m in Dover. There’s been a shooting. Three men. Two dead. One badly wounded. Abreeq was here. He must have shot them.”

	“Slow down. You’re at the address in Dover?”

	“Are you deaf? I just told you I am. Abreeq made his meeting, no thanks to you, and just left after killing everyone – or trying to. I have the license number of the van he drove away in.”

	“You…what?”

	“Take this number down and get it to the British authorities immediately. He left no more than fifteen minutes ago, so they should be able to track him and stop him.” She read off the number slowly, and the duty officer repeated it back to her. When he was done, she cleared her throat. “You also need to get some police to the shop. Call it in anonymously if you like, but the wounded man’s a goner unless they get here quickly.”

	“We can do that. Any idea what they were doing there?”

	“No, but my guess is they weren’t exchanging recipes. We know that Abreeq was planning something for the match. I think it’s a reasonable guess that he was picking up whatever bomb he was going to use. No other reason for him to travel halfway across the country for a meeting in the middle of the night on the eve of the match. If I’m correct, the bomb is probably in the van.”

	“Stay on the line. I’ll be back shortly.”

	Three minutes later the voice returned. “You’re to stay in Dover awaiting orders. The police are on their way. You shouldn’t be at the shop when they arrive, though, just in the vicinity. You say there’s a security tape?”

	“Correct.”

	“Can you record over it from the time you showed up?”

	Of course. Stupid that she hadn’t considered it. “I’ll do it right now. How much time do I have?”

	“Assume they’ll be there in a few minutes.”

	“Okay, I’ll get out of here. Does this phone show a caller ID?”

	“Yes. We have the number. It’s registered to a John Smith.”

	“I’ll leave it on. Call me when you have instructions.”

	“Roger.”

	“Any word on the shooting in Manchester – my superior there?”

	“Negative.”

	She punched the call off and fast-forwarded the tape to where she appeared in the image. After rewinding for a few moments she depressed record and forced herself to wait calmly for ten seconds. When she was sure that her image had been erased, she double-checked the image and watched as the video went to static a few seconds before she arrived, and nodded to herself when it resumed playing again after she was already out of sight. She switched the tape off and rose, looked around, and quickly found a rag.

	Maya wiped down the VCR buttons and moved to the doors, pausing to glance at the dying man before looking out into the street. She thought she heard engines approaching, but with the fog it was hard to tell – it distorted direction and proximity. She ducked through the doors, leaving them open, and bolted full speed down the sidewalk, not stopping until she’d reached the Rover. Panting from the run, she opened the door and hotwired the car again, noting that the engine didn’t sound great.

	She put the transmission in gear and eased onto the street, and was two blocks away when she saw the glow of emergency lights in the fog from the road a block north of her. The dash clock told her that Abreeq had been on the road for twenty minutes. A small eternity, but if the London office had done its job, he would be apprehended shortly.

	But a niggle of anxiety burned in her stomach. So far the terrorist had proved more resourceful than they had, and she wasn’t convinced that it would be as simple as cornering him and slapping the cuffs on. He was a survivor, that much was clear, and that he’d made it across England to his rendezvous after a full-blown gun battle told her that he was as determined to carry out his plan as she was to stop him.

	She wanted to believe that the English police would be up to the task, but if their reaction to being warned their stadium was about to be blown up was any indication, her money was on the terrorist.

	Maya pulled into a filling station near the train station and left the engine running as the sleepy-looking attendant filled the tank, and then pulled into a slot by the attached all-night market. She settled in to wait for the call that would tell her that her mission was over and Abreeq had been stopped.

	




Chapter 41

	A20 highway, six kilometers west of Dover

	 

	The fog on the coastal highway was dangerously heavy, slowing Abreeq’s progress to a snail’s pace as he motored west, visibility reduced to no more than ten to fifteen meters. The van’s engine thrummed steadily in second gear as he drove past what he knew were rolling hills of green, now invisible due to the blanket of white that stretched to infinity.

	A ship’s horn sounded somewhere out in the English Channel, startling him. He was preoccupied, still trying to grasp why his longtime ally, Vladimir, had turned on him once he’d okayed the deal.

	It had to be about money. Abreeq had thought he knew the man well enough, but he’d clearly mistaken his intentions, and he was lucky to have escaped with his life. For the first few minutes on the road he’d been so shaken he’d probed his limbs and torso to confirm he hadn’t been hit. He’d been wounded before, and he knew that in a firefight, often those who took a bullet didn’t even realize it until after the shooting was finished – one of the human body’s miraculous chemical tricks, part of the fight-or-flight survival mechanism that dulled pain until the adrenaline surge faded.

	But he was unhurt and in possession of the deadliest weapon to ever fall into terrorist hands. Not that he thought of himself as a terrorist – that was a label others used to demonize what he did. He was a freedom fighter, tackling insurmountable odds as superpowers bullied his people and ensured his homeland was constantly at war with itself. Part of a century-old scheme that the colonial British had concocted with their American allies to keep the oil-producing regions off balance and permanently fighting each other. When, at the end of the Second World War, they had inserted Zionists into Palestine, confiscating it from its rightful owners so the fringe Israeli political movement could serve as a permanent destabilizing force in the region, it had sealed the fate of the Muslim states. An insult that could never stand.

	His dream, and the dream of his sponsors, was twofold: a united Muslim caliphate under a single rule, and an end to the tyranny the West had imposed on the Middle East. To achieve his goal meant that many in the West would have to die, so the populace would lose its appetite for meddling in his people’s affairs. It was regrettable, but so was the death of millions in generations of wars of aggression masquerading as peacekeeping missions in the region. Only in the West could the wholesale slaughter of entire civilian populations be positioned as measures in the interests of peace. The hypocrisy sickened him, and he reveled that the time of reckoning was near.

	He dug his phone from his pocket and called Kahn to inform him of the Russian’s treachery. When he’d finished, the imam was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, his tone was as hard as Abreeq had ever heard it.

	“This cannot go unpunished. We must extinguish his entire organization and send an unmistakable message.”

	“I agree. Although, upon consideration, perhaps the Russian arms merchant’s death is message enough. His network is the best developed we have. It would be a shame to eliminate our access to devices like this one. I’m quite sure that once word of his untimely demise reaches the right ears, when coupled with news of the detonation, his associates will understand that they badly misjudged us.”

	“I shall take it under advisement. But my initial impulse is to draw the sword of Allah and cut them down like sheep.”

	“Yes. I understand. However, a wise man uses his enemies to achieve his objectives whenever possible. There may be ways we can benefit from this. Do not be hasty.”

	“You are more patient than I.”

	“This is a long war. We must harness our resources for the battles that matter, not create new ones to distract us.”

	“Agreed. You intend to end this tomorrow?”

	“The Western bitch will be bleeding into the ocean by midday.”

	“Allah is great. Call me if you require anything.”

	Abreeq shut off the phone and cocked his head, listening through the half-open van window. He thought he heard sirens.

	He debated turning on the radio to see if there was any news, but decided against it. Nothing would be on the air yet, and even if the police had discovered the dead Russians, there was no way they would know about the van.

	“Or would they?” he muttered to himself. He knew that as part of the government’s drive to subjugate its people, the British had embarked on an extensive surveillance camera installation campaign, starting in London and branching to other metropolitan areas as budgets and technology allowed. Could they have connected the dots that quickly and somehow captured the van on one of the traffic cameras? He supposed anything was possible, although he considered it unlikely.

	His rumination was interrupted by an eerie blue strobing glow in the fog ahead as he passed through an area where the covering thinned from a brisk offshore breeze. It had to be a roadblock.

	And he couldn’t be taken alive.

	His eyes drifted to a sign on his right, and he pulled off the highway without hesitation. He was just passing the station for the trains that ran beneath the English Channel, Le Shuttle, and a billboard advertised the new Motorway Service Area just beyond it – part of a network of MSAs that dotted the country, rest areas with a filling station, restaurant, restrooms; most importantly, large enough to get lost in.

	He had no idea whether the emergency lights ahead were due to his adventure in Dover or were unrelated, but he could take no chances.

	Abreeq would adapt and improvise.

	Quite probably he was overreacting, but he’d survived when countless hadn’t by being paranoid, and the likelihood of some kind of disturbance on the same road he was on was too coincidental for him – a man who didn’t believe in coincidence.

	Whatever the case, he was still one step ahead of whoever was after him.

	And he would retain that lead no matter what.

	His survival depended on it.

	




Chapter 42

	Inspector Malcolm Wells stepped from the police car and ducked beneath the crime scene tape draped in a crescent around the mouth of the marine repair shop. The doors were open wide, and several patrolmen stood by the side of the building with dour expressions. He approached the officers and, after a glance inside at the bodies, nodded to them.

	“You call an ambulance for that poor bugger?” he asked, indicating the wounded figure lying in his own blood.

	“Yes, sir. Not that it’ll do much good. He’s a goner.”

	“Did you perform any first aid?”

	“Basic stuff. Pressure bandages, the lot. But he took two point-blank in the chest. At least one got his lung. Lost most of his blood by the time we got here.”

	Wells nodded. “What do you figure this for?”

	“Drug deal gone wrong.”

	“Really? What kind of drugs did you find?”

	The patrolmen shifted nervously. “Well, we didn’t actually find any…yet.”

	“Ah. Right, then. But you think it’s a deal that went south?”

	“We’re not inspectors. You are, sir. Doesn’t really matter what we think, now does it?” the short, muscular one said, his tone bitter.

	“I’m always interested in what you lads have to say. But time’s a-wasting. I think I’ll take a closer look before the ambulance and the techs get here.”

	“Righto. Pretty obvious what happened. Buggers shot each other.”

	“Yes. I see.” Wells moved into the shop and studied the two dead men before moving to where Vladimir was struggling for breath. He eyed the Russian’s pallor and shook his head. One thing the fools outside were right about was that this chap wasn’t long for the world. “If you shot them, where’s your gun, eh?” he whispered to himself, looking around the wounded man’s sprawled form. “A criminal falling-out works better if you’re armed, doesn’t it?”

	Wells didn’t expect a response. The man was barely clinging to life.

	A commotion behind him drew his attention, and he looked up as two stocky emergency medical technicians wheeled a gurney into the shop.

	“He’s all yours, lads,” Wells said, and the lead EMT nodded.

	“We need to get him to the hospital,” he said.

	“Good luck with that.” Wells noted the man’s Russian accent in passing – not uncommon these days, as geographical boundaries blurred with immigration that followed employment prospects.

	Wells watched as the pair efficiently transferred the dying man to the gurney, inserted an IV line, and wheeled him off. He stared down at the drying blood, where a perfect impression of the man was captured in his vital fluids on the concrete, and declined to do a chalk outline – there was no need, and he could leave it to the forensics technicians.

	He moved to the first dead man and eyed his weapon as he pulled a pencil from his pocket and lifted it by the barrel. Testing its weight, he set it back down, slipped on a pair of the dozen or so latex gloves he kept in his jacket pocket, and checked the weapon. It hadn’t been fired.

	He moved to the second gun and repeated the process. Same thing.

	Wells’ brow furrowed as he tried to envision what had taken place. The obvious answer was there had been at least one other shooter. Otherwise, where had the bullets in the dying man come from? Not from the two dead gunmen, that was sure.

	That also answered the question of where the dying man’s weapon had gone, assuming he’d had one.

	The shooter or shooters had taken it.

	But why?

	The more he tried to imagine the scenario, the fuzzier it got.

	The dead men had their guns drawn, which told Wells that whatever had gone down had happened in a matter of seconds, or they would have had a chance to shoot.

	His eyes strayed to the garage doors. There were bullet holes in the wood at the base, which he hadn’t seen on entering. He walked over and crouched down, and then swung one closed and examined the exterior. No exit marred the heavy wood, so the slugs were still in the door.

	Wells stood and looked thoughtfully at the scene. Whoever had shot the place up had done so between the wounded man and the dead one deepest in the space. The second dead man had a wounded leg, so the shooter had taken out his tibia first and then shot him in the head, firing rapidly; hence the wasted rounds.

	But why at that level? Less than thirty centimeters from the floor?

	He took in the door, the two dead men, and then snapped his fingers, the sound a dull thwack with the gloves on. “Of course. Because you were shooting at him from under a vehicle.” He slowly stepped to a few feet from where the wounded man had lain, held out his hand as though he had a gun in it, and pivoted as he made shooting sounds, like a child on a playground. “Bam. Bam, bam.”

	When he finished, he smiled in satisfaction. That was probably what the ballistics would tell him. Same gun had killed both men, as well as wounded the third. One shooter, standing midway between the pair, had fired and then dropped to the floor and shot the third man below a car or truck, wounding him in the leg and then finishing him when he’d fallen.

	Which was incredible shooting. He’d seen enough crime scenes to understand how singular this one was. Somehow the Terminator had arrived in Dover.

	Wells did a more thorough study of the interior and stopped at the surveillance system. He’d heard the call on his radio about a van that was to be considered armed and dangerous, and had no doubt he’d find it departing the garage, the shooter driving.

	The footage was just ending in the mysterious burst of static at the end when a voice called from the mouth of the shop.

	“Hullo. Where is he, then?”

	Wells slowly turned, his face a mask, and regarded the ambulance driver. “You picked him up a few minutes ago.”

	“Blimey. I hate when they do that to us. Waste of time and money. Buggered it up again.”

	“Might want to call in and confirm that he arrived. Should have by now.”

	“Will do. Idiots.”

	Wells studied the tape again. There was only one explanation for the drop out in the surveillance footage. Someone had deleted their arrival after the van had left.

	Which explained the anonymous call that had tipped them off.

	But now the question was, who had been there, and what other elements of the crime scene had they fiddled with?

	An already complicated double homicide had just gotten far more difficult to fathom. Wells walked slowly back to the shop entry, peeling off his gloves as he took measured steps, and looked up at the forensics van with the technicians that had just arrived. Butterflies fluttered in his stomach as he took in the scene. Whatever had happened here, it was as far from a drug deal gone wrong as he could imagine.

	Which meant a bad night had just gotten far worse.

	




Chapter 43

	Maya was startled by the cell phone ringing in her pocket. She pulled it out and eyed the number on the screen. London prefix. Headquarters with her marching orders.

	“Hello?”

	“Are you still in Dover?”

	“Of course. You told me to stay put.”

	“It appears that your van has been spotted at an MSA a few kilometers west of Dover.”

	“That was fast. How?”

	“The local police blocked the main highways leading from the city. A squad car was doing a sweep of the MSA when it saw a van that matched your description. They’ve called in the tactical squad, which should be there any minute.”

