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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
January 6
2:35 p.m. Greenwich Mean Time 
Hornsey Wood Reservoir
Beneath Finsbury Park
London, England
 
“Brandon! Wait! Wait a minute!”
Amy Hegel was deep under the ground, following her date. 
Chasing him, in fact.
“Come on!” he shouted, his voice echoing crazily back through the dark tunnels. Every tunnel in every direction looked the same, soaring brick archways marching into the distance, fetid brown or maybe green standing water in the runoff drains to her right and below her feet. She clung to the greasy walls. Her headlamp cast eerie shadows. Anywhere she didn’t direct her light immediately disappeared into black nothingness.
“Isn’t it amazing?” Brandon said.
Amazing… amazing… amazing…
“Brandon!” she shouted, but now her voice was closer to a shriek of panic.
She couldn’t see him anymore. He had still been a shadow a moment ago, and now he was completely gone. This was insane. What was he doing? Nothing had prepared her for this to happen.
She was here in London for a month, a winter study session between semesters. They called it an “intersession.” They called it the “J-Term.” But everybody knew what it really was. It was a “go to a different country, meet foreigners and party” term. That was all. 
Do your parents know that’s what it is? They’re paying for it, right?
They must have known. They went to college once.
She just thought it might be nice to meet someone while she was here. She was single, she was young, she was an American in London, and the study session work wasn’t too demanding so far. In fact, it was easy. Four credits she didn’t need in something called London: History, Art and Culture. The syllabus described a bunch of trips to museums and landmarks like Buckingham Palace, Big Ben and the London Bridge.
Graduation and the start of grown-up life was four months away. Why not have some fun in the meantime?
Why not? 
“BRANDON!”
She was screaming now. She recognized that.
She stopped. “Okay.”
She took a deep breath. 
“Okay.”
Amy knew she shouldn’t have followed him down here, but her curiosity had gotten the best of her. More than curiosity. It was excitement. She had met him on an online dating app, and he was almost too good to be true. Tall, a little over six feet, with dark hair and a square jaw. He looked like an actor, or maybe a rock star. On the app, he called himself “North End Brandon.”
He asked her out and she agreed. Something easy, no pressure, a place where they could sit and chat and decide if they wanted to meet up again. He suggested they go for tea. He gave her an address near Piccadilly Circus. When she looked it up, it was the Hotel Cafe Royal. It was high tea, and the prices were outrageous. 
She texted him.  
“I’m a student. I can’t afford this place.”
A moment later, she got the reply. “Oh, don’t worry. I can.”
The dining room was so opulent, it took her breath away. The ceilings were gold, and ornate, with figure paintings like the Sistine Chapel. There were crystal chandeliers. There were white tablecloths. She felt like she had been whisked back to a previous time and place. She kept coming to the idea that it was like 1920s Paris, although she had no idea why she thought that. There was a live piano player tinkling softly in the background.
The service was impeccable and the smiling African waiter, Jon, demonstrated a huge amount of knowledge about teas and treated them to his personal tea pairing for the afternoon food courses. Amy followed Jon’s directions and ordered what he suggested. 
Brandon ordered an espresso. 
Amy nearly laughed. Brandon was dressed in a suit jacket, white dress shirt, and dark skinny dress pants. He wore leather shoes that were brightly polished. He had a pair of bright blue sunglasses perched on top of his head. 
“Espresso?” she said. “After all that?”
He shrugged. “I prefer espresso. I’m not much of a tea drinker, to be honest. I just thought you might like high tea. It’s something different.”
Now she did laugh. “I like it. I definitely like it.” She scrutinized him. He was so handsome in person, it was almost funny all by itself. His real-life presence put his online photos to shame.
“Now tell me, North End Brandon. Who are you really? Who spends two hundred pounds to have tea—and in your case espresso—with a woman he never met before?”
He looked directly into her eyes and tilted his head. He hesitated, as if debating whether to tell her the truth or not. He pursed his lips. 
“You’re very pretty,” he said.
She felt herself blushing. “Thank you. So are you.”
He smiled. “My name is Brandon Ozdemir. Don’t worry about the name. There won’t be a quiz, but it’s Turkish. My parents came from Istanbul. I grew up mostly here in London, but I’ve lived in a bunch of places.”
“That’s why you have no accent,” Amy said.
He nodded. “I have the accent from everywhere and nowhere. My dad was a trader, and we moved around a lot.”
“What did he trade?”
Now Brandon almost seemed to blush. “Things. Things that other people will pay money for. Buy low, sell high. That kind of thing.”
Amy nodded. “Ah. Very mysterious. With a hint of danger. Is that the dating game you’re playing?”
He shook his head. Now he seemed almost sad that she would think that. “No. I’ll give you an example. It’s a famous family story. Before I was born, the Soviet Union collapsed. My dad went to Poland and lived there for a year. People in Russia had no money. So they began to sell things they had that might have some value. In the heartland, they had Christian religious icons. People lived in the same houses for centuries. Some of these icons were hundreds of years old. A few were a thousand years old.”
“Icons?” Amy said. “Not even sure what that is.”
“Oh, they’re these small paintings of saints, or the Virgin Mary with the baby Jesus, or Christ on the cross. They’ve got the halos over their heads. You’ve seen this kind of thing. Anyway, my dad set up shop in a hotel room in Warsaw. Russian and Ukrainian middlemen were buying these things and smuggling them into Poland. The ruble had become worthless, and the people were desperate, so the price was practically nothing. My dad, who had been selling carpets up until then, was now buying religious icons, which he sold later to collectors. He made his first small fortune like that, on the backs of Russians who had just lost everything. They’d lost their future, and now they were giving away their past for pennies to the pound.”
Amy stared at Brandon. Now he seemed sheepish, almost ashamed. His eyes darted this way and that. Jon came with the tea, and the espresso, and mini finger sandwiches, and pastries. The pastries were beautiful to look at. Each one was like a little work of art. All the food was displayed on a sort of golden revolving tower.
“Is it bad?” Brandon said, after Jon left. “Did I say too much?” 
She shook her head. “No. It’s fine. Where is your father now? Is he alive?”
Brandon smiled again. The sadness seemed to evaporate in an instant. “Oh, he’s alive, all right. He had to go away for a little while. He’ll be back out again in a couple of years. Nothing he didn’t deserve.”
Was the tea good? It was the best tea she ever had. Jon told her to let it steep a while longer, so she did. It turned a dark orange in color, and it was so tart that it seemed to dehydrate her tongue in seconds. She didn’t put any sugar in it. She wanted to taste the tartness in all its glory. The sweetness of the pastries contrasted with the tea caused a sensation that was… almost impossible to describe. She would write a paper about it for her class, but she was at a loss for words. 
When the meal was over, Brandon said, “So, do you want to do it again sometime?”
Amy nodded and smiled. She didn’t know what to believe about the stories Brandon was telling. But the high tea was special, and his company was very fun. “Of course. I’d like that.”
“Well, I have two tickets to the Arsenal match at Emirates Stadium tomorrow evening.”
She stared at him.
“Arsenal,” he said. “Arsenal? It’s a football team, what you would call a soccer team. If you want to see the real London, you need to go to a football match.”
“Are the tickets expensive?”
He shook his head. “Don’t worry. If you haven’t guessed by now, I’m very well-to-do.” He snapped his fingers. “We’ll go to the match. It’s at five p.m. But we’ll do something a little more modest beforehand. It won’t cost much at all. There’s a lovely park not far from the stadium. It’s called Finsbury Park. It’s been there since the Victorian era. We can have a picnic in the park.”
“I love it,” Amy said. 
“You bring the picnic, and I’ll pay for the football match. How does that sound?”
Amy nodded. She could easily do that much. “Terrific.”
“And I’ll take you on a little adventure while we’re at the park. When I was a kid, I used to love to explore what you might call hidden London. Maybe it was a little bit of my father in me. There’s something hidden in the park that you won’t believe. It’s amazing, probably one of my favorite spots in the whole city. If you go there with me, you’ll never forget it. That’s all I can say about it for now.”
Amy smiled. “A picnic, an adventure, and then a soccer game. How can I say no to all that?”   
Brandon covered his ears. “Ouch. Please don’t say that. It hurts.”
Amy frowned. For a split second, she thought he was serious.
“Say what?”
“Soccer game,” he said, and then laughed.
She laughed, too.
It was early, but it felt like the start of something exciting.
They had the picnic, and it was fun. Not as incredible as high tea, but this was supposed to be the modest part. The adventure and the football match were still to come. The park was pretty, a lot of open grassland and a couple of small ponds. The picnic was crackers, cheese, and grapes. Amy had also brought along a couple of small boxes of red wine. 
The wine went to her head a bit, but it was okay. When they finished, he took her back into a copse of trees along the edge of the park. He had a backpack with him. He brought out an iron bar. There was an old manhole cover half-disguised by dirt. He brushed it off, inserted one end of the iron bar into a hole in the cover, and pried it up.
There was a deep, dark hole at their feet. She could just make out the metal rungs at the top of a ladder going down into total blackness.
“It’s an old underwater reservoir dating from the 1800s. They drained the water out. Now it’s just an open tunnel network. I’ll bet you’ve never seen anything like it.” 
Brandon pulled two headlamps with straps from his bag. He handed one to Amy and fastened the other one around his own head.
“Ready?”
She looked at it. 
“I don’t know.”
He smiled. He seemed delighted. “Frightened?”
She nodded. “Yeah. Is it safe?”
“I’ve been down there twenty times.”
“Does that answer my question?” Amy said.
“You only live once,” Brandon said. He turned his headlamp on and started down the ladder without her. His light was already dim when she heard his voice from somewhere below her.
“Coming?” he shouted.
“This is crazy, Amy,” she muttered to herself. “This is stupid.”
But down the ladder she went.
Now, she stood alone in the deep darkness under the park. She regretted her decision to come on this date with a stranger who had led her to this labyrinth of tunnels beneath the city. But she couldn’t turn back now. She didn’t know how to get back out of here. 
She had to catch up with him. She quickened her pace, her heart pounding in her chest. Then she heard a sound—a faint scraping noise coming from one of the tunnels to her left. She turned toward the sound, her headlamp illuminating the way.
As she watched the tunnel, a figure emerged from the shadows. It was a man—not Brandon, but someone else entirely. He was tall and muscular, with a rugged beard and piercing dark eyes. He wore a black T-shirt and jeans, and his arms were covered in tattoos.
He smirked at her, his eyes scanning her up and down. “Well, well, well. What do we have here?”  His voice was low and gravelly. It had a hint of an accent—Amy guessed Eastern Europe.
She instinctively took a step back, her heart racing faster. “Uh, I’m just looking for someone,” she said, trying to maintain her composure.
The man chuckled. “Aren’t we all, sweetheart?” he said, taking a step closer to her. “It looks like you found him. But down here, you might find more than what you’re looking for.”
Amy’s headlamp caught the glint of rings on the man’s fingers. His hands were huge. She turned to run, but he grabbed her by the arm, pulling her back toward him. She could feel his hot breath on her neck.
“Where are you going?” he said, pressing one hand against her throat.
Amy’s mind raced. She knew she couldn’t fight him. He was too strong. But then she remembered something from her self-defense classes. She didn’t have to fight him. All she had to do was get away.
In one swift movement, she twisted her body and threw her elbow into the man’s ribs. He grunted, more surprise than pain, loosening his grip on her. She spun and kneed him hard between his legs.
“Ohhhh,” he said, and smiled. “A dirty player.”
But now he had released her entirely.
Amy darted backwards and away from him, running back the way she had come. She stumbled along over the slippery brickwork, her light shining this way and that. A rat skittered across her feet, and she screamed. She plunged on.
The man was cursing behind her, but she didn’t dare look back. She moved as fast as she could, her heart pounding in her chest and her headlamp illuminating the way. Suddenly, she saw a figure up ahead—tall, thin… Brandon. 
His headlamp shone brightly. It was so bright, it almost blinded her.
“Amy, over here!” he shouted. “What are you doing?”
Relief washed over her as she ran toward him. Her legs burned with exertion. She tripped over a lip in the brickwork and nearly fell face first into the shallow water. She could hear her own breathing. It sounded like she was gasping for air. Even her breath echoed down here. 
She felt cold from the dampness. It was the kind of cold that seeped into your bones. She wore a light jacket and jeans. She wasn’t dressed for this. She noticed she was all sweaty, making everything worse. She started to shiver. 
Brandon stood, eyes wide. His mouth was open. He seemed like he didn’t understand what was going on. Was he really this thick? He had basically abandoned her down here. She saw now that he was holding a brick, ready to defend himself if necessary. Some of the bricks in the walls were loose. He must have pulled one.
“Are you okay?” he said.
He dropped the brick into the water. It fell with a loud splash. 
Amy shook her head. “No, I’m not okay. Are you crazy? You’re going to need that brick. There’s someone down here with us.”
Brandon smiled. “Why are you whispering? Lots of people come down here.”
She felt like she was talking a mile a minute. She needed to slow down, so that he could understand her. “It’s a man. He’s big. He tried to choke me. I just got away from him. He’s right behind me. We have to go back to the surface NOW.”
Brandon shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’m afraid we can’t do that.”
“What do you mean we can’t do that? Are you listening to me?” 
Amy’s voice was rising in panic.
Brandon’s smile faded. “I mean, we’re not going back up to the surface right away. Not until I get what I came down here for.” His eyes glittered in the light of the headlamps.
Amy felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. She had been so foolish to come down here with this man—she had met him yesterday.
She spoke slowly. It almost seemed as if someone else was talking. “What did you come down here for?” 
Brandon took a step closer to her. Now his eyes flashed with a dangerous glint. They didn’t seem real somehow. “I came down here for you,” he said, his voice low. “Don’t you know that?”
Amy stumbled back in horror, her heart racing faster. She had to get away from this man, but she was trapped deep beneath the ground. She looked around frantically, searching for a way out.
Then she heard a sound coming from one of the tunnels, and her heart seemed to stop. It was the same scraping noise she had heard earlier.
The big man reappeared out of the darkness. He was much bigger than Brandon. He loomed there like Frankenstein’s monster.
Brandon gestured at him with his chin. “That’s my friend. He came down to meet us here. His real name would be hard for you to pronounce. You can just call him Mikey.”
“The girl kicked me,” Mikey said. “I don’t like that.”
“She has spirit,” Brandon said. “I knew that right away when I met her.”
Mikey shrugged. “I don’t like spirit. I like obedience.” 
Amy took a step back from the two of them. A feeling of dread washed over her. This was the worst situation she had ever been in. It was a nightmare. It was a Stranger Danger cautionary tale from grade school, and she had fallen right into it.
“What kind of sick game is this?” she said, her voice shaking. Her whole body was trembling. She would try to run, but it was no use. She had no idea where to go. The tunnels were confusing. She was utterly lost.
“It’s not a game,” Brandon said. “It’s just business.”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small vial filled with a clear liquid.
“What is that?” Amy said, eyeing the vial warily. 
Brandon held up the vial. “It’s a new drug,” he said, his voice calm, even benign. “It’s a wonderful drug. It will make you feel things you’ve never felt before. It calms you and gives you an intense feeling of euphoria. You probably need that right now, don’t you?”
Amy stared at him. The dread she felt deepened. There was no escape—she was trapped deep beneath the ground with these two dangerous men.
“Please,” she said, her voice small and weak. “Let me go. I won’t tell anyone about this.” She raised her hands. This line of reasoning was good. If they hurt her, they were going to end up in jail. They didn’t want that.
“Look, I’ll just… we’ll go our separate ways. No one has to know.”
Brandon’s smile turned into a frown. “I’m afraid it’s too late for that, Amy.”
He gestured to Mikey. Mikey took a step forward, his massive frame looming over her like a building or some giant statue. Amy felt a chill run down her spine. Mikey grabbed her, one arm around her waist, a large hand at her throat again.
“Don’t fight this time, miss. This could be easy. You only make it harder on yourself.”
The hand at her throat tightened, making it difficult to breathe.
She tried to elbow him again, but he was ready for it this time. He stood just to her side and a little bit away. The elbow barely made contact. She drove her head backwards—another self-defense tactic—but all it did was bounce off his massive chest.
“See?” Brandon said. “Spirited, like I told you. Even when all hope is lost.”
Mikey giggled. He tightened his grip on her throat even more.
“No!” Amy said. The word barely choked out of her mouth.
Brandon took the paper wrapper off the tip of the vial, which revealed that the vial was in fact a syringe. He tapped the plunger and a squirt of the clear liquid popped out. 
“Relax,” he said. “This won’t hurt you at all.”
He pushed the sleeve of her jacket up her forearm, almost to her elbow. He pointed his headlamp down at her arm. He seemed to concentrate, like a doctor or some hospital technician. He tapped her forearm a few times, then gave it a hard slap. 
“Good veins,” he said. “Very nice.”
He laid the syringe along her arm. She struggled, but Mikey gripped her throat even tighter.
She was making some sound. It was a horrible sound. It was like, “Guh… guh…”
“Get her arm. She’s moving too much.”
Now Mikey’s other hand gripped her wrist like a vise. 
“Stop moving,” Brandon said. “Just a little pinprick here, and then beautiful dreams.”
Amy felt a sharp sting as the needle entered her flesh. She struggled against Mikey’s grip, but it was no use—he was too strong. She could feel the drug spreading through her veins, across her body, warming her, taking over her senses.
She felt a wave of euphoria wash over her. It was like nothing she had ever experienced before—a rush of pleasure that flooded every inch of her body. She felt her muscles relax, her mind going fuzzy. Everything became indistinct, and unimportant.
She could still hear Brandon’s voice in the distance, but it sounded far away, like it was coming first from another room, and then from another world. She couldn’t focus on his words, couldn’t understand what he was saying. He could be whispering in another language.
All she felt now was the pleasure, the intense pleasure that was taking over her body. She closed her eyes, surrendering to the sensation.
Then she was gone.



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
January 7
5:45 p.m. Eastern Standard Time 
E. 239th Street
Woodlawn, The Bronx
New York City
 
“You still here? Last I heard, Christmas was over.”
Big man Donnie Stark had just entered their mother’s cramped living room. His brother Troy was sprawled on the couch. The room had the couch, two big easy chairs that you could tilt back, a small coffee table, and a giant flatscreen TV across the way. 
Right now there was also a Christmas tree in the corner, all lit up and overdecorated, festooned with various incomprehensible lights and bulbs and garlands and popcorn strings. The thing was unsightly. It was a fire hazard. It was a natural disaster. It was eight feet tall, and scraping against the ceiling. You couldn’t even mount an angel at the top.  
Donnie was the eldest brother in the clan, nearly a decade older than Troy. And he was big. They were all big and broad, but Donnie was the biggest. He had been a New York City cop for twenty years. They must give free breakfasts, because he was packing on the weight.
“And New Year’s, for that matter,” Eddie Stark said. “That’s over, too.” 
Eddie was the second oldest. He sat in one of the easy chairs, watching the silent news on TV. Eddie was big—big across the chest, big shoulders, big arms, legs like tree trunks. He was a gym rat, always pumping iron. He wore jeans and a dark blue T-shirt. The T-shirt had a drawing of a large candy cane on it. The caption read, “It’s not going to lick itself.”
Eddie had worked undercover Narcotics for a long time. Now he was a homicide detective. He was holding a can of beer. The can looked like a children’s toy in his hand.
They did this. The brothers had a tendency to coalesce in the house where they grew up.
“It’s over like a week ago,” Donnie said. He shrugged out of his wool topcoat. He looked down at Troy and smiled. “What’s the matter, kid? They don’t need you back in Europe? Or is the whole continent on vacation?”
“It’s called holiday,” Eddie said.
Their mom came bustling in. She wore jeans and a sweater. She was young for her age. Now that Donnie was here, she had slapped some American cheese on Ritz crackers and was displaying it as though it was a tray of hors d’oeuvres at a high-class wedding. She set it down on the coffee table.
“Eat,” she said.
“Hey, Ma,” Troy said, and could barely suppress a smile. “I heard Donnie made Inspector.”
She nodded. “He did, yes. It’s a big job.”
Troy shook his head and now he did smile. “Well, he’s a big man.”
Donnie grabbed his protruding stomach with both hands. The action pulled the dress shirt out from his waistband. “Hey, Ma, what did you say Troy does for a living now? Who does he work for?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know.”
Now Eddie was shaking his head as if he’d just witnessed a tragedy. “Won’t even tell his own mother. What’s this world coming to?”
“He did say it’s a medical charity, and he met the Polish ambassador,” she said. His mother was funny. She liked to pretend she frowned on all the hardnosed banter, and then she dropped little land mines into the conversation.
Troy shook his head. “I said I met the ambassador to Poland. It’s two different things.”
“How does a guy get to be Ambassador?” Donnie said. “Sounds like something I might like to do when I retire.”
Troy shrugged. Now he was making up stories on the spot. He had never met the Polish ambassador or the ambassador to Poland. “The guy told me he was in Skull and Bones with the president when they were at Yale. That’s the whole trick. Be in a secret society at a fancy college. Maybe you’ll meet a politician there.”
“Turn back time, in other words,” Donnie said. He suddenly seemed less jolly than before.
Troy nodded. “That’s right. But I don’t think you missed anything. I hear the members take the pledges and tape their butt cheeks together.”
“That doesn’t sound too good,” Eddie said. 
Troy shrugged. “It’s fine, until they pull the tape off.”
They all laughed. Except their mother, who suppressed a smile and went back into the kitchen.
“Can I get you a beer, kid?” Donnie said.
“I would appreciate it,” Troy said.
Eddie crushed his empty beer can in his mighty fist. “Don’t worry about me, Donnie.”
Donnie shook his head. “I ain’t worried. You’re hardly the guest of honor around here. Unlike…” He made a sweeping hand gesture at Troy, as though Troy was royalty.
“The Emperor of Europe,” Eddie said. “Genghis Khan.”
Eddie seemed a little drunk. He’d been here about an hour already.
“Genghis Napoleon Khan,” Donnie corrected.
Eddie raised a finger. “Right.”
Troy looked at them both. “Don’t you two have homes to go to? Wives? Children?”
“They’re all together now,” Eddie said. “The whole mess of them went to Doctor Cheezy. They can eat cardboard pizza, drink gallons of soda, and play video games to their hearts’ content. So Donnie and I met up here. Personally, I can’t stand the sound of that place.”
“I thought you were tough,” Troy said. 
Eddie waved a hand near his head. “I got delicate ears, what can I tell you? I always been this way. All the ringing, the banging, the screaming kids. It drives me crazy.”
Later, they were sitting around the dinner table. The three brothers made the room seem tiny, and their brother Pat wasn’t even here. Their mom had made a tater tot casserole. It was a layer of tater tots on the bottom, then a layer of ground beef on top of that, a layer of three kinds of shredded cheese on top of that, topped off with another layer of tater tots. Baked in the oven at 375. Troy had heard the description of how to make it enough times over the years.
The casserole was only half-demolished, but they were all stuffed. They could all be lost at sea for the next month, and none of them would go hungry.
“No, for real,” Donnie said. He had moved on to white wine. “Why are you still in town?”
“Why are you drinking wine?” Troy said. “Is it more slimming somehow?”
“Just answer the question,” Donnie said. 
“Donnie!” their mother said. 
This was when it started to get hardnose, when they had all been drinking a little while. But Troy nodded. It was fair. He’d been hanging around here for a couple of weeks now. Why was he doing that? These guys knew how his life had been—if not the details, the basic outline. 
He’d gone into the Navy through the SEAL challenge contract right out of high school. He was in boot camp in Great Lakes, Illinois, two weeks after graduation. Spent a year preparing for BUD/S and became a SEAL at nineteen.
Two tours in Afghanistan. More training. A couple of classified deployments with Joint Special Operations Command. Niger. Chad. Then he was on loan to the CIA for a while, bouncing back and forth between there and the SEALs. Then he went on loan to another agency, if you could call it that, a black budget line item that didn’t even have a name. 
In the Pentagon, they called the group “The Metal Shop.”
Then he was in Syria, and they decided he was insubordinate. Now…
“Ah, I have to go down to DC and testify in front of some committee. I’m going down tomorrow. The hearing’s on Monday. It was supposed to be this past week, but it got delayed for some reason. So I waited. I’m trying to get my life back a little bit.” 
He rubbed his forehead. 
“Is it the Syria thing?” Eddie said. “Is it to determine your status?” 
Troy shook his head. It was hard to talk about these things. His brothers were cops, and that was serious business. They’d seen a lot of bad stuff. Troy doubted they had seen the kind of things he had seen. And there was no way they had done some of the things he had done. 
“Nah,” he said. “Not exactly. There’s a Senate committee. Two committees actually, meeting together. The Senate Armed Forces Committee and the Senate Intelligence Committee. I’m supposed to testify. A guy I used to know turned up in the desert in New Mexico a few weeks ago. He’d been out there a while, by the looks of it. He was under investigation, and they were going to bring him in, I guess to spill the beans about this or that, but he ended up as prairie dog food instead.”
“Troy, please,” his mom said. “We just finished eating.”
“Obviously a suicide,” Donnie said. 
“That’s what it looks like,” Troy said. “That’s what they want to believe.”
“A friend of yours?” Eddie said. 
Troy shook his head again. “No. He was a terrible person. Whoever popped him did everybody a favor.”
Abruptly, their mother stood up and began clearing the plates off the table.
“You need a hand with that, Ma?”
“Please,” she said. She turned away and headed toward the door to the kitchen. “The day I can’t put a few items in the dishwasher is the day I—” 
“Go to Gate of Heaven,” Eddie said. 
Troy smiled. Their mom had been talking about going to Gate of Heaven for two decades. It was a giant, sprawling cemetery on rolling hills up in the suburbs. A mile of dead people, from James Cagney to Dutch Schultz, and dozens of the Titanic victims. They all knew the joke. She never talked about going to heaven. She talked about going to Gate of Heaven.  
Donnie gulped his wine. “How does this help you get your life back?”
Donnie had never learned how to take a sip. In the same way, he had never learned to bite his food. He simply shoveled it into his mouth as if he was feeding a coal-fired engine. 
“Someone offered me a deal,” Troy said. “Can you imagine that? All I need to do is say that as far as I know, the dearly departed was a great American. Then say that I’m not at liberty to discuss specifics of any missions they bring up, if those missions in fact existed in the first place.”
“And you get?”
Troy shrugged. “Honorable discharge, if I want. Reinstatement, if I want, with twelve years in toward a twenty-year pension. Certain disciplinary actions struck from my record.”
“Sounds like a good deal,” Donnie said. The fact that things like discharges and pensions were negotiable in exchange for testimony didn’t seem to give him pause, or bother him in the least. He worked for a big city police department. Everything was negotiable. 
“It is,” Troy said. “And I’m actually not at liberty to discuss classified missions. That part is no problem. But it’s not easy to call the man in question a great American. He was a dirtbag, and he did a lot of things he shouldn’t have done, and they put him in command of clandestine missions in other countries, where nobody knows what happened.”
“What are you going to do?” Eddie said.
“I’m going to tell the truth, as I see it. And I’m going to hope that’s good enough.”
“That’s hard,” Donnie said. “You got a lot of integrity, little brother.” 
Troy clinked his beer can off Donnie’s wine glass. 
“Thanks.”
“You want someone to take a ride down with you?” Eddie said. “A little moral support?”
“Or two someones?” Donnie said. 
Troy smiled. It felt like a wistful smile. They were young once, and had each other’s backs in the various rumbles and beatdowns that had jumped off in the old days. But those were simple times and simple battles. They weren’t so young anymore, life was a hundred times more complicated than it once was, and it didn’t feel half as romantic. 
“No. I appreciate that. But this is something I need to handle myself.”



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
January 9
10:15 a.m. Eastern Standard Time 
United States Senate
Select Committee on Conduct of Military and Intelligence Operations
Washington, DC
 
“Mr. Stark, you were a member of the United States Navy SEALs, were you not?” 
Troy sat at a long wooden table with a microphone in front of him. In front of the microphone was a triangular sign with the words TROY STARK on it. There was a small plastic bottle of water at his elbow. The room had high vaulted ceilings with three white chandeliers hanging down. The lights were bright and gave off a bit of heat. He was feeling it.
Across from him, along a sort of wood-paneled dais, a group of senators sat in a very long semicircle, which wrapped around to both Troy’s right and left. Behind him, sitting in a row of stackable chairs, was a gallery of people with notepads and digital tablets. There were large cameras set up on either side of the room, and on one side was a man with a boom microphone. 
The carpeting at Troy’s feet was dark blue with some sort of white seal or insignia at intervals of maybe every two meters or so. Troy resisted the urge to stare at the floor to figure out what the insignia was. He was wearing a blue suit and red tie. The tie was slowly strangling him, he was physically very uncomfortable, and he didn’t want the senators to think that he couldn’t face them.
Troy felt that same feeling in his stomach that he sometimes got before combat. It wasn’t butterflies. It wasn’t really anything. It was almost a lack of feeling. There was no sensation in his gut at all. There were no definite thoughts in his mind. He was here. Everything that had come before had brought him here. There was nothing wrong at this moment that wasn’t wrong before he came. 
He was in the right place. 
“Uh, yes sir, I was.”
“Let’s leave aside, for the time being, the questions raised by certain parts of your service record that we can access, which appear to have contributed to your separation from the Navy. I’d like to ask you a little bit about the parts we can’t access, which may be salient to this committee’s work.”
Troy had once heard it said that politics was show business for ugly people. This guy, Senator Milton McDougall of Tennessee, seemed to prove the notion. He was old, and he looked like some kind of buzzard or vulture, with a long neck and a head that drooped way down to the microphone in front of him. He had a wattle at his neck, much like a bird would have. His hair was fine, and brushed backwards over the top of his head. His shoulders were so hunched, it almost seemed like his back or spine had been broken. 
Troy looked along the line of senators facing him. There were ten men and three women, all of them monuments to human ugliness. 
“Mr. Stark?”
“Yessir?” he said.
“Are you okay with that?”
Troy nodded. “Yeah, I didn’t know that was a question. I was summoned here, I figured you guys would just fire away.”
A sort of titter went through the gallery behind him. It wasn’t quite real laughter.
“I’m okay with it, in other words. Senator.”
The man nodded. His glasses were down at the end of his nose as he peered at some paperwork on the desk before him. 
“As part of your work with the Navy SEALs, you were on loan to the Joint Special Operations Command from time to time, were you not?”
Troy shrugged. “Um… I’d say that’s a safe bet, sir. I was what you might call a special operator, so…”
“And when attached to Joint Special Operations Command, you were also sometimes part of a highly classified, secret subgroup which had no official name and no official budget, but was at times referred to as the Metal Shop, or even just the Shop. Were you not?”
Troy didn’t say a word. It didn’t really surprise him that they knew the name. It was a small surprise that the man said it out loud for public consumption.
“Mr. Stark?”
“Uh, I have no knowledge of any group or subgroup by that name, sir. And if I did have such knowledge, I wouldn’t be presently disposed to, uh…”
“You’ve never heard of the Metal Shop, Mr. Stark?”
This came from a woman sitting along the semicircle to Troy’s far left. She also had a pair of glasses down at the end of her nose, and looked somewhat like a bird. More like a crow than a buzzard, but she had dark hair and was quite a bit younger than McDougall.
Why talk in circles?
“No, ma’am. Never heard of it.” 
Behind Troy, a buzz of conversation broke out.
“Quiet, please!” a man with a deep voice boomed into a microphone. He wasn’t one of the senators. He sat at a desk to Troy’s right that was positioned halfway between Troy and the senators. He was a tall, heavyset guy. His little triangular sign was facing away from Troy. 
“Ma’am,” Troy said, “your colleague described this group in question as highly classified. So if it ever existed, and I had heard of it, I probably wouldn’t be at liberty to discuss it anyway.”
The buzzard was back on his microphone. 
“Mr. Stark, information leaked to this committee suggests that you were involved in no fewer than five classified missions, over the course of three years, as a member of the Metal Shop. Does that ring any bells for you?”
Troy shook his head. “No sir.”
“Further information furnished to this committee links the Metal Shop to violent crimes and possible human rights violations, including robberies, shootings, and murders, in Mexico, El Salvador, Honduras, Colombia, and Brazil, as well as rumors of similar crimes and violations committed in half a dozen countries in Africa.”
Troy paused, took a deep breath, and then a sip of his water. He leaned into the microphone.
“I don’t have any information about those events, Senator, if they occurred at all. And when I was summoned to this meeting, I wasn’t made aware that I was going to be on trial.”
The buzzard shook his head. “You’re not on trial, Mr. Stark. You haven’t been charged with a crime. You haven’t been charged with contempt. We’re just trying to get some information from you.”
Troy nodded. “Understood.” He took another small sip of his water. 
“Did you know a man named Enrico Morales, Mr. Stark?”
This was it. This was where the rubber hit the road. Everything before this was the easy part. Metal Shop was classified. It didn’t exist. If it did, it was technically illegal for Troy to speak about it. And what did he really know? Nothing. He knew what he had seen, but he didn’t know why it happened, or what it meant.
He had come down here to Washington yesterday on the train. It was snowing combined with a sort of icy rain the whole way, with a low gray sky looming over everything. The train passed through Newark and Trenton, and then Philadelphia and Wilmington and Baltimore. The tracks ran through back alleys and behind neighborhoods and buildings. Everything seemed bleak and run-down. Hunched-over figures picked their way through the ruins of an industrial society. 
Many of the buildings were burned out, or should have been. A few were fronted by the rubble from their collapsed facades. Garbage was piled in alleyways and yards. Fires burned in metal cans, as people stood around them and warmed their hands. Mad tangles of indecipherable graffiti were the only colorful things out there. Everything else was gray and brown. Everywhere Troy looked, he saw signs of neglect and decay. 
They were out there, in other parts of the world, carrying out operations in these people’s names. Meanwhile, back here at home, this is what it looked like. It was like this, and it was only getting worse as time passed.
“What are we doing?” he whispered as he stared through the train window at the grim scenes rattling past. “What the hell are we doing?”
“Mr. Stark?” the buzzard said now. “Are you with us?”
Troy nodded. “Yessir.”
“Did you know Enrico Morales?”
“Yessir, I did.”
“Are you aware that Mr. Morales was summoned to speak to this committee, but is now dead of an apparent suicide?”
“Yessir, I am. But I was out of the country when he died, sir.”
The titter that went on behind him was closer to a laugh this time.
“You’re proving very popular with the gallery, Mr. Stark. But we’re not wondering about your alibi. We take Mr. Morales’s suicide at face value.”
“That’s good, Senator,” Troy said. “So do I.”
“In what context did you know Enrico Morales, Mr. Stark?”
Troy smiled. He was getting the hang of this. “I’m not at liberty to discuss that context, Senator, in this or any other venue.” He shrugged. “Unless, you know, in the presence of the president, and he decided to declassify certain—”
“Mr. Stark, were you part of a small team of black operators who infiltrated Mexico by helicopter, under the command of Enrico Morales, and carried out the summary execution of a man with ties to the cocaine trade and the drug cartels there?”
Troy didn’t hesitate. “No, sir. I’m not aware of any such operation, nor would I be at liberty—”
The senator raised a hand. It was the STOP sign hand. 
“Please, Mr. Stark.”
Troy shrugged. “Okay.”
There was a long pause. The buzzard shuffled some papers around. He leaned in to his microphone. “Mr. Stark, what was your personal impression of Enrico Morales?”
Troy took a moment to answer. He had stonewalled them thus far, and maybe that had bought him his life back. He didn’t know. He didn’t know if they were going to honor the deal anyway. But this question deserved an honest answer.
“Senator, I’ve spent a lot of time in combat operations on behalf of the American people, whether they were aware of some of those combat operations or not.”
All along the semicircle, the gathered birds nodded at this.
“I believe that’s true, Mr. Stark. However your service ended, and however your story may end at a later time, I do believe, from the record I see here, that the American people do owe you a debt of gratitude. You have repeatedly shown courage under fire, sir, and I commend you for that.”
Troy nodded. “Thank you, Senator. I appreciate it. But it’s not what I’m getting at. My time in combat has taught me that men, because it’s primarily men who fight, go into it for a variety of reasons. Many times, the reasons are exactly what you might think—patriotism, a desire to help people, a desire to serve. But some of the reasons aren’t quite so noble. Some guys like to kill people.” 
There was another buzz of talking behind him that settled down almost immediately, on its own.
“It’s just a fact,” Troy said. “They’re out there. Murder is mostly legal in combat, and there are guys who take advantage of that. Other guys enjoy the thrill. Others want to get close to unguarded fortunes, whether they be money, drugs, or priceless artifacts. I think Enrico Morales was a mixture of these less noble reasons.”
The buzz broke out again, then died down again. They had this gallery well trained. 
“Enrico was greedy. He was a thief. He liked to kill people. And if he had been forced to get a regular job like a regular person, he probably would have gone out of his mind with boredom. He was a bad man, Senator, and possibly psychotic in some way.”
“And he was commanding troops in the field?” the buzzard said.
Troy shook his head. “Sir, as I think I’ve indicated, I have no idea if Enrico Morales ever commanded troops, or anyone else. Even if I did know, such operations would likely be classified, and I would not be at liberty—”
“Mr. Stark,” the buzzard said. “Our information suggests that Mr. Morales did command troops, and on at least one occasion, you were one of them. It appears that he conducted no less than a dozen operations as part of the Metal Shop. If this is true, and what you say about him is also true, then why, in your opinion, was he chosen by superior officers to lead missions again and again?”
Troy shook his head. “I’m not aware of any group or configuration known as the Metal Shop, sir. If you believe this group exists or existed, and you believe that Morales led missions for it, then I suggest you get in touch with the commanding officers and ask them how they made their personnel decisions.”
Troy looked around the room. It was hard to argue with logic like that. Troy never put Enrico in charge of anything, and they knew it. There were men at the Pentagon and at Langley who made decisions about black operations—who did what, when, and where. But those men weren’t going to be summoned here. That, more than anything, showed the limits of blue ribbon committees like this one. 
There was nothing more to say.
A few minutes later, they cut him loose.
 
