
        
            
                
            
        

    
Praise for Tess Gerritsen

Praise for The Summer Guests

“I love this new series.”

—Shari Lapena, New York Times bestselling author

“Expertly blends family drama with spy-thriller suspense, sending readers racing through the pages to find out what happens next.”

—The Washington Post

“Secrets and plot twists abound . . . a complex mix of fright and fun.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“As in the first book, Gerritsen paints Maggie and her crew with a fine brush and strikes a satisfying tone that’s neither too dour nor too twee. These sexagenarian spies are hitting their stride.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Fun and fascinating to watch Maggie and friends pivot from drinking martinis at their monthly book club to full-on use of their survival and investigative skills.”

—Booklist

“An excellent outing for the Martini Club.”

—Deadly Pleasures

“There are consequences galore in The Summer Guests, Tess Gerritsen’s excellent follow-up to The Spy Coast.”

—Christian Science Monitor

“Gerritsen has hit pop culture gold with this series that’s anything but cozy. And The Summer Guests is the perfect read for any season, as relentlessly entertaining as it is superbly structured.”

—Jon Land, BookTrib

Praise for The Spy Coast

“Tess Gerritsen writes in a smoothly elegant style; it’s always a delight to read her. The Spy Coast is a marvelously plotted read with action-packed pages, g-force twists and turns, and a platoon of fascinating characters. I truly hope to see Maggie Bird and her team of silver-haired helpers on the pages again.”

—David Baldacci, #1 New York Times bestselling author

“Master storyteller Tess Gerritsen has written an ingenious, spellbinding novel that moves from Bangkok to a small town in Maine, seductive settings where secrets are kept and lives upended . . . The Spy Coast is utterly thrilling, full of morally complex characters with deeply buried secrets and a life-and-death chase into the past and back again. It’s a great novel.”

—Luanne Rice, New York Times bestselling author

“Powerful, resonant, absorbing, freighted with menace and suspense . . . Gerritsen is a born storyteller, and this new series showcases her talents more than ever. Irresistible and highly recommended!”

—Lee Child, #1 New York Times bestselling author

“A riveting tale filled with engaging characters. I look forward to the rest of the series.”

—Kathy Reichs, author of the Temperance Brennan Bones series

“Tess Gerritsen is a brilliant, must-read novelist, and she’s done it again with The Spy Coast. Readers will want to follow the adventures of Maggie Bird and her band of Mainer compatriots for a long, long time.”

—C. J. Box, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Storm Watch

“For decades, Midcoast Maine has enjoyed a reputation as a haven for spies living in anonymous retirement. Now bestselling author Tess Gerritsen has taken this apocryphal (or not!) premise and transformed it into a crackerjack thriller. The Spy Coast is my favorite kind of page-turner, rooted in relatable, if ruthless, characters and grounded in a meticulously observed sense of place.”

—Paul Doiron, bestselling author of the Mike Bowditch novels

“I loved it. A hugely entertaining read!”

—Ann Cleeves, creator of the Vera and Shetland series

“This is a nice take on retirement—five old spooks whose bones may ache but whose minds remain sharp. You can expect mystery, action, and bloodshed in this exciting thriller launched straight from the peaceful shores of Maine.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“The plot bustles along nicely, careening from Thailand to Italy and many points in between, but the real surprise is the richness of Gerritsen’s supporting cast, a cantankerous bunch whose love for one another runs deep.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Gerritsen . . . branches out into the world of espionage . . . expertly mixing spy drama with romance and wry comedy . . . Gerritsen fans and readers of Richard Osman’s Thursday Murder Club mysteries will love this.”

—Booklist (starred review)
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Then


Chapter 1

Ingrid

Her life was not supposed to end this way. Then again, in her profession, one never knew how it would end. She had hoped her final exit would happen many years in the future, and it would be painless, perhaps while she dozed in a rocking chair with a fire gently crackling in the hearth and a cat purring on her lap. Or perhaps the end would be heralded by a crushing pain in her chest after one last triumphant climb up a mountain. She had not expected it to come today, with so many years of life still ahead of her, and not in this old stone house, amid the fields of blooming lavender. It was a breathtakingly beautiful place to die. Through the window, framed by ancient wooden shutters, she could see the hills of Provence, cloaked in the golden haze of summer. The air that wafted in through that window was perfumed with the scent of flowers. This was a day that should be savored, a day to sip pastis in the nearby village and nibble on olives and peanuts.

Instead, she would die trapped in a bedroom with a wounded young woman who was bleeding to death beside her. Ingrid had locked the door and had desperately shoved furniture against it to stave off the invaders, but those pitiful barriers would not hold them off for long. Already, the men were battering against it, and while the door was solid, made of centuries-old oak, eventually the attackers would burst through. For Ingrid, death would probably come swiftly, with two merciful bullets in the head.

But for Sophie . . .

“Cannot—cannot breathe,” Sophie whispered.

Ingrid looked down at the woman she had been assigned to protect. Sophie was barely a woman, really, only twenty-two years old, but blessed—some would say cursed—with the courage of a warrior. She had trusted the Agency to keep her alive, had believed all their assurances that Moscow would never find her in this safe house, tucked away in a quiet corner of Provence.

And for weeks, they had kept Sophie safe. While Ingrid’s colleagues in Paris and Marseille had worked to dismantle the Russian syndicate, Sophie and Ingrid had felt secure enough here to venture outside every morning to pick flowers and sip coffee in the garden. Who would think to look for Sophie in this old stone farmhouse at the end of a private dirt road? To even access the road, an attacker would first have to contend with Ingrid’s two Agency colleagues, stationed in the gatehouse at the top of the road. With these safeguards in place, and their location classified, no one should’ve been able to find them.

But somehow, they had been found.

Their first warning had been a curl of dust spiraling up in the distance, kicked into the air by the tires of an approaching vehicle. All vehicles first had to be cleared by Simon and Gordon, the two agents in the gatehouse, but Ingrid had received no heads-up from her colleagues about a visitor. She’d radioed the men to confirm.

No one answered.

She’d called out to Sophie, who was crouched in the garden, snipping a bundle of lavender stalks. With her straw hat and summer-streaked blond hair, Sophie looked like a winsome country girl, happily flushed from the sun, without a care in the world. The way a young woman should look while spending her summer in France. Contented. Unafraid.

“Sophie, go in the house,” Ingrid had said.

Sophie looked up, and when she saw Ingrid’s face, she quickly rose to her feet. Now she, too, spotted the fantail of dust rising from the road. “Who is coming?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Go inside.”

At once Sophie dropped the bundle of lavender stalks that she’d so lovingly harvested and she retreated into the house.

Again, Ingrid radioed the gatehouse. Again, there was no response.

The dust cloud kept moving closer. She could now see it was a black SUV, and it was moving fast. Something is wrong, she thought. She followed Sophie into the house, barred the door, and issued a Mayday to her backup team in the village.

Then she grabbed the rifle.

Through the rifle scope, she watched the SUV roar closer. She could make out the silhouettes of five heads inside the vehicle. She kept her rifle aimed at the driver, but she held her fire because the situation was still unclear. They could be friendlies. There could have been a comm failure. Her finger twitched on the trigger.

The SUV skidded to a stop in front of the house. Four men stepped out. Armed, dressed in black.

Definitely not friendlies.

She fired and took down one man. The others immediately scrambled for cover behind the vehicle. A barrage of return fire shattered the kitchen window and glass exploded into the room, clattering across the floor.

“Sophie!” she yelled. “Go upstairs!”

No answer.

She turned and saw the young woman, her face pale and contorted in pain, slowly sliding down against the blood-spattered wall.

“Sophie!”

More bullets tore into the kitchen and thudded into the cabinets. Wineglasses and chinaware disintegrated.

As Ingrid scrambled toward Sophie, shrapnel bit into her leg, and warm blood trickled down her skin. Even as she dodged the hail of gunfire, her focus was only on Sophie. Get her out of the room. Out of the line of fire.

She grabbed Sophie around the waist, slung the rifle over her shoulder, and pulled the young woman out of the kitchen. There was no escape route from this house. Their only option was to retreat upstairs to one of the bedrooms, bar the door, and hope that rescue arrived in time. Sophie’s legs had gone limp, and she was little more than deadweight as Ingrid hauled her up the narrow staircase. By the time they reached the second floor, Ingrid was dragging her, leaving a trail of blood on the floorboards.

From downstairs came the sound of pounding, kicking. How long would the door hold?

Not long enough.

Ingrid pulled Sophie into the upstairs bedroom and laid her on the floor. The young woman’s blouse was saturated with blood and she was gasping for air, but Ingrid had no time to attend to her wounds. A blast shook the house.

They had plastic explosives.

She bolted the bedroom door and shoved a dresser and chair against it. Scrambled behind the bed and crouched against the mattress with her rifle aimed at the door. The first one through that door would be a dead man.

“Please . . . help . . .”

Ingrid reached out and touched Sophie’s hand. Already it felt like the hand of a corpse, the warmth of life draining away. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.

Voices shouted downstairs in the kitchen. Russian. They were inside the house. Footsteps thudded up the stairs. Her finger was already squeezing the trigger, ready to fire, as they banged on the bedroom door. Each blow shook the dresser, her last pitiful line of defense. Her heart was banging as well, like a wild animal trying to beat its way out of her chest. It would not take long for them to break through. She could take down the first one or two of them, but there was only one way this would end. The syndicate demanded it. Sophie, who’d dared to betray them, must now suffer the consequences.

As Ingrid leaned into the mattress, her finger poised to fire, she thought about all the pleasures she would never live to enjoy, the breaths she would never take, the sunsets she would never witness. She thought about the man who waited for her at home, the man with whom she could have spent the rest of her life. Gone, those possible futures, all gone. Now it was down to these final moments, the invaders pounding at the door, the sweat trickling down her cheek like a warm teardrop. How many rounds were left in her rifle? She didn’t know, but she would keep firing as long as she was able to, as long as she had bullets. Make them pay dearly. Make them . . .

The blast splintered wood, sent shrapnel flying. The shock wave threw her backward, and her head slammed against the wall. For a moment she saw nothing, heard nothing, felt nothing. No discomfort, just the black numbness of death. Then, faint and distant, the staccato of gunfire. Men shouting. Footsteps.

They are coming. Here it ends.

“Ingrid.”

She drew in a shuddering breath, and pain stabbed her ribs, sharp as a blade. Pain meant she was alive. Pain meant they weren’t finished with her yet.

“Ingrid!”

She opened her eyes. To her wonder, she saw a face she knew well, a face that was now staring down at her in panic. Rodrigo’s black hair was powdered with a layer of dust, and his cheek was spattered with blood. Not his blood, she realized, but another man’s.

“Help her,” whispered Ingrid. “Help Sophie.”

He gave a sorrowful shake of the head and looked away. She followed his gaze to the body lying nearby.

In life, Sophie had been a pale and luminous beauty, but beneath her seeming fragility was tempered steel. For almost a year, she had gone unnoticed while embedded within a viper’s nest of men who made their fortunes from death and destruction. She had been listening, always listening, as those men talked freely about the deals they’d made, the rivals they’d eliminated. None of those men could imagine that the harmless and insignificant girl they’d hired to serve their drinks, adorn their yachts, would be the Trojan horse that would bring them down. Ingrid herself had been dubious when a troubled Sophie first approached the Agency with information about the syndicate. Damning information that she’d gleaned while she’d hovered silently in the background. To the syndicate, she was just another pretty face, like so many others that could always be found orbiting powerful men. Unlike the others, though, Sophie had been paying attention and taking notes. She had come to understand, with growing horror, who these men were and the brutal violence they were capable of.

I’m sorry. Ingrid reached out to Sophie’s lifeless body. Oh God, I’m sorry.

“Ingrid.” Rodrigo gently tugged on her arm. “There’s nothing you can do here. Come, let me take you to the village.”

“How did this happen? How did they find us?”

“I don’t know.”

“We had no warning. Why didn’t our men warn us?”

There was a silence. She looked up and saw his pained expression.

“What happened to them? Where are Simon and Gordon?”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

“Both of them?”

“We’ll talk about it later.”

“Just tell me!”

“If you really want to know,” he said quietly, “I’ll show you.”

[image: ]

She should not have asked. Far better to have read the details in some dry autopsy report, or to hear about it second- or third-hand, to put as much distance as she could from this bloody reality. But now that she was staring at the carnage, these images would be forever imprinted in her memory.

Gordon would have been taken down first. His body was lying outside the stone guardhouse, sprawled at the edge of the garden, his blood soaking into the soil. Life’s nutrients, returning to the earth to nourish next year’s blossoms. The instrument of death was still implanted in Gordon’s left orbit. It was a stiletto, an elegant and efficient tool made of stainless steel. Some sort of symbol was engraved on the handle: a small circle with a dot inside. A minimalist design, like the weapon itself. It would have been a mercifully quick death—at least she hoped it was. One stab would have driven the tip of the stiletto through the eye socket and straight into the brain. Gordon would not have suffered long.

The same could not be said for Simon.

He, too, must have been taken by surprise, because his gun was lying off in the corner, where it had probably been kicked during the fight. The room smelled of carnage, the stink of sweat and desperation. The wall was covered with fantails of blood, sprayed there from his severed carotid artery as he’d turned and twisted. From the doorway, Ingrid surveyed the blood, splashed like scarlet streamers around the room, and imagined Simon slip-sliding through those pools. He had been the fair-haired kid on their team, only twenty-eight and happy to have escaped the small and unexciting town in Texas where he’d grown up. Now he’d be returning to that town in a box.

She turned and walked away.

Outside in the garden, she took deep breaths, emptying her lungs of the stench. A hot wind swept down the valley, bringing with it the scent of summer-warmed grass and lavender. She heard Rodrigo’s footsteps crunching toward her across the gravel.

“What about the men who did this?” she asked.

“We’ve secured the location. They’re all dead,” said Rodrigo. “We took care of it.”

“Are you sure?”

“You saw their bodies.”

She thought back to the blood and chaos left behind in the farmhouse. She remembered two men lying dead on the stairs, a third body sprawled on the kitchen floor. And there’d been a fourth one in the yard, where Ingrid had brought him down with her rifle shots. She recalled their black SUV roaring up to the farmhouse, and the view she’d had through her rifle scope of the occupants inside that vehicle.

“There’s someone missing,” she said.

Rodrigo frowned at her. “What?”

“I saw four bodies at the house.”

“Yes. That’s all of them.”

“But there were five people in the SUV.”

“No, we killed them all. There were four.”

“And no one escaped?”

“Trust me, there was no fifth man.”

“But I could swear—”

“Ingrid.” He touched her face, his fingers lingering on her cheek. “You caught the blast from that door. When I found you, you were barely conscious. Can you really be certain of what you saw?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered, and clutched her head. It was still throbbing from the blast, and she tried to rub away the ache, the failure. “I just need to be sure. I owe it to Gordon and Simon. And Sophie . . .”

He wrapped his arms around her. “Come. Let me take you back to the hotel.”

Suddenly exhausted, she sagged against him. They had once been lovers, and even though she had ended it a year ago, the contours of his body still felt familiar. They’d seemed well matched in so many ways, the way her head tucked so perfectly under his chin, even the way the rhythm of their breathing seemed aligned. But that was before she’d really known him. Before she’d come to realize that she was just one in a long line of Rodrigo’s conquests. This fire between them, so bright and hot, would inevitably burn out, leaving nothing but ashes.

She stared down at Gordon’s body and thought about all the memories that blade had destroyed as it sank into his brain. All the laughter, all the dreams. All the love. “His son just turned twelve,” she said softly. “Gordon showed me his photo the other day. Told me how rotten he felt about missing the boy’s birthday. And his wife. Oh God, Vicky . . .”

“This isn’t the time to think about it.”

“When is the time?” She looked up at Rodrigo. “Or will there never be a good time? Do we just shove it into the closet and forget it? The way we forget everything else?”

He took her arm. “You need to rest.”

“No. What I really need is to go home.”

“Yes. I think that’s a good idea. You should fly home. Take as much time as you need, and come back when you feel ready.” He caressed her cheek. “But please,” he said with a smile. “Don’t be gone for too long.”

She caught his wrist and gently lowered his hand. “To be honest, there’s another reason I need to go home for a while.”

“What reason?”

She turned and looked up the road at the safe house. At what should have been a safe house but instead had turned into a place of slaughter. “I thought I was going to die there. And that’s when I realized what I want to live for. Who I want to live for. I need to tell him, while I still have the chance.”

“Him?” Rodrigo frowned. “You can’t mean that analyst you’ve been talking about?”

“That’s exactly who I mean.”

“Are you really going home to that—that desk jockey?”

“That desk jockey loves me.” In ways that you never will, she thought.

“And is that enough?”

“Love?” She looked at him and gave a sad laugh. “You really don’t understand it, do you?”

“I understand that you and I have something special.”

“And how long would that last?”

“Long enough.” He tilted up her head and looked straight into her eyes. “Admit it, Ingrid. You’d miss me, wouldn’t you? How long will it take for you to get bored with him? Maybe not this year or next year, but eventually you will be. He has no idea what our world is like. He spends all day at his desk and goes home every night, to what? Dinner and a video?”

“That’s starting to sound pretty damn good.”

“You know what does sound good?” He pulled her closer, so close their bodies were pressed against each other. “A hotel room. A glass of champagne . . .”

She stepped away. “I’ll write my report tonight, and it will be on your desk tomorrow, for the cable. And then I’m going to apply for a transfer.” She looked down one last time at Gordon. Poor Gordon would never have the chance to grow old, but she would. And she didn’t want to do it alone. “Goodbye, Rodrigo. I’ll invite you to the wedding.” She turned and walked away.

“I won’t come!” he called.

“Suit yourself.”

“I hate to watch tragedies!”

“Not a tragedy.” She paused and glanced back at him. “A happy ending.”

“Are you sure about that?”

She didn’t answer him. She didn’t know.


Now


Chapter 2

Ingrid

Friday

“Humanity stands at the edge of an abyss,” said Dr. Cornell Stamoran. “Whether it’s nuclear winter or biological warfare or a devastating natural pandemic, we are woefully unprepared for the coming global catastrophe.” He surveyed the audience of nearly four hundred people gathered in the ballroom of the Cod Cove Resort. “Some of you will say I’m being unnecessarily alarmist, but based on current information, I believe it’s likely that within the next two decades, there will be another pandemic. And this could be the face of that catastrophe.” He advanced to the next slide, and an image of a child’s face, covered in fluid-filled pustules, filled the ballroom screen. Ingrid, seated in the emcee’s chair onstage, heard murmurs of horror from the audience, even though most people in this room were already well acquainted with the tragedies of the world.

“Some of you may recognize what this little girl is dying of,” continued Stamoran, and Ingrid saw several audience members nodding their heads. “During the twentieth century, an estimated three hundred million people did die of this disease. This is the face of variola major. Otherwise known as smallpox.”

Stamoran advanced to the next slide, a photo of schoolchildren standing in line, their sleeves rolled up to bare their arms.

“And some of you are old enough to remember standing in a line like this one, to receive the vaccine that completely eradicated smallpox. I’m a virologist, but I myself have never seen a case of variola major, because the virus is now extinct in the wild. The fact we were able to completely erase it from the globe was a testament to science and to global cooperation. So why do I mention smallpox at this conference on global catastrophes? Wasn’t the disease wiped out, erased from the planet?”

The next slide appeared. It was a satellite image showing rows of low-slung buildings in a stark, wintry landscape.

“Those of you who work in the intelligence field may recognize what’s on this slide, even if you’re not allowed to talk about it.” He shot a sly smile at the crowd, and Ingrid heard chuckles and the creaking of chairs as people shifted uneasily in their seats. She herself couldn’t help smiling because she knew four of those intelligence veterans were now sitting in the third row. Ingrid’s husband Lloyd was leaning forward in his seat, staring intently at the slide. As a retired CIA analyst, Lloyd no doubt recognized the location of that satellite photo. Next to Lloyd sat three of their friends, whom Ingrid had met nearly four decades ago at Camp Peary, where the four of them had trained as covert Agency operatives. Ben Diamond was now seventy-four, but with his perennial scowl and his shaved head, he still emanated threat. By comparison, the couple seated beside Ben seemed like utterly harmless retirees. In her flannel shirt and trim blue jeans, sixty-one-year-old Maggie Bird could pass as a no-nonsense grandmother. Declan Rose was eight years older than Maggie, and his silver-streaked black hair and tweed jacket made him look like a genteel academic, which had once been his cover identity during the days he’d served in Eastern Europe. The days before they had all retired from their CIA careers and moved to this small town in Maine. Now they spent their time reading and puttering in gardens or, in Maggie’s case, raising chickens, but they had never lost their interest in global affairs.

Which was why they were here tonight, listening to the opening address of the annual Stone Coast Conference.