	“That’s great news.”

	“You’re to go to the MSA. We’ve cleared you to speak with the lead man on the tactical squad – he’s connected with MI5, and we can depend on him to be discreet about your involvement.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“It means we aren’t officially involved, but MI5 recognizes that we’ve provided an invaluable service. So they’re willing to share information on a limited basis.”

	“What’s this man’s name?”

	“Crosby. Sergeant Crosby.”

	“And who am I?”

	“Jill. As in Jack and Jill. Last names won’t come up.”

	She checked her watch. “I can be there in ten minutes.”

	“I’d put a rush on it.”

	“On my way.”

	Maya opened her bag and removed a baseball cap. If she was going to be exposed, she could at least limit what anyone saw of her. She removed her hygiene bag and slid a disk of dark base from it, and hastily applied it to her face, instantly converting her light caramel coloring to a heavy olive-skinned complexion. A glance in the rearview mirror confirmed that it had subtly altered her look, and she finished the quick camouflage with a pair of green plastic-framed glasses with clear lenses – she knew from her training that brightly colored accessories would be remembered far more vividly than her features in a day or two, and anyone asked to describe her would likely recall the odd glasses and cap before they remembered much about her face.

	The road was miserable, and her ten minutes stretched to twenty before she arrived at the MSA. A dozen police cruisers were gathered in a semicircle at the far end of the massive parking lot, which was swarming even at that hour with vehicles of every description. She pulled up next to an oversized official van, where four uniformed police officers were standing, sipping tea and talking. One of the men, who looked to be maybe twenty-five, approached her.

	“Can’t go any further, ma’am.”

	“Yes. I see that. I’m looking for a Sergeant Crosby. Tactical squad?”

	“They’re a bit busy at the moment, Miss…”

	Maya gave him a warm smile. “Jill.”

	“Well, Miss Jill, we have a bit of a situation here, so if you can wait until they’re through…”

	“And when will that be?”

	The cop’s tone changed. “When they are.”

	“I see. Of course, I’ll be delighted to wait for him to free up. If you’d let him know Jill is here to see him, though, I’d really appreciate it.”

	“I’ll see what I can do.” He frowned at the Rover like she had arrived riding a unicorn and then strode off to where she could make out a group of a dozen officers encircling the van. After a brief discussion the young man returned, accompanied by an older, hard-looking man in his thirties, lean, with high cheekbones, gray eyes, and a military haircut that was all business.

	“Miss…Jill? Sergeant Crosby.”

	Maya opened her door and stepped out of the car. Crosby nodded to her and they moved away from the local police, Crosby’s eyes in constant motion as they stepped a dozen paces from her car.

	“I’ll make this short. There’s nothing in the van but some smears of blood on the steering wheel, likely from your man’s hands,” he said.

	“There’s nothing else? Have you checked the chassis? The gas tank? It could be concealed or integrated into the vehicle.”

	Crosby smiled humorlessly. “We’re waiting for a bomb specialist to arrive, but my money says it’s not. If there was anything in it, which we only have your people’s word for, it’s gone now.”

	“Then he must still be here,” she said, looking around slowly.

	“If he took off on foot, we’re not going to find him in this fog.”

	“Have you blocked all vehicle traffic?”

	“The locals did, but they admit there was a gap. They were waiting for us to show up.”

	She shook her head. “Incredible.”

	A voice called to them from near the van. “Sergeant Crosby?”

	Crosby turned to her. “Excuse me for a moment.”

	He left and didn’t return for ten minutes. When he did, his expression was grim. “There are two dead bodies over by the tree line. A man and a woman. No ID. Mid-forties, near as we can tell. Both with their throats slit.”

	“It’s him.”

	Crosby nodded. “Appears to be, I’ll grant you that. Probably killed them for their vehicle.”

	“What else can you tell me about them?”

	“Not much I left out.”

	“I want to see them.”

	Crosby shook his head. “Not a chance. There’s no way you’ll be allowed anywhere near them. This is now a crime scene – murder investigation. You’re nobody. You don’t exist.”

	“Please. Give me something.”

	He palmed his cell phone and pushed a button. The screen illuminated and he held it up so she could see it. “This is as far as I can go.”

	She looked at the couple, their faces distorted from pain, blood splatter staining her blouse and his football jersey. Maya studied the corpses for ten seconds and then fixed Crosby with a determined stare. “He chose them for a reason. There was no way he’d kill two people unless it was important. We need to figure out why that is.”

	“Obviously, he wanted their vehicle. And they were at the far reaches of the facility, near the water outlets and the WCs. So a target of opportunity.”

	“This guy doesn’t do anything by accident. He’s a planner. Something about them attracted him to them. Discover that, and the odds increase of our finding him.”

	“I appreciate your insights, but I’ve got my hands full now. Scotland Yard has been called in. I need to get back to work.” He appraised her. “Not being rude, but we never met.”

	“Of course not. Thanks.”

	Maya returned to the Rover and called London. She gave a terse summary of the situation and waited for instructions. After being placed on hold for five minutes, a different voice came on the line – older, more authoritative sounding. The head of station had likely been dragged out of bed and was now in the office.

	“Return to Dover. There’s nothing you can do at this point until we have more information.”

	“Where in Dover?”

	“Unimportant. Get a motel room. No offense, but I don’t have time to deal with you right now.”

	“He’s out there, you know. With the bomb. On the loose.”

	“We don’t know that.”

	“We can assume he didn’t go to Dover from Manchester for the weather.”

	“All due respect, but our job isn’t to assume anything. Now return to Dover, or if you like, to London, and get some rest. It’s out of our hands now. We’ll speak tomorrow morning and you’ll be debriefed.”

	Maya hung up and fumed. She’d been treated like a child the entire time she’d been in England, even after everything she’d achieved. The arrogance of her superiors mirrored that of their British counterparts, apparently. She was green, barely more than an intern, and thus not to be taken seriously.

	Fine. She’d get a room, and damn the cost. The expense account would just have to absorb it.

	




Chapter 44

	Abreeq yawned as he rounded another bend on the rural road, his speed as stately as a hearse so as not to attract attention. He hadn’t seen another vehicle in a half hour, not since passing through Lympne Village. The map he’d found in the glove box had proved invaluable, and after perusing it he had a mental image of the route he’d take to reach his ultimate destination.

	Killing the couple had been easy. Once he’d seen their vehicle, seemingly just asking for it in the shadows of the MSA, he’d realized that it was perfect for his purposes. He’d approached the man, who was filling a water bottle from a spigot, and asked for directions in broken English. The man had shrugged and resumed his task, and Abreeq had slashed his throat before he’d had a chance to twist the tap back on.

	The wife had emerged from the restroom, and Abreeq had waited until she was at the vehicle to jump her. She’d died screaming into his hand, writhing like a wild animal as she sensed her end approaching.

	He’d dragged them both into the brush and stripped them of their identification, and had manhandled the device into their vehicle and been on his way within minutes of laying them to rest. As he’d hoped, the convoy of police cars hadn’t given his new ride a glance as he drove past them, which told him they had no idea what they were dealing with. Abreeq knew he couldn’t rely on that ignorant apathy for any length of time, but intended to capitalize on it while he could.

	The couple wouldn’t be immediately identified, and once they were, it would take hours more to establish whether they had rented a car or driven their own vehicle to the coast. By which time it would be too late to stop him – he’d be hiding in plain sight.

	A fox darted across the road in front of him and he slowed, grinding his teeth at the sound of the keg sliding forward. He hadn’t had time to secure it, but he’d need to soon. Until now he’d been focused on putting distance between himself and the police.

	He coasted to the shoulder and peered through the windshield at the total darkness around him. The fog had thinned as he’d made his way inland, but was still thick enough that visibility was impaired. Abreeq switched off the headlights and checked on the keg. After improvising bindings with some towing rope, he was back behind the wheel, the vehicle’s diesel engine clacking along with the monotonous regularity of a locomotive.

	Abreeq made a turn south in the sleeping hamlet of Woodchurch, onto a single-lane road that stretched through farmland. He was in no particular hurry and had elected to stay to back roads, well away from any main arteries or major metropolitan areas. Minutes stretched into several hours, and at half past four he pulled onto a dirt track behind a grove of trees and shut off the motor, determined to get a few hours of sleep so he wouldn’t be too groggy for the big event the next day.

	He moved into the rear of the vehicle, stripped off the bloody sweatshirt, and replaced it with a clean one. After double-checking his weapon and setting it by the pillow, he lay down and closed his eyes, the bucolic landscape around him silent as the grave.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Maya found a reasonable-looking establishment near the coast and roused a sleepy innkeeper to the front desk with the ring of a bell. The old man looked surprised to have been awakened from his slumber at the late hour but was more than happy to accept her money in exchange for a room. She declined a guided tour to the second-floor digs and instead took the key from him, hoisted her bag, and set off up the stairs, a headache starting in the deepest reaches of her skull from the tension of the last hours.

	Her cell rang as she was stripping off her clothes, and she hopped to the small table she’d placed it on, her pants around her ankles. She glanced at the screen – the same London prefix.

	The head of station’s distinctive voice was grim when she answered, and got straight to the point.

	“Our contacts tell us that the wounded man from Dover has disappeared.”

	“What? He was dying. What are you talking about?”

	“Nobody’s sure. At first they thought it was some sort of a mix-up at the hospital, but he hasn’t been admitted at any of the local facilities, so it could be something more…ominous.”

	“How does a dying man vanish into thin air?”

	“Obviously he had help.”

	“That tells me that perhaps we aren’t the only ones with sources in the police force.”

	“While I typically argue against making any hasty decisions, I tend to agree with you.”

	She frowned. “Every step of the way this has gone from bad to worse. Is there anything else? Any promising leads?”

	“Not at this time.” He paused. “I’m afraid Jeff didn’t make it. We just got the call.”

	Maya swallowed hard. “That’s a shame. He was a good agent.”

	“I know.”

	“His last order was to stop Abreeq at all costs.”

	“Yes. There was history there.”

	“We haven’t done a particularly stellar job.”

	“It’s a big country. You’re only one person. Did you get a room?”

	“Yes. Dover.”

	“Fine. Let’s talk tomorrow. Maybe there will be some positive developments overnight.”

	“That would be nice.”

	“Leave your phone on just in case.”

	Maya set the cell back on the table and yawned, then stepped out of her pants and pulled her shirt off. Once in the bathroom, she scrubbed the dark base off her face and noted that her eyes were red. She looked as bad as she felt. She’d failed to catch the terrorist, Jeff was dead, and what career she’d had could well be in jeopardy. Everyone involved would be looking hard for someone to blame for the fiasco and trail of dead bodies, and she, as the junior agent in the field, was a prime target. It wouldn’t matter in the end that she’d gone to impossible lengths to get to Dover, and had come within minutes of apprehending Abreeq. It would only be remembered that her supervisor had died while with her, and the assumption would be that her carelessness had killed him – an easy leap to make given the string of failures to date.

	None of which mattered to her right then. She was exhausted, and her mind was playing tricks on her, painting worst-case scenarios, assuming she’d be scapegoated. Whatever happened tomorrow, she had no control over it, and the best she could do was get some rest.

	Maya stumbled to the bed, shut off the bedside lamp, and rested her head on the pillow, staring mutely at the overhead light fixture in the near total darkness. She willed her eyes to close, but her mind was still redlining, churning over the events of the evening, searching for meaning in the random chaotic events.

	She turned over and sighed. She was missing something. Some niggling detail that was important, but she was too tired to recognize. The sense of having overlooked a critical element was powerful, but in the end her body’s need for sleep won out, and she drifted into restless slumber, tossing and turning as an occasional foghorn or buoy bell sounded in the distance like a lament for her fallen peers.

	




Chapter 45

	One kilometer southwest of Northiam, England

	 

	Abreeq shifted and grunted as sun streamed through the stolen camper’s windows, and then sat up on the uncomfortably thin mattress and scowled at the sunlight. A quick glance at the time told him he’d been asleep for a little over three hours, although he felt like he’d just nodded off. He stretched his arms over his head and his hand bumped the hard edge of his pistol as if to remind him of his duty. He reluctantly swung his legs off the bed and slipped his shoes on, and then moved to the cab.

	The fog was burning off, revealing a long expanse of shimmering green grass wrinkled by a mild breeze. There was nobody in sight, so he checked the small caravan refrigerator and found a bottle of orange juice along with enough food to feed a small army. Apparently the French had no more interest in England’s culinary delights than he did and had brought their own from Paris. He spied a wedge of mild cheese and several rolls wrapped in plastic, and settled in for a quick breakfast before getting on the road.

	His repast was interrupted by a banging at the caravan door. He froze with his food halfway to his mouth, and the banging sounded again, accompanied by an annoyed British voice.

	“You, in there. Come on, wake up.”

	Abreeq chambered a round and shifted his gun to the small of his back before pulling his shirt over it. He rose and headed for the door.

	“Yes?” he called out, peering through the windshield with a sidelong glance. No police vehicles.

	“You’re on private property. Open the door.”

	Abreeq debated telling the man to get lost, but decided that appeasement was the best approach, and so unlocked the door and swung it open. A reed-thin man with white hair and a face tanned the color of bark glared at him, a bird gun cradled in his arms.

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize,” he said, affecting his version of a French accent.

	“There’s such a thing as trespassing, you know,” the man growled, obviously angry. “We have laws over on this side of the water.”

	“Yes, yes. I’ll just be moving on, then,” Abreeq apologized. “I meant no offense.”

	“I don’t have to tell you how worrisome it is to find strangers using your land for a toilet.”

	“I didn’t do that.”

	“Next bloody thing, I’ll wager.”

	“Again, I am sorry. I will go.”

	“Best make it fast before I lose my temper. You lot think you can do whatever you like. Seen enough of it to last me two lifetimes.”

	“Okay,” Abreeq said. “I can pay you for staying here.”

	He immediately saw his error as the color flushed the old man’s face. “Bloody cheek. You squat on my land, then offer to toss me a few coins? Go on. Get out of here with your gypsy mobile.” The old man spat. “Bloody wogs.”

	Abreeq’s pupils contracted to pinpoints. “What did you say?”

	“It’s my land. I can say whatever I want. Get off of it, now.” The geriatric raised the shotgun.

	Abreeq’s reflexes were far faster than the old farmer’s, and before he had consciously thought about it, he’d twisted the gun barrel away from him, dislocating the man’s trigger finger and knocking him backward. The farmer stumbled a few steps and tripped over a small rock, howling with pain and outrage. Abreeq watched as he pitched backward in slow motion and hit the dirt with a grunt.