***
 
Troy exited the Capitol Building onto the National Mall. It was cold and gloomy, but he felt okay. There weren’t many people around. He walked toward the giant spire of the Washington Monument. 
He was about halfway there when he noticed a man walking beside him. He turned. The man was small, good-looking, with dark hair and dark eyes and a black beard trimmed very close to his face. He wore a blue Navy pea coat, his hands jammed in the pockets, and dark blue corduroy pants. He had green LL Bean duck boots on his feet.
The last time Troy had seen this man, they were in a stolen helicopter together over the snowy Austrian Alps. The last time they had spoken, the guy was flying off somewhere to ditch the chopper before the real authorities arrived. 
“Alex,” Troy said. 
The man shrugged. “If you like.”
Troy waved at Alex’s body. “Nice boots. The whole get-up. Very yuppie winter clothing catalog. I suddenly feel like ordering something for myself.”
Alex didn’t say anything to that.
“How did I do?”
Alex was noncommittal. “I bought it. You were calm. You’re not at liberty to discuss certain matters. That’s fair. But you could have said you didn’t know Morales. They didn’t have you chained to the desk or anything.”
“I figured I’d give a small nod to the truth,” Troy said. 
Alex sighed. “What is truth?”
“I don’t know,” Troy said. 
He didn’t want to thrust and parry with Alex. Alex had nothing to do with any of this. He was just someone who had started shadowing Troy, and he had come in handy at times. That much was sure. More than handy. Alex had been a lifesaver again and again. He could also be annoying.
It occurred to Troy that he and Alex, with no official relationship of any kind, or at least none that Troy knew of, had done a lot of good together. They had stopped the slaughterbot drone attack on Lower Manhattan. They had rescued a kidnapped little girl from slavery in North Africa. They had caught up to the hijacked train in the Alps, allowing Troy to board before everyone on it got killed. 
Alex, whether he was CIA or NSA or whatever he might be, had a knack for showing up at the exact right moment. El Grupo knew nothing about Alex and his activities, but he was a big part of their success. That thought softened Troy’s stance toward Alex a little bit. 
“What did Persons think of it?” Troy said.
Troy assumed that Colonel “Missing” Persons somehow had access to the hearing, and already knew everything about it. With the cameras in there, Persons probably could have just watched it on C-SPAN.
Alex nodded, confirming these theories. But the nod was hardly enthusiastic. “He thought it was okay. It wasn’t a slam dunk, but it wasn’t bad. It’s not his decision, as you know. But he’s sure a decision will be made before too long.”
Now Troy sighed. He shook his head. He had come down here and talked to a kangaroo court of senators. Not because he cared what the senators thought, and not because the committee was going to make any difference. He did it because the secret “them” that pulled the strings had dangled a carrot in front of him. And he had done all this for a non-answer. 
“I’m going back to Europe. You people are nuts.”
Alex smiled. “Maybe I’ll see you over there.” 
Troy stopped abruptly, turned, and headed back toward the Capitol.
“Not if I see you first,” he said over his shoulder.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
January 10
1:15 p.m. Central European Time
Interpol Headquarters
Lyon, France
 
“Hans Jute, welcome aboard,” Gregory Fawkes said. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”
He was sitting in a small, very modern conference room on the fourth floor of the Interpol headquarters. The room was oddly located, in the sense that it didn’t look out to the northwest, at the long bend of the undulating Rhone River. It also didn’t look out to the southeast, at the sprawling grounds of the Parc de la Tete d’Or, with its small lake and its botanical gardens. 
No, the room looked inward, at the soaring atrium in the center of the building, with more offices and conference rooms across the way, and the trees and Interpol seal in the middle of the ground floor. The glass ceiling of the atrium let in the bright blue sky and a cascade of afternoon sunlight. Fawkes allowed that the building was aesthetically pleasing, and there were worse views in the world.
Captain Gregory Fawkes was forty-one years old and had grown up in the northern suburbs of Toronto. Interpol was his dream job from the time he was a kid. It was romantic to think of all the faraway places where Interpol worked. His job was Internal Affairs, and that was part of the dream, too. 
As a child, he had been troubled by the idea of police corruption, cops on the take, abuse of prisoners, abuse of regular citizens. The specter of police brutality bothered him terribly. He wasn’t yet ten years old when two Toronto cops shot a seventeen-year-old car thief in the back of the head, execution style, with hollow-point bullets they were not supposed to have. The case was a news sensation, but the cops were acquitted. 
After that, when he and his friends would play cops and robbers, he would choose to be a robber, and not because he wanted to rob people. He wanted to keep an outsider’s eye on the police officers. If there had been a childhood game called cops and robbers and Internal Affairs, he would have chosen Internal Affairs, even then.
Hans Jute, the former Deputy Director for Intelligence at Europol, was here. Unknown to Fawkes, Jute had been in negotiations to take a job at Interpol for months. Yesterday was his first day. Hans was now Second Deputy for Global Intelligence. If it seemed like a step backwards, it wasn’t that simple. Europol was growing fast, but its scope was limited. Interpol was a worldwide organization with ten major offices besides this one, and liaison officers in 195 countries. Fawkes assumed that Jute had negotiated a salary raise to come to Lyon.
But then again, maybe none of these considerations came into play. Hans Jute was fifty-seven years old. He could retire any time he liked. Maybe he just wanted to have a little fun before then. Maybe he wanted to travel the world on the organization’s expense account.  
Fawkes sipped coffee from a ceramic mug. The coffee had gone cold a little while ago. He regarded the man across the table. Jute was small, very serious and very fit. He was German or Austrian, Fawkes couldn’t remember which. Fawkes knew that Jute had run twenty or thirty marathons, and also had completed some smaller number of triathlons. He was balding across the top and wore thin wire-rimmed glasses. 
Jute was dressed smartly, in a well-tailored blue suit. His shave was so clean he might have just put the razor down five minutes ago. Everything about Jute was tidy, composed, organized. A place for everything and everything in its place. He seemed more like an accountant than a spymaster. 
Fawkes believed that he had never seen Jute smile.
They were both sitting in hard, gray-metal-frame chairs, with a glass-top table between them. At the moment, Jute was staring down into an electronic tablet he held in his hands. He tapped a few things, then closed the cover and slid the tablet onto the table. 
“Thank you, Greg. I’m very pleased to be here.”
“Good,” Fawkes said. “I’m glad. We’re pleased to have you. I assume you requested this meeting because we’ve interacted before, and you’d like me to give you an overview of the Internal Affairs function here at Interpol.”
Jute glanced out the window at the winter sunlight streaming down from the glass roof of the building. “Not exactly,” he said. “I’m well familiar with the conduct of Internal Affairs.”
There was something irritating, even condescending, about the way Jute spoke. He was not the most pleasant man in the building. He was not your friend. He made that clear very quickly, and he reminded you of it every time he spoke to you. It was easy to forget when the man worked for a partner organization and was based nine hundred kilometers away. But now he was here. And after this meeting, Fawkes wouldn’t soon forget it again.
“Well, what can I do for you then?”
Jute was technically Fawkes’s superior, though they worked in different departments. Fawkes would have to play nice for a little bit longer.
“Is it safe to speak plainly in this room?” Jute said.
Fawkes nodded. “Undisclosed listening devices in the building are one of the highest breaches of protocol. If someone planted such a device in here and were caught, not only would they lose their employment, they would be brought up on charges.”
Jute shrugged at that. “All the same. Is it safe?”
“Nothing in this world is one hundred percent certain,” Fawkes said. “But I believe it’s safe to speak privately in here, yes.”
Jute nodded, but took a long pause, as if he still didn’t quite believe it.
“Miquel Castro-Ruiz,” he said finally.
Now Fawkes smiled. “Yes? What about him?”
“Three months ago, he was the Interpol liaison to Europol headquarters in The Hague.”
Fawkes nodded. “Yes, I remember. There was quite a bit of controversy.”
“He pulled a gun on me,” Jute said. “It was loaded with ammunition. He threatened to shoot me if I didn’t leave his offices immediately, which were located inside Europol headquarters, and were on loan to him. In other words, he forced me to leave my own offices, under threat of murder.”
“Yes,” Fawkes said. “He was investigated for that, I assure you.” 
“And was rewarded with his own… I’m not sure what to call it,” Jute said. “Sub-agency? With its own intelligence-gathering mandate, and its own headquarters near Madrid? Madrid, of all places. He’s Spanish! He was a cop in Madrid at one time. We know this is his preferred city.”
Fawkes nodded at all of that. “It’s a complicated issue. I’m no fan of Miquel. I don’t have any reason to believe he’s corrupt, but he is insubordinate. He does cut corners. He appears to withhold information. His Grupo Especial is a sort of rogue force within Interpol. I wouldn’t even say they serve as an intelligence-gathering function. They report to Max Davidoff, Director of Special Projects.”
“It doesn’t make any sense,” Jute said. 
Fawkes raised his hands. “There was nothing anyone could do. As you know, Miquel pulled a gun on you so his team could continue working on the hunch that the next major drone attack would be in New York City. As you also know, it turned out he guessed right, and his team thwarted a terrorist attack that could have killed thousands of people.”
“I’m aware of that,” Jute said. “But that doesn’t mean the man should be rewarded with his own subgroup. He threatened to kill a fellow officer in the Europol headquarters building.”
“He was officially reprimanded for that.”
“And then given a building of his own,” Jute said.
“No one wants him around,” Fawkes said. “It’s really that simple. People here are happier with him in Madrid.”
“I’m not,” Jute said.
“Miquel was a commando in the Spanish Police when he was young. I don’t think that spirit has ever left him. He’s not what you would call a real investigator. Data collection and analysis is not his forte. Which is why some people here feel he’s never been a good fit at Interpol.”
“Then why is he still with us?” Jute said.  
Fawkes shrugged. “If you have a reason for Internal Affairs to look into his conduct… something new that hasn’t been examined yet…” He paused. “The gunplay at Europol is a dead letter, that’s what I’m saying. It’s closed. It’s been dealt with.”
“What was this situation at CERN?” Jute said. “There were dozens of casualties. There was tens of millions in damage.”
Fawkes sighed. “He guessed right again. There could have been hundreds or thousands of deaths, instead there were a handful. The terrorists were attempting a profoundly destructive event that could have wiped out and contaminated the surrounding countryside for a hundred years, and Miquel’s team stopped them. They were trying to cause another Chernobyl.”
Jute shook his head. It whipsawed, almost violently.
“He’s not guessing right,” Jute said. “He has one of the best intelligence analysts in Europe working for him in Jan Bakker. Bakker is guessing right, or not even guessing at all, and then Castro is withholding the information from Interpol, as well as local law enforcement organizations.”
Fawkes saw where this was going. Hans Jute meant to take Miquel Castro-Ruiz and his little Grupo Especial down and out of the picture. 
“If you have proof of Miquel withholding evidence, I’d love to see it,” Fawkes said.
“I mean to get proof,” Jute said. “And what I’d really like… in complete confidence…”
He stopped and stared into Fawkes’s eyes. It wasn’t intimidating. Fawkes felt nothing about it. Jute just didn’t have that kind of presence. 
“Of course,” Fawkes said. “I won’t tell anyone.”
“I would like the Grupo Especial to report directly to me. I think it’s clear they are an intelligence-gathering body, and as such it isn’t rational to have them report to the Director of Special Projects.”
“It’s not clear what they are,” Fawkes said. “You could call them a special project. Anyway, I have no control over that.” 
Jute nodded. “No, but you could help me. It’s just a small reshuffling of the organization chart. I’m sure the Director of Special Projects has no time or inclination to deal with Castro-Ruiz and his little mafia, off doing God knows what in Spain. But I do. I have the time, the inclination, and the energy to rein Castro in.”
This was all very interesting. But it would require Gregory Fawkes to stick his neck out of the tortoise shell a bit. That wasn’t his favorite activity. 
“What, um… what might I expect in return?”
Now Jute did smile. It was barely a smile, to be honest. The pencil-thin line of his mouth turned upward at the corners. There was almost something pained about it. 
“I’m sure we can find something that would appeal to you, and which I can deliver.”
Fawkes nodded. “I think so. Probably.”
Jute pointed at Fawkes. “Do you know that Miquel has two American spies, or former spies, working for him? Or maybe they’re just assassins. I saw a news story about one of them this morning. He testified at a hearing in Washington, DC, yesterday. I saw a blurb about him in the news this morning. He was some kind of Special Forces character, involved in clandestine CIA activities. The senators holding the hearing all but accused him of carrying out secret extrajudicial killings in Latin America.”
“Troy Stark,” Fawkes said. He was aware of the hearing, and aware of Stark’s testimony. It wasn’t quite as bad as Jute made it out to be, but it did raise some questions. Everything about Troy Stark raised questions.
“That’s right,” Jute said. “That’s an Internal Affairs issue, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
Of course it was. But the hearing only happened yesterday. Internal Affairs was a mill, and it sometimes ground things into dust, but its wheels turned slowly.
“You’re aware of the recent train hijacking?”
Fawkes nodded. “Naturally. It’s another feather in Miquel’s cap.”
“The billionaire Istvan Gajdos was murdered,” Jute said. “As were several of his entourage, and the pop star Calment.”
“Right,” Fawkes said. “But all evidence suggests the terrorist cell carrying out these train attacks was utterly destroyed, and their attempt to steal a billion euros in cryptocurrency was a failure. As a knock-on effect, the violent deaths of the hijackers, and the jailing of the only survivor, is likely to put a chill on anyone considering copycat crimes.”
“Troy Stark appears to have stolen a helicopter during the operation,” Jute said. “But he didn’t pilot it. Some mysterious unidentified person did that.”
“Yes,” Fawkes said.
“Why isn’t Internal Affairs looking into this?” Jute said. “This man Stark needs to be investigated.”
Fawkes would yawn in boredom if this wasn’t so worrisome. Miquel’s group had killed a gang of terrorists and saved a bunch of innocent people from near-certain death. It was a win for Miquel, and a win for Interpol. It was a messy win, but hijackings tended to be messy things. 
Hans Jute had been here less than two days, and already he was making waves.
“My dear Fawkes,” Jute said. “Don’t you see? You can work with me, and we can be great allies. And there can be all sorts of rewards as part of that. Or you can drag your feet in the mud, and we can become bitter enemies.”
Fawkes just sat and stared at Jute. The light from the overheads reflected off the top of Jute’s bald head. Fawkes felt as though he was seeing Jute for the first time. 
“Do I need to spell it out for you?” Jute said. “Stark. Former assassin for the CIA. Stole a helicopter with an unknown person as an accomplice, while working for Interpol. Who was the accomplice? Where did that person go? Who does that person work for?”
“I know how to do the job,” Fawkes said. 
Jute picked up his tablet off the table and stood. He tucked the tablet under his arm and straightened his tie. 
“Then do it.” 
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
January 11
3:15 p.m. Central European Time
Mercadillo de la plaza del Campillo
Neighborhood of La Latina
Madrid, Spain
 
“Cuanto cuesta?” Troy said. How much is it?
He was standing at a pop-up stall with various trinkets for sale. About two dozen of these stalls were spread out in a small plaza a few blocks from his apartment. Maybe thirty or forty people milled around, moving from stall to stall. White steam rose from everybody’s mouths.
This was a little flea market that happened every weekday. El Rastro was the big one that brought thousands of people to the neighborhood, but it only happened on Sundays. He couldn’t wait that long. He needed something for tonight.
It was a cold day, and Troy wasn’t dressed for it. He hadn’t really gotten the memo that Madrid was a cold winter city. He always used to think Spain = Warm. Southern Spain, yeah. Here, not so much. He had on a brown leather jacket and jeans. His face was numb. His fingers were numb. The cold had seeped into his bones just from walking around. 
About the only parts of him that weren’t cold right now were his feet. He had a nice pair of fur-lined ankle-high boots on, which Aliz Willems had given him before he left for New York. 
Aliz never did come to New York for the holidays. He pushed for it, he hemmed her in, but she wriggled free.
He sighed. That was all right.
“Que?” the old woman minding the stall said. Which?
Troy pointed at a necklace hanging down from a peg in a display case. The necklace was resting against a sort of terrycloth backing. It appeared to be made of gold, with a pretty gold pendant at the center. The pendant was like a coin, but shaped with little points to make a fiery sun. It had the suggestion of a face in the sun, without going too far. It was the hint of a face.
“Esto,” he said. “Uh, la cosa de oro.”
This. The thing of gold. “La cosa para tu cuello.”
The thing for your neck.
He didn’t know the Spanish word for necklace. Didn’t matter. He could communicate a little bit now. He was getting there. She understood him fine.
The old woman nodded. She was wearing a black winter coat shaped like a bubble. She had a dark kerchief around her head. “Ah. Que linda.”
How pretty.
“Yeah. That’s why I want it. How much?”
The woman’s dark eyes were shrewd. She squinted up at Troy. There were no prices on anything. This was all about what the market would bear. What kind of market was Troy? Her mind was a supercomputer that could assess every sucker, er, customer, who walked up to this stall. She stared at him a moment longer and finished her calculation. She held up two fingers.
“Dos.”
“Dos euros?”
Two euros. That was a crazy price, too good to be true. But hey, if that’s what she wanted for it. He started to reach into his pocket.
The woman laughed. “Doscientos euros, mi amor.”
Two hundred euros. 
Troy stared at the thing. It glittered there in the cold sun, mocking him. Was it really gold? Was it going to make Aliz’s neck turn green the second time she wore it? Would Aliz, who had jewelry that required experts to figure out its worth, even deign to wear something like this? Man, he was out on a knife’s edge here. 
“Es de oro, sí?” It’s made of gold, yes?
The old woman made a movement that was both a shrug and a nod, and yet didn’t seem to commit her to anything. “Claro.” Of course.
“Oro puro,” she said.
Pure gold.
Troy fought the urge to walk away. The necklace was clearly made out of some kind of metal. It definitely wasn’t plastic. It could be gold. It could also be tin that was painted yellow. He had no way of gauging these things.
It was probably some kind of gold. Gold mixed with something else. 
He raised one finger. “Un ciento y ochenta.” One hundred and eighty.
The woman’s face was blank. She stared into Troy’s eyes for a long time with no expression. For a second, Troy thought maybe she was a robot that had glitched out. That was a suspicion nowadays, wasn’t it? People were secretly robots? This old woman could make you believe it. The idea of a hundred and eighty euros had short-circuited her programming. 
Then she smiled. She stuck her palm out.
“Da me la moneda.”
Give me the money.
Troy reached into his pocket again and came out with some bills. He made a show of counting out one hundred and eighty, then placed it in her hand. She didn’t recount it. She put the money inside her jacket somewhere. Then a small jewelry box appeared in her hand. She took the necklace and laid it carefully in the box. Then she got a white paper bag, put the box in the bag, and handed it over to Troy. He took it, fighting the urge to reopen the bag, then reopen the box, and check if the thing was even in there. Some people were magicians and had very fast hands. 
But these transactions were based on trust, at least a little bit.
“Gracias,” he said, and smiled back at her.
“Mucho gusto,” she told him.
He drifted through the neighborhood with his white paper bag. He had gotten the gift, and now he wasn’t in any particular hurry. He was still cold, but walking made it a little more tolerable. 
The streets were narrow—mere alleyways by American standards. The colorfully painted buildings were antiques, some of them dating back to medieval times. But everything was clean and bright. People came out in the mornings and swept the sidewalks in front of their businesses and homes. A lot of care was taken to keep this place sparkling. 
He was back in Spain, and by extension, Europe. He was learning to speak Spanish, and it was going pretty well. He had a date with Aliz tonight, some museum fundraiser she was coming into town to attend. It would be nice to think the fundraiser was an excuse to come see him, but Troy tried not to assume anything. Next week, he was back at work. So he still had a few pleasant days to kill. 
He had always thought of the Bronx as his home. He had left there at nineteen, and never replaced it with anything else. In the Navy, he spent a lot of time on the move. Coronado was never home to him. There was nothing “homelike” about it. It was just a place to recharge and retrain before going out on deployment again. 
He found that the more time he spent here in Madrid, the less he cared about what they were doing in America. He cared about his family. But he didn’t care that much about the United States Navy, or the government itself, or what the secret forces might decide to do about his career. He didn’t care if Enrico Morales killed himself in despair, or if someone put a bullet in his head so he couldn’t testify. A guy like Enrico, if he decided to speak, would have a lot to say. Suicide looked less realistic the more Troy thought about it. But who cared? However it happened, Enrico should have died years ago.
America was eating itself from the inside. Senators holding committee meetings was one way of pretending to fix pressing issues without really fixing anything.
The Bronx, specifically Troy’s mother’s house and the old neighborhood, would always be home. It would always be in his heart. But maybe Troy could have two homes. Certainly, it was beginning to look possible.
This place was growing on him.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
8:55 p.m. Central European Time
The Cloister of Los Jeronimos
Museo Nacional del Prado
Madrid, Spain
 
A man was talking.
“As you may already know, Aliz, the Cloister of Los Jeronimos is of profound historic and artistic interest. Not just in its role here at the Museo del Prado, but in the sweep of centuries.”
Aliz’s plane was delayed.
Troy had picked her up at the airport in his two-seater Smart Car.
Traffic back into the city was brutal.
They didn’t have time to stop for a bite to eat and went straight to the fundraiser instead. Aliz barely said a word to Troy the entire way.
“Hungry?” he said at one point.
She shook her head. “No. I’m fine. I’ll eat something at the event.”
“Is it the car?”
It occurred to Troy that normally Aliz would probably get picked up in a limousine. This car, which had been assigned to him by Miquel, was a bit of a joke. About the only thing Troy could say in its favor was it got good gas mileage. Although here in Spain they called gas “petrol,” and they measured distances in kilometers. 
“The car is fine,” Aliz said.
Now they were standing inside a castle of sorts attached to the Prado Museum. Two or three stories above their heads was a long, retrofitted skylight that formed the ceiling. Troy and Aliz each held a small porcelain plate with two or three tapas. Waiters and waitresses in white shirts and black pants were going around through the crowds, handing out these bite-size offerings.
The food was good. Troy had a little croquette that might have chicken mixed with potato inside of it. He had a mini ham sandwich. He had a ring of fried squid. It was all very good, but not nearly enough. He glanced at Aliz’s plate. Whatever she’d had was gone. She had inhaled it. 
Sure. She was hungry. 
She was on her second glass of red wine. Troy had a bottle of beer in his hand. It was a busy night here, with lots of people milling around. He hoped one of the waiters came back pretty soon. Otherwise, things might get ugly.
Far off in a corner, a piano and a cello were playing. It was hard to see the musicians from here, and the music was largely drowned out by the assembled bodies and buzz of conversation.
“Aliz, do you know how this place came to be?”
The man speaking was small and round, balding but with hair from the side combed over the top. He wore a bow tie that was sky blue with little orange bubbles on it. His suit was dark blue. He had on a pair of eyeglasses with red frames.
Aliz nodded. “Oh yes,” she said. “It was King…”
She paused, effectively handing the ball off to the little man.
He nodded. “Yes, that’s right. King Henry IV of Castile, often referred to as Henry the Impotent, built the first monastery for the Order of Saint Jerome. Though to be clear, he did not found the order, and Spain was in constant turmoil under his rule. But for many years, the Jeronimos found favor under the Spanish rulers. Some thirty years after Henry died, this building was part of a land grant given to the order by a much stronger monarch, Queen Isabella. Yes, that Isabella, of Isabella and Ferdinand fame.”
“Columbus,” Troy said. 
The man turned to Troy, seemed about to speak, but then didn’t say anything.
Troy sipped his beer.
Two more men joined their little circle. They were both tall and well-dressed, in black ties and suits. One of them, the taller of the two, was probably in his mid- to late-forties. He was about Troy’s height, though slimmer. His hair was gray and thinning and slicked back to his head. The second man was probably around Troy’s age, in his early thirties. He was stockier and stronger looking than the other one. His hair was black and unkempt, sticking up in tufts like waves on a stormy sea. 
“Hello, Aliz,” the older one said. He took Aliz’s hand and kissed it. He managed to ignore both Troy and Henry IV.
“Hello, Pascal,” Aliz said. “How are you?”
The man nodded. “Very good, of course. And you?”
“I’m well.”  
“You’re looking…”
Pascal took a step back and seemed to drink in the sight of her. Troy had done that thing that people did sometimes. He had grown accustomed to Aliz a little bit over time, and he had forgotten what she looked like. Now he saw her through the other man’s eyes. She was a knockout. A bombshell. Her blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders. She was wearing a red dress that hugged her curves and had a plunging neckline. She almost seemed to shimmer. Half the place was probably watching her.
“…better than well.”
Now the younger one spoke up.
“I’ve heard a rumor they’re going to invite you to join the Board of Directors.”
Aliz smiled. “I’ve heard the same rumor.”
Pascal reached for the open throat of her dress. Troy had given her the necklace with the pendant when he picked her up at the airport. Dutifully, she had put it on. 
Now Pascal had caught the pendant in between his fingers. Troy felt his blood begin to rise. The man was getting a little too familiar. 
“What is this?” Pascal said with a mocking smile. “A toy? Did it come from inside a cereal box? Did you get it at a flea market?”
“Pascal, have you met my boyfriend, Troy Stark?”
The man glanced in Troy’s direction, but didn’t address him. He still hadn’t let go of the pendant. The necklace formed a sort of bridge between Aliz and the man’s hand.
“Because I can tell you, this thing alone could see you disqualified from the Board.”
A waitress passed by with a tray of empty plates. Deftly, Troy slid his plate onto the tray. The waitress kept moving without missing a beat, weaving in between the people.
“Buddy,” Troy said to the guy. He took another sip of his beer. The bottle was in his left hand.
Now Pascal did turn to him. He looked Troy up and down. His face showed he wasn’t impressed. He rolled his eyes and smirked. 
“Did YOU buy this for her? Because it’s very classy, you know.”
“Pascal…”
Troy didn’t know if the guy was drunk or just obnoxious or what. 
“Of course he bought it.” Pascal sighed. “What are you? An athlete of some kind? You played football when you were at university? Oh my, our friend Aliz and her little boy toys. Always running around with the hot young men beneath her station in life. She will grow bored of you, my friend.”
He looked at Aliz.
Aliz, you’re a disgrace to the—”
BAM!
Troy’s hard right hand rocketed out and connected with Pascal’s jaw. Pascal’s head snapped back. His eyes were unfocused. He took a step forward, toward Troy, on legs like overcooked spaghetti. Then he keeled over sideways and spilled onto the marble floor. 
A woman in a nearby group gasped.
“Troy!” Aliz said. “Oh no.”
Troy half-smiled. “I’m sorry. Did I do that?”
His hand barely felt the punch at all. His wrist might be a little sore tomorrow, but shutting that guy up in mid-sentence would be worth a lot more than a sore wrist. 
Suddenly, someone pushed Troy in the chest. Hard. Troy took several steps backwards. He crashed through a group of four people who had been standing nearby, but he kept his balance.
“Excuse me, folks,” he said, and moved back toward the man who had pushed him. 
The younger guy, Pascal’s friend, was in a wide front stance, fists up, like a karate fighter. 
Troy shook his head. “Don’t do this.” 
“Troy!” Aliz shouted. “Troy!”
The guy’s form was quite good, even in the constricting suit he wore. Troy had nothing against the martial arts—he had studied them a bit himself. But even so… this wasn’t the venue. The man’s front hand was open, to block any shot Troy might take. His back hand was curled in a fist.
Troy took no real stance.
He tossed his beer bottle at the man’s head, like a forward shuttle pass.
The remaining beer came pouring out. The man ducked and the bottle flew over his head. Somewhere, it hit the floor and smashed. People were shouting now. While the man’s head was down, Troy stepped up and drove his knee into the guy’s forehead. There was a satisfying CRUNCH. The guy snapped backward so violently, it was almost like a cartoon. His feet slipped out from under him and he dropped to the hard stone. His head connected with the floor.
Troy almost thought he could feel the impact through his feet. He stepped over to the guy and looked down at him. The guy was splayed there on his back. He blinked slowly. He seemed like he wasn’t sure if this was over or not. Either that, or he was trying to remember his name.  
Troy held up an open hand. “Don’t get up. Okay? You’re done.”
Now the security guards were here. They were heavyset men in the dark blue dinner jackets these guys always seemed to wear. Three of them came pushing through the crowd and grabbed Troy by the arms. He made no attempt to resist. They walked him through the gathered people, the throngs parting as they passed, people staring wide-eyed. The guards took him to the glass doors of the entrance and shoved him outside. Then they locked the doors behind him.
Troy turned and looked back through the doors. In the gallery, he could see some people congregating around the fallen fighters. Lots of other people had gone back to the chatting they had been doing previously. The main event of the night, an auction, a talk, whatever it was, hadn’t even occurred yet.
From out on the boulevard, there came the sound of cars whooshing by. The traffic from earlier had loosened up. 
Troy sighed. It was cold out here. His jacket was still inside there, at the coat check. His beer was gone. He had thrown it at someone. 
“Oh boy.”
The parking lot was around the side of the building here somewhere. He started walking in that direction. He turned the corner, the building on his right.
Aliz appeared from over there. She was wearing her large fake fur coat. She had his leather jacket draped over one of her arms. 
He reached the ridiculous Smart Car. It was neon green with black piping along the sides, like the world’s slowest race car. It was about four feet long. It sat in a line of gleaming dark Audi and Mercedes sedans. A few cars down was a bright yellow Lamborghini Diablo. The Lambo must be twenty years old, but looked brand new, just off the showroom floor. The doors, Troy knew, would open like the wings of a pterodactyl. 
Troy put his hand on the roof of the Smart Car. There was nothing wrong with this car. It got exceptional gas mileage. It was easy to park in the tight spaces of La Latina. It even had, you know, a little bit of pep to it.
Nah. Not really.
Aliz reached him and handed him the jacket without a word.
“How’d you get out of there?” he said. 
She shrugged. “A guard let me out a side entrance. He’s waiting for me at the door.”
Troy gestured with his chin. “Sorry about all that.”
She shook her head. Her eyes were rimmed with tears. “I’m supposed to become a new board member here. Now this.”
“I thought you were on the board of the other place.”
“Sofia Reina?” she said. “I am. My term there is ending soon. Sofia Reina is a wonderful, world-class museum. It is exceptional. The Prado is the national museum of Spain, Troy. It has the greatest collection of European art in the world. Do you even know the difference?”
Troy shrugged and shook his head. “I don’t know.”
“How could you hit that man?”
Troy took a deep breath. “Where I come from, we have a saying. Talk shi—”
“I don’t care about macho sayings in the Bronx where you came from.”
“I thought you wanted to know why I hit him.”
She shook her head. 
“This isn’t working.”
“Do you like people like that?” Troy said. “Arrogant people who feel like they can say or do whatever they want with no consequences? I don’t care if he says something about me. I don’t even know him. But when he says something about you…”
“He was just jealous,” Aliz said. “He has asked me out many times. He isn’t my type, and that angers him. I have to have a thick skin to move fluidly in this world of prominence.” 
Troy Stark, the thin-skinned.
He let the feeling of THAT circulate around a little bit.
“It’s my chosen world, and people can say hurtful things.”
“All right,” Troy said. “I’m gonna go, okay?”
She nodded. “I think that would be best.”
He got in the car. He didn’t try to hug her. He knew she would have none of it. He pushed a button and the car started, barely making a sound. Aliz tapped on the passenger side window. Troy powered it down. 
The necklace, the famous sun pendant necklace, purchased at a flea market in downtown Madrid, was dangling from her hand. It was a necklace grown men would brawl over. It would launch armies to war. The Mongol horde had invaded Europe to find that necklace. It glimmered gold in the lights from the dashboard.
“Please take this.”
“Oh, honey,” Troy said. He put the car in gear.
“Please. It’s lovely. But I can’t accept it.”
He put his hand out and she dropped it into his palm.
“Let’s take some time off,” she said. 
He nodded. He had already gotten that part. “Good night.”
He powered the window back up, and a second later, she was gone.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
10:35 p.m. Greenwich Mean Time (11:35 p.m. Central European Time) 
The Brig Nightclub
Farringdon
London, England
 
“What? I can’t hear you.”
Maggie Grayson was getting bored. It was almost time to go home. Her date was a very good-looking guy who called himself Piccadilly Dave on the dating app. He was tall, maybe a little over six feet, with dark hair and a chiseled face. He had a small diamond earring in his left ear. He reminded her of a guy who used to be on a TV show about a hospital when she was a kid. It was a comedy, and the guy was a doctor. Dave was that handsome.
He had just said something to her. But it was so loud in here that she had no idea what it was. 
They sat in a round booth seat with a small round table in front of it. The seating arrangement was intimate. All around them, the throngs of people danced. Lights strobed, and laser beams cut through the darkness. Bass pumped, seemingly from under the floor. Far away, a DJ stood at a turntable high on some sort of stage, a pair of headphones pressed to one ear. 
Maggie leaned in closer to Piccadilly Dave, hoping to hear what he said. However, his lips were so close to her ear that she felt goosebumps all over her body. She could smell the scent of his cologne, and it was intoxicating. She pulled back, a little flustered.
“What did you say?” she asked again, trying to keep her voice steady.
“I said, do you want another beer?”
Maggie shrugged and nodded. She held up a finger. “One more! I have to go soon.”
He smiled. “The night is young.”
Not for Maggie. She had lied about her age to Piccadilly Dave. She had lied about everything, pretty much. She was eighteen, but would soon be nineteen. She was the youngest daughter of the American ambassador to England, Jane Grayson. Naturally, she hadn’t mentioned any of this to Piccadilly Dave. She went by the humorous online name Maggie Maybe. She told him she was an American student here for the year. So what? People lied on dating apps. The guy called himself Piccadilly Dave. Was that his real name? Of course not. In any event, her curfew was 11 p.m., which was rapidly approaching.
Luckily, they were close enough to her house that if she called a car service, at this time of night she could probably be home in about ten minutes.
It was funny. She and Piccadilly had hit it off at first chatting online about their love of running. Maggie had gone to high school in Greenwich, Connecticut, where she was a hurdler and a middle distance runner on the track team. She missed those days. 
So when he proposed that they have their first meeting be a jogging date, she agreed right away. The funniest part was he suggested they run the circuit around Regent’s Park, and then the steep climb to the top of Primrose Hill. 
“That’s real London,” he had typed to her. “If you haven’t been up there, the view of the city from Primrose is quite spectacular.”
As if she had never been to the top of Primrose Hill before. The ambassador’s residence, the thirty-five-room Winfield House, was in Regent’s Park. To meet him, she walked right out of her house and five minutes down the path to the gates of the London Zoo.
But she didn’t tell HIM that. She didn’t tell him where she lived.
It was a little sad, really. Whatever this was with him, it had been promising at the start. He was a good runner, and very fit. And he was handsome. And while they jogged, he talked. He was thirty, and originally from the former Yugoslavia (he thought Maggie was twenty-five). His family were Muslims, and they had to leave when a civil war started in the 1990s. 
Muslims were being massacred in Yugoslavia back then. Maggie didn’t know much about that. But Piccadilly Dave had lost an aunt, a woman he didn’t remember meeting because he was too young, to one of the massacres. It seemed like he might break down in tears when he was talking about it, and that made Maggie want to hug him.
When they passed the gates of Winfield House on their jogging circuit, Maggie felt a little fiendish and nearly said, “Smile pretty for the cameras.” There were surveillance video cameras all over the perimeter of the grounds. A couple, like the one on the gate, were obvious. But there were others you would never notice. 
Of course she wouldn’t say that, though. It would give her secret away.
At the top of Primrose Hill, the sun was setting across the spires of the city. The sky was red and orange. There were a couple dozen people up there, and more coming up the path all the time. It was a very public place, it seemed okay, so she did hug him. It was a friendly hug, around his waist. He accepted the hug and put one cautious arm around her.
“I’m sorry about your aunt,” she told him. “And about having to leave your country.”
He nodded, but wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Thank you. London was a great place to grow up, but there are things about it that have been hard. It’s like never having a real home.”
Maggie knew the feeling. She was a vagabond. She never had a real home. During the course of her life, she had lived in Manhattan, Los Angeles, Greenwich, Paris, and now London. Her parents divorced when she was a toddler. When she was four or five years old, her mom was the ambassador to a place in Africa called Senegal. 
Maggie barely remembered that time, except that they lived in a mansion behind tall black gates. She didn’t recall leaving the grounds the entire time she lived there. She didn’t even count Senegal as one of the places she had lived. She had no experience of it.
So it started out good with Piccadilly Dave, but he had basically killed it with this nightclub. They’d come in before the crowds and eaten a couple of sandwiches. Now Maggie was going to have her third beer, and Dave was going to have his third or fourth whatever he was having. It was loud in here, it was dark, the laser lights were going to give her a headache before much longer.
They couldn’t talk. What kind of date was it when you couldn’t talk? 
They’d been hitting it off when they went jogging. They were both good runners. They both got sweaty. They were both good looking. Maggie felt a promise of something exciting. She could break the news of her reality to him slowly, over time.
“I had to lie to protect myself,” she could tell him. “I had to know you were safe first.”
He seemed like the type that would go with the flow. 
He came back now with the drinks. He had to weave his way through the tangle of people. Table service had more or less died when the place started hopping, so he had to go somewhere to get them. It was amazing he made it back without spilling them, or even having them knocked out of his hands. He slid the pint glass in front of her. It had a bit of a fizzy head on it. 
She smiled at him. He was a bit odd. He was dressed in a dark sports jacket, skinny-type dress pants, and black leather shoes. He could be going to a job interview. 
Now she liked him all over again. 
He took a sip of his drink. Maybe it was vodka with ice. She thought he had mentioned something like that before. 
She sipped her beer. It tasted a little sharp, different from the ones that had come before.
“What is it?” she said to him. She pointed at the beer.
“They had to change the keg!” he shouted. “I got you one of those citrusy ones. I think it might have a little bitterness to it.” 
She nodded. “It does!” She took a big slurp of it. It wasn’t too bad. 
If she stayed long enough to finish this beer, she was going to be late. Her mom would be cool about it. Her mom was the ambassador, after all. She had a lot on her plate. She always did, whether she was the ambassador to somewhere, or just a high-end real estate mogul and corporate consultant. She was busy, busy, busy. Maggie coming home at 11 p.m. or 11:45, it didn’t make much difference in the grand scheme of things.
She took another big slurp.
A man loomed behind Piccadilly Dave. He noticed Maggie looking at him and held his index finger to his lips in the universal shh gesture. He was a big man, tall and very muscular, with a dark beard and black eyes sunk into his face. He wore a black T-shirt that seemed painted to his big chest. His arms were covered in so many tattoos, there was no way to see where one ended and the next one began.
Behind the big man, the crowd was impossibly dense now. People were basically bouncing in place and calling that dancing.
The man tapped Dave on his left shoulder, then immediately darted to Dave’s right. Dave turned around to his left, then spotted the big man ducking away. Ha, ha, ha, the oldest trick in the book.
But Dave smiled. “That’s my friend!” he shouted. 
The big man came around the booth and squeezed in on Maggie’s side. Lovely. Piccadilly Dave smelled like cologne, but it was subtle and enticing. His friend smelled like he had fallen into a river of cologne. And drowned. 
“Maggie! This is my friend! He’s from my home country! Bosnia!”
The man held out a powerful hand. Maggie shook it.
“What’s your name?”
The man shook his head. “You cannot pronounce my real name!” he shouted. He had a noticeable accent. Where was Bosnia, in Eastern Europe? Sure. The guy sounded like he was a vampire from Transylvania, or something along those lines. Maggie should know these things. Dave had said he was from Yugoslavia. Now he was saying Bosnia. They were related in some way. She knew that, but she wasn’t sure what the relationship was.
“Call me Mikey!”
She shrugged and smiled. She wasn’t going to call him anything. She took another slurp of her beer, this one long and slow. She was surprised to see that it was already halfway gone. Combined with the two she’d had before, this one was putting her over the top.
She took another sip of it. She felt like she could polish it off right now, but she wanted to make it last. A sort of slow flood of pleasure began to wash through her body. It was as if it was filling her from top to bottom, her feet to her head.
This place wasn’t half as annoying as it was just a few minutes ago. The lights were crazy, but the people dancing were… beautiful. It was the only word she could think of. The women especially, some of them were wearing these colorful bodysuits, the kind of rave wear that you saw in the catalogs. One woman had wings like a bird, or more likely a butterfly. 
Maggie felt her muscles all relaxing. She took a deep breath. She had been so uptight a little while ago. The sound in here… it had been too much. 
Now it was just right. 
She took another sip of the beer. It was almost gone now. 
She glanced at Piccadilly Dave. He was staring at her and smiling.
“How are you feeling?” he said. 
His words came out slow, dripping like syrup. 
She nodded. “Good. I feel really good.”
Dave looked at the friend, who was on the other side of her. Maggie didn’t turn around to look at him. He had a name she couldn’t pronounce. He was from somewhere. 
“We should go,” Dave said. “Maggie’s getting tired.”
She was. He was right about that. She felt like she could fall asleep at any moment. She had lost track of the time. It seemed like she was going to be very late. But all they really needed to do was put her in a rideshare car and send her on her way. 
“Winfield House.” That’s all she had to tell the driver. And that would tell him everything. She was rich. She was important. She was protected. 
She was off limits. 
“What?” Dave said to her. 
She shook her head.
He nodded. “Okay.”
There was a moment of darkness. It came over her like a wave. It was almost like she went away. When she came back, she was standing and moving through the crowd with Dave and The Big Man. That’s how she thought of him now. The Big Man. 
Suddenly, they were out on the street. The lights of outside were bright. The music was fading behind them. Now there were traffic noises. She had a moment where she thought she might get hit by a passing car. There was a lot of traffic, just to her right.
Dave and The Big Man were holding her up. There was a black car up ahead. The door to the second row was open. They walked her there. She thought they would just put her in and send her home, but they climbed in with her.
Dave was on her left. The Big Man was on her right. Dave said something to the driver in another language. Maggie laid her head back. She couldn’t keep her eyes open anymore.
They drugged me. They must have drugged me.
The thought seemed to come to her from another world. Dimly, she realized the truth of it, and she sat up in alarm. She struggled to climb over them and get out of the car. The two men held her easily and pressed her back against the seat. She had no strength. 
“That’s okay Maggie Maybe,” Dave said. “Relax. Go to sleep now.” 
Maggie. That was her name. It seemed like a hard thing to remember. 
She closed her eyes and let the darkness take her. 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
January 12
8:15 a.m. Central European Time
A flat
Neighborhood of La Latina
Madrid, Spain
 
The phone was ringing.
“Oh God,” Troy said. 
He lay in bed, with the blinds drawn. The room was cold and dark. He was wearing boxer briefs and nothing else. He had kicked off his blankets in the night, and now he was shivering. The sun didn’t even seem to have risen yet. The sun rose late in Spain. 
After the Aliz fiasco, he had stopped at a bar here in the neighborhood. Eh, maybe one or two to make up for the beer he lost in the fight. One or two became…
He wasn’t sure how many. 
Then he was doing shots of aguardiente with some local young people who were celebrating… something. They had invited him to join them. He was glad of the company. Also, it was a chance to try out his fledgling Spanish on more people. But his language skills got bogged down with alcohol. They seemed better for a while, as Troy’s tongue loosened. Then… stuck in the mud, upside down, wheels spinning.
Late at night, he and another guy were like blood brothers. They were sitting together on stools, the guy leaning in close, his hand gripping the back of Troy’s neck. He was telling Troy something, something heartfelt, maybe even something sad.
“Tu sabes,” the man said. You know.
Troy nodded. “Sí. Yo se.” Yes. I know.
He had no idea what the guy had said during the past five or ten minutes.
Now Troy was here, in bed, with a steel spike embedded deep in his brain. His mouth was as dry as the Sonoran Desert. His eyes hurt. There was a thumping behind them, like bass thumping behind the wall to another apartment. Even with his eyes closed, it was almost like he could see the thumps.
His mobile phone was here on the bed somewhere, or maybe on the table. It stopped ringing. Troy sighed. There was always something. Maybe if he ignored it, whatever it was would just go away. The person would leave a voice mail, and Troy would listen to it later, or tomorrow. Or never.
No, there it came again. The person reached the voice mail, hung up, and called right back. They were going to be persistent. 
Maybe Aliz was trying to make up with him. She must have stayed in a hotel last night. Probably the Ritz or the Four Seasons, or something along those lines. 
He reached around, his hand searching for the phone. Got it. It was on the table.
He opened his eyes and looked at the readout.
Miquel—Grupo Especial.
“Oh no,” Troy said. “No, no.”
He would shake his head, but it would hurt too much. He wasn’t due back in today. That was one of the things he liked about this job. He would go on missions, save the proverbial day, and then Miquel would reward him with a chunk of time off. Sometimes it was to recover from his injuries. In this case, it was so he could be in New York for the holidays, and then testify at the Senate thing. 
It was nice to have time off. He didn’t want to talk to Miquel today.    
He pressed the button.
“Hello?”
“Troy?” Miquel said. 
“Hi, Miquel.”
“Are you back in Madrid?”
There was a second when Troy considered lying. Where was he, really? Did what happened yesterday count as “being back”? He needed a full day to relax and recover. There was the stress of the hearing. There was jet lag. There was the problem with Aliz. There was this whale of a hangover. 
The hangover. It was the 800-pound gorilla in the room. No one wanted to talk about it.
“Yeah. I’m here.”
“I need you today,” Miquel said. 
“Something happen?”
“The United States ambassador to Great Britain is a woman named Jane Grayson. Her teenage daughter disappeared in London last night.”
Troy let his eyelids slowly settle back down again.
“Troy?”
“She’s a teenager? Maybe she ran off with some guy. She’ll turn up this afternoon and she’ll be so sorry. It’ll never happen again.”
“Her phone is off, and gone. The last time it pinged was near the Thames about eight or nine hours ago. It’s probably at the bottom of the river. This is part of a pattern. Young foreign women in London, meeting men through dating apps, and then disappearing. No one has done anything about it for months, don’t ask me why. This is the first VIP that’s been taken. Suddenly, it’s important.”
“Secret Service?” Troy said. “The FBI? Scotland Yard? It seems like they should all have this well in hand, no? There’s already too many cooks.”
“There are possible ties to criminal networks on the continent. We’ve been called in to consult.”
Troy groaned. 
“Stark?” Miquel said. 
“Yeah. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
“Okay. Bring an overnight bag.”   
Miquel hung up.
Troy pushed himself up to a sitting position, sat for a minute, and got out of bed. His feet were bare and the floorboards were cold. Goosebumps broke out up and down his arms. The flat was cold. His whole body trembled. He must have shut the heat off last night. He went to the digital thermostat and turned it back on. 
A moment later, the old radiator in the corner started knocking.
Troy padded into the kitchen and put the coffee on. The blinds were open in here. The morning outside was overcast and sunless. The clouds were low and gray. His wrist was a little sore from punching that guy last night.
Was it worth it?
The gold pendant necklace was on the kitchen counter.
Troy shook his head. 
“Brutal,” he said.   
 