Stamoran aimed his laser pointer at the satellite image. “This is the Koltsovo bioweapons facility in Novosibirsk oblast, Russia. Our intelligence sources report that a supply of live smallpox virus is stored in one of these buildings. How secure is this facility? In whose hands might the smallpox virus end up? With our rapidly changing political landscape, we can’t predict Moscow’s next moves. It’s been half a century since anyone in the US has been immunized against variola, and the release of this virus by a hostile actor or government would be like a blowtorch to our population. It would kill doctors and nurses, engineers and farmers. There would be mass starvation and looting. Our power plants would shut down and our cities would go black. Our country would enter a new dark age.” He regarded his audience with a grim face. “The theme for this weekend conference is global catastrophes. With the exception of nuclear war, I cannot imagine a more devastating catastrophe than a global pandemic with a mortality rate of thirty, forty, or fifty percent. Tomorrow, you’ll hear more about the dangers of biological warfare from Dr. Mikhail Maslov, who once worked in that very facility in Novosibirsk before he defected to the West. He’ll tell us what to expect if those weapons are unleashed. Are we prepared for this disaster? Of course not. But if and when it happens, we should not be surprised.” He gave a somber nod. “Thank you. See you all tomorrow.”

As the audience applauded, Ingrid stood up and crossed the stage to the lectern, her high heels clicking smartly across the floor. Only three hours earlier, she had been pressed into service as replacement emcee, after the original host was rushed to the hospital with crushing chest pain. Ingrid had faced far more threatening situations than a room of almost four hundred people, but her pulse was racing as she adjusted the microphone to her height and took command of the stage. Being prepared was second nature to Ingrid, and she needed no notes for her final comments.

“Thank you, Dr. Stamoran, for a sobering look at the challenges that might lie ahead,” she said. “Tomorrow’s morning panel will dive deeper into the subject of bioweapons. Dr. Stamoran will be joined onstage here by H5N1 expert Dr. Sonia Liu, and by Dr. Maslov, who’s just returned from Uganda, where he’s been working with a UN medical team dealing with the recent Ebola outbreak. Now I hope you’ll all join us for a cocktail reception in the Birchwood Ballroom, right next door. I’ll see you back here tomorrow, at nine.”

First night’s mission accomplished, Ingrid thought as the audience began to empty out. Then she glanced down at her phone and sighed when she saw the new text messages. As travel coordinator for the conference, she had booked the flights and hotels for guest speakers from five different countries, had attended to their various requests and complaints. Her previous career in the CIA, planning complex missions and managing teams of covert operatives, should have made her well prepared to deal with the minor crises that inevitably arose when organizing a conference. But back then, she’d been working with people who were independent thinkers, people who could quickly adapt when circumstances went south. They didn’t need an Ingrid to find them alternate flights when theirs were canceled, didn’t call her in panic after leaving their briefcase behind in a taxi—all of which Ingrid had dealt with in the last seventy-two hours.

Now things were still going awry.

She was desperate for a martini, but she bypassed the reception’s no-host bar and retreated to a corner of the reception ballroom to scroll through the messages on her phone. Dr. Borgerson needed access to a printer at once because he’d left his notes at home in Frankfurt. Dr. Patek had broken his prescription glasses and needed an immediate appointment with an optometrist. Dr. Maslov was not feeling well after three exhausting flights from Uganda and would not join the speakers group for dinner.

“Well done, you!” said her husband. “You definitely deserve one of these.”

She looked up from her phone to see Lloyd standing with their friends Maggie, Ben, and Declan. Lloyd was holding two martinis, both so chilled that the glasses were deliciously frosty.

“It’s a very well-stocked bar. They even have Boodles gin on hand,” her husband said.

“Because I asked them to stock it.”

“Ah, of course. You always think of everything.” He handed her one of the martinis. For one dangerous moment she stared at it, wanting so badly to take a sip that she could almost feel that icy liquid slide down her throat. Instead she set it down on a nearby cocktail table. “Can’t. Too many messages to deal with.”

“The conference seems to be going well,” said Maggie. “That’s how it looks to us, anyway.”

“Because you can’t see the wizard here, frantically pulling levers behind the curtain.”

“You volunteered for this?” said Ben.

“I had no idea there’d be so much mission creep. Reserve a few flights, a few hotel rooms. That’s all I was supposed to do. Then it ballooned into this.” She waved her cell phone. “I’m the travel nanny.”

“And now the new emcee. But you make it look effortless,” said Declan, and he lifted his martini glass in a toast. “All hail Ingrid!”

“All hail Ingrid!” the others chimed in.

“You know the old saying,” said Maggie. “‘The reward for hard work is more work.’ They’ll probably ask you to do it next year.”

“Oh please, no,” groaned Lloyd. “Don’t make me a widower again.”

“No, once is quite enough,” said Ingrid. “I’ll be so happy when it’s Sunday night and this all comes to a—”

“Hello, Ingrid,” a voice said behind her. It was a hauntingly familiar voice, one that she had not heard in years and had never expected to hear again. Cheeks flushing, she turned to face the man. His once-black hair was interwoven with silver, and he now had a neatly trimmed beard, but the eyes had not changed. They were still as dark and gleaming as obsidian.

“Rodrigo,” she said quietly.

He smiled, and a flattering web of laugh lines creased his face. “How long has it been?”

“Twenty-eight years,” she said. A number so specific it betrayed just how significant their parting had been to her. So significant that she would never forget when and where they’d last seen each other. “I had no idea you were in Purity.”

“I’ve been hearing about the Stone Coast Conference for years. Thought I’d finally see what the fuss was all about. And I wanted to see this quaint little town you’ve settled into.”

“Excuse me,” said Lloyd, inserting himself into the conversation. “We haven’t been introduced. I’m Lloyd Slocum.”

Flanked by her husband on one side and her former lover on the other, Ingrid was, for one of the few times in her life, at a loss for words. She could feel her friends watching her. Maggie in particular. Leave it to another woman to pick up the cues, to recognize there was more going on here than a reunion between casual friends. Did Lloyd see it too? She had been married to him for so long that surely he could sense the turmoil now threatening to swamp her. And Rodrigo, damn him, why did he have to be his charming best?

“So you’re the lucky man who landed this woman,” said Rodrigo, smiling as he held out his hand. “Rodrigo Estrada. Ingrid and I once worked together.”

Lloyd quickly set down his martini and shook Rodrigo’s hand. “And this was twenty-eight years ago?”

“It feels like a century.” Rodrigo looked at Ingrid. “But she’s just as I remember her.”

“Was this in France?” said Maggie.

Rodrigo gave Maggie a searching look, as if weighing how much to reveal, the sort of mental calculation they’d all learned to make whenever striking up a conversation with a stranger. Some details were not meant to be shared.

“These are good friends,” Ingrid assured him. “Maggie Bird. Declan Rose. And Ben Diamond. We met back at the Farm.”

“Ah. No secrets then. The brotherhood,” said Rodrigo.

“And sisterhood,” Maggie added with a note of irritation.

Rodrigo tipped his head to her. “Of course. Apologies.”

Lloyd was frowning over his spectacles at Rodrigo, as if studying some rare bird that he’d never encountered before. “You worked with Ingrid in France?”

“She never told you?” Rodrigo looked at Ingrid. “Was I that forgettable?”

“I don’t share operational secrets,” said Ingrid, firmly shutting down the conversation. She glanced at her watch. “I should get moving.”

“Yes, things seem to be wrapping up here,” said Lloyd, looking around at the ballroom, which was emptying out as guests drifted off to dinner. “Shall we head home?”

“I can’t,” said Ingrid. “I have to see to a few more details.”

“But what about dinner?”

“I’ll grab something. Why don’t you go home?”

Lloyd eyed Rodrigo and said: “Maybe I should hang on a bit?”

Now I’ve got another fire to put out, she thought. Just as the conference was about to shift into high gear, she was forced to juggle two male egos. Rodrigo had not lost his talent for complicating her life.

There was only one sensible move. “I’ll see you at home,” she said to Lloyd and walked away from the group. She did not glance back as she continued straight out of the ballroom, out of the situation. The old Ingrid had always been good at extricating herself from a tight spot.

The new Ingrid would have to be just as good.


Chapter 3

Maggie

When Maggie and Declan walked out of the Cod Cove Resort, the waters of Penobscot Bay were bathed in the moon’s silvery glow. They paused to admire the view from the hotel veranda, where a row of white rocking chairs stood empty and spectral in the moonlight. After Dr. Stamoran’s somber keynote speech, with its images of pox-riddled skin and corpses stacked on pyres, it was a relief to breathe clean, fresh air, to enjoy this moment of tranquility. Tonight’s lecture had merely reinforced what Maggie already knew: that the world was perpetually poised on the edge of calamity. She and her friends had spent their careers in the CIA trying to anticipate and prevent just such calamities. The weight of that responsibility, and the personal toll it had extracted from Maggie, was why she had walked away from the job almost two decades ago. Now a new generation had taken on the battle, and they were welcome to it. These young people might have dazzling new cyber tools and tech skills at their disposal, but the old threats remained.

Dr. Stamoran’s speech was a chilling reminder that it still took only a single madman to launch a global catastrophe.

“I’d say we’ve had enough doom and gloom for the night,” said Declan. He pulled her close and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “God, I’m glad we’re retired. Now it’s just a nice walk into the sunset together, martinis in hand.”

In the semidarkness of the hotel veranda, she could not see his face beneath the sweep of black-and-silver hair, but she didn’t need to. She knew every crease, every laugh line of Declan’s face. They’d been friends for decades, ever since they met as new recruits to the Agency, but only recently had their friendship bloomed into love. It still felt new and deliciously strange to hold his hand, to feel his breath in her hair. To climb into bed with him. One was never too old for desire.

“Your place or mine tonight?” he murmured.

“Your place. Callie’s taking care of my chickens this week, so I don’t need to go home at all.”

“Or get up at the crack of dawn? Thank God.”

“No, we can sleep in late tomorrow.”

“And stay up late. Watch an old movie . . . carouse on the sofa . . .” He gave her a long, lingering kiss. “Et cetera.”

“I say we go straight to ‘et cetera,’” she whispered.

“I second the motion . . .”

The hotel door opened, and footsteps creaked onto the veranda.

“Oh,” said Lloyd. “You two are still here? I thought you left with Ben.”

Reluctantly, Declan and Maggie drew apart. “We’re about to head home,” said Declan. “Just, um, admiring the view.”

“Excellent kickoff to the conference, wouldn’t you say? Despite that last-minute emcee change.”

“Ingrid can do anything.”

“Except turn down a challenge,” grumbled Lloyd. “No one else wanted to step in on such short notice. And really, this sort of thing is in her wheelhouse. Assembling assets.”

“I think you mean speakers, Lloyd,” said Declan.

“Assets, speakers. It’s all the same. I just hope she doesn’t get talked into it next year.”

“This will all be over Sunday night,” said Maggie. “Then you two should go on a nice long vacation.”

“You’ll be here for tomorrow’s opening session, right? Nine a.m. panel with the doomsday trio. Ingrid’s going to be very annoyed if she sees any empty seats.”

“We certainly don’t want an annoyed Ingrid,” said Declan.

Lloyd gave them a weary salute. “Dinner on my own again. And I have a lovely coq au vin all ready to heat up.” He went down the veranda steps, then stopped on the lawn and turned back. “Say, would you two want to join me for dinner?”

Maggie and Declan looked at each other.

“It was just a thought. I’m sure you already have plans.” Lloyd sighed. “Good night, then.”

Maggie watched Lloyd walk away, a solitary figure receding into the darkness. She thought of him walking into his silent house. Imagined him sitting alone in his kitchen, dining solo on a meal he’d lovingly prepared for two.

“What do you think?” Declan whispered.

“Lloyd!” Maggie called out. “We actually don’t have other plans. Can we still come to dinner?”

“Absolutely!” In the dark, she couldn’t see Lloyd’s smile, but she could hear it in his voice. Instead of an intimate evening with Declan, it would have to be coq au vin for three.

But that’s what friends were for.


Chapter 4

Ingrid

“You really haven’t changed,” said Rodrigo.

Ingrid laughed. “And you’re still a shameless liar.”

They were sitting at a corner table in the hotel bar, which was now packed with conference attendees. Wine had flowed freely at the reception, but for this crowd, there was always time for another drink, another anecdote, another hand to shake. In a noisy room where people stood shoulder to shoulder at the bar, no one would notice the couple seated in the dim corner, nursing their nightcaps.

Rodrigo looked at her over the rim of his whisky glass. “I’m serious. Twenty-eight years later, and I see the same Ingrid.”

She snorted. “Aside from the gray hair and the ten extra pounds.”

“On you, it all looks good. When it comes to the essentials, you’re still the same.”

“The essentials?”

“The old gleam in your eye. The wheels in that mind always turning.” He lifted his glass in a toast. “Our team was never the same after you transferred to Rome.”

“Rome was a better fit for me. A fresh start.”

“Away from me, you mean.”

“I loved Italy. So did Lloyd.”

“And has it all been marital bliss?”

“You sound skeptical.”

“Call it the bitter voice of experience.”

“How many wives have you gone through now?”

“I’m between number three and number four.”

“Who’s number four?”

“I haven’t chosen her yet.” He winked and lifted his whisky glass to her. He had the same devilish grin that had disarmed so many other conquests, but the years had left their wear on his features: the silver streaks in his hair, his face more deeply engraved with laugh lines. On Rodrigo, those changes were flattering. “I’m always looking.”

She shook her head. “That’s your problem. You never stop looking. It keeps you from seeing what’s right in front of you.”

“You’re right, of course. I should have appreciated what was there in front of me. Those other women, they never really meant anything to me. I’ve matured since then.”

“I doubt it.”

“And this marital bliss thing. Is it real, or just a myth?”

She stared down at her whisky, uneasy about the direction of their conversation. “Why are you here, Rodrigo?”

“I’m only asking if you’re happy. It’s an innocent question.”

“Is it?”

“Because I often wonder what could have been. Don’t you ever think about that?”

“No. Because I know what would have been.”

“You have to admit, it wouldn’t have been boring.”

“That may be true.”

He leaned toward her, his eyes as black as volcanic glass. “You know it’s true. Instead, you chose this?” He gestured to the other attendees in the lounge, sipping drinks, engaged in loud conversation. “Granted, this little town seems charming enough. What do you people do here in the winter, anyway?”

“We eat moss and hibernate.”

“Seriously.”

“Seriously, it’s the perfect place for me. There’s plenty here to keep me intellectually occupied. It may be a small town, but we have a unique community of retirees. Ex–State Department, diplomats. And probably more than a few from our old line of work, although we’re all cagey about it. That’s how the Stone Coast Conference got its start forty years ago.”

“I heard a few old spooks got bored and decided to host a get-together.”

“And it just kept growing. Turned into this annual global affairs conference, with speakers from around the world. So you see, there’s plenty to keep me busy.”

“And personally? Are you happy here?”

“I have my husband. And some very good friends.”

“Ah yes, your husband.” He took a sip of whisky and gave her a dubious smile. “Lloyd seems pleasant enough.”

She set down her glass with a thump. “All right. Let’s cut through the bullshit. What are you really doing in Purity?”

“Attending your conference.”

“That’s the only reason?”

“It gave me a chance to catch up with you.”

“But you didn’t come all this way just to see me.”

He gave an apologetic shrug. “I’m also here to do a little scouting for Argus. You might have heard of it.”

“The company you founded. You chose an interesting name.”

He nodded. “I named it after the mythical Argus Panoptes. The giant with a hundred eyes. It’s an apt description for what we do.”

“Private intelligence, you mean?”

“I just couldn’t seem to walk away from it. I tried to retire. After I left the Agency, I played a lot of golf, climbed a few mountains, stretched out on a few beaches. And I got utterly, miserably bored. So I jumped back into the business. The private sector, it turns out, pays much better.” He waved to the cocktail waitress, pointed to his empty glass, then refocused on Ingrid. “Much better,” he repeated.

“Who are your clients?”

“Our list is confidential, but let’s just say it includes large corporations, law firms. The occasional government agency.”

“Including our own?”

He paused, looking down at his empty glass. “I don’t have to tell you the world has changed, Ingrid. This new leadership has turned things upside down, undermined everything we once believed in. There are people in the Agency—good people, patriots—who aren’t happy that we’ve turned our backs on tried-and-true allies. That we’re now cozying up with our old enemies. More than a few old friends have been purged from the Agency, and now they’re working for Argus. These are experienced, well-connected people in key places. We have intelligence collectors in thirty-three countries, with more joining us.”

“The hundred eyes of Argus.”

“I’d like it to be a hundred and one eyes. That’s one of the reasons I’m here.” He paused as the waitress returned with a refill of their whiskies. Ingrid had already had enough to drink, but now that a fresh glass was sitting in front of her, she automatically lifted it to her lips, if only to steady herself for what she knew was coming.

“I need people with deep backgrounds in intelligence,” he said. “Especially people with operational experience.”

“Operational? You’ve moved beyond just intelligence gathering?”

“Yes, we now have an operational wing. It’s become necessary, given current circumstances. The Agency is paralyzed. Everyone’s looking over their shoulders, afraid that they’ll get booted out if they make the wrong moves. So no one makes any moves at all, and nothing gets done. Not officially, anyway. But unofficially, things can get done, and they turn to Argus to do it. That’s why I’m recruiting people with experience in the field. People I trust and respect.” He took a sip. “That would be you.”

“Haven’t you heard? I’m retired.”

“So was I.”

“I’m not bored.”

“Which surprises me.” He looked at the people gathered at the bar. “Is this really enough for you?”

“Why do you keep doubting me?”

“Because I know that mind of yours never stops working. It needs stimulation. This job would take you all over the world again. We have offices in London, Geneva, and DC. If a client wants a dossier on a French presidential candidate, off you’ll go to Paris. It’s the same work we did before, but in so many ways it’s easier. We can operate in the gray zone, with no artificial divide between foreign and domestic, and without any bureaucratic bullshit. Now tell me the truth. You do miss it, don’t you?”

“That work was for our country.”

“Well, our country has drastically altered course. And you know as well as I do that patriotism hardly pays.”

“And you feel good about this? Doing it for the money?”

He looked down at his whisky and for a moment considered her question. “Do you remember Sophie Benoit?” he asked quietly.

The mention of Sophie’s name made her go momentarily silent. She felt an ache in her chest, like an old wound that refused to heal. “Hardly a day goes by that I don’t think of her,” she said quietly. “And Gordon. And Simon.”

“I never stop thinking about them either. Simon’s widow never remarried. Gordon’s wife, at least, was able to move on. Vicky married a nice fellow from Omaha. Had another child. A daughter.”

“Why are you bringing them up now?”

“Because of why they all died. Gordon and Simon, because of patriotism. And Sophie, because she had a conscience and she tried to do the right thing. Tried to help us bring down that syndicate. Those three people, they all did the right thing, and they paid the ultimate price.”

“Are you saying it’s not worth it? Doing the right thing?”

“Oh, it sounds so noble, dying for our country. For the good of the world. But think of the people you leave behind. How many other twelve-year-old boys will suffer, like Gordon’s son did, because his father was a patriot?” He took a gulp of whisky and stared at the glass. “I still hear from Vicky from time to time. She says their son never really got over his father’s death.”

“I can’t imagine any boy would.”

“And when they heard how he died—”

“They were told?”

“She wanted to know if he suffered. She demanded to know. HQS finally relented and allowed her to see the autopsy report.”

Ingrid thought of that hot and windy day in the valley of lavender. She remembered Gordon lying on his back outside the stone guardhouse, his blood seeping into the soil. And she thought of the stiletto in his eye, its tip buried deep in his brain. “Oh God,” she murmured. “They learned the details?”

“Unfortunately, yes. Which probably made the loss all the worse for them. Knowing how he was killed.”

Even now, the circumstances of Gordon’s death still shook her, and she cupped the whisky glass with both hands, as if it could steady her. Anchor her.

“He paid the ultimate price. So did his wife. So did his son,” said Rodrigo. “And what did they get for it? A pension, a lifetime of grief. And Gordon got a pretty star on the memorial wall.”

“So you think patriotism isn’t enough.”

“I’m saying there should be tangible rewards for doing this work. We have skills honed by years in the field. That’s worth something in the private sector.”

“You’re offering me a job?”

“We made a good team once and we could do it again. And on this particular issue, you’d be perfect.”

“What issue is that?”

“It’s another reason I came to this conference. Our client is focused on the possibility of biological warfare. They’d like to know which bacterial or viral agents might be used by the enemy, and how to respond to it.”

“Is this client one of those governmental agencies you mentioned?”

“Perhaps.”

“You’re not going to tell me?”

“If you worked for Argus, I’d be able to. What I can tell you is my client wants to know which bioweapons might be currently in development. Since Dr. Maslov’s one of the few scientists who’s actually worked in a Russian biolab, I wanted to meet him.”

“Has he agreed to speak with you?”

“Not yet. I want to approach him in just the right way. As a Russian defector, he’s probably skittish. Looking over his shoulder, wondering if Moscow will come after him with an umbrella dart.”

“It’s been eighteen years since he defected. At some point, everyone gets tired of looking over their shoulder.”

“Is that what he told you?”

“He accepted our invitation, didn’t he?”

“Well, I’d appreciate it if you could put in a good word for me. Assure him that I am who I say I am.”