	Abreeq moved toward the man, intending to help him up and apologize, but quickly saw that the man was hurt. Something had broken when he’d fallen, and he was writhing in pain, hate radiating from his eyes. “You filthy wog bastard. I’ll see you behind bars for this–”

	The thread of control that was holding him back snapped in Abreeq’s brain, and he grinned menacingly as he raised the shotgun over his head like an axe. The old man realized what he was about to do and threw his arms up defensively, but the gesture hardly slowed the stock as Abreeq brought it down with all his might, shattering the farmer’s forearm and slamming into his collarbone.

	The farmer screamed in agony and Abreeq kicked him in the ribs. “There. You like that? What was it you called me? A filthy wog bastard? I’ll show you what I really am. The angel of death,” Abreeq hissed, and aimed the heavy wooden stock at the farmer’s head like a home-run hitter swinging at a fastball.

	The old man’s skull twisted to the side with a sickening crack, and he convulsed. Abreeq watched him die, twitching in his beloved dirt, and as the farmer grew still, he unzipped his pants and peed on the man’s face – a symbolic gesture, as he was already dead, but a satisfying one for the terrorist.

	When he was done, Abreeq tossed the gore-crusted shotgun by the farmer’s side and walked to the rear of the caravan, where a fifty-year-old pickup truck was parked. Abreeq shielded his eyes from the rising sun and looked off down the road into the distance. Nothing moved but a crow taking to the air a hundred meters beyond the truck’s bumper. The terrorist watched its flight until it disappeared into a far grove of trees, and then calmly returned to the camper and climbed aboard.

	He snatched up his roll and cheese and took a bite as he slid behind the wheel and started the engine. After a long pull on the orange juice, he put the transmission in gear and let out the clutch. The camper lurched along the shoulder, and then it was on the pavement with a bounce. Abreeq looked in the side mirror at the dead man lying in the dirt and shook his head.

	“So much hate and anger. Didn’t anyone ever tell you it was dangerous to carry that around with you?” he murmured in Arabic, and then repeated it in English with a pronounced British upper-crust accent. “Bloody wog. Bloody wog bastard.” He caught a glimpse of his eyes in the rearview mirror. They looked wild, but he didn’t care. He laughed out loud. “Who’s the bloody bastard now?”

	The hysterical edge slowly receded as he drove, and as he finished his breakfast, he cursed silently. “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” he whispered, slamming the steering wheel with his hand. He shouldn’t have killed the old man. It was always possible that he’d called someone before confronting Abreeq. Said something about a French caravan trespassing on his land. Out in the country, it was likely that a landowner like the farmer knew everyone. When he was found, there would be a manhunt.

	Another manhunt.

	His concern was interrupted by a roadside sign marking a tributary to the left. He laughed again, the tension leaving him as he read it out loud.

	“Hastings, 15 kilometers.”

	Abreeq directed the caravan onto the larger road and smiled to himself as the last of the fog burned away, leaving a relatively warm, cloudless morning in its wake.

	“Looks like a beautiful day for it,” he allowed, and then bit back any further talk. It wouldn’t do to be driving along, talking to himself. He needed to get his mind back on the job at hand, not free-associating with whatever caught his eye.

	After all, today was the big one, the culmination of his efforts.

	And for several thousand pampered, smug infidels, it would be the last day of their miserable, privileged lives.

	The thought gave him great joy, and his spirits soared as he picked up speed. A tractor shimmied toward him on the lane and he offered a wave to the driver, who returned the gesture with a smile.

	No point in being unfriendly.

	




Chapter 46

	Dover, England

	 

	Maya shot bolt upright in bed, her respiration fast and her heart racing, instantly wide awake. She eyed the glow of sun around the blackout curtain and stared at her watch, and then pushed the covers off and moved to her bag. Her brain had continued processing even as she’d dozed, and had solved the puzzle that had been worrying at her subconscious in her sleep.

	“The disk,” she muttered as she retrieved her laptop and plugged it in, and then connected it to the printer hard drive. The screen flickered as it booted up, and then she was staring at the map of Dover – the last item that had been printed.

	She clicked on the prior file. An invoice. The next a list of accounts, all automotive related. She continued through the printer queue and stopped at a stylized rendering of medieval monks holding their hands over their mouths, laughing, as a modern-dressed man with five o’clock shadow, a pint of beer in one hand and a cigarette in the other, spoke into a microphone on a raised stage. The lettering at the top announced the Hastings Comedy Festival, and at the bottom was a who’s who of British comedians.

	And the festival’s first day was today. She checked the time again, blinking away any residual punchiness. It would begin in…less than an hour.

	Her knowledge of English geography was limited. She opened another window and looked up Hastings on the Internet. When she found a map, she zoomed out and then sat back with narrowed eyes.

	Hastings was sixty kilometers down the coast.

	She fumbled the cell phone to life and dialed the Mossad number. After yet another annoying wait on hold, the station chief’s tired voice came on the line.

	“Yes?”

	“I know where he’s headed. There’s a comedy festival in Hastings. If it’s well attended, it’ll be packed, but security will be nothing like at a stadium. It’s in a field somewhere on the outskirts of town.”

	“Whoa. Slow down. How do you know this?”

	She told him about the flyer on the hard drive. “It has to be his alternative target. We know he’s methodical and fearless. And he’s in country with a bomb. Tell me that if you were in the same situation you wouldn’t have researched an alternate target.”

	“That’s speculation.”

	“It’s under an hour’s drive from here. He was headed southwest. Down the coast. Toward Hastings. It all fits.”

	“Maybe,” he acceded grudgingly. “Or it could be unrelated.”

	“Dammit, the man’s a killer, and he’s out for blood. He’s going to try to slaughter as many people as he can, make the biggest splash possible. He has to know that any big public gathering in a major metro area is going to be suspect. London, Liverpool, Birmingham, Leeds…all too risky. But Hastings? Tell me that the security there is going to be top notch.”

	“I’m not saying you’re wrong. I’ll contact MI5 and alert them to your concerns.”

	“I want to head down there.”

	The station chief sighed. “I suspected you might.”

	“If I’m wrong, where’s the harm?”

	“I suppose there isn’t any.”

	“Then I’m on my way.” She paused. “Anything more on the mystery couple?”

	“Yes. We have an ID. Bertrand Felix and Caroline Aliers. Parisians. On holiday, per their entry docs.”

	“What were they driving?”

	“We’re still trying to access that database. It was listed as a caravan on their entry form, but they store the license information elsewhere.”

	“Damn.”

	“I want you to report in every hour, do you understand? If you see anything suspicious, call. I’ll see about getting a team to Hastings as soon as possible.”

	“How long will that take?”

	“A few hours.”

	“It could be all over by then.”

	“Assuming you’re right.”

	“I am.”

	Maya was showered and out the door in five minutes. Thankfully the Rover started, albeit with a reluctant stutter that didn’t bode well for its longevity. She mashed the accelerator to the floor at the highway on-ramp, and the heavy old car lumbered up the grade like a drunk on its last legs before steadying into a rough shimmy as she pushed it as hard as she dared.

	Abreeq had to be planning to bomb the festival. It made sense. A target with laughable precautions, unlike a higher visibility target like a subway station or a stadium or government building. Plenty of celebrity darlings in attendance, guaranteeing added horror at the result.

	And best of all, the apathy of the authorities after an exhausting series of false alarms and near misses.

	It was perfect.

	Diabolically so.

	And as far as she could tell, unless she got luckier than a lotto winner, nobody would be able to stop him, because the British were slower than turtles, and the Mossad not much better.

	She was halfway to Hastings when the temperature warning light on the Rover’s dashboard illuminated.

	“No. Do not do this to me,” she warned. “No, no, no.”

	Stalling out in broad daylight thirty kilometers short of her destination would be the final insulting blow to her notions of competence, so she pulled off the highway and found a filling station. The attendant joined her as she opened the hood, and they both stared at the steaming motor.

	“Probably out of coolant or oil, I’d wager,” the man said.

	“How can I tell which?”

	“Shut it off and I’ll check the oil. If you’ve got plenty, then it’s the radiator.”

	A minute later she knew that the engine had a full oil level, and that in the attendant’s opinion it could do with a change.

	“Then let’s fill the radiator up,” she said, and stared at the attendant as though he was mad when he slowly shook his head.

	“Needs to cool down.”

	“I don’t have time. I have to be in Hastings…now.”

	“Well, start it back up. I can spray the radiator and see if we can get it cool enough to pop the cap. But it would be better to give it time.”

	“I told you – I don’t have time.”

	She glared at the man and went back, crossed the ignition wires, and then wrapped them together. He stood with a hose, running a stream back and forth across the radiator. After several minutes of this the warning light dimmed and went out, and he tried the cap with a rag.

	Steam shot skyward as the cap blew off from the pressure, and the attendant jumped back.

	“Gore. That was a near one,” he said, and directed the water into the radiator. “Newer ones have a reservoir bottle. Damn near took my hand off, that did.”

	When the radiator was filled, he retrieved the cap and screwed it back into place, and then pointed to the underside of the car. “There’s your problem. Leak.”

	She inspected it. “Doesn’t look fast, though.”

	“Right. You should be able to make it. Your luck that it isn’t blazing hot.”

	She threw him a dark look as she handed him a five-pound tip. “Is it ever that hot around here?”

	Maya could hear him laughing as she pulled away. She urged the car forward, aware that she’d lost almost ten minutes she didn’t have to spare. Her stomach knotted with tension, she kept to the speed limit in town and then floored the throttle once on the highway. The azure of the English Channel glistened to her left, and the hills rose into the heavens to her right. The vista was breathtaking – one she would have enjoyed considerably more if she hadn’t been racing to stop the senseless murder of God knew how many innocents.

	




Chapter 47

	Hastings, England

	 

	Maya found her way to the comedy festival grounds, which were festooned with colorful flags mounted along the perimeter of the parking area, red, blue, and yellow, flapping in the wind. A parking attendant directed her to a slot near the entrance and smiled as he took her money.

	“Filling up fast. Another hour and you’d be out of luck,” he said, his accent the more laconic country English that spoke to an easier pace than that of city folk. “Right over there, next to the red Renault.” He looked the Rover over. “They don’t make ’em like this anymore, do they? Don’t see many on the road.”

	“It got me this far,” Maya agreed, one eye on the dark temperature light. “Are there many French cars here? Caravans?”

	“Oh, I wouldn’t know. I just arrived, but I wouldn’t think so.”

	“Have you seen any?”

	“Honestly, I don’t look at the plates. Not my job.”

	“Thanks,” Maya replied, disappointed.

	She pulled onto the grass and parked between a Renault and a vintage Jaguar E-type, and after chambering a round, slipped the sound-suppressed Beretta she’d filched from the dying man into her purse, praying that she’d get a chance to use it sooner rather than later this morning. Maya emerged from the Rover, the sun a welcome relief from the previous day’s chill, its rays warming her face as she pulled on the baseball cap and sunglasses and did a slow turn, scanning the expanse.

	There were easily hundreds of vehicles of all shapes and sizes, and myriad campers and caravans like the one Abreeq had stolen. The scale of what she was hoping to achieve – spotting a needle in a haystack – dawned on her as she took in the magnitude of the challenge, and her heart sank. What did she think she could accomplish? One woman, a junior agent, no less, in a crowd of thousands?

	Clusters of attendees roamed through the parking area, stopping to chat with one another, everyone smiling and laughing, in good humor on a fine day. Maya saw a little girl of five holding her mother’s hand, her hair in pigtails, a smudge of red candy on her cheek from the sucker in her mouth, and was reminded of the stakes. She had to succeed. The alternative was too awful to contemplate.

	Maya paused at the edge of the field and decided that the best way to approach her search was to divide the area into a grid, and work each section as she looked for the dead French couple’s camper. She’d originally thought it would be relatively straightforward, but the number of recreational vehicles staggered the imagination – apparently weekend outings like the festival were a perfect excuse to dust off the caravan and hit the road.

	She was partway through the first quadrant when her phone rang. She answered it without looking.

	“Hello?”

	There was nothing but a hiss on the line. She glanced at the screen – the number was blocked.

	“Hello?” she repeated again, and the caller disconnected.

	Maybe a wrong number? She stopped in her tracks. Or possibly an accomplice of the dying man calling to see how the exchange had gone?

	Maya was more than aware that the phone could be easily tracked by anyone with the right equipment. Which meant that she could be in the crosshairs even as she believed she was the hunter.

	She moved erratically, speeding up and then slowing, hoping to flush out any follower as she surveyed the campers for French plates. A peek at her watch confirmed that she was on borrowed time – a motivated terrorist could detonate a device at any time now that the festival had officially started. She picked up her pace and began on the second quadrant, moving between rows of vehicles, concentrating on the gleaming tops of motor homes and campers as she wended her way along.

	Maya rounded a van and almost ran headlong into a mountain of a man with square shoulders and a flat face pocked with acne scars. He looked her up and down with cold eyes, and she was reminded of a shark or a wolf. Her finger slid along the trigger guard of her weapon, and then he laughed loudly, a harsh bray, startling her.

	“Pretty lady. Pretty, pretty lady,” he said loudly, his consonants soft.

	Maya smiled back at him. He was obviously developmentally disabled. “Thank you.”

	“Roger, come on, boy. Don’t bother that lady,” a matronly woman, easily three hundred pounds, called out from his right as she trundled toward them. “I’m sorry. He don’t mean no harm. Isn’t right in the head, he isn’t.” She neared and grabbed the man by the arm. “Let’s go, Rog. I’ll get you an ice lolly if you behave yourself.”

	Maya watched the unlikely pair move toward the area where vendors had set up tents and awnings, selling every variety of junk food and knick-knack. Her nerves were too close to the surface, the lack of sufficient sleep and the tension of the situation skewing her judgment. She’d almost terminated two innocents and was seeing danger behind every tree. While some operational paranoia was appropriate, it was getting in the way, causing surges of adrenaline that were interfering with her objective. Her memory returned to the obstacle course in Israel, and the nun she’d shot, and a chill ran through her.

	She shook off the feeling of being watched and concentrated on the vehicles. She knew Abreeq was there somewhere. She could feel it.

	Maya spotted an aluminum camper near the vendor area, a few steps from a row of blue portable toilet enclosures. There was something about it…the styling or the markings looked…different. Foreign.

	French.

	As she approached it, she saw the license plate on the rear bumper. France.

	Gotcha.

	Maya moved swiftly to the door on the side of the unusual-looking vehicle and, abandoning any pretense of caution, pulled it open as she whipped the pistol from her purse.