***
 
“Here’s my girl,” Troy said. 
It was after 9:30 when he walked into the conference room. The room was spare, with a long black table at the center. The table was what you might call a “smart” table, with electrical outlets and data ports. There were small tablet computers on the table at intervals, standing upright on little tripods. There was a large video screen mounted on the wall at one end of the room with a low black table below it, piled with snaking wires and stacked processing units, red and green lights blinking. 
The conference room was where the brain trust gathered at the far-flung headquarters of El Grupo Especial, otherwise known as the European Rapid Response Investigative Unit, or if you preferred brevity, ERRIU. 
Troy preferred none of it. 
The headquarters was on a charmless dirt patch along a feeder road near the highway. At the moment, most of the grounds were covered in about an inch of snow. The place was hidden away behind a tall iron fence and an automated security gate. The acronym ERRIU was stenciled on the gate in letters three feet high. Anyone who passed that gate probably thought there was some kind of company back here.
The headquarters building, which was visible from the road, looked like something a faceless corporation would call home. For all Troy knew, some corporation had gone out of business and Miquel had taken over their building for them. The place was spacious inside, and modern, with bright offices and lots of tall windows. There was a small workout room. There was a kitchen and dining room. In the basement, there was a shooting range.
There were several outbuildings, including a large warehouse, which Miquel had started using as training venues for hostage rescues, infiltration, tumultuous entries, and takedowns.
Miquel optimistically called the ERRIU grounds “the campus.” As far as Troy could tell, the term had not caught on with Miquel’s employees. 
Agent Dubois sat at a laptop computer she had put on the conference table. She was probably waiting for the meeting to begin. She wore a black bodysuit that hugged her curves. A dark red belt with an enormous silver buckle was at her waist. It seemed to serve no other purpose than to call attention to the tightness of the bodysuit itself. She wore black combat boots. There was a dark red sash in her hair, which kept her thick Afro standing nearly straight on end. She had on ruby red lipstick. She was a sight to behold. She looked like the world’s sexiest insurgent.  
She barely even looked up, but had to suppress a smile.
“I’m not your girl, Agent Stark.”
Troy was carrying a can of Rock Star Zero, his second of the morning. He was going to need something strong to get through this day. 
He smiled. “Yes, you are. That crazy train ride proved it once and for all. We are partners, no matter what anybody says.”
She shook her head, but now she was nearly laughing.
“Fighting side by side. Defying death at every turn. I even saw you put a bullet in a guy’s leg. Like, for no reason at all.”
“He was getting away,” Dubois said.
Troy nodded. “Ah. Perfect reason to shoot a guy. Stop or I’ll shoot!”
Now she did laugh. 
“We make an odd couple.”
“I know,” Troy said. “When I first met you, you didn’t want to pull a gun for any reason. You thought I was the worst cowboy. You told me to my face that I wasn’t even a real cop. Kept telling other people I was gonna get you killed.”
This was all true. Not long ago, it seemed like Agent Dubois was going to hate Troy, perhaps permanently. 
“All right,” she said. “Now, now.”
“I got you a little something,” Troy said. He put the necklace with the sun pendant down on the conference table next to her computer. She stared at it for a long moment, as though it was a snake and it might bite her. 
“Oh, Stark,” she said. “That’s so inappropriate.”
He shook his head. “No, it isn’t. It’s just a gesture of friendship.”
“We’re not friends.”
Troy rolled his eyes and sighed. “Partnership.”
“We’re not even officially partners.”
“Colleagues,” Troy said, finally hitting on one that might work. “We are definitely colleagues. So it’s a gesture of colleagueship.”
She stood and picked up the necklace. “It’s very pretty.” 
She hugged him, and he hugged her back. It felt nice. It felt easy, even after all the tension they’d previously had. They’d survived more than a few battles together at this point.
“Anyway, Happy New Year.”
“Happy New Year, Agent Stark.”
“Don’t buy me anything,” Troy said. 
Dubois nodded. “Okay, I won’t.”
“Am I interrupting something?” a deep voice said. 
Jan Bakker had just come into the conference room, two black laptops tucked under one arm, a mug of coffee in his free hand. He wore a blue dress shirt and jeans, which he must have bought at a specialty shop. Jan was enormous, well over six feet tall. He looked like a sculptor had started carving him out of a concrete block, then forgot what he was doing and just stopped. Jan’s broad shoulders just about fit through the door. He had to duck a small amount so he wouldn’t bang his completely bald dome on the top of the doorframe. 
Troy and Dubois broke the hug as if they’d been caught in an untoward act.
“Hi, Jan,” Troy said. 
“Agent Stark, Happy New Year. I’d wish the same to Agent Dubois, but I’ve seen her quite a lot since the new year began.”
“I was out of town,” Troy said. 
Jan nodded. “I know where you were.”
He sat down at the table just across from where Dubois had made camp, and began to lay out his laptops. He had a pair of wire-rimmed reading glasses perched on his massive head.
Troy moved to a spot further down the table. He didn’t have a laptop with him. He didn’t have a tablet computer. He had left his phone in his office when he first came in. Troy preferred to listen to the briefing instead of looking up every little thing as it arose. That’s what these guys were for.
A moment later, Miquel Castro-Ruiz walked in. He wore a pair of khaki pants, black shoes, and a blue dress shirt, all smartly tucked and pressed and shined up. He was going for the clean-shaven look these days, and had lost the goatee from the last time Troy had seen him. He was carrying a sheaf of papers with him.
“Agent Stark,” he said. “Thank you for joining us on short notice.”
“Director Castro. It’s my pleasure, and my duty.”
Miquel smiled, shook his head, and went to the front of the room.
“We’ll just get right to it, shall we?”
No one said a word. Dubois and Bakker seemed engrossed in their machines. 
“Jan, can you give me the girl?”
Jan nodded without looking up. “Of course.”
“Is Gallo coming?” Troy said. 
“Carlo is a consultant,” Miquel said. “Not an employee. He was pretty seriously injured during his last operation with us. And the one before that. I think he’s taking a little time off. He may rejoin us as needed, and if he feels up to it.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Troy said. 
“The girl is behind you,” Jan Bakker said.
A montage of photos had appeared on the video screen at the end of the room. Miquel stepped out of the way of it and sat down. The photos showed a curly-haired pre-teen with braces in a cheerleading uniform. There were a couple of the girl in formal photographs, probably high school. And one that depicted a young adult, very pretty, still with curly hair, pulling up the sleeve of her T-shirt to show the camera a tattoo of a sunflower on her bicep.
“This is Margaret Grayson. She’s nineteen years old. She’s the daughter of the United States Ambassador to Great Britain, Jane Grayson. Margaret, or Maggie, has now been missing just less than twelve hours.”
Troy shook his head. “Is she even really missing after twelve hours?”
“She’s the daughter of the American ambassador,” Miquel said. “She’s missing. The US State Department plans to spare no expense, and leave no stone unturned, in finding her and retrieving her from the men who took her.”
Troy wouldn’t let it go. He wasn’t sure why he had such a bone in his craw about this girl. He was hungover and tired and didn’t want to go to England, sure. But it was also the way important people seemed to live by different rules. Most young women wouldn’t be considered missing until twenty-four hours had passed. A lot of people came back during that first day, and weren’t really missing at all.
“Jan?” Miquel said. “Let’s see the suspect.”
“There’s a suspect already?” 
Troy was thinking maybe he would just shut up. He glanced down the row at Dubois. She hadn’t said a word. Maybe she knew they weren’t going to England, and wasn’t wasting her ammunition questioning something that was already decided.
“Yes,” Miquel said. 
A new montage appeared. It was three photographs of a young, very good-looking man with dark hair and dark eyes. In one photo, he wore a black long-sleeved Arsenal jersey. He had a diamond stud earring that glittered in his left ear, and aviator sunglasses perched on top of his head. In another he wore a dark suit jacket with a white dress shirt open at the throat, showing several thin gold chains around his neck. In the last, he had a dark beard, and wore a blue button-down shirt. A gold watch hung loosely at his wrist. He was sitting on a park bench and laughing about something.
The guy looked like a model out of a clothing catalog.
“Who is he?” Troy said. 
Miquel shrugged. “No one really knows.”
“He’s the bait,” Jan said. “He appears again and again on the cell phone data of the missing women. He meets them on dating apps. He cycles through the different apps, making and deleting accounts. In every case, when a young woman meets him, it’s the first date that account has had. Afterwards, the account disappears.”
“How long has this been going on?” Dubois said.
“As far as anyone knows, about seven months. The first woman to disappear was twenty-one-year-old Chen Li Mei, who is a Chinese national, and who was studying at the University of London. She disappeared last June, only two weeks after arriving in London for a summer semester abroad.”
A photo of a very pretty Asian woman appeared, posing in front of a cherry blossom tree.
“Li Mei spoke excellent English, and she met the man in question on at least two occasions. Her phone was never recovered, but data provided by her mobile carrier showed that she was in contact with the man via an app called Meet4Coffee. The man was calling himself Reale Antonio. He suggested that he was born in Rome, and his family owned olive plantations in southern Italy.”
“And he’s connected to the Grayson girl?” Troy said. 
Jan nodded. “Her phone is gone as well. Her carrier is Infinite Mobile, and they have a history of refusing to share data with governments. There’s some discussion going on with the FBI and British law enforcement about accessing that data. In the meantime, I’ve had to hack Infinite Mobile in the past for other purposes, and so, in the interest of expedient…”
He raised his hands and didn’t finish his sentence. 
“We got you,” Troy said. 
“Maggie Grayson met with the man on at least two occasions. He was calling himself Piccadilly Dave in this case. He claimed Bosnian descent, and that he was a refugee from the Yugoslav Civil Wars. Maggie lied to him about her age and why she was in London. Last night, they met at a nightclub called the Brig. Maggie was due home at eleven p.m., but didn’t call and never arrived. Her mother didn’t notice she hadn’t come in until this morning.” 
“Mother Hen,” Troy said. 
“There is evidence to suggest that the two have an arm’s-length relationship,” Miquel said. “The girl is nineteen, and from a wealthy and prominent family. She has lived all over the world. Her mother the ambassador treats Maggie as an adult living under the same roof, which she is. Moreover, Winfield House has thirty rooms, so it’s easy for them to steer clear of one another.”
“Do we have photos of the guy with any of these girls?” Troy said.
“Women,” Dubois said. 
“Security footage from the Brig has been subpoenaed. But it may have been too crowded there to get anything clear. However, on their first date, they went jogging in Regent’s Park. Winfield House is in Regent’s Park. They must have jogged right past the security cameras.”
“Do we have that?” Troy said. 
Jan shook his head. “Not yet.”
Troy made a slow spinning motion with his hand. “Because…”
“Because, as I indicated, I obtained Maggie’s cell phone data illegally. No one, as far as I can determine, has it but us. And Infinite Mobile, of course, but they may not have looked at it.”
Troy sat in stony silence, trying to figure out what Jan was hinting at.
“They don’t know yet,” Miquel said, solving the riddle for him. “Security at the residence don’t know. The US State Department appears not to know. Scotland Yard seems to not know. They may really be waiting for Infinite Mobile to cave in and give them the data. Or they may be hacking Infinite Mobile, and they just haven’t broken through yet.”
“I’ve hacked them before,” Jan said again. “They’re notoriously uncooperative. So I leave a back door open for myself. That makes it easier to access their data when I need to.”
“Why reinvent the wheel?” Dubois said. 
“Exactly right.”
The light dawned above Troy’s head. “We’re the only ones who know this same guy was involved in Maggie Grayson’s disappearance?”
“It seems like maybe. Yes.”
Troy spoke slowly, piecing his thoughts together. “Do you think the guy knows that he kidnapped the ambassador’s daughter?”
“By now?” Jan said. “Almost certainly. Depending on where he ranks in whatever criminal organization he’s part of, he may already be dead. I’d say the man that you use as bait is expendable, wouldn’t you?”
“The bad guys know,” Troy said. “The good guys might not.”
“That’s right.”
“And we can’t tell them?”
“We’ve had some problems with Interpol proper,” Miquel said. “They seem to believe that we access databases we have no right to access, and that we obtain information through extralegal means, including intimidation. I hear through channels that they’re concerned I have in my employ at least one, and possibly two, former operatives of the CIA. And there’s the minor issue surrounding the kidnapping and false imprisonment of a well-known and well-regarded Eastern European pimp and his girlfriend, as well as the theft at gunpoint of a helicopter from an Austrian mountain rescue station.”
Troy nodded. “Ah.”
Miquel nodded. “Yes. We don’t need any more trouble at the moment. So for now, we’re staying quiet about what we may or may not know.” 
Troy looked down the length of the table at Dubois again. She still hadn’t glanced up from her laptop. He noticed now that through some sleight of hand, she had made the sun pendant necklace disappear. That was probably a good move. 
She was typing something on her keyboard. Now she finally looked up. 
She smiled. “Are you ready to go to London, Agent Stark?” 



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
11:45 a.m. Greenwich Mean Time (12:45 p.m. European Central Time)
Hotel Cafe Royal
Piccadilly Circus
London, England
 
“We’re looking for a waiter named Jon,” Dubois said. 
Troy and Dubois stood at the small black podium at the entrance used by the hostess. She was a young woman in a white shirt and black tie, her hair pulled tightly to her scalp. Behind her, the cafe glittered with hanging crystal chandeliers, crystal decanters on the tables, and silver and gold towers to present dessert items upon, everywhere the light catching and reflecting back everywhere else. 
Glittering. The place was glittering.
It wasn’t that busy at the moment. The timing was good
But the hostess seemed confused, or maybe concerned. 
“Jon?” she said. “We have several Jons who work here.”
“Dark,” Troy said. “African, probably. Very pleasant and knowledgeable about tea pairings. If you have one or more of those, bring them all out here.”
They had gone directly to the Brig nightclub when the small Interpol jet landed. They had gotten an hour jump ahead with the time difference. But the Brig had been something of a bust. The place was cavernous inside, gigantic. It was also going to seed. In the light of day, the upholstery was worn, stained, and discolored. The tabletops were chipped and covered with graffiti carved by knives or car keys. There was dark red carpeting in several areas that was threadbare and coming apart at the seams. The lighted dance floor looked like it had been installed in 1970.
They met with the head bouncer. He was a beast of a man, over six and a half feet tall, with a bulbous nose and fleshy neck. He looked as worn out as the club itself. His face was like fried dough. His eyes were bloodshot to such a degree, you might say they were permanently like that. He wore a weather-beaten leather jacket over what must be a large midsection. 
“I guess this place looks better at night,” Troy said. 
The man nodded. “Yeh. Looks better in the dark, no question.”
Beyond that, they didn’t get much out of him. He spent a lot of time shaking his head.
“Look, mate, we get about a thousand souls a night in here. Every bloke in the place is looking to wet his pizzle. And he’s as free with his wallet as he needs to be to reach that goal. Every tart is drunker than a lord. They’re out crawling in the street on their hands and knees sometimes. Falling down in traffic, screaming, puking on their own skirts. I’ve seen it all. Me mates and I are here to stop fights and try to keep a lid on the drug trade, yeah? See to it that no one gets hurt while on the premises. That’s about what we can manage. Human trafficking, you say? The girls are so blighted when they go out of here, I’d wager half of them could be trafficked off to Saudi Arabia and wouldn’t know the difference, except they’re back doing it all again two nights later.”
Dubois held her phone up to him. On it was a video still from the Brig’s own security system. This was a photo of a young woman who matched the description of Margaret Grayson, on the street just outside the club entrance, sandwiched between a large man with a dark beard and another man who was hard to see. They appeared to be walking away from the club, and at a guess, the two men were holding her upright.
Jan Bakker had hacked the Brig’s security, scrolled through hours of footage from the night before in ten or twenty minutes using facial recognition software, and hit on this. It wasn’t much, but he had it ready for them before they stepped onto the tarmac in London.
“That’s a neat trick, isn’t it?” the bouncer said. “May I inquire how you obtained footage from our own cameras?”
“We have our ways.”
“Police, you said? Interpol?”
Troy nodded. “That’s right. And if you think this is neat,” he pointed at the image, “wait until the FBI gets here. You got big problems, my friend, or whoever owns this place does. You might be out of work and in the real brig by the end of the afternoon.”
The man gestured at the phone with his chin. “What’s the matter with them?”
“That’s the daughter of the US ambassador. She was here last night. Now she’s missing.”
The man’s eyes became large for several seconds. It took that long for the implications of Troy’s words to sink in. He shook his head. His hand balled into a fist.
“Ah, hell. Ah, hell.”
A hundred calculations were suddenly running through the man’s mind. It was as transparent as the water in a mountain stream. Ecstasy, ketamine, every kind of designer drug. Marijuana and coke, of course. Prostitutes of every stripe—female, male, somewhere in between. Deals of all kinds went on inside this club on a nightly basis, and he and his crew got a piece of it all. If you made deals here and didn’t pay this guy off, you probably found yourself on the wrong end of a vicious beating, or worse. It wouldn’t surprise Troy if there were thousands of pounds of sterling’s worth of illicit substances in a locker room somewhere downstairs. 
Troy smiled. “Yeah. I know. You need to get moving on a few things. We don’t care about that. It’s not what we’re here for. But someone else will care. And they’re probably right behind us.”
“Ah, bloody hell.”
“What are you holding right now?” Troy said.
“Me? I’m not holding a thing. I’m not crazy, am I?”
Troy put his hand out and made the come hither motion with his fingers. Then he left his palm there, flat, to welcome whatever the man placed into it. 
The big man shrugged. “Benzos. That’s all.”
“Are you anxious?” Troy said. 
The man cracked half a smile. “You’re very clever, aren’t you? You pride yourself on that?”
“Strong? The pills?”
“Strong enough, mate.”
Troy snapped his fingers. The bouncer had played the cop shakedown game before, many times. It was a cost of doing business. He reached into his pants pocket and came out with a small, clear vial. There were maybe eight or ten pills in there. He put it in Troy’s palm, and then Troy disappeared it into his own pocket.
Dubois was staring at Troy now. She didn’t say a word.
“You never know,” Troy said. Dubois couldn’t argue with that logic. Now Troy looked at the bouncer again. “What about the picture, then? It might go easier on you if you cooperate a little bit.”
The big guy touched Dubois’s camera with his hand and tilted it so he could see it better. Then he reached into the pocket of his jacket and came out with a pair of black-framed plastic reading glasses. He perched them on his nose. He examined the photo for a long moment. He looked like the world’s most studious habitual felon. 
“I don’t know,” he said finally. “They could be anyone at all. I’ve seen them and their kind too many times to count. But those two in particular…” 
He shook his head. “They’re not regulars.”
Now, here at the Cafe Royal, maybe Dubois and Troy would get somewhere. 
Bakker had also given them this place. A young woman named Amy Hegel had disappeared several days ago. Bakker had gotten his hands on her cellphone data. She had come here with a man calling himself North End Brandon. He was the same good-looking guy who had taken Margaret Grayson to the Brig. 
In a text conversation before their next date, Amy Hegel had praised the tea and dessert acumen of their waiter Jon, a very dark man with a heavy accent that the Hegel girl thought was African. North End Brandon didn’t agree or disagree with that assessment. It was something to go on.
It seemed that no one else had connected Margaret Grayson and Amy Hegel yet. It felt a little strange to Troy to be this far ahead of the real police. Then again, he supposed that he and Dubois were the real police. Or Dubois was, in any case. Troy still didn’t know what he was.
The hostess had disappeared. Now a man appeared through the swinging double doors to the back area of the restaurant. His face was lined with middle age, but his hair was dyed black, greased, and swooped back over the top of his head. He wore a black tuxedo, complete with cummerbund. He reminded Troy of a symphony conductor. In a sense, that was probably true.
He approached the podium. He wore a stenciled metal name tag at his left breast.
Alphonse. 
Maitre d’Hotel.

He smiled, but the smile was pained, as if a new horn in the orchestra had blown a bad note.
“May I help you, please?”
Dubois had her badge ready. She held it up to Alphonse. 
“I’m Agent Dubois, and this is Agent Stark. We’re with Interpol. The European Rapid Response Investigation Unit, to be precise. We’re hoping to speak with one of your waiters. His name is Jon.”
Troy didn’t offer Alphonse anything, or even really look at him. Instead, he watched the swinging doors to the kitchen.
“What is it all about?” Alphonse said.
“Uh, we need to speak to Jon about that. He may have waited on a person who—”
“I’ll have you know, we’ll not tolerate you harassing the service staff here. It won’t do.”
Dubois shook her head. “We’re not here to harass anyone. Agent Stark?”
The hostess was standing at the doors that Alphonse had passed through a moment ago. She seemed to be watching for someone or something. A man appeared in the same black-and-white outfit all the wait staff wore, coming from Troy’s right. There must be another dining room over there. The man was short, very trim, and very dark. He was carrying a large tray with the remains of someone’s meal—plates, cups, water glasses. 
The hostess said something to him. He leaned in to hear her better. Then he turned his head and looked right at Dubois and Troy. His eyes widened.
“Son of a—”
The man dropped his heavy tray. It hit the floor like a bomb. Glasses and plates shattered. The low hum of the restaurant stopped for a second.
Now Troy was running through the dining room toward that door.
The man was already gone. 
Troy was halfway to the kitchen doors. Suddenly, up ahead and to his left, a man sitting at one of the tables jumped up and raced out ahead of them. Troy barely got a look at him. Dark blue windbreaker jacket, jeans, sneakers. Now they were both running for the kitchen.
The man was out ahead and barreled toward the double doors. The hostess tried to block his path. The man blasted through her and the doors as though they weren’t there. The girl was off her feet and flying backwards into the kitchen. 
Troy was there two seconds later. He vaulted over her, ignoring her altogether, and followed the windbreaker. 
The kitchen was big. Stainless steel from floor to ceiling. Bright, white lights above. There was a long row of tables down the left side. In the middle was a row of ovens, burners, and stoves. A couple of chefs stood by a bank of deep freezers to the right.
The windbreaker man ran down a narrow passage between all the equipment. There was grippy rubber matting on the floor, two inches high, with holes for liquid runoff. Troy’s feet seemed to launch off it.
He focused on the man in the blue windbreaker jacket. The waiter was somewhere ahead, and gone. Troy saw only the windbreaker now, but he could hear all kinds of commotion behind him—doors banging shut, the shouts of kitchen staff, and the hostess screaming on the floor.
“Stop them! Stop them! They have Jon!” 
The kitchen was like a beehive—the buzzing of ceiling fans and machines, the clanging of pots and pans, the sizzle of meat and vegetables cooking, the hum of the AC unit. Troy passed through the smell of sugary desserts baking in the ovens, the scent so strong it was almost a physical wall. 
The cooks ducked out of their way. Mostly. The windbreaker blasted through one, knocking him to the matting. The impact barely slowed him down.
He was fast, racing as if his life were on the line. The waiter Jon must be just as fast, both of them running for their lives.
The windbreaker man disappeared around a corner. Troy followed, five steps behind. There was the sound of more shattering glass and plates. The back exit of the kitchen was just ahead, the light of day streaming in. The other two were already outside.
Troy burst out the back and sprinted across a small courtyard. There were trash dumpsters here, a few parked cars, and a tall iron gate at the far side. It was open. 
He ran through the gate and came out into a narrow side street just off Piccadilly Circus. He looked to the left, and there they were. The windbreaker was nearly on top of the waiter. The waiter plunged out into traffic. 
A big red double-decker bus nearly ran him over, braking hard and skidding sideways just to miss him. The tourists on the upper level of the bus screamed like they were on a carnival ride. 
The waiter ran on, weaving through the crowds in front of the fountain. The windbreaker was forced around the back of the bus. Then he resumed his pursuit.
Troy gritted his teeth and pushed himself harder, his heart pounding in his chest. He followed close behind, dodging through the throngs of people and narrowly avoiding a collision with a street performer in a jester costume. He reached an open area, people streaming out of his way, and kicked on the jets.
The waiter crossed the center of the square, then back into the street again. The windbreaker was mere steps behind him now, closing fast. Side streets ran off in all directions, concrete slot canyons with tall buildings serving as the walls. 
The waiter took a sudden left down an alleyway. The windbreaker was on his heels. Troy was right behind them. The alleyway was narrow and stunk like garbage. Troy could hear the sound of their footsteps echoing off the walls around them.
The waiter seemed to be slowing down, maybe getting tired. Maybe the alley was a dead end, and now he knew he was trapped. 
Troy closed in on them both, his breath coming in short gasps now. He could feel sweat running down his back. The waiter slowed down even more, then suddenly stopped. He turned around. 
The windbreaker crashed into him at full speed. They both fell to the ground, smashing through a line of metal trash cans. They grappled, but the windbreaker man moved like a snake. He got behind the waiter and put an arm bar across the man’s throat. 
Troy could see the fear in the waiter’s eyes. He was young, much younger than Troy had expected, probably only in his early twenties.
“Please…”
Troy slowed to a stop. He already had his gun out, a compact Glock 26. He had brought it on the Interpol plane, no fuss, no muss. 
“Freeze!” he shouted. “Freeze, I said! You’re choking that guy! Let that choke hold go! I swear to God, I’ll put one in your head.”
“I’m a cop!” the windbreaker shouted. “Cleveland, Ohio.” 
“Let him go!”
“I’m a cop! Cleveland PD.”
“Let that choke hold go and put your hands where I can see them.”
The guy in the windbreaker released the choke, opened his hands, and lifted them in the air. Now he was lying in the alley with the waiter, the waiter on top of him. They were both facing Troy. The waiter put his hands in the air too.
“I’ll show you my badge,” windbreaker said. “Let me get my badge out. Okay? I’m just gonna…”
“Don’t move those hands,” Troy said. 
He looked at the waiter, who lay there in what looked like stunned disbelief. 
“Jon,” Troy said. “I’m Agent Troy Stark with Interpol. I need to ask you a few questions about two people, a man and a woman, you might have served a few days ago.”
The waiter nodded. He was out of breath. “Okay. I can do that. Happy to.”
“Why did you run?”
The waiter shook his head. His eyes were downcast. Then he looked up into Troy’s eyes. “I thought you were Immigration.”



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
1:50 p.m. Greenwich Mean Time (2:50 p.m. Central European Time) 
Vauxhall Extended Stay Inn & Suites
Lambeth
London, England
 
“Amy Hegel is my sister.”
Dubois had sweet-talked the hotel to let them in early. Or maybe she had just paid extra on the El Grupo credit card. Troy didn’t really know. Anyway, they were in the suite. 
It had two bedrooms, each with its own queen-sized bed and master bath, and a shared living area with a full kitchen. There was a laminated card on the coffee table in the living room. The place had all kinds of amenities. There was a pool somewhere, and a workout room. There was a hot breakfast buffet. There was a social hour, with free snacks, soft drinks, and coffee. There was a bar, open from 5 p.m. There were color photos of young, multi-racial twenty-somethings enjoying their stay.
They were “just minutes” away from Westminster, Big Ben, and the giant Ferris wheel. 
What am I doing?
He wouldn’t mind just staying here in London for a few days, going around and seeing the sights. Wasn’t going to happen, though, and he knew that.
They’d brought the Cleveland cop here to better understand what he was trying to do. As Troy began to get the gist of it, he realized they were going to have to lose this guy just as quickly as they found him. He was here on a mission, he was a guided missile, and he was going to get himself, and anyone else around him, killed.
“Well, she’s my half-sister, but it’s just the same to me. She’s almost like my daughter.”
The guy’s name was George Goddard. He said they could call him “Georgie.” Troy didn’t feel like calling him anything at the moment. Goddard had taken a bottle of beer out of the suite’s mini-fridge, polished it off in two or three minutes, then immediately got another and started in on that.
“I feel like I haven’t slept in days,” he said.
“How old are you?” Dubois said. 
“I’m twenty-nine.”
“And how old is she?”
“She’s twenty-one. She’s got a few months until she graduates college.”
The room was kind of spare, but also funky, with brightly colored pillows on the couch and small round tables. There was complimentary instant coffee, and it wasn’t half bad. Troy had his with two packets of sugar.
“Military experience?” Troy said. 
As if he had to ask. The guy had it written all over him. He was from the upright citizens’ squad. He could have a full head of dark hair, but it was shaved down practically to the bone. His eyes were blue. He had a pair of overly large ears that made his head resemble a milk jug. If anything, that alone made him seem sincere. He wasn’t that tall, certainly not as tall as Troy, but he was built like a tank. He must spend every spare moment of his life in the gym. He was lucky he hadn’t choked the life out of that waiter. 
The dark windbreaker he’d been wearing had the famous logo of the Cleveland Police Department on the breast, the one that was gold and shaped like a pig’s head. Now that he had taken the windbreaker off, it seemed that underneath it, he was wearing a dark blue long-sleeved T-shirt with the exact same logo.
George Goddard was a joiner. He was on the team, completely, utterly, whatever team that happened to be.
He nodded. “Army. 173rd Airborne.”
“Combat?” Troy said. 
“All the combat you could ever want. I was in the Korengal Valley for nine months, at an outpost there. They called the place Salinas, after a funny guy who died. I never met him. I was a replacement, and he was dead before I got there. None of it was that funny to me. We were up on a steep ridge, totally isolated, fighting every day. At least we had the high ground. Then the brass came in and decided we weren’t killing enough of the T-Man. So we had to go down and walk the valley floor, begging for contact, like a search and destroy from Vietnam. We got our butts kicked. In the end, we abandoned the place, not just the outpost, but the forward operating base too. The whole valley, we just gave it back to them. They told me over fifty guys got wasted out there, not counting the Terps. A bunch of them were my friends.”
Goddard was so far onto the team that he simply assumed anyone would know he was talking about Afghanistan. He stopped speaking. He looked at Troy now.  
“You? Combat?”
Troy shrugged. “A little. Listen, what are you doing here?”
The guy’s eyes were like fire. 
“What do you think I’m doing here? My baby sister is missing, and these clowns aren’t even looking for her. So I came out here to find her myself.”
“How is that working out so far?” Dubois said. 
Goddard turned and stared at her. “You too, huh?”
Dubois shook her head. “Mr. Goddard, we’re not unsympathetic. We understand—”
“You’ve had a family member abducted?”
“No.”
“Then you don’t understand, do you?”
Troy indicated the long-sleeved T-shirt.
“What do you do with the Cleveland Police Department?”
“Narcotics Task Force,” Goddard said. “Interdiction, interception. Undercover. We blow doors off. We ride seized hot rods. You get the picture, right?”
Troy nearly laughed. “Afghanistan? Drug interdiction? You sound like an adrenaline junkie. And you have a sister in college? Quietly studying the classics?”
“Half-sister,” Goddard said. “I grew up in the city. My mom remarried. A nice guy named Glen from Shaker Heights, does investment banking. He’s Amy’s father. He’s laid back, makes a lot of money just sitting there doing nothing all day.” 
Goddard shrugged. “Different genetics, different chemical makeup.”
Half of Troy was thinking they should have this guy deported. Could they even do that? The other half was thinking they should see what they could get out of him, if anything. If he had something good, maybe they could use it.
“The waiter didn’t know anything,” Troy said. 
Goddard’s face had no expression on it. “I got that much. I was there, remember?”
“What were you doing there?” Dubois said. 
“I have my sister’s cell phone data. Texts, images, everything.”
“How did you get it?” Troy said. 
Goddard shook his head. “That doesn’t matter. I have it. I know the kidnapper took her there. So I went to see if he would turn up alone, or maybe with another victim he’s grooming. I also wanted to see if the waiter was in on it. Apparently not. But it’s not that important. I don’t need the waiter. I know where the kidnapper is, but he has too many people with him. If I can get him alone…”
Dubois and Troy exchanged glances. 
Troy raised a hand.
“Hold up. You know where the kidnapper is?”
Goddard’s eyes went from fires in the earth to twin laser beams. They looked like they could burn through steel. 
“Yeah. He’s in an apartment in a high rise at Battersea Power Station. It’s not far from this hotel. I can’t go in. I found out who’s living there. It’s like six guys. They’re Albanians. The apartment is registered to something called Peshkaqen Holdings. Peshkaqen means shark in Albanian. I think they’re the mob. I’d have to go in there with guns blazing, but if I miss, I lose my chance. It could be my one and only shot to do this. I can’t blow it.”
Troy took a long sip of coffee. It was starting to go cold. Maybe he should nuke it. This day was growing long, and now it looked like it had hardly begun. The headache from this morning was coming back. He could feel his teeth clenching.
“How do you know this?” Dubois said. 
The way she spoke sounded like she was skeptical of the story. She was right to be skeptical. All they had right now was the word of this crazy person. Maybe he was a cop, maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he was an Army combat veteran, maybe he wasn’t. Jan Bakker could check all that, but it might take a while. But this? To find out if it was true, they’d probably have to go in themselves.
“The second date, Amy and this guy were supposed to go for a picnic in the afternoon, and then an Arsenal game in the evening. The picnic was in a place called Finsbury Park. That was the end. She never texted, browsed, or called anyone after going there. There’s some kind of ancient water tunnel system under the park. So I went there yesterday, looking for the entrance. I couldn’t find it. It’s hidden. I’m just standing around, wondering what to do, and who appears?” 
“The kidnapper,” Dubois said.
Goddard nodded. “The kidnapper. North End Brandon comes out of the woods, but he’s with two other guys. One guy is pretty big. Again, I could kill them all right there, but that’s not why I’m here. That can wait until later. I’m here to find Amy. If she’s down in those tunnels…”
Suddenly, Goddard stopped speaking. His face turned a deep red. His throat worked. 
“If she’s in those tunnels…”
Tears began to stream down his face. His mouth hung open a little bit.
“I’m gonna kill that guy. But I’m gonna do it slow.”
“You followed them,” Dubois said, her voice soft.
Goddard’s head started nodding like a bobblehead toy. “I followed them. I know where they are. I gotta get to that one guy, Brandon, and make him talk. I gotta find out where she is. That’s why I’m here. That’s all I’m doing. I haven’t hurt anyone.”
Dubois got up from the stool where she was sitting and approached Goddard. He was a few inches taller than her. She moved in close to him and put her arms around his midsection. Hesitantly, he put his thick arms around her. Then he pressed against her and his entire body was shaking violently. He shook so much that Dubois was shaking too.
He put his beer bottle down on the table.
Then he screamed, the sound startling in the close confines of the hotel suite.
“AAAAaaaahhhhhh!” 
He put his face into Dubois’s shoulder.
Holy mackerel.
This guy was ready for the nut hatch. Troy had sympathy for him, he really did. Goddard had come out here alone to do an impossible job, and it seemed like he’d gotten almost all the way there. But there was no way he could see it through.
His sister… it was too close. 
Goddard screamed again. This time the sound was muffled somewhat by Dubois. 
Troy had the benzos
he had taken from the bouncer. If anyone needed to relax, and rest from his labors, it was George Goddard. Troy pulled the vial from his pocket, opened it, and took one of the pills out. He crushed it with his fingers over Goddard’s open beer and let the dust fall into the mouth. 
One more. 
He took another pill out and did it again. 
Goddard was still shaking like a baby. Now and then, his body was wracked with a massive sob. 
Troy picked up the beer bottle and made a wide slow circle with his hand, stirring it gently, giving the pill dust a chance to dissipate. Then he put the bottle back down. 
After a time, Dubois and Goddard separated. Goddard picked up his beer bottle and took a slug. He looked at Troy, who was now standing across the room.
“I’m tired, man.”
“We’ll go in there,” Troy said. “You can take it easy.” 
Goddard shook his head. “I’m coming with you.”
Troy shrugged. Goddard slugged on the beer again. He held up the bottle and glanced at the label, as if he was thinking something about it. Then he gulped down everything that was left. He tilted his head back to get all of it.
Troy watched him. 
 
***
 
Three hours passed. 
It was 5 p.m., and as dark as midnight outside the windows.
Goddard was asleep on Troy’s bed. Troy had zip-tied his wrists to the headboard. He had zip-tied one ankle to a wooden railing along the side of the bed. Goddard wasn’t going anywhere. 
Troy and Dubois sat in the living area of the suite, on the telephone to headquarters. Dubois’s laptop was open on the coffee table. Jan Bakker had set them up an encrypted satellite hotspot, so they didn’t have to use the hotel’s internet. 
He had sent them a layout of the building in question, along with the apartments inside of it. The apartment in question, or at least the one they believed it to be, was on the nineteenth floor. It was a three-bedroom, open design, with the bedrooms off the main living area. It had a wide outdoor deck overlooking the river.
There was building security footage of several young, dark-haired men entering and leaving the apartment on a regular basis. There was footage of them entering and leaving the lobby. There was footage of them on the elevators. One of them was clearly North End Brandon, or Piccadilly Dave, or whatever he was going by at the moment. One of them was the big bearded man in the nightclub video still. Two or three of the other men were always the same. A couple of others seemed to come and go once in a while. Still others entered once or twice, and were never seen again.
“We’ve got him,” Troy said. 
He had that odd, blank feeling inside of him, the one he got before things got hot. He didn’t care what happened. He could hold his own. He could go in there and annihilate those guys, and if he was careful, come out with North End Brandon alive and (relatively) intact for questioning.
But with Dubois? Dubois was a capable agent. She was superb in many ways. Except he found himself worrying about her more and more. He had been worried about letting her get on that train in Austria, and it turned out he was right to be worried. Gallo had screwed the pooch, and Dubois was lucky to get out alive. If Troy hadn’t dropped in…
He shook his head to clear it. Doubts creeping in. It was no good.
“Should we alert anyone?” he said. “Scotland Yard? The FBI? It seems like they would want to ride along with us on this one, no?” 
Miquel’s voice came through the speaker phone. It seemed far away. 
“There’s no time. It’s likely that Piccadilly Dave will try to leave the country as soon as he has the cover to do so. Meanwhile, we could waste precious hours explaining to other agencies why we believe this is the suspect, and how we came to know where he is. We already informed Interpol proper, and the London Metropolitan Police, that we think the tunnels under Finsbury Park should be searched. London Met has forty-five thousand employees. They have the resources to conduct the search. They’re the only ones who can deploy them quickly in that area. They informed Lyon that the focus is on search and rescue of the ambassador’s daughter at this moment, and the tunnels are therefore a medium priority.”
“Because they only ever find corpses in the tunnels?” Dubois said. 
“That’s right.”
Troy took a breath. He liked Miquel a lot, and he respected him. But the guy was digging his own grave. For all his talk of bringing all his people out alive, and Troy believed he meant it, he had a tendency to do the very things headquarters accused him of. Right now, El Grupo had information no one else seemed to have, and was deliberately withholding it. As a result, they were about to go into an uncertain situation, against unknown enemies, with no support from other agencies.
“I remind you that we are the European Rapid Response Investigation Unit,” Miquel said, as if to confirm everything Troy was thinking.
“I thought we were the El Grupo Especial,” Troy said. 
Dubois laughed. 
There was a howling silence, the emptiness of deep space, on the other end of the line. Finally, Miquel reemerged from the darkness.
“This isn’t live fire. It isn’t hot. You are the international police. You go in, and you explain to the people in the flat that you’re there for one man and one man only. The suspect. The rest of them will be left alone. They give him up peacefully, and you take him to the nearest Metro Police precinct. It’s not even officially an arrest until you get there.”
“And if they don’t cooperate, or they run?” Dubois said. 
“Where can they go?” Miquel said. “We have their flat. If they run, they can never come back there. We have them on security video. Jan is running facial recognition software on every person to enter that flat in the past three months. That’s happening right now in the background. He’s also putting four surveillance drones in the sky above that building as we speak. London is a city of surveillance. There are thousands of security cameras at street level.”
Thousands of cameras. But somehow Brandon has been eluding them.
“If they run, they will be in disarray,” Miquel said. “And we should have facial identity hits on at least one or two of them within hours. It could be moments from now.”
“How are we supposed to get in there?” Troy said. 
“The residential development in question encompasses several buildings along the waterfront. There is a maintenance staff member who owes me a favor, and who has access to all of the buildings and all of the flats within them.”
“A maintenance worker there?” Troy said. “Owes you a favor?” 
“There are more things in heaven and earth, Agent Stark, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”
Troy looked at Dubois to solve the riddle. She mouthed a single word, without speaking.
Shakespeare.
“Terrific,” Troy said. “It’s a big favor. Does your friend know how big a favor it is?”
“I suspect he’ll be fine with it.”
Troy was still looking at Dubois. She shrugged. 
“All right. We’ll go in.”
They hung up. Troy went into his room. His gear bag was on the other side of the bed. He moved around the bed and picked up the heavy bag. He slung it over his shoulder.
“Hey,” Goddard said. 
“You awake?” Troy said. 
Goddard nodded. He didn’t sound awake. “I’m tied up.”
“I know,” Troy said. “I had to do that for your own safety, and for ours.”
Goddard’s eyes blinked slowly. “Hey!”
Troy stopped and looked down at him. 
“You can’t go there without me. You need me.”
“You look tired,” Troy said. “Next time, okay? Get some rest. You earned it.”
“What if I need to go to the bathroom?”
Troy nodded. He went back out into the living area. Dubois had appeared with a black jumpsuit on. She was carrying two heavy ballistic vests. Troy dropped the gear bag at her feet. It thumped and rattled on the floor.
“Pick whatever you want out of there.”
He went into the suite’s kitchen and banged through a few cabinets. 
Dubois had unzipped the bag and was pawing through the contents. “Stark, you brought all these weapons on the plane?”
He shrugged. “You never know. I like to be prepared.”
Troy found a large aluminum cooking pot. He found a steak knife. He opened the fridge. There were two Rock Stars in there, which he had brought with him. Rocket fuel in a can. He pulled one out, cracked it, and took a long sip. Cold. Citrus-like. Good. 
It’s been a long day.
He brought the pot and the knife into the bedroom. He put the pot on the bed. Then he used the knife to cut one of Goddard’s wrists loose. That way, he could get a hand on the pot if he needed it.
Troy indicated the pot. “There’s your bathroom. We’ll see you later.” 
“You’re making a mistake,” Goddard said.
Troy was already halfway to the bedroom door. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
6:10 p.m. Greenwich Mean Time
Phoenix Rising Luxury Apartments
Battersea Power Station
London, England
 
“A restaurant opened on the moon.”
Dubois had a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.
The three of them—she, Stark, and the maintenance man—stood inside the gleaming elevator. Everything was new, the carpet and moldings royal blue, polished brass railings along each of the walls. A digital readout on the control panel showed the floors racing past. It was a fast elevator. 
The maintenance man was old, surely past pensioner age. He wore a crisp uniform of a darker blue. It made him look more like a doorman than maintenance staff. He had met them out in the plaza by the entrance, and let them in using the plastic identity card hung about his neck. He walked stiffly, leaning on an ornate walking stick with a carving of an eagle at the top. 
On the street, a gap between buildings had created a view of the enormous old Battersea Power Station, with its famous four-corner smokestacks, lit up for the night. It was now a hyper-modern mall, and the centerpiece of all these fancy residential flats, hundreds and hundreds of them. The whole plaza outside the buildings was filled with people, milling around, talking on their phones, probably making dinner plans. Black London taxis and rideshare cars of various makes were three deep along the curbs. 
“I’m sorry?” Dubois said. The digital readout showed 12. They’d be there in another minute.
She looked at the engraved badge pinned to the man’s chest. The badge almost seemed like it was polished brass as well. 
Douglas Fawcett
Facilities
Dutifully, he repeated himself. “They opened a restaurant on the moon.”
Dubois raised her eyebrows. “Yes?”
The man nodded. “Yes. The food was good, but there was no atmosphere.”
Stark glanced at the old man, but didn’t say anything. Stark’s youth, his vitality and strength, his barely contained energy, his eyes like a wild predator—he and the old man, bent over his stick, his gnarled hand gripping the head of it, seemed like they were from different species.  
“Doug or Douglas?” Stark said. 
The old man shrugged. “Doug is fine.”
Dubois had brought a Taser from Stark’s bag of tricks. It hung from the utility belt at her waist. She had also selected a small-caliber pistol that fit well in her hand. It was in a holster strapped to her right thigh. She wore a long leather duster, which should make it difficult to see that she was armed. She had black sneakers on her feet, in case she needed to run.
“You’re going in a little light,” Stark had told her before they left the hotel. 
“I don’t feel the need to carry an armory with me, the way you do.”
Stark had just shrugged. “Suit yourself.”
Ding!
They had reached the nineteenth floor. The door slid open.
“A naked man broke into a church,” Doug the maintenance man said. “The police arrived and caught him by the organ.”
In the hallway, he led them to the left. He walked in front, Dubois and Stark walking side by side behind him. 
“You may see a bit of resistance from this lot,” Doug said. 
Dubois wasn’t even certain he was talking to them. His entire conversational style was spitting out non sequiturs. Dubois didn’t feel much like playing along.
“Trash. Filth. They let anyone in these buildings, so long as they have the money to pay.”
They turned a corner, again to the left. 
“This is it. At the end here.”
The door loomed up ahead. It was ultra-modern, funky, black with a white stripe along the right side, where the card reader, the digital lock, and the door handle were. Dubois touched her Taser. Then her hand strayed to the gun on her thigh. She almost caressed it. Instead, she undid the snap. 
Jan had said he believed there were at least five, possibly six men inside the flat. These guys knew what they had done. They knew the walls were closing in on them. They must be crouched in there, waiting for a shootout with the police. Either that, or they were plotting their escape from the country. 
The corridor was narrow. Dubois felt trapped out here. There was nowhere to go to get out of the way of gunfire.
“That’s a heavy wrought-iron door,” Doug said, appearing to read her mind. “Take a howitzer to shoot through it. A shotgun would just put a few dents on the other side.”
He walked right up to the door. He had his card out. He leaned heavily on his stick. He turned back and looked at them. His eyes, deep set in his lined face, scanned Dubois’s eyes, and then Stark’s. Doug’s eyes were intelligent and calculating, like the eyes of a crow. 
This is maybe not a maintenance man.