“And that’s all you want from me?”

“I would like to ask for more.” He smiled. “But I doubt Lloyd would approve.”

She looked down at her glass and saw to her surprise that she had finished all the whisky. That was the Rodrigo effect. He had a way of making her do heedless things, take heedless risks. “I’ll consider it,” she said, and set down the empty glass. “Now I need to get some sleep. It’s been good catching up.”

“That’s it, then?”

“What were you expecting?”

“I don’t know.” He sighed. “Really, I just wanted to see you again. While I still could.”

“You make it sound like time’s running out.”

“It is, isn’t it? For both of us. Year after year we just forge ahead, until one day, it all comes to an end. I’m thinking about that more and more. All the things I want to do, things I need to do. And one of those things was to see you again.”

They stared at each other, and the buzz of conversation around them seemed to fade away. For a moment—just a moment—she was young again, in Paris, and they were coiled around each other in bed. Then her cell phone dinged with a text message and the memory evaporated. Once again, she was sitting in this dim hotel lounge with the man she’d always known would never make her happy. The man she’d been wise enough to walk away from.

She looked at the text message. “I have to go,” she said.

“Something serious?”

“No. Just a small problem with tomorrow’s schedule.” She started to rise, but he reached for her hand.

“Then stay, Ingrid,” he said quietly. “Please.”

Again, there was a long look between them. Again, that wisp of a memory floated through her head. Paris. A bed. His arms wrapped around her.

She pulled away. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Chapter 5

Maggie

Saturday

At nine the next morning, almost every seat in the hotel ballroom was filled. After last night’s opening speech by Dr. Stamoran, with its terrifying glimpse of a coming pandemic, the audience was back and primed to hear more horror stories. There was nothing like the threat of global catastrophe to bring in an audience—especially this particular audience. Many of the people in this room had spent their past careers focused on the world’s trouble spots, and while their lives in retirement were more sedate, they had not lost their interest in world affairs. On this brilliant autumn day, when they could be outside enjoying the crisp weather, they had chosen to sit in a hotel ballroom to learn about the next possible threat to humanity.

“Already nine ten,” said Ben, glancing at his watch. “It’s starting late.”

“Ingrid’s not going to be pleased,” said Lloyd. “You know how she likes to run a tight ship.”

Indeed, Ingrid did not look happy. She stood at the lectern, glancing at her watch. Two of the speakers, Dr. Stamoran and Dr. Liu, were already in their chairs, ready to start the discussion, but the third chair was empty. Dr. Maslov’s.

“Uh-oh,” said Lloyd. “I know that look on her face. That is not a good look.”

“Where’s our third panelist?” said Declan.

Lloyd’s phone dinged with a text message. “It’s from Ingrid,” he said. “She wants me to fetch the fellow. He’s not answering his phone. Probably overslept.” He looked past his friends, who were blocking his way to the aisle. “Sorry, but I need to get out.”

“You stay put. I’ll get him,” said Maggie, who was sitting in the aisle seat. She stood up. “What’s his room number?”

“Two twelve.”

“Be right back.”

She walked up the aisle and out of the ballroom, past the giant poster with The Next Global Catastrophe printed in alarming red, past the unattended lobby desk, and climbed the stairs to the second floor. The massive oak banister was a relic from an earlier era, when this stately old hotel, with its Victorian turrets and its wide veranda, served as a retreat for Boston Brahmins and New York industrialists who came north every summer to escape the heat and the noise of the city. This same curving staircase had once been climbed by Rockefellers and Vanderbilts, staggeringly wealthy families who were now more likely to spend their summers on their private yachts, leaving grand hotels like the Cod Cove Resort to guests who demanded value for their money, but still craved luxuries like bathrobes and French-milled soaps.

She walked down the second-floor hallway to Room 212, where a Do not disturb sign hung on the doorknob. She knocked. “Dr. Maslov?” she called out. “It’s after nine! Your panel’s already started!”

There was no answer.

She knocked again, harder. “Dr. Maslov?”

Either the man had left his room, or he was sleeping so soundly that he couldn’t hear her. Behind her, the elevator dinged, and she turned as the door slid open. A hotel housekeeper emerged, pushing a cart laden with towels and toiletries. The woman was nearly as old as Maggie, yet here she was, laboring at a job that required lifting and bending and scrubbing. The workday had just begun, and the woman already looked weary from effort. Perhaps weary of life as well.

“Excuse me,” said Maggie. “This guest isn’t answering his door. Could you check if he’s in the room?”

The woman hesitated. “I’m sorry, but I’m not allowed to disturb a guest if there’s a sign on the door.”

“He’s supposed to be downstairs right now, giving a presentation. Could you just peek inside the room and see if he’s there . . .” Maggie glanced at the woman’s name tag. “Hannah?”

Reluctantly, the woman approached the door and knocked. “Housekeeping,” she called out. “Hello?” No answer. She slipped in the master key card and opened the door. Managed to take only one step into the room before she halted and backed out again. “Oh my God,” she said. “Oh my God.”

Maggie pushed past her into the room, where the air stank of sickness and vomit. On the floor, near the foot of the bed, a man lay sprawled on his back, dressed only in his undershorts. He appeared to be in his seventies, an age when any number of ailments might cause a man to collapse. Maggie dropped to her knees beside the motionless body and pressed her fingers against the man’s neck. A pulse was there, faint and rapid. Or was it her own racing pulse she felt bounding in her fingertips?

“Call 911!” she yelled. “Get an ambulance here!” As the housekeeper made the call, Maggie gave the man a shake. “Dr. Maslov! Dr. Maslov, can you hear me?”

He wasn’t breathing.

She grabbed a corner of the bedsheet and wiped the saliva from his lips. Fighting the overwhelming urge to gag, she pressed her mouth over his and blew in three breaths. Felt his neck again to check for a pulse. It was still there, but thready.

She glanced up at the housekeeper. “The ambulance?”

“The operator says it’s coming.”

“Do you know CPR?”

The woman stared down at Maslov. “Is he—is he alive?”

“Hannah, do you know CPR?”

“I don’t know how to!”

“Go down to the ballroom. There are two doctors, up on the stage. Tell them there’s a medical emergency. Go.”

The housekeeper finally shook off her paralysis and ran for the stairs.

Maggie bent over and gave Maslov three more breaths. The hospital was only two miles away. She needed to keep the man alive just long enough for the ambulance to arrive, and then she could hand him over to the professionals.

Three more breaths.

She no longer registered the foul smell of the room; her only focus was on filling Maslov’s lungs with air. She lost track of how much time had passed, how many breaths she’d delivered.

She heard the wail of an approaching ambulance.

Keep going. Keep him alive.

The siren screamed closer and abruptly shut off.

Just a few more minutes.

She heard the ding of the elevator, the clatter of a stretcher. Voices.

“Stop!” someone commanded. “Don’t go in the room yet!”

She looked up to see Dr. Cornell Stamoran standing in the doorway, his arms spread out to prevent anyone from entering the room. Behind him in the hallway stood two paramedics, looking confused.

“He isn’t breathing!” Maggie said. “Get them in here!”

“They need protective gear!” He turned to the paramedics. “Respirators, goggles, gloves!”

“Why? What’s going on here?” one of the paramedics said.

“This patient is a doctor. He just flew in from Uganda, where he was treating Ebola patients. I can smell the vomit from here. I have to assume he’s been infected.”

Maggie stared down at Maslov’s sweat-slicked face, remembering that last night, Ingrid had mentioned his work in Uganda. Now she thought about how many breaths she’d blown into his lungs, how many times she’d pressed her mouth to his. How many viral particles had she breathed in?

As the paramedics pulled on masks and goggles, Maggie backed away from Maslov and started toward the door.

“Wait,” said Stamoran. He found an N95 mask in the paramedics’ kit and tossed it to her. “Put that on first.”

A little too late now, she thought as she pulled the straps over her head. “Can I leave?”

“Not yet. We’re going to find you a Tyvek suit. Did you perform mouth to mouth?”

“I had to. He wasn’t breathing.”

“Then you’ve been fully exposed.”

She watched as the paramedics, now garbed in protective gear, crouched over Maslov’s body. Quietly she asked Stamoran: “Do you really think this is Ebola?”

“It could be just food poisoning. But we can’t afford to take a chance.”

“What am I supposed to do now?”

“You need to go into isolation.”

“For how long?”

“Until they determine it isn’t Ebola.”

“And if it is?”

He suddenly looked away, as if he didn’t want her to see the truth in his eyes. “Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it.”


Chapter 6

Jo

During her decade and a half as a cop, Purity police chief Jo Thibodeau had seen the worst her town could throw at her. She’d dealt with petty thefts and assaults and drunk drivers, the usual issues that plagued every community. She’d even dealt with the occasional homicide, which was rare in a small town where most people knew who the troublemakers were and avoided them. Most of her calls, though, involved minor matters. A fender bender or a moose blocking the road or a neighbor’s party going on too loud and too late. Bread-and-butter calls, like the one she’d just received from Dispatch:

The manager at the Cod Cove Resort says one of their waitresses, Karen O’Brien, didn’t show up for work this morning, and that’s not like her. She’s not answering her phone. They’re requesting a welfare check.

Jo could think of any number of benign reasons why a woman might not show up for work. Maybe Karen O’Brien had forgotten she was on the schedule today. Maybe she’d stayed up late last night, turned off her phone, and overslept. Maybe she’d forgotten to charge her phone, or lost her phone. Jo just needed to ring the doorbell, confirm the woman was alive and well, and then she could move on to the next call.

That’s how Jo expected this to turn out, anyway.

Karen O’Brien lived in one of the hotel’s employee cottages, located less than a mile from the resort itself. In a state that relied on tourism, where hotels and restaurants had to scramble every summer to find enough housekeepers and waiters and gardeners, the Cod Cove Resort offered an extra benefit to attract its seasonal staff: free housing. Their accommodations were by no means luxurious, judging by Cottage #14, where Karen O’Brien lived with her housemates, who were also resort employees. The front yard was choked with ragweed and wild burdock, the building’s shingles were cracked and splintering, and a thick layer of moss feathered the roof. An unlocked pedal bike leaned against the porch, a bike so old and battered that no self-respecting thief would bother to steal it.

Jo climbed the porch steps and knocked on the door. Waited. Knocked again.

She heard movement inside, the creak of approaching footsteps. Then the door opened and a barefoot young man in shorts and a tee shirt appeared in the doorway, his mouth half open in a yawn. His shaggy blond hair was still tousled from bed, and he squinted against the sunlight, his eyes not quite awake.

“Good morning,” said Jo. “I’m Chief Thibodeau, Purity Police. I’m trying to locate Karen O’Brien. She lives in this cottage, right?”

“Yes. But she is in work now.” Judging by the young man’s accent, and by his sharply Slavic cheekbones, Jo thought he must be one of the Eastern European students the hotel hired every summer for the tourist season.

“She didn’t show up at work,” said Jo. “And she’s not answering her phone.”

The young man yawned again, and he peered sleepily at the driveway. “Her car is not here.”

“May I come in and check her room anyway?”

“Yes, yes. You come in.”

“Thank you.”

The young man was finally starting to wake up, and he quickly clawed his hair into a semblance of order as he led Jo into the house. The living room, like the weedy front yard, was a picture of benign neglect: a faded sofa with sagging cushions, a green carpet, worn and stained by a parade of temporary tenants. He led Jo down the hallway and knocked at a closed door. “Karen? Excuse, please, are you here?” He looked at Jo and gave a helpless shrug.

Jo tried the door, found it unlocked, and pushed it open.

Inside was a twin bed and a pine dresser, cheap but functional furniture for an ever-changing roster of employees. The closet door hung open to reveal a pair of orthopedically practical shoes. Just the type of shoes a waitress who spent all day on her feet would choose. The twin bed was carelessly made up, the halfhearted effort of someone who was too busy to worry about smooth sheets and hospital corners, but it had been made up. Either she had left the house early, while her housemate was still asleep.

Or she had never made it home last night.

Jo turned to the housemate. “I need to ask you some questions.”

He was fully awake now, and by the look on his face, he understood that this day had just taken a serious turn. “I put on clothes.”
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The young employee’s name was Andrei Petrov; he was a third-year university student from Belarus, and this was his first time in the United States. His English was excellent, although accented, and he had the old-world good manners to offer his guest a cup of tea. As the tea steeped, they sat on the sofa, and Andrei nervously kept track of the time on his phone.

“I work the lunch,” he explained. “At eleven, I must go there.”

“You’re a server in the restaurant, like Karen?”

“Yes. Today, she is breakfast.”

“Did you hear her leave the house this morning?”

“No. I was asleep.”

“And last night, did you hear her come home?”

Andrei shook his head. “Last night, I work very late, till midnight. When I come home, I think they are both asleep.”

“Both? Who is your other housemate?”

“Hannah.”

“Does she work in the restaurant too?”

“No. She cleans rooms. In hotel.”

As Jo jotted down the details in her notebook, Andrei poured the tea and placed a cup on the coffee table in front of Jo. It was merely everyday black tea, made with a grocery store tea bag, but he presented the cup as if it were a rare and expensive beverage. This boy’s mother had certainly taught him good manners.

“When you got home last night, after work, did you see Karen’s car parked outside?”

He thought about it, then shook his head. “I do not remember. I am too tired. I ride bicycle home and go to bed.”

“It sounds like they work you hard here.”

He gave a half shrug, as if the answer was obvious. As if exhaustion was part of the bargain. “Yesterday, I work double. I serve dinner, and then they need me in the bar.”

“And what was Karen’s shift yesterday? Do you know?”

“Last night, she works dinner too.”

“Is that the last time you saw her? At work?”

He didn’t answer, and the pause made Jo glance up from her notebook. He was staring down at his teacup. A lock of blond hair had drooped over his forehead, and she could not see his eyes.

“Andrei?”

“Yes,” he finally said. “Is last time.”

“Does Karen have a boyfriend? Is there a man in her life? Anyone who might want to hurt her?”

“I am sorry.” He set down his teacup. “I do not know. She and I, we are not . . .” He gave a helpless shrug. “We are not friends.”

“Do you not like each other?”

He sighed. “I think she does not like me.”

Jo regarded the young man, wondering what had inspired that statement. Had there been an argument? Or was it just the friction that so often results from housing three unrelated people under the same roof?

“What about your other housemate, Hannah? You said she works in housekeeping?”

At the mention of Hannah’s name, Andrei’s face brightened. “Hannah Murray. She is very nice.”

“Would Hannah know about Karen’s personal life?”

“You must ask her. She is in hotel, now.”

“I will.” Jo stood up. “Oh, one more question.”

“Yes?”

“What kind of car does Karen drive?”

“Brown.”

“Do you know the make? The model?”

Andrei gave a helpless shake of his head. “I am sorry, this is all I remember. It is brown.”
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Free housing might come with the job, but apparently so did unlikable housemates. That was the vibe Jo had picked up from the brief chat with Andrei: Karen was not particularly likable, although he had expressed it in a roundabout way. We are not friends. I think she does not like me. That could mean many things, from She doesn’t talk to me all the way to We hate each other, but it was too soon to think about who might want to kill the woman. The chances were, Karen O’Brien was alive and well and merely sleeping off a drinking binge in some man’s bed.

Or she could have gone off the road while driving home and was trapped in her wrecked car. Which was why Jo was now driving at a crawl along Back Cove Road. Last night, Karen had just finished waiting tables at dinner, and she would have been tired. This was the route she would have taken, and as Jo drove, she looked for damaged trees or broken fences or skid marks. To the east were open fields, all the way to the sea. To the west were woods, but Jo saw no recent damage to the trees, no obvious gap that a car might have barreled through. If Karen had crashed her car, it didn’t happen on this road.

She reached the handsome gold-lettered sign for the Cod Cove Resort and was about to turn into the driveway when an ambulance came whooshing out in the opposite direction, lights flashing. Right behind it was Declan Rose, driving his blue Volvo. She knew Declan well, and she half expected him to wave at her as he drove past, but he zoomed right by, clearly in pursuit of the ambulance. She watched the flashing lights recede down the road and thought: Now what? She hadn’t received any call for a police response over her radio, so it must have been a medical emergency. A heart attack on the golf course, perhaps, or a hotel guest tumbling down the stairs. The resort’s clientele was well heeled and older, an age group prone to trips and falls and strokes, so seeing an ambulance speed away from the resort didn’t surprise her, especially on this busy weekend, with the Stone Coast Conference in session.

But when she pulled up in front of the hotel and saw the crowd of conference attendees milling about on the front lawn, she knew something more than just a medical emergency had happened. This was not an organized gathering but a chaotic one, and she saw frowns and shaking heads.

As she stepped out of her cruiser, she heard Lloyd Slocum call out to her.

“At last! Someone to help control the situation,” he said.

“What situation?”

“You haven’t heard? They think one of the speakers has Ebola. The entire second floor’s been cordoned off, and they sent us outside until the health department can evaluate the situation.” Lloyd shook his head. “It’s a disaster.”

“How the hell would Ebola get here?”

“The speaker was recently working in Uganda. Maggie found him unconscious in his hotel room this morning. They’ve put her in quarantine.”

Jo thought of the ambulance she’d just seen leaving the hotel. Now she understood why Declan had been in pursuit. He was following Maggie to the hospital.

“Is she going to be all right?” Jo asked.

“We certainly hope so.”

“But isn’t there a cure? Can’t they give her something to keep her from getting sick?”

Lloyd shook his head. “From what I gather, it’s a matter of watching and waiting. And we don’t know who else was exposed. Ingrid’s with the manager now, trying to find new accommodations for all the speakers.”

“Where is the manager? I need to talk to him about another matter.”

“In his office, negotiating with Ingrid. Poor fellow doesn’t know what he’s up against.”

Jo certainly wouldn’t want to tangle with the unstoppable Ingrid Slocum. Jo had first butted heads with the woman last winter, after a murder victim was dumped in Maggie Bird’s driveway. Ingrid and her circle of friends, who called themselves the Martini Club, had repeatedly inserted themselves into that investigation, turning up at crime scenes, piecing together evidence before the police did. The group had always been a few steps ahead of Jo, something she didn’t expect from five retirees.

Until she learned which careers they’d retired from.

She climbed the porch steps and entered the lobby, which was eerily empty. No one was at the reception desk, and the ringing phone went unanswered. But she could hear voices—Ingrid’s and a man’s—coming from a room behind the desk. She walked into the back office, where Ingrid, handsomely dressed in a black pantsuit and an elegantly knotted silk scarf, was facing off with a man in a blue blazer.

“It’s not easy to move all the guest speakers to different floors,” the man said. “You’re talking about a dozen guests, some of them with spouses, and we have a limited number of available rooms.”

“What about your seaside cottages? Couldn’t you move them out there?”

“Those cottages have been booked for months. It’s leaf-peeping season, and this is one of the busiest weeks of the year. Where am I supposed to find a dozen extra rooms?”

“Well, no one wants to stay on the second floor,” said Ingrid.

“Look, I have a conference room filled with scared employees to deal with right now. So if we could discuss this later—”

“Excuse me,” said Jo. “Could I have a word?”

The man turned to Jo with a look of abject relief. At last, someone to rescue him from Ingrid, the silver-haired Valkyrie. The name tag on his blazer said Mr. Fishman, Manager, and with his slightly pursed lips, he looked like a fish. A nervous, sweating fish.

“I’m Chief Thibodeau,” said Jo. “I’m following up on your missing employee, Karen O’Brien.”

“Oh, yes. Karen never did show up for work.”

“She’s not at the residence either. Any idea where else she might be?”

He shook his head. “We know she finished her shift last night in the restaurant and clocked out around ten thirty p.m.”

“Her housemate says Karen drives a brown vehicle, but he didn’t know the make or model. Do you have that information?”

“We should. We keep the employees’ vehicle plates on file, so we know who’s authorized to park on the property.” He sat down at his computer and tapped on the keyboard. “Here’s her file. Karen O’Brien. She drives a brown Toyota, Maine license plate.”

Jo jotted down the plate number she saw on the computer screen. “And where do your employees park?”

“They have their own area, back of the building. Right next to the golf course. I guess we should have checked there first, but it’s been crazy here this morning.”

“I may need your CCTV footage. To confirm she made it to her car last night.”

“Oh. We may not have that.”

“Why not?”

“Part of our system went down yesterday evening. I’m waiting for someone to come in and take a look at it.”

“Wait,” interrupted Ingrid, who’d been following the conversation. “When did your security system go down?”

“I noticed it around six p.m. Half the cameras were dark.”

“Which cameras?”

“Second-floor hallway. And the parking lot.”

Jo said, “Can we get back to Karen O’Brien? Does the employee parking lot have a security camera?”

“Oh, that’s way out on the perimeter. We don’t have any coverage there.” Fishman looked at his watch. “Look, I have a hotel to manage, a guest room that could be infected with Ebola, and employees who are freaking out.”

“Or missing,” said Ingrid, frowning. She turned to Jo. “Let’s take a look at the parking lot. See if we can find this woman’s car.”
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We had not been part of Jo’s plan, but her past tangles with Ingrid Slocum had taught her that when the woman made up her mind to do something, there was no dissuading her. Ingrid stayed right beside Jo as they walked out the rear entrance of the building and headed toward the employee lot.