	And found herself staring at an empty interior.

	She stepped into the camper, gun at the ready, her pulse as loud as kettle drums in her ears, and crept to the small toilet enclosure. When she opened it, the interior was empty – except for a bloody sweatshirt stuffed into a corner.

	“You were here,” she whispered, sniffing the air in the camper for a clue as to how long ago her quarry had been there. Not long, she thought. His presence, his aura, was immediate, oppressive and evil as any she’d encountered.

	She did a quick search of the storage, but found no device. Not that she’d expected to – she had long before decided that it had to be disguised as a beer keg, given the compartment that had been built for it in the beer truck. But it was possible that Abreeq had removed it from the container, so she was taking no chances.

	Two minutes later she’d confirmed her fear – the device was not in the camper. So now she was looking for an individual amidst thousands. Far more difficult than locating a caravan.

	She dialed the London office on the cell phone. When the now familiar voice came on the line, she quickly explained the situation. “We have confirmation he’s here. It’s no longer theoretical.”

	“I’m afraid there’s some other bad news. The beer truck that was modified? The compartment was lined with lead. We believe that’s because the device is a dirty bomb. It’s one of the most disturbing possible public-safety scenarios, right at the top of our list of nightmare situations.”

	“How soon until the team you sent arrives?”

	“We’re doing the best we can. Forty-five minutes. Maybe longer.”

	“What about MI5? Or the tactical squad that was at the MSA? They’re closer.”

	“I’ll check. They might still be in the vicinity.”

	“I’m going to look for him. Maybe I can spot him.”

	“Be prepared to get out of there. If the British have any sense, they’ll evacuate the area.”

	“Do what you have to do.” She explained about the mystery call. “I’m going to lose the phone, so I’m going dark. I can’t take the chance they’re tracking me. I’ll call as soon as I can on a new cell,” she finished.

	Maya powered the phone off and removed the battery and SIM chip as she passed a nearby rubbish bin. She dropped them in and perused the crowd, wondering which one, if any, might have been the caller. A tall man on her left was looking her over, his eyes locked on her, and she felt a shiver of apprehension as he reached into his windbreaker. Her hand wrapped around the pistol stock in her purse and she flipped the safety off, and then exhaled roughly when an adolescent boy ran to him as he fished for money in the wallet he’d retrieved.

	If she was being watched, there wasn’t much she could do about it, she realized, with so many people swarming around. The mystery call had distracted her focus from her objective, and she needed to prioritize what she was going to do – run countersurveillance against a possible threat, or look for a madman with a dirty bomb.

	Maya slipped the pistol back into her purse and walked toward the vendor stands, her eyes narrowed to slits, her choice made. She was looking for a beer keg. And there was only one obvious place it could be.

	




Chapter 48

	Maya scanned the throng in front of the booths, even at the early hour lined up three thick to purchase treats and drinks. On the stage at the far end of the wide expanse, the first comedian was starting his routine, which as far as Maya could make out was largely ad-lib wisecracks in a heavy Irish brogue while he prowled back and forth in size thirteen shoes.

	She moved amidst the press, peering between bodies at the vendors, this one selling cotton candy, that one toffee, another, meat pies. As she neared the center of the stalls, she could barely get through – she’d reached the T-shirt area, where every sort of memorabilia was being enthusiastically hawked to clamoring customers. Maya practically ran into the back of an obese man wearing a leather jacket, and she craned her neck to see what the holdup was.

	One of the marquee name comedians was signing his latest book, and the unshaved, long-haired celebrity was grinning like a chimp as he took requests from women, mostly Maya’s age, who seemed entranced by him. Maya edged past the queue of overexcited femininity to another aisle of food and beverage vendors, the cloyingly sweet smell of caramel hanging in the air like artery-clogging incense.

	She slowed as she neared the beverage section and eyed at least a dozen booths, kegs of beer stacked in tubs of ice beside cylinders of compressed air and soda dispensers. This was the likely spot her quarry would be hiding – but how to find him? She believed she’d recognize him from the tape and the gunfight, but she also knew too well how simple it was to alter one’s appearance, especially for a man. Cotton in the cheeks, facial hair, hats and glasses were standard parts of any covert operative’s repertoire, and she had no doubt that Abreeq would have taken every possible step to conceal his identity. The bungled roadblock had put him on alert, and he was now forewarned – which made him more dangerous than ever.

	Her only edge was that he didn’t know her. Maya hoped it would be enough.

	“Whaddaya want, luv?” a man asked from behind a folding table, a box of cash resting on it along with several dozen drink options.

	“I’m…I’m trying to decide,” she responded, her eyes moving down the line of sellers, her scrutiny hidden by her sunglasses.

	“Don’t have all day,” the man complained, and looked over her shoulder at the next patron.

	Maya was watching the area behind the booths. Three down, there was a woman in a baggy saffron top, her long hair covered by a blue scarf, sporting large Jackie O sunglasses, who was shifting a keg next to an ice chest with a hand truck. Something about her attracted Maya’s attention. She didn’t know what, but in her gut she sensed something…off.

	She watched as the woman straightened, the merchants in the booth in front of her attending to customers, and Maya simultaneously registered two things as their eyes locked: the woman hadn’t put the keg into a tub with ice, instead resting it on the grass, and her hands…her hands were too large.

	They were a man’s hands.

	She’d spotted Abreeq.

	The problem being that he’d also spotted her, although Maya told herself there was no reason to believe her brief glance should alert him. She forced herself to look beyond Abreeq and continued edging through the crowd, aware that any further attention she paid him might cause him to set off the bomb. She allowed herself to be jostled by impatient customers until she was one booth down from where he’d been standing.

	Maya looked over another woman’s shoulder and saw that the keg was still on the grass.

	But Abreeq was gone.

	She looked around, trying to spot him, and her eye was drawn by movement on the periphery of the booths. Maya pushed past an annoyed man with a belly that resembled a watermelon hanging over his belt, who grabbed her arm.

	“Not so fast, my lass. Where do you think you’re going?” he demanded.

	Maya twisted away from him and squeezed through a gap between the booths, pulling her gun from her purse as she did so. A woman screamed behind her at the sight of the weapon and a couple of male voices shouted warnings – one of them in Arabic from the booth Abreeq had just left.

	“Look out. She’s got a gun!”

	“Gun! Gun!” the woman shrieked, and then all hell broke loose as a stampede started behind her.

	Maya ignored the commotion she was causing, her eyes locked on the rear of the booth. When she broke into the sunlight, she glanced around, but didn’t see the terrorist. At her feet was the head scarf. Her vision narrowed to exclude everything else, and she spotted the saffron blouse discarded fifteen meters away, and a man hurrying into the crowd at the other end of the aisle. She didn’t dare try a shot, and instead sprinted for where Abreeq had merged into the fray, confusion now spreading as word of danger traveled through the crowd like an electric current.

	Realizing her tactical error, she slid the pistol into her purse as she pushed past confused fairgoers and looked for the anomaly of someone moving faster than the rest.

	There.

	A shaved head gleamed from ten meters away, barely visible among the others, but edging relentlessly away from her. Abreeq had pulled off the wig he’d been wearing and jettisoned it, obviously aware he was in trouble, but unsure as to whether his description as being disguised as a woman had been circulated to unseen pursuers.

	She broke free of the crowd just in time to see him darting for the line of portable toilets. Pandemonium reigned behind her as the throng rushed for safety, unaware that they were all dead if she couldn’t stop the terrorist. For all she knew he had set a timer on the device, allowing him just enough time to get away before it vaporized them.

	That’s how she would have done it. Suicide bombs were for amateurs. Professionals wanted to live another day, and were too valuable to waste their lives on senseless acts of martyrdom.

	Abreeq was making for a pickup truck that was offloading crates of crisps. Maya drew the pistol and aimed, but hesitated – he was weaving, creating an almost impossible-to-hit target.

	The truck driver stopped with an armful of boxes, and Abreeq clocked him with the pistol, knocking him to the ground. Maya risked a shot, but it missed and blew out the truck’s driver’s side window. Abreeq jumped into the cab and tore off in a spray of gravel and dirt, honking to clear his way of pedestrians. He plunged full speed at a temporary barricade that had been erected on the perimeter of the field to keep traffic contained and blew through it without slowing, sending a spray of black and white painted wood into the air.

	With all the pedestrians around now, Maya didn’t dare shoot again, and instead ran toward the lot as fast as her legs would carry her.

	A biker in full leathers, the logo of a local club on the back of his jacket, stood by a vintage shovelhead Harley Davidson motorcycle, talking on his cell phone. He stopped mid-sentence at the apparition of Maya screeching to a halt in front of him, pistol in hand.

	“What the–”

	“Give me the phone and the keys. Now,” she said, her voice tight.

	“Are you out of your mind, luv?”

	“Hang up, give me the keys, or I’ll put a bullet in your skull and take them. Your choice.”

	He held her emerald gaze for a long beat and then nodded and laid the phone on the seat of the motorcycle and tossed her the keys. She caught them with her left hand, her eyes never leaving his, and gestured with the gun.

	“Take a walk.”

	“You won’t get away with this.”

	Her lip pulled up into a half smile. “Watch me.”

	The biker shook his head and stepped away, and then turned and made tracks for the crowd. Maya didn’t wait and within seconds had the Harley burbling, the phone in her pocket, pistol in her belt, baseball cap reversed and wedged tight on her head. Sirens screamed in the distance and she nodded to herself. Hopefully they’d get everyone out of there before the bomb blew – the problem was she had no idea whether it was on a timer or remote detonated via a wireless or a cell phone signal. Her only option was to track Abreeq and beat the information out of him.

	Assuming she could catch him.

	She dropped the heavy bike into gear and gave it gas, peeling off toward where Abreeq had disappeared, her gaze locked on the disappearing truck. Maya jumped the dirt rise by the barricade and landed hard on the grassy stretch, nearly going down before catching herself and hurtling toward the road, her face set in grim determination.

	The pickup made the turn from the small road onto a larger artery on two wheels, and Maya followed it around the curve with ease, ducking down and twisting the throttle, closing the distance on the straightaway. The terrorist must have seen her approaching, because he stomped on the brakes and fishtailed, his intent to knock her off the road with the truck’s rear end.

	Maya had anticipated the move and braked hard, easily avoiding the vehicle’s bumper. She was reaching for the pistol in her belt when Abreeq floored the gas and surged ahead, three crates tumbling from the truck bed from the acceleration. She swerved and downshifted, chirping rubber as she dodged them, and gunned the motorcycle forward.

	Abreeq wove back and forth erratically, slowing and speeding up in an effort to make pursuit more difficult. He arrived at an intersection and ran the red light, and a Japanese sedan grazed the truck’s rear quarter panel as it attempted to dodge him in a flurry of honking. Maya followed him through, accelerating hard as she barely missed a red double-decker bus filled with wide-eyed tourists.

	Abreeq scraped a green sports car with the truck’s flank, sending it into an out-of-control spin. Maya clamped down on the brakes and jumped the sidewalk, narrowly avoiding the hood as she fought to keep the Harley upright. A woman with a shopping basket pressed herself against the façade of the building as she roared by, and Maya guided the wheels back onto the road as the truck pulled away from her.

	It was obvious that Abreeq had no destination – he was just trying to lose her however he could. But the task was an impossible one. The delivery truck was underpowered and ill-suited to the challenge, whereas the bike was in flawless condition and had nearly effortless acceleration.

	At the next intersection, he abruptly turned into oncoming traffic, leaning on his horn. The maneuver was a risky one, but smart, because the ensuing chaos as cars he passed collided in their efforts to maintain control made following him almost impossible. Maya jumped the meridian and downshifted as she urged the big motorcycle forward, and as she drew alongside the terrorist, freed the pistol with her left hand and targeted the truck.

	Four shots in quick succession thumped into the front fender, and the passenger-side tire popped. The rubber shredded off instantly and a shower of sparks fountained from the steel rim skidding on the asphalt. Abreeq tried to keep the truck on the road, but it was a losing proposition, and the pickup smacked into the curb and executed a slow-motion flip, seeming to hang in the air for a second before crashing onto its roof and sliding upside down for a dozen meters. A lorry slammed into it as it skidded to a halt, sending it spinning like a pinwheel.

	Maya pulled even with the wreckage as it came to a stop and swung her leg over the motorcycle seat. She took measured steps toward the crumpled cab and stopped several meters short, gun drawn and trained on the terrorist’s bloody head, barely visible in the cab, hanging upside down by the seatbelt. His eyes opened and tried to focus. Maya took in the pool of gasoline spreading beneath the truck, and the smoking oil trickling from the white-hot engine, and fixed her stare on Abreeq.

	“End of the line,” she said in fluent Arabic. “You failed,” she said in an effort to draw him out. She had no idea whether he had a remote trigger or not, and he looked like he’d be dead within seconds – she needed to know.

	He coughed blood and sneered, the crimson staining his teeth, giving him the appearance of a demon. “It is you who has failed. They will all be dead in ten minutes, and my name will be legend long after I’ve gone to my reward.”

	“You have it on a timer?”

	He coughed more blood, and his eyes narrowed with foxlike cunning. “So many dead. Failure, indeed.”

	She stepped back as the fuel reached her shoes and then ran for the motorcycle, the biker’s phone in her hand. The Mossad number was ringing as she pulled away on the Harley. She didn’t cringe when the truck exploded in a fireball behind her as she held the phone to her ear with her shoulder. After describing a lazy arc from the wreck, a metal headlight enclosure crashed to the pavement beside her as she turned the bike toward the fair.

	“Yes?”

	“He’s dead. We have ten minutes, maybe less, until the bomb detonates. I’m headed back to the fairgrounds.”

	“What? How?”

	“There’s no time. Is the team there yet?”

	“No. But the British are on the ground.”

	“They need to evacuate.”

	“That’s already underway.”

	“Is there anyone here I can talk to? I know where the bomb is. I spotted it. It’s in a beverage booth.”

	“The tactical team is somewhere nearby. I don’t know if they’ve arrived yet.”

	“They had a bomb expert,” she said, and then the phone flew away when she hit a bump. She swore and gave the throttle a vicious wrench, and the bike leapt forward with a bellow of barely muffled exhaust.

	When she arrived at the field, she had to fight a steady stream of vehicles leaving the grounds, the cars gridlocked as they jockeyed for position. Maya swung off the road onto the grass shoulder and made for the area where all the emergency vehicles were gathered.

	She tossed the gun aside as she rolled toward the police, and moments later was facing a line of hard-faced uniformed officers. Maya shut off the engine and rested the bike against the kickstand before approaching the senior cop.