Stark glanced at Dubois. Dubois suddenly felt like her head was a helium balloon, untethered from her body. But she nodded. 
“Do it,” Stark said. 
Doug swiped the card, then deftly pressed the handle down in almost the same movement. He pushed the door in. 
Stark went in first, Dubois a step behind him.
It was a large open flat, with ceilings two stories high, and floor to ceiling windows. The floors were some kind of synthetic wood product. There were two large sectional couches, both facing a giant-screen TV mounted on the wall. A football match was showing in vivid color, the players nearly life size. The kitchen was across a wide curving counter, with several stools along it. A long glass dining table was near the windows. 
A young man was in the kitchen, cooking something. The burners were just on the other side of the counter, so he was facing the door. He looked up as they came in. 
Four young men sat sprawled on the couches, watching the match.
“Hey!” the guy in the kitchen shouted. “Hey!”
An instant later, there was a gun in his hand. He pointed it across the counter, aiming it at Stark. Dubois was right. They were sitting in here, waiting for the cops to come.
“Hey!” he shouted again. 
Now the four men on the couches were standing. Three of them had guns out.
Dubois scanned them. One of the men was Piccadilly Dave. He was the only one who hadn’t pulled a gun. He wore jeans and a dark T-shirt. He had new white sneakers on his feet. He looked like he was ready to run. He’d had the same thought as Dubois.
The large man with the beard was also here, the one in the video still with Margaret Grayson. The big man was wearing a football jersey and track pants. He was holding a gun, but it was pointing down, toward the floor. 
Two of the men were pointing their guns at Stark. That made three guns, all pointed at his head.
“Be cool,” Stark said. He sounded calm. His hands were raised. He stepped further into the room, in front of both Dubois and the maintenance man, who for some strange reason had wandered in here with them. 
“The show’s over. Don’t do anything stupid.”
Dubois’s hand strayed to the gun on her thigh again. Then it slid to her waist and unclasped the Taser. She moved up behind Stark, using his size to shield herself from view.
The gunmen spread out through the apartment, pistols trained on Stark. 
Stark held up his badge. “Interpol. Get it? Police. It’s over. There’s nowhere to go.”
He pointed at Piccadilly Dave, Brandon, whoever he was.
“We just want him.”
Then he pointed at the bearded man. “And him. That’s it. They surrender, come along quietly, and the rest of you guys watch the game and eat your dinner. It’s that easy.”
“You’re funny,” the bearded man said. “We could kill you right now.”
“I could shoot him,” another of the men said. He was a thin man, also wearing a football jersey and track pants. It seemed like the official uniform of everybody in here but Piccadilly Dave. This man might have been older than the others, with a thick beard speckled through with gray.
“Maybe,” Stark said. “But maybe you miss. Then I tear your throat out with my bare hands.”
Dubois’s heart thumped. She felt a shiver run down her spine as she watched the man’s finger tighten on the trigger of his gun. She clutched the grip of the Taser. She tried to focus on Stark’s words, to keep her mind from racing. But his words were insane.
“Is that what you want? Me, ripping out your throat? And for what? These guys?”
“You don’t walk in here and take our friends away,” the man told him.
“You could die for nothing,” Stark said, his voice calm and steady. “But we don’t want anyone to get hurt. So just let these two guys come with us, and we can sort it all out with them. The rest of you didn’t do anything.”
Stark sort of laughed.
“That we know of. Yet. We might have to come back later.”
Dubois could feel the tension in the air. She knew that one wrong move could escalate the situation quickly. And Stark wasn’t really trying to de-escalate. 
“Boom!” one of the men shouted. “Boom! In the head. Now get out of here before we shoot you.”
It was getting close. Dubois had to act if she wanted to avoid a bloodbath. She stepped out from behind Stark and aimed her Taser at the older gunman’s chest.
“Don’t do it,” she said, her voice low and even. “Just put the guns down. It’s not worth this.”
The man sneered at her, his eyes glittering with malice. “Who are you, pretty little thing?”
“You heard him. We’re Interpol.”
The man laughed, a cold, cruel sound. “Interpol, huh? You think you can take us on? You’re just a little girl with a toy. Shoot me with that, it won’t even hurt.”
He thumped his chest with his gun hand. 
“I’m a man.”
Dubois pressed the trigger on the Taser. She didn’t even mean to do it. Her muscles were so tense, it just happened. 
There was a second where the electricity ramped up, the sound growing. Then… Ca-chunk! The probes flew, hitting the man in the neck. His whole body stiffened, his arms out, his face slack, and he went down on his back, sliding along the floor. He dropped so fast there was almost something comical about it.
BANG! 
Another man fired his weapon. The sound was LOUD.
Stark dropped and rolled to his right.
Dubois dropped and rolled to her left. She reached for her gun, but had trouble pulling it. She looked to her right. Stark was on the floor, pistol out.
BANG!
A man’s head snapped backwards, pink mist spraying in the back. He sank to the floor where he stood and crumpled over sideways. Blood ran in a torrent from his head onto the artificial wood.
The man from the kitchen moved on Stark, firing wildly. He went straight at him.
BANG! BANG! BANG!
Stark’s gun flew from his hand. He slid behind the couch, moving like a snake. 
BANG! BANG!
Dubois had to get her gun out.
Then the large bearded man was right above her. His eyes were dark, like black pearls. He smiled sadistically. He pointed his gun directly at her forehead.
“Goodbye, little girl.”
Doug, the old maintenance man, stepped between them. He seemed to lurch, like a monster from a silent film. He had his walking stick. He pulled the eagle from the head of it, revealing a metal spike. The big bearded man turned to him, pointed the gun, and…
Doug drove the spike into the younger man’s chest.
The man’s mouth opened wide, an O of agony. He dropped his gun and grabbed the old man by the throat with both huge hands. He rode the old man to the floor, all his weight driving the spike in even deeper. There came a wet sound of flesh and organs rending.
Dubois got to her hands and knees. She pulled the gun. 
The man from the kitchen was drawing a bead on the couch, looking for Stark.
“Freeze!” Dubois screamed. “Freeze!”
Suddenly, another man was there. He moved so fast, it was little more than a blur. He hit the gunman chest high and drove him to the ground. The man’s gun slid away. The new man, the blur, was on top of him, pounding his fist into the man’s head. 
Dubois stared at him, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. It was George Goddard. He had escaped the hotel room and followed them there.
Beyond them, on the other side of the room, Piccadilly Dave yanked open a sliding glass door. It opened to the deck Jan had told them about. Suddenly, Stark was out from behind the couch and in pursuit of Piccadilly Dave. 
Dubois moved to the bearded man, who was on top of Doug. 
“Get him off. Get him off me, please.”
Dubois rolled the heavy body off of Doug from maintenance. The only thing showing of his spike was the eagle. It seemed to perch on the bearded man’s chest. 
“Doug. Are you all right?”
He gasped and looked at Dubois. He was lying on his back. He nodded. 
“I’m MI5. My name’s not Doug. There’s a Russian gangster in a penthouse in one of the other buildings. I’m supposed to be surveilling him. But instead…”
He gestured at the man he had killed. The bearded man’s tongue lolled out. His black pearl eyes were like doll’s eyes now. No one was home in there. 
“This silly bastard just made me blow my cover.” 
 
***
 
Troy moved out onto the high deck, wary, cautious. 
He had almost died back there. That guy had shot the stuffing out of the couch. Troy had bounced back and forth like a crazed spider, hoping the guy couldn’t guess where he was.  
Troy glanced down at his hand. It was bleeding. The gun had been shot right out of his grip.
It was cold out here, a sharp wind blowing. Across the way, the Battersea Power Station loomed, gigantic, the four smokestacks reaching to heaven like the arms of a Hindu god. The stacks were lit up in white. Orange and pink and yellow and purple lights reflected on the water.
Troy padded across the stone tiles, head on a swivel, looking for his quarry. Then he spotted him, North End Brandon, Piccadilly Dave, pick a name you preferred. He was off to the left, at the barrier near the edge of the deck. The barrier was about chest high, with a polished metal railing on top and clear glass underneath. 
“End of the line,” Troy told him. 
Brandon didn’t even look back to see who was speaking to him. In one fluid move, he vaulted up onto the railing. 
Now Troy was running. “Don’t do that!”
He took giant, loping steps, trying to close the distance before the guy threw himself off the building. That was all they needed, a suicide. This guy was the key to everything. Where the girls were. What the gang involved was. Who the top dog was.
Brandon crouched on the railing like a frog, then leapt into the night.
Troy reached the railing a second later. 
There was another deck, just across the way. Brandon crashed into the metal railing to that deck, then rolled over the side. A second later, he appeared on the opposite deck, pushing himself to his feet. He moved off into the shadows. 
Troy judged the gap. It wasn’t far, practically just a long step across. You almost didn’t have to jump. He looked over the side. But it was a long way down. If you were lucky, you might be dead before you hit the ground. 
He sighed and shook his head. This day was never going to end. 
Across the way, he spotted Brandon’s silhouette trying to open the sliding glass door to the flat over there. No good. It was locked. Then Brandon picked up a piece of patio furniture, a chair or small table. He hurled it at the glass. It bounced back, landing at his feet.
He picked it up and threw it again. 
Troy pushed himself up onto the railing. Okay. The distance was a bit longer than a step. You did have to jump. A gust of wind blew and he nearly lost his balance. He pinwheeled his arms madly. He had a bad moment of vertigo, where he thought he might just slip off into the abyss. The drop between his feet was dizzying.
His heart was pounding in his ears. A burst of adrenaline pumped through him. He felt it. He recognized it. He knew what it was. 
He was an animal now. It was the law of the jungle. He could throw his head back and scream like a savage.  
Either go or get down. This is insane.
He shrugged, squatted, and then launched himself across. He flew over the gap, dimly aware of the dark drop below him. But he was good, better than Brandon. He didn’t hit the opposite railing at all. He just soared over it. He landed on his feet with a loud thump, his momentum carrying him. 
He fell forward, dove, and rolled onto his shoulders. A second later, he was up and running.
Brandon was ahead, hammering the door with a metal chair.
Then Troy was there. He slapped the chair out of Brandon’s hands. He grabbed Brandon by the hair, and by the back of his shirt. He looked at the glass slider. 
It was cracked, spiderwebbed, sections of it smashed in. The door was compromised. It was ready to break apart.
“You wanna go in there? You trying to go in there?”
“No!”
Lightning seemed to surge through Troy’s body. He was a lightning rod. He had been hit by lightning. The power was concentrated in his hands. Brandon squirmed and fought, but Troy’s grip was iron. He was like a Viking. Brandon punched him in the face, and Troy didn’t feel it. He just noted that it had happened.
“You gonna make me jump nineteen stories? You gonna hurt young girls?”
Brandon elbowed Troy. He kicked at him. His arms flailed. 
“No. I didn’t do—”
Troy ran at the sliding door, Brandon out in front of him.    
BOOM!
They crashed into the door together, Brandon first, blasting through it, the safety glass exploding into tiny cubes. They fell to the floor and slid forward. 
Troy stood. 
There was a couple here, a man and a woman, late middle age. They both wore glasses. The glasses had matching black frames. They stood together, their eyes wide, staring at the men who had just come through the glass like a meteor. Across the room, an enormous TV was playing something. The BBC logo was in the bottom corner of the screen. Dark shirtless men, in a hot place, seemed to be digging a well by hand.
Troy held out his badge. “Troy Stark. I’m a cop. Police. All is well. There’s no danger. Okay?”
The couple said nothing in response. Their eyes were blank. Their mouths hung open. They had glitched out, become frozen like mannequins. More robots. Robots everywhere. 
Troy looked down at Brandon. He was still on the floor, and his face was bloody. But now there was a small pistol in his hand. 
He pointed it at Troy.
Troy sighed and shook his head. His shoulders slumped. “If you shoot me…”
“I’m dead anyway,” Brandon said. There was blood leaking from his mouth. There were dark spaces where he might have lost a couple of teeth. “I’m dead.”
He turned the pistol back toward his own head.
“Don’t do that,” Troy said. “Don’t you dare.”
Suddenly, another figure was there. He came flying past Troy, from outside on the deck. He kicked the gun out of Brandon’s hand and landed on top of him. The gun skittered across the floor. 
Then the man was on top of Brandon, punching him in the head. 
Troy recognized the dark blue windbreaker. He recognized the crewcut, the thick neck, and the big jug ears. If he walked around to the front of the guy, he knew he would see the pig’s head logo of the Cleveland Police Department.
He wasn’t really that surprised. The guy was a little unhinged, but he was also resourceful. When Troy cut that zip tie, he’d had a moment where…
Troy let the beating go on another couple of seconds. It was the least he could do. Brandon might have killed his victims. Or they might have been sent far away, into some invisible network, never to be seen again. Once Brandon was officially in custody somewhere, he was going to be off limits. If he refused to talk, there would be no way to make him do so.
This might be the only satisfaction Georgie Goddard was ever going to get.
Goddard pounded Brandon’s face like a piston engine. He hammered with both hands, left, right, left. He hit hard, Troy would give him that.
“Goddard,” he said. 
“Goddard!”
Goddard stopped and turned his head.
“What?”
“If you kill that guy, I’m going to shoot you. We need him. He’s all we have.”
Goddard punched Brandon one more time. Then he rolled off and sat on the floor. His hands were bloody and torn up. He gazed down at them. “I drank your last Rock Star. Sorry.”
Great. That’s great.
Brandon, lying next to Goddard, was wreckage. He was the aftermath of a tornado in Oklahoma. He was a debris field. There was so much blood, it was hard to make out the details of his face. He just lay there, wheezing like an old car. It wasn’t clear if he was awake or asleep.
“Sir? Officer?”
Troy looked up. The couple who owned the flat were there. They had unfrozen themselves and were bringing out a small tray table. On top of it was a tea kettle, an electric one, the kind you plugged in and the water boiled in about ten seconds. There were a couple of small, elegant cups on the table as well, with flower print patterns around their rims, along with a miniature metal container of cream or milk. There was a wooden box with various tea bags showing.
“Oh, that’s so nice,” Troy said. “Thank you. I’d love a cup.”  



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
8:30 p.m. Eastern European Time (6:30 p.m. Greenwich Mean Time)
Foinikion, Island of Carpathos
The Greek Islands
The Aegean Sea
 
The man is wearing a mask.
Lucien Mebarak sat on the back patio of his modern, whitewashed stone house.  
It was night, and a little bit cooler than normal—about 9 degrees Celsius. He wore a blue sweater of light wool, tan slacks, and loafers without socks. He was more than warm enough, because there was a roaring and crackling fire in the large stone fire pit along the cliff’s edge. He’d had his men dump a pile of cut logs in there, and the thing would probably burn half the night.
On a night like this, he’d love to do nothing more than sit with his bottle of wine and contemplate the fire. To his mind, every fire was a descendant of the first fires stoked by mankind, deep in the mists of history. Indeed, in a sense it was the very same fire, and it tied modern people to their ancestors and earlier counterparts. Greek sailors in the time of Alexander would build fires on these rugged hillsides. What would they think about? Possibly, how the fires tied them to ancient unknown and unknowable peoples in turn, thousands of years before them.
“I believe that I and my people can do everything you require,” the man in the mask said, in English, without a hint of an accent of any kind. “We can do what you need, to whatever degree you feel is necessary or desirable. Then we can stop and go away, and the situation will be just as it was before. You don’t know me and I don’t know you.”
This was not a night for quiet contemplation. It was a night for discussion and planning. This strange man, this interloper—this freak—had come to him highly recommended. The man called himself The Bishop, and it was his rule that no one who hired him was permitted to see his face. 
No. His rule went quite a bit further than that. Yes, the man was wearing a mask, and in fact it was more of a hood that covered his entire head and zipped down the back of his neck. The mask was white, and it depicted The Bishop as the grimacing face in a stage play. It had eye holes and a mouth hole cut out of it. The eye holes were dark, and it appeared that the man had smeared the area around his eyes with some sort of lampblack. That was disconcerting enough, to sit on this high bluff with a maniacal wraith like this.
But the man was also big. Tall and heavy, he wore a black jumpsuit with sleeves that came to his wrists. He wore black gloves on his hands. He wore heavy black boots on his feet. Lucien didn’t think a centimeter of skin was showing anywhere on the man’s body.
He declined a drink. He declined the offer of food. He declined to shake hands. He declined any hint of common courtesy or welcome. 
He didn’t want you to see his face. He didn’t want you to see his hair or lack of hair. He didn’t want you to lift his fingerprints off of any surface. He didn’t want you to somehow obtain his DNA. He wouldn’t put a glass to his lips, or leave behind the butt of a cigarette.
“What should I call you?” Lucien said. “The Bishop seems a bit formal. Mr. Bishop?”
The man shrugged. “Easy enough. Just call me Bishop. Leave off The. Leave off Mister.”
“I can tell you that you’re the first person to come here to discuss a business proposition, or for any reason, who utterly refuses to reveal a single fact about himself.”
“It’s unfortunate,” Bishop said. “But discretion is important in this line of work. It’s for your protection as well as mine. If I were ever caught doing something, anything, by any authority, you can deny ever meeting me. You can say you have no idea who I am. Also, if you were ever caught doing something, you can’t offer to give me to the authorities in exchange for your freedom.”
“Do you know who I am?” Lucien said.
Bishop nodded. “Of course. You claim to be Charles de Klerk, but you’re really Lucien Mebarak. Charles de Klerk is apparently a legitimate financier and investor from the Netherlands. Lucien Mebarak is an arms trader and career criminal who grew up in France—the bastard, wayward son of a family whose wealth goes back to the Middle Ages. You are both men.”
The Bishop had done his homework. He had discovered Lucien’s identity and summed up his life in just a few short sentences. This was not good news. 
Lucien gazed out at the darkness. In the day, this patio overlooked the pale blue waters of the Aegean, though everything was black now, with just a few lights in the distance. The house was built on a rocky outcropping high above the water. It was designed to capture a sweeping southern exposure, facing down the coastline, but also out to sea, and to the west, as far as the eye could see. 
From this spot, there was a wide staircase down to the pool deck. The pool was an infinity pool, by the light of day made to trick the eye into thinking it was an extension of the sea itself. At night, the pool was lit from underneath by bright blue lights. It was undeniably beautiful.
Lucien picked up his wine glass and took a sip. He sighed. The wine, a hearty Malbec to go with the time of year, was quite good. He made sure his house was stocked with the best of everything, including wine. He would happily share this bottle with The Bishop, and then bring out another, but this Bishop had his rules.
“That’s troubling,” Lucien said. “You have me at the disadvantage.”
Bishop shook his head, just a bit. “I should think it would be reassuring in every way. It demonstrates my organization’s acumen, in that we have pierced the veil you wrap around yourself. We did that weeks ago, and yet we told no one. No police or other agencies have come to visit you here, have they?”
“Not yet,” Lucien said. 
“They won’t.”
There was a moment of quiet, no sound but the snapping and crackling of the flames. 
“Note that I came alone, unarmed,” Bishop said. “It’s an indication of my faith in you. You have five armed guards here that I’ve counted, who no doubt are also versed in the fighting arts. They don’t even need the weapons they’re carrying. This house is isolated and the ocean is right below us. You could easily have them kill me, weight me down, and dump my body at sea. No one would even find the corpse. I am at your mercy. And yet, I’m unafraid. I know you want to reach agreement on certain tasks, and I do too. I think it will be fruitful for the both of us.”
Lucien nodded. It was true. He could disappear the Bishop and erase him from history, if he chose. But the Bishop was well regarded. Maybe paranoia and suspicion was how this man hoped to achieve longevity in his chosen profession. 
“So tell me,” Lucien said. “Tell me everything you’ve found out—everything you know, and everything you think you know.”
Bishop nodded. “Good. We’ll get to the heart of it. That’s what I like. Here’s what I know. You’ve attempted certain actions in recent months. Most recently, you hijacked a train passing through the Austrian Alps in the hopes of convincing its owner, a supposed billionaire from Hungary, to surrender the cryptocurrency he had stolen.” 
“He didn’t have it,” Lucien said. “He went to his death…”
Bishop put up a hand. “He did have it. He went to his death a very greedy man. He was willing to die rather than part with any fraction of his holdings, ill-gotten or not.”
Lucien said nothing. That might be true. He had suspected as much.
“You were thwarted in this attempt by a small offshoot cell of the police agency Interpol. The cell goes by the unwieldy name the European Rapid Response Investigation Unit. Informally, they call themselves El Grupo Especial, or even just El Grupo.”
Now Lucien nodded. He still didn’t speak. He made a motion with his hand that invited Bishop to continue.
“The failure cost you a great deal of money, possibly in the millions or tens of millions of euros. The man you hold most responsible for this failure, and other failures, and at least one massacre of your own men, and killings of men allied with you or in your service, is a man named Troy Stark. Stark appears to be in an intimate relationship with your half-sister, a woman who enjoys a legitimacy that you don’t and probably never will.”
Lucien still didn’t speak. Was the man trying to insult him?
“Troy Stark grew up in New York City. He has three brothers, two of whom are New York City policemen, and one who works for the New York Fire Department as a medic. All three have wives and children—two children each, as a matter of fact. Stark’s mother is alive, in her sixties, and lives alone in the same house where the whole lot of them grew up.”
“I have a soft spot for mothers,” Lucien said. 
Bishop nodded. “Understood. Stark’s partner at El Grupo is Mariem Dubois, a French national. She is an expert markswoman and martial artist, and has been with Interpol for ten years. Her father was a French paratrooper, and her mother is from Senegal. The father is deceased. The mother lives in a flat in Paris, the 8th Arrondissement. It’s a doorman building, with security cameras and codes necessary for entry. She subsists on her husband’s government pension and some assistance from her daughter. She attends classes at a local gym, and frequents nearby shops and cafes.”
“I have a soft spot for mothers,” Lucien said again. He hoped he would not have to repeat this for every member of the commando team, or whatever they were. 
“Dubois has no other close family members. I think Agent Dubois herself is a valid target. Moving along, the data analyst who has repeatedly hacked computer systems to bring you to grief is Jan Bakker. He grew up an orphan in the Netherlands, a ward of the state. There’s no record of who his biological family is or was. As a child, he was preternaturally intelligent. He graduated from the Delft University of Technology, under a full scholarship, at the age of nineteen. He has traveled widely, and appears to have numerous interests, yet no human relationships outside of work. My suspicion is that he is on what they call the Asperger Spectrum. There are few vulnerabilities in his life to exploit.”
“Next,” Lucien said. 
“The head of the cell is Miquel Castro-Ruiz. He’s in his early fifties. He is divorced, and has two adult daughters, both in the north country of Spain. He rarely sees them, but speaks with them somewhat frequently by telephone. Both of his daughters are married. One has a toddler.”
“That could be something,” Lucien said. “But please bear in mind that my primary desire is to hurt Troy Stark. I don’t think you can hurt the man himself, even by torturing and killing him. He’s too dense for that.”
“Agreed,” Bishop said. 
“Although I do want to kill him.”
“Of course you do.”
“But I want to cut him first, and bait him, by targeting someone close to him.”
“Stark’s family is in New York, and as I indicated, are policemen. They are tight-knit, except for Stark. To target a policeman, or a policeman’s family, in New York City is to invite disaster.”
“What else, then?” Lucien said. 
“Your half-sister Aliz Willems,” Bishop said. 
Lucien stared at Bishop for a long moment. A man in a bizarre tragedy mask, covered head to toe, had just suggested he hurt his own kin. 
“I would say it’s either her or Mariem Dubois. Your sister would be easier, naturally. But with the right personnel in place, which I already have, we can reach either of them, or both.”
Lucien grunted. His sister. She was a terrible person. Her bloodline, and his own, was the worst of humanity. He had taken quiet delight in anonymously harassing her over the years. But what if he did more? And what if he used that to get Troy Stark?
“I need to consider this.”
“It’s up to you,” Bishop said. “There’s no hurry. We are prepared to act at any time. I will await your decision.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
8:45 p.m. Greenwich Mean Time (9:45 p.m. Central European Time)
Phoenix Rising Luxury Apartments
Battersea Power Station
London, England
 
“Listen, you ever take a rough ride before?” Troy said.
He was in one of the bedrooms with the skinny, bearded guy who had gotten Tasered by Dubois. The guy was sitting on the bed, wrists zip-tied behind his back. He wore a dark gray soccer jersey. The word Emirates appeared in yellow on the front, and under that Fly Better. The shirt had yellow piping on one sleeve and blue piping on the other. 
Troy never understood that about soccer. The team was called Arsenal, and they were a big-time team located in London. But they had an advertisement for an airline from the Middle East on their uniforms. It was like Little League baseball teams in the US, where the shirts said things like Joe’s Pizza, or Ray’s Hometown Insurance. 
Imagine if the New York Yankees wore uniforms that said United: Fly the Friendly Skies.
Troy shook his head. There was no time to unravel these mysteries now. There were two dead men out in the living room, along with North End Brandon, who had been beaten to a pulp, and the guy who had tried to shoot Troy behind the couch, who had also taken a beating. The guys who were still alive were all zipped. Dubois was out there with the other two. The London Metropolitan Police were going to be here any time to collect these clowns.
The old maintenance man had disappeared. Troy had sent George Goddard back to the hotel. That was problematic. Goddard had asked if he could stay in their hotel room. Because he didn’t have one of his own. He had been sleeping in his rental car the past few days. 
“I thought you were Cleveland Police,” Troy had said. 
“I am.”
“What, is it a volunteer opportunity? They don’t pay you?”
Goddard had shaken his head. “It’s a long story.”
“Okay,” Troy had said. “Do me a favor and don’t steal anything.”
When Goddard was gone, Troy had turned to Dubois.
Her phone was in her hand. “I’m already on it,” she said. “Calling Jan now. Goddard, George, twenty-nine years old. Cleveland, Ohio. Brother of missing woman Amy Hegel. Military experience?”
“Army,” Troy said. He shook his head. “173rd Airborne. Korengal Valley. He better be who he says he is.”
Now, Troy stared at the bearded man.
“I said, have you ever gone for a rough ride?” 
The man shook his head. He didn’t say anything. His eyes were dark, and hard. He had gray in his beard. Troy guessed he was between thirty-five and forty, older than the other guys in the apartment, and more experienced. 
Dubois had pointed something out about this guy. On the back of his right hand he had a black tattoo of a two-headed eagle. Under the eagle, there was another tattoo of a raised fist, also in black. She had gone to the big dead bearded guy, who had a hole in his chest (it was going to be fun explaining THAT). He had an identical tattoo on the back of his right hand.
The dead guy who Troy had popped also had one. 
North End Brandon did not.
“Albanians,” Dubois had said under her breath. “Gangsters. The Baruti clan. Bad. Kidnapping. Sex trafficking. Cocaine. Heroin.”
She shrugged. Troy got a kick out of things like that. His partners at El Grupo studied international criminal networks and had these little details memorized.    
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the bearded man said. 
Troy nodded. “Good. That’s honest. Let me explain. In America, the cops sometimes take criminals for what’s known as a rough ride.”
“I’m not a criminal.”
Troy smiled. “Your friend Brandon told me something different. He said you guys are Baruti clan, and you’ve been using him as bait to abduct girls. He had no choice. You forced him to do it because he’s good looking. He’s not even really in the gang. Not a full-fledged member, in any case.”
The guy’s eyes came alive. They had been dull before, and almost bored.
“I think he has a chance to get some leniency, and put the whole thing on you.”
Troy waved a hand. 
“Never mind all that. So let’s say we’re in America. I’m a cop, and you’re a worthless punk. Sound familiar? So I put you in the back of the police van, with your hands tied behind your back, like they currently are. But I don’t secure you to a seat. Then I drive around town real fast, taking sharp corners, accelerating and slamming on the brakes. You know what happens to you?”
The man shook his head. “You can’t do that here.”
Troy walked over to him and picked him up by the soccer jersey. He spun around in a gentle arc, then let the man go. The guy took several flying steps across the room and crashed into a tall, narrow mirror on the far wall. He hit it face-first, shattering the glass, and he fell to the floor.
“You go for a rough ride,” Troy said. 
Dubois stuck her head in the door. “Everything okay in here?”
Troy raised a hand. “Fine. Fine. We’ll be out in a little while.”
The door closed again.
The bearded guy lay on the floor amid the broken glass. His legs were sideways. His face was bleeding now. 
“You know?” Troy said. “In retrospect, that whole chest-thumping I’m a man! thing that you did right before she Tased you? And then you’re flat on your back two seconds later? That was one of the funniest bits I’ve seen in a while. I wish someone had videotaped it.”
He picked the guy up by the jersey again. The guy was pretty light, not much to him. 
The bed was to their left. They were at the foot of it. The bed and wall formed a little corridor, at the end of which was a tall dresser. Troy put the guy’s head low.
“You can’t do this. If I’m under arrest…”
“It’s a legal gray area,” Troy said. “I don’t actually have the power to arrest you, so you’re not under arrest yet. Matter of fact, I can probably still kill you and call it self-defense. I killed your buddy in there, remember? You see that little pop when a chunk of his head came off? Oh no, you were asleep at that point. Because you’re a man, right? And Tasers can’t hurt you.”
Troy ran with the guy right at the dresser, and let him go. 
The man crashed head first into the top drawer. His neck bent at an odd angle when he hit. He crumpled to the floor again.
“Oooh,” Troy said. “That hurt.” 
He toed the guy. 
“Hey. You alive?”
The man rolled over onto his back. Blood streamed down from a wide cut on his forehead. His cheeks were smeared with it. His beard was like a blood sponge. His eyes rolled, but then found Troy. 
“You’re marking yourself for death.”
Troy crouched down next to him. “Oh? Why is that?”
The man swallowed. It looked like his mouth was full of blood. “I am Baruti clan, as you say. You can’t touch us. I’ll be out of jail by morning.” He gestured with his head. “That boy is nobody, the walking dead. We were just waiting for the order.”
He smiled now, showing his bloody teeth. “But I never said that.”
“And the girls that were taken? The ambassador’s daughter?”
The man laughed. “I guess you’ll never know.”
This really was an unlikeable man. Troy had a hunch that if their little interview lasted another ten minutes, he was going to know something. Something more than what he had at the moment. Then the door opened behind them again. Dubois was in the room.
“Metro is here.”
The guy laughed so hard that he started to cough. A spittle of red fluid flew from his mouth. 
“Gone,” the guy said. “They’re just gone. Gone away overseas.”
Troy stood, lined the guy up, and kicked him hard in the lower back, like he was kicking a soccer ball across the pitch. 
 
***
 
“There’s going to be an embarrassing question of human rights,” the voice on the tinny speaker phone said. It was Jan Bakker.
Troy and Dubois stood in the dark on the Battersea walkway along the Thames, the Chelsea Bridge lit up in white in the distance. The traffic noise was loud enough here that it seemed like a reasonable place to talk to Jan and Miquel.
The London Metropolitan Police had secured the apartment, and were treating it as a crime scene. The Met was well-acquainted with the Baruti clan and their activities. They knew the tattoo. And North End Brandon seemed eager to talk. All of this added up to Dubois and Troy walking out of there with a promise to stay in the country for a couple of days, file a detailed report, and come in to police headquarters for further interviews, if needed.
The real problem was they were no closer to the kidnapped women. They had rolled up a bunch of Albanian gangsters, but there were no women in the apartment, and no evidence of any. It was a dangerous situation. If the captured Albanians didn’t reveal the location of the girls, or didn’t know it, then the whole investigation was back at zero.
“I didn’t realize they were humans,” Troy said. “Is that what they were?”
“Agent Stark…”
“Do the abductees have human rights?”
For the first time, Troy might have heard a hint of anger in Jan’s voice. “Of course, I am not suggesting otherwise. Everyone has human rights, including suspects and, if it comes that far in this case, convicted criminals.”
“I get it,” Troy said. “But time was of the essence.”
“A very common rationale, I’m afraid,” Jan said.
Miquel’s voice came on the line. “Agent Stark, let us worry about any accusations for now. In the meantime, this has been a job well done. You’ve tracked down the apparent kidnappers, neutralized one, and apprehended the other, all within a matter of hours.”
“With major help from Jan,” Dubois said. 
“Very true,” Troy said. He leaned into the phone, which was sitting on the stone wall. “We couldn’t have found them without the information you were feeding us.”
“I appreciate that,” Jan said. 
“But it’s a job half-done so far,” Miquel said. 
“I don’t see what more we can do,” Dubois said. “The police have the suspect. He is a foreign national. The FBI, MI5, and the London Met will almost certainly interview him tonight. Interpol headquarters must know by now that we’ve raced out ahead, and I’m sure they would like to—”
“Rein us back in, yes,” Miquel said. “I have a video meeting with Lyon in the morning. I am sure they’re eager to hand me a whip, in the hope I will flagellate myself before them. But also, time is of the essence, as Agent Stark put it. And there is more we can do… Jan?”
“Yes,” Jan said. “Interpol has been watching the Baruti clan for years. It’s in the database. We have a file more than a thousand pages long on their activities, including dozens of notices and requests for cooperation circulated internationally. We have sent red notices asking for the arrest and extradition of certain persons, blue notices attempting to locate persons of interest, and green notice warnings that certain persons are threats to public safety. All of these relate to the Baruti clan, all have been sent to the Albanian government, and in the past two years, all have been ignored without comment.”
“Terrific,” Troy said.
“There is one potential opening. A man code named Cyclops. I can’t say much about him over the telephone except that he is an informant. He is well-placed and has been a font of information, though none of it has ever been acted on by any police agency. This is for his protection, and the preservation of the contact. He lives in Tirana. He may know where the women were taken.”   
“How are we supposed to find him?” Troy said. “We’re in London, and all we have at this moment is his code name.”
“I can send you an encrypted data package with his full dossier,” Jan said. “You’ll have it before you get on the airplane in the morning. I only ask that you destroy it when done.”
Troy looked at Dubois.
“Go east,” Miquel said, “young people.”
“Am I to understand that we’re going to Albania?” Dubois said. 
“Yes. But take the rest of the night off. Start fresh in the morning.”
Troy took a breath. He knew a few things about Albanians, and he was beginning to think that Miquel had a screw loose. He was sending Troy and Dubois to Albania, to talk to an informant about one of the most tight-lipped criminal organizations in the world. Albanian gangs were all about family ties. Their suspicion of strangers was at a level approaching Cold War paranoia. In fact, during the Cold War, communist Albania was famous for its paranoid arm’s-length relationships, not just with Western countries, but with the Soviet Union, China, and Yugoslavia as well. As a country, they didn’t trust anybody. And the gangs had taken that approach to heart.
“I don’t know how far we’ll get,” he said.
“I have faith in you,” Miquel said. “You guys always get the job done.” 
This was heartwarming, it really was. But if Miquel had seen the blood on the walls of that apartment, and the dead guys on the floor, would he still have faith? Yes. Probably more than ever. Miquel had been a cowboy when he was young, and this was what he wanted. An agency that goes rogue, its agents out on the edge, or even beyond the edge.
That’s why he hired you.

“Agent Dubois,” Jan said. “I have some information that you requested.”
“Oh?” Dubois said. “Does it need encryption?”
“No. It’s about the American you met at the restaurant, George Goddard. I can confirm he was a medic in the United States Army, deployed to Afghanistan, and stationed in the Korengal Valley. He was there for approximately five weeks. He was injured during battle, but his wound was suspicious, and was consistent with a self-inflicted gunshot to the leg. However, no investigation was launched, and he did receive a Purple Heart medal. He was sent to a military hospital in Kabul to recover. While there, a suicide bomb attack on the streets outside the gates killed eighteen civilians, injured more than a hundred, and destroyed the facade of the building. Goddard was on hand, and deployed to assist with triage and treating the wounded.”
“Yikes,” Troy said.
“He went back to America to fully recover, left the military, and later, began a career with the Cleveland Police Force. He was released from service with the police after eighteen months. He is indeed the half-brother of the suspected abductee, Amy Hegel. They share a mother, who is named Maureen Hegel, and lives in Shaker Heights, Ohio.”
“He was released from service?” Troy said.
“Yes, he was deemed an unsuitable fit. He applied for permanent disability payments from the police force, and his application was denied. At one point, he spent ten days in a hospital run by the United States Department of Veterans Affairs. There is some indication in his VA records that he suffers from PTSD related to his military service.”
Ah, hell.
He had lied to them. A lot of people exaggerated their experiences, and the nature of their exploits. Goddard had invented an entirely different person and claimed it was him. He’d had repeated setbacks, and he simply erased them. He probably didn’t like his real story very much.  
“What does he do now?” Dubois said.
“In recent years, he has been a mixed martial arts fighter, mostly in local and regional promotions.”
Troy stared at the phone. This was the guy who had attached himself to them, the guy who was going to rescue his sister.
“How does he do?” Troy said.
“How does he do?” Jan said. 
“Yeah. Like, what’s his win-loss record?”
“Oh. Well, let’s see. He’s had twelve professional fights. The results are five wins, four losses, two draws, one no contest. Almost perfectly mediocre, I’d say.”
“It’s hard,” Troy said. 
Now he found himself defending the man, the one who had lied to Troy’s face. “It’s hard to win a professional fight. I give him credit for even getting in there. Those guys are tough. I was an amateur boxer when I was a kid. It’s not easy.”
“If you see him again,” Miquel said, “I suggest you send him back to the United States.”
He’s in our hotel room.
They hung up the telephone. The night was cold and bright. The walkway along the River Thames was dark, intensely so. He and Dubois stood looking at each other for a long minute. They were standing close, face to face. They had survived yet another vicious battle together, and come out on top. How many times could they do this? 
It was worrisome to Troy. Not for himself, but for her. That was bad. He knew that. You couldn’t worry. Worry was a destructive force. It made things go wrong.
But the feeling was there. He wanted to send Dubois home and never let her come out to fight again. If only it was his decision. 
“I guess we know why Goddard’s been living in his car,” Dubois said. 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
10:15 p.m. Central European Time
A houseboat
The Amstel River
Amsterdam, the Netherlands
 
“These people are gonna get me killed.”
Carl Gallo sat on a spare, futon-style sofa in the living room of the boat. To his left was an iron wood stove, with wide piping that ran out the top of the boat. A fire was burning, and it flickered and raged, a tempest in a teapot, casting shadows around the room. The ceiling was low in here. If Carl stood, he could reach up and touch the ceiling with his fingers. Being aboard a houseboat in winter was like being inside a cave.
Across the low coffee table from him sat a heavyset man with a messy beard. It was shaggy and grew down his neck. Everything about the man was messy. He had a large stomach, and he had been eating a sandwich just a moment ago. If Carl hadn’t watched him eat, he would know anyway because the man’s sweater was covered in crumbs.
Carl had a white beard framing his face, and a shock of white hair on top of his head. He wore a black leather jacket tight to his big upper body, jeans, and boots. There was a gold watch on his wrist, hanging loose. He stood about six feet tall, with broad shoulders, big arms, and thick legs. He was very fit for a man in his early fifties, and he worked at it. He also cheated a little bit, with daily human growth hormone injections that he administered himself over six-week cycles.
The result was that he and his host couldn’t look more different than they did.
“El Grupo Especial?” Carl said. “Riding with them has nearly cost me my life. It’s gotten me shot several times, I almost died in a fire, I was pistol-whipped until I had a cracked skull and a concussion, and then I almost died in a high-speed train crash in the Alps. I’m sure you saw that one on the news. I still have headaches. You see this scar on my face? It’s a gunshot. Three surgeries already, and this is what it looks like. I lasted an entire career with the CIA and I never took a bullet, not one time.” 
“Oleg Karolyi,” the man said. 
It was as though the messy-eating fat man wasn’t listening to him at all.
Carl shrugged. “Dead. He died in the disaster at CERN.”
The man nodded. “We know that.”
He spoke English with the hint of an Eastern European accent, Russian in all likelihood. He had revealed nothing about himself, so Carl couldn’t be sure.
“Okay,” Carl said. 
“He was working on something important. I think you know about this. There were rumors in recent years that he had experienced a breakthrough, after a long period of failures and mishaps.”
Carl sighed. Oleg Karolyi was a Soviet scientist who had defected to the West during the Cold War. He had worked for decades in nuclear research, trying to perfect a particle beam weapon, which would have been a game changer for whichever side developed it first. But his research had fizzled, time had passed him by, and he had been largely forgotten. 
Then, suddenly, already well into his seventies, he seemed to finally have created something that worked. He was either too old and set in his ways, too eccentric, or too paranoid to save his data to the servers at CERN, or to the cloud. Whatever he knew, whatever he had, was likely scribbled on notepads in his office. The race was on to get to him. 
“As I’m sure you’re aware, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation, I was sent there by a client to retrieve documentation of Karolyi’s work.”
“Yes,” the man said. “Tell.”
“It seems that the attack on CERN was a cover to steal the data.”
The man nodded. “Of course.” 
Carl shrugged. “He was dead when I got there. Shot in the head. His office was ransacked, and his information stolen by a young woman named Kendra Johns.”
“Sent by Silvio Strukul.”
Carl shook his head. “I don’t think so. Not Strukul’s MO to do that.”
“MO?” the man said. 
“Short for modus operandi. It’s not how Strukul did things. I can’t imagine he was interested in high-tech devices, or knew anything about this particle…”
The fat man raised a hand as if to say STOP.
Carl stopped, and then started again. “Anyway, Strukul was a tree hugger, and he had a harem of beautiful young true believers. He wasn’t going to risk his tidy arrangement over this. Great powers have fought for supremacy, and for some advantage in that fight, since the dawn of time. Why would he care? Strukul already lived like a sultan.”
“Who sent the Johns woman, then, if not him?”
“I don’t know,” Carl said. “But I can tell you she was cold, like she was trained by an intelligence agency. She shot me without hesitating. She emptied her magazine on me. I was wearing body armor or I’d be dead now.”
The man nodded and seemed thoughtful.
“Troy Stark killed her,” he said. 
Carl nodded. “She was on a helicopter, escaping. Stark shot it down.”
“And spoke to her before she died?”
“I believe so, yes.”
The man cast a side eye at Carl. “But he did not tell you what she said. Did he share with you the contents that she stole?”
Carl shook his head. “He claimed it was the usual death talk. Regret. Tears. Nonsense. Nothing of interest. Stark didn’t mention any paperwork. The chopper burned. I assume the information burned with it. Whatever Karolyi came up with, it seems to be gone forever.”
Now the fat man shook his head. “Not good enough.”
Carl raised his hands. “That’s all I have.”
The man reached into the pocket of his sordid work pants and came out with a thick envelope. The man’s hands were thick. His pants were dirty. Even the envelope seemed to have some stain on it, like he had used it as a coaster for an overfilled cup of coffee.
The man put the envelope on the table.
Carl gestured at it. “What’s that?”
“Fifty thousand American dollars in cash.”
Carl reached and picked up the envelope. He opened the flap. The bills were old, not crisp, probably no pattern to them at all. Completely untraceable. Just the way he liked his money.
“What are you buying with this?” Carl said. 
Now the man shrugged. “Grow close to Stark. Befriend him. Gain his trust. Get him drunk and question him. Infiltrate his home. We must know for sure. If Karolyi developed the weapon, it will change the course of history.”
He pointed at the envelope. 
“That’s a small down payment. If you find the information, there’s much, much more.”
Carl stuffed the envelope in the pocket of his jacket.
The fat man heaved himself out of his chair and went to a small refrigerator in the corner of the room. He brought out a bottle and two shot glasses, then came back again. He put the bottle on the low table. The liquid was clear. The label was black and said Jewel of Russia.
“Vodka,” the man said. 
“Yes,” Carl said.
“We have an agreement?”
Carl nodded. “We do.”
The man turned the black cap on the neck and cracked it open. Then he poured out two shots. Carl lifted his, and the man lifted his. 
“Good health,” the man said. “Long life.”
They knocked back the shots. The warming fire went down Carl’s throat and pooled in his belly. The vodka was smooth.
“Good?” the man said. 
“Very good.”
The fat man smiled. “We will have another.”
Now Carl smiled. “Is this your boat?”
The man was pouring two more shots. He shook his head. “Online rental. Lovely Dutch housewife fixes these and rents overnight. I thought it was good place to talk. No one can listen. We can talk freely.”
Later, Carl was out, a little drunk, walking the nighttime streets of Amsterdam. It was chilly and he moved fast to warm up. The envelope with the money seemed to weigh heavily in his pocket. 
His phone rang. He took it out and looked at the number. 
Miquel Castro-Ruiz.
Carl answered. 
“Digame, Miquel.”
“Carlo Gallo, mi amigo.”
Miquel pronounced Gallo the Spanish way, as Guy-Yo. The word meant rooster, in both Spanish and Italian.
“How are you feeling?” Miquel said. 
Carl lied. “Never better.”
“Fit? Ready for business?”
“Sure.”
“Good,” Miquel said. “Because I need a big favor.” 
“Is it a favor if there’s money involved?” Carl said.
“You be the judge of that. I need you to fly to Albania tomorrow and meet up with Agent Stark and Agent Dubois.”
Carl shook his head.
“Sounds like fun,” he said. “What’s the job?”
He listened while Miquel filled him in on the details. Filled him in was a bit of an exaggeration. There was a lot Miquel couldn’t, or wouldn’t, say over the telephone. 
“All right,” Carl said finally. “You got me.”
“Good man,” Miquel said. 
They hung up, and Carl kept walking.
“These people are gonna get me killed,” he told the empty streets.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
January 13
9:15 a.m. Greenwich Mean Time
London Biggin Hill Airport
Borough of Bromley
London, England
 