“Don’t you have other things you need to do?” asked Jo. “Like, maybe, stop an outbreak of Ebola?”

“Ebola hasn’t been confirmed.”

“What else could have made him sick?”

“Dr. Maslov was working in Uganda, so it could be any number of exotic viruses.”

“That doesn’t sound reassuring.”

“Or it could just be a simple case of food poisoning.”

“You don’t quarantine people for food poisoning. I heard Maggie’s been placed in isolation.”

“Caution is advised, considering.”

“Considering what?”

“The nature of Dr. Maslov’s work. He’s one of the top authorities on viral bioweapons.”

“Bioweapons?” Jo stared at her. “Are you saying we should be worried about—”

“As I said, caution is advised.”

Jo suddenly laughed. “You just can’t leave the old job behind, can you? A conspiracy under every rock.”

“When you turn over enough rocks, eventually you find one.” Ingrid’s gaze suddenly focused on a vehicle in the parking lot. “There. Brown Toyota.”

They approached the vehicle, and Jo checked the license plate. Maine, 021RMG. “This is hers.”

“There’s a purse on the front seat,” noted Ingrid, peering through the window.

“Don’t touch anything.”

“Of course not. I know the drill.”

Jo pulled on gloves and tugged on the door. It was unlocked, which was not unusual in the small town of Purity, where many residents didn’t lock their front doors either. She reached inside for the purse. It was faux brown leather, big enough to carry the multitude of items a woman wouldn’t even remember having tossed in. Inside were wadded tissues, sunglasses, breath mints, two ballpoint pens. And a wallet. Jo flipped it open and found two credit cards, thirty-six dollars in cash, and a driver’s license. Karen O’Brien was forty-eight years old, five foot four, 150 pounds. The photo showed a plain-faced woman with short brown hair and unsmiling eyes.

“So not a robbery,” said Ingrid, echoing Jo’s thoughts. “An abduction?”

A possibility that was beginning to seem more and more likely. Last night, after Karen O’Brien had finished her evening shift in the hotel restaurant, she would have exited from the same service entrance they had just used and walked to this employee parking lot. It would have been dark by then, and at this edge of the property, there was only one streetlamp, at the far end of the lot. Karen’s car would have been obscured in the gloom. Had she sensed someone nearby, watching her? Had someone approached her with a friendly face, a few reassuring words? Or had the attack been so sudden, she’d had no chance to fight back?

“This isn’t a high-traffic spot, if you’re waiting for random prey to walk by,” said Ingrid. “But if the attacker knew her, he’d know what time she got off work. And where her car’s parked.”

“You’re thinking premeditated,” said Jo.

“Aren’t you? He could have followed her from the building. Maybe he’s another employee. Or one of the guests at the hotel.”

Jo thought of the people she’d just seen milling about on the lawn. They were older, most of them retirees, here to learn about global crises. No, she couldn’t see one of those genteel attendees stalking a middle-aged waitress as she walked to her car. Couldn’t imagine some man in a blazer and boat shoes dragging Karen O’Brien into his vehicle and driving away with her.

“If this wasn’t a crime of opportunity,” said Ingrid, “then maybe he chose her for a reason.”

They were silent for a moment as they surveyed the dozen cars in the employee parking lot. Nearby was the golf course, a manicured lawn rolling down to the sea, with no nearby bushes to hide a body. If Karen O’Brien had been attacked here, her body must have been moved. Or . . .

“The trunk,” said Ingrid.

They moved to the rear of the Toyota, and Jo pressed the release button. The trunk was painfully slow to open, as if the car were reluctant to surrender its secrets. Inch by inch the trunk lifted, revealing at first only a glimpse of blue carpet. Then the shoes appeared, white rubber soles, practical, followed by a pair of legs dressed in black pants, bent at the knees. The rest of the body, wearing a restaurant server’s blouse, was curled like a fetus nestled in a car-trunk womb. Jo didn’t have to feel for a pulse; the frozen limbs, and the steel knife handle protruding from the woman’s left eye, erased any doubt that Karen O’Brien was dead.

Gasping, Jo reeled back and averted her gaze. She focused instead on Ingrid, who was standing stock still. Most people, when confronted with such horror, would have uttered a cry and looked away, but Ingrid was staring into the car trunk, as if trying to make sense of what she was seeing.

But there was no making sense of this.

“Jesus,” Jo murmured. “A knife in the eye . . .”

“Not just any knife,” Ingrid said quietly. “It’s a stiletto.”

Jo frowned. “What difference does it make?”

“It’s not for cutting or slashing. It’s for thrusting. To penetrate vulnerable points of armor. Or a body.” For a moment Ingrid seemed paralyzed, unable to turn away from Karen O’Brien’s corpse. Then she abruptly pulled herself straight. “Excuse me,” she said and turned.

“Where are you going?” Jo called out as Ingrid walked away.

“I have to make a phone call.”


Chapter 7

Hannah

Mr. Fishman had a rebellion on his hands, and Hannah Murray was reluctant to take part in it. She was silent as she sat next to her housemate Andrei in a hotel conference room, along with two dozen other anxious Cod Cove employees. Some of these people had worked at the resort for decades, had raised their families on the salaries and tips earned from catering to wealthy summer tourists, but even the long-timers seemed ready to walk off the job, frightened by the ambulances and the invasion of Tyvek-garbed medical personnel.

“They’re saying this place is a hot zone,” said one of the restaurant cooks. “I’ve got grandkids. I don’t want to bring home some fatal virus!”

“That is merely a rumor,” said Mr. Fishman. “No one has confirmed anything.”

“Not yet, anyway.” The cook turned to Hannah. “You saw the sick man. How bad was he?”

“Honestly, I thought he was dead. And the smell . . .” Hannah shuddered. “Thank God I didn’t go in his room. But that lady did. And they took her to the hospital too.”

“See?” The cook looked at Fishman. “That’s how contagious they think this is.”

“Again,” said Fishman, “it was just a precaution. Maine CDC hasn’t said a word to me yet. In the meantime, we have three hundred paying guests we have to look after. They need to be our first priority.”

“Bullshit,” muttered the cook.

One of the housekeepers raised her hand. “We’re scared, Mr. Fishman,” she said. “And some of us . . .” She looked around the conference room at her fellow employees, at the cooks and the waitstaff, the front desk clerks and the housekeepers in their sky blue Cod Cove uniforms, like the one Hannah was wearing. “Some of us would rather quit than stay on the job right now. Especially in housekeeping. I mean, we’re the ones who clean the toilets and scrub the sinks. If there are germs in there, we’re going to catch them.”

Fishman sighed. “Okay, how about this? You only have to clean the rooms on the first and third floors. And the cottages as well. Our guests expect clean rooms. They paid for it. Let’s try to keep them happy.”

“What about keeping us happy?” said the cook.

“You’ll be perfectly safe in the restaurant. How’re you going to catch any germs?”

“Uh, sick people bringing their germs into the dining room?”

“That guest is now in the hospital. He’s not going to be eating in the restaurant.”

“But he did,” a voice said quietly.

Hannah frowned at her housemate Andrei, who had just arrived for his shift to find the hotel in an uproar. “What?”

“This guest, Dr. Maslov, he is in restaurant yesterday,” said Andrei. “I serve him.”

“So we’ve been exposed too?” said the cook. “Oh, that’s just wonderful.”

“You work in the kitchen,” said Fishman. “How could you be exposed?”

“It’s only a few yards from the dining room.” The cook stood up. “I’ve got grandkids to think about. I’m going home.” He looked at his colleagues. “Anyone else?”

As half a dozen restaurant employees rose to their feet, Fishman held up his hands. “Fine! We temporarily close the restaurant, just until we get guidance from Maine CDC. Kitchen and waitstaff, you can take the rest of the day off.”

“And housekeeping?” said Hannah’s colleague. “Can we go home too?”

Hannah thought the question was perfectly reasonable, but she remained silent. She had been working at the resort for only a few months, and she didn’t want to bring any trouble down on her head.

“Our guests pay for top-notch service,” said Fishman. “It’s what sets us apart from other hotels. You can stay off the second floor, but clean the other rooms. Now, let’s get back to work.” He looked around at the unhappy faces. “I’m going to do my job. You do yours.”

But your job doesn’t include scrubbing toilets, thought Hannah. Fishman’s job didn’t involve picking up sopping towels or stripping sex-stained sheets from beds. She had worked as a housekeeper in five-star New York and Boston hotels, and she’d learned that whether the guests were bankers or diplomats or high-priced call girls, most people were basically pigs. Not to disparage pigs, who had no choice but to wallow in mud. But some people chose to make her job harder. They crumbled potato chips in bed and left toilets unflushed, as if to say Fuck you to the help and assert dominance over the nameless, faceless people who scrubbed and mopped their hotel rooms.

There were also thoughtful guests, of course, for which she was grateful. The ones who left a ten- or twenty-dollar tip on the nightstand. Once, on Christmas Eve, she’d even received a fifty-dollar tip. Too often, though, they forgot to tip at all.

The events of this morning were still fresh on Hannah’s mind as she rode the service elevator to the third floor. She wheeled her cart to #301 and knocked, wondering: What will I find in this room? “Housekeeping,” she called out, and slipped her master key card into the lock.

The room smelled of booze and stale pizza, and she saw two empty champagne bottles and scattered wineglasses. There was no tip in sight. Of course not. She gathered up the trash and dirty glasses and replaced the empty water bottles with two fresh ones. In the bathroom, she found towels smeared with makeup that would never come out in the laundry. Long blond hairs littered the sink, and on the countertop were creams and lotions and prescription bottles. Women were no neater than men; they just had better-smelling facial products.

In an open velvet case was a pair of glittering earrings. The sapphires looked real, and were probably worth a few thousand dollars. Not a fortune, but enough to remind Hannah of the eternal gulf between haves and have-nots. The haves, like the guest staying in this room, didn’t even know Hannah existed, but Hannah had learned a great deal about the guest. She knew this woman took Ambien to sleep, Ozempic to keep herself trim, and Xanax for anxiety. So much information could be gleaned by just a glance at a guest’s toiletries, the items in their trash can, and the documents they left on the desk. Hannah now knew this guest’s legal name and email, that she’d booked the resort through Hotels.com, and that she’d flown first class from Houston, where she’d purchased a leather jacket from an airport clothing shop for $825.00. None of this information was of any consequence to Hannah, but she automatically took note of it anyway.

And then there were these sapphire earrings. Hannah picked up one of the earrings and held it to her earlobe. When she was young and smooth skinned, these sparkly gems would have flattered her. Now, they just made her look like a desperate middle-aged woman.

She set the earring back in its case. As she scrubbed the toilet and shower stall, she felt growing resentment against this guest who’d carelessly left expensive jewelry in plain sight. As a temptation, a test? For Hannah, every day felt like a test.

The whine of sirens drew her out of the bathroom.

She crossed the bedroom to the window and looked out to see three police cars in the employee parking lot. Curious onlookers were already converging at the edge of the lot, drawn by the flashing lights of the cruisers. She was sorely tempted to go out and join the crowd, to watch what would happen next. Then she looked down at the carpet, where the woman staying in this room had thoughtlessly tracked in beach sand.

You’re here to do a job. Now finish it, she thought, and she turned on the vacuum cleaner.


Chapter 8

Maggie

I might as well be in prison, Maggie thought as she paced around her hermetically sealed hospital room. This prison, however, she could easily leave. All she had to do was step through the negative-pressure doorway, which was designed to keep any airborne viruses from escaping, and walk down the hall to the elevator. As far as she knew, there were no guards stationed in the hallway, no alarms or barbed wire. The only thing stopping her was knowing that at this moment, she might be incubating a virus that could kill her friends and neighbors. The news had already spread that a case of Ebola might have landed in town, and she’d seen the looks of fear as she’d been ushered out of the Cod Cove Resort by two health officials wearing hazmat suits. She had noted the way onlookers parted before her, like frightened fish making way for a trio of sharks. Yes, watch out for the plague lady; that’s what she was now, the patient who might kill you if you got too close. The patient who could only be approached while wearing gloves and an N95 mask.

She paced past the sink and saw her reflection in the mirror. The hospital staff had confiscated her clothes, and her shoes as well, and she’d been reduced to wearing two hospital gowns, one back facing, one front facing, to avoid the humiliating exposure of her backside. She might not feel like a patient, but she looked like one, her complexion washed out by fluorescent lights, her body swimming in shapeless blue cotton.

There was a knock on the door, and she turned to see Dr. Stamoran and another man walk in. Both were masked and gowned and wore plastic face shields for good measure. All to protect themselves against her. In her bare feet, dressed only in flimsy cotton, she felt exposed and nakedly vulnerable.

“Ms. Bird,” said Stamoran. “This is Dr. Chatterjee from Maine CDC. He’s joining your medical team, and he wanted to get caught up on your case.”

“As far as I know, I’m not a case yet,” said Maggie.

“No. No, of course not. Apologies.”

“Hello, Ms. Bird,” said Chatterjee, moving toward her. He came within a few feet of her but did not shake her hand. Of course he didn’t. No one wanted to shake the hand of Typhoid Mary. But he had kind eyes, and he looked at her as if she was actually a human being, not a specimen to be dissected. “I’m sorry you’re in this situation. And all because you tried to help a man.”

“How is he? Dr. Maslov?”

“He’s in the critical care unit, but he has an excellent medical team attending to him.”

“Has he woken up?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Is he at least breathing?”

A pause. Chatterjee’s gaze faltered. He’s trying to avoid telling me the truth, she thought. “Dr. Maslov is on a ventilator,” he finally said. “There are respiratory issues, as well as other complications. But as I said, he has an excellent medical team.” Chatterjee glanced at Stamoran. “And as luck would have it, we have in town one of the world’s top infectious disease experts.”

Maggie nodded. “I heard Dr. Stamoran speak last night at the conference, so I’m familiar with his CV.”

“Then you also know you’re in good hands.”

Stamoran smiled. “And we’ll take care of you.”

“I’m hoping I don’t need any care. What are the chances this isn’t Ebola at all? Couldn’t it be something like food poisoning?”

“That’s possible,” said Chatterjee. “But Dr. Maslov’s low lymphocyte count is compatible with a viral infection. His PCR screen is still negative for Ebola and Lassa fever, but it’s early in the course. Until we can rule out something more dangerous, we have to err on the side of caution, so I think Dr. Stamoran made the proper call, keeping you in isolation. It’s a matter of public safety. And you’re comfortable enough here, aren’t you?”

“I’d like to have my phone back.”

“They took your phone?” Chatterjee looked at Stamoran.

“It was exposed to Maslov’s hotel room, so it’s been disinfected,” said Stamoran. “It’ll be returned to her.”

“How long do I have to stay here?” said Maggie. “I have a farm to run.”

“Ah, yes. I understand you’re a chicken farmer,” said Chatterjee. “I imagine that’s a lot of physical work. You certainly look fit. And you’re sixty-one?”

That was hardly ancient, although a young man like Dr. Chatterjee might think so. “I consider myself fit,” she said.

“And that will make a difference. Having no preexisting illnesses and a healthy immune system.”

“If I do get sick, what will be the first signs? I don’t have my phone, or I’d google it.”

Her question clearly made Chatterjee uncomfortable, and he didn’t immediately respond.

It was Stamoran who answered. Last night at the conference, he had delivered a matter-of-fact description of mass death and global catastrophe. Now he answered her question with that same matter-of-fact voice. “It will present like any number of viral illnesses. Muscle aches, headache. Fatigue, maybe a fever. Those are nonspecific symptoms, so even if you do experience them, it doesn’t mean you have Ebola.”

“And then what happens?”

“It progresses to abdominal pain, vomiting, diarrhea, sometimes bloody. Patients may bleed from other orifices as well, like the mouth, or sites of needle punctures. It can progress to multiorgan failure.”

“But at least half of these patients survive,” said Chatterjee. “And there is a vaccine now, which we’ve requested on a rush basis from CDC. As soon as it gets here, you’ll receive a dose.”

“What about Dr. Maslov?”

“There are monoclonal antibodies we can give him, and those are also on their way here. So you see, there are therapies available. It’s not a death sentence, if they’re given early enough.”

“Is it early enough for Dr. Maslov?”

Chatterjee hesitated. “I’m not going to sugarcoat it. His condition is critical. He was a healthy man, but he was working in an Ebola hot zone and possibly exposed to large viral loads. Humanitarian work can be dangerous.”

As she had discovered. Yet she had not hesitated in that hotel room when she’d seen Maslov collapsed on the floor. She had made the choice to save his life, and this was the consequence: She was trapped in a hospital room, possibly incubating a virus that could kill her.

After Stamoran and Chatterjee left, she paced the room again, considering that question. Could she ever again look at herself in a mirror if she abandoned a man she might have saved? Some choices were too painful to be lived with. She knew, because she’d made more than a few during her career, choices she still regretted.

There was another knock on her door. This time it was a nurse, returning Maggie’s cell phone, zipped in a plastic bag. At last, her conduit to the outside world was restored. She took it out of the bag and powered it up. It dinged again and again with a string of text messages from Declan.

Call me!

What’s happening?

Status?

???

She dialed his phone, and he answered on the second ring, sounding breathless.

“At last! What the hell is going on?”

“I’m still in isolation. I couldn’t call because they had to disinfect my phone. I just got it back.”

“Look outside.”

She went to the window and saw Declan and Ben standing below in the parking lot, waving. “You found my room.”

“Of course we did. Putting you on speakerphone, so Ben can hear. How are you feeling?”

“I feel absolutely fine.”

“No symptoms at all? No fever, headache?”

“I’ve been asked that question too many times already. I have no symptoms at all.”

“It’s still early.”

“Are you trying to cheer me up?”

“I’m sorry. It’s just that Ben and I have been reading up on Ebola, and it’s nothing to sneeze at.” He paused. “Bad metaphor.”

“If I do get sick, I’m lucky that Dr. Stamoran’s advising my medical team. But they still don’t know it is Ebola. It could be anything.”

“Right. Like some other fatal exotic African virus.”

“Again, Declan. Stop trying to cheer me up.”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I just hate the fact you’re up there and I’m down here and there’s nothing I can do. You know, it wouldn’t be hard to rappel up there and see you. If I waited till dark, who’d see me? I’ve got rope and climbing gear . . .”

“Whoa, boy,” Ben said, breaking into the conversation. “You just got your cast off. We don’t want you in there with another broken leg.”

Even from three floors up, she could see the worry in Declan’s face. She pressed her hand against the window, wishing she could touch him. Reassure him. “Go home. You can’t keep playing Romeo in the parking lot.”

“I don’t want to leave you here all alone.”

“Alone?” She laughed. “I’m surrounded by doctors and nurses who keep asking me how I’m feeling. I’d love to be left alone.”

“Have they told you anything? Given you any updates?”

“I know all my blood tests are normal so far. I can tell they’re puzzled, though, because I don’t think they know what Dr. Maslov has. So far, his screens for Ebola and Lassa fever are negative.”

“That’s good.”

“But it could take days before they’re certain. Until then, it seems I’m stuck here. So go home. I’ll call you if anything changes.”

“You just stay healthy. I’m counting on it. And don’t worry about a thing at home. We’ve got it all covered. Callie and Luther will take care of your chickens.”

“And the conference? What’s happening there?”

“It’s been canceled. We haven’t had a chance to catch up with Ingrid, but—” He paused. “That’s her calling now. I’d better take it.”

“Tell her she puts on a hell of an event,” Maggie said, and hung up. She paced over to the sink and had the sudden urge to again wash her hands. Closing the barn door after the horse has escaped, she thought as she scrubbed with soap and water for the fifth time that day. Being trapped in quarantine made her acutely aware of all the microbes that must be swirling in the air. She wondered about the last patient who’d stayed in this room, and whether the person had survived. Wondered if the patient’s viruses still lingered here and if, even now, she was breathing them in. She studied herself in the mirror and smoothed back her hair. At the moment, she looked perfectly healthy, her arm muscles well-toned from working on her farm. She was perfectly healthy, aside from the injuries acquired during her old job—a broken ankle after a bad parachute landing, a chunk of shrapnel embedded in her leg from an IED. Her blood tests, according to Dr. Stamoran, were all in the normal range. But of course they were; she wasn’t sick . . . yet.

She paced back to the window and looked down at the parking lot. Declan was nowhere to be seen. She had told him to go home, but now that he was gone, she felt abandoned. She wondered what developments she was missing, what tidbits of information they had not shared with her. It was now five o’clock, the time of day when she and her friends usually met for martinis. How nice it would be right now to taste the tang of vodka, something she doubted she could order from the hospital cafeteria. She should have asked Declan to smuggle in a bottle of Belvedere so she could join them at cocktail hour, at least in spirit. One hundred eighty proof alcohol was powerful enough to kill a virus, wasn’t it? Surely vodka could be called medicinal?