	“There’s a bomb.”

	“We’re evacuating everyone. You can’t go in there.”

	“I know where it is. We only have a few minutes.”

	The officer started to speak, and then his radio crackled and shrieked a terse order. He lowered the volume and glared at Maya. “Who the bloody hell do you think you are?”

	“Your radio. Is Sergeant Crosby here? Can you reach him?”

	“Crosby, you say?”

	She nodded. “Tactical squad. Sergeant Crosby. It’s imperative I speak to him.”

	He eyed her as he raised the radio to his lips and spoke into it. Moments later Crosby’s distinctive voice sounded from the speaker. The officer lowered the radio. “Who are you? What’s your name?”

	“Tell him Jill. From the MSA.”

	“The MSA?”

	“Just do it,” she snapped, and one of the junior cops moved toward her defensively.

	The older officer repeated her code name, listened as Crosby said something, and then handed her the radio. She took it and pressed the transmit button. “Where are you?”

	“By the stage.”

	“The bomb is disguised as a keg of beer. It’s midway down the left row of food vendors. I’ll meet you there. Do you have your bomb expert with you?”

	“Yes.”

	She checked the time. “We have about four minutes. It’s on a timer.”

	“That won’t be enough.”

	“It has to be. It’s a dirty bomb. Meet you there.”

	She tossed the radio to the officer and took off at a run. Two of the cops took off after her, but she had too much of a lead and easily pulled away from them. When she arrived at the booth, Crosby was approaching from the opposite direction at a jog, trailed by three men.

	“That’s it,” she said, pointing at the keg.

	“Crimey. All right. Jenkins, you know what to do,” Crosby barked, and then turned to Maya. “Get out of here. Now.”

	“No.”

	Crosby looked over her shoulder. “Officer? Cuff her and get her off the grounds.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “You can’t do that.”

	“It’s for your own good. If this thing goes, you don’t want to be near it.”

	She felt the cuffs on her wrists as one of the two pursuing cops pulled her arms behind her, but didn’t struggle. He was right. Her part was over.

	Crosby turned to the keg as the uniform dragged the girl away. His man was working the plug in the top with a wrench. He had it off within a few moments and peered inside, aided by the light of a penlight. When he looked up, the color had drained from his face.

	“She was right.”

	Crosby nodded. “Can you disarm it?”

	“I think so. Doesn’t look booby-trapped.”

	“They didn’t expect it to be found.”

	The bomb technician extracted a pair of long-handled wire cutters from his belt kit and eyed the device suspended in the amber liquid. Crosby nodded again and he slowly slipped them into the neck, his hands trembling almost imperceptibly.

	 

	The officer led Maya to a cruiser and put her into the backseat, and then jumped behind the wheel and started the engine, lights flashing, siren screaming.

	They’d only made it two hundred meters, as she watched the dashboard clock, calculating how much time they had left, when the dash-mounted radio crackled to life.

	Crosby’s voice emanated from the speaker, slightly distorted but understandable.

	“It’s over. The device is disarmed.”

	




Chapter 49

	Blackpool, England

	 

	Max stirred and reached out a hand to pat the tan thigh beside him in the antique king-size bed of his beach getaway. The woman made a purring sound and pulled the cover over her body, still tired after a long night of celebration. A professional who billed herself as an aspiring actress, Chelsea, no doubt not her real name, was a singular talent with a body that was without equal and the stamina of a marathon runner.

	“Come on, baby. Sun’s over the yardarm,” he said, his voice thick, and swung his legs to the edge of the bed before standing unsteadily. He looked at the clock. Eleven a.m. A good thing he was convalescing; otherwise he would have gotten a dozen calls by now, which wouldn’t have done his hangover any good.

	He stepped into a pair of silk-topped slippers and blinked the sleep away, his thin hair standing in tufts as he made his way to the bathroom in a thick terry-cloth robe with his initials embossed on the breast. Max stood relieving himself, sighing in satisfaction, and cocked his head when he heard movement in the living room.

	“So you’re up after all, my girl? Let’s have a highball and see if we can–” He stopped as he rounded the corner, pulling the robe closed. Two tough-looking men with the angular faces of wolves sat on his antique sofa, staring at him with dead eyes. “Who are you?”

	“We’re friends of your partner,” the older of the pair said, his voice as cold as the grave.

	Max shivered involuntarily. “Sergey? What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

	“He’s flying in from Moscow. Wants to have a word with you.”

	“I don’t understand. What are you doing in my house? What gives you the right to barge in here…”

	“Max?” Chelsea called from the bedroom, her voice groggy.

	“Get rid of her,” the older man ordered.

	Max nodded. Sergey was coming. Max needed to sober up. He didn’t know what had happened, but for him to fly into England wasn’t good. And the two toughs glaring at him in his own house also wasn’t an auspicious omen.

	“Love, time to go. I’ve got some business to attend to,” he said, heading back to the bedroom.

	“I thought we were spending the day together.”

	“Put your clothes on. Hurry up, darling. Clock’s ticking,” Max said, and went to his trousers and fished out a wad of bills. He tossed several onto the bed and watched as she stepped, naked, onto the hardwood floor and stretched, her thick mane of honey blonde hair cascading down the flawless skin of her lean back. He couldn’t help but smile at the imprint of his hand on one buttock, the artifact of an overzealous evening’s fun, and then his mind returned to the present.

	He pulled on his slacks and went to the closet. After a moment’s consideration, he selected a red silk shirt, the heavy gold chain around his neck contrasting nicely with the color, he thought as he admired himself in the mirror. By the time he’d slipped on his black suede Gucci loafers Chelsea had her Chanel suit back on – Max favored the business look in his companions, replete with nerdy glasses.

	She slipped the cash into her clutch purse and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Lovely time. Call soon. Girl gets bored in these parts.”

	“Will do, love. Now come on, out you go. Duty calls.” He opened the rear French door and escorted her through the modest garden and around the side of the house, where her low-slung coupe sat at the curb.

	The engine revved like a thoroughbred and she raced off. Max smiled at the memory of her calisthenics from only a few hours before and then his face grew serious.

	Sergey was coming.

	And he had no idea why. Perhaps to visit his sister?

	He turned back to the French doors and closed them against the morning chill. Time to deal with the two intruders. He’d have to use a delicate touch – Sergey’s men weren’t given to civility, and this pair looked like his typical thugs, ex-military, without question quite dangerous.

	Max was passing through his bedroom door when a blow to his temple knocked him sprawling, and he tasted blood in his mouth as he struggled against the hood that was wrenched over his head. His cries were muffled by the heavy fabric, and then he quieted as the contents of a syringe emptied into his arm and reality faded into a warm, blurry haze.

	When he regained consciousness, the bed he was on was vibrating and the drone of motors filled the air. He turned his head and winced at the pain, but recognized where he was – on his boat, a twin-engine Sunseeker pleasure yacht he kept in the nearby marina.

	He looked up and saw Sergey sitting in the salon, sipping a drink, staring at him impassively.

	“Sergey,” Max said, his voice a croak.

	Sergey nodded and held up his glass. Vodka, by the looks of it. Straight. “Won’t be long now.”

	“What is the meaning of this?” Max tried, and then struggled to sit up, but couldn’t – his ankles and wrists were bound. “Sergey. No. Don’t do this.”

	“The bomb plot was discovered. It’s off. There will be no insurance money.”

	“I…we’ll figure something else out.”

	“No, sometimes you have to recognize when you’ve embarked on a fruitless journey. The money is gone. Poof. Just like that.”

	“Sergey, listen. I’ll find a way to get it. Just give me some time. There has to be a way.”

	Sergey finished his two remaining fingers of vodka and shook his head. “No. You have no more time. You have sucked the resources of the planet long enough. My resources.”

	“But…your sister. Think of Svetlana. The kids.”

	“They will adjust to life without you. I trust you have a large life insurance policy. If not, no matter. They will be taken care of.”

	“I swear I’ll get you the money!”

	“It is too late. Don’t waste your remaining time protesting. Make peace with your maker, because soon you’ll be going for your last swim.”

	Max’s throat felt like he was choking. A tight band of fear closed around his chest and he struggled against his bindings. Sergey watched him like he was a specimen on a slide, and then called out through the companionway door. “Yevgeny, let’s get this over with.”

	The engines slowed to idle, and the boat began rocking lazily in the moderate swell. The pair of toughs entered the salon and moved to the open forward stateroom door. Max squirmed and tried to slip out of their grasp when one lifted his feet and the other his shoulders and carried him out into the gray afternoon, the water stretching to the horizon nearly black, small wind waves lapping at the blue hull of the sleek yacht.

	“Nooo,” Max screamed as Yevgeny latched a chain around his chest and padlocked it in place. Max caught a glimpse of a four-cylinder engine block near the transom and began kicking and struggling anew. The pair ignored him and moved to the engine block as Sergey looked skyward at where a pair of gulls was wheeling around the rear of the boat in lazy circles. He sighed heavily and turned to Max lying on the deck, a dark stain spreading on his expensive trousers, and shook his head.

	“Can’t even die like a man, can you?” he spat, and then inclined his head to Yevgeny. The men hoisted the engine block, which required the strength of both of them to lift, and tossed it over the transom into the sea. Twenty meters of anchor chain fed out quickly, and they had Max by the feet and shoulders when it went taut and pulled him overboard with a splash.

	Sergey eyed the surface of the Irish Sea for several long moments and then tossed his empty glass into the waves.

	“Let’s get back to land. We’re done here.”

	




Chapter 50

	Folkestone, England

	 

	A heart monitor beeped quietly in the corner of the room, a digital readout at the bottom displaying blood pressure and other vital signs. A fatigued-looking white-haired man sat on a wooden chair in a corner of the room, watching the nearby bed. A plasma bag hung on an IV stand beside it, and a stack of full sacks waited on an adjacent stainless steel table.

	The heart rate spiked and the older man sat up and stared at the patient, who was as pale as if carved from alabaster. The wounded man opened one eye and looked at his savior and then closed it again, the gesture sapping all his energy.

	“You’re lucky to be alive. It took me six hours of surgery to patch you up. You have the constitution of an ox – I don’t think you had two pints of blood left in you,” the doctor said.

	Vladimir didn’t reply.

	The old physician continued. “One of your lungs is collapsed and pretty badly torn up. Remains to be seen if it can be salvaged. But that wasn’t the point of the exercise. It was to keep you alive, that’s all.”

	The doctor had seen more than his share of wounds as a medic in the army over a decade of misspent youth, and had used every bit of his skill and knowledge to save the dying man. The stakes were high, the highest – a man’s life hung in the balance, and the only thing between him and the cold grip of death was the doctor’s hands and tenacity.

	The patient had been brought in with twenty minutes’ notice, and the doctor had notified his nursing assistant when he’d received the frantic call. He’d attended to his fair share of gunshots in his exclusive private practice to a specialized clientele – since losing his license, he’d been an unofficial physician to the underworld – but this case had tested his expertise to the limits. He’d told his benefactor that the odds of the man surviving through the night were less than ten percent. Privately, he gave the patient’s survival chances more like single digits. But to his surprise, the wounded man had hung on, his pulse as faint as the flutter of a moth’s wings, and as the hours had passed he’d grown stronger.

	“You’re by no means out of the woods yet. You’ll be here for a week, at least. I’ve got you on a morphine drip for the pain. Your job now is to sleep and give your body a chance to repair itself. We’ll worry about the rest of you once you’re strong enough for another surgery.”

	He’d been forced to leave a bullet fragment near the man’s heart. Although his surgical suite was as well equipped as any private facility in the area, removing the chunk of lead would require a steadier touch than his, and specialized equipment. As long as the Russian didn’t push himself, it would wait. The paying party had verified that he could be flown to Moscow for that surgery, as well as for more comprehensive care.

	The doctor glanced at the lab coat hanging on a coat rack by the door, his name embroidered on it, a memento of better days. Dr. Stoddard, surgeon of renown, brought low by his taste for the opiates he used for his patients’ pain. His private practice afforded him the means to indulge his habit, and his contacts enabled him to secure the purest heroin money could buy at giveaway prices. Unlike the stereotypical junkie, Stoddard was highly functioning and had reconciled his addiction with a responsible lifestyle, the cannula in his arm a concession to the method of administration but the only outward indication that he had a little substance issue.

	When the call had come in, he’d scrambled, giving himself a small maintenance dose to get him through the surgery. The dose when he was done had been larger, and he’d nodded off for a half hour while his assistant had monitored Vladimir. Now he was alert, although his body was already signaling that it would soon need another bump, and the drug was not to be denied.

	If the Russian lived through the next twenty-four hours, his survival chances increased from the soft fifteen percent Stoddard now gave him to a more solid twenty-five. Assuming no complications, those would increase to fifty by day two, and then strengthen each day thereafter until he could be safely transported to a private jet for transport to a real hospital with a team of waiting specialists.

	For now, though, it was in fate’s hands. The IV bag was filled with antibiotics to stave off infection, they’d managed to secure six pints of type A positive blood for the surgery, and the damage had been stitched, cauterized, and otherwise mended.

	Stoddard studied the man’s face, and a part of him wondered at the tenacity of the human spirit. Another part of him wanted nothing more than to sleep in a narcotic trance.

	Eventually the drug won out.

	Vladimir lay without moving, unaware of the battle raging in the little man’s body only footsteps away, the ventilator taped to his face hissing with metronomic regularity, his slumber dreamless as the organism fought to save itself and live to see another day.

	




Chapter 51

	Reims, France

	 

	Vahid was becoming increasingly stir-crazy as the days passed with no word from his patron, and had taken to touring the town’s museums and galleries to make the time go by. Today he’d finished a splendid morning in the main cathedral, admiring its breathtaking architecture and ornate decoration, a marvelous feat by any stretch of the imagination and a testament to man’s ingenuity.

	His Russian captors had grown lax when Vladimir failed to return, and had ultimately allowed Vahid to do as he liked, supplying a single bodyguard to protect him and ensure he didn’t bolt. Nobody would tell him what had become of the Russian, but he got the feeling it wasn’t good, because all talk of going to St. Petersburg had stopped and they were now in a state of suspended animation, waiting for his reappearance – or the emergence of another authority figure.

	Someone was still paying the bills, so Vahid wasn’t worried. Every day he had another two hundred euros awaiting him on the breakfast table, so he was able to attend to his needs, such as they were: a light breakfast at a café on the square, lunch at one of several bistros he’d discovered that had excellent chefs, dinner at one of the many gourmet restaurants that were shining stars in the Michelin crown. All in all, his existence wasn’t unenjoyable, although he had a pronounced sense of foreboding each day when he awoke.