“Quite a dog,” Dubois said.
They were sitting together in two armchairs set up to face each other diagonally, with an end table between them. Their bags were on the floor all around them. 
Troy felt pretty good. He had slept like a rock in his hotel bed, and it was much needed rest. Even Goddard snoring out on the couch hadn’t bothered him. 
He looked up to see what Dubois was talking about. 
A short man in business casual clothes walked by with a giant Great Dane on a leash, walking ahead of him. The dog was big enough, and the man small enough, that the man could well ride the dog like a mighty steed.
Troy stared across the small, but very new and gleaming terminal, and through the tall windows out to the tarmac. The sleek, dark blue jet they had taken here was just outside, with a dull yellow tanker truck parked alongside. There was a man wearing a bright yellow heavy jacket, standing in a cherry picker that rose from the truck. He was spraying the plane with de-icer. 
There was a thin crust of snow on the ground near the terminal, and out on the grass. From here, the distant runway looked clear. 
Troy wondered about that jet. Miquel had gone all in, so much so that he seemed to have use of a jet whenever he wanted. He had gambled big and won several times now. Interpol was giving him all the rope he needed to hang himself. 
“Yeah,” Troy said. “Big dog.”
He had a slim tablet computer in his hands. Both he and Dubois had received one. On them was the dossier of an Albanian man named Armend Kelmendi, whose code name was Cyclops. The dossiers had come to their hotel room at 6 a.m. The “encryption” that Jan had alluded to was that the dossiers arrived in a flat metal container, almost like an old Trapper Keeper, with a digital lock on it. Jan sent the code to Dubois’s phone across the encrypted satellite hotspot he had set up for them, with two-factor authentication.
Troy went back to his reading.
Kelmendi was thirty-four years old. He was a lifetime criminal attached to the Baruti clan, though not a member of the clan itself. He was not a son, cousin, nephew, or brother-in-law, in other words. But he was well regarded by them. He had been in and out of jail, reform schools, and prison since he was thirteen years old. He had been busted for simple assault, breaking and entering, theft, trading in stolen property, truck hijacking, possession of narcotics, and pimping. He had spent a total of eight years on the inside. He was trusted by the Baruti because in all of that time, he had kept his mouth shut and never offered a hint of usable information to the police.
All of that changed in Bulgaria. He did a spell as a guest of the state there, and was broken by the General Directorate of the National Police. There was no description in the dossier of how or why this hardened convict suddenly changed his habits and began to squeal on his comrades, but Troy figured he could guess. And once that can was cut open, there was no way for Kelmendi to close it again. His only friends now were the cops. 
The clever thing was no police agency anywhere had used the information Kelmendi had given them. No one had been arrested. No one had been questioned. No operations had been disrupted. Kelmendi was thoroughly compromised, he was an active informant, and the international police were using him to penetrate the veil of secrecy around criminal gangs in Albania. They were learning, not just about the Baruti, but also about Albanian organized crime in general—building maps and organizational charts of who was who, who did what, and where they were. All without acting on the information. 
The gangs appeared to have no idea what was happening to them. Neither did the Albanian police and security services, who were thought to be tied closely with the gangs. Interpol was getting information from Kelmendi, and not notifying the Albanians. In a society where corruption was widespread, this was the only way to do it.
Very interesting. 
“How’s your friend Aliz Willems?” Dubois said. 
Troy looked up again. “Who?”
Dubois shrugged and smirked a tiny amount. She was being just a little bit coy this morning. It was unusual for the normally stern and straight-laced Dubois. “You know. The woman we imprisoned in a medieval castle. Or, to put it another way, under a medieval castle.”
“Oh,” Troy said. “You mean the woman whose brother is a terrorist and a wanted international criminal. That woman?”
Dubois nodded. “Yes.”
“She’s fine,” Troy said. “I don’t know if she’s really my friend, though.”
“I guess it was just work-related,” Dubois said. “You were using her to get close to her brother.”
Ouch. That hurt.
But Troy didn’t show that kind of pain. “That’s right,” he said. “It was a police matter. And I’m a police officer.” 
Dubois said nothing to that. He knew she really didn’t think of him as a cop. She thought of him as a black operator masquerading as a cop. Maybe she was right.
The money from Missing Persons and the fake government charity came right on time every month. Alex appeared when needed, and then disappeared like a wraith. Everybody knew that Troy stole a helicopter. They also knew he didn’t know how to fly one. They knew he had rescued a trafficked child, slaughtered the people who had stolen her, and then given her to…
Someone.
He wasn’t being clear with them, and they knew that. And yet Miquel kept him on. Miquel didn’t want a cop. He wanted whatever Troy was. Troy’s colleagues saw this as plain as day. Best not to gore his own mood by dwelling on these things.
He went back to the dossier. Again.
He studied several photos of Kelmendi. He was a reasonably good-looking guy, who had a full head of hair in his earliest mugshots, but gradually developed male-pattern baldness in his twenties. As a teenager, he had soft cheeks and sad eyes. As a man, his eyes had become more blank, what cops sometimes called a “lack of affect.” His face had thinned out. Eventually, he had shaved his head and had no hair at all. In his Bulgarian prison photos he appeared gaunt and tired.
There were a couple of recent shots of him on the street, and one on a beach.
Armend Kelmendi. What was he going to give them? 
What were they going to give him in return?
If they acted on anything he gave them this time, they would probably have to remove him from the country and make him disappear entirely. Otherwise, he’d be a walking dead man. Had Miquel thought about this? He would probably need some sort of permission or buy-in from Interpol to do that. They were going to burn a valuable informer. 
“What are we supposed to do about Goddard?” Dubois said. 
Troy looked up again. Across the way from them, Goddard was sitting in a small cafe, the only restaurant in the terminal. He appeared to be eating a stack of pancakes, and had a giant mug of coffee next to him. The hotel had provided a breakfast buffet. Goddard was eating for the second time. He was wearing the blue Cleveland Police Department pig logo windbreaker.
Troy was in a good mood, and hadn’t even bothered to question Goddard about his post-traumatic stress diagnosis, his psych discharge from the Cleveland PD, or his decidedly mixed record as a martial artist. The guy had been useful so far—more than useful. He had tracked and located the kidnappers for them, and had disarmed the guy who was trying to shoot Troy through the couch. Okay, so he was a little nutty and had no objectivity because his sister was a victim.
Okay, so… 
Troy shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought we maybe we’d keep him. He’s like our version of a Great Dane. Or maybe a pit bull—cute, until he sinks his teeth into the meat of your thigh and locks his powerful jaws on it.”
“If we take him to Albania with us…”
Troy nodded. “I know.”
“How are we supposed to explain it?”
“Well,” Troy said. He breathed deeply, thinking it through for the first time. 
“Yes? I want to know because someone in authority is bound to ask me what my thought process was when I allowed it to happen. Or even someone not in authority, like Carl Gallo.”
“Do we owe him an explanation?” Troy said.
Dubois didn’t answer. Whatever Gallo’s deal was, they had gotten word from Miquel that he was going to meet them. He had partnered with them on previous operations. He was on the team. And so of course they owed him an explanation.
“Goddard knows we’re going to Albania,” Troy said. “If we leave him behind, he’s just going to turn up there anyway. On his own, he’s likely to do something unpredictable and show up in the middle of our investigation at the exact wrong time. He might put lives in jeopardy—ours, his own, innocent civilians. If we have him with us, we know what he’s up to and we can control him a little better. He might even have insights that can help us. He might notice telltale signs that his sister is nearby.”
Troy looked at Dubois. 
“How does all that sound?”
She shrugged. “It’s not bad. It needs a little work, I’d say. But it’s plausible.”
“It’s something I would think of,” Troy said. 
“That’s right.”
“What would you normally think of?”
“Having him detained,” Dubois said. “It’s still an option. I could call Jan and have something suddenly go wrong with Goddard’s passport, or the legality of his visit. Maybe London Metro Police need to question him in regards to his sister, or the tunnels under Finsbury Park. Maybe he needs to formally apologize to the waiter for choking him. Maybe his mental health suggests he should be held in the hospital overnight for observation. Maybe…”
“I see,” Troy said. “All very underhanded tactics.”
Now Dubois smiled. Her full smile was ten thousand watts. It could light up the sky. It was hard to get it out of her, but when you did… put your sunglasses on. Put your blast shield down. 
“I’m learning from the best.” 
Troy shook his head and laughed. “Yeah? Who’s that?”
“I’d prefer not to say.”
“Classified intelligence,” Troy said.
“That’s right.”
A tall thin man in a dark suit, with a black tie knotted crisply at his throat, was approaching them. His height, and his relative thinness, made him seem more like a fashion model than a guy who did any other job. The suit couldn’t have fit him any better.
“Agent Dubois?” he said. “Your plane is ready for departure. Your party can board any time you like.” He paused. “But now would be preferable.”
Troy put his dossier back in its metal box. They started to load up the bags on their shoulders. Goddard must have seen them from where he was sitting, because he materialized within seconds. 
“What do you think?” he said.
He must have known they were on the fence about him, right up to the last minute. His eyes really did resemble those of a pet dog—a dog that didn’t know if it was going to get fed a nice dinner, or be beaten with a rolled up magazine and chained outside in the rain.
Troy had sympathy. He had known quite a few guys who had been eaten alive by combat trauma. That didn’t mean you should put them right back into combat. It was probably better to put them in a tent near a wide open lake, in the high mountains of Montana. Maybe take them fishing or hiking.  
But Goddard’s sister was missing, and Goddard was here. And for better or worse, he had already proven himself to them. 
Troy gestured out at the plane on the tarmac. 
“Let’s go,” he said. 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
10:45 a.m. Central European Time (9:45 a.m. Greenwich Mean Time)
Interpol Headquarters
Lyon, France
 
This man pulled a gun on me.
Hans Jute listened quietly to the summary of results the so-called Grupo Especial had obtained in London. In a superficial way, it was somewhat impressive. In a deeper way, it was appalling.
The report was being given by an Interpol liaison to the London Metropolitan Police. Hans had already forgotten her name, and he couldn’t be bothered to look at her square on the screen to refresh his memory. 
There were more than two dozen people on this call, but the only one Hans seemed able to focus on was Miquel Castro-Ruiz. His face was in the top right-hand corner of Hans’s monitor. He was clean shaven, looked like he had lost a few pounds, and was wearing a smart blue dress shirt. When Hans knew him in The Hague, Castro almost always presented as disheveled and distracted. But now he was riding high, or at least he thought he was.
“The surviving kidnapper is still in the hospital, with a twenty-four-hour police presence at his bedside,” the liaison said. “He was interviewed through the night by interrogators from both the FBI and Scotland Yard. He is a twenty-seven-year-old male who says his name is Agim Jankovic. He claims to be from Montenegro, and of partial Albanian descent. There are records of such a person existing, and we are awaiting confirmation that this is the same man. He has no documentation proving this. Five years ago, there was a male model who worked throughout the Balkans named Agim Jankovic, who appears nearly identical to the suspect. The suspect claims he was forced into his role as a kidnapper because of financial debts he owed to Albanian mafias.”
There was a pause as the woman scrolled through information in front of her.
“There is no one named Agim Jankovic in any charts we have of the Albanian crime organizations,” a male voice said. “He may be telling the truth.” 
Hans glanced at the person who had spoken. Some analyst based here in Lyon.
“Give her a moment,” someone else said.
The liaison spoke again. “He further claims that he doesn’t know what became of the women he helped kidnap, except that they were sent out of Great Britain. He believes they may have been sent to Albania, as a transshipment point, to then be sent elsewhere. He insists that none of the women were killed or harmed in his presence, and that no women will be found, either alive or dead, in the reservoir tunnels beneath Finsbury Park. The kidnappers merely used those tunnels on a few occasions as a way to isolate and capture victims.”
She scrolled again. Her audience waited patiently this time. 
“Jankovic’s story, if this really is Jankovic, is partially corroborated by another man who was captured at the flat in Battersea. He is thirty-eight-year-old Gjon Baruti. Baruti is a full member of the Baruti mafia, and in fact is a second cousin of the gang’s founder. He has a long history with the organization, which you can all access for yourselves. Under questioning, Baruti has repeatedly claimed that Jankovic knows nothing about the Baruti clan, is not attached to the Baruti clan, and nothing Jankovic says should be believed by law enforcement. At one point, Baruti became angry with his interviewers and said that if another day had passed before the raid, he would have eliminated Jankovic. That was his word—eliminated. He has also expressed some concern or anxiety that he did not do this.”
“They were going to kill Jankovic,” a familiar voice said. “He took the US ambassador’s daughter, it was a serious blunder, so they were going to get rid of him to make the trail go cold.”
It was Miquel Castro-Ruiz. 
“Our own analyst Jan Bakker connected the dots and theorized that the ambassador’s daughter had been taken by the same person who had taken the previous women. He also figured that a human trafficking gang would see little reason to keep the kidnapper himself alive, and many benefits in eliminating him. Jan presented this hypothesis to our team, which is why we acted as quickly as we did. We felt that waiting for confirmation was not an option. By then it could be too late.”
He hides behind Bakker.
In Hans Jute’s opinion, Jan Bakker might well be the best intelligence analyst in Europe. Castro had Bakker in his stable and never tired of reminding people of this. Without Jan Bakker, who would Miquel Castro even be?
“Miquel, your people have done a commendable job,” someone else said. “This was a lightning strike, and if nothing else, has destroyed at least one cell of human traffickers.”
Hans scanned the various screens for the speaker. It was Maxim Davidoff, Director of Special Projects. Davidoff was perfectly bald, and the light above his head reflected off the dome of his head. 
Davidoff had apparently become Castro’s boss when Castro was given his little sub-agency. From what Hans had heard, Davidoff wasn’t happy about this arrangement, mostly because he didn’t want the added responsibility, but also because of Castro’s reputation. As a result, Castro was out there in space, all by himself, headquartered in another country, with very little oversight.
Hans would be happy to relieve Director Davidoff of this burden.
“We need to be careful not to celebrate too early,” the liaison said. “There are widespread concerns about how this was handled.”
Finally a voice of reason.
Hans Jute smiled. The smile was inside of himself. It didn’t reach his face. 
“Two men in the Battersea flat died. Both were closely associated with the Baruti mafia, and one of them is thought to have been involved in these kidnappings. But both were denied due process under the law. Both Jankovic and Gjon Baruti were severely battered during their arrests. Baruti claims that he was insulted, deliberately rendered helpless, and beaten by one of the arresting officers, and that his life was threatened by that same officer. We assume that officer was Agent Troy Stark of the European Rapid Response Investigation Unit, who has a documented history of this sort of behavior. Moreover, neither Agent Stark nor Agent Mariem Dubois are empowered to arrest anyone, under any circumstances.”
“They are empowered to make a citizen’s arrest, as all people are empowered,” Castro said. 
The liaison raised a hand. 
“That’s a bit of a gray area, Miquel, and we’ll not argue that point at this moment. I’m just relaying some concerns that I’ve encountered.”
Castro, in his tiny box at the top of the screen, nodded, deferring to the liaison. “Of course.”
“Further,” the liaison said, “Gjon Baruti claims there were as many as four individuals involved in the raid. Security footage in the corridors of the building appears to confirm this.”
“There were three that we know of,” Castro said. “One of them holds a classified position with British intelligence, which cannot be discussed in this venue.”
“Which leads to another concern,” the liaison said. “In the spirit of cooperation, Interpol endeavors to operate with complete transparency when interacting with partner law enforcement agencies. Both the American FBI and Scotland Yard were taken aback at the level of secrecy that surrounded this operation.”
“We had very little choice,” Castro said. “It was either secrecy or lose the initiative, and any possibility of finding the missing women.”
“The further concern is that we may be no closer to finding the missing women. By all accounts, Ambassador Grayson is distraught, and wants a full report of what happened, who was involved, and the communications that took place leading up to the operation. She has petitioned the prime minister that there be no redactions in this report.”
“All right,” Castro said. “I’m happy to prepare a report, but I have a suspicion that MI5 will have something to say about their inclusion in it.” 
There was a sudden burst of chatter across the entire meeting.
“Order,” someone said. “Order, please.”
“In the meantime,” the liaison said, “we have a request for assistance. American and British intelligence are examining ways to penetrate the secrecy around Albanian human trafficking gangs. If the women were sent to Albania, it is a highly sensitive situation. The police and government there are perceived as closely aligned with the mafias. Attempting to negotiate with Albanian authorities for the return of the women will look like an accusation that the government there is corrupt. And it will probably be taken that way. The request is that we give these intelligence agencies whatever support we can, in the form of information and insights, so they can make the right decisions about how to proceed.”
Hans Jute watched Miquel Castro-Ruiz carefully. 
Castro’s face was blank. He was silent about supporting the other agencies.
Jute smiled inwardly. He had been monitoring the Interpol jet that Castro’s team took to London. The plane had left London a little while ago, with a flight plan to continue on to Tirana, Albania. Castro was racing out ahead again, and trying to operate in secrecy.
Again.
Did he not know that the plane was Interpol property?
Did he not know that someone here was watching him?
Did he think he could simply act with utter impunity?
There were only so many times that Castro could stick his neck all the way out, before he found his head rolling on the floor. 
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
2:05 p.m. Central European Time
A guest room
Hotel Bote
Near Skanderbeg Square
Tirana, Albania
 
They know we’re here.
The Albanians, the shqiptarë, the so-called “sons of eagles,” had to be among the tightest-knit people in the world. The whole country was a bit smaller than Maryland, and had less than half as many people. Here in the capital, the largest city, there were just over 400,000 people, and it felt like they all knew each other. 
In New York, Troy had gone to backyard barbecues and neighborhood block parties where it seemed like 400,000 people showed up. 
This place was small. International law enforcement had barely penetrated the code of silence. The Albanian gangs were tiny, by the standards of Italian mafias and Latin American cartels. But they were families in the truest sense, and they had free rein to act, because no one talked.
And the regular people probably told them when strangers came into town. Especially cops who flew into town on a private jet, carrying a bag full of guns.
“We’re doing a joint exercise with the military,” Troy told the customs agent. “Up on the Kosovo border. Knowledge sharing, securing the frontier, human rights. That kind of thing.”
The woman just stared at him and nodded. 
And then called someone as soon as you left.

Now, Troy looked around the hotel room. It was small, clean, and well-kept. It was not modern. Everything was wood and looked like it had been manufactured in the middle of the last century. Outside the windows, about a block away, a large central square opened up. There was a black statue of a horse and rider. Couples strolled around on the paving stones. There were cafes along the edges of the square, but it didn’t look like much was open. 
Goddard was out on the terrace, smoking a cigarette and pacing back and forth. He seemed like a nervous wreck. Troy hadn’t known that Goddard smoked, but it didn’t surprise him. 
Dubois was in here, sitting calmly on the double bed, going through her preparations—zip ties, guns, checking ammo, charging the Taser, pinning her hair into place, scrolling through maps of the city and diagrams of the nightclub layout on her phone, reading and rereading the electronic dossier.
They had met up with Carl Gallo at a medieval castle out by the airport. The place was on a green hilltop, overlooking a valley and small village down below. It was an overcast, spritzy day, in what an American would call the low-50s. No one was around.
Gallo was a beast. Troy tended to forget that about him. He was not tall, but he was wide, with big shoulders and thick arms and legs. For an old boy, he hung a lot of muscle on that frame of his. He had a white beard and a shock of lush white hair on top of his head. His hair and beard were so white, it almost seemed as if he dyed them that way.
He rode up on a motorcycle, wearing a leather jacket and aviator sunglasses.
“Back for more, eh?” Troy had said. 
Gallo smiled. “I love it. Can’t keep me away.”
The four of them planned the attack right there on the stone ramparts of the castle. They had Jan and Miquel on an encrypted call. Armend Kelmendi, the man Interpol called Cyclops, owned a small nightclub, the Pirate Zone. It was in an upscale part of Tirana known as Ish-Blloku, the neighborhood where once upon a time, the communist dictator lived. 
Cyclops had no fixed address in town, preferring to move among the flats of his various girlfriends. He was secretive about where he slept. But every evening around six or seven, he arrived at his club. He took his dinner there, and he and his cronies played cards and gambled in a back room, while the city’s young people danced and drank in the front.
“Cyclops must be protected at all costs,” Jan had told them. “He is an extremely valuable asset. If he provides information, it must appear that he didn’t. If it can’t appear that way, then you must take him into custody and get him out of the country.”
“Who is more important?” Troy had said. “Him or the girls?”
Jan didn’t answer directly.
“He has been a tremendous resource for information. His value shouldn’t be underestimated.”
The plan was to try to find Kelmendi alone. If it wasn’t feasible, then the plan was to take down his cronies by whatever method available, and then get Kelmendi alone. Kelmendi was from the Baruti clan. It was likely that he knew where the taken girls were, or knew someone who knew. 
Troy sighed. It was a lot to think about. They could end up hopscotching across this country, chasing one dead end after another. This made something occur to him. He picked up his gear bag and began to feel through it. On the inner lining was a zipper. He pulled it open. 
He looked down at the open pocket. There were three plastic wafers inside of it. One was dark blue, one was a deep green, and one was light blue, like the Caribbean Sea. He picked the dark blue one. It had a sort of lever for your thumb along its face. He pushed the lever up a couple of centimeters. Now it was in the ON position.
The plastic wafers were satellite tracking devices Alex had given him a while back. Usually, Alex just turned up places. But this job looked like it might be hot. In a minute or two, Alex, and by extension, Missing Persons, and whoever else might work with them, would know where Troy was, within a few meters. It was just an added insurance policy. Troy might need a little help tonight.
He slipped the wafer into the pocket of his jeans.
A second later, Goddard came in from the terrace. His lit cigarette was in his hand. It seemed like there was a current of electricity running through him. He seemed almost coiled, like a snake getting ready to strike.
“I hate this, man. What are we waiting around for?”
Troy pointed at the cigarette and then waved it away.
Goddard looked down at his fingertips, as if he hadn’t realized the smoke was even there. He pitched it outside onto the terrace.
“We can only go when we have the green light to go. That’s when the man shows up. If we move before the man is available…”
Troy shrugged. It should be self-explanatory. 
“My sister’s out there somewhere,” Goddard said. “Even as we speak, something terrible could be happening to her.”
“I appreciate that,” Troy said. “But it doesn’t change our plans any.”
“We could just…” Goddard’s fists clenched and unclenched.
Troy shook his head. “No. We can’t.”
“I don’t know if I can just hang around here all afternoon,” Goddard said. “I think maybe I should go for a walk.”
“No,” Troy said. “You’ll do something stupid. We can’t risk that.”
“You can’t keep me here.”
Troy looked at Goddard now, really looked at him. Troy rarely looked at people directly in this way. He tried to show Goddard, with his eyes, everything he had seen and done. All of it. A hundred bodies, maybe more. Remorseless. Cold. 
“George, get this through your head. I can keep you here, and I will. I’ll kill you before I allow you to step on this investigation. For your sister, for the ambassador’s daughter, for all the other women who were taken. Don’t ruin it. Just be cool. I don’t like hanging around any more than you do, but we don’t know where the target is now. We know where he goes in the evenings.”
Goddard stared at Troy. Goddard’s Adam’s apple jumped. 
“So we wait,” Troy said. “We relax. And when the time comes, we hit.”
They were still looking into the depths of each other’s eyes. 
“Do we understand each other?”
Goddard nodded. “Yeah.”
“Good,” Troy said. He gestured at the bed. “Have a seat with Agent Dubois. She knows exactly what she’s doing. Maybe she’ll teach you a couple of things.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
6:35 p.m. Central European Time
The Pirate Zone
Ish-Blloku
Tirana, Albania
 
“We good?” Troy said. “We know what we’re doing?”
Dubois nodded. “Yes.”
They had parked the tiny Fiat roadster on the tree-lined street just down the block from Kelmendi’s club. Aging bad-ass Carl Gallo had gone by them on a motorcycle maybe two minutes ago. 
The guy really was a piece of work, with his white hair and his white beard and his leather and his muscles, and his sunglasses, despite the fact that it was already nighttime. He should move here to Albania—he’d fit right in.
Anyway, it was time to go.
Troy and Goddard were supposed to walk in there like they wanted a drink. This time of the evening, it shouldn’t be crowded—they did serve food, but people didn’t treat it like a restaurant. It was a club, and it wouldn’t start hopping until later. 
The office where the nightly card game took place was in the back, down a narrow hall past the restrooms. There was a back door from that room that opened on a parking lot, the garbage bins, and an alley that found its way back to the street.
Gallo and Dubois were going to coalesce on the other side of that door. 
If possible, Troy and Gallo would bust open those doors simultaneously, at precisely 6:45. If Gallo’s door was steel, or something like that, Goddard would go to it and open it from the inside. Watches were synchronized, and they had committed Kelmendi’s face to memory. All parties were armed, even Goddard, which gave Troy a slight twinge.
He couldn’t send Goddard in there with nothing, could he?
Gallo, as Troy recalled from the CERN operation, was hardcore and dead serious once the action heated up. He dropped his clown act instantly. Moreover, Gallo was a big boy and an old-timer. He’d been doing this kind of thing for three decades. Troy wasn’t worried about Gallo in the least.
He tried not to think about Dubois. 
They glanced at each other in the shadows of the car one last time. Weak light shone in from a streetlamp. Dubois’s dark eyes were alert. 
“Let’s hit it,” Troy said. 
Dubois pushed her door open and got out. Troy looked at the timer on his watch. Two minutes after she left, then he and Goddard would go. Inside of thirty seconds, she was already gone, invisible. The alley to the back was right behind them.
At two minutes, Troy and Goddard got out of the car and walked toward the front door of the club. It was a cool night, but Troy barely felt it. He barely felt anything. He barely thought anything. This was his time, his blank time. Everything from here on was initiative, and instinct, and reflex. 
They were moving fast, Troy in front, Goddard one step behind.
“We should talk about something,” Troy said. “Have a conversation.” 
“Just to make it seem real,” Goddard said.
“That’s right.”
The front doors were just up ahead. A bouncer type, big guy, was standing there talking to a couple of men.
“You a Yankees fan?” Goddard said. 
“I don’t know,” Troy said. “I used to be. Kind of lost my taste for baseball. I find it a little slow nowadays. I just don’t have the patience for it.”
“You a betting man?”
“Nah. I just gamble with my life.”
“What kind of odds you give us?”
“Tonight?” Troy said. 
“Yeah.”
He shook his head. “I wouldn’t put a number on it.”
The bouncer barely glanced at them. He held the door open, and they passed through. Even Troy, who was not short, was a few inches shorter than the bouncer. Goddard could be the guy’s organ grinder monkey. It wouldn’t matter. 
Inside, the place was dim, with green and blue neon lights running along the floor. The hallway to the back was straight ahead, and a slight jog to the left. The bar was to the right. There were two people sitting at the bar, down at the end. There were a few people at tables. Music played low. Troy couldn’t make it out. 
He checked his watch.
6:41.
They went to the bar. The barman came over. He had a thick beard, dark eyes, and a dirty apron around his waist. His eyes said everything.
You ain’t from around here.
“Drink?” Troy said. 
“Yes. What?”
“Vodka,” Troy said. “Stolichnaya?”
 The man shook his head and smiled. “Rakia. Albanian. Like vodka. But better.” 
He looked at both Troy and Goddard.
“You try it.”
“Good,” Troy said. What difference did it make? They were only going to be standing here another minute.
The man brought two small glasses. He put them on the bar and poured a clear liquid from a bottle. He smiled. “Gezuar,” he said.
He looked at Troy.
“Cheers, it means. Drink up.”
He waved his hand to indicate upending the glasses. Troy looked at his glass. He wouldn’t drink the fluid in there for a hundred thousand dollars. He looked at his watch. 
6:44. 
“Bathroom?” he said. “Men’s room?”
The smile on the barman’s face died. 
“Back there.”
Goddard knocked the drink back like it was a shot. Troy nearly laughed.
The man was pouring Goddard another one as Troy left. He moved through the bar toward the narrow hallway. There was a sign above the entrance indicating a man and a woman. The man was an inverted triangle with a circle for a head on top. The woman was a triangle with the wide base at the bottom, also with a circle for a head on top.
There was a simple wooden door at the far end. Troy checked his watch.
6:45. 
Now.
He walked to the door, his gun coming already coming out from the holster under his jacket. He tried the knob. Locked. The door looked like it was made out of balsa wood, or some other cheap flimsy wood. It looked like it was made out of nothing. Clearly, Kelmendi wasn’t expecting trouble to come from inside his own club. 
Troy glanced behind him. Here came Goddard.
Troy reared back and…
BOOM.
He kicked the door right near the lock.
The door splintered under the weight of Troy’s boot and swung open. He stepped inside, gun at the ready, scanning the dimly lit room. The air was thick with the smell of smoke.
Five men sat at a round table, cards in their hands. All of them had guns at their elbows. There was a split second, frozen in time, when Troy looked at them, and they looked at him. It was going to be five against one. 
Suddenly, the door behind them burst open. Troy glanced at the door as Gallo, and a second later, Dubois came racing in.
Instantly, all five men had guns in their hands.
“Freeze!” Troy shouted. “Drop those guns!”
“Polici!” Dubois screamed. “Polici!” 
It was too late. One man stood, and fired.
BANG!
The sound of the gunshot was deafening inside the room, and Troy felt the bullet graze his left shoulder. He stumbled back, his ears ringing, but quickly regained his balance and retaliated with a shot of his own. The man who had fired convulsed and fell to the ground, blood popping out of the wound in his chest.
The other four men scrambled to their feet. One upended the card table, spilling drinks and cards and money everywhere. He fired a shot… 
BANG!
…then ducked behind the table.
But Gallo had the drop on them.
They turned toward him, guns swinging around.
BLAM! BLAM! BLAM! 
Gallo didn’t wait. Three bullets, and he dropped three men in a row. The men slumped to the floor, chairs sliding, their guns thumping on the wood.
Then there was quiet.
Smoke hung in the air.
“Goddard, shut that door,” Troy said. “Hold it shut.”
Just before Goddard closed it, the barman appeared, coming down the hall with a sawed-off pool cue. Troy pointed his gun at the man.
“Stay back!”
“Qendro jashte!” Dubois shouted. 
Troy looked at her.
“Do you speak every language on Earth?”
Goddard slammed the door shut.
“Put your foot on it. Don’t let him come in here.”
There was one Albanian left alive in the room. He was curled on the floor behind the table. He had long hair and was thin. He had dropped his gun. Troy watched as Gallo kicked the gun away. Gallo pointed his gun down at the man. Gallo had just killed three without breaking a sweat. That was some pretty fancy shooting.
“You speak English?” Troy said to the man on the floor. 
“Yes.”
“Are you hurt?”
“No.”
“Where is Kelmendi?” 
“He’s here, on the floor.”
“This is him,” Dubois said. She was standing above a crumpled corpse in jeans and a dark striped dress shirt, who was completely bald. “I recognize him from the photos.”
Oh, man. There goes Jan’s invaluable resource.
“I guess we’re not going to evacuate him now,” Gallo said. 
“He would have been useless to you,” the long-haired guy said. “His word was a lifetime bond. He never talked to police. We called him Iron Jaw.” 
Troy looked at the long-haired guy. “Why did you shoot?”
“We thought you were the Ulic.”
Troy stared at him. “The what?”
“Ulic. The rival clan. You don’t know this family? We have a feud with them.”
Troy shook his head. “We said police.”
“A Ulic will say anything. They have no honor.”
“You need better doors, in that case. If you think someone’s coming to kill you, these doors are…” Troy trailed off. “They’re no good.”
“Next time,” Gallo said. He surveyed the dead. “I guess these guys learned their lesson.”
Gallo was back doing his comedy routine, and time was wasting. They needed to get out of here before the Albanian cops came. 
Troy crouched next to the last surviving man. He pointed his gun at the guy’s head in a casual, sort of offhand manner. Just two guys chatting, one guy about to blow a hole in the other guy’s temple.
“It doesn’t matter at this point,” Troy said. “We just killed a bunch of your men. We didn’t mean to, but things happen sometimes. I need some information from you. I think you must have it. You were friends with Kelmendi, were you not?”
“I worked for him.”
Troy shrugged. “Let’s try it. I’ll start with this. I’m going to kill you if I think you’re lying to me, okay? Where are the girls that were kidnapped in England? Especially the one that was taken two nights ago, but really all of them.”
He pressed the barrel of the gun directly to the man’s head.
The man didn’t hesitate. All this talk of a code of silence, and your word being a sacred bond—it didn’t seem to reach him. This guy didn’t want to get killed like his friends. He seemed to want no part of any of this.
“I know where the girls are,” he said. 
“So speak!” Goddard blurted. “This man is going to shoot you. If he doesn’t, I will. My sister is one of those girls.”
The long-haired guy stared at Goddard for a long second. If he had been on the fence at all, Goddard seemed to have decided him. Maybe it humanized the situation for him. Every time they kidnapped someone, there were family members heartbroken. Maybe he’d never thought about that before. Maybe he had a younger sister, and only now realized what it would mean to lose her.
“There’s a wharf in the city of Durres,” he said. “It’s the major port. Not far from here. Directly west. Straight across the water from there to Italy. Wharf 18 sticks out on a little outcrop of land. There is a warehouse. The girls are always held in that warehouse before the ship leaves. It’s an open secret. They wait there, and then are loaded onto the boat.”
“Does the boat go to Italy?”
The man shook his head. “First to Libya. Prices are agreed, and then they go to the final destination, whatever that may be. Differs each time. Depends on price. Depends on who is bidding. Could be Dubai. Could be Saudi Arabia. Could be further south, for an African warlord.”
He looked directly at Dubois. “Warlords can get all the dark meat they want. White meat, they have to import. And they have to pay.”
“Lovely,” Dubois said. “Thanks for that.”
“We’re taking you with us,” Troy said. “If you’re lying, I’m going to shoot you.”
The guy shrugged. He seemed to know a lot. 
“Okay.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
7:30 p.m. Central European Time
Wharf 18
Port of Durres
Durres, Albania
 
The long-haired man’s name was Qemal.
They left him in the small, boxy Fiat, his hands zip-tied behind his back, his ankles zip-tied together, a rag from the back room of the bar stuffed in his mouth, and another one tied over his eyes as a blindfold. They pushed him down sideways in the back seat of the car. They engaged the child locks to keep him inside. They confiscated his telephone. 
“You think that’s good enough?” Dubois said.
Stark shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s either that, or just shoot him.”
Dubois sighed. “All right. We’ll leave him like that.”
Durres was a port city on the Adriatic Sea, not half an hour from Tirana. It was basically the same metropolitan area. There was a lot of activity along the waterfront in the city center. Small cruise ships were docked at a passenger terminal. There were mid-sized container ships being loaded and unloaded by enormous cranes. There were ten- and twenty-story apartment buildings, and a brightly lit area of restaurants and bars. It was a modernized, apparently thriving city.
But not here, not along Wharf 18.
This was the forgotten section of Durres, a couple of kilometers away from downtown. 
They were in a nearly empty parking lot near the docks. There was an old box truck in the parking lot, but no other cars. The truck had no obvious markings on it, other than some sign or logo that had been covered over in heavy white paint. You could smuggle people in that truck, if they were quiet enough. Human traffickers had ways of keeping people quiet.
The smell of untreated sewage wafted up from a drainage pipe running down to the sea. From here, a narrow peninsula stretched out into the water, maybe two hundred meters long. It was man-made, built of concrete, and poorly maintained. An old three-story warehouse building was perched out at the end of the wharf. A small container ship was docked down there. 
The wharf was little more than a seawall. Entry was guarded by a gatehouse, and a chain-link fence topped with looping razor wire. In the glow of weak yellow sodium arc lamps, Dubois could see that the warehouse at the far end was mostly dark. There might be one or two lights on in a room on the top floor.
Fog rolled in off the water. Dubois and Stark and Goddard walked toward the gate, three silhouettes moving in the fog, like ancient stone statues, Easter Island heads that had come to life. Stark was carrying a large pair of bolt cutters. He was the biggest of the three, and his shadow made the bolt cutters look like some kind of medieval weapon. He could be the warrior, accompanied by his attendants. 
As they walked, a fourth silhouette joined them. Gallo. He had ridden his motorcycle here. 
The whole area seemed closed down, a wasteland. The road was potholed and pitted. There were discarded cans and broken bottles strewn all over the pavement. 
Up ahead, the gatehouse was dark and empty. 
“Nobody home,” Gallo said. “Not much security.”
“No.”
“They’re the mob. They probably think you’d be a fool to enter here.”
“In that case, I suppose we should just let ourselves in.” 
There was a heavy chain with a padlock keeping the gate closed. They had scoped this out before parking the car. Troy went to the gate, lifted the cutters, and clipped the lock easily. He let the chain snake to the ground. The gate was on rollers, but the rollers were in good shape. The gate seemed to be the only functional thing around here. Dubois pushed it open easily.
As she pushed it, she sighed to herself. 
“All right,” she whispered. 
The decision was made. The weight of it settled onto her shoulders like the giant stone that Sisyphus carried. She had seen enough action now to know the truth. People were about to die. Four men had just died at that club in Tirana. Two men had died in the flat at Battersea. 
All those people had died on the runaway train in the Alps. More had died at CERN. She flashed back to the cellar auction in Algiers. She had left that one right before the shooting started. Stark had massacred human traffickers, had rescued a kidnapped girl, and somehow made it out alive.
Everywhere El Grupo went, every job they worked, people died. Never in her career before this had she seen so much violent death, so much shooting. Before recent months, in ten years at Interpol, she hadn’t so much as discharged her firearm outside the practice range. 
She breathed heavily.
“You all right, Dubois?” It was Stark.
“Here we go again,” she said. 
Stark nodded. “That’s right. That’s my girl.”
She nearly laughed, but stopped herself.
“I’m not your girl.”
Is that true anymore?
Dubois herself didn’t even know.
They moved up the wharf. A handful of overhead sodium arcs gave off bleak yellow light. Most of them were out, so the group passed in and out of shadow. They passed an old double car seat, like a low-slung leather couch. The warehouse building was just up ahead, tattered, nondescript, and gone to seed. But Dubois had been right before—there were a couple of lights on behind upstairs windows.
“Watch those windows,” Troy said. “Watch for any doors, alleys, little cracks that people can squeeze themselves into. Overcommunicate. You see a flash, assume it’s a muzzle flash, and call it out. They might have silencers. We could be sitting ducks out here.”
They had killed Armend Kelmendi, the man Interpol and other police agencies had code named Cyclops. The man who had been feeding law enforcement a wealth of information about the secretive world of Albanian gangsters. He was dead. 
There was going to be a lot of explaining to do. 
She was beginning to see things the way Troy Stark must see them. If they somehow saved the missing women, or even just the ambassador’s daughter, then killing the informant would be forgiven. Or maybe “forgiven” was too strong a word. It would have to be overlooked. The people who were upset by it would have to swallow their anger. The bad thing El Grupo had done would be superseded, and nearly erased, by a higher good.
Miquel must also see things this way. Stark and Miquel, for all their differences in age and personality, had this in common. They would risk everything to achieve that one end no one could argue against. If the girls were saved, the informant no longer mattered. 
They were approaching the rusty cargo ship, which was resting at the dock to their left. The ship was secured tightly to the pier with giant shipping chains. It was old, paint flaking off of it. There were giant holes in the steel where the rust had simply eaten through. To the untrained eye, the boat did not look seaworthy. Even so, it looked like something that the coast guard might take an interest in. As a rule, smugglers avoided the coast guard when they could.
Unless they just pay them off.
“This thing’s been sitting here since the commies left town,” Gallo said.
“See anything?” Stark said.
“Nothing. All clear so far.”
“There’s another boat down at the end,” Goddard said. 
He was right. Tied up at the far end of the wharf was a small speedboat. It was much more modern than the cargo ship, but too small to hide captives. It was just a couple of outboard motors, a panel with a steering wheel and controls for the captain, and an area near the bow where a few people could sit. The speedboat rose and fell on the swells, loosely attached to the dock, as if someone had barely tied it before jumping out and running off somewhere. 
Dubois looked up at the warehouse. The gate at the front had been locked. 
Did that mean whoever tied up that boat was inside?
The warehouse was long. It appeared to have been made of brick in some forgotten era. There was corrugated metal attached to its facade, to protect it from the elements. Here and there, the metal was gone—detached, fallen off, discarded, forgotten—exposing the crumbling brickwork underneath.
There were vertical doors, like garage doors, also made of some corrugated material. They continued in a line down the length of the building. The doors were caked in rust. Everything was quiet. The only sound was the ancient cargo ship straining against its chains.
Gallo bent to one and gripped the handle. He turned it, and it gave him no resistance. 
He looked back at the three others gathered there. 
“Ready?”
There was nothing else to do.
“Do it,” Stark said.
Gallo took a deep breath and yanked the door up. The door was a thin sheet, and made a soft grinding noise as it rolled upwards along its track.
They entered the warehouse. It was dark, and the ceiling was high above them. Dubois peered into the gloom. There might be a walkway or some kind of iron catwalk up there. Pigeons or other birds, or maybe bats, flew from one place to another up near the rafters. Pigeons, they were pigeons. She could hear them coo softly high up in the darkness. A few of them made flapping and squawking noises. They must have been disturbed by the sound of the door opening, and the weak light streaming in from outside.
As Dubois’s eyes adjusted to the gloom, she could make out shapes scattered throughout the warehouse. Crates, boxes, and barrels were haphazardly stacked on top of each other. Some were covered in dust and cobwebs, while others seemed relatively new. The floors were rough concrete, and the walls looked like they’d been patched together in places with some kind of fast-drying cement. 
Gallo moved out into the center of the space, his gun drawn.
“This looks like a bust.”
“I promised Qemal I was gonna kill him if he lied,” Stark said. 
“I guess you’ll have to kill him,” Goddard said. 
Stark shrugged. “We’ll see. We’re not done here just yet.”
Along the far wall were three heavy steel doors. 
“Dubois, you got a flashlight?” Stark said.
“Yes.”
“Come with me a second.”
Dubois followed Stark across the warehouse to the doors. She pulled the flashlight from her utility belt. Stark reached the first door and tried the latch. It turned. 
“Let’s have it, please. Just a little bit of light.”
Dubois clicked the flashlight to its weakest setting. She turned it on, pointing it at the floor. The light pooled around her feet.
Stark pushed the door open, gun raised and ready. He burst in, Dubois a step behind him. She moved the light around the walls, the floor, everywhere. There was a long wooden bench, with steel manacles built into it. There was a window high on the wall, which appeared to have been painted over with black paint. There were dust motes floating in the air. There was a heavy layer of dust on the bench. There was no one in here.
“Definitely a place to hold prisoners,” Dubois whispered. 
“Once upon a time,” Stark said.
They stepped out and moved to the next door. It also opened easily. It was another dusty cell, again with no one inside. There was no one here. Where did they put the prisoners? Dubois began to get a sinking feeling. The Albanians had taken the victims somewhere else. 
Qemal hadn’t been lying, not necessarily. This was a place they once trafficked people through. They just didn’t use it anymore. 
This whole trip could turn out to be for nothing. 
She and Stark went to the last door.
Stark tried the handle. It was locked. 
He stopped. She could hear him breathing. 
He looked at Dubois. In the glow from her flashlight, his face seemed to hover in darkness, like some malevolent spirit.
“I’m gonna shoot the lock.”
Dubois glanced around the vastness of the warehouse. It towered above them, hiding its secrets. Anything could be here, or anyone.
“That might bring someone,” she said. 
“Good,” Stark said. “I think we need people at this point.”
He looked back into the gloom.
“Gallo!”
The voice came back. “What?” It was impossible to say where Gallo was now.
“Get ready. Something might happen here. I’m about to shoot out a lock.”
“I’m already ready. Goddard, you ready?”
“I’m ready,” Goddard said. His voice sounded oddly small, not nearly as boisterous and confident as Gallo’s. Dubois shook her head. Gallo had gotten clobbered again and again in his time with El Grupo. He didn’t seem to mind one bit.
People were built differently. 
Stark addressed the door. He shouted at it. “If you can hear me in there, stay as far away from the door as you can!”
If they were operating in secrecy before, that was over.
Dubois stepped back and to the side of the door. Stark did the same. He fired into the lock, his gunshot echoing throughout the warehouse, his muzzle flash leaving imprints on Dubois’s eyes. 
Once, and the bullet ricocheted and whined off into the dark. Twice, and the bullet punched a hole through the mechanism. Three times, and the lock shattered and came apart. Metal fell to the concrete floor. The door swung open just a bit, all by itself.
Stark pushed it all the way. Dubois shone her light. 
Nothing. No one in there. 
“Why did they lock it?” Stark said.
Suddenly, to their far left, a man burst out of another side door. A second later, another one did the same. It was so dark, they were hardly more than shadows, ghosts. 
Dubois put her light on them.
Now she and Stark were running back across the warehouse.
The men sprinted ahead. They were wraiths, white against black, insubstantial in Dubois’s light.
“Freeze!” Stark screamed. “FREEZE!”
“Polici!” Dubois shouted. 
Gallo and Goddard were converging from the north end. They must have wandered off to investigate something.
The first man ran through the open bay door. Just before he passed through, he slapped a large button on the wall. A red light turned on. Instantly, the door began to lower, rattling along its track. The second man ducked and went under it. He turned right, heading down the wharf toward that speedboat.
Goddard reached the door first. He ducked, ran under it, and turned right, also heading for the boat. In a split second, he was gone.
“Goddard, wait!” Stark shouted. “Oh boy.”
The door was nearly down. 
Stark dropped to the ground and rolled under it just before it closed. 
Then the metal clanked to the bottom. It connected with some metal groove laid along the concrete, and seemed to latch into place. It made a loud grinding noise, then stopped moving.
Dubois pulled up short. Gallo stood next to her. They were both breathing heavily. 
Gallo went to the door and squatted by it. There was no handle on this side. He pressed his hands against the metal and tried to push it up, but it wouldn’t budge. Dubois flashed the light along the bottom. There was nothing to grab. She flashed the light onto the red button the man had pressed. 
“Press that,” she said. 
Gallo stood and hit the button. Nothing happened. 
“All right,” he said. “We need to find another way out.”
Suddenly, all around them, lights clicked on. They were not bright, but they lit up the interior of the space well enough to see. The shadowy crates and boxes came into clearer view. Most of them were draped in heavy tarps.
“Hello!” someone called. “Don’t move.”
Dubois and Gallo looked up as one. There was an iron catwalk up on the third floor. It ran the length of the warehouse, and also crossed the width of it above their heads. About a dozen men were up there, lined along the railing. They were all armed with rifles, every one of them. The man had Dubois and Gallo covered from every angle.
There was nowhere to run.
“Polici!” Dubois shouted. “Polici!”
Someone fired an automatic weapon.
DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH.
The noise was nearly deafening, echoing off the walls. The bullets rained around their feet. The concrete chipped into pieces and flew. 
“That’s the warning,” a man said. “The next time we shoot you down, lady polici.”
“Piggies,” someone else said. 
A few men laughed.
Two men moved along the catwalk, rifles held high. They reached a staircase, which came down to this floor. They were coming down. 
To Dubois’s right, another door opened. It was a door made of what looked like heavy wood, which had been splintered with an axe. Three men passed through it. They emerged into the dim light. They were not armed. The man in the middle had long hair. It was Qemal. 
Gallo grunted. He was watching the same thing. 
“Here comes trouble,” he said under his breath.
“These are the ones who murdered Kelmendi,” Qemal said. “They killed the two Bardhis, and Dervishi. I alone survived.”
“And what did you do?” someone shouted. 
Qemal shrugged. “I brought them here to you.”
The two armed men had reached the bottom of the stairs. They had dark hair, and were muscular. They were young. Their eyes were hard. 
Dubois glanced at the locked bay door. Stark had picked a great time to leave. How was he going to get back in here? They needed him right now.
This was a trap.
She sighed. Of course it was. 
One of the armed men raised his rifle and butted Gallo in the face with it. Gallo fell to the concrete, out cold before he hit the ground. He made no attempt to break his own fall. His head connected with the stone when he landed. 
Dubois grunted. Gallo just kept getting hit like that. It couldn’t be good for his brain.
“Pig,” the man said, and spit down on Gallo’s prone body.
Now he looked at Dubois. 
“Female pig,” he said. 
Then he raised his gun again and butted Dubois in the face. The last thing she saw was the stock of the rifle, and the anger in the man’s eyes.
 