Her cell phone rang. A different tone this time, not a phone call but a FaceTime video. She accepted the call and saw Ben and Declan standing beside Declan’s blue Volvo. In the background was a broad swath of lawn that was so manicured it looked like an undulating green carpet. It was the Cod Cove Resort’s golf course. A strand of yellow crime scene tape fluttered on the grass.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“A new development here,” said Declan.

“And it’s a weird one,” added Ben. “We thought you’d want to monitor this, at least remotely.”

“Where are you?”

“The Cod Cove employee parking lot,” said Declan. He made a slow rotation to give her a 360-degree view of their surroundings. She saw more crime scene tape, bright and festive, like leftover ribbons from a birthday party. It was the only sign that something bad had happened there, but clearly something had. “The Crime Scene Unit just towed a brown Toyota to the state lab, so there’s not much to see here right now. And the body’s been moved to the ME’s office.”

“Whose body?”

“A woman named Karen O’Brien. White female, forty-eight years old,” said Ben. She could see him at the edge of the screen, reading from a pocket notebook. “She was employed as a waitress here at the hotel. She clocked out of work last night around ten thirty p.m., but she never made it to the employee cottage where she was staying. Her body was found here a few hours ago, in the trunk of her vehicle. Her purse, including wallet and cash, were on the passenger seat, apparently untouched.”

“How did you learn all this so fast?”

“Ingrid and Jo were the ones who found the victim. As you said, Ingrid puts on a hell of a conference.”

Maggie sank down on the bed, shocked by this new development. “Do they have any suspects?”

“None so far. Lloyd’s doing a deep dive online, to see what he can dig up on Karen O’Brien.” Declan’s face was back on the screen, and he looked grim. “Here’s the thing, Mags. There are a few details about this that concern us. They certainly bother Ingrid, anyway.”

“Go on.”

“The victim was stabbed in the left eye, apparently with a stiletto. That was her only injury. It would have been a quick, quiet death. Very efficient.” He paused. “The kind of murder you don’t see every day. Certainly not in Maine.”

“No,” she murmured. “Tell me about this stiletto.”

“It’s with the ME’s office now. We’re hoping Jo will fill us in with details after the autopsy.”

“Who was this woman? Did she have an old boyfriend? Some ex-husband who wanted her dead?”

“More to come on that. But there’s something about this that really bothers us.”

“A woman stabbed in the eye isn’t enough?”

“It has to do with the hotel’s CCTV system,” said Ben, poking his head onto the screen.

“What about it?”

“Yesterday afternoon, part of their hotel security system went down. There was no video recorded on sections of the property for over twenty-three hours. They didn’t get the system back up and running until a few minutes ago.”

She considered this for a moment. “You think it was sabotage?”

“I can’t help but wonder,” said Declan, back on camera. “I’m sure Ingrid’s wondering as well, considering who was at the conference. A lot of retired State Department and intelligence folks. A lot of high-value targets.”

“Yet a waitress was killed?”

“Still, it’s interesting.”

Maggie was back on her feet and pacing again. “What does Jo say about this? She knows we can be useful. She might be willing to share a few details.”

“We haven’t spoken to her yet. You know how she hates it when we interfere. If we stick our noses into this, it’ll tick her off.”

“Do you see any reason why we should stick our noses into this?”

“Curiosity?”

Maggie laughed. “Oh, that’ll go over well with her.”

“But you can see why this caught our attention.”

“I can, indeed,” she said. How could it not? Their former careers had been all about spotting connections and trying to understand their significance. “Keep me up to date on this. I need the distraction.”

“Anything else you need?”

“A martini.”

“We’ll send some Belvedere up with a drone.”

If only, she thought as she hung up. She looked around her room and sighed. No martinis here. No friends either. It was just her and her fears of what could happen next. Far better to focus on the murder. A waitress, stabbed in a parking lot. A CCTV system that had mysteriously failed. Or maybe not so mysteriously. Electronics failed all the time. Wires frayed or were chewed by mice. Batteries corroded. Rain seeped into outlets.

But two unusual things happening at the same time?

Not a coincidence, she thought. It’s a connection.


Chapter 9

Jo

Now that the hotel’s second floor was a possible hot zone, and the employee parking lot was an active crime scene swarming with state police, the closed-down restaurant seemed like the serene eye in the center of a hurricane. Jo sat in the empty dining room with Karen O’Brien’s housemates, Andrei Petrov and Hannah Murray, both of whom looked shell shocked after hearing the news of Karen’s death. Hannah was in her mid-fifties, with dull brown hair and gray roots that were badly in need of a salon’s attention, and she had the weary face of a woman for whom life had not been easy.

“The last time I saw Karen was yesterday morning, at our cottage,” Hannah said. “I was just leaving for my shift.”

“And you didn’t see her here, at work?” asked Jo.

“No. But I’m on the guest floors and she worked here, in the restaurant. The only time we saw each other was at the cottage. Plus, we’re on different shifts. I work during the day, and Karen usually works dinner hours, so we’re like ships passing in the night.”

“According to the restaurant, she left work at ten thirty last night, after delivering a room service meal. Which meant she should have gotten home around eleven. Did you notice that she never arrived?”

“No. I’m in bed by ten. I would have been asleep by then.”

“Tell me about her personal life. Was she seeing anyone romantically?”

“I doubt it. But it’s not as if I really got a chance to know her. This is just a seasonal job. I was hired only a few months ago.”

“Well, what do you know about Karen?”

Hannah took a long time answering. She looked at Andrei, and the two of them gave a simultaneous sigh. “I know she could have been a lot nicer,” said Hannah. “Especially to Andrei. This is his first time in America. I’d hate to have him think we’re all unkind.”

“Unkind in what way?”

“Karen was always making snide comments about foreigners. About how they’re taking our jobs. And there were other things she said. Personal digs.”

“What do you mean?”

A look passed between Hannah and Andrei, and she placed her hand on his arm, like a mother comforting her child. “They were uncalled for,” said Hannah.

“She says people like me go to hell,” said Andrei, his pale cheeks reddening. He stared down, unable to meet Jo’s gaze. Jo didn’t ask what he meant by people like me. She wondered how many times Andrei, with his delicate features and timid gaze, had heard such insults. The world was cruel to the vulnerable.

“Oh, she said far worse things to poor Andrei,” said Hannah, protectively draping her arm over his shoulders. “We both just stayed out of her way.”

“It sounds like she might have made enemies.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me. But I can’t name any. Like I said, we hardly spoke. I don’t even know if she had any family.”

“We’ll find that out.” Jo closed her notebook. “Since this is a major crime, the state police will take over the investigation. They’ll want to talk to you as well.” Jo stood up to leave.

“Do you think we’re safe?” Hannah asked. “Because I certainly don’t feel safe. Some of us are talking about quitting. Could he—could the killer still be here?”

It was a reasonable question, one that Jo couldn’t answer. All she could tell them was the truth.

“I don’t know.”


Chapter 10

Ingrid

Sunday

They agreed to meet at the trailhead at the base of Mount Cameron, where they could be assured of privacy. It had been a long time since she’d felt the need to be so furtive, but there were too many new faces in town, too many chances of being seen or overheard. This was about more than national security; she also did not want Lloyd to know about this meeting, because he’d have questions, and she couldn’t deal with those right now. The one person who’d understand her concerns, the one person she could confide in, was Rodrigo.

He was also the last person she wanted to be alone with, but here she was, pacing among the fallen autumn leaves as she waited for him. This morning, a thick fog bank had settled over the coastline, and here in the woods, mist clung to the ground. She was the only one at the trailhead this morning, and the forest was eerily quiet. She heard no chirping birds, no squirrels rustling among the leaves, and the silence magnified the sound of her own breathing. Once again, she checked her phone for messages. Nothing from Rodrigo.

She was still focused on her screen when suddenly, magically, he was right there, emerging from the mist. Rodrigo still walked with the stride of a young man, his shoulders unbowed by the passage of seven decades. He did not call out a greeting but merely nodded to her, an acknowledgment that whatever they were about to discuss should not be announced to the world.

“Does anyone else know?” he asked.

“I shared some of the details with my friends. And Lloyd.”

“Why?”

“They’ll learn about the stiletto soon enough, from the police report. I want to bring them into this, Rodrigo. They can help. And I trust them to stay silent.”

“What if we’re forced to take extreme measures? If we deal with this ourselves, it can stay between us. No one else has to know.”

“They’d never betray me.”

“No matter how far we take this? How many rules we break?”

“Rules?” She laughed. “You’ve always been good at breaking those.”

“When it’s necessary. When it’s needed to complete the mission. This may be one of those times.”

She turned and walked a few paces away, just to put distance between them. Their shared past was clouding her judgment. She knew him well enough to know his talent for persuasion, and she needed the next decision to be hers, and hers alone.

“Twenty-eight years ago,” he said, “I didn’t believe you.”

She turned to him. “What?”

“That day they attacked the safe house, you told me there was a fifth man in the vehicle. When I found you, you were barely conscious, so I didn’t trust your recollection. I thought you were just confused, after the blast. But now I think you may have been right.”

She shook her head. “I just don’t know anymore.”

“Ingrid, I think you do know. Isn’t that why you called me?” He moved toward her, his voice dropping to an intimate murmur. “You called because you felt something. You sensed the truth, even if you’re trying to back away from it now. Be honest.”

She stared down at the forest floor. At the brilliant carpet of fallen leaves. “When I saw the woman in the trunk of her car,” she said quietly, “it all came back to me. The day in Provence, standing in the garden where Gordon died. I saw that stiletto in his eye . . .”

“Tell me what else you remember about that day.”

She paced around the clearing as she recalled the terrible details of that summer day in the valley of lavender. Some of it was a blur, because the explosion had knocked her backward, blacking out part of her memory. She remembered the seconds before it happened, crouching behind the bed, which had cushioned her from the worst of the blast, and had probably saved her life. She remembered aiming her weapon at the barricaded door, waiting for the enemy to break through. Waiting for the end.

Then came a blank spot, a gap in her memory, followed by the sound of Rodrigo’s voice, calling her name.

She turned to him. “You found four dead men at the safe house.”

“And you told me you saw five in the SUV.”

“If one of them escaped—if he’s still alive—”

“He’d be getting up in years.”

“So are we, Rodrigo. That doesn’t mean we’re decrepit.”

He smiled. “Certainly not you.”

“Where has this fifth man been all this time? What’s he been doing?”

“Well, he hasn’t been idle. He’s still active.”

“What?” She frowned. “How do you know?”

“Do you remember what I told you, about Argus? That we have collectors in thirty-three countries, gathering intel? We also have sources inside Interpol, British intelligence, and agencies around the world. After you told me about the stiletto, I reached out to those sources. Asked if there’ve been similar killings in the last three decades, anywhere in the world.”

“You found others?”

Rodrigo nodded. “Eighteen years ago, a Bulgarian journalist in Sydney. Thirteen years ago, a Russian businessman in London. Six years ago, another Russian, this one a banker, in Bangkok. All the victims had angered Moscow, in one way or another. And that symbol engraved on the handle? The circle with the dot inside? It seems to be a Vory symbol. Russian organized crime, hired by the GRU. These killings were clearly state sponsored.”

“Why is this the first time we’ve heard about these other stiletto killings?”

“Because we weren’t looking for them. Because I never believed there was a fifth man. And because these incidents were so spread out, both in time and geography, that I didn’t make the connections. Now I have a client who’s eager to pursue the matter.”

“Which client is that?”

“When I reached out to my contacts about stilettos, it caught the attention of a certain agency I’d rather not reveal. They require absolute secrecy, so this needs to stay strictly within Argus. But trust me, this is a legitimate ally.”

“Yet you won’t tell me who the client is?”

“I can’t. They demand complete deniability, so we can’t talk about this to anyone. But this client is ready to throw resources behind it.” He came toward her, placed his hands on her shoulders. “The truth is, I never really believed in your fifth man. Now I think he’s real. I think he’s alive, and he’s still killing.”

And he’s in Purity.

She paced the clearing again, her shoes rustling through the fallen leaves as she struggled to see through the concussive fog that blurred her memory of Provence. From the trees came the chirp of a red squirrel, alarmed by two humans so close to its nest, but the birds were strangely silent. The forest itself seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for her to speak. She sagged against the trunk of an oak tree. So solid, so reliable, unlike memories, which can twist and deform, as untrustworthy as smoke.

“This conference was a target-rich gathering,” she said. “Retired spies. Diplomats. Journalists . . .”

“Yes, you mentioned that.”

“So why would he kill a forty-eight-year-old waitress from Maine? Or is there something we don’t know about her?”

“It could be a case of mistaken identity.”

“Or . . .” She went still. “It was a matter of necessity, and she wasn’t the real target. Maybe she saw something. Or someone.”

“You see? This is why I need you, Ingrid. We made a fine team. We still do. I have to leave tomorrow, for a meeting in London. Join me, and let’s track down this fifth man together.”

“Where would we even start? By now he could be anywhere.”

“That’s where Argus comes in. The giant with a hundred eyes, remember? I trust my sources to deliver.”

“Tell me when they do. Then I’ll think about it.”

“And London? There’s a seat for you, on my plane.”

“What am I supposed to tell Lloyd?”

“Whatever you used to tell him when you left for an op. ‘Goodbye, dear, don’t ask where I’m going.’”

She shook her head. “I’m retired, Rodrigo.”

“Yet here you are, back in the game. Fretting over puzzle pieces.”

“Because it scares me. This shouldn’t be happening, not in my town.”

“Then let’s work together.” He moved closer. “Don’t you miss it, just a little? The challenge. The thrill.”

She looked up at eyes that once had watched her with hunger in their hotel bedroom. Eyes with the same dangerous glint that had reeled her into his arms.

She stepped away from him. “There’s too much happening right here, in Purity. This is where I need to be.” She turned to leave. “Let me know what you find out in London.”

“There’s no way I can convince you to join me?” he called out as she walked away.

“Did you really think you could?”

“One can always hope.”

“Goodbye, Rodrigo.”

“Since you’re staying in Purity, there’s something you might want to pursue.”

She stopped and looked back at him. “Yes?”

“What if the doctors are wrong? What if Dr. Maslov doesn’t have Ebola?”

“I’ve already thought of that,” she said.

“And?”

“I’ve set the wheels in motion.”

He laughed and gave her a jaunty salute of farewell. “I knew you would.”


Chapter 11

Jo

Monday

This was just like old times, the three of them standing around a body on the autopsy table. Since major crimes in Maine were investigated by the state police, Detective Robert Alfond was now in charge of Karen O’Brien’s homicide case. Alfond was clearly not happy to be here, but this time his annoyance wasn’t directed at Jo, who was usually the focus of his irritation. He was scowling at Karen O’Brien’s body, as if the victim herself had offended him, just by having the nerve to get murdered on a Friday night, thus ruining this beautiful October weekend.

“I have to say, I’ve never seen this before,” said Dr. Wass, the medical examiner. “Not many injuries bother me, but the eye?” He shuddered.

On that point, Jo could certainly agree. Under the bright morgue lights, Karen O’Brien’s injury appeared even more grotesque, and Jo had to force herself to stay focused on the body. She had seen stab wounds before, but a blade plunged into the eyeball? Having a mere grain of sand or a fleck of ash trapped under her eyelid was painful enough.

“I’d say the cause of death is obvious,” said Detective Alfond.

“It would certainly seem so.” Dr. Wass turned to look at the victim’s skull x-ray, which was displayed on the computer monitor. “There was penetration through the vitreous of the eyeball and the bony cavity of the orbit, all the way into the frontal lobe of the brain, resulting in a massive hemorrhage into the cerebrum. Except for some bruising around her neck, I see no other injuries.”

Jo pointed to the purplish discoloration on the hip. “And this? It looks like a bruise.”

“It’s just livor mortis. She was lying on her right side in the trunk, and that’s where the blood pooled. Friday night it was mild, low of forty-two degrees. And Saturday morning, it was sunny and sixty-five. Inside the car trunk, it would have gotten even warmer, which sped up the stages of rigor mortis.” Wass bent the corpse’s knee and flexed the leg. “Limbs are now flaccid.”

“Time of death?” asked Alfond.

“When I examined her at the scene, I thought it was consistent with when she left work Friday night.” Wass looked at Jo. “Around ten thirty p.m., you said?”

“That’s when she clocked out,” said Jo. “It would’ve been nice to have CCTV footage, but the hotel’s security system glitched out that evening, so we don’t know what happened after she walked out of the building. We’re trying to track down everyone she had contact with that night. Based on the restaurant receipts, we know which customers she waited on in the dining room. We also know that at ten fifteen, she delivered a room service meal to a guest on the second floor. And no, we don’t consider that guest a suspect. She was a seventy-two-year-old woman.”

“This is a bizarre choice for a weapon,” said Alfond.

“Ah yes, the weapon.” Wass regarded the handle protruding from Karen O’Brien’s eye. “Appears to be stainless steel, quite sleek. No markings except for this circle-and-dot design engraved on the handle. It looks like it was a single thrust, without any hesitation.”

“Not your usual knife,” said Alfond.

“It’s not a knife,” said Jo. “It’s a stiletto.”

Alfond snorted. “You’re an expert on this, are you?”

“Let’s remove it and find out,” said Wass. He grasped the handle and pulled. The weapon slid free, emerging with a hiss of steel gliding against bone. Beneath a smear of blood and brain matter, the blade gleamed, bright as silver. Wass wiped it clean and laid it on an instrument tray. “Jo’s correct,” he said. “This is indeed a stiletto, measuring . . .” He reached for a ruler. “Thirty-six centimeters overall. Stainless steel guard, blade, and grip. No outstanding features except for this circle and dot on the handle. Very sleek and modern. I’d almost describe it as elegant. If that doesn’t sound too macabre.”

“I’m surprised he left it behind,” said Alfond. “Maybe he was in a rush.”

“He took the time to wipe off any fingerprints,” said Wass.

“Maybe he left it behind for a reason,” said Jo.

Alfond shot her a skeptical look. “What reason?”

“A calling card? A message?”

“And this message would be?”

“I don’t know. It’s just a thought.”

“The blade length is sixteen centimeters,” said Wass. “Blade thickness at the hilt is two centimeters, tapering to a fine point.”

“Designed to penetrate, not cut,” said Jo. “A thrusting weapon.”

Wass looked up at her in surprise. “Been doing your research, Jo?”

“It just happened to come up in conversation.”

“Interesting conversations you have,” said Wass.

Jo thought about Ingrid’s stunned expression when they’d discovered the body. At the time, Jo had assumed Ingrid was reacting to the gruesome nature of the wound. Now she wondered if it was the weapon itself that had so shocked Ingrid. Had she seen one before?

Dr. Wass reached for a knife and began to cut.

Jo had gutted and field-dressed deer with her brother Finn, had sliced them open and wrenched out their still-warm organs, so what she saw next should not have shaken her, yet it did. Karen O’Brien was a stranger to her. Jo had never heard her voice, never seen the woman smile, but recorded on Karen’s skin were clues to a life: the pregnancy stretch marks on her abdomen. The scar left by knee surgery. The wrinkles and age spots from too many years of baking under the sun. The heart might be the symbol of one’s soul, but the skin was where the years left their mark.

“Anything else you can tell me about her?” said Wass as he snapped apart the ribs to free up the breastbone.

“We contacted her daughter in Vermont,” said Alfond. “Sounds like they weren’t on good terms. Barely speaking to each other.”

“That’s sad,” said Wass.

“Daughter says Mom went off the rails a few years ago, politically. The last time they got together, they had a big fight about the election, vaccinations, you name it. Daughter cut off communication.”

“Karen wasn’t on good terms with her two housemates either,” said Jo. “But I’m not aware of anyone who disliked her enough to kill her.” She looked at the weapon on the specimen tray. “And to do it that way?”

“Doesn’t look like your typical crime of passion,” said Wass as he lifted off the freed-up shield of breastbone and ribs to expose the heart and lungs. “No other signs of violence, no other wounds.” Wass looked across the table at Jo. “This kill was quick and efficient.”

“By someone who’s probably done it before,” Jo said softly.

“You have to consider that possibility.”

“But a waitress?” Alfond shook his head. “Why target her?”

“There’s something you haven’t found out, yet. Dig deeper,” said Wass as he himself reached into the chest cavity. Dig deeper. Out came the heart and lungs, which he weighed and sliced open. “Smoker,” he said, and looked at Jo.

She shrugged. “I don’t remember seeing any cigarettes in her purse.”

“Well, I can see the damage here, in her lungs. Maybe she quit.”

“If it was for her health,” said Alfond, “she shouldn’t have bothered.”

Wass continued to cut with swift efficiency, soon moving on to the abdomen, where his blade freed up liver and spleen, stomach and pancreas. On her last day of life, as Karen O’Brien had brushed her teeth and hair, as she’d washed her face, she could not have imagined this was how her week would end. That she’d be lying on a stainless steel table, her organs being sliced open, the most intimate parts of her body laid bare. Jo noticed Alfond glance at his watch, heard his impatient sigh. Clearly, he had places he’d rather be.

So did Jo. Anywhere but here.