	Like it or not, he’d allied himself with Vladimir, and if something had happened to him, where did that leave Vahid? It wasn’t like he could take out an ad in the paper – nuclear physicist and bomb maker extraordinaire, will work for anyone who can foot the bill.

	That there had been no news of his first device detonating worried him, and he suspected Vladimir’s disappearance was linked to the failure of that operation. Hopefully nothing had gone wrong with the bomb – he didn’t want to think about the consequences of his handiwork having been the weak link.

	Vahid sipped a glass of red table wine as he finished his lunch at a sidewalk table, a seafood crêpe that was as delicious as it was filling, and signaled to the waiter for the check. The man arrived, all pomp and ceremony, starched white shirt and black apron with the café’s name emblazoned across it, a uniform worn with pride, and Vahid paid, taking care to leave an overly generous tip – after all, he could afford to, now that he wasn’t living on a teacher’s salary in Iran.

	He finished his drink and pushed back from the table, enjoying the sun’s warmth as he stood, and made his way across the street to where the Russian would be waiting with the car. He crossed the busy thoroughfare and saw the Volvo sedan with windows tinted so dark they were opaque, by the front of the theater, where a pair of schoolgirls stood, all legs and long hair and shy smiles, catching his eye for a moment before he breezed past and moved to the vehicle.

	He was almost to the car when he sensed someone behind him, and he was turning when he felt the hard muzzle of a pistol dig into his ribs. Tariq’s distinctive voice whispered in his ear.

	“Get into the car. Don’t make a fuss, or I’ll blow your spine apart. Don’t even try me, or I’ll do it, I swear.”

	Vahid’s blood ran cold at the killer’s words. He had no doubt he would make good on his threat.

	“Okay. Just calm down. I’m going,” Vahid said, his mind racing furiously.

	How had the Iranians found him? Was it a double cross? Had the Russian sold him out, now that his usefulness was over?

	Vahid climbed into the car. He didn’t recognize the driver, but his heart sank when he saw his customary bodyguard sitting in the passenger seat, eyes unblinking, a small perforation below his ear revealing a slim trickle of dried blood.

	Tariq sat next to Vahid, pistol now nestled in his pocket again, his hands more than sufficient to snap Vahid’s neck like a twig if he wanted to. The driver eased into traffic, and Tariq eyed Vahid, the hatred palpable.

	“So we meet again, professor,” the Iranian spat, pronouncing the title like an insult.

	“I can explain,” Vahid began.

	Tariq smiled, the expression as chilling as if he’d bared fangs. “Really. Well, then, by all means, do.”

	“They kidnapped me. Forced me at gunpoint with them in Switzerland. And they’ve had me under constant surveillance. You see that for yourself. This man is only one of many.”

	“So you were forced against your will?”

	“Absolutely.”

	“I’ve been watching you for several days. Your captivity seems to include a lot of fine dining and art. Oh, and a rather remarkable brothel, if I may say so myself. Makes me wonder how I can get kidnapped by the same group.”

	“It’s…I’m telling the truth.”

	“Of course you are. And I’m sure that when the court hears your story, along with my photographs and testimony, they will take appropriate action.”

	“The court?”

	“Oh, yes, we’re headed back to Tehran, where an Islamic tribunal will decide your fate. I will say that I missed your trips to the mosque, as well. Let’s see – hookers, alcohol, no prayer…seems like you might have turned your back on being a good Muslim, no?”

	“I…”

	“You are no doubt aware of the penalty for apostasy under Sharia law, are you not? It’s death, professor.”

	“I told you, I was kidnapped.”

	Tariq nodded as he withdrew a syringe from his inside jacket pocket and held it aloft. “Yes, you did, professor. Yes, you did.”

	




Chapter 52

	Tel Aviv, Israel

	 

	Maya sat in an uncomfortable steel chair, waiting for her interrogators to return. She stared at the drab olive walls, the paint peeling around the corners of the ceiling where the painters had applied the puke green color too thin, and reminded herself for the umpteenth time that this was as much a part of her chosen career as being in the field chasing miscreants.

	She’d been released from custody by the Hastings police after Crosby had explained that she was an informant whose identity was protected, and after being thanked by the sergeant she’d located the biker and given the keys back, apologizing for the drama and for losing his phone. He’d looked at her like she was from another planet and shrugged it off, relieved to be alive. Word had rippled through the crowd that a bomb scare had closed the festival for four hours, and he wasn’t holding a grudge against his savior. He would later tell the story of the mysterious woman who’d stolen his bike at gunpoint to a rapt crowd of drunken kindred, and it would continue to be a staple in his repertoire for years to come.

	Maya had been called to London and debriefed at length for two days by three different Mossad officials, two men and a woman, each taking a different approach. The first man had been friendly and understanding; the second doubting, distrustful and stern; the final woman neutral and professional.

	The questions had varied from leading to unbiased, and at the end of the ordeal several things were obvious. Everyone involved in the London office was trying to find a way to appear to have been assisting Maya at every step. Simultaneously, they were trying to frame her success in identifying, then tracking, and ultimately neutralizing Abreeq as mostly luck on her part.

	Their problem was that no matter how she was approached, her story was unvarying, because she was simply telling the truth, recounting her saga – as well as describing the ineptitude and bureaucracy that had taken them to the brink of disaster. But of course, nobody wanted to file a report that implicated them as incompetent or worse, so the questions continued until headquarters in Israel recalled her.

	Maya had been accompanied on the flight by an agent who had said precisely six words to her their entire time together. She’d been transported from the airport to a military base, where her debriefing had continued. This time the tone was different, less accusatory, more genuinely interested in what had transpired and how the system could be improved.

	A long day and a half of this, and here she sat, her butt numb from the chair, boredom her overwhelming emotion.

	The door opened and two men entered. She looked up and her face transformed from unreadable to surprised and happy.

	“Uri! What are you doing here?” she asked, rising.

	“Apparently they aren’t done with me quite yet,” the older man replied. Jaron stood slightly behind him in a starched uniform that contrasted with Uri’s rumpled garb. “Word is you had quite a little run of it.”

	“That’s one way to put it,” Maya agreed.

	Both men took seats across from her. Jaron studied her for a moment and then sat forward. “We’re extremely proud of you. You demonstrated exactly the sort of perseverance and courage we strive to ingrain in our operatives.”

	Maya felt herself blushing. “I’m sure most of your people would have done the same.”

	“I’m not,” Jaron said, exchanging a glance with Uri. “Anyway, we need to discuss your continuation with our group. You’ve been a topic of much discussion and disagreement.”

	“What? After all this? I would have thought I’ve proved my worth.”

	“Nobody’s questioning your value,” Jaron corrected. “Rather, we’re looking at whether or not you’d do well in a specialty role. As an operative in a squad within our group that specializes in…delicate situations. Extractions. Abductions.”

	“Executions,” Uri finished. “Let’s not mince words.”

	Maya nodded slowly. “However you think I’d be of the most use.”

	Jaron eyed her. “The assignments are usually in hostile regimes, where there’s a high level of personal jeopardy. More so than our usual operations. I won’t lie to you – the survival rate isn’t particularly good.”

	“Like I said, I’m up for anything where you believe I’d be of value,” Maya said.

	“I was hoping you’d feel that way,” Jaron said. “I’ll get the paperwork that transfers you over.” He stood and moved to the door. “You did a remarkable job in England, Maya. You prevented a catastrophe of unprecedented proportions. It’s a shame your actions will never be known, but you have my sincere admiration.”

	Maya watched Jaron leave, and then turned to Yuri. “I’m so glad they didn’t…”

	“Terminate me with extreme prejudice? I’m sure it was discussed. Thankfully, I still have value. Besides, since it looks like I’m to live at least a few more summers, I would have been bored out of my mind hanging around the waterfront, drinking too much, watching the pretty girls, and wishing I was young again.”

	“Doesn’t sound that bad.”

	Uri smiled sadly and studied his hands. “This sounds better.” He looked her straight in the eyes. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

	“Sure. If it means less bureaucracy and more action, who wouldn’t be?”

	“As he said, the danger level increases substantially.”

	Maya gave him her own sad smile. “Nobody lives forever.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	A month later, Mogappair, India

	 

	The street market was teeming with humanity, thousands of shoppers moving along the dirt paths between the stalls, the chatter of bargaining a steady hum of offers, protests, oaths, and entreaties. Street urchins ran along the muddy way, chasing each other and laughing, as stern-faced women sought out the best deals, their eyes distrustful as vendors promised them extraordinary quality for a pittance. Spices mingled with the sour tang of unwashed bodies as vendors stirred pots of curry on plastic tables, creating a pall of nauseating aromas that hung over the area like a cloud.

	Ajmal Kahn moved along with the crowd, his canvas shopping bag half full of fruit, anonymous in the press of flesh in a pair of worn brown slacks and a white short-sleeved button-up shirt. He slowed as he perused a particularly appealing stack of oranges, and began the process of negotiation with the wizened merchant, whose initial price was tantamount to robbery.

	Two minutes later, after pretending to walk away twice, he had three of the succulent fruit in his bag, having bested the man and paid what Kahn thought was reasonable. It wasn’t so much about the money – although since the failure in England his funding had abruptly dried up – as it was about the challenge. It was best to keep one’s skills honed under all circumstances, he thought, and the local vendors were some of the most cutthroat thieves on the continent, worthy adversaries in an ongoing test of wills.

	A stand stacked with consumer electronics attracted his attention: piles of radios, flash drives, and knockoff cell phones littered the table display. A large man with an impressive mustache stood beside it, his skin the hue of almonds. Kahn pointed to one of the cell phones. The man held it up for Kahn to inspect, threw out a price, and Kahn laughed scornfully.

	“Are you mad? I could buy the whole store for that,” he said.

	“It is of the finest quality and will work without problems for years,” the vendor countered.

	“It looks like the cheapest grade of junk from China.”

	“Oh, no, it is original. Very superior grade.”

	Kahn waved a dismissive hand. “I am not a rich man.”

	“But you are a discerning one to have spotted this treasure among the rest.”

	“My time is short. How much? Best price.”

	The vendor lowered his asking price by half – still far too high. Kahn spat beside the stall and glanced at the next one, where an old man was performing dentistry on a worker, extracting a rotting tooth, his instruments in a dirty cup sitting on a stained blanket with a sign offering top-shelf dental work while you wait. The worker’s eyes teared as the street dentist wrenched with a pair of rusting pliers and then held up an incisor in triumph, the root dangling blood and pus. A scraggly rooster picked through the area beside him and then hurried away when the patient uttered a low moan of gratitude as the dentist handed him a sponge with anesthetic on it to stuff in the new gap.

	“I can offer perhaps a third of that, and even at that price, it is far too much,” Kahn said, seeming to have lost interest in the exchange. The vendor, sensing that his customer’s attention was drifting away, countered with a price that was closer to a decent deal. He watched Kahn’s face for a sign of reaction, for his eyes coveting the phone, but saw nothing but the imam’s hard stare.

	“You will not find anything like this. It is of the latest manufacture. Finest sort, really.”

	“It is used. I can see that. I am not a fool.”

	“You are clearly discerning. It was my personal phone, only for a few days, and I treated it better than one of my children.”

	“I can see the scratches on the screen from here.”

	“No, those are from my hand. It is perfect.”

	Kahn was shaking his head when he felt a stab of pain in his lower leg. He started, but it quickly faded – one of the myriad shoppers had bumped into him with something. Careless fools, all of them, he thought, and resumed the negotiation. “I will pay no more than…I will…”

	The vendor’s face seemed to elongate and distort, and Kahn’s voice sounded distant and hoarse to him as he tried to form words. For some reason his brain’s ability to communicate had failed him, and all he could manage were unintelligible gurgles. The vendor was staring at him like he’d lost his mind, and Kahn tried to turn and walk away, but his muscles had joined his brain’s rebellion, and his legs betrayed him as he took a step.

	He dropped to the ground, his eyes glazing over, as the vendor knelt by him, pulling at his shirt collar to open it and give him air. A small crowd gathered around him as he moaned, and then his lungs refused to accommodate his need for air, and his chest stilled.

	A black fly landed on his open eye, but he was unable to blink it away.

	Ten minutes later, two policemen were holding the crowd back while the ambulance technicians worked their way toward the dead imam, his bag now gone, its bounty now belonging to one of the urchins, his wallet empty after the officers searched it in vain for identification.

	Maya watched the commotion from several booths down. The umbrella that she’d used to inject the neurotoxin rested by her side, innocuous, half-covered by the folds of her muted burgundy sari. She paused to take a picture with her phone and then pushed her way past the curious onlookers, her mission successfully completed.

	At the market entry, she approached a heavyset older man who was chain-smoking at a café table and sat across from him.

	“He died like a dog, in the mud,” Maya said.

	“One less parasite on the planet. Good job.”

	“What time is our flight?”

	Uri looked at his watch. “Four hours. We’re good.”

	“If you need a filling, there’s a guy down the way doing bargain dentistry. Maybe he can whiten your teeth or something,” she said, smiling, eyeing the full ashtray beside his coffee cup.

	“Something to consider. I find it hard to resist a bargain.” He grinned and stubbed out his cigarette. “Did he have anyone with him?”

	She shook her head. “No, he was alone.”

	“Then we’re done here.”

	“We still need to find those who funded him. They’re the real problem. Without their money, he’d just be a goatherd somewhere in the desert.”

	Uri nodded. “All things in time, my dear. All things in time.”

	<<<<>>>>
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	Chapter One

	Southwest of Cajamarca, Peru, A.D. 1532

	 

	Lightning flashed through the anthracite clouds that roiled over the jungle canopy as an explosion of thunder shook the earth. A long line of llamas, their matted fur drenched from the constant downpour, shambled along a trail deep in the rainforest. The animals staggered under heavy loads strapped to their backs, hooves slipping in the mud and pulling free with a sucking sound.

	Thousands of the unfortunate beasts had been conscripted into duty on the far side of the Andes Mountains, their drovers trudging beside them to see to it that none wandered off with precious cargo. Inkarri, the head of the expedition, had made it clear that this was a sacred mission, with the destiny and survival of the Inca Empire at stake.

	Only two months earlier the Spanish conquistadors had betrayed Atahualpa, the Inca emperor, whom they’d captured through trickery. After hundreds of loads of ransom had been delivered to the Spanish leader in the Inca city of Cajamarca, the conquistadores had broken their promise and executed Atahualpa. Word had spread through the Inca world of the treachery, and an edict had gone out: the prosperous Inca nation’s treasure was to be safeguarded, far away from the invaders.