***
 
Troy ran down the dock.
Up ahead, there was a speedboat at the very end of the wharf. Goddard was ten steps ahead and running for it. 
The two guys from the warehouse were in the boat. One guy was at the controls, the other was untying the lines. It was quick work. The guy cast off the lines, and almost instantly, a jet of water sprayed. Goddard leapt from the dock into the boat, crashing onto the man who did the lines.
“Goddard! Dammit!”
Troy accelerated. The boat was leaving without him. 
He reached the gap without slowing down. He planted his right foot and dove out as far as he could go. He stretched, like a receiver diving for a pass. For a second, the dark water was below him. He landed on top of one of the outboard engines and clung to the hard plastic shell for dear life.  
Goddard and the one guy were going punch for punch. 
Goddard fought like a madman, throwing punches left and right. He rattled the Albanian’s head, back and forth, left-right-left. The man grunted, taking Goddard’s hammer-blows. 
The boat was speeding away from the dock, headed for open water, leaving a trail of white foam in its wake. Troy crawled up toward the driver’s seat, trying to keep a low profile. The guy at the controls was focused on driving, gaining speed, and keeping the boat steady. He didn’t notice Troy’s approach. In one fluid movement, Troy jumped to his feet, yanked the guy’s head back by the hair, and slammed it against the steering wheel. 
One hit didn’t do it. The guy was still awake. He was a hard-headed guy, so Troy slammed his head again.
The guy stepped back from the wheel, eyes unfocused.
Then he had a gun in his hand. He raised it and…
BLAM!
Troy shot him in the forehead. 
The guy’s head snapped back. He lowered himself and sat on the gunwale for a second, as if resting there, as if he didn’t know he was already dead. Then he pitched over backwards and slid into the black sea.
A scream came from the back of the boat.
It was Goddard. His opponent had a knife out, a huge knife, like a Bowie knife from the 1800s, a knife that you would use to cut a man’s head off.
The man swung it at Goddard and sliced deep into his forearm.
There was blood, a lot of it. Goddard fell backwards, onto his butt.
“Goddard!”
Troy went to the back of the boat, planted his boot on the Albanian’s chest, and knocked him off balance. The guy leaned against the engines. 
Troy had a gun on him, so the guy threw his knife at Troy. Troy flinched. The knife went end over end, like a knife in a magic show, whizzed past his head, and flew into the darkness.
That move bought the guy just enough time to reach under his arm. He had a holster there. He yanked out a small pistol, and in one motion he… 
Troy fired. 
BANG!
One shot. 
BANG!
Two shots.
BANG!
Three.
He didn’t feel the recoil. Each shot went right into the guy’s chest. The guy’s face was slack and expressionless.
He dropped his gun, slumped against the engines, and then oozed to the floor.
Troy looked over at Goddard. He was on his knees, holding his arm. 
The boat was still speeding along, bouncing over the waves. Troy looked up at the empty driver’s seat. Naturally, the driver had no kill cord. 
“How’s your arm?” Troy said.
Goddard’s teeth were gritted. “Great.”
The knife had sliced through Goddard’s famous pig windbreaker and cut a gash in his arm. Troy inspected the cut. It was long and nasty, but not that deep. A line of blood ran from it.
“All right, we need to tie that off. Take that jacket off.”
“I know what to do,” Goddard said.
Troy climbed to the front again and took control of the boat. He eased off the throttle and put it in neutral. The boat lowered off its high plane and nestled into the water. It slowed to a stop. Now it jerked and moved with the motion of the waves. 
Troy looked back at Goddard. He had already removed his jacket and torn the sleeve into strips. He tied his own arm off tightly at the elbow. Then he peeled off his long-sleeved T-shirt. He made a tear down the length of one of the sleeves, then another, and ripped the fabric away. He folded it into a pad and placed it against his arm to stanch the bleeding. Then he tied strips of the windbreaker around his arm in three places, holding the pad in place.
Now he was shirtless in the cool night. He turned to Troy.
“It would be nice if we had some kind of antiseptic, like rubbing alcohol, or even liquor, like grain alcohol.”
“We’ll stop back at that bar,” Troy said. “And order some.”
Now Troy sat in the driver’s seat. He carefully gave the boat more throttle and turned it around toward land. It was dark out here on the water, but they weren’t far from the wharf. Even at this distance, he could still see it in the dim light from the overhead lamps. 
Goddard moved up and sat next to him.
The boat’s running lights were off. That was fine. 
Troy powered the engines down again. There were people on the dock. They were milling around at the front end of the ancient rusting hulk of a cargo ship.
“What the…”
There was an old pair of binoculars on a low counter in front of Goddard. 
“Let me see those.”
Goddard tossed them to Troy. Troy held them to his eyes. The magnification showed him something he didn’t want to see. There were about ten men on the wharf. Several of them had rifles strung over their shoulders. A couple of them had rifles drawn and ready.
Two men led Carl Gallo out through the open bay door. They were big guys, stationed on either side of him, holding him up. He looked like his feet were practically dragging along the ground. His head hung down.
“Oh, man. They have Gallo.”
The motorboat was about a hundred meters out from the dock. The Albanians hadn’t noticed it, at least not yet. Troy needed to make some kind of decision here. If Gallo was captured, that meant Dubois probably was, too. More guys came out of the warehouse, like clowns emerging from a car.
“Let me see,” Goddard said. 
Troy tossed him the binoculars.
Goddard stared at the scene along the wharf for a long moment.
“Listen,” he said. “I have to go.”
“Go?” Troy said. “Go where?”
Goddard put the binoculars back on the counter. He climbed over the top of the counter, then stepped over the windshield to the front of the boat.
“Goddard!”
Goddard turned for a second. He raised his hands. Blood dripped from his arm.
“This is good news. They’re prisoners. Those guys are gonna take them to the girls. I have to go with them. I gotta get to my sister.”
“Goddard, just sit tight.”
“Call Jan Bakker from your office. He knows where I’ll be.”
“What?” Troy said. 
“Just call him. He knows where I am.”
With that, Goddard turned and dove into the dark water. The dive was graceful, as though Goddard had been a competitive swimmer once upon a time. Knowing him, he probably had. For a long moment, he disappeared under the water and didn’t surface. Then he reappeared thirty meters closer to shore. He didn’t look back. He was swimming for the dock.
He was insane. He was about to give himself up on the off chance, a hundred to one shot, that these gunmen would take him to his sister. 
Troy fought the urge to drive the boat forward in an attempt to get Goddard to climb back in. He also fought the urge to simply run Goddard over.
He put the boat in reverse and slowly backed away. The boat hardly made a sound. He backed it and backed it. He settled into the dark and watched through the binoculars, as the boat moved slowly ever backwards. 
In the far distance, a small figure appeared in the water and climbed a ladder to the docks. He simply climbed up and stepped into the middle of the remaining gunmen. They forced him to his knees. A circle of them stood around them. 
“Please don’t shoot him,” Troy said. 
They did the next best thing. They smacked him in the head with a rifle butt.
Goddard keeled over sideways to the dock.
Troy sighed. “Man oh man.”
It had been a horrible night so far, and it was just getting started. He turned the boat around, gave it some throttle, and headed out toward open water.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
Time Unknown
In the Dark
On a Boat
 
I have to get out of here.
Amy Hegel had no idea how long she had been sitting in this place. They had kept her drugged for what seemed like a long time. She had vague memories of darkness, then light, then darkness again. She could remember being carried over a strong man’s shoulder, as though she was a bag of rice. 
They had moved her from one place to another, and under the influence of the drugs, she had gone along, as limp as a rag doll. She saw faces in her mind, the faces of men, men with dark hair, bald men, men with neat dark beards. Bobblehead men, men out of some strange nightmare, whose helium balloon heads seemed much too large for their bodies. They looked at her with the eyes of hawks, as though she was a slab of meat or some other commodity, stroking their chins and thinking, staring at her intently. They reminded her of guys looking over a used car. 
They were trying to decide on a price.
She heard deep voices speaking in a language she couldn’t understand. More than that—she couldn’t even place the language. It wasn’t Spanish, it wasn’t French or Italian, it wasn’t German or Dutch. It was something else entirely. 
Who were these men? Why was she here? Before, in the tunnels, when they captured her, she was sure she was going to be raped and murdered. But now?
She had nothing to go on. There was just that man, who had called himself something. Brandon something. Her head hurt, and she was blank on the details. It was like a form of amnesia, trying to piece these things back together. The images were fragments of shattered glass. The man was good looking, and funny, and generous, and he had taken her somewhere nice. 
High tea. They went for high tea. 
Then they had gone into a tunnel. 
“That was dumb,” she croaked, out loud, and she realized she was awake.
Her throat was dry, her lips felt parched, and she was hungry. She didn’t know when they had fed her last, or if they had fed her at all. She didn’t remember drinking any water. She could die of thirst. 
It was dumb.

Yes, it was. You shouldn’t go underground with someone you just met. Then again, he shouldn’t lure you down there, drug you, and kidnap you.
She looked around the room she was in. It was dark in here, deep darkness, an almost complete absence of light. But even so, her eyes were beginning to adjust. There was a sense that the ceiling above her head was low. There was also a sense that she was not alone. 
She peered into the darkness. Then she gasped. 
She wasn’t alone. There were others. They were all sitting or lying on the floor on their sides. Most of them seemed to be asleep, or passed out, like she had been until recently. She squinted and stared. They were girls, or young women, scattered around this room. They were…
They were chained to the walls. Each one had her hands clasped behind her back, and her wrists were bound. Here and there, Amy could see the metal of the chains, and of the handcuffs, reflected in whatever little bit of light there was. 
Am I chained?
It seemed an odd question. Wouldn’t she know if she was chained?
She tried to move her arms, and realized they were pulled tightly behind her back. Her shoulders ached. Her wrists and forearms ached, and her hands were numb. She was. She was chained.
“Oh no.”
It was too horrifying. These girls were all chained, and so was she. Her mind went very blank for a long moment. It recoiled at her situation, and simply refused to think. There was something pleasant, almost blessed, about not having to face the reality of this.
The feeling didn’t last long. 
“Are you awake?” someone to her right said. It was a woman’s voice. Amy looked over there, but the person was in total shadow. It was just a small, weak voice, emerging from the infinite black. 
“Yes,” Amy said. “I’m awake.”
“Where are we?”
Amy thought about that. Things she had known for a while, but which hadn’t reached her conscious mind until now, began to appear.
“We’re on a boat. Like in the bottom, where they store things.”
Amy’s father was a sailor. She had grown up going on boats with him and her mother. She knew about being on the water. The boat they were on was rising and falling gently. She could hear the outside of it rubbing against a dock. There were seabirds calling, and the smell of the ocean at low tide. Somewhere in the distance was the sound of machinery. 
“What kind of boat?”
“I’m not sure,” Amy said. “A container ship, maybe? But maybe not. Something smaller. Anyway, we’re not at sea. We’re not moving. We’re parked somewhere, like in a marina.”
“Are you American?” the voice said.
Amy nodded. “Yes. Are you?” She already knew the answer.
“Yeah. My mother is the US ambassador to England.”
Amy said nothing. That was quite a piece of information. They might be able to use it somehow, maybe to bargain their way out of here. If she was really the ambassador’s daughter, that meant people were looking for her. The kidnappers probably didn’t want that. They might release their prisoners just to avoid being found.
Someone is looking for you, too.
She let that sit for now. 
“Some of these girls are from other countries,” the voice said. “I’ve heard a couple of them talking. They were whispering in a different language.”
“Okay,” Amy said. Nothing useful there.
“What do you think they’re going to do with us?”
Amy realized she had a thought about that, too.
“I think they’re planning to sell us.”
There was a moment of total silence between the two of them. Outside in the world, the seabirds still screeched, ropes creaked, and in the distance, machinery still clanked. When the other girl spoke again, Amy could hear the thickness in her throat.
“Sell us? To who?”
Amy shook her head. “I don’t know.”
“I don’t want to be sold.”
Does anyone?
Now that person in the dark—girl, woman, ambassador’s daughter—whoever she was, she sounded like a lost little girl. Another moment passed, and Amy could hear the girl quietly crying. 
“Listen, don’t cry, okay? My brother…”
Amy stopped. Everything was coming back to her now. The effect of the drugs was fading. She hoped that whoever these people were, they forgot to come and give her another dose.
Her brother Georgie. He was crazy. And he was sad. He had to go away at one point because he killed people in the war, and he had seen people blown up, and it made him suicidal. He was too crazy to be on the police force. But he was tough. He was a professional fighter. He had taught Amy to fight a little bit, and encouraged her to take self-defense classes. Amy had gone to see a few of his matches. She saw him knock a guy out cold once. 
There was no way Georgie would just let this happen, and not do something about it.
Georgie has killed people.
That fact sank into her mind in a way it had never done before. It lodged there like a splinter. For a long time, it had been an abstraction, like a scientist talking about what the rings of Saturn were made of. Sure, sure. It’s very far away. No one really cares. Now it was real. Brandon and his friend could have killed Amy. People killed each other all the time. Georgie had done it. He might do it again. If anyone deserved to be killed, it was North End Brandon.
North End Brandon. That’s what he called himself.
But he didn’t seem to be here. Amy had passed through a lot of hands, and she had seen a lot of different faces, since the last time she saw him. 
“My brother is a professional fighter. He was a commando in Afghanistan. He’s going to come here and rescue us. I know he is.”
The other girl was lying on her side now. Amy could just see her a little bit, like an outline of her, a somewhat dark spot against a much darker background. Her body was heaving with quiet sobs. That was okay. Amy had told her not to cry, but it wasn’t good advice. The girl might as well get it all out. Maybe she would be clear-headed afterwards. Maybe she would be useful. Amy wasn’t a one-woman army. If there was a way to escape, she was going to need some help finding it.
“What’s your name?” she said. 
The small voice came out of the dark again. “Maggie.”
“Okay, Maggie, I tell you what. We’re going to get out of here, one way or another. Okay?”
“Okay.”
“So don’t worry. If you need to cry for a little while, that’s okay. But try to pull yourself together as soon as you can. We need to brainstorm.”
There was just the quiet crying, no response.
“Maggie?”
“What?”
Amy rolled her eyes. “Did you hear me?”
“Yeah.”
“And?”
“Why do we need to brainstorm if your brother’s going to save us?”
Now Maggie was weeping. 
Amy sighed. Maggie was in shock. She was in passive mode. The idea of meeting their rescuers halfway wasn’t going to reach her right now. It would have to wait.
“Cry as much as you want, but don’t scream, okay? You don’t want to bring them down here.”      
The boat suddenly lurched. Somewhere, a horn sounded. The engine, which had been so quiet that Amy hadn’t noticed it before, went into a different gear. Now it was louder. Men shouted to each other in that strange language, and one of them laughed.
She felt the boat pull away from the dock. 
The room swayed from side to side. It went gently up and down.
They were leaving. Wherever these docks were, they were leaving them behind.
“We’re moving,” Amy said. 



CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
 
9:40 p.m. Central European Time
Divjakë-Karavasta National Park
Adriatic Coast
Albania
 
“Yes,” Jan Bakker said. “I did speak with George Goddard.”
There was a delay as Jan’s deep voice bounced all over the world, from encrypted networks to black satellites and finally to the phone Troy held. He had two phones on him—his own and one he had taken from Qemal. He had decided to burn Qemal’s phone first, so that’s the one he was using. 
Hopefully, if they were tracking it, it would take them a while to get here.
Troy was sitting on a short wooden pier at the edge of a large, dark wetland, maybe twenty miles south of Durres. His gun and the old binoculars were at his feet. The speedboat was tied up at the end of the pier—though the term “tied up” was generous. He had simply looped a line around one of the low posts and pulled it taut. If he had to leave in a hurry, that boat could be free and moving in seconds. 
The water here was swampy, with tall reeds growing out from it. Behind him, on land, there seemed to be dense forest. There were no lights back there. There were wisps of fog in the trees, like ghosts of the ancestors. He had pushed along a path through the trees and discovered there was a dirt road that dead-ended at this pier, just out of sight. This was what he needed—a place to hide while he regrouped. Then he could take the fight to the enemy again, and maybe regain the initiative.
He didn’t want to think about Dubois in the hands of the gangsters. His brain recoiled from the fact of it. This worry had been growing on him like a fungus, and now it had become reality. If he let it gain a toehold, the fear would take over his mind. 
We killed a bunch of them. They have no reason to be merciful.
“Okay!” he said. “That’s enough.”
“I’m sorry?” Jan said. “The connection broke up. Can you repeat that?”
“I said, what did you talk about? He told me you would know where he is.”
“After the incident at the Battersea flat, I called your hotel room. I had accessed the building’s closed-circuit security cameras and noticed there were four people on your team. You, Agent Dubois, the individual from British intelligence who remains nameless, and a fourth person.”
Troy made a rolling motion with his hand. He didn’t need to know all this. But like everyone, Jan had his own process.
“I saw that individual leave the building. I guessed that it was Goddard, based on a discussion I’d had earlier with Agent Dubois. So I called the hotel room, thinking he might have gone there. Goddard answered the telephone.”
“And what did he tell you?” Troy said.
“He confirmed that he was the fourth member of the assault team, but that he participated on his own, without notifying you. In fact, he said you didn’t want him involved, left him tied to the bed in the hotel room, and he escaped.”
Troy sighed. “Okay, but what else?”
“Goddard is a troubled man,” Jan said. “He has experienced serious trauma, and he admitted this. He finds being alive a bit of a torment. He told me he was going to find his sister no matter what, and that he might have to leave your company to do so. In essence, he was going to use you to get closer to his goal.”
“Great,” Troy said. “Now he’s done that.”
“Yes, but in a way that could be helpful to you. Goddard has a satellite tracking device surgically embedded in his right arm, at the crook of the elbow. When he was in Afghanistan, in the Korengal Valley, he was on a foot patrol, and he became separated from his unit during a firefight. He was lost in the valley for three days and nights, surviving as best he could on his own, while hiding from the Taliban. He’s very fortunate to be alive. When he returned to the United States, he went to a doctor who had lost his medical license. The man performs crackpot surgeries for people with unusual requests. At Goddard’s insistence, he implanted a GPS unit in Goddard’s arm. That way, Goddard can never be lost again.”
Oh man.
“Well, that’s practical, I guess.”
“Very practical,” Jan said. “He told me he considered having it implanted in the webbing between his toes, which is a more typical place to put a chip, but he rejected this idea. He rejected it because in combat situations, people often step on mines and lose their feet and legs. If he loses his foot…”
Despite himself, Troy smiled. “He loses the chip, I see that.”
“He rejected the webbing between his fingers for the same reason. People have fingers and hands blown off all the time. Further, he attempted to convince his sister and mother to have chips implanted in their arms, as well. He feels deeply guilty that he was unable to convince his sister, for reasons that must be all too obvious at this moment.”
Troy looked up at the night sky and shook his head. There was no real glow from anywhere. There were a billion stars sweeping across the water. 
“He thought about this quite a bit,” Jan said.
Troy nodded. “Yes. I agree.”
“He gave me the access codes to his GPS unit. I am tracking his location as we speak. He is being moved, which leads me to believe he is still alive. If he were dead, they would just dump the body and leave it behind. I also think we can guess with some amount of confidence that Goddard, Agent Gallo, and Agent Dubois are being held together, in a group. Or we can at least hope this.”
“Where is he?” Troy said. 
“He is traveling south through the Albanian countryside, now approaching the coastal city of Vlore, where the Albanian Riviera is considered to begin. He is moving at a pace that suggests he is in a car or truck of some kind.”
“Can you put eyes on it?” Troy asked. 
“It’s tricky. I’ve put in a request for a surveillance drone that normally monitors the Mediterranean for migrant and narcotics trafficking. But there are a lot of requests for these, and we’re not supposed to have personnel in Albania at this time. So we have to maintain secrecy to some degree.”
“We should have drones of our own,” Troy said. 
“Even if we did, it would take quite a while to get them to your vicinity.”
All right. This conversation was decidedly too relaxed and theoretical for Troy’s tastes.
“We killed a bunch of their guys, Jan. And now they have our guys captured, including your friend Dubois. We have big trouble. I’m a little worried right now. I need to know where they are, what they’re riding in, and where they end up. And I need weapons. A lot of weapons. Big ones.”
They were in a car or a truck or a van. He was in a boat, parked in the middle of nowhere. He was going to have to go find a city and steal a ride. 
“I understand the urgency, Agent Stark, and I’m on it. I’m not sure about obtaining the weapons you need, but I will see what I can do. As for the destination, I’m watching them right now. As soon as I know where they stop, you will know. For now, they are moving south. If you can do the same, I recommend it.”
“Okay, Jan. Thank you. I’m going to head south. Call me on my real phone, if you don’t mind. I’m about to burn this one.”
“Of course,” Jan said.
The call went dead. 
Troy stood and dropped the telephone to the splintered wood of the pier. He raised his boot and brought it down hard on the phone, cracking the plastic casing apart. He did it again. And again. And again. Then he kicked the shattered remnants off the boards and into the water.
“So much for Qemal.”
He still had one more phone. It was time to get back in the boat and keep pushing south. 
Then he heard a sound and looked into the trees.
A car of some kind had just pulled up to the end of the road. The person was driving without headlights, but Troy could hear the engine die. 
He went down to one knee, pulled his gun, and aimed it at the far end of the pier. In a moment, a man appeared there, emerging from the fog. He was relatively short by Troy’s standards, with dark hair. He wore blue jeans, a light jacket, and boots. He was carrying something in his left hand. 
The man ignored the gun pointed at him. His handsome face was calm, relaxed, well-rested. He walked along the pier as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He walked to Troy, then placed the item in his hand at Troy’s feet.  
It was a can. Rock Star Zero.
“I thought you might want that,” Alex said. 
Only now Troy remembered activating the GPS tracker and putting it in his pocket. The mysterious Alex was here. That didn’t save the day, but it got Troy back in the game.
“How’d you get here so quickly?” he said. 
“We tracked your plane leaving London this morning,” Alex said. “So we knew you were in Albania. And we knew you were onto something hot, because you had no authorization to come here. I’ve been in the country since late this afternoon. You turned on the GPS a few hours ago. It took me a little while to catch up.”
“I need weapons,” Troy said. “My partner got kidnapped. I need to head south.” 
Alex nodded. “I know. I have a parabolic microphone in the jalopy back there. I was listening to your conversation. Sorry.”
“Can you get me the weapons?”
Alex shrugged. “Yeah. I think so.”
Now Troy smiled. He was tired, but it felt like a real smile.
“Then what are we waiting for?”
 
***
 
“Do you know about Mateos Baruti?” the man said.
Troy shook his head. “No.”
“Well, I think you’re going to find out pretty soon.”
“Who is he?”
Troy and Alex had driven to this place in an old green Land Rover that you would see crossing the Serengeti plain during the 1960s. Where Alex came by this stuff Troy had no idea.
They were in an oceanfront apartment in a high-rise building. There was a cool ocean breeze that carried salt air through the open sliding doors. There was an overhead fan in the living room blowing the night air around. Outside, the dark sea was choppy with ridges of white foam. You could hear the small waves break along the shoreline, and the shouts and laughter of people walking by.
The apartment was dirty, and dim, and smelled like machine grease. The man had a series of folding tables lined up underneath the ceiling fan. On the tables were guns. Not just guns, but also ammunition, incendiaries, a couple of suicide vests with explosives, nails and detonators all packed and ready, and even a shoulder-fired rocket with one reload.
Troy had put aside a well-maintained MAC-10 submachine gun with five 30-round magazines, a small pocket pistol with a calf holster and three 8-round mags for that, three concussion grenades, and half a dozen black M18 US military surplus, canister-style smoke grenades. There was also a well-beaten leather scabbard with a serrated hunting knife. This was his shopping cart. A lot of the gear the guy had could generously be construed as junk. But this stuff looked okay.
The man called himself Shabah, Arabic for “ghost.” He was tall and slim with a long black beard and a head going bare. He wore a generic blue baseball cap to disguise the baldness. He had a nervous habit of removing the cap and then putting it back on again, somewhat defeating its purpose.  
They were in the beach town of Dhermi, in southern Albania. Troy had no idea how this guy came to be here, how a solo freelancer had permission to operate, or how Alex knew him. 
“Mateos is the head of the Baruti clan,” Shabah said. He spoke English perfectly. It was hard to place his accent. “He’s probably the worst person in the whole country. If the Baruti took your friends, he’s ultimately who you’re up against.”
Troy was moving slowly around the other tables, looking for anything else that might catch his eye. He needed to go in hard. He needed to hit with devastating effect. He kept glancing back at that shoulder-fired rocket. Did he trust it? 
It would be difficult to transport.
Hmmmm. 
“Tell me about him,” Troy said. 
“He’s what you Americans would call a hillbilly. Maybe he’s forty or forty-five years old. He grew up in the rural north, near the border with Kosovo and Montenegro. Cow country. He was a kid when communism collapsed. Suddenly there were no rules. His first crimes as a teenager—you’d think it was a joke. Theft. Intimidation. He would steal cows and goats and claim they were his. If the owners tried to take them back, he would just kill the animal he stole. If I can’t have it, you can’t have it. Then he got smarter. If the owner came to get his cow back, he would threaten the man’s family. Then he moved on to kidnapping. You want your cow? I’ll take your daughter.”
“Psychopath,” Troy said. 
He looked at Alex. Alex seemed noncommittal. He wasn’t saying much.
“That’s right,” Shabah said. 
“I’ve dealt with psychopaths before.”
“Mmmm,” Shabah said. “I don’t doubt it. As psychopaths go, this is a clever one. He has learned to speak several languages. Italian, English, French, Spanish, a bit of Arabic, of course. He’s made powerful friends. He has working relationships with the ’Ndrangheta clans, across the water in Calabria. The Italians and the Albanians have a good feeling for each other. It’s all about family ties to both of them. With Italian backing, the Baruti are growing in strength and influence. Three months ago, Mateos had Fabian Ulic killed. Ulic was sixty-two years old. Rumor has it that they fed him alive—to a shark, or pigs, or a bear. Some animal. His body was never found. Fabian Ulic was the head of his own clan. You don’t do things like that. Now there’s a war on.”
He paused, and that seemed like it might be the end of the story. But then he continued.
“I hear Mateos likes sword fighting. He’s been practicing at it since he was young. Sometimes, when they capture someone alive, he challenges the person to a duel, with swords. If he wins, he chops the person’s head off.”
“And if he loses?” Troy said. 
“He’s never lost.”
These were the people who had Dubois prisoner, not to mention Gallo and Goddard. Troy looked at the MAC-10. He was just going to carve up the bad guys with bullets. Never mind the swordplay. Never mind the wild animals.
“These stories are all very gruesome,” he said. “How do you stay alive, if you don’t mind my asking? You seem to be on your own.”
“Looks are deceiving,” Shabah said. “I’m protected from the gangs.”
“Are you Albanian?”
Shabah shook his head. “Moroccan by birth.”
“Who protects you?”
“Stark,” Alex said. He ran a hand across his own throat, like a cutting motion.
Shabah raised a hand. “No. It’s a fair question. The biggest gangs I know of are governments. The other gangs couldn’t exist without them.” He gestured out the sliding doors at the Adriatic Sea. “There’s a lot of water out there, but we’re surprisingly close to North Africa. Sometimes guns, and money, and even people need to be infiltrated. Other times people need to be extricated, yeah? Sometimes in a hurry. There’s a small cove not far from here, called the Bay of Grama. It’s in a little wilderness, surrounded by bluffs. It’s perfect for loading and unloading small, fast boats in something like total secrecy.”
Troy looked at Shabah. Their eyes met. 
“You understand?” Shabah said. 
Troy nodded. “I do.”
He gestured at the MAC and the other weapons on his table.
“How much for these?”
Shabah seemed to calculate a price in his head. But then Alex stepped close to him and whispered something in his ear. Shabah listened, then looked at Troy again. 
He smiled. “Your money is no good here. But your friend’s credit is perfect.”
“Thank you.” 
Troy began to load up the weapons. 
“If you run into Mateos Baruti,” Shabah said, “do everybody a favor and kill him, if you can. Albania will be a better country without him.”
He paused, as if thinking about what he had just said.
“This will be a better world without him.” 



CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
 
Time Unknown
Inside a Box
Moving Fast
On the Water
 
It was dark inside the funeral casket. 
Dubois lay there, feeling the soft lining of the coffin against her, the vibration of the hearse as it rolled down the road, taking her to the cemetery to be buried. 
She had died, and she was inside a coffin, like a dead person should be.
She’d had trouble breathing when she first climbed inside. But she found the casket was big enough that it gave her the air she needed… to do what? 
To stay alive.
When they shut the lid on her, and the deep blackness came, she panicked. The dark was so total, it didn’t matter if she opened or shut her eyes. As soon as she heard them close the clasps, locking her inside, Dubois started screaming and kicking at the walls of her tomb.
“Relax,” someone said. The voice already sounded far away. “You can breathe. We’ll arrive at your destination soon.” 
In the darkness, she saw her parents. Her beloved, handsome father in his paratrooper dress uniform, dead these many years, waiting to receive her across the River of the Dead. Her beautiful mother, dressed in yoga pants and a sports bra. Her mother stayed fit and active and alive, and had now lost her only daughter.
Time passed in the coffin, and Dubois must have fallen asleep at some point. She knew it was later now because she couldn’t hear people speaking anymore, and she could feel the hearse moving. As they rolled along, she noticed some things about her surroundings. She could breathe easily, and fresh sea air was getting in from somewhere. She could also see a little bit—she wasn’t in utter darkness. She was lying on some ropes and there was a small anchor near her head—she could just make out the lines of it. It was the kind of anchor you would throw over the side of a small motorboat. 
Dubois snapped awake. She wasn’t dead. 
Until a moment ago, she had been wandering in some other world—a world beyond pain or thoughts, without feelings or experiences. She had drifted along in that world, thinking she must have died. It didn’t feel sad or tragic to be dead. It felt fine. There was just that sense of loneliness for her mother. Then a thought flashed in her brain, like lightning. 
None of this was real. None of it had happened. It was all just a dream. She had fallen asleep and was in her flat in Madrid, in her own bed.
But she was wrong. No, she wasn’t dead. Yes, this was real. 
Her head hurt. A lot. It was a sort of jaw-clenching pain that started in her forehead, but seemed to go all the way down her neck to her shoulders. Then the memory resurfaced. A man had butted her in the head with the stock of his rifle. 
No wonder it hurts.
She was in an enclosed space that was shaking and rattling. There were sickening lurches. She could hear motors, and besides the smell of the sea, she could also smell the stench of oil and exhaust. In fact, that was the stronger smell. It reeked inside here. 
She was on her side, and her arms were bound behind her back. The anchor, the smells, the movement—she was on a boat. Now all the memories came back. She and Gallo had been in a warehouse on a wharf. They’d been outgunned and surrounded. The men might have been members of the Baruti gang. It seemed so, but it wasn’t guaranteed. 
They had knocked her and Gallo unconscious, and now she was on a motorboat, inside some kind of equipment storage.
“Gallo?” she said, keeping her voice low. “Gallo?”
No answer. She kicked behind her—at least her legs were free. But she kicked the wall of the storage bin. She pressed with her feet below her—another wall there. It was a tiny space. Gallo wasn’t in here with her. 
With her fingers, she tested the device that was binding her wrists. It was a pair of old police handcuffs—steel manacles with a chain connecting them. The chain had a little bit of slack. She felt the lock mechanism. These were perhaps the easiest bindings to pick in the entire world—but you needed the right tool, and she would have to get her hands in front of her. It wasn’t possible while confined in this space.
She tried to take a deep breath, but the sea air was marred by the oil and exhaust smells. 
The boat was slowing down. She didn’t know what that meant. She had no idea how long she had been here. She could be far out to sea, or on the other shore of a small lake.
It slowed all the way, the engine idling in neutral now. The boat rose and fell on the swells. Outside her dark space, men were talking and shouting again. They spoke Albanian. Dubois understood enough. She focused hard on what they were saying. 
“All right, all right. Tie it up. Tie it up.”
“Watch out for this one. He’s a wise ass. He wants a bullet in his mouth.”
“Let’s go! We don’t have all night.”
On the other side of the box, someone put a key in a lock and began to open the clasps. The lid opened, and what seemed like bright light came streaming in. Dubois closed her eyes against it.
“Come on, little girl. We’re here.”
“Where?” Dubois said. Her voice was raspy.
“You’ll see. Don’t ask too many questions. It’s better for you.”
The man’s strong hands reached down and lifted her out of the storage bin. He set her on her feet. Dubois was unsteady. Her head was still clouded and the boat was rolling with the sea.
They were on a tiny motorboat, tied alongside a much larger boat. Dubois gazed up at it. It was a giant pleasure yacht, its decks lit up in the night.
The yacht could easily house fifty people at a time, with three decks, a large hot tub at the front. It was a floating palace, a sort of opulent resort on the water. The outside was painted white to brighten the night, making it a glowing beacon.
There didn’t seem to be many people on it. A large Zodiac-style dinghy hung from a winch at the back. There was a small pilot house with a couple of men inside. And there were two men coming down a staircase to the swimming deck where this motorboat was tied.
The smell of salt and the sea was thick in the air, as was the smell of grease and smoke from the speedboat engines.
The two men reached the swimming deck. They had dark hair and dark eyes. They reached their arms across to the motorboat.
“Okay, give. Pass the luggage.”
The strong man with Dubois lifted her onto the gunwale. She teetered there, with the man supporting her. Her arms bound behind her back didn’t help her balance any. If the man let her go, she would probably fall into the sea.
The two new men grabbed her, four hands around her waist, and took possession of her. They lifted her onto the swimming deck.
“It wasn’t my idea,” the big man on the motorboat said.
One of the men on the swimming deck nodded. 
“I know. It’s just a time problem. We’re late enough as it is, without added delays.”
“It came straight from the top.”
“Top. Bottom. It’s all the same.”
Dubois glanced back. The man was already untying the motorboat. “I wouldn’t let HIM hear you say that.”
The two men on the deck laughed. “No one said anything.”
The run across the water, with Dubois stuffed in the storage locker, had all been to bring her to this yacht. It must be the boat of a wealthy man. She had a moment where she considered that she had been brought out here to be the plaything of the owner. They couldn’t do that to her. She was an officer of Interpol. But she also didn’t want to raise that point. She could end up a corpse weighted at the bottom of the sea.
“Who’s here?” she said. 
“Oh, just some friends you are going to meet in a few moments. Don’t worry. You will like them very much.”
One of the men took Dubois’s jaw in his hand. He turned her face this way and that. He sighed.
“Very pretty. Very sexy. The things I would like to do with you. Alas, the job forbids this.”
“Allah forbids it,” the other man said. 
This one laughed. “Allah most definitely does not forbid it.”
Now they both laughed.
The motorboat was leaving. A horn sounded. The two men on the yacht raised their hands in goodbye. Dubois looked at them. Small, thin, but well-built in light jackets. They wore thick beards. They each had a handgun on a belt at their waists. 
They must have more weapons than that, maybe cached on the boat somewhere. It was a big boat. She gazed up at it. There was no party going on. There were no passengers gathered. Drinks were not being served. The decks were empty.
Two men. Two more in the pilot house. I count four men on the whole boat.
They walked her up the steep stairs and along a short narrow hall. The hall dead-ended in a door with no window and a heavy latch. She swayed with the movement of the boat and bumped into the wall on her right side. 
“Steady,” one of the men said. 
“You have her?” the other said.
“I got her.”
One man left, going back the way they had just come. The other turned a key in the lock and pulled down the latch. He yanked the door open. It was dark inside there. 
Dubois struggled, pushing against the man. 
“Careful, honey. Careful. It’s a little tricky to manage these steps.”
He pushed her across the threshold, and she stumbled on a steel lip that rose from the floor. 
“See? Careful. If you fight, I might drop you.”
He walked her down another flight of stairs into a deep black nothing. In a moment, they were at the bottom of the stairs. They stood together. The only light in the place was coming from the open door above and behind them.
He gripped the chain between her manacles and held her in place. A second later, a small penlight came on in his other hand.
Dubois nearly screamed. 
There was a very low ceiling. On the floor of this hold were ten or more young women and girls. Maybe as many as a dozen. Each sat or sprawled with their arms bound behind them, chained to the wall of the chamber. In the dark, the women looked like wild animals, or imaginary creatures from a child’s nightmare. 
Their eyes shone in the weak light streaming from the man’s hand. The eyes were wide, like saucers. Their hair was disheveled. In some cases, makeup or mascara had run down their faces, creating fright masks of horror and fear. 
“What terrible new thing is about to happen?” the faces all seemed to say.
“Here’s a spot for you,” the man said, his voice almost cheerful.
He brought Dubois across the dark hold and pushed her to her knees. 
Fight. Fight him now. It’s your only chance.
A storm of adrenaline raged inside her. But no. She wouldn’t fight. Another part, perhaps a more rational part, told her to wait. She was not frozen. She was calculating. This was not the last chance, and with her hands tied like this, it was no chance at all.
The man worked behind her. She heard him attach her chain to some kind of clip or clasp back there. Then he gave the chain a firm tug.
“Good. You’re settled here. Please make yourself comfortable, like the rest of our guests. It’s a bit of a journey ahead of us, but with a little luck, we’ll unload you all tomorrow sometime.”
He stood and went back to the staircase. 
“If you have any needs or concerns in the night, please do call out. I’ll be happy to ignore you.”
He made a small sound, as if he was chuckling to himself.
“Yes, I know you’re dirty and hungry and probably thirsty. Your new owner will feed and bathe you when the time comes, so just be patient.”
He went up the stairs and closed the door. Instantly, the hold was plunged into total darkness again. Dubois listened as the man reengaged the lock.
She took a deep breath. The smell in here was not good. It smelled like sweat, and body odor, and fear, and other things she didn’t want to think about. 
She had found the missing women. The only problem was now she was one of them.
“Margaret?” she said quietly. “Margaret Grayson? Are you in here?”
A small voice answered. It sounded like the voice of a mouse. “Yes. They call me Maggie.”
“Okay. Maggie.”
Dubois wracked her mind for the name of another missing woman. There had been one recently, just before Maggie Grayson. The one who went to high tea at the hotel in Piccadilly Circus. She was Goddard’s sister. 
Amy, but not Amy Goddard. 
Amy…
“Amy Hegel, are you here?”
“Yes,” a stronger voice said. “I’m Amy.”
“Amy, I know your brother George.”
“Georgie?” the voice said. “Is he with you?”
“No, but I’m here,” Dubois said.
Dubois had to get herself untied, then she could start on the rest of these women. They were out in the ocean, no land in sight—or none that Dubois had seen. There wasn’t much hope of rescue, so they would have to try to rescue themselves. 
One good sign: there were only a handful of traffickers on the boat. 
They must be using this yacht as a cover story in case they ran into a coast guard—they were just delivering a pleasure boat across the Mediterranean to its owner. Nothing to see here. Yachts that were being delivered operated with skeleton crews. 
Dubois needed to get these handcuffs in front of her. She tested the slack again. There was a little bit, maybe enough. There was plenty of room for her to move.
“I’ve come to rescue you,” she said. “I’ve come to rescue you all.” 



CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
 
Late at Night
An abandoned ruin
In the mountains near Pilur
Albanian Riviera, Albania
 
“This is inhumane,” Carl Gallo said. “You can’t do this.”
“You would like it better if I just shot you, yeah?” an Albanian gangster said.
Gallo shook his head. “That’s not what I’m talking about. You know that.”
Shaking his head was not a good idea. The mere action made him feel like he might puke. Someone had clocked him in the head with a rifle butt. His head was still throbbing. His skull felt like it might be cracked. His wrists were cuffed behind his back. One of these punks had stolen his leather jacket. His shirt was ripped. It wasn’t that cold, so he didn’t really care.
He was having a bad night.
He stood with George Goddard at the edge of what must have once been an Olympic-sized swimming pool. The Albanian gang had brought them here. Gallo wasn’t even sure how or when Goddard had reappeared. They hadn’t had any time alone, and Gallo didn’t want to give away Stark’s location, if Goddard knew it. 
Goddard was completely shirtless. His wrists were also bound behind his back. The lower part of his face was covered in caked blood. Someone had hit him and his nose had bled like a faucet. Goddard was a very fit and muscular kid. They had probably given him the business—a little bit extra—in the hopes of making him docile. It seemed to have worked.  
This was some kind of health or exercise facility in the mountains, very close to the coast. The communists were all about public health, right? They were all about athletics. They wanted to prove to the West that communism bred supermen, so they spent a lot of time and money on sports. Gallo had seen places like this going to seed all over the former communist world. 
There was this large in-ground pool, which during the daytime probably had a great view of the sea. There was a fenced-in asphalt court, maybe a basketball court, though the baskets were long gone. There was what looked like an old running track, grass growing high in the middle of it and all around it. In the distance, there was a sort of brutalist three-story dormitory-type building that Joseph Stalin couldn’t have designed better if he did it himself. Most of the windows appeared to have been broken, probably by kids throwing rocks. 
The campus was lit up, to put it generously, by about eight or ten tall yellow lamps that were still functioning. Another thirty or forty of them were permanently out. 
An old iron or steel railing surrounded the pool. It was probably added after communism collapsed, and the place closed. A chunk of the railing was missing at the pedestal where one of the diving boards used to be. They were standing at that open space where the railing was missing—it served as a sort of gate to access the remains of the pool. Half a dozen gangsters stood behind Gallo and Goddard, apparently ready to push them in.
The pool itself was wrecked. It must have sprung a leak at some point, and someone had come and excavated it. With what purpose in mind wasn’t clear. What was clear was that the hole was much deeper than the original pool. The tiles of the pool wall went down the sides to a certain depth, and below that it was just naked rock and dirt. The bottom was easily two stories below where they were standing.
There was a large white Bengal tiger at the bottom of the pool. Gallo estimated it was about ten feet long, which would make it an adult male. A few minutes after this group of people had appeared above the pool, the tiger had emerged out of the shadows, walked over, sprawled out on the ground, and watched them. In fact, he never took his eyes off them. He knew what was coming next.
It was dinner time.
“It’s inhuman to feed you to a tiger?” a gangster said. The one or two others who could speak English laughed.
“It’s inhumane, you dope. It’s inhumane to keep a tiger at the bottom of a pool.”
Someone clapped Gallo on the back.
“You’re in good company, my friend. This is how Ulic died. You’ll probably find his bones down there. If you live long enough.”
“The tiger is happy,” someone else said. “He gets plenty to eat.”
Gallo sighed and shook his head. These guys were idiots. 
Gallo was an idiot, too. He had accepted fifty grand to ride with Troy Stark again. It was all just to figure out if Stark knew anything about a Cold War fantasy weapon that had never worked in four decades of attempts. But someone had heard a rumor from someone else that maybe there had been a breakthrough, but the guy who made the supposed breakthrough was dead, and so…
Now Gallo was about to fall two stories into a pit with a hungry tiger.
And Stark wasn’t even here. 
What an ending.
“You have to take my handcuffs off,” Gallo said. “You owe me that much.”
“We owe you nothing. You killed Kelmendi. You’re lucky to live this long. Enjoy your last moments.”
Gallo craned his neck to see the man who was talking. He was a young guy, clean shaven, with thick dark hair. It was piled up on top of his head, like some kind of black whipped-cream dessert. He must hold it in place with mousse, or grease, or goop.
The guy smiled. “The night air. The cool breeze. It’s nice. Enjoy it.”
“I popped three of you punks,” Gallo said. “I was barely even trying. But that doesn’t mean you can just push me in with my hands tied behind my back. I’ll break my legs when I land. I won’t even have a chance against that thing.”
The guy shook his head. “Don’t worry. You won’t have a chance anyway.”
Suddenly, Goddard was in motion. He tried to push his way through the men behind him. It must have just occurred to him that the end was coming, and he was nowhere near his goal.
“I need to see my sister,” he said. “I need to talk to her.”
The men grabbed him. There was some struggle holding him. Goddard was strong.
“Goddard, relax.”
“I need to see my sister!”
He was starting to raise his voice.
Gallo grunted. This was about to get ugly.
Behind him, the men were punching Goddard. There was the sound of fists pummeling flesh. They shoved him to his knees. Guys were taking free punches now, free kicks. 
Gallo watched, helpless to do anything. The question was: Did this help him? Could he run? Could he break through these guys and run down that hill without getting shot?
No. Probably not. 
“Listen, cut it out,” Gallo said. “Look, you guys.”
He tried to push his body into the crowd of men beating Goddard. One of them, a big guy, grabbed Gallo and spun him around. Gallo, his arms bound, his head pounding, couldn’t do anything to stop him. The guy frog-marched Gallo toward the missing piece of railing above the pool.
“We are finished with you.”
“Wait, wait…”
“Goodbye.” 
The opening was RIGHT THERE.
The guy wasn’t slowing down at all. He had Gallo by the collar of his ripped shirt, the shirt bunched up, and by his shackled wrists.
Two stories below, the tiger perked up and lifted its head. 
Here comes dinner.
Gallo fell to one knee, dragging the man with him. Gallo rolled forward, right to the edge of the fall. The man went over the top of Gallo’s back, sliding with Gallo’s momentum. 
“No!”
Gallo managed to hook one leg on the ragged edge of the railing to his left. The man went over the side, but gripped Gallo’s shirt with both hands. Gallo was being choked by the bunched up collar. They hung there, in suspended animation, for what seemed like a long time.
The shirt ripped and shredded, tearing away from Gallo’s body. 
Gallo heard the man fall, but didn’t see it. His body landed with a THUMP. Gallo hooked another leg into the railing. He was hanging upside down by the legs, his arms bound behind him. In a minute, or a second, those other guys were going to notice what just happened here. 
That would be bad.
Gallo hung there. He looked below him. The guy who had fallen was sprawled on his back. The tiger was on top of him. 
Don’t want to see that.
Gallo stared up at the sky instead.  
“Amy!” Goddard shrieked, his voice echoing off the surrounding hillsides. 
“Amy Hegel!”
 
***
 
“Did you hear that?” Troy said. 
Alex grunted. He turned his head to look at Troy.
“Did I hear it? How could I not?”
They were driving slowly in the Land Rover, the windows open. They were on a dirt and gravel road along a hillside. The road barely existed anymore. In the distance, to their right and far below, was the Adriatic Sea. A misstep with this car, and they could take a long tumble.
On their left, the hill continued upward, grassy and rocky, toward the top of the ridge. It was a dark night, but there was faint yellow light coming down from above them.
Jan Bakker had sent Troy the GPS coordinates where Goddard was located. The red dot signal was superimposed on a map of the area. It was in the middle of something called Qender Sportive Pilur, which appeared to be at the end of this road. The road went straight ahead maybe another quarter of a mile, then wrapped back this way. It was a switchback.
Which meant that Qender Sportive Pilur was right above them.
The sound came again, a man screaming, the voice echoing across the wide open lands. It sounded almost like the shriek of a wild cat in heat.
It also sounded like:
“Amy Hegel!”
“Holy moly,” Troy said. “That’s Goddard.”
Troy scanned the hillside above them. He could find a path up that way. It was steep, there were towering boulders and what looked like loose rocks and scree, but it could be done.
“I’m gonna get out here,” he said. “Stop the car. If we bring it all the way up…”
“They hear us and we lose the element of surprise,” Alex said. 
Troy nearly laughed. “Thanks. You should do my thinking for me.”
He had the MAC-10 on his lap. He ejected the magazine and checked it one last time. He had four more magazines in his pockets. His hands moved over the gun, with minds of their own. They moved fast, fluid, perfect. 
“Fire, mag dump, eject, reload.”
“You got it,” Alex said.
Troy’s hand strayed to the belt at his waist. The hunting knife was on his belt, still in its leather scabbard. The blade was about six inches long. It was sharp. It was serrated. You could clean a fish with it. 
“Do me a favor,” he said. “Pull the car horizontal across the road. Don’t let anybody come driving out of there. Force them to choose. Either stop, or drive off the road and down the cliffs. Engage if you want, but you don’t have to. Just don’t let them leave.”
Alex nodded. “Got it. Good luck.”
Troy looked at him. Their eyes met. “They have my partner. I am all the way out of mercy, brother. Zero. Empty.”
“I have no qualms,” Alex said.
Troy nodded and climbed out of the car. He crossed the road and began to move up the steep hillside. Large rocks and boulders of all shapes and sizes littered the way, the largest the size of a barn, others smaller but more jagged and jutting at awkward angles. There were some low bushes here and there, and some tall grasses to his right.
The moon had emerged from behind some clouds. It rode high now. It was the brightest thing in the sky. It shone blue-white, revealing all the crags and cracks and crevices, all the splinters and fault lines in the rocks. It seemed to illuminate each individual rock, boulder, bush, and blade of grass.
Troy could hear the wind rustling in the grasses, and louder than that, his own sharp breathing.
He moved quickly, the gun slung over his back, bent over, nearly on all fours at times, his hands picking rocks to grab and pull him forward. His heart raced as he ascended, sweat beading on his forehead. He had to keep moving, and he pushed himself to go as fast as he could.
As he neared the top, he could see a figure standing at the peak, silhouetted against the sky. 
Troy slowly crept forward, his footsteps silent on the rocky terrain. The figure remained motionless, as if waiting for him. It was a man. He had a rifle cradled in his arms. The gang had posted a sentry.
Troy was calm.  
He stopped and let his heart slow down.
It’s a bad guy. That’s all it is.
Troy couldn’t shoot the man because that would alert the others. But he did have the knife.
He slowly drew the knife from his belt, feeling the smooth wood of the grip in his hand. The grip had a metal hand guard at the top, and he wedged his hand up against it. 
He crept closer, his footsteps light and silent. The sentry was still motionless, his attention fixed on something along the ridge.
Troy stayed low, creeping closer.
Closer.
The man was ten feet away, just above him, standing on a low boulder.
Troy lunged forward, scrabbling madly over the terrain. At the last second, the man heard him. But then Troy was there, burying the knife deep into the sentry’s back. The man let out a choked gasp, but then Troy clamped his free hand over the man’s mouth. 
Troy pulled the knife out, then slashed it across the man’s throat, finishing him.
The man’s rifle fell from his hands, clattering beside him. His legs went out from under him, and Troy lowered him quietly to the ground.
Now Troy was on his knees next to the dead man. He looked around, head on a swivel, checking the nearby vicinity. There was no movement, no sign that anyone else had heard the commotion. Wind rustled in the high grasses.
Blood was pumping from the man’s throat, spreading like a lake across the boulder.
The man’s eyes were wide open. 
He was as dead as they come.
Troy gazed across the top of the hill. There were lights up here, left over from whatever this place once was. In the middle distance, not far, there was a knot of people near a low fence. 
Troy stared at them. 
He sheathed the knife. He unslung the MAC-10 and brought it around to the front.
There was a wide tree maybe ten meters in front of him and to his left. It would get him a bit closer to those people and give him better cover. He jumped up and ran low. 
In four or five seconds, he was at the tree. He took the binoculars out of his jacket and poked his head around the side of the tree. 
A handful of guys milled around, maybe five of them. They were clearly delineated in the light from the moon, and from the overhead lamps. 
Another guy was on his knees, and surrounded.
Goddard.
As Troy watched, Goddard threw his head back and screamed again, like he was a wolf, howling at the moon.
Troy raised the MAC. 
He stepped out from behind the tree and let it rip. 
DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH.
The sound was LOUD. The gun bucked in his hands, but he rode the recoil easily. He bunched his shots, firing above Goddard, at the upper chests of his assailants. Three of the men surrounding Goddard fell right away. Two started to run.
They ran like rabbits, startled and not even sure what they were running from. 
One was hit. He lurched and stumbled, running like a monster from a horror movie. He seemed to trip over his own feet. He fell to the ground and did not get up. 
The other one sprinted, running hard.
Troy drew a bead on that second guy.
DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH. 
He sprayed him and cut him down. 
Now Troy moved to where Goddard was. Goddard had collapsed to his side when the gunfire started.
 Troy walked up to him. “Goddard. Are you shot?”
Goddard said nothing. He wasn’t moving.
“Goddard! Are you shot?” 
“No.”
“Stark!”
Troy looked to his right, where the low fence was. 
“Stark! Down here!”
Troy moved to the fence. A man was hanging upside down, his legs wrapped around the railing. The legs were thick and strong. The man was shirtless, like Goddard was.
Gallo. Hanging upside down. Gallo smiled.
“Hi, Stark. Right on time. They were about to feed us to the lions.”
Troy put the MAC on the ground. He went to Gallo, grabbed him by the belt, and dragged him up the side of the cliff he was dangling from.
Troy glanced down at the pool on the other side of the low railing. It was more than just a pool—it was a deep hole in the ground. And there was a tiger at the bottom. It was crouched on top of something. 
“There’s a tiger down there,” he said.
Gallo was on the ground. He nodded. “I know. A guy just became his lunch.”
Troy looked away from the tiger. He had exactly one thing on his mind.
“Where’s Dubois?”
“Nice to see you, too,” Gallo said. “I’m glad you’re alive.”
“Gallo, where’s Dubois?”
Gallo shook his head. “I don’t know. I got knocked out. She was gone when I woke up. They wouldn’t say anything about it.”
A surge of terror swept through Troy. It was a strange and terrible feeling. And it was new. He’d never felt anything quite like it before. Dubois was not here. That was the worst possible news. 
The missing women weren’t here, either. It was just Goddard and Gallo, a tiger, and a bunch of dead guys.
“We gotta find her,” Troy said. 
“We need to find my sister,” Goddard said, still lying on his side. His face was a bloody wreck. 
“How do you propose we do that?” Gallo said. 
Troy was silent for a long moment. The guy who had first run was on the ground a little bit away. His body rose and fell as he gasped for air. There was blood everywhere around him. Not much information was going to come from him. He was a goner. 
“Mateos Baruti,” Troy said. “The big boss. He must know where they are. I guess we’ll just go and see him. Enough of this dealing with underlings.”
It was probably going to cause trouble. It might even cause an international incident. Baruti probably did everything he could to distance himself from criminal activities. He probably only touched legal, legitimate businesses. He was probably surrounded by layers of security. And as Shabah had told Troy, Baruti had powerful friends. The Italian mob was one thing. But Baruti probably had any number of prominent Albanian politicians and lawmen in his pocket. They would cry to Interpol, to the United Nations, to whoever would listen. 
This was going to be an overstep, and Troy didn’t care.  
“I love it,” Gallo said. “If you would kindly undo these handcuffs, then we can go for a nice visit.” 
Troy glanced down into the pool again. The tiger was busy devouring whoever was with him at the bottom. It was brutal. These were bad, bad guys.
“I heard a rumor,” Troy said. “That’s how Fabian Ulic bought it. They fed him to a wild animal. But they didn’t say it was a tiger.”
Now Goddard spoke up again. 
“It can’t be legal, can it? You can’t keep a tiger in a pool.”
Troy glanced at him. 
Goddard still hadn’t made any attempt to stand. He looked like he had been clocked in the head one too many times.
“No,” Gallo said. “I think there’s probably laws against it.”
Gallo wasn’t trying to stand either. 
The sense of urgency came roaring back again. The clock was ticking, for Dubois, and for all of the missing women. They could already be out of the country. They could be dead. Any number of horrible scenarios could have already come to pass. 
Mateos Baruti was going to talk, or he was going to taste Troy’s gun in his throat. Maybe he would do both. 
“We gotta go,” Troy said. 



CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
 
Time Unknown
In the Dark
On a Boat
 
This is wonderful.
Dubois was upside down in total darkness.
She had her back to the wall, her legs in the air. She had trained in various martial arts from the time she was a girl, never pursuing any of them all the way to the end. She was a dabbler, a dabbler in the fighting arts. But one thing they all shared was a focus on flexibility.
The human body could do amazing things.
There was a small amount of slack in the chain between her handcuffs. The chain was linked somehow to another chain hanging from the wall. She needed to slip the cuffs over her butt, then compress her upper body against her legs and slide the cuffs all the way down her legs. 
It was hard. All by itself, it was hard. The dark made it harder. Doing it upside down made it even harder. She didn’t see another way to do it. 
The boat rising and falling with the swells added another wrinkle.
She took a deep breath and held it.
On the exhale, she pushed the air out from her lungs, all the way out, emptying them. There was time, she knew that. You didn’t have to take another breath right away. 
Her butt was large for her body, large and round. She hadn’t thought of that as a handicap before. The chain caught coming around the meat of it. She pulled, pulled, and was over the hump. 
She gasped for air. “Aahhhh.”
She was still upside down, her legs in the air, her back on the floor. Her wrists were behind her thighs, the handcuffs tight around them. The feeling had gone out of her hands.
“Body control,” she whispered, to no one. 
Around her, in the dark, a few of the young women were crying.
She would have to tighten her abs, and use those core muscles to pull her upper body to her ankles. If she could do that…
She took another deep breath, held it, and exhaled all the way.
She pushed her body up along her legs, folded over now, face almost to her legs. She turned her face to the left and pressed her head against her shins. She fell sideways, letting her body fall, as she slid the cuffs along the back of her legs, and then up and over her boots. The chain got snagged on the heels of her boots for a second. But she worked it loose and pulled the chain all the way over her toes.
Her legs kicked away.
She took another gasp of air. She was on her side, the handcuffs in front of her now. She lay there for a little while, pressing her hands together, loosening the chain a bit, letting the feeling come back into her hands. In a moment, she began to have the uncomfortable sensation of pins and needles in both her hands and wrists, and then all the way up her forearms, but she welcomed it. 
I’m free.
Not all the way free. 
She bent her head to her hands. She had a lot of hair. It was her pride and joy. She held it in place using bobby pins. The hair was a mess now, matted and flattened. But there were probably still a few bobby pins in there. Her fingers searched through her Afro until they found a pin. She took it out, held it to her mouth, and used her teeth to pull the rubber tip off one end of the pin.
Now she was in business. All she needed to do was open one cuff. The second one would be easy.   Picking locks was something she had spent a full day on back in some training or other. She had been a natural at it, and still practiced from time to time. Handcuffs were the easiest ones—handcuffs, as a rule, were meant as a temporary solution to the problem of controlling and transporting a prisoner.  
Might as well get started. She inserted the bobby pin into the lock mechanism and bent the pin into an S shape. Now the pin was a lock pick. She inserted the pick into the upper cut-out of the lock, and pointed it in the direction the cuff would slide to close. The pick was resting under the handcuff housing. She added a small amount of pressure, increasing the tension. 
It was almost like having a key to the cuff. The tension mimicked the key pressing against the lock mechanism. She pushed and pushed. The pin started to bend…
And the lock came open.
A long breath escaped her. She hadn’t realized she was holding it in. She smiled and slid the cuff backwards and out. One wrist was free.
“Voila,” she said, so low that it barely made a sound. 
She smiled and glanced around. Had anyone seen that?
No. It was too dark.
That was okay. She didn’t need an audience. What she needed to do, right now, was open the second cuff. She could not actually see the handcuff, but she had successfully done one already.
Like a blind diamond appraiser, working in darkness, she bent to her task.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
 
January 14
12:30 a.m. Central European Time
Pasuri Ullishte (Olive Grove Estate)
In the mountains near Upper Qeparo
Albanian Riviera, Albania
 
“This is very dangerous.”
Miquel Castro-Ruiz was on the phone. 
Alex was driving the Land Rover. Gallo and Goddard were in the back seat. Troy sat in the front seat, poring over old satellite imagery on his phone. Interpol had been monitoring Mateos Baruti for years. His home was a sprawling estate in these dusty mountains, high above the Adriatic Sea. 
They were moving through the moonlit dark, over dirt and gravel roads from the abandoned fitness center, to the estate less than ten miles away. It was slow going, with no man-made lights anywhere, steep rises and falls, and the occasional winding switchbacks climbing ever higher. Alex kept the car’s headlights off, so as not to attract unwanted attention.
“Is that a helicopter on his front lawn?” Troy said. 
“Yes,” Jan Bakker said. Everyone could hear him—Troy had the phone’s speakerphone feature on. “It’s not technically a lawn, in the sense that grass doesn’t grow very well there. But olive trees do grow. He has an entire orchard, which is thought to have been there since the 1500s. If you look, you can see the whole approach to the house is lined with olive trees.”
“Yeah, but the chopper?”
“He keeps a helicopter for personal use. There is a small, paved helipad. Bear in mind the imagery is perhaps a month old. I don’t know if the helicopter is there at this moment. I don’t know if Baruti himself is there.”
“This is very dangerous,” Miquel said again. “We’ve already killed Kelmendi. He was a valuable asset, not just to Interpol, but to many other agencies as well.” 
Something in Miquel’s voice—the pitch of it, maybe—held a nervousness Troy never got from Miquel. Yes, they had overstepped. Yes, they were going to overstep some more. Yes, people were going to get killed, and it was impossible to know at this moment who it would be. 
It was hard for Troy to take this concern seriously. Miquel had sent them to London. Miquel had sent them to Albania. Miquel had given them the Cyclops on a plate. Every step of the way, Miquel had encouraged them to go further. Now Dubois was gone, and it was a little late to worry about the danger, the potential for death or dismemberment, or the impact it might have on anyone’s career.
If Troy somehow got Dubois back, and that meant El Grupo Especial had to be disbanded and cast to the winds as a result, then so be it.
“We’ve also killed any number of Baruti clan members,” Miquel said. “It puts law enforcement at risk. It puts the captives at risk. Now you’re about to enter the heavily guarded compound of one of the region’s more powerful mafia bosses. You are all at risk.”
“Should we be talking about this stuff over the telephone?” Troy said.   
“No,” said Jan Bakker.
“That’s what I thought.”
“You should be aware of the possibility that he will use small surveillance drones to protect his property,” Jan said. “There is a chance—I’d say a good chance—that they will know you are coming before you arrive.”
Troy shrugged that off. “They already know we’re coming. Our footprints are all over this country. They stole our partner.” 
“They stole my sister,” Goddard said from the back.
“If they don’t realize that we’re coming…”
Troy shrugged. 
“…then I don’t know what to say about them. Listen, the best thing you can do is give us some idea of an assault plan. We’re going in either way.”
They were armed to the teeth, the way Troy liked it. They had the smoke grenades and the concussion grenades. They had confiscated the rifles from the squad of dead guys near the broken swimming pool. These were nice, relatively new semiautomatic AR-15 variants. Troy had given Gallo the MAC-10 and the remaining magazines. He had given Goddard his original Glock, which he had brought into the country with him.
Goddard… Troy didn’t want to think about it. The guy was not well, and in fact was probably hanging by a string. He was crazy, had been sliced with a knife and beaten to a pulp, and they were about to ride into battle with him. If Goddard survived, he survived. If he died, he died. If he ran off screaming down the hillsides, so be it. There was nothing anyone could do about it now.
Troy shook his head, to clear Goddard out of it. 
As for himself, Troy was going in with one of the AR-15s, the pocket pistol strapped to his calf, and the hunting knife he had just about beheaded that sentry with.
This was light, but he wanted to move fast. He only had one mag for the AR, so he was going to shoot it empty and then toss it.
“The estate lies in a small valley just below a nearby summit,” Jan said. “There will be a downhill switchback which brings you to the entry. There is a long, maybe one-hundred-meter straightaway to the front gate. If you haven’t been detected by then, you have a downhill run to the gate. I suggest ramming it. If you get stuck at the gate, you will be caught in a shooting gallery.”
The Land Rover rattled over the rutted and pitted road. It kicked up a trail of dust behind them. Troy glanced at Alex. Alex shrugged.
“I’ll drive that part,” Troy said.
To Alex, he mouthed the word: “Helicopter.”
They might need it. 
“Inside the compound, you will see the helipad to your far left. There is an approach to the house, as I indicated, flanked by olive trees. Depending on what weapons are employed, you may be able to use the trees as cover. I would expect gunmen at the gate, and then protecting the house. There are wide double doors at the front entryway. A successful breakthrough at the gate might suggest a relatively easy run to the house.”
“But it might not,” Gallo said.
“That’s right,” Jan said. “I don’t have real-time footage of the grounds. I can’t see where gunmen are deployed, or if there even are any.”
“Going in blind,” Gallo said.
“It’s all right,” Troy said. He stared at the map on his phone. They were getting close to the final switchback. “Going to hang up now. Thanks for the information.”
“Good luck,” Miquel said. 
“We’ll call soon,” Troy said. 
Now the call was gone and it was just the four of them, sitting on a dark, quiet road in the mountains. Far below, and to their right, were the lights of some town. The deep black dark of the sea was directly below and in front of them.  
A left turn, and a hard run downhill, and there was Mateos Baruti’s estate. Troy looked over there. Faint lights glowed over the top of the hillside. 
He looked at Alex.
“Nothing about this car is bulletproof,” Alex said. “The windows, the windshield, the metal—it’ll all get chewed up. You’re gonna have to ditch.”
Troy nodded. “Roger that. Check out that chopper for me, will you? If necessary, I’ll meet you at the pad.”
“If it’s there,” Alex said. 
“Good point.”
Alex opened his door. He slipped out of the car and carefully swung the door until it was almost, but not quite, closed. Without another word, he turned around and walked away. In another few seconds, he was just gone. He was a master of that—appearing and then disappearing. 
“Who is that guy?” Gallo said. 
Troy shrugged. “Nobody. Just some rideshare guy I hired. I don’t even know his name.”
“He gave you his car,” Goddard said. “And it’s a classic Land Rover.”
“I know,” Troy said. “But I paid him pretty well.”
He slid into the driver’s seat and quietly pulled the door shut. He reached into the well where the front passenger’s feet went, and pulled up the AR-15. He checked the magazine, then placed the gun on the seat next to him. 
He took a breath.
“You guys ready back there?”
“Yep,” Gallo said.
“Ready,” Goddard said.
“Gallo, you got those grenades? You ready with the MAC?”
“You know I am.”
“Light the place up, for real,” Troy said. “We’ll ditch this thing once we get past the gate and into the trees. I’m going to go straight for the house. Just tear everything to pieces for as long as you can. If you can take out every guard in front of the place, do it. Spare the helicopter. If we catch Baruti, we might need it. I doubt this car’s going anywhere after this.”
Alex had left the car running. Troy put it in gear and made the left turn. He paused at the top of the hill. The road ahead looked bumpy, just like the road behind. From here, he couldn’t quite tell where the gate was. But a car like this? It could take the lumps. He’d have it up to ramming speed by the time they hit the gate.
He took another breath, a deep one. 
“If you can start shooting those guys before we hit, it’ll probably help.”
“Got it.”
Behind Troy, he could hear both windows sliding down. They were the old kind, where you cranked them open with your hand.
“Ready?” he said. “Here we go.” 
He pressed the gas and the car took off down the rutted hill. Troy gripped the steering wheel tightly. The car bounced and jostled as it hurtled down the hill. The gate came into view. It was a metal gate with vertical spikes, mounted between two brick pillars. 
“Oh man. That thing looks heavy duty.”
They approached the gate. Troy slammed his foot on the gas pedal, the engine roaring now. The gate loomed larger and larger, but he didn’t falter. He was made for this kind of driving.
Three guards were standing at the gate, their guns held to their chests. In the dark, they were like shadows. They noticed the car, and they squatted into ready positions, guns swinging around.
Then Troy heard the sound of gunshots coming from the backseat, first on Gallo’s side, then on Goddard’s. But he didn’t dare take his eyes off the road ahead.
The guards evaporated, ducking back behind the stone walls.
Troy braced for impact. This was gonna hurt.
Here came the gate. It was tall. It was metal.
It was RIGHT THERE. 
BOOOM!
The car smashed into the gate, sending it flying off its hinges. Troy felt the impact, his body slamming against the steering wheel and then lurching back into the seat. He heard the sound of the front end crushing, and shattering glass as the windshield cracked and spider-webbed from the impact.
The car fishtailed, but he regained control, accelerating through the open gate and into the compound beyond.
A crackle of gunfire came from behind them.
THUNK! THUNK! THUNK!
Bullets hit the back of the car.
Suddenly, the driver’s side window smashed and blew in on top of Troy. He flinched, now covered in glass, but he kept driving. They were shooting from the side. 
The road up ahead was dirt, a lane between two long rows of olive trees.
Bullets were coming from everywhere and nowhere.
The windshield caved in. 
THUNK! THUNK! THUNK! THUNK!
The tires on the left side shredded, and the car leaned hard to its side.
Troy felt the familiar bee stings as bullets hit his arm.
“Ow! I’m hit! Dammit!”
“I’m hit too!” Gallo shouted.
The car skidded to a halt between the trees, the tires kicking up dirt and gravel.
“Out on the right! Get out on the right! The shots are coming from the left.”
Troy lunged across the front seat, pushed the door open, and rolled out onto the ground. 
Behind him, Goddard was already out, crouched along the side of the car. A second later, Gallo came spilling out head first.
“Watch the bottom!” Troy shouted. “Watch the bottom! Put the wheels between you and the shooters. There’s a high clearance. They’ll gladly take your legs out.”
CRASH!
Another window in the car shattered.
“Aaahhh!”
Goddard. He wasn’t doing anything now. He was crouched in a ball, his hands covering his ears. He had screamed for a second, but now his mouth was open in a sort of silent shriek.
Combat fatigue.
He was done. He was a liability from now on.
On the far side of the trees, men were moving in the shadows, taking up positions. The car was being shredded. Too many guns were firing. There was no way to shoot back.
“Gallo,” Troy said. “Give us some smoke for cover. Then hammer a bunch of those guys with a concussion grenade. We’re getting murdered here.”
Gallo tossed Troy a smoke grenade. Troy caught it and glanced at it.
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He pulled the pin and tossed it over the top of the car. Beside him, Gallo did the same.
In seconds, thick purple smoke filled the night. It poured out from the grenades, forming a dark wall between the car and the shooters. The grenades worked perfectly. 
Those guys probably couldn’t see anything over here.
The gunfire slowed down, probing now. 
POP!
POP!
Like the last of the popcorn in the pan.
“Now let them have it.”
Gallo smiled. His left arm was covered in blood. He broke out one of the concussion grenades, pulled the pin, and gave it a good baseball toss toward the tree line.
There was a moment of silence. 
A flash, and then:
BOOOM!
It was more of a shockwave than a sound. For a second, Troy felt his head compress, as though it would collapse in on itself.
Across the way, a tree cracked and then came down. Men were screaming over there. 
Troy did a body scan, to the best of his ability. His arm was cut and bloody. It looked like it had taken three or four bullets. But for now, he could still use it. It didn’t look like he had been hit anywhere else. He could barely feel anything. 
He looked at Gallo. Gallo with his crazy shock of white hair, and his white beard, and his muscles and his tattoos. He had no shirt on. His arms and his upper body were smeared with blood. Hand it to him—the man was a stud in combat. He had no business being out here at his age.
“I gotta go,” Troy said. “Kill those guys for me, will you?”
Gallo waved. But then he turned and smiled at Troy. It was half a smile, and half a grimace. In the dark, it looked nightmarish, like a death’s head rictus.
“Stay alive.” 
Troy grabbed his AR-15 and ran toward the house. His breathing was heavy, loud to his own ears. The house loomed ahead, white, massive, with tall pillars and ornate balconies. He was moving too fast to make out the design. But the two front doors were thrown wide open, lights on inside, almost as if the place was waiting for him.
No one was around. 
Behind him, the heavy metal blat of the MAC-10 started.
DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH.
Troy could hear the Christmas jingle bells of the spent shells hitting the gravel at Gallo’s feet.
Troy ran on, no one shooting at him. He vaulted the stairs onto the stone porch and through the doors. There was a marble hallway lined with thick pillars, and a wide circular stairway in front of him. Above the stairs, mounted on the wall, was a long modern painting, a red and orange splotch against a white background. It looked like a bloodstain, or like someone had spilled their drink.
Troy moved forward. The blood pulsed at his temple.
Somewhere outside, another concussion grenade went off. The floor of the house trembled a tiny, but noticeable amount. Those grenades were powerful. 
He was passing a pillar. A hand shot out from behind it. The gun in that hand was pointed at Troy’s head.
“Don’t move,” a deep voice said. “I’ll kill you where you stand.” 
Stupid. Let your guard down.
Another man appeared from the next pillar down. He also had a gun and pointed it at Troy. Two guns on him now. Then a third man appeared from behind a pillar on the other side of the hall. His gun was also pointed at Troy.
Could he kill one? Sure.
Could he kill two? Maybe, if he was fast enough and lucky enough.
All three? Not a chance.
“Drop the gun.”
Troy didn’t like that idea.
“Drop it! Drop it or die.”
Troy opened his arms and let the AR-15 clatter to the gleaming stone floor.
The three men surrounded him now, in a rough triangle. They were clever enough. None of them were quite aiming at any of the others. They could all fire and kill Troy without shooting each other.
One of the men smiled.
“He’s waiting upstairs to meet you.”
“Who’s that?” Troy said. 
“Come and see.”



CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
 
 
Time Unknown
In the Dark
On a Boat
 
A crazy idea. Almost zero hope of success.
Dubois shook the thought away. 
“Okay,” she whispered. “When you’re ready, scream. And don’t stop screaming until someone comes down those stairs. Even then, don’t stop.”
Amy Hegel lay on her back. Amy was free, as were all the women down here. A dozen women, and not one of them was chained up anymore. It had taken Dubois a long while to get them all loose. A few of the cuffs were easy to pick. A few were harder and took longer. A couple were steel manacles, impossible to pick. Dubois had freed those women by unscrewing their chains from the wall. The two women were free, but their wrists were still bound behind their backs.
Three of the women had resisted her at first. They didn’t want to be freed. They were afraid of what might happen when the men came down again.
A reasonable fear, Dubois supposed. But everyone had to be loose. It was just that simple. They were going out of here as a group, no one left behind.
“What’s wrong with me?” Amy said, her voice low. 
“I don’t know,” Dubois said. “Maybe you have appendicitis. You have a terrible pain in your lower stomach. I’m not sure which side. It doesn’t matter. It can float from side to side. We just need someone to come down here. If your appendix bursts, you’re going to die.”
Amy put her hands on her stomach. “All right. I’m ready.”
“But hide your hands,” Dubois said. “They’re still supposed to be tied behind your back.”
Amy lay on her side, her arms pulled taut behind her back.
This was going to be quite a show. Most of the women were traumatized, terrified, unable to do much but follow basic instructions. Amy Hegel seemed okay. She seemed ready for the struggle ahead. There was a Polish girl who seemed just as good, but Dubois didn’t speak Polish, and the girl didn’t speak anything but Polish. But she was a good thick girl, fit and strong, an Amazon. Very beautiful. Her name was Anastazja. She looked like she could pack a wallop. 
Maggie Grayson was functioning, sort of. At least she was speaking. A few of the girls wouldn’t say anything. They were despondent, practically comatose. Dubois was going to have to drag them out of here. 
Dubois had what looked like three good fighters—herself, possibly Amy, and Anastazja. Three women against four armed men. Maybe one or two of these others would surprise her.  
“Help!” Amy shouted. “Help!”
“Good,” Dubois murmured. “Louder.”
Amy shrieked, a sound that had no words in it. 
“Very good.”
Dubois went to her place near Amy. She held her handcuffs behind her back. Hopefully, one man would come down alone. Two would make this very difficult. Three would mean the insurrection was probably over. 
Amy shrieked again, primal, animalistic, terrified. The sounds she was making were almost not even human.
“HELP! I’M DYING!”
There was no way they could ignore this. 
Amy shrieked again.
“Help!” Dubois shouted. “HELP! There’s something wrong down here!”
Amy did it again, a banshee screaming on the deserted moors. 
“HELP! SHE’S SICK!”
Amy howled, a wolf alone in deep wilderness. 
That had to bring someone. 
And it did. Amy was just beginning another scream of agony when Dubois heard someone open the lock to the door. The door opened a second later, and light from upstairs streamed in. It was bright, almost so bright that it hurt Dubois’s eyes. 
“HELP ME!” Amy screamed. 
Man, that’s good acting.
“Help!” Dubois shouted. “Help her! There’s something wrong with her!”
At the top of the stairs, the penlight came on. Maybe it was the same man from before. He must be the junior member, or had drawn the short straw. He came down the stairs. He was young, thin, with a thick dark beard. He had a gun at his hip. 
Dubois couldn’t tell. Maybe it was the same guy, maybe not. 
It didn’t matter.
“What’s wrong, my lovelies?” the man said. “You have a tummy ache?”
He was at the bottom of the stairs now. He came into the middle of the room. Amy was just to Dubois’s right. She seemed to be bound to the wall. They all did.
But they were all free, all staring at the man. He was surrounded by his enemies. 
He came closer and crouched by Amy.
Amy was crying. “I’m sick! There’s something wrong. I’M DYING. I think my appendix burst. Help. Please help me!” She burst into anguished sobbing.
“Tut tut tut,” the man said. “You’re not dying. I’ve seen people die. They don’t screech like this. Only living people and animals have this much energy.”
“Help me! HELP ME!”
He pressed his hand to her stomach. “Where does it hurt?”
Dubois had her handcuffs, one in each hand, the chain dangling between them. She watched the man intently. She had killed before, but she had never stalked and killed. She had never laid a trap like this one. This was premeditated murder. 
It’s justified. It’s self-defense.
Really, it was war, and he had started it.
Suddenly, Amy’s hands darted out from behind her and seized the man by the wrist. With both hands, she tried to pull him toward her.
“HELP ME!” she screamed into his face.
The man fell onto his back, scrabbling backwards to get away from her. He dragged Amy along the ground with him. He dropped the penlight and punched at her with his free hand. Then he kicked at her, but she would not let go. 
Dubois leapt up and slid in behind the man, practically spooning with him. She slipped the chain of the handcuffs around his throat and crossed her hands behind the man’s neck. She wrapped her legs high around his midsection and squeezed. 
“Please help!” Amy shouted. “I’m sick!”
The man had only one free hand. He punched at Dubois, but she was behind him, and his fist couldn’t find her. Amy still gripped his other arm. He tried to roll over, but Dubois fell onto her own back, keeping him in place.
Now another woman was there. Thick-bodied Anastazja. 
She grabbed the man’s free arm and pressed it to the floor with her entire body. 
“Guuuh…” the man said. The chain dug into the flesh around his throat.
He was helpless, almost unable to move. Dubois strangled him with the chain. It was slow going. He was kicking, he was making sounds. He was trying to move his arms. He was starting to move in rhythmic motion, like undersea plants going with the current.
“Nnnhhhh,” he said.
Dubois was gasping for air herself.
“Scream,” she whispered to Amy. “Keep screaming.”
“Help me! Help ME!”
The man pressed against Dubois. He was still struggling. It was intimate, killing someone like this. They were almost like lovers. But then a foul stench began to rise from him. Dubois recognized the smell right away, and it was a good sign. The man had defecated in his pants. 
“Good,” Anastazja said. “Good for you.”
Those three words must be most of her English vocabulary.
“Eat shit.”
Okay, add two more words. 
The other women began to gather around. They were all eyes in the tiny glow of the penlight. They were like children in the light of a campfire, listening to a scary story. They stared in fascination at the man’s death throes, and at the woman who was killing him.
 After what seemed like a long time, the man subsided. Dubois didn’t trust it though, and she strangled him a little while longer.
Eventually, he wasn’t moving at all. 
“Check him,” she whispered. “Can someone check his pulse?”
Amy turned his hand over and put two fingers to his wrist. “I don’t feel anything.”
“Are you a nurse, or a nursing student?” Dubois said. 
“No. American Studies. It’s like, uh, almost like political science, cultural history…” 
“Touch his chest,” Dubois said. “Is he breathing?”
Dubois didn’t trust the thing she already knew. The man was dead. Her fear was that she would let go of him, and he would come roaring back to life, not a man at all, but some kind of infernal, unkillable machine. And Amy, as courageous as she was, wasn’t fully equipped to declare the patient’s life over.
Amy crawled closer. She had dropped the man’s hand, and he wasn’t moving it. Amy pressed her hand to his chest, then his stomach. “Nothing,” she said. 
“Feel around his mouth, under his nose.”
Amy did as she was told.
“Nothing.”
Dubois eased off the chain’s pressure around the man’s throat. She slid out from under him and immediately went to his belt. She took the gun from his holster. It was a small-caliber pistol, probably Eastern European make. She examined it with the penlight. She could not find an obvious safety lever. The gun had a short box magazine that engaged from the bottom. She slid it out. It was loaded. She didn’t know the capacity. Eight rounds? Ten? 
It was a start.
She looked at the women gathered around her. They were like a sports team huddled around to receive the next play. 
“We have to go now,” she said. Quickly, she repeated it in three more languages. “I counted three other men when they brought me in. There could be more, but I don’t think so. Stay behind me. But also stay close. We will try to get more weapons. We will try to take over the boat.”
Now she looked specifically at Amy and Anastazja. 
“Stay with me. Right behind me. We might have to kill again.”
Amy nodded. “Okay.”
Anastazja looked baffled, her pretty blue eyes big and round. 
Dubois gestured at her, pointed with her index finger. Then she pointed at her own butt and back. She was making up a new sign language on the fly.
Get on my butt.
Anastazja nodded. She got that.
Dubois held up the gun. She pointed and made a silent gesture like firing it. Then she pointed upstairs, where the other men were. Then she made a slicing motion across her own throat.
Anastazja smiled.
Now Dubois looked at the others again. She took a deep breath. There was no way to make a more advanced plan than this. The first part, luring someone down here, killing him, and getting his gun, had worked. But it was impossible to know what they were about to meet upstairs. 
“Ready? Let’s go.”
“Wait,” someone said. It was Margaret Grayson. 
Dubois shook her head. “There’s no time.”
“I don’t want to go.”
“I don’t want to hear it,” Dubois said. “If you stay down here, you’re going to die. Upstairs with us is your only chance.”
She stood and moved toward the stairs. Instantly, Anastazja and Amy fell in behind her. 
Dubois reached the bottom of the stairs. The door to freedom was right there, just above their heads. She looked back, and a few of the women, including Margaret Grayson, hadn’t moved at all. Dubois sighed. They couldn’t do that. They couldn’t do whatever they wanted. There was going to be discipline in this group, or the escape wasn’t going to work. 
She looked at Amy Hegel. “Amy, new plan. You’re my enforcer. Get those girls back there moving. Smack them if you have to. Do what you need to do. There’s no room for fooling around.”
Amy nodded. She went to deal with the three laggards.
Dubois turned to the stairway again. Now a large shadow loomed at the top of the steps, just outside the doorway. It was a person. This was the only way out, and someone was blocking it.
“Teodor?” a man’s deep voice said. “Teodor! What’s going on down there?” 



CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
 
 
12:55 a.m. Central European Time
Pasuri Ullishte (Olive Grove Estate)
In the mountains near Upper Qeparo
Albanian Riviera, Albania
 
“I want to show you something.”
Troy stood in a sort of ballroom on the second floor of the house. Everything in the room was white. The room had tall windows, which were open, white curtains billowing, allowing in the cold night air. It also allowed in the sound of gunfire and the occasional explosion.
They were still fighting out there. 
The three gunmen who had captured him stood behind Troy. They had his rifle. They had taken his knife. Interesting—they had not patted down his legs. Troy still had the pocket pistol strapped to his calf, hidden beneath his pant leg. But these guys had the drop on him, to put it mildly.
Across the room from Troy stood a man. Troy noticed now that while the room itself had marble floors, like downstairs, another type of flooring had been put down in a very large square that took up the middle of the room. It was a sort of soft wood, sealed along the edges, and raised maybe half an inch from the real floor. The man stood on the far edge of that flooring. 
He wore white shorts that were very tight. He had no shirt on. He was barefoot. He was perfectly bald and clean shaven, with a chiseled face. Troy suspected he may have had a little work done. That made it hard to tell the man’s age. But he was fit and very muscular. 
He was flanked by four young women. They were dressed in crazy neon-colored outfits, tight bodysuits—one with butterfly wings—chunky heels, strange hats like something from an old Dr. Seuss children’s book. Their faces were sprayed with glitter. They looked like they were going to a music festival. 
One of them was an Asian woman in bright green. In his mind’s eye, Troy could picture her, dressed more conservatively and posing in front of some cherry blossom trees. She was the Chinese girl who had been attending the University of London as an exchange student. Troy couldn’t remember her name, but she was the first woman to disappear. She was here, at Baruti’s house.
He’s keeping them for himself. He’s not selling them.
This meant something. It meant Dubois, the other girls, they might be here.
“Mateos Baruti?” Troy said. 
The man nodded. “Of course. Isn’t that who you’ve been trying to meet? Well, your goal is achieved. Please watch this movie.”
Behind him was a large video screen, mounted on steel legs. He stepped just out of the way of the screen and picked up a small black controller. 
“You keep the women,” Troy said. “You don’t market them.”
Mateos shrugged. “Women. They are a good business, but we have other products that are many times more lucrative. Sometimes we sell things, sometimes we keep things. Anyway, a man has needs. And that’s none of your affair. But this is.”
On the screen, an image appeared. Then it began to move.
It was a tall man, slim, darker-skinned with a long black beard. The man had intelligent, probing eyes. He wore a blue baseball cap with no markings on it.
The camera pulled out and revealed that the man was chained to a metal folding chair. He didn’t look afraid. He seemed calm enough. 
Shabah, the weapons dealer known as “Ghost.” The one who was protected by governments. Because governments were the biggest gangs in the world.
“You know this man?” Mateos said. 
“No,” Troy said. 
“That’s a pity. I was sure you did.”
On the screen, someone slapped the cap off Shabah’s head.
Shabah said something to the man filming, maybe in Albanian. His eyes were angry now. The man said something back. Then they were shouting at each other. 
The hand that had just slapped the hat from Shabah’s head reappeared, this time holding a gun. The muzzle was pressed to Shabah’s temple. 
Shabah winced and closed his eyes. 
Someone off-screen laughed.
Now Shabah was saying something under his breath, eyes closed, no longer interacting with his tormentors at all. 
He’s saying his prayers.
BANG!
The hand jerked and a single shot passed through Shabah’s skull. His head lurched, and then his whole body slumped over sideways, as if he had suddenly gone to sleep. The video lingered on his corpse for another few seconds, probably to confirm the kill for anyone watching. 
Then the screen went black.
Mateos put the controller down and stepped to the center again. He smiled. 
“Troy Stark,” he said. 
Troy nodded. “Yes. How do you know my name?”
“Do you see what you did to that man?”
They had killed Shabah to get to Troy, to shake him, to shock him. It didn’t work. Whatever Troy felt about Shabah’s death, he wasn’t going to show it to Mateos Baruti. 
Anyway, what he felt was this: Shabah was an adult. He had chosen a dangerous profession, and was surrounded by dangerous people. He had probably survived quite a few near misses before now. Tonight he had run out of time. It could happen to Troy. It could happen to anyone.
“I didn’t do that,” Troy said. “You did.”
Mateos shrugged. “He was a venerable trader. Everyone liked him. He kept his nose out of our business, and we kept ours out of his. He was safe because of that. But you came, and for some reason he stepped over the line. Then he was no longer safe.”
“How do you know my name?”
Mateos laughed and shook his head.
“My friend, you were on TV in your home country just a few days ago, testifying in front of a government body. You are a poorly kept secret.”
He clapped his hands, the sound echoing through the ballroom.
The young women, all four of them, went to a long table near the windows. 
Somewhere outside, the sound of a machine gun opened up.
DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH-DUH.
The girls flinched, but didn’t stop what they were doing.
“Your friends are dying out there.”
Troy smiled. “I doubt it.”
Two of the women, their crazy costumes becoming normalized now, approached Troy. One of them was the Chinese woman. She was carrying a large, curving sword. It looked heavy because she needed both hands to carry it. The other woman carried a small round shield. The women placed the weapons at Troy’s feet. 
On the other side of the square, the women carried two curved swords, but no shield, and laid them on the floor at Baruti’s feet.
The name occurred to Troy now.
“Chen Li Mei,” he said.
The girl turned to him, eyes wide, as if he had said something from some other time that she had long forgotten. Then she turned away again. She and the other woman walked around the edge of the square and returned to Mateos Baruti.
“We’re going to play a little game,” Mateos said. “I enjoy it. And you look like someone who might make decent competition.”
“What if I choose not to play?” Troy said. 
Mateos’s shoulders slumped. “I’ll be disappointed. And then one of my lieutenants will just shoot you in the head. Boring.”
Troy gestured at the weapons. “It’s not exactly sporting that you get two swords, and I get a shield, is it? It seems to tilt the field in your favor.”
Now Mateos smiled again. “Believe me. You’ll need the shield. It’s for your own good.”
Troy sighed. These guys never told the truth, not even to themselves.
“Rules?” he said. 
Mateos picked up his two swords. He swung them both in slow arcs, getting the feel of them. Then he swung them quickly. Then he squatted, swinging one and plunging the other forward. He moved fluidly, the forms melting into one another at high speed.
He was good at this.
“Rule number one is stay alive as long as you can. Rule number two is if you step off the matting, that’s a pause. A time out, if you like. But I’m only going to give you one. After that…”
He shrugged.
“Rule number three is we fight shirtless. I like to see the blood.”
He gestured around the room. “The white and the red—I enjoy a contrast of colors.”
“That’s why the girls wear the costumes,” Troy said. 
Mateos nodded. “That’s right.”
Troy picked up the curved sword. It was heavy. He ran a thumb along the blade—it was very sharp. He had no idea what tradition this was.
“Rule number four,” Mateos said. “We fight barefoot. It’s better for the flooring. Your feet will grip better, too. Better body control. You’ll need it.”
A moment later, Troy was shirtless and barefoot. Blood ran down his left arm.
“Oh,” Mateos said. “I see you’re injured.”
Troy didn’t say anything.
Mateos shrugged. “It won’t matter anyway.”
“Confident,” Troy said. 
“Yes.”
Troy picked up his sword and shield. If anything, the shield was heavier than the sword. Mateos was already holding his swords.
“When we step into the arena, the battle begins.”
Behind Troy, someone sounded a gong. Troy didn’t even turn to look. 
Mateos stepped onto the flooring. Troy did the same. His mind was blank. His history was gone. His family was gone. Dubois was gone. Aliz Willems was gone. Whatever Gallo and Goddard were doing outside—that was on them.
There was no fear, or really any concerns at all, and that was good. There was some pain radiating from his arm. There was some stiffness all over his body from traveling the past two days. Sensations, and nothing else.
React. React. It’s faster than initiating.
Troy had precious little skill with these weapons. This was going to be a defensive battle. Mateos would have to be the one to engage. Troy would use his reflexes instead of knowledge. 
Some of the toughest boxers to beat were the counter-punchers.
Troy slipped his arm through the handle of the shield, to the middle of his forearm. He gripped the hilt of the sword tightly. He watched Mateos approach.
The man came quickly, all business. The two swords spun and swung, moving at dizzying speed. Mateos crossed the distance in a few seconds. He shouted, bringing the sword in his right hand over the top. Troy put the shield up.
Near simultaneously, Mateos thrust with his left.
Troy sidestepped, shield high.
CLANG!
The heavy sword came down upon the shield, sending a rattle through Troy’s entire body.
Mateos spun, bringing both swords around sideways. It was a thing of beauty. 
Troy turned, blocking both shots with his shield. 
CLA-CLANG!
The force of the impacts nearly drove the shield off of Troy’s arm. It slid up his wrist, but he snatched it with his fingers. Mateos danced away, reversed, and spun back around the other way.
He came in lower this time, his legs in a squat.
He shouted again.
“HUH!” 
Troy bounced backwards, like a crab.
CLA-CLANG!
The double impacts knocked the shield out of Troy’s hand. It flew behind him and out of the square. Somewhere back there, it made the sound of a sewer cap landing on concrete.
But Troy didn’t look. He stepped in and brought his sword over the top.
Mateos leapt away, but his left leg extended out too far from his body. Troy’s blade came down along Mateos’s thigh, flaying a thin slice of it open.
A line of blood appeared immediately.  
“OH!”
The four women beyond the edge of the square gasped as if they were one person. 
Troy jumped backwards, beyond the reach of Mateos’s swords, which came scissoring at him again. Troy shuffle-stepped off the square and out of the arena, Mateos in pursuit.
“Time out!” Troy shouted. He held up his sword. “Time! Time! Time!”
Mateos stopped at the edge of the square. Blood ran down his leg. He gazed down at it. There was a sheen of sweat covering his body. He was breathing hard.
“Your rules,” Troy said. “I get a time out.”
“You get one. And now you’ve used it.”
Troy nodded. He breathed in and out. He put his hands on his knees. The man respected the rules. He did not renege when things didn’t go his way. There was something to be said for that.  
“Fair enough.”
From somewhere outside, another burst of gunfire came.
Troy glanced back at his shield. One eye on the shield, one eye on Mateos, Troy went back and retrieved it. The three gunmen in the doorway watched him. 
Troy gestured out the windows with his chin.
“Shouldn’t you guys be out there fighting?”
Troy went back to the square. Mateos had crossed to the other side, his side. He remained in the square, blood pouring down his muscular leg.
Mateos stared at Troy, his eyes angry.
“No one’s ever scored on you before,” Troy said. It wasn’t a question. 
Mateos spun his swords, one on each side of his body.
“Come on,” he said. 
“I enjoy the contrast,” Troy said. “Red on white.”
He stepped onto the square. He had gotten lucky, that’s all it was. Mateos had been cocky, and came too confidently. He took too many risks, going for a quick win. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. Despite cutting the guy, the truth was already apparent, probably to both of them—there was no way Troy could win this fight, not like this.
Mateos came again, moving to his left, catlike, but more cautious this time. He circled in, coming closer, swords moving, spinning, leaving trails behind them, imprinted on Troy’s vision. They moved so fast, they were hard to see.
“HUH!”
Mateos charged again, taking big leaping steps, swords swinging. 
Troy threw his shield like the world’s heaviest frisbee. It spun between them, and Mateos ran right into it. It hit him chest high, staggering him. He stumbled backwards two steps.
The shield clanged to the flooring. It was between Troy and Mateos. There was no way to retrieve it now.
That works. Throwing stuff works.
Mateos stood upright again. 
He breathed deeply. He said nothing. The witty banter was over. The easy wins were over. They were in a fight for their lives.
Troy had no shield. He was almost totally defenseless. No more time outs. This was it. This was for all the marbles. 
Mateos swung his swords above his head and came again. He moved like fast-running water. His eyes were on fire.
“HAH!” he screamed.
Troy flipped his own sword, so the curve was away from him. He threw it at the charging Mateos, like a lumberjack throwing an ax at a wall.
It spun, end over end…
“GUU-uuuh!”
…and plunged into Mateos’s chest.
Mateos took two more steps, stumbling on weak legs. The sword had gone in halfway to the hilt. He looked down at it in horror. His own swords dropped from his hands, and he sank to his knees. He knelt there, the sword protruding from his chest, the dark blood beginning to flow from the wound. He raised his head and looked at Troy.
Troy approached him, hands raised, almost an apology. For a second, it was like they were the only two people on Earth. Their eyes met. Was this cheating? Mateos hadn’t said anything about throwing your weapons. There were no rules against it. 
“If I had missed,” Troy said, “the outcome would have been reversed.”
Mateos nodded, his jaw hanging slack.
“Where are the missing women?” Troy said.
Mateos smiled. It was a pained smile, but a smile nonetheless. His body jerked, as if he was trying to laugh.
“You’ll never know that,” he said, his voice barely louder than a whisper.
Troy grabbed the hilt of the sword. He gripped it tightly with both hands. Then he yanked it out backwards, ripping it hard.
Mateos grunted at the bloody sword leaving his body. He put his hands to his chest, as if his fingers alone could stop the deadly loss of blood. Then he fell over onto his face.
Troy turned to face the three gunmen. They looked at him, looked down at Mateos, looked at Troy again. Nothing like this had happened before. They seemed like three guys who were not sure of what to do next.
They pointed their guns at Troy and began to walk toward him. 
Behind them, in the wide doorway, Carl Gallo appeared. His chest was smeared in blood. His face and beard were red with blood. He looked like someone who had been rolling around in a mud bath. His eyes were wild and alert. 
He still had the MAC-10. At this point, how many rounds could he have left?
“Freeze!” he shouted. His voice was a bullfrog croak.
The men turned to face him, guns out.
DUH-DUH-DUH. DUH-DUH.
The three gunmen danced and fell like rag dolls.
Gallo depressed the trigger again.
Nothing. He was out of ammo. 
He threw the MAC on the floor. It slid across the stone. He looked at Troy. Troy noticed that Goddard was behind him, on the floor, still curled into a crouch. Gallo must have dragged him here.
“What a horrible night I’m having,” Gallo said. “I quit, okay? Do me a favor and ask Miquel to never call me again.” 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
 
 
Night
On a Boat
The Adriatic Sea
 
“Teodor?”
The man was maybe five meters away. He was at the top of the short flight of stairs, just back through the doorway. He hovered there, his shadow crossing the threshold. 
Dubois was at the bottom of the stairs, cloaked in darkness. There was nothing she could say. She couldn’t mimic the deep voice of a man. She couldn’t pretend to be Teodor. 
And Teodor couldn’t answer because he was dead.
Teodor’s gun was in her small hand. 
If that man become worried and closed that door…
“Teodor?”
Dubois’s heart beat inside the walls of her chest. It made her entire body tremble. Could the man not hear it? Could he not hear the beating of her telltale heart?
“What are you doing?”
Dubois leapt up the stairs, taking them two at a time. She reached the landing at the top in a couple of seconds, her feet pounding on the metal steps. Then she was face-to-face with the man. He was taller, broader, and heavier than Teodor. He had the same dark beard. He wore a black T-shirt, workpants, and boots.
Had she seen him on her way in? She didn’t remember.
He saw her there and instantly recognized the problem. 
“Get back!” he shouted at Dubois. “Bitch, get down those stairs!”
His hand went to the gun on his belt. He unclipped the holster, pulled the gun, and…
Dubois shot him. 
BLAM!
It was a small-caliber gun, and the recoil was easy to control. The shot was loud in the enclosed hallway. Dubois’s ears rang.
There was a low hum now. Dubois dropped into a two-handed grip, shooter’s crouch. She was low, bending deep, giving the man a smaller target.  
Her shot didn’t put the man down. He stepped backwards, still fiddling with his own gun. Now he had it. He lifted it and…
BLAM!
Dubois shot him again.
RIIIIINNNNNNGGGGGG.
She was going deaf.
BLAM!
She did it again.
The man lost his footing. He did a strange backward dance, taking two or three steps, then fell onto his butt. The gun was still in his hand, but he seemed to have forgotten it now. He stared down between his legs, at the blood pooling on the floor. She had shot him three times in a row, all of them in the chest or stomach. 
I’m just killing people tonight.
She moved toward him. The doorway was a sort of porthole, with a metal lip at the bottom. She tripped over it and fell forward. She spilled into the hall, landing first on her hands, then skidding forward onto her face. She took the impact on the right side of her jaw.
She grunted. It was a jolt. 
That was the second time tonight she had taken a blow to the head. Her headache from getting knocked out by a rifle stock had faded to a dull thump. There had been so much to do that she had almost forgotten about it. Now she remembered. 
She crawled forward to the dying man.
His gun hung limply from his right hand. Dubois simply plucked it from him. Now she had two guns. The man didn’t try to stop her. He fell back now, laid out flat. His eyes were open, he was breathing, but he wasn’t trying to do anything.
Dubois was lightheaded. She blinked slowly, using the wall to push herself to a standing position. She looked behind her and Anastazja was there. Anastazja was a head taller than Dubois.  She had come over the metal lip without tripping on it. She had ducked so as to not hit her head on the top. She really was built for action. 
Dubois held out the gun to her. “Shoot? Do you know how to shoot? Bang, bang?”
Anastazja took the gun. She nodded. 
“Shoot. Bang, bang. Ya.”
“Shoot bad guys,” Dubois said. 
She had transitioned into a killer in one night. She had done it before, but never so callously. She had used a Taser when they raided that flat at Battersea. She didn’t want to hurt anyone. Thirty hours might have passed since then. It seemed like months ago.  
Desperation. It made you kill people.
Dubois went to the end of the short hallway. Here, it opened out to the first deck. Charging out there seemed like a good way to get killed. 
She stopped and looked back. Anastazja was with her. Behind Anastazja, the other women were crowding into the hall. There was a gap in their group where the dead man lay. 
Dubois looked at Anastazja. Anastazja reached out and ran a hand over Dubois’s face. Her hand came away bloody. She made a sad face.
Dubois shook her head. There was no time for sympathy now. They had what Stark would call the initiative. They had to use it. She pointed to the ceiling. She turned her free hand upside down and made a sort of stick figure, with two legs walking. Then she pointed up again. 
Anastazja nodded. 
Dubois pointed out the doorway at the outside deck. Once out that door, they could go either way. She patted her own chest and made a gesture like turning to the left. Then she patted Anastazja’s chest and made a gesture like turning to the right. 
Then she held up her gun and pantomimed spinning and shooting upwards.
If there was a shooter up there, who had the advantage, he would have to choose one of them first. Dubois would lead the way, putting herself at risk. That might give Anastazja a chance to fire. Dubois was almost certainly the better shot, but she couldn’t send Anastazja out first. 
Anastazja nodded at all of it. 
Dubois nodded, too. “Good.”
“Good,” Anastazja said. 
Was it good? They would know in a few seconds.
Dubois took a deep breath. It could very well be her last. 
She darted through the doorway, ducked low, and dove to the left.
THUNK! THUNK! THUNK! THUNK!
Gunshots hit the metal just above her head. She crawled like a worm. There was nowhere to hide. The shooter was above her head, firing down. There was no way to return fire. She was pinned. She tried to wedge herself against the low wall of the next deck. She tried to make herself as small as possible. She tried to make herself invisible.  
THUNK! THUNK! THUNK! 
The shots were hitting the flooring behind her, punching holes through it. The shooter was moving, getting a better angle. In a second, he was going to be right on top of her. She had to find a way to turn and at least…
BLAM!
A shot rang out behind her. 
Then there was silence.
BLAM!
Another shot came. No one was shooting at her anymore. 
She rolled back a tiny amount and peeked above the rim of the next deck. Halfway up another flight of stairs, a man stood. He had a rifle, but he was holding it in one hand. He swayed with the movement of the boat. Then he pitched forward and rolled down the stairs. His gun clattered down the stairs with him. 
Dubois looked to her left. 
Anastazja stood upright, holding her pistol in both hands, pointed up at where the man had just stood. A tiny amount of smoke rose from the muzzle of her gun.
The pilot house was up the stairs from where the man had just fallen. There was one man left on the entire boat. As Dubois watched, the man slid a heavy glass door closed and then locked it. 
She stood. She went up the stairs on her side. Anastazja climbed the stairs on her side. She stepped over the dead man and picked up his rifle along the way. They converged at the doorway to the pilot house.
The man inside was thin and fit. He had a trim dark beard. He had deep black eyes. He didn’t appear the least bit afraid. More than anything, he seemed aggravated. The lunatics had revolted and taken over the asylum.
He waved at them, as if to wave them away.
“Get!”
Dubois could barely hear him through the thick glass. She could barely hear anything.
Anastazja lifted her pistol and fired at the glass without preamble.
BLAM!
RRRRIIIIIIINNNNNGGGGGGG… 
The shot hit the door and whined off into the night. Anastazja reached a finger and touched the spot where the bullet must have hit. It had taken a tiny chip out of the glass. She looked at the man inside the pilot house. 
His back was turned to them. He was doing something at the controls.
Anastazja dropped her pistol to the floor. She raised the rifle now. 
Dubois covered her ears. 
BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!
Anastazja fired the gun again and again. The door chipped, then it cracked, and then an entire chunk of it caved in. Anastazja stopped firing. She reached a hand through the jagged hole, unlocked the door, and opened it. 
Dubois looked at her. Who was this person?
The man at the controls turned to them. His eyes were hard and not amused.
“Don’t shoot me,” he said. “I have no weapon.”
“Take this boat to land,” Dubois said. “I don’t care what country.”
The man shook his head. “I cannot do that.”
Dubois was in no mood to argue. “Listen to me.”
“The boat will explode in six hundred seconds. There is an autodestruct mechanism. I activated it. It’s my job to do that if the boat falls into enemy hands. You are enemies, yes?” He gestured out the door. “The dinghy is no good. There’s just a big oar. They took the outboard motor three weeks ago and never replaced it. Don’t ask me why.”
He slipped between the two women as if they were at a cocktail party. 
“Dinghy holds four, maybe six.” He shook his head and laughed. “You can have it. Good luck. I’m a better swimmer.”
He started down the stairs. He was already removing his jacket. Anastazja raised the rifle as if she would shoot him in the back. Dubois put a hand on the rifle barrel and pushed it down. She shook her head. “Don’t shoot him.”
The man pushed his way through the women coming out onto the deck. He went down to the swimming deck where Dubois had first come aboard, removed his shoes, and dove into the water. A few seconds later, he was swimming through the dark water. 
Dubois looked up. There was a glow in the distance in the direction the man was headed. There was land over there. 
She turned back to the controls. A readout in front of her couldn’t make it any more obvious. 
514:59.
And counting down. 
She pushed Anastazja out the door. “Let’s go.”
Dubois looked down at the women gathered there. The dinghy was up on a winch. “Does anyone know how to put that dinghy in the water?”
Amy Hegel raised a hand. “I do.”
“Do it! Do it now. And get everyone in there. This boat is going to explode.”
“We won’t all fit,” Amy said.
Dubois shook her head. “Make them all fit. Stuff everyone in there.”
“It’s going to be too—”
“Do it, I said.”
She pushed Anastazja again. “Go, go, go!”
Dubois went to the controls. There was a radio here. She switched it on and picked up the mic. It should be preset to the right channel for transmission. She depressed the button on the mic.
She was not a boating person. She didn’t know what to say.
“Mayday, mayday,” she said. “Requesting immediate assistance.”
She began to say that in several languages. She had no idea where they were or who might respond. “Mayday, mayday.”
She looked at the countdown. 
388:34. And counting. 
She heard a splash behind her. She turned and looked. Amy had just dropped the dinghy into the water. The women were scrambling over the sides of the boat. 
“Get them in there! Get them all in there! There’s an oar! Use it to row! Get out of here!”
She spun back to the radio. 
“Mayday! Mayday! This is Agent Mariem Dubois of Interpol. I am on a yacht, maybe in the Adriatic Sea. Maybe near Albania or Greece. We need help. This boat is about to explode.”
305:01. Time was flying by.
She looked again. The women were all in the boat. It was packed. It was overpacked. There was no room at all. The group of them looked like a refugee crisis. They seemed like they could capsize the thing at any moment. The dinghy drifted away from the yacht. It rose on a swell.
Most of the women were sitting or lying in the bottom, trying to keep the thing stabilized. Amy stood among them, holding the giant wooden oar. She beckoned to Dubois.
“Go!” Dubois shouted. “Row! I’m right behind you.” 
Amy started to row. The dinghy began to move away into the darkness. 
Something was buzzing now. Dubois returned to the controls. There was an old-style telephone on the control board. It had a red button light next to it, which was flashing. The phone was buzzing. Dubois picked it up. It was attached to the board by the kind of looping wire that phones used to have.
 “Hello?”
“Agent Dubois,” Jan Bakker said. “Is that you?”



CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
 
 
1:25 a.m. Central European Time
Pasuri Ullishte (Olive Grove Estate)
In the mountains near Upper Qeparo
Albanian Riviera, Albania
 
“This thing is wrecked, man.”
The Land Rover was on its side. It was ripped full of holes, like Swiss cheese. There was shattered glass everywhere around it. Steam was still rising from the front end. 
Just beyond it, Alex was standing by himself on a small hill, smoking a cigarette. He hovered there in the shadows, like a wraith. 
“How did it end up over on its side like that?” Troy said. 
Gallo shrugged. “Goddard and I pushed it over. I thought it made a better barrier like this. They would have to shoot through the roof, through the whole car, to get us.”
“You guys must have been on the juice,” Troy said. 
Gallo laughed. “It was like when a young mom lifts a tractor trailer off of her toddler. We didn’t know our own strength.”
They were standing around in the aftermath, and in the general destruction, after the battle. The car was toast. Trees were down. There didn’t appear to be anyone else in the house. Gallo said he thought at least a dozen guys had evacuated, running off overland, when he opened up with the MAC. No one wanted to get hit by that thing.
Goddard was on the ground again. He sat in a ball, his legs pulled up to his chest, his arms hugging his knees. He was staring at his feet. He didn’t seem to be that badly injured—not physically at least. But that final burst of combat had broken his mind. 
“How you doing, Goddard?” Troy said. 
Goddard didn’t even look up. “I need to find my sister.”
Troy nodded. “I know. I need to find my partner. We’re working on it.”
But were they really? What work could they do? They had found four women here at Baruti’s house, and those four were effectively rescued. But Dubois, Goddard’s sister, the ambassador’s daughter, and whoever else… where were they?
A telephone rang. It was at their feet here somewhere. Troy crouched down, pawed through some shredded metal and broken glass, and came out with the phone. It was his phone anyway. He must have dropped it. He glanced at it, but the screen was shattered. He couldn’t make out anything.
He pressed the answer button from memory of where it was.
“Hello?”
“Agent Stark? It’s Jan Bakker.” His voice rang out into the night. The phone was permanently on speaker from now on.
“Hi, Jan. How’s your night?”
“Fine. I’ve been monitoring broadcasts from boats on the Adriatic Sea. A distress call went out from a yacht. It was Agent Dubois. She identified herself. I tracked the location. It’s perhaps eighteen kilometers almost due west from your present location. Then I used a satellite to get in touch with the pilot house itself. Dubois answered. She has twelve other women with her. The ambassador’s daughter is with her.”
“Is my sister there?” Goddard said.
Troy held up a hand. “Stop. What’s the distress?”
“It’s a mayday. The women took over the boat. The pilot seems to have activated a self-destruct feature before leaping overboard and swimming for it. There’s a dinghy, but it won’t hold everyone. Dubois believes the boat is going to explode.”
In the near distance, Alex had pitched his cigarette and was already moving toward the helipad. 
“Eighteen kilometers?”
“Yes,” Jan said. “About eleven of your miles.”
Troy shook his head. They weren’t his miles. He didn’t invent them. He didn’t keep them in use among hundreds of millions of people, despite all efforts to eradicate them. 
“What about my sister?” Goddard said again. 
“Is Amy Hegel on the boat?” Troy said. 
“I don’t have a comprehensive list.”
Troy looked at Gallo. He gestured at Goddard with his head.
Keep him here.
Goddard didn’t look like he was going anywhere. He was still on the ground, wrapped in a ball. Despite his muscular frame and his balding head and his large ears, at the moment he reminded Troy of a small child.
Gallo nodded. 
Then Troy was running. On the helipad, the rotors of the chopper were already turning. The engine was revving up. 
“Jan, I gotta go. Thanks for the info.”
“Good luck,” Jan said. 
Troy ducked low and darted to the helicopter. The passenger side door was open, and he slid into his seat. It was a small, sleek helicopter, with space for exactly four people, and little extra room in the cabin for so much as a handbag. There were a pair of headphones on the seat. Troy put them on. 
Alex was going through his pre-flight checks, punching through a bunch of screens on the touch pad. In a couple of moments, he was done.
The helicopter lifted off into the dark sky. It rose above the olive trees of Baruti’s estate, then Alex banked it left. The ground fell away below them. The steep, rugged hillsides plunged to the twinkling lights of a seaside town far below. 
They were moving fast, the chopper accelerating into the wind. Everything in front of them was the black darkness of the sea.
As they flew, Alex dropped it down, closer and closer to the water. He continually monitored his instruments. Visually, there was nothing to see yet. 
“All right, I have it,” Alex said. “There’s something out here.”
Then the boat was there, straight ahead, lit up in the darkness.
“I see it,” Troy said. This was the first time he was allowing himself some anticipation. It sounded like Dubois was alive and well. The relief was nearly overwhelming. His body was starting to tremble, whether that was because of Dubois, or because so much adrenaline had been flooding his system, or maybe a little of both. 
“Looks like a pleasure craft, about fifty meters long,” Alex said. 
Suddenly, it exploded. 
“Oh my God,” Troy said. 
The explosion didn’t happen all at once. It seemed like a daisy chain, beginning in the bow of the boat, and then passing along to the stern. Flames licked at the water where the boat had just been bare seconds ago. Another explosion went up, burning debris flying into the air. More debris was strewn across the water, floating on the swells. Some of it was on fire. The water itself was on fire where oil and fuel had spilled.
Smoke rose into the night, black against black. 
The boat was still there, engulfed in flames, the light of it reflecting on the mirror of the water’s surface.
Had Dubois really been on that boat? 
Troy turned to Alex, who was frantically communicating with someone on the radio.
“What just happened?” Troy said.
But Alex didn’t answer. He was too focused on the conversation in his headphones. Troy couldn’t hear that conversation.
They flew in low and passed over a lifeboat. Troy looked down—it was a rubber dinghy, like a Zodiac, way too overloaded with people. The people were women. He was sure of it.
“Was your friend Dubois on there?” Alex said. 
“I don’t know. There was too many of them. I couldn’t tell.”
“I’ll call that lifeboat’s location in.”
Alex banked and came around toward the burning yacht again. It was ablaze like a beacon in the night. Flames licked at the sky. The scene was like an ocean apocalypse. 
The smell of smoke and burning fuel filled Troy’s nostrils as they passed over it. 
“Stark,” Alex said, his voice low and tense. “Over there.”
Troy followed Alex’s pointing finger and saw a small figure bobbing in the water. He squinted through the smoke and saw that it was a woman, barely keeping her head above the waves. There was a lot of floating junk around her. 
They moved in close. It was Dubois. 
“Get me closer,” Troy said. “I’m going in.”
Alex didn’t bother trying to talk him out of it. 
“There’s probably a flotation device under your seat.”
Troy reached under his seat. There was. He yanked open the strap and pulled it out. It was a square floater, like a nearly flat pillow, with straps to put your arms through. It wasn’t much.
“Here, take mine too,” Alex said. 
He had pulled it out. He handed it to Troy. Troy pushed open his heavy door. He kept his head low and slid his feet out onto the landing gear. His feet were still bare from before. 
Alex had them in a hover, the rotors beating the waves and creating a violent ripple on the surface, a sort of shirr.
Dubois was about fifty feet away. They were probably two or three stories in the air. Troy edged out further onto the runner, his hand still gripping the door. He took a deep breath, gripping both flotation devices under one arm. Then he dropped into the black water.
He fell through the air, longer than he expected. He hit the water and found himself going down and down and down. The water was colder than he had imagined. 
He kicked his legs through the blackness and came up for air. He sputtered and coughed. It was chaos on the surface. Smoke was blowing across the water. He got his bearings and launched himself toward the figure of Dubois. 
His body was tingling all over. His fingers were numb. He was breathing hard, and his heart was beating fast. He swam like a madman, his body sore, his limbs heavy.
You’ve lost blood tonight.
“I know,” he said to no one. “I know that.”
He rode over the top of the swell, and Dubois was there, on the other side. He reached for her, grabbed her by the arm, and pulled her toward him. Her head was bobbing up and down in the water, eyes closed, and her breathing was shallow.
“Dubois! It’s Stark. Can you hear me?” he shouted over the sound of the waves and the flames and the beating rotors of the helicopter.
Dubois opened her eyes and looked at him. She was barely awake. She was not alert. It took a few seconds for her eyes to focus.
“Oh,” she said. “Agent Stark. How nice to see you.”
He had the two flotation devices. They were keeping him up easily. He pulled her closer, and then he lay on his back. 
“Get on my chest.”
“Is it okay?” she said. “I don’t want to sink you.”
He nearly laughed. He had been a Navy SEAL before he met her. She couldn’t sink him with a cannon.
“It’s more than okay.”
She climbed halfway onto him. They lay that way for a long moment, rising and falling in the swells, burning flotsam and jetsam all around them.
They held each other tight. 
Then Dubois kissed him. Her hot mouth was on his. 
He held her even tighter than before. 
He closed his eyes and they were together, kissing deeply in total darkness.
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
 
January 16
4:05 p.m. Central European Time
Tapateria San Francisco
Neighborhood of La Latina
Madrid, Spain
 
She said it was a mistake.
Troy couldn’t help but shake his head at that. He was at a tapas bar in his Madrid neighborhood, musing on the conversation he’d had with Dubois.
“Usually I prefer girls,” Dubois had said.
“I don’t care,” Troy had said. Although, to be honest, it raised some interesting possibilities. He did care. What he should have said was: “I don’t mind.”
He and Agent Dubois had spoken on the phone earlier today. They’d both taken a couple of days to recover from their latest exploits. Troy had to get his bullet wounds dealt with, which was never pleasant. But he had called her. He wanted to explore what had happened in the middle of the Adriatic Sea the other night, when Troy had dropped into the water with the life savers. He wanted information. He wanted to know what the next steps were.
The truth was, he was smitten with Agent Dubois. He had been for a while, and had been trying to suppress it. When they were on jobs, he worried about her. Things were complicated. 
“It was a mistake,” she told him. 
“That’s all?”
“That’s all. There was a lot of excitement, relief, all the adrenaline built up. Everything. I wasn’t in my right mind. I was exhausted. I had gotten smacked by the explosion. But I was happy to be alive. And I was happy to see you.”
“I don’t believe it,” Troy said. 
“You think I wasn’t happy to see you?”
“No. I think it was more than that.”
“Well, it wasn’t,” she said.
Now, in the tapas bar, in the real world, he was sitting across the table from Miquel Castro-Ruiz. Miquel had called Troy and asked to meet with him. It was a weirdly formal thing to do. Miquel could have just asked him to come into the office, or told him his concerns over the phone. 
Technically, Troy was on leave, recovering from serious injuries. Under these clothes, his entire left arm was picked cleaned, disinfected, closed up, and bandaged, from the shoulder to the wrist. Even now, he could feel it throbbing. But it was okay to be out. Better than sitting at home. 
They were at a small table along some windows. The food was good here.
The food was good, but there was no atmosphere.
Troy smiled to himself. A restaurant on the moon. He looked at the street outside. It was a cold day, with a crust of snow on the ground. People were bundled up, the breath coming from their mouths like steam engines. Some people were covered head to toe, their faces obscured by ski masks. It was a city of bank robbers today. By tomorrow, all the cash in town would be gone. 
Madrid was cold in winter. That was a fact. Get used to it.
Dubois was lying. She felt it. She was just trying to—
“Stark, are you with me?” Miquel said. 
Troy looked across the table at him. Miquel was staring at him intently. 
“Yes, I’m with you.”
Troy paused and shook his head.
“Nah, I drifted off. Sorry about that. I’m a little tired.”
He looked at his beer bottle. It was empty. He lifted it and gestured to the waiter, who was hanging out by the door to the kitchen, for another. The man nodded and disappeared. Miquel was drinking water, or Troy would have ordered one for him, too.
This could be a celebration, if they wanted it to be. 
“They’ve shut us down again,” Miquel said. “The headquarters of El Grupo is closed for the time being, even to me. We’re suspended, but with pay, pending the outcome of the latest investigation.”
“What did we do this time?” Troy said. “Besides rescuing the missing women, including the daughter of the US Ambassador to England, and more or less crushing an entire human trafficking network like a grape. That whole clan is basically toast.”
As if Troy didn’t know what the complaints would be. This closure came as no real surprise. To some degree, he welcomed it. They had been out beyond any reasonable boundaries once again, and it would be nice to have some time off from that. Suspended with pay sounded like a paid holiday. 
And of course, Troy’s work for Colonel Persons, and his pay from the imaginary United States Foreign Medical Aid Program (US-FOMAP, for short), would likely continue, at least for the time being. Troy hadn’t heard a word about his status with the Navy—whether he would be reinstated or punted into the stands. But whoever or whatever Missing Persons and the mysterious Alex represented, they were clearly happy when bad guys got taken down.
And then there was the little issue of Dubois. He was in a funny place with her. It seemed a bit male chauvinist, but he didn’t want her doing this kind of work anymore. 
Maybe. Maybe it was male chauvinist. He needed to examine that from all angles.
“Well, you know what happens next with the Baruti clan,” Miquel said.
Troy nodded. Of course he knew. “Some of the survivors go to jail. Some get absorbed into other gangs. And the big boys step in and decide who takes over the abandoned rackets.”
“That’s right.”
“Yeah, but the ambassador’s daughter,” Troy said. “That’s why they called us in the first place. And we got her back.”
“Ambassador Grayson is one of the few friends we have,” Miquel said. “She’s been vocal in her support. But according to nearly everyone else, we overstepped our mandate, and badly. We misled Interpol regarding the whereabouts of our agents. We misused organizational resources, including an airplane. We acted more in line with a secret police or black operations unit than with the information gathering and data analysis agency we are supposed to be. We murdered a valuable Interpol informant.”
Troy raised an eyebrow. “Murdered?”
“Murdered,” Miquel said. “That’s what they’re calling it.”
“He died in a gun battle. They fired shots, too.”
Miquel shook his head. “I’m not calling it murder, of course.”
Troy’s beer came. The waiter popped the cap off and put the bottle on the table.
“Gracias, señor.”
The waiter nodded. “De nada.”
Troy sipped the beer in silence. He glanced out the window again. Cold day. Looking at it wasn’t going to warm it up any. Maybe he should consider a little trip to somewhere hot.
“There’s another problem,” Miquel said. 
Troy nodded. “Good. I like problems.”
“You won’t like this one.”
“Do tell.”
“Mateos Baruti,” Miquel said. “He had powerful friends. Rumor has it that the Calabrian mob may put a price on your head. They haven’t decided. If you were an Italian cop, you’d probably already be dead. But since you’re international… it’s a risk for them. They know that.”
Troy sighed. He didn’t say a word in response.
“Possibly worse, at the time of his death, Baruti was not charged with, or wanted in connection with, any crime, in any country. He wasn’t even an official person of interest. He was good at keeping himself at arm’s length from his clan’s activities.”
“So he got murdered too, yeah?” Troy said. 
Miquel shrugged. “The Albanian justice department is considering murder charges.” 
“He challenged me to a duel. On his terms. He lost.”
“Manslaughter, then. Duels are outlawed nearly everywhere. The government of Albania has lodged a formal complaint with Interpol. As far as they’re concerned, foreign nationals, under cover of working for Interpol, entered their country, disrespected or ignored their sovereignty, and executed several of their citizens, without trial or any other form of due process.”
“Some of these upright citizens were in possession of kidnapped women.”
“Some, yes,” Miquel said. “But a few didn’t even have criminal records. According to the Albanian government, their alleged association with the Baruti mafia, the existence of which has never been proven in a court of law, was a convenient excuse to go on a murder spree.”
“Mateos Baruti was keeping trafficked women at his house.”
“At this time, they’re all claiming they lived there of their own free will. Baruti was their boyfriend. Yes, I know. Stockholm syndrome. But that’s what we have right now—victims who say they aren’t victims.”
“And Interpol?” Troy said. “How do they feel about all this?”
Miquel shrugged again, but said nothing.
Troy shook his head. “Wonderful.”
“I’m going to recommend that you leave the country until this gets straightened out. They know where you live. I might even recommend that you leave the continent. Just go someplace far away, where you aren’t easy to find. I’ll be in touch when it all passes over.”
“I don’t want to lose that flat,” Troy said. It seemed like a bizarre concern, given everything that Miquel had just said. But there it was. Troy liked his flat, and he didn’t want to lose it.
“Don’t worry,” Miquel said. “Our budget isn’t cut off. We’ll continue to carry it. I just don’t think you should be there.”
Troy watched him.
“For now. Not forever.”
Go somewhere hot.
Would they look for him in the Caribbean?
“Maybe your friend in Luxembourg would like to…”
Troy shook his head. “I don’t know that I have such a friend.”
Miquel raised both hands. “Sorry. I overstepped. I do that sometimes.”
Troy smiled. He nearly laughed. “I know you do.”
He decided to change the subject.
“How’s Gallo?” he said.
Miquel took a sip of his water. “I suppose he’s all right. He’s in Amsterdam. I don’t think he was hurt any worse than you. But he doesn’t seem to be talking to me.”
No real surprise there.
“Goddard?”
“Both he and his sister are back in America. She’s home with her family. He’s in a VA hospital in Pennsylvania. The hospital specializes in post-traumatic stress.”
Troy shook his head. It was a bit of a mess. 
“You did exceptional work, Agent Stark,” Miquel said. “And all of you, the whole team, achieved something great. You broke the Baruti, and you saved the lives of those women. No matter what happens, you will always have that.”
Of course what Miquel said was true. 
But to Troy, it felt like getting a trophy for coming in fourth.
 
***
 
Later, Troy walked home through the medieval alleyways of La Latina. Night was coming in early, as it did in winter. The colorful buildings of the neighborhood were already lit up in a festive display. A few walkers were out, despite the bitter cold. 
He was nearly at his building. The stoop and front door were right up ahead. There was a lot for him to think about. 
He was going to leave town. Maybe as soon as tomorrow.
Maybe he would try to get Dubois to…
“Stark!” someone called. 
He turned to look.
A man in a black ski mask was coming toward him. The man crossed the narrow street, moving fast. Another converged from Troy’s right. He also had on a ski mask.
Troy’s hands were already in the pockets of his jacket. 
His small snub pistol was out in a split second. 
Were these the Calabrians? Had they made their decision?
Troy pointed the gun at the chest of the man coming from the right side. He stared at the man in the street. 
“Don’t even dream about it. Another step and your friend dies. Then you die.”
The man stopped short. He raised his gloved hands. There were a couple of pieces of office copy paper in one of his hands.
The man smiled behind his mask.
“We’re the messengers. We know about your temper.”
He gestured at the gun with his head. 
“We know about your quick draw. We know all about what you’ll do. We’re not armed at all. There’s no reason to hurt us.”
“What do you want?” Troy said. 
The man held up the papers. “I’m supposed to give you these.”
“What are they?”
Troy couldn’t see what was printed on the papers. From here it looked like photographs. He supposed they weren’t court summonses.
“Look and see.”
Troy gave the man a come hither wave with his left hand. The man took three steps closer, handed the papers to Troy, and then stepped back. 
Troy glanced at the man to his right. That guy hadn’t moved at all.
He glanced down at the first page. 
His mind went blank.
It was Aliz Willems. There was a gag in her mouth. Her eyes were wide in fear. She was wearing what looked like a blue sweater and jeans. It was hard to tell because the lighting was bad. It was like a photo taken in the dark, and marred by a bright flashbulb.
Aliz was on a beat-up sofa. There were ropes around her upper body. There were ropes around her legs. There was what appeared to be a print edition of a newspaper leaning against her leg.
Troy switched to the second page. 
It was a close-up of the same picture. It showed the newspaper.
La Stampa, an Italian newspaper.
The print date was circled in red.
January 15. Yesterday.
Troy looked up at the men in the masks. The man on the right was already backing away. Suddenly, he turned and ran back the way he had come. 
Troy put the gun on the man in the street.
The man’s hands were raised. 
“If you shoot me, she dies. If you touch me, she dies. If you try to stop me leaving, she dies. I’m only the messenger. If you tell anyone about this, she dies. If you go to the police, if you do anything… she dies. We’re watching. We’re listening.”
Troy heard his voice speaking, but it was like he had no relationship to it. The voice was clear and strong, which was not at all how he felt.
“What would you have me do?” he said. 
“Await further instructions.”
 Troy stared at the man. There was no way to say anything about him. He was of average height. He wore a black wool overcoat. He wore a black ski mask. He wore black gloves. He wore dark gray workpants. His eyes were dark brown. He could be anyone.
A moment later, the man was gone, walking away down the street as if he was in no hurry.
Troy stared after him. Then he looked down at the paper in his hand.
Aliz, with terrified eyes, staring back at him. But not actually looking at Troy. She was looking at the man holding the camera. That’s who she was seeing.
A long breath escaped Troy. “Don’t worry,” he told the photo. “Don’t worry.”
He didn’t know what he meant by that. And he really didn’t know what he meant by the next words out of his mouth. Of if he did, he didn’t know how he would make them come to pass.
He looked up and gazed into the windows of the buildings surrounding him. A moment ago, they seemed almost cheerful. Now they seemed malevolent and threatening, like the watchers could be perched in any one of them. 
“I’m coming,” he said.
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