Wass moved on to the worst part of the autopsy, the part that always disturbed Jo the most. He sliced open the scalp and peeled it forward. The face that once wore lipstick and mascara, that once smiled and scowled, the face that was once Karen O’Brien’s alone, collapsed like a rubber mask.

Wass fired up the bone saw to open the cranium.

Now Jo did turn away, unable to watch this next insult to Karen O’Brien’s body. As the saw whined, as bone dust flew, Jo focused on the weapon, which was lying on the steel specimen tray. She thought of what Ingrid Slocum had told her as they’d stood together in the employee parking lot, looking down at the body in the car trunk, at the blade buried in Karen O’Brien’s eye. It’s not for cutting or slashing. It’s for thrusting. She’d said it without hesitation, simply stating what she just happened to know. At the time, Ingrid’s ready familiarity with such a gruesome fact had struck Jo as chilling. Now, it suddenly occurred to her why Ingrid was so familiar with stilettos.

She’s seen one before.


Chapter 12

Ingrid Slocum was good at keeping secrets, as were the other members of the self-named Martini Club, and Jo had few illusions that any of them would be completely honest with her, even though they ought to trust her by now. Or did they trust her? It was hard to know where she stood with people who had spent their careers working in the shadows, concealing the true nature of their jobs. Jo used to think that espionage was a glamorous job, all tuxedoes and martinis and foreign travel, but after spending time with these people, she now understood what it really entailed: never being entirely honest, even with those you loved. Always wondering if that new acquaintance was a friend or an enemy operative. Watching every word you said, and questioning every word that other people said. No, Jo could not have lasted long in such a profession. Being a cop wasn’t easy, but at least she could be honest with those she cared about, those who mattered in her life.

How much honesty could she expect from these people, she wondered, as she sat in her car outside the Slocum residence after driving back from the autopsy. She saw that Declan Rose’s Volvo and Ben Diamond’s SUV were parked nearby, so tonight they must be having one of their usual boozy get-togethers, fueled by Lloyd Slocum’s always-excellent array of snacks. Maggie Bird would not be here, because she was in isolation at the hospital, but the other four might have answers for Jo.

If she could get them to talk.

She stepped out of her car and climbed the porch steps. Before she could even ring the bell, the door swung open and Lloyd said, “Good evening, Chief Thibodeau. We’re just about to start our second round. Can we offer you one?”

“A martini? No thank you.” She walked into the house, which was immaculate. The oak floor was polished to a fine gloss, the entrance hall table held a vase of fluffy white hydrangeas, artistically placed off center, and in a Chinese ceramic floor urn were two black umbrellas, readily at hand for the next rainstorm. Jo considered herself an organized person, but the Slocums took it to a whole new level, exactly what one would expect from a couple who’d excelled in their careers, kept their hedges clipped and their lawn regularly mowed. Jo followed Lloyd down the hallway to the back garden, which she’d never seen before. She was not surprised to see it was equally well kept, with a flagstone patio, ceramic pots containing a lush variety of herbs, and a privacy hedge to discourage prying eyes. There was a liquor cart, of course, and it contained everything a bartender might need to keep the guests well lubricated, which apparently had already been achieved. Despite the cool and misty evening, Ingrid and the men had chosen to gather outside, bundled up against the chill in sweaters and fleece.

“And here’s Jo,” Lloyd announced to his friends.

“We wondered when you’d show up,” said Ben.

“I didn’t know I was going to show up,” Jo said. She looked around at their martini glasses. “Another book club meeting?”

“No, tonight we have serious business,” said Declan. “And we don’t have Maggie here.”

“Do you know how she’s doing?”

Lloyd said, “She gave us access to her online patient portal, so we can see her lab results as they come in. So far, all her blood work is normal.”

“Thank God,” added Declan.

“That’s kind of, um, intimate, isn’t it?” said Jo. “Sharing private medical info?”

“If she can’t trust us, who can she trust?” said Lloyd.

Jo looked around at their somber faces. Yes, if anyone could be counted on to keep a secret, it would be these people. “How long will they keep her in quarantine?”

“They don’t know,” said Declan. “They’re still trying to understand Dr. Maslov’s blood work.” Declan stared down at his drink and said quietly: “It’s a waiting game.”

“And Maggie’s going to be fine,” said Ben, clapping Declan’s shoulder. “She’s Superwoman. You know that.”

“Meanwhile,” said Ingrid, “we wanted to discuss the matter of Karen O’Brien. Which is why you’re here, I assume? Were there any surprises at the autopsy?”

“You saw the body, Ingrid,” said Jo. “The cause of death was pretty obvious.”

“So no surprises, then.”

“Just a middle-aged woman with a bad knee, stretch marks, and a stiletto in her eye. Detective Alfond’s taken the lead, and so far, he hasn’t zeroed in on any suspects. Neither have I. Which is why I’m here.” She focused on Ingrid. “I have questions for you.”

Ingrid nodded. “I expected you would.”

“About that weapon—”

“What were its dimensions? The blade length and thickness? I assume the crime lab will be analyzing its metal composition?”

“Yes, but—”

“Was there a cutler’s stamp inside the guard?”

“A what?”

“A signature, left by the craftsman who made it.”

“The only mark I saw was on the handle.”

“The circle with the dot inside.”

“Yeah.” Jo looked around at the faces watching her. She’d come here to ask questions, yet she was now the one being interrogated. “Is that supposed to mean something? The circle with the dot inside it?”

No one answered. Instead, Ingrid turned to Lloyd and held out her empty glass. “Refill, please.”

“Oh dear. It’s turned into one of those days,” he said, and scooped ice into the cocktail shaker.

“Okay. It’s time for you to be straight with me,” said Jo. She looked around the group. “All of you.”

The response was silence. The only sound was the clatter of ice cubes in the shaker. She surveyed their unreadable faces. How easily these people donned those masks.

“What is the deal with the stiletto?” Jo asked. “What does it mean?”

“It’s a weapon designed to penetrate,” said Ingrid. “In the seventeenth century, it was used on the battlefield, to slide through vulnerable points in a knight’s armor. The blade is shaped to minimize friction upon entry, allowing it to plunge deeper into—”

“I don’t need a lecture on the damn thing. I want to know why you’re such an expert on the subject.”

“Oh, Ingrid’s an expert on many subjects,” said Lloyd, handing his wife a freshly poured martini.

“When we found Karen O’Brien’s body,” Jo said to Ingrid, “you didn’t look away. You just froze.”

“Wouldn’t anyone?” Ingrid calmly took a sip of her drink. “The sight of a dead body can do that.”

“I don’t think you were reacting to the body. I think you reacted to the weapon. You immediately knew what it was. Is it because you’ve seen one before?”

“There’s nothing unique about a stiletto.”

“But there’s something special about this one, isn’t there? Is it the way it was used? Or is it the symbol on the grip?” Jo looked at the other three. “I think you all know what’s going on here. Just tell me.”

“You’re imagining conspiracies,” said Ingrid.

“Yeah, well, you taught me that. I’m just trying to explain things that stand out to me. Things that don’t make sense.”

“Which things?”

“You, for instance.” Jo focused hard on Ingrid. “You’re the one who never loses her cool. Who wouldn’t normally be rattled by a dead body. At least, that’s the Ingrid Slocum I know.”

“You say you know me, but do you, really? Do you know any of us?”

Jo paused. The honest answer was no, she did not, even though they had assisted her during two different investigations this past year. She had come to rely on their canny insights, had been invited to more than a few of their potluck dinners, yet these people still seemed veiled in gauze; the view was never quite in focus. Their faces were always blurred, their smiles illusory.

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?” said Jo.

“There’s nothing to tell.”

“Usually you people are banging on my door, trying to insert yourselves into my investigations. I have a dead woman in the morgue, a woman who worked hard and saved her pennies and will now never get to spend them. I’m just trying to do right by her. If there’s something you know about her murder, something that can help us find the killer, don’t you think it’s your duty to share it?”

There was a long silence. Ingrid set down her drink and said quietly, “I’m sorry.”

“About what?”

“Before we share anything with you, there are things we need to confirm first.”

Jo looked at the others. It was like staring at a blank wall. “I’m not the enemy. I’m just trying to protect my town. It’s your town too. Tell me who I’m dealing with here.”

“We can’t tell you who, because we don’t know,” said Ingrid. “But we may know what you’re dealing with.”

“Go on.”

“The symbol that’s engraved in the stiletto handle? It could be just a random decoration. Or it could be something significant. A circle with a dot inside is one of the symbols used by the Vory. A symbol that they sometimes tattoo on their bodies, as well.”

“Who are they? The Vory?”

“They’re a Russian brotherhood of professional criminals. Their roots go back a century, when they organized inside Soviet prisons to form a sort of criminal syndicate, very much like the mob. They have their own rules, their own code of conduct, their own leadership pyramid. The Vory’s criminal enterprises have expanded around the world, and they’ve sunk their claws deep into Russian businesses and government. They’re also available for anyone to hire, should you need their particular skills. In fact, Moscow’s intelligence services are using the Vory more and more to outsource certain tasks.”

“What tasks?”

“Assassination, for one,” said Ben.

“They’re killers for hire?”

“They’re discreet. They’re ruthless. And they’re officially deniable,” said Ingrid. “Moscow’s own agents have had a few humiliating failures lately. It’s led to arrests and exposure and political blowback. You don’t want the whole world knowing an assassination was officially sanctioned. So they hire the Vory to do the job.”

“You think Karen O’Brien was killed by a Russian gangster?”

“We’re only saying the circle and dot engraved on the stiletto might be Vory. It’s their symbol for a lone wolf. It means ‘Rely only on yourself.’”

Jo gave a startled laugh. “This is Maine. Do you really think a Russian hit man is skulking around in our woods?”

“You asked us what we thought,” said Ben. “We gave you an answer.”

Declan’s phone rang, and he looked down at the display. “It’s Maggie. Excuse me,” he said, and walked into the house to take the call.

“The truth is,” said Ingrid, “we’re searching for answers ourselves. If you’re willing to share, Jo, we could use more information.”

“You never share anything with me.”

“We’re not asking for a lot,” said Lloyd. “Just detailed photos of the stiletto. Close-up images of the grip and the symbol. And, if you find one, the cutler’s stamp.”

“What will you give me in return?”

“You can have everything I’ve compiled about Karen O’Brien,” said Lloyd. “Her family, her employment history, every single traffic ticket she’s ever received. You can have the entire dossier.”

“You made a dossier on her?”

Lloyd smiled modestly. “It’s the sort of thing I enjoy doing. We all have hobbies.”

“You know, other people collect stamps.”

“I collect data. It keeps me out of trouble.”

She looked at his half-empty martini glass. “I doubt it.”

“You can use this dossier as a sort of psychological autopsy. It might include a detail that you and Detective Alfond haven’t uncovered yet. Deal?”

How could she refuse? As she looked around at Ingrid and Ben and Lloyd, she still had the nagging suspicion that they were not being entirely forthcoming. That there were details they’d withheld. It wouldn’t be the first time.

“Okay,” she said. “I don’t see any reason why you can’t have a photo of the stiletto. And the metal analysis, when it comes back.”

“Then the dossier is all yours,” said Lloyd, with a wink. “Now. Are you sure you won’t join us for a drink? Just a small one?”

Before Jo could answer, Declan came back out onto the patio. The look on his face cut off all conversation.

“That was Maggie on the phone,” he said. “Dr. Maslov just died.”


Chapter 13

Maggie

Wednesday

Dead woman walking. That’s what she felt like as she faced the two masked doctors who stood at the foot of her bed while a phlebotomist drew Maggie’s blood. In the past few days, a parade of medical specialists from Maine CDC had trooped through her room, and now this new pair of doctors had arrived from Atlanta. Neither one would touch her with their bare hands. Nor did they want her breathing on them, and they hid behind their plastic face shields and Tyvek suits as if they knew death was incubating somewhere in her body, like a monster waiting to spring out to attack them. They watched, expressionless, as a similarly garbed phlebotomist swabbed Maggie’s skin with alcohol and wrapped a tourniquet around her arm.

“And you have no discomfort at all?” the male doctor asked. His Tyvek suit covered his name tag, but he’d introduced himself as Dr. Dikeledi. An African surname. Through his face shield, she could see ebony-colored skin and extravagant lashes that any woman would envy.

“I feel perfectly fine,” Maggie said, and winced as the phlebotomist’s needle pierced her vein. “Except for all these blood draws. This is the third time today.”

“All done,” said the phlebotomist, removing the tourniquet with an elastic snap. She’d drawn four tubes of blood this time, each with a different-colored stopper, and she slipped them into a plastic bag emblazoned with the alarming red symbol for biohazard.

“We need the blood for a new round of tests,” the woman doctor said. “And we’ll need urine as well.”

“Again? It was normal the last time you checked.”

“This is for a different test. And now I have a question for you. I don’t know if anyone’s asked you this before, but when you were in Dr. Maslov’s room, did you happen to notice if there was any food there? A leftover meal tray, maybe. Or any indication that he’d had something to eat or drink in the room?”

“Do you think he had food poisoning?”

“We’re just trying to collect a more thorough history. After he was brought to the hospital, the linens and other items from his room were considered a biohazard, and everything was disposed of or incinerated. So we don’t know what was in the room at the time he fell ill. We’re hoping you can fill us in.”

Maggie tried to recall those frantic moments in Maslov’s hotel room. She remembered the stench of sickness and sweat, the rumpled bed, the open suitcase. She remembered yanking on a corner of the bedsheet to wipe the sweat and saliva from his face. “I’m sorry. I was so busy trying to resuscitate him, I didn’t pay much attention to anything else. But I don’t remember seeing any food.”

“Maybe just a coffee cup? Or a drink from the minibar? Any sign that he’d had anything to eat or drink?”

“I think there was a water glass on his nightstand, that’s all.”

“And did you drink any water in his room?”

Maggie gave a disbelieving laugh. “Of course not! I was too busy trying to keep him alive.”

The woman nodded. “We just had to ask. Now, if you have any symptoms at all, if you feel like anything’s not quite right, please let the nurses know immediately.”

Not quite right. What did that mean?

After the doctors left, Maggie paced the room, trying to decide if she really did feel perfectly fine. Was that a scratchy throat coming on, a headache beginning to throb? Did the lunch she’d eaten—a tuna sandwich and fruit—leave her just a tiny bit queasy? No, no, and no. She was fine. She wasn’t coming down with Ebola. Yet that possibility hung over her like a guillotine blade ready to drop on her neck. Mind over matter. She was not going to get sick. She refused to die while hooked up to machines, with a tube down her throat.

Her cell phone dinged with a new email. It was a much-needed diversion from thoughts of sickness and death.

The message was from Declan. FYI. To keep you in the loop. She opened the first attached file and flinched at the appalling image that filled her screen. It was Karen O’Brien’s morgue photo, showing the handle of the stiletto protruding from the woman’s eye socket. Thank you, Declan. Most amusing. Either Jo had agreed to share these photos with their circle, or Lloyd had somehow burrowed into the ME’s files. Maggie clicked on the next attachments. The first was a close-up of the removed weapon, lying beside a ruler to establish its dimensions, followed by a series of close-ups taken at various angles. Maggie clicked on the image of the symbol engraved on the handle. A circle with a dot inside.

She called Declan.

“I got your little love note,” she said. “You send me the most heartwarming images.”

“Trying to keep the romance alive.”

“Do you think the symbol on the grip is significant?”

“We don’t know. Jo sent us those photos yesterday, and we didn’t want you to be left in the dark. Ingrid thinks that we might be able to identify where it was manufactured, based on some imperfections on the blade.”

“You mean the way they use ballistics striations?”

“Exactly. Ingrid’s sent Lloyd down to New York, to consult with a manufacturer she knows. He might be able to enlighten us.”

“So now we’re diving into the secrets of metallurgy. May the thrills never end.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Just dandy. Except for being a human pincushion. I’m like a bug under their microscope. It’s obvious they still don’t know what made Dr. Maslov sick. All his viral and tox screens are negative. And now there are two new doctors here from Atlanta, poking and prodding me.”

“Stay healthy. That’s all I ask.”

“I could use a distraction. Tell me what’s going on with the murder investigation.”

“We’ve hit dead ends everywhere, so there’s not much to report. Lloyd did a background on Karen O’Brien. She was born and raised in Bangor, no criminal record, only a few traffic tickets. Her husband died last year of a heart attack. She has one daughter in Vermont, but they’re estranged. Karen moved through a series of service jobs in hotels and restaurants up and down the coast, and this is her first time working at the Cod Cove Resort. It doesn’t seem like she had a boyfriend or any enemies. In every way, she seemed like an utterly ordinary woman.”

“Who was killed in a rather extraordinary way.”

“But there is one interesting detail we found out from Jo, about Karen’s final shift at the restaurant. The last thing she did at work was to deliver a room service meal to Room 220. A female guest in her seventies. That was about ten fifteen p.m.”

“Room 220. That’s only a few doors down from Maslov’s room.”

“It makes you think, doesn’t it? Who she might have run into on the second floor. Maybe another guest, visiting Maslov’s room.”

“Or someone on the hotel staff. Do we have their shift schedules?”

“Already in hand.”

“The morning I found Maslov, there was a housekeeper on the second floor. Hannah something.”

“The housekeeping staff all clocks out at six p.m., so she would have been gone. But there were other employees on shift at ten thirty. Unfortunately, there’s no CCTV to tell us who visited the second floor.”

“Do we know yet why their security system crashed? Was it sabotage?”

“Ben says yes. We’re at the resort now, and it looks like someone tampered with the electrical circuit feeding the second-floor camera, as well as the camera in the parking lot.”

Maggie paced over to the window and stood thinking about all the footage those cameras might have captured. Hotel guests and their visitors arriving and departing. Room service meals being delivered, empty trays being retrieved. And maybe someone who should not have been in that second-floor hallway. Someone who did not want to be seen.

“Were there any reported thefts that night in the hotel?” she asked. “Any valuables missing from the guest rooms?”

“Jo already considered that possibility, that maybe the cameras were disabled to cover up a robbery. But no one reported anything stolen.”

Maggie focused on the parking lot below her window. A black SUV had just zoomed up to the hospital entrance, and a man she recognized stepped out. It was state police detective Robert Alfond, who was now the lead in the Karen O’Brien investigation. She watched him stride briskly into the building.

“Declan, is Ingrid monitoring the police radio?”

“She should be. Why?”

“Detective Alfond just arrived at the hospital, and he looks like he means business. Something’s going on.”

“Something’s going on here too,” he said.

Over the phone, she heard a noisy rumble, growing louder. “What’s that noise?” she asked. “It sounds like a chopper.”

No answer. The rumble grew louder.

“Declan?”

The noise of the helicopter drowned out most of his sentence, but she could make out a few of his words: Just landed . . . golf course . . . multiple passengers . . .

She focused again on the hospital parking lot, where a large white van had just pulled up to the building. It had no official markings, nothing to ID whose van it was, but the large satellite dish perched on the top made her think this must be a news crew from some local TV station. Then the side door slid open and four people emerged, all of them garbed in white Tyvek suits. They moved with almost military precision as they began unloading equipment, backpacks.

“Declan,” she said. “We have a situation here.”

Through the rumble of the helicopter, she could just make out his answer: “So do we.”


Chapter 14

Ingrid was not answering her phone. If anyone knew why the state police and these four Tyvek-suited individuals were at the hospital, it would be Ingrid, but Maggie’s calls to her went straight to voicemail.

She dialed Lloyd’s phone next. This time, at least, her call was answered.

“I’m a few miles north of New Haven and heading home,” he said. “I have no idea why Ingrid’s not answering her phone, and frankly, I’m worried. I haven’t been able to reach her all morning. It’s not like her, to be out of touch for so long.”

“Maybe her phone’s dead or she’s out of range. Or she’s taking a much-deserved nap.”

“No, Ben just swung by my house. He said her car’s gone.” A horn blared over the phone. “This bloody traffic.”

“Did you meet with that knife manufacturer?”

“Last night. He said the scratches on the blade are probably a result of the manufacturing process, but it doesn’t narrow down where the stiletto was made. This was a wild-goose chase. Now I just need to get home.”

“And I need to get out of this hospital. It’s driving me crazy, being stuck in here.” Her phone buzzed with an incoming call, and she glanced at the name. “Ben’s calling. I’d better take this.”

“Go. Find out where my bride is.”

She switched to Ben’s call. “I’m here.”

“When are you getting out of there? We can use your help.”

“On a number of fronts, apparently. Where’s Ingrid?”

“Wish I knew. I was just at her house and took a peek inside. No Ingrid, and the morning newspaper’s still on the front porch.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“You know what else doesn’t sound good? The reason why that chopper landed at the Cod Cove Resort.”

“It’s not just some rich guy here on vacation?”

“I checked the registration of the helicopter tail number. It’s from the Department of Energy. According to its flight path, it originated from the Brookhaven lab in Upton, New York. Declan says the crew unloaded what looked like radiological monitoring equipment.”

Maggie went to the window and stared down at the parking lot. She thought about the two doctors she’d seen this morning, and the fresh round of blood and urine samples they’d collected from her. And she remembered the odd question they’d asked, about whether she’d seen any leftover food or drink in Dr. Maslov’s room. “I don’t like where this is going, Ben.”