	Inkarri had traveled for many weeks, first crossing the Andes and then tackling the western jungle’s swollen rivers. He’d braved impossible terrain to put as many natural barriers between his people and the invaders as possible. Now, hundreds of miles from home, the procession was running short of resources. Many of the animals had perished along the way, and every surviving beast now bore an insupportable burden.

	Inkarri knew his trek couldn’t continue. The latest attack on his group by the hostile Amazon natives had taken its toll – hundreds of his men had died repelling the assaults. He slowed at the head of the column and cocked his head, his bronze features haggard from the trip’s demands, and listened intently.

	From the thick underbrush ahead came Lomu, his second in command, who’d been scouting with an advance party for possible new routes. Inkarri held his hand over his head to signal a stop.

	Lomu wiped rain from his face before leaning in close. “I found a promising site an hour away. It has streams – tributaries to the big river that winds through the area, so there will be plentiful fish,” he said in a quiet voice. “And I saw an auspicious omen. A jaguar, standing in the center of a small clearing. It’s what we’ve been waiting for. As clear as the gods could make it.”

	Inkarri looked to the sky. “An hour, you say? Very well. We have another few left before it gets dark. How difficult does it look to defend?”

	“If attacked we would have the high ground. And there’s a narrow river that runs along the northernmost section, which will serve as a natural barrier.”

	Inkarri nodded. “Pass the word down the line. We’re headed to our new home.”

	Lomu rushed to share the news with the men. They were close to their journey’s end, and the beginning of a new, secret life in an inhospitable wilderness. Their mission was clear – to establish a new city away from the Spanish where the wealth of the nation would be safe, a cradle for the fresh start of the civilization. When they had done so, Inkarri would return to the empire with news, leaving a trail of false clues and deceptive directions to confound any would-be pursuers. He’d seen the avarice of the conquistadores, and witnessed their duplicity, and knew their lust for gold and emeralds would never die – that he and his kind would never be safe.

	It would take months to create a habitable enclave, but when he’d done so, he would set up small camps along the trail to help new arrivals find the city. Once he was back among his people, he would recruit women and more able-bodied men to colonize the area and build a new capital.

	Inkarri watched Lomu disappear down the column of tired llamas, communicating the tidings to men who had been through an ordeal unlike any in their people’s history. The jungles east of the mountains had been the limit of the Inca world, and it was only a compulsion to survive that had driven Inkarri’s group into its reaches. 

	At last they arrived at the site. The sun broke through the clouds – the first pause in the rain in three days. Inkarri eyed the trees, taking the measure of the area. After several moments of silence, he moved to the center of the clearing and stood, his arms spread, the sun’s dimming rays warming him as he offered a quiet prayer of gratitude for bringing them safely to this spot. When he faced his warrior brethren, gathered in a large ring around him, he beamed confidence and conviction.

	“Our quest is over. Remove the treasure from the animals and let them rest. Organize patrols to ensure our safety this night, for tomorrow we begin building a new future in this place.” Inkarri paused, taking in the men’s expressions. “Oh, Inti, god of sun and light, and Apocatequil, god of thunder, thank you for leading us to this blessed spot. We shall honor you with a city the likes of which has never been seen. It shall be called Paititi, after the jaguar father you sent as a sign. Its riches shall be legendary – the stuff of which dreams are made.”

	Lomu gazed at the hundreds of bags the men were placing on the wet ground, brimming with gold and jewels, and his eyes came to rest on the pride of the Incas: a massive chain crafted from thousands of pounds of gold, its gemstone-crusted serpentine links glowing orange in the waning light, so heavy that it had taken a hundred men to carry it. Even with all the other riches in the clearing, it was breathtaking to behold, and Lomu felt justifiable satisfaction in spiriting it away to safety.

	The road ahead would be hard. But they would do it, and survive as a people until the Spanish were driven from the shores. Temples would be built, babies would be born, trade routes established, the empire would flourish, and their deeds would be spoken of in hushed tones of awe and respect.

	They would achieve the impossible and be remembered in their culture until the end of time. Stories would be told around fires, and the name of their city would be known far and wide as the crowning jewel in the Inca crown – the great promise of its future, the legendary new center of the noble and ancient civilization’s universe: Paititi, the City of Gold.

	



	


Chapter Two

	Patricia hurried from her flower shop to the car. Night had fallen hours ago and traffic had dwindled to nothing, leaving the downtown deserted. She normally didn’t stay at the store after dark, but it was the end of the month and there were accounts to be balanced. Times were hard now, and she’d been handling the bookkeeping herself. She considered herself lucky that she still had a business.

	Her sensible heels clicked on the sidewalk, her breath steaming in the frigid night air, and then she heard the sound again – something or someone was gaining on her. She struggled to stay calm as she reached into her purse for the can of pepper spray she’d hidden there years ago, praying that it still worked.

	Patricia’s hand fumbled in the bag, a knock-off Coach she’d gotten on a Mexican cruise in better days, and her trembling fingers felt the distinctive cylinder. She tried to remember the effective range, but all she could think of was that she should run. Run as fast as her feet would carry her, run to safety, to her waiting car.

	She hesitated at the junction of two gloomy streets, ears straining for any hint of a pursuer. A scrape from behind her, no more than twenty yards, reaffirmed her worst fears before she forced them away and slowed her breathing. That could have been anything. A cat. One of the heaping garbage bags she’d passed rustling in the breeze. Something shifting inside them, or a rat burrowing for buried treasure. Anything at all.

	When she rounded the corner she sprinted for the parking lot, all pretense of calm gone as she ran on tiptoes to avoid the sound of her heels alerting whoever was behind her that she was in full flight. Because now, in spite of her inner dialogue, she was sure someone was tailing her.

	Visions of serial killers played through her imagination as she reached the waist-high concrete wall that encircled the lot. She pushed through the gate, wincing at the groan of its corroded hinges, and made her way to her car as she fished in her overcoat for her key ring. God, she hoped it would start on the first try. She cursed silently at how she’d been putting off taking the old Buick to the dealership for months.

	A decision she prayed wouldn’t prove her undoing.

	Patricia fumbled with her keys and got the door open. She wasted no time sliding behind the wheel and throwing her purse on the seat beside her before twisting the ignition. The doors locked automatically as the starter ground.

	“No. Oh, God, no. Come on. Come on!” she murmured. 

	Two black-gloved hands slammed against the driver’s side window. Patricia screamed and wrenched the ignition again. With a phlegmy roar, the engine coughed a cloud of black exhaust. She shifted into gear and floored the accelerator just as she registered the unmistakable shape of a pistol in her side mirror. Patricia swerved toward the street, ducking in panic as she saw the orange blossom of a muzzle flash and her rear window blew out in a shower of safety-glass fragments.

	The old vehicle bounced over the curb with a jolt as she cut the driveway too tight, and then she was speeding down the empty street. Behind her, a pair of headlights blazed to life and grew frighteningly large. She gazed in spellbound horror in her rear view mirror as the shooter’s vehicle pulled after her, and she spun the wheel, hurtling toward the highway that led to the safety of her modest home ten minutes outside town.

	Patricia blew through the red light at the base of the onramp. Panic replaced her momentary relief when the glare of headlights reappeared behind her, gaining on her even as she strained to drive the gas pedal through the floorboard, pulse pounding in her ears, a band of pressure tightening around her chest.

	“Come on. Come on…” she hissed, willing the aging Buick to greater speed as she raced by the old gas station that marked the town periphery, the arched windows of its fifties-era building as dark as the night sky.

	A cold wind tore at the trees along the highway as the speedometer needle inched past eighty, faster than she’d ever forced it, but insufficient to pull away from the vehicle closing on her. Her gaze darted to the mirror again, where she could see the other car a hundred yards behind.

	Patricia was doing ninety-six miles per hour when she missed the curve just before the river bridge. Her tires screeched like a wounded animal, and then she was sailing through space in a graceless arc.

	The sedan chasing her slowed until it rolled to a stop halfway across the bridge’s span. The passenger reached up with a gloved hand and flipped the interior light off, and then opened his door and stepped out into the freezing gloom. His head swiveled right, then left, verifying that he was alone. He approached the edge of the bridge and peered into the darkness at the inky rushing water of the river hundreds of feet below. There, at the base of the gorge, was the Buick, partially submerged, mangled beyond recognition.

	He shook his head and pulled his overcoat around him, slim protection against the chill wind as he returned to the waiting car.

	“Nobody could have survived that,” he said, swinging the door open.

	“Now what?” the driver asked, hands loose on the wheel.

	The passenger glanced at the moon grinning crookedly from between the clouds.

	“Now it gets hard.”

	



	


Chapter Three

	Drake Simmons peered over the dashboard of his Honda Accord at the row of clapboard homes across the street and took another sip from his lukewarm can of cola.

	He hated stakeouts. Endless hours watching and waiting for the perp to appear, which often never happened, rendering for naught his patient vigil living off caffeine and peeing into a Gatorade bottle. He ran a hand over the dusting of dark beard on his lean face and wondered again how he’d wound up in this business rather than using his journalism degree.

	The job market had gone from bad to worse since he’d graduated five years ago. Finding criminals who’d skipped out on their bond wasn’t quite in the same league as being an investigative reporter, but it required many of the same attributes: patience, dogged determination, research skills, and a certain crazy recklessness that had defined his character since childhood. It was just a lower-rent version of how he’d imagined himself, playing out his Woodward and Bernstein fantasies as the star of a major newspaper.

	The door to one of the squalid houses opened and a tall man with the jaundiced pallor of an addict sauntered down the stairs, eyes scanning the street. Drake slumped down behind the steering wheel and pushed a long lock of dark brown hair off his forehead, and then adjusted his Oakley sunglasses before sliding up just enough to see.

	No question that was his boy. Alan Cranford, two-time B&E loser up for his third count, a junkie, a thief, a cheat, and now a fugitive after he failed to appear at his arraignment last week. But most importantly, Cranford meant five thousand dollars in Drake’s pocket as his fee – ten percent of the bond’s value, which the scumbag had allowed his aging mother to post before kicking her, and the bail bondsman, to the curb.

	Cranford had a rep for being violent, Drake knew from Harry Rivera, his sometimes employer and longtime friend.

	“Be careful, kid. He’s mean as a reservoir dog and twice as dangerous,” Harry had warned in his distinctive gravelly voice, tempered by two packs a day of unfiltered Pall Malls and an affinity for Jack Daniels. “Last time he was in the joint he almost killed his cell mate. You don’t wanna play him wrong.”

	“Sounds like my kind of fella,” Drake had said as he’d studied the photographs Harry handed him. “A sweetheart, really. I’ll just ask him politely to come in with me – that should do the trick.”

	“Drake, don’t go overboard. I can’t afford any more complaints. Do you read me?”

	“Complaints? Of course they’re going to complain. I drag their asses back to justice. What do you expect?”

	“No unnecessary force. I’m still taking heat over Jarvis.” Mel Jarvis had been a drug dealer who’d skipped on an eighty-grand bond. He’d tried to remove most of the top of Drake’s skull with a two-by-four when Drake had caught up with him after a three-day meth binge at one of his girlfriends’ houses. Drake had tackled him and Jarvis had hit his head on the sidewalk when he’d fallen, resulting in a concussion and more than a few stitches. Of course the girlfriend had lied and said Drake had beaten her boyfriend unconscious. The police were still looking into the matter, although no charges had been filed – they had slim patience for dope dealers who skipped on bail.

	“Jarvis was a fecal spec. He tried to brain me. What was I supposed to do? Frown? Give him one of my scary looks? Guy was trying to kill me.”

	“That’s not what his squeeze said.”

	“I love it when you use that old time talk. I think they call ’em ‘shorties’ now.”

	“Just bring him in without any broken bones. All right? You don’t want the contract, I got guys knee deep begging for work.”

	“I’ll bring him in soft. I promise. Maybe I’ll use passive aggression. Perps looking at their third strike respond well to that. If he gets snotty, I’ll scowl disapprovingly or something.”

	“Okay, smartass. Just go find him and stop breathing my air.”

	Drake was pulled back to the present as he watched Cranford return to the door. Someone inside handed him a backpack. Cranford threw the street another predatory glare and began walking toward the main boulevard two blocks away.

	Drake reached over the passenger seat and grabbed the bulky pistol grip of his stun gun, and then exited the car, the weapon’s bulk hidden in the oversized gray hoodie he favored for stakeouts. Patting the steel handcuffs in his pocket, he locked his doors with a chirp and sauntered across the street, pretending to talk on his cell phone as he bee-lined for Cranford.

	It was looking like an easy takedown until some part of Cranford’s reptilian brain sensed he was being followed. He broke hard right across a ramshackle house’s brown lawn, accelerating with surprising agility for a dope fiend. Drake gave chase, his Converse Chuck Taylors pounding the ground as he turned on the speed. Cranford vaulted over a four-foot-high chain link fence and into the home’s yard, and Drake hesitated, but only for a second, any worries about trespassing overshadowed by the five grand Cranford represented.

	He landed on the far side of the fence in time to see his quarry darting across the back lawn, which was littered with dog droppings and trash. Cranford threw his hands over the top of a wooden fence at the rear of the lot and pulled himself up and over. Drake was just about to follow him when the back door of the house creaked open and an old woman’s sandpaper voice called out.

	“You. What are you doing in my yard? Filthy punk. Brutus! Get him!”

	Drake gripped the fence and cursed under his breath at Cranford for making this hard. He was scrambling up, feet trying for a grip as he hoisted himself, when Brutus made all hundred and ten pounds of his Rottweiler presence known with a chomp on Drake’s left leg. Drake screamed and kicked at the monster as he boosted himself over the fence, his ankle radiating pain.

	He tumbled into another yard and winced. After confirming that the dog’s teeth hadn’t penetrated his skin, Drake took off after Cranford, who was fumbling with a tall iron gate at the side of the house. He reached him just as Cranford was turning toward him, a sneer on his face, the metal trash can by his side emanating the telltale stink of a recent fishing expedition on the bay.

	Drake pulled the stun gun from his pocket and held it aloft.

	“It’s over. Only question is if you want to do this the easy way, or the way that zaps the crap out of you. All the same to me.”

	Cranford responded by ducking to the side and lifting the garbage can in front of him to block Drake’s shot. Then he charged him, using the can for cover. Drake dodged to the left, but not enough to completely avoid the container, and found himself covered in fish guts and beer dregs as it struck his ribcage, knocking him backward. He landed on the ground with a grunt, and by the time he’d rolled and gotten the stun gun aimed, Cranford was swinging a leg at him, trying to kick his teeth in.