There was a knock on the door. “I’ll call you back later,” she said to Ben, and turned to see two men walk into the room. Like the doctors who’d come in to see her earlier, both these men were garbed in Tyvek, and one of them carried what looked like a black suitcase.

“Ms. Bird?” said the man with the suitcase. “We’re sorry to disturb you, but we need to run another test.”

“What test is this?”

“It’s just a precaution. I promise, this one doesn’t involve needles, which you’re probably sick of by now. It won’t hurt a bit.”

She frowned as he opened the suitcase and revealed what was inside. “Is that a Geiger counter?”

The man paused and looked at his partner, then back at Maggie. “Have you seen one of these before?”

“Not lately.”

“Well, this won’t take long. If you could sit down, we’re just going to get a quick reading.”

“Why are you checking me for radioactivity?”

“Please. Just let us proceed.”

She sank onto the side of the bed. “In case you’re wondering, I feel perfectly fine,” she said. “I’ve felt fine since they shut me up in here, and they said my white blood cell count is normal. If I’ve been poisoned, wouldn’t it have shown up in my urine by now?”

“Who said anything about poison? What have you been told, exactly?”

“Not enough. But since you two are from the Department of Energy—”

The second man cut in: “How do you know that?”

“So it’s true. You are from the DOE.”

The pair exchanged chagrined looks. They’d come into this room expecting a cooperative woman in her sixties. They had not expected to spar with someone like Maggie.

“We’re from a branch of the DOE,” confirmed the second man. “RAP, Region One.”

“RAP?”

“The Radiological Assistance Program. We’re part of the National Nuclear Security Administration. Our team was alerted to a possible case of acute radiation sickness.”

“Then Dr. Maslov didn’t have Ebola? Was he poisoned?”

A pause. “Possibly.”

“You know, my doctors could have told me this earlier,” said Maggie. “Since I have something of a stake in the outcome.”

“Your doctors were working with incomplete information.”

The first man looked up from his equipment. “She’s negative. No gamma emissions.”

“What about alpha?” Maggie asked.

There was a silence. The two men stared at her.

“You know the difference between them?” asked the man with the Geiger counter.

“I know enough. Am I going to be sick?”

“I don’t think so,” said the second man as his partner packed up the equipment. “Your white count’s normal, and your earlier blood and urine tests showed no trace of polonium.”

“Polonium?” Maggie looked back and forth at the two men. “Is that what killed Dr. Maslov?”

“We can’t comment on that. We’re here only to assess whether there’s a threat to the public.”

“Am I a threat?”

“Not according to this test,” said the first man. “You’re clean.”

“And I’m not going to get sick?”

“Not from polonium, anyway. It’s dangerous only when inhaled or ingested.” He closed his equipment case, then he and his partner turned toward the door.

“What happens next?” said Maggie. “Does this mean I can leave the hospital?”

“We’re here just to test for radiation. That decision rests with a different agency.”

“Which one?” she asked.

But they were already walking out the door.
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They had assured her she was radiation-free, but she headed straight to the shower anyway and scrubbed every inch of her skin with soap and water. Instruments could be wrong, labs could make mistakes, and she did not want a single molecule of polonium to linger on her skin. Barely an hour ago, she’d been worried about dying of Ebola, but polonium was a different matter entirely. This was not an infection, not a virus passed inadvertently from patient to patient. No, a fatal poisoning with polonium was definitely murder. She knew that small amounts of polonium existed naturally in the earth, and in cigarette smoke, but there was only one country in the world where lethal quantities of it were manufactured: Russia.

She shut off the shower and watched the water trickle down the drain, imagining traces of radioactive waste washing into the sewer system. When she’d first arrived at the hospital, all her clothing had been confiscated because they thought it might carry dangerous viral particles. Instead, her clothes had been contaminated by something completely different, and now it would all have to be destroyed.

Goodbye, favorite shoes.

Her cell phone rang.

She wrapped a towel around her body and left the bathroom to retrieve her phone from the nightstand. It was Declan calling.

“A new development,” he said.

“I think I already know what it is. But you go first.”

“That chopper was from the Radiological Assistance Program, Region One. Their team’s based in the Brookhaven National Lab, and they’re now checking Maslov’s hotel room for radioactive contamination. It seems he might have been poisoned with—”

“Polonium-210.”

A pause. “So you know.”

“Don’t sound so defeated.”

“That’s not the sound of defeat. I’m worried. You were in his room. You gave him mouth to mouth.”

“I’m fine. Brookhaven also sent a team to the hospital, and they just checked me for gamma radiation. I got the all clear. I’m just waiting to hear from my doctors when I can leave.”

Declan gave a sigh. “Thank God.”

“But now we have a problem, don’t we? The Russians just assassinated a man on US soil.”

“Not our problem, Maggie. We’re retired, remember?”

“As if we can resist digging into this. I know Ingrid won’t be able to.”

“Which brings up a bigger problem.”

“Bigger than a political assassination in our little town?”

“Ingrid’s missing.”

Maggie paused. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Sagging bath towel, wet hair, shocked face. “What do you mean, missing?”

“She’s still not answering her phone. Needless to say, Lloyd’s frantic. We need you out here, Mags. It’s all hands on deck.”


Chapter 15

Thursday

It took another day for Maggie’s doctors and the CDC to finally sign off on her discharge. At four the next afternoon, she left the hospital at last, wearing a seasonally inappropriate summer dress that Declan had brought from her house. She preferred jeans and flannel shirts these days, yet a dress was what he’d chosen to pull out of her closet when he’d been told she needed a change of clothes. Leave it to a man to choose something pretty rather than practical.

They drove straight to the Slocums’ house, and when Ben answered the door, his eyebrow lifted at the unusual sight of Maggie in a dress. “Looking good for someone who was just on death’s door, Mags. Welcome back to the land of the living.”

“How is Lloyd doing?” she asked quietly.

“Having a tough time. He’s looking shaky, and he hasn’t even had a drink.”

“Any new developments?” asked Declan as they stepped into the house.

“I’ll let Lloyd fill you in on the latest. He’s out on the back deck.”

They walked through the house, which was pristine as always. Ingrid Slocum was a meticulous housekeeper, as one would expect from a woman who’d spent her career paying attention to details, no matter how small. But this evening, there was something different about the house, something missing: the scent of cooking. Whenever Maggie visited the Slocums, there were usually delicious aromas wafting from the kitchen, where Lloyd worked his culinary magic with his spatulas and knives, pots and pans. Only a few nights ago, she and Declan had dined here on Lloyd’s luscious coq au vin. Tonight, though, Maggie smelled only furniture polish.

They stepped out onto the back deck, where the potted herbs that Ingrid set out every June were now looking wilted and in need of watering. It was yet another clue that something was amiss in this house. Looking just as wilted was Lloyd, who sat slumped in a deck chair, his head in his hand.

“She’s never done this before,” he murmured. “Never left without giving me a heads-up first. Instead, she leaves me a note. A stupid note!”

“Lloyd,” said Maggie.

He looked up. “Finally. We’ve been waiting for you.”

“We’re going to find her, okay?”

“I can use all the help I can get.”

Maggie sat down to face Lloyd, and she placed her hand on his. Even on this cool fall evening, his skin felt hot, almost feverish. “Can I see this note she left you?”

“Show her, Ben,” said Lloyd. “I found it on the kitchen table when I got home last night.”

Ben handed Maggie the sheet of paper. It was standard printer paper, unexceptional. The message, in blue ink, was in Ingrid’s precise and unadorned handwriting.

I need to leave. I’ll explain later.

Maggie looked up. “That’s it?”

“That’s it,” said Lloyd.

Maggie glanced at Ben, who gave a sad shake of his head.

“She left out the most important part,” said Lloyd.

“What do you mean?”

“‘I promise I’ll be back.’ That’s what she’d tell me when she was still with the Agency and she had to leave town for a while. She couldn’t always tell me where she was going, or why, but she always made that promise, even though we both knew things could go wrong. I understood the nature of her work, of course I did, but it was our own little mantra. ‘I promise I’ll be back.’ She didn’t write that this time.”

“Lloyd,” Maggie said gently. “When was the last time you saw her?”

“Tuesday morning, when I left for New York. I wasn’t keen on driving all the way down there, just to speak to some knife manufacturer, but she insisted. She said we needed to know where the stiletto was made. I told her I could consult him right from our kitchen table, but she wanted it done face-to-face.”

“Did anything seem different about her? Was she upset, preoccupied?”

“Of course she was preoccupied! The conference was canceled. Her guest speaker was dead in the hospital. And she found a woman with a stiletto in her eye. Anyone would be upset.”

“Even Ingrid?” said Declan.

Lloyd paused. “Well, no. She usually takes these things in stride. Nerves of steel, that woman. But I could tell she was shaken up. Maybe retirement’s weakened some of that old steel.”

I doubt that, thought Maggie. She looked at Ben and Declan, wondering if they were thinking the same thing she was: that the real reason Ingrid had sent Lloyd to New York was to ease her own escape.

“Did you speak to her at all after you left for New York?” Maggie asked.

“No. But then, I was driving all day. I called her that evening from my hotel, and it went to voicemail. I thought she must be busy dealing with the conference disaster. All the speakers were worried about getting sick, plus there was that dead woman in the parking lot. So many catastrophes at once. I thought that’s why she didn’t return my calls. But when I started getting calls from conference organizers trying to reach her the next morning, I asked Ben to check the house. He told me her car was gone, and the morning newspaper was still on the porch. That is not like Ingrid. I dropped everything and headed straight home. Found that note on the kitchen table. And the house—you know how it is when you leave a place closed up for a few days? How the air smells different? That’s how it smelled to me. Like an abandoned house. No sense of life. No Ingrid.” He shook his head. “Something’s wrong. Terribly wrong. If she were here, she’d be annoyed with me, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

“What do you mean?” said Maggie. “What did you do?”

“I called Jo Thibodeau.”

There was a brief silence as Maggie, Ben, and Declan absorbed this unexpected news.

“I know, I know, I should have asked you all first, but I had to do something. Even though Ingrid’s probably not going to be happy with me.”

“You’re right about that,” said Ben. “Ingrid will be annoyed. Bringing the police into this.”

“What else could I do?”

“You could have given her a chance to explain why she’s gone.”

“What if she can’t tell us? What if she’s had an accident and she’s trapped in her car, or lying in a ditch somewhere? For once, maybe we do need the police, if for no other reason than to have more eyes looking for her. We like to think we can look after our own, handle our own crises, but I don’t think we can, Ben. Not this time.”

Maggie looked at Ben. “I think Lloyd did the right thing. We do need Jo’s help. And we know we can trust her.”

“On most things, yes,” said Ben. “But we don’t know what we’re dealing with here. This is obviously something Ingrid couldn’t share with her own husband, or she would have.”

The doorbell rang.

“That’ll be Jo,” said Lloyd, and he stood up.

As Lloyd went to answer the door, Maggie, Declan, and Ben fell silent. None of them knew how to proceed when there was so much they didn’t know, so much Ingrid had chosen not to share with them. They were still silent when Jo and Lloyd came outside to join them.

Jo looked around at the subdued group. If this were one of their normal get-togethers, there’d be martinis and a tray of antipasti and the merry sound of ice cubes rattling in the cocktail shaker, but this was not a normal afternoon and the mood was somber. “We’ll find her, okay? I’ll do everything I can.”

“So will we,” Ben answered grimly.

Jo took out a pen and notebook. The page she flipped to was already filled with notes, from her earlier phone call with Lloyd. “Has there been any new info since we talked?” she asked him.

“Not a word from her. Nothing,” Lloyd said. “I thought, if we all put our heads together, we’d come up with some answers.”

“My officers are already on the lookout for her vehicle, and we know she hasn’t turned up at any hospitals. We’ll start searching parking lots around town, and we’ll also check the grounds of the Cod Cove Resort, where she’s been busy the last few days.” She eyed Lloyd for a moment. “Is there anything I should know about your wife that you haven’t told me? Any medical condition that could impair her memory or her judgment?”

“Ingrid?” Lloyd gave a disbelieving laugh. “You know her, Jo. She’s the least impaired of us all.”

“But she has been under a lot of stress these last few days.”

“Of course she has. The conference going off the rails. The Ebola scare.”

“Which I’ve heard wasn’t Ebola at all.” Jo looked at Maggie. “Or they wouldn’t have let you out of the hospital. So what did kill Dr. Maslov?”

“No one’s officially confirmed it,” said Maggie. “But based on the fact there’s an emergency team here from the National Nuclear Security Administration, we believe Dr. Maslov died of acute radiation sickness. After ingesting a radioactive poison.”

It took a moment for Jo to process what she’d just heard. “Okay, let’s back up. I don’t know where the hell you got this information. No one’s told me about it.”

“Because it’s a matter of national security,” said Declan.

“Due to the radiation thing?”

“It’s not just any radiation, Jo,” said Maggie. “If this was a deliberate poisoning, it most likely involves polonium-210, otherwise known as radium F. Traces of it can be found naturally, in food and tobacco, but it requires a highly purified dose to make you seriously ill. There’s only one country in the world that produces that purified form: Russia.”

Jo looked around at their faces, as if searching for confirmation that they were serious. “I’m sorry,” she said. “This sounds like something way above my pay grade. It belongs with the FBI. Or the CIA. Or—”

“We have no doubt they’re already here in town,” said Declan.

“You’re telling me some Russian spy is running around here, killing people?”

“He’s probably long gone by now. But the fact he used polonium tells us this murder was sanctioned by Moscow. It’s not surprising, really. Moscow has a nasty habit of punishing its enemies. They call it ‘sudden Russian death syndrome,’ and it can happen anywhere in the world. Defectors are at the top of their hit list. And that’s exactly what Dr. Maslov was. Eighteen years ago, he slipped away from his Russian colleagues while he was attending a scientific conference in Warsaw, and he walked into the US embassy. Maslov was a particularly damaging defector, because he brought with him a wealth of information about Russia’s bioweapons program.”

“That was eighteen years ago? Why kill him now?”

“It may be just a matter of opportunity. Maslov was a cautious man. For years, he lived quietly in Virginia, keeping to himself. Then he began to let down his guard. Began traveling to conferences, even went to Uganda, at the request of the World Health Organization. He probably thought it was finally safe to venture out into the world again. And what safer place is there than Purity, Maine?”

“It is a safe place,” said Jo.

“But not for a man on Moscow’s hit list. There’s no expiration date on revenge. And killing him serves another purpose: as a warning to any other Russian who’s thinking about defecting.”

“If this really was a political assassination, why are you talking to me about it? Shouldn’t you be on the phone with your old friends at the Agency?”

“You’re the one we trust.”

“Don’t you trust them?”

The four friends glanced at each other.

“The Agency has changed since we retired,” said Ben. “There’s been a recent realignment of priorities, and the new leadership doesn’t seem to think of Russia as the enemy. Now it’s more about absolute loyalty to these new folks in charge. We have to be careful about exposing any friends who still work there. If we reach out to them, and they’re caught assisting us, their jobs could be in jeopardy. We don’t want them to attract the evil eye.”

Jo frowned. “You sound like you’re actually afraid.”

“For our friends at the Agency, yes,” said Declan. “We’re not sure you should be involved in this either.”

“I made the decision to call you,” said Lloyd. “If this turns out to be a mistake, I’m the one you can all blame.”

This did not sound like the Lloyd they all knew, the ever-cheerful bon vivant with his cocktail shaker and his well-thumbed cookbook. He had the bloodshot eyes and the gray stubble of a man who’d scarcely slept last night, who had not even bothered to shave this morning.

“I just want to find my wife,” he said. “And I don’t care how we do it.”

“But why call me? This sounds like something the FBI should be dealing with.”

“We’d rather not involve the Feebies,” Ben said. “We’re concerned that Ingrid . . . that she . . .”

“She’s what?”

“Somehow involved.”

“In Maslov’s poisoning?”

“No!” barked Lloyd. “Not that!”

“But somehow, she is involved,” said Ben. He turned to Lloyd. “You have to admit, it’s starting to look that way.”

“Once again, folks, you’ve left me in the dust,” said Jo. “How is Ingrid involved?”

“When Dr. Maslov first fell ill,” said Maggie, “we all quite logically assumed it was an infection. He’d just come from an Ebola hot zone, and he had the classical signs and symptoms of Ebola. Vomiting, a crashing lymphocyte count. That’s all consistent with a virus. So why did they suddenly think of radiation poisoning, a diagnosis that’s completely out of left field? There’s this old medical saying, ‘When you hear hoofbeats, think of horses, not zebras.’ Well, polonium poisoning isn’t just a zebra, it’s a unicorn. A possibility that would never occur to a doctor in Maine.”

“So why did they think of polonium?”

“Dr. Stamoran told me he got a phone call from a researcher at CDC. A woman. She asked him to send a sample of Maslov’s urine to the Brookhaven lab, to rule out radiation poisoning. Stamoran probably thought the idea was absurd. Until the results came back.”

“This woman at CDC—”

“There’s no woman by that name working at the CDC. We think the caller might really have been Ingrid. She knows how the Russians operate. She’s familiar with their tools of assassination. She wanted to know if her suspicions were correct.”

Jo looked dazed by all they’d thrown at her. She put a hand to her head, as if trying to stifle an impending migraine. Declan helpfully placed a glass of whisky in her hand. When they had first met Jo, a sip of whisky would make her wince in distaste, but spending time with them had apparently taught her to appreciate the pleasures of a well-aged single malt. She took a gulp, and why not? It was after five, she was off duty, and she clearly needed it. “Why would Ingrid pretend to be someone else?” Jo asked.

“To avoid questions,” said Maggie. “To stay in the background. It’s second nature to all of us, trying to stay in the background. Where we won’t be noticed.”

Jo was quiet for a moment as she absorbed this new round of information. She stared across the deck railing, as if there were answers in the arborvitae hedge surrounding the Slocums’ property.

“Jo?” said Maggie.

“I’m thinking.”

“I know it’s a lot to absorb. We’re having trouble making sense of it too.”

Jo turned to her. “The day I found Karen O’Brien’s body, Ingrid was right beside me. She saw the blade in that woman’s eye, and she knew immediately it was a stiletto. She had the information at her fingertips, as if she’d seen one before.”

Maggie looked at Lloyd. “Did she ever mention this to you?”

“No.” He sighed. “But there’s a lot that Ingrid never told me about her work. Things she wasn’t supposed to tell me. You know that.” He looked at Ben and Declan. “And you too. All those years in the field, all those secrets. It becomes a habit, doesn’t it? Holding back, locking sensitive details in your mental closets. I understood there were things I shouldn’t ask her, things that needed to remain in that closet. It’s the nature of the business. I don’t know the significance of that stiletto, because she never talked to me about it. All I can tell you is Ingrid seemed to go into hyperdrive after she found Karen O’Brien’s body on Saturday. She hardly slept. She’d shut the door when she made phone calls. Then she sent me off to New York Tuesday morning, said I needed to track down the provenance of the stiletto. It was a fool’s errand. She just wanted me out of the way while she . . .” He shook his head. “Actually, I have no idea why she wanted me out of the way. But that’s just Ingrid, always a step ahead of us. Certainly ahead of me.”

That much Maggie could not dispute. Ingrid was usually a few steps ahead of them all.

“We all know she’s quick,” said Jo. “But how did she connect a dead waitress in the parking lot to a case of polonium poisoning?”

Maggie and her friends glanced at each other.

“Obviously,” said Ben, “Ingrid has intel we don’t have.”

“And she didn’t share it with any of you?” Jo turned to Lloyd. “Not even you?”

He shook his head.

“Well, this is a first,” Jo said. “Usually, I’m the only one in the dark.”

Ben took Jo’s glass and splashed more whisky into it. “Now you know why we consider this a delicate issue,” he said, handing the glass back to her. “The fact Ingrid didn’t bring us into the loop means either she doesn’t trust us, or it involves intel that’s so sensitive she’s not allowed to share it.”

Jo stared down at her whisky and seemed to be weighing her next words. “There is another possibility,” she said quietly. “What if she’s done something wrong?”

“Are you accusing her of something?” Lloyd said.

“I’m trying to explain her behavior. You said she suddenly became secretive. Took phone calls in private. She sends you out of town on a pointless errand, and then she disappears.”

“Which is why I called you,” said Lloyd. “I can’t search the whole state of Maine on my own.”

“Okay,” Jo sighed, and set down her glass. “I’ll do my best to find her. But the fact she chose to disappear makes her look guilty of something. It would help my search if I knew why she left. Do you have any idea?” Jo scanned their faces. “Anyone?”

The answer was silence.
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“I didn’t want to say this in front of Lloyd,” Jo said to Maggie, “but we need to consider another possible reason why Ingrid might have left.”

The two women stood outside, next to Jo’s vehicle, talking quietly. When Jo had left the house, she’d given Maggie a look, a nod, that said: We need to talk. Now the two of them were huddled together on the sidewalk, where the men could not hear them.