	Cranford’s work boot struck him a glancing blow on the side of his head. A starburst exploded behind his eyes, and then he had the punk’s foot in his grip and the gun pointed at his crotch. He fired and heard a howl of agony as he shocked Cranford, who dropped like a sack of twitching rocks. Drake sat up and shook his head, trying to clear it, and zapped Cranford again, just for good measure.

	“There. You like that? That what you had in mind?” Drake stood unsteadily and tossed the cuffs at Cranford. “Put those on. Try anything and you get another dose.”

	A man’s voice boomed from the rear of the house. “What’s going on? I’ve got a gun.”

	Great. Just what he needed. Drake looked over his shoulder.

	“I’m apprehending a criminal, sir. Please don’t shoot me.” Drake returned his attention to Cranford. “Put the cuffs on or I push the button. Now.”

	All the fight had gone out of Cranford, and he grudgingly snapped the cuffs in place. The man approached carrying a shotgun and stood a safe distance away.

	“Why are you in my yard?” he demanded.

	“This scumbag jumped the fence and was trying to get your gate open. I followed him over.”

	The man’s eyes narrowed. “You a cop?”

	Drake shook his head. “No, he’s a bail skip.”

	“So you’re a bounty hunter?”

	“I much prefer fugitive recovery agent.”

	“Well, Mister Fugitive Recovery Agent, my brother’s in the joint doing hard time, and I don’t like the law. Especially bounty hunters. So I’m gonna call the cops while you two wait, and then I’m filing trespassing charges. Now don’t you move,” he ordered, and pulled a phone from his pocket. Drake swore under his breath. He wasn’t supposed to trespass. That was one of the cardinal rules of his trade and a very real legal issue. Harry would be livid, and worse, the charge was likely to stick, if the man couldn’t be dissuaded from pushing it.

	“Yes, sir. Of course, I wouldn’t have had to enter your property if this dangerous felon hadn’t been there first.”

	“Shut your pie hole. You play this way for a living, you take the hits.”

	A small voice called out from the open doorway. “Ew. You got fish guts on you, mister.”

	Drake sighed, trying not to gag at the reminder of the rotting leavings soaked into his hoodie.

	“I know, kid.”

	The man snarled over his shoulder. “Shut up. Bailey, go back into the house. Git. Now.”

	“I ain’t outta the house.”

	“You want a strapping? Talkin’ back like that? Get back inside. Now.”

	“You gonna shoot ’em?”

	The man grinned, an ugly display of marginal dental work that chilled Drake’s marrow. “Never know, son. Now git.”

	Sirens greeted them several minutes later, and Drake stood by patiently while the disgruntled homeowner insisted on swearing out a complaint. A second squad car arrived and carted Cranford back to jail as the officer finished filling out the form and had the owner sign it.

	“All right, Simmons. You know the drill. We gotta take you in and book you.”

	Drake shook his head. “Tell me this is a joke.”

	“Wish it was. Sorry. Let’s go. Oh, and I need your Taser.”

	Drake handed it over as the homeowner watched, a smirk on his face, and Drake got another waft of fish stink rising from his shirt.

	“Christ. What is that? Smells like an open sewer,” the cop complained as they walked together to the car.

	“You ever have one of those days?” Drake asked.

	The cop stopped by his cruiser, opened the back door, and nodded. “All the time, man. Watch your head.”

	



	


Chapter Four

	The afternoon light faded to amber as dusk approached. Harry paced in the small area behind his desk, gazing through the window at a copse of trees behind the office, the stub of an unlit cigar clenched between his teeth. Obviously agitated, he finally stopped and faced Drake, who was sitting in one of two dilapidated chairs in front of the desk.

	“I’m sorry, man, but I warned you. I can’t have this kind of crap associated with my company.”

	“What crap? I nailed him. Dead to rights,” Drake protested.

	“While trespassing on private property. You’re lucky the old lady didn’t jump into it and file, too.”

	“She’s lucky I don’t sue her for the dog bite.”

	Harry shook his head and sat in his worn executive chair, his nervous energy finally dissipated, and leaned over to open his bottom desk drawer. He extracted a locking metal box and lifted the lid.

	Drake caught the bundle of rubber-band-wrapped hundreds in midair.

	Harry smiled. “Good catch.”

	“Thanks. This the five?”

	“Yup. Listen. Drake. We go back a ways, so let me make a suggestion. Lay low. Take some time off. Go find a girl or get drunk or something. Take a vacation. And consider a different line of work. This isn’t for you. You’re too smart to be a bounty hunter. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, a degree…you’re wasting your time with this.”

	Drake’s eyes fixed on Harry’s face. “You firing me? For real?”

	“You don’t work for me. You’re a free agent. So I can’t fire you. But if you’re asking, I’m not going to hand you any more jobs, at least not for a while. I don’t need the grief. You know better than to chase a perp through private property like that. And Cranford’s complaining that you used cruel and unusual subjugation techniques. He may press charges, too.”

	“What? I Tasered him.”

	“You got him in his family jewels.”

	“While he was trying to kick my face in.”

	“Still. It looks bad.” Harry’s gaze wandered to his message pad. “Dude, you’re the best I’ve ever seen at figuring out where these mugs are hiding. It’s eerie – like a sixth sense. But you don’t follow the rules, and that’s a big problem. So even though you’re great at the tracking part of the job, you suck at the obeying the law part, and I can’t have that reputation associated with me.” He squinted at the writing on the pad. “Oh. Hey. I almost forgot. This came in earlier. Some guy looking for you. An attorney, he said.” Harry tore off the message slip and handed it to Drake, who read it with a puzzled expression.

	“Did he say what he wanted?”

	“Nope. Maybe somebody else wants file charges against you. Been a full day even by your standards, hasn’t it?”

	“Very funny. Can I use the phone?”

	“Sure. And then make yourself scarce. If you still want work, call me in a month. But for now, you’re off my approved list. Nothing personal, of course.”

	“Of course.” Drake stood and walked to the office door. “I’ll use Betty’s phone, okay?”

	“Mi casa, baby. Sorry to cut you off at the knees.”

	“No sweat. Maybe you’re right. Time for some sightseeing someplace warm and sunny. Maybe Mexico. You can live pretty cheap there, I hear.”

	“That’s the spirit. Get a tan. Have too many beers. Find a señorita to lie to. You’re a young man. Live a little.”

	“Not that young.”

	“What are you, twenty-five? I got stuff in my freezer older than that.”

	“Twenty-six. Not that I’m counting.”

	“Course not.”

	Drake sat behind Betty’s receptionist desk and dialed the number. Washington state, judging from the area code. It rang three times and then a musical female voice answered.

	“Baily, Crane, and Lynch. May I help you?”

	“I think so. I’m returning a call from a Michael Lynch?”

	“Certainly, sir. And who may I say is calling?”

	“Drake Simmons.”

	Music on hold waltzed in his ear for thirty seconds and then a refined baritone boomed over the line. “Michael Lynch.”

	“Mr. Lynch, this is Drake Simmons. You called today?”

	“Oh, yes, of course. First of all, let me extend my sincere condolences.”

	“Condolences?”

	“Yes. Your aunt, Patricia Marshall, passed away the day before yesterday.”

	“I’m sorry. Patricia Marshall? You say she was my aunt?”

	“That’s correct. I gather you weren’t close?”

	“There must be some mistake. I’ve never heard of Patricia Marshall.”

	“Mmm. Apparently she was your father’s sister.”

	“My father didn’t have a sister, as far as I know.”

	“Well, be that as it may, as executor of her will, her instructions were very clear. I have a package here that I’m to hand to Drake Simmons, currently of San Antonio Road in Mountain View, California, in person. Your employer was kind enough to confirm that’s you. I’ve also been authorized to purchase a plane ticket to get you to Seattle, as well as pay for accommodations for two days. And of course, compensate you for your time.”

	“Compensate me?” Drake echoed, his ears perking up.

	“Yes. A thousand dollars a day. Apart from what she left you, of course.”

	“She left me something besides the…package?”

	“Correct. Twenty-five thousand dollars. All the money she had in the world.”

	“Mr. Lynch, I’m afraid there’s been some sort of mistake. I don’t know this woman, and as sorry as I am to hear she passed away, I’m not sure what to make of this. How do I know you’re legit?”

	“You called the firm’s offices. If you like, go online and check us out – verify that I’m a member of the bar, that we’ve been here for over twenty years, whatever you like. You should be able to do that quickly.” Lynch paused. “Mr. Simmons, there’s twenty-five thousand dollars with your name on it in my account, and a package that requires you to sign for it in my office. Do you have something so pressing that you can’t make it here to claim your inheritance?”

	“See, that’s the problem. It’s an inheritance from an aunt I didn’t even know I had.”

	“If you say so. That’s not my concern. But it’s your money, assuming you show up to claim it.”

	Drake thought about the odd set of circumstances. “And there are no strings attached?”

	“Correct. Show up, confirm your identity, sign, collect your cashier’s check and the package, and you’re done.”

	Drake picked up one of Betty’s pens. “Fine. I can fly in tomorrow. I’ll verify your bona fides, and if it all checks out, I’ll be on the first plane out tomorrow. How do I get a ticket paid for, and will you be there around lunchtime?”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	When Drake arrived at Lynch’s building the following afternoon, he was impressed by the baroque décor and wood paneled offices on the firm’s floor. The suite smelled like prosperity, of weighty matters and important men. The receptionist was a perfectly manicured Chinese woman not much older than Drake, who peered over the rims of designer glasses at him with the glacial composure of a surgeon. One glance at her severe suit made him feel instantly underdressed in his dark gray cargo pants and blue polo shirt, his North Face jacket clenched in one hand as he waited for her to alert Lynch of his arrival.

	A tall bearded man in a charcoal suit with a leonine head of graying hair approached from the back offices with an outstretched hand and a somber expression.

	“Drake Simmons? Michael Lynch. Good of you to come. I trust your trip was uneventful?”

	“Yes. It wasn’t bad.”

	“Excellent. Would you be kind enough to follow me to the conference room?”

	“Sure.”

	They moved through the hushed suite to a large room with a rectangular table. A bookcase filled with legal tomes occupied one entire wall, with a panoramic view of the Seattle skyline through the picture windows that ran its length the main attraction. Lynch offered Drake a seat by the window.

	Lynch moved to the head of the table, where a small package wrapped in brown paper sat next to a check and a heavy green leather-bound signature book.

	“Let’s dispense with formalities. Do you have identification?” Lynch asked.

	“Of course. Driver’s license okay?”

	“Certainly.”

	Drake slid it across the table to the attorney, who pressed a button on the intercom box mounted on the corner of the table. “Would you please come in and make a copy?”

	Twenty seconds later a blonde in a black business suit entered and wordlessly took Drake’s license. She offered a polite smile and departed as quietly as she came, exuding high-priced professional discretion.

	Lynch made small talk until she returned with a photocopy and deposited it in front of him. He studied the license like it held nuclear launch codes and then opened the big ledger and slid it, and the ID, to Drake.

	“Sign there, by the X, if you would,” Lynch instructed. Drake did so and pocketed his license.

	“Well. There we have it. All done. This, young man, is yours,” Lynch said, presenting him with the cashier’s check. “And this is also yours.” He handed him the package. “Oh, and I’m afraid there’s one tiny caveat. It’s nothing, really.”

	“A caveat?” Drake repeated, instantly suspicious.

	“Yes. You’re to open the package while seated in this room, and read the note inside. After that, if you choose to do nothing else, I will return with another check for your two thousand dollars of expense money, and you may leave the contents of the package with me. I’ve been instructed, if that’s your choice, to forward it on to the largest museum in New York, and you may leave, your part in the matter finished.”

	“Wait. All I have to do is read a note from some lady I never heard of?”

	“Your aunt. Recently departed.”

	“Sure. Okay, go get the check. This won’t take long.”

	“As you wish. I’d suggest you be careful with the wrapping. You don’t want to tear the note,” Lynch said with a frown, and then stood. “I’ll be back shortly.”

	Drake waited until the heavy door had closed and smiled to himself. Fine. He’d humor the old codger. Play along, pretend interest, and then take the money and run. Twenty-five big ones. No, counting the extra two, twenty-seven. Added to the five he’d just gotten for Cranford, that was enough to lounge around on the beaches of Baja for a good year, if not longer.

	He leaned forward and began tearing at the brown paper, which to his eye was an old sandwich bag hurriedly sliced up and used for wrapping, and then remembered Lynch’s warning about going easy. He folded back the flaps, the cheap tape yellowed from age, and found a single creased sheet of binder paper sitting atop a five-by-seven battered brown leather book, held closed with a grimy piece of twine. Drake gave it a cursory glance and opened the note. A flowing, clearly feminine hand filled the ruled page in blue ballpoint ink.

	 

	Dear Drake:

	 

	If you’re reading this, I’m dead. How or why isn’t important. What is important is that you know some things about your past. Important things. About your father.

	My brother.

	After his death, I moved from Portland, leaving everything behind. I did so because the men who killed him would be looking for me. As they would for your mother, who was a saint. By the way, I’m sorry she passed away. She’ll be missed.

	Where do I start? Best at the beginning.

	I was at your baptism. At your first four birthdays. At countless outings, picnics, dinners. Then everything changed. Your father went away and never returned. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

	Do you know the story of your name? You’re named after one of the greatest adventurers of all time: Sir Francis Drake. Your father admired his courage no end, which was probably his undoing. And your real last name is Ramsey. Drake Ramsey. Your mother and I changed our names after your father died, and yours, too. Why you don’t use the Ramsey name is one of the topics of this letter.

	Your father loved you more than life itself. Words can’t describe his joy when you came into the world. It breaks my heart that you never really knew him.

	Your father, Ford Ramsey, was an adventurer. A treasure hunter. He was a good man, but with a wild streak that couldn’t be tamed. Your mother knew it when she married him, and she did so willingly.

	He was killed searching for a lost Inca city said to contain the greatest treasure ever known. The journal contains his notes and his reasoning, up until he left for South America. Word arrived later that he’d died in the jungles there. Murdered, although the details are muddled. I know this because his trusted friend, who also changed his last name and is now using the name Jack Brody, returned from that trip with the news of his death.

	I have left you whatever money I’ve managed to cobble together in my new life. And the most precious gift I can offer – the words of your father, in his own hand, chronicling his thinking, and ultimately, his journey to his fate. Read it and guard it well. Its value is substantial.

	 

	Your loving aunt,

	Patricia Ramsey
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