“What if Ingrid’s disappearance has nothing to do with polonium or all that other stuff you were talking about,” said Jo. “I mean, it’s all a bit far fetched, isn’t it? Russian hit men in Maine? Maybe her reason for leaving is personal.”

“Go on,” said Maggie.

“The Slocums. How solid is their marriage?”

Maggie gave a disbelieving laugh. “You think that’s why she left?”

“She wouldn’t be the first woman who walked out on her husband.”

“Oh, Jo.”

“She sends him out of town on a useless task, and then she leaves without telling him where she’s going. And her note. ‘I need to leave.’ That sounds like a wife who’s fed up with her marriage. Who can’t take it anymore. Could there be another man in her life?”

If they were talking about anyone but Ingrid, that explanation would make perfect sense, but Maggie refused to accept it. She didn’t want to accept it. She’d known Ingrid for nearly four decades, and if one of Maggie’s oldest and dearest friends could deceive her, it meant she could be deceived by anyone.

Then she thought about the conference reception Friday night, when the five of them had stood in the hotel ballroom, toasting Ingrid’s skill as an emcee. She remembered the strikingly handsome man who’d joined their circle, one of Ingrid’s former colleagues, he’d said. Rodrigo. And she remembered Ingrid’s reaction when she first saw him. Surprise. Discomfort. Turmoil. Ingrid had clearly been reluctant to introduce him to her friends. Ingrid and I used to work together, he’d told them, hinting that he, too, had once operated under nonofficial cover.

Was that all he was to her, a former colleague? Or had there been something more between them?

“You know that saying you just quoted?” said Jo as she opened her car door. “‘When you hear hoofbeats, think of horses, not zebras’?”

“Yes. It means common things are common.”

“Yeah. And a woman leaving her husband for a lover? That’s definitely a horse, not a zebra.” Jo slid into her cruiser. “Think about it.”


Chapter 16

Hannah

Through the closed bedroom door, Hannah could hear Andrei talking on the phone. He spoke so softly that she could not make out his words, but she knew he was speaking English, not Russian, so he was not talking to his family in Belarus. The closed door, his hushed voice, told her he did not want Hannah to know who he was talking to, but it wasn’t easy keeping secrets from those living under the same roof, especially in a house with walls as thin as this one. In just the few weeks she’d shared this cottage with Andrei, she’d already learned a few secrets about him. She’d learned that he was afraid of dogs and thunderstorms. She’d observed how his eyes misted over when he spoke of his dead mother, and how his face tightened when he spoke of his father. She’d seen him sketching on napkins, finely detailed ink drawings that he later crumpled and threw away, as if embarrassed by his talent. She knew he dreamed of being an artist.

And she knew he had a secret friend.

Two weeks ago, she had seen them huddled together in a parked car behind the local library. The two men probably thought they would not be noticed there, but Hannah had recognized Andrei’s bicycle in the sidewalk bike rack, and then she’d spotted him sitting with a dark-haired young man in the car. The car was a gray Honda with a Maine license plate, the sort of forgettable sedan that you would drive if you wanted not to stand out.

She never asked Andrei about the man in the Honda. She didn’t need to, because the clues were already adding up: the nights he did not come home. His hushed phone calls behind the closed door. The way his face flushed bright pink when she asked if he’d met anyone special. She understood why he was afraid to be honest; the world was cruel to those who were different.

So Hannah tried to be kind to him, to be the mother he missed so much. Tonight she was cooking him potato and leek soup, and when he emerged from his room, she had a meal waiting for him. The soup was rich and creamy and flecked with green leeks, and she’d also set out a platter of melted cheese on toast. The meal was simple but tempting, yet he did not pick up his spoon. He sat across from her, head bent, a forelock of blond hair drooping over his eyes.

“Aren’t you hungry?” she asked.

He sighed. “Will hotel close?”

“I can’t imagine it will. The season’s not over. Why?”

“If it closes, I must go home.”

“Would that be so bad? To go home now?”

Quickly, furtively, he wiped a hand across his eyes but said nothing. She thought about Andrei’s hushed phone calls. About the young man he’d been sitting with in the parked car. For those two men, there could be no happy ending together, not in a world where politics and prejudice would inevitably wrench them apart.

Now Hannah was about to deliver another painful blow.

“I’m sorry to tell you this, Andrei,” she said. “I’ve just quit my job.”

He looked up at her. “No. No, Hannah.”

“This was always temporary, just for the summer. And after what happened to Karen, I . . .” She let out a breath. “I don’t feel safe here.”

“But where do you go?”

“I’m going to look for another job. Maybe in Boston. Hotels are hiring everywhere. I just want to get away, before something bad happens again. This place, this town . . .” She shuddered. “There’s something really wrong here. I need to leave.”

“Like everyone else,” he whispered. “Everyone leaves. They always leave.” He pushed to his feet and walked away.

“Andrei?”

She heard his bedroom door close, and then the sad squeak of his bed frame as he fell onto the mattress. He’d taken the news harder than she’d expected, but it had to happen eventually. People come into your life, and then they leave. Inevitably, they leave. When that happens, there’s no choice but to move on.

Andrei would too.


Chapter 17

Jo

Friday

“I first noticed this car parked here Wednesday morning, when I drove into work,” said Frank Nolan. “It caught my eye because it was left way off at the edge of the lot, nowhere near the hangars, where most of our pilots like to park. We have only twenty-eight private aircraft based here, so I know all the local pilots and their cars. But I’ve never seen this car here before.”

Nolan seemed like the kind of man who would recognize the cars of all the pilots who flew in and out of this small municipal airport in Belfast, Maine. For the past twenty-two years, he had been manager of the airport, which was used primarily by single-engine planes, most of them owned by local pilots. In a community this small, those pilots all knew each other’s names and aircraft, and an unfamiliar vehicle parked too long on the property would be noticed by all.

“Then I drove in this morning, and I saw that car was still here. So I started asking around,” said Nolan. “Found out that you folks up the coast were looking for this particular blue MG. Was it stolen?”

Jo didn’t answer. It made her uncomfortable to lie, and silence was better than blatant dishonesty. This was the problem with doing favors for the Martini Club; those people slid so naturally into deception that they thought nothing of asking her to do so as well.

“Well, whoever left it here took good care of it,” Nolan said, eyeing the exterior of the vehicle. “No dents, no scratches.” He peered through the driver’s window. “Spotless inside too.”

The car was indeed pristine both inside and out, which was what Jo would expect, since it was Ingrid Slocum’s vehicle, the one she drove when she wanted something sportier than their Mercedes SUV. She pulled on latex gloves, gave the door handle a tug, and was surprised to find it unlocked. She opened the door and found another surprise: The car key had been left on the driver’s seat. She glanced around the interior but found that nothing of interest had been left behind. Clearly, Ingrid had expected her vehicle to be found, and she’d made its recovery as convenient as possible, without the need for a locksmith or a tow truck. Jo pulled the trunk release and circled around to the rear. Hesitated for an instant before glancing inside, because the memory of finding Karen O’Brien’s dead body was still too fresh, too disturbing.

No body inside. Just clean carpet and a roadside emergency kit. But of course: Ingrid would be ready for all contingencies.

She closed the trunk and turned to Frank Nolan. “You said you first noticed the car when you arrived at work on Wednesday. What time was that?”

“Around seven a.m.”

“And the night before, what time did you leave?”

“Around five.”

“The airport was unmanned all night?”

“This isn’t a busy airport, ma’am, especially this time of year, with all the summer folks gone. We have only sixty or seventy operations a week, most of it general aviation, and our beacon operates sunrise to sunset.”

“What about after sunset? Could someone take off from here?”

“Sure. Like I said, we’ve got twenty-eight single-engine planes parked here most of the time. A pilot could take his bird up for a spin in the evening, if he was so inclined.”

“Without filing a flight plan?”

Nolan shrugged. “There’s no requirement to file a flight plan. Most of our pilots don’t bother, unless they have a reason they want to be tracked. Or they plan to operate in commercial airspace.”

Jo scanned their surroundings, searching for any security cameras. “This area isn’t covered by CCTV?”

“No reason to, out here. We have CCTV for the runway and the hangars. You know, aircraft security. And to record any, um, incidents.”

“You mean like plane crashes.”

He winced. “Haven’t had one of those since 2012. Knock on wood.”

“Can I see all your runway footage for Tuesday afternoon? I want to know if this car’s driver took off from this airport.”

He nodded. “I’ve got all that in the office. I’ll show you.”
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Nolan had said it was not a busy airport, and the surveillance video certainly confirmed it. Tuesday afternoon in particular had been quiet, with only two takeoffs and three landings, all by single-engine planes. Nolan was familiar with the aircraft, as well as their pilots.

“These are all local guys,” he said, narrating the video. “Decent pilots, all of them. Although that one there . . .” He pointed to a white Cessna with red stripes as it took off. “He had a stroke two years ago. I thought he’d have to give it all up, but he’s back in the air. Every time he takes off, I have to admit, my heart’s in my throat.” He fast-forwarded through the footage. Four o’clock. Four thirty. Five p.m. The only movement on the screen was the occasional bird, and a flurry of autumn leaves tumbling across the tarmac.

“Does this runway camera record around the clock?”

“Yes, ma’am. Even when there’s no one here manning the facility.”

“And you left the property at five p.m. on Tuesday.”

“That’s right.”

“Do you know what time sunset was that day?”

He pulled up the info on his desktop computer. “On that date, it was five forty-one p.m.”

“So after you left the facility, there was over half an hour of daylight remaining. A plane could have landed or departed during that time.”

“Could have.”

Jo’s gaze suddenly fixed on the screen. “And did,” she said.

Nolan’s attention snapped back to the video, where an aircraft was touching down on the runway. It was a white twin engine with a black undercarriage. The time stamp said 5:26 p.m.

“That looks like a Piper,” said Nolan as the aircraft rolled to a stop at the end of the runway.

“Seen it before?”

“This one? Never.”

“And it wasn’t here when you arrived the next morning?”

“No. And I never received any notification that this aircraft was coming in.”

“Would you normally be notified?”

“Normally, yes, since we have no tower. When pilots get within ten miles of this airport, they’re supposed to communicate with our Unicom station, frequency 122.975, to let us know they’re approaching. We didn’t get any such communication about this aircraft. That pisses me off. It endangers other pilots in the area.”

“And what about when it took off? Were you notified then?”

“No. Again, that’s not how it’s supposed to be done. I’d like to know what the hell that pilot was doing here.”

Jo could already guess the answer. Now she just needed video evidence to confirm it. She watched as the Piper pivoted at the end of the runway and rolled back toward the terminal. Suddenly it veered off the taxiway and vanished behind a hangar.

“We’ve lost it,” said Jo. “Have you got CCTV back there?”

“Um, no. No need for coverage in that area. There’s no doors, no access back there. It’s just the outside wall of the hangar.”

“Then what’s this plane doing there?”

“Maybe we can see it when it comes out the other side of that alley.”

Nolan switched to a camera at the front of the hangar. They watched five minutes, ten, waiting for the Piper to roll into view. Birds flitted past the camera, but nothing else moved.

“It’s sitting in a blind spot,” said Jo. “The pilot knew exactly where to stop.”

Nolan shook his head. “How would he know that?”

Because someone told him.

“Go back to the runway camera,” she said. “Let’s see when it takes off.”

Nolan switched cameras. “There it is.”

The aircraft had emerged from the blind spot behind the hangar and was now taxiing back onto the runway for its takeoff roll. She and Nolan watched as the Piper lifted off the tarmac and climbed out of view.

“Here and gone in fourteen minutes,” said Jo.

“It had to be some kind of delivery. You think it was dropping off drugs or something?”

“No. I think it was here to pick up a passenger,” said Jo. And she knew who that passenger was.
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After watching a copy of the CCTV video in Lloyd’s kitchen, the four members of the Martini Club sat in silence. Were they too stunned to say anything? Or were they holding back, not yet ready to completely trust Jo? She looked at their faces, trying to gauge their reactions. Declan and Ben were stone faced, unreadable. Maggie was focused on Lloyd, who looked pale and shaken. No one, it seemed, was ready to address what they’d just seen on the airport video.

Jo finally broke the silence. “Where was your wife going, Lloyd?” she asked.

He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“You do agree, though, that the plane was almost certainly here to pick up Ingrid.”

“Yes,” he said quietly.

“It swoops in unannounced. Then fourteen minutes later it takes off, carrying your wife. From Belfast airport, it could have flown to any number of destinations. The airport manager told me that’s a Piper Seneca, which has a range of—”

“A thousand miles,” said Ben. “Assuming max fuel and economic cruise.”

Jo looked at Ben. “How is it you already know this?”

Ben shrugged. “It’s just a random bit of info I picked up.”

“Now you’re gonna tell me you’re a pilot?”

“No. But I once had to, um, make a hasty exit aboard one of those planes. It was a very nice ride.”

“A range of a thousand miles means she could’ve headed to any number of airports. Refuel or jump onto another plane, and she could continue on to any destination in the world. Where would she go, Lloyd?”

“I don’t know.”

“You really have no idea?”

“Why do you keep assuming I know the answer?”

“Because you’re her husband. And this wouldn’t be the first time you people have kept me in the dark. You asked me to track down Ingrid’s whereabouts, but told me not to file a missing persons report. Which meant I had to make up a story and say I was looking for a stolen vehicle. I hate telling lies. It makes me feel dirty. The least I expect in return is an explanation. Tell me what’s really going on with Ingrid.” Jo looked around at the four faces. “Anyone?”

“The honest truth,” said Maggie, “is we don’t know.”

“Lloyd?” Jo turned to him. “You’ve been married for how long?”

“Twenty-eight years.”

“Your wife of twenty-eight years jumps on a private plane and disappears. And you have no idea why.”

“There’s a great deal about my wife’s career that I’m not privy to. Things that must remain behind a wall of secrecy. I respect that wall. We all do.”

“That’s her past career. This is happening now.”

“The past has a way of rearing its head,” Maggie said quietly. Hers was the voice of experience. Last winter, Maggie’s tragic past had followed her to Purity and had almost destroyed her life in this quiet corner of Maine.

“We’re in the dark too, Jo,” said Declan. “We’re trying to understand what led Ingrid to board that plane. We have to assume it’s connected to Maslov’s death. Clearly, Ingrid was the first to suspect it was an assassination, but we don’t know how she connected the dots. Because we certainly didn’t connect them.”

“Not until the Department of Energy showed up in their radiation suits,” said Ben. “Now the whole damn thing’s gone hot. It’s pulled in the state police, the FBI, DOE.”

“And folks from your old Agency, no doubt.”

“This is a matter of national security. I’m sure the Agency is monitoring this.”

“And Ingrid leaves town just as things turn hot. Doesn’t that strike you as suspicious?” Jo waited for an answer. No one offered one. She turned to Lloyd. “Is there a chance she’s done something that could get her into trouble?”

Lloyd straightened and fixed her with an unflinching gaze. Jo had always thought of Lloyd Slocum as the comic relief in this group, a mild-mannered househusband who was happy just to putter around in the kitchen. Now she saw a different Lloyd, a dangerous Lloyd, glaring at her. “My wife served her country with courage and distinction. I don’t know why she suddenly decided to get on that plane, and I don’t know where she is. But I know she would never betray her country. I’d stake my life on it.”

Was he simply refusing to see the obvious? Decades of marriage could do that to a man, especially a man who genuinely adored his wife. Jo wondered how objective any of these people could be when it came to one of their own. Friendship, like marriage, could blind one to the truth.

Jo might be the only one here who was clear eyed enough to see it.

Back outside, sitting in her patrol car, she considered how to proceed, and how much to reveal to investigators. The members of the Martini Club were bound to silence about their past careers, and they were counting on Jo to honor their secret. But was she abdicating her duty as a police officer? If Ingrid Slocum turned up in Moscow as a defector, Jo was going to feel like an idiot. Even worse, a collaborator.

She looked at the Slocums’ house, a picture-perfect white colonial with its picket fence and manicured front yard. It was exactly the sort of facade you’d hide behind if you were a Russian spy. This house looked like it belonged to a loyal American who flew the flag every Fourth of July, who celebrated every Thanksgiving with roast turkey and pumpkin pie. Spies were trained to blend in. They knew how to avoid suspicion and wear a convincing smile and recite the Pledge of Allegiance. To anyone who knew them, they’d look like red-blooded Americans.

Patriot or traitor?

Which one are you, Ingrid?


Chapter 18

Maggie

“What the hell is going on?” Ben said as he and Maggie and Declan huddled together in the kitchen, out of Lloyd’s earshot.

“Ingrid will tell us when she’s ready to,” said Maggie.

“Are you sure about that?” Ben leaned in, his voice dropping to a whisper. “We’ve never had any reason to doubt her. But this—her jumping on a plane and heading off to God knows where? It makes her look guilty.”

“Guilty of what?”

“I don’t know. But with polonium now in the picture, this almost certainly involves our old friends in Moscow.”

“I don’t like what you’re suggesting,” said Maggie.

“‘Inductive science.’ Remember that old Agency term?” said Ben. “It’s how we’re supposed to approach this. We look at the evidence and try to understand it, no matter where it takes us. Not like cops, who use evidence to prove what they think they already know. And what we do know is that the Russians are involved in this. Which makes me wonder . . .”

“Wonder what?” Lloyd said.

The three of them turned to see Lloyd standing in the kitchen doorway. He’d already had three drinks this evening, all on an empty stomach, but his gaze was steady and coldly focused on Ben.

“Are you accusing my wife of being compromised?”

“No. Of course not,” said Ben.

“But that’s what it sounded like. Ingrid, working for the other side?” Lloyd threw his head back and gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, sure. All these years together, and I didn’t know my wife was a Russian spy? How stupid do you think I am, Ben? How completely blind would I have to be?”

“Lloyd.” Declan placed a calming hand on Lloyd’s shoulder. “We’re just struggling to understand the situation. Like you, we want her home, safe and sound. And we’ll do whatever it takes to bring her back.”

“Then start by identifying who poisoned Maslov,” said Lloyd. “It’s almost certainly the same person who killed Karen O’Brien.”

“Unfortunately, the FBI will be all over this,” said Ben. “They’ll be taking a good look at everyone who attended the conference. Including us.”

“And they’ll be asking me about Ingrid,” said Lloyd. “Before I talk to them, I need to know what I’m dealing with. I have to be ready to defend her against whatever malarkey they accuse her of.” He straightened and looked Ben in the eye. “Whatever you accuse her of.”

“We’re not accusing her of anything,” said Maggie. “We’re all in this together, Lloyd. The way we’ve always been.”

“Thank you, Maggie. Ingrid’s counting on us.” Lloyd looked at Ben. “All of us.”

“Lloyd, maybe you should eat something,” said Declan, frowning at the empty glass in Lloyd’s hand. “That’s your third drink. Man cannot live on martinis alone.”

“Has anyone ever confirmed that?”

“Well, let’s not try to prove it tonight, okay?” Declan turned to the refrigerator. “Let me make you a sandwich. In fact, we could all stand to eat something . . .”

Maggie felt her phone buzz with an incoming message. She took it out of her pocket and saw two words on her screen: Eyes Only. She glanced at the men, but they were busy pulling deli meat and mayonnaise out of the refrigerator. No one was paying attention to her. Quietly, she slipped out of the kitchen and into the living room.

Eyes Only. Which meant this communication was meant for her, and only her.

She hesitated before opening the message. Even before she clicked on it, she knew she was about to open a one-way door. Once she stepped through it, there would be no turning back.

She opened the message, and nine words appeared on her screen.

Will explain later. Keep him safe. Counting on you.

Short and to the point. There was no signature, but she knew who’d sent it. Even as she stared at the words, they flickered out, leaving only a blank screen. The message had been on ten-second self-destruct, meant to ensure that only one pair of eyes would read it. A message that the sender did not want anyone else to see, not even Lloyd.

Keep him safe.

Those were not the words of a woman who’d abandoned her husband, a woman who no longer loved him. No, they were written by a wife who was walking into dangerous territory and wanted to keep her husband out of harm’s way.

“Maggie?” said Declan, who’d just walked into the living room. “Ham or turkey?”

“What?”

“Your sandwich. Ham or turkey?”

“Ham.”

He eyed her. “Everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine.” Maggie slipped the phone back in her pocket, where it felt like a hot coal trying to burn its way out.

She said nothing about the message when she returned to the kitchen. As much as she wanted to blurt it out to the men, she could not ignore Ingrid’s demand of Eyes Only, which she had to respect, even if she did not understand the reason for it. The Agency had taught her that some secrets weren’t meant to be shared, not even with your nearest and dearest. But it was secrecy that had undermined Maggie’s own marriage, secrecy that had ripped her husband Danny from her. She hoped that Ingrid had weighed all the possible consequences of her actions.

Maggie and the men sat down to sandwiches and pickles—a sadly prosaic meal compared to the culinary marvels that usually emerged from Lloyd’s kitchen. Lloyd had lost his appetite, and as she watched him listlessly pull apart his sandwich, she thought: why not tell him about Ingrid’s text? Why not share it with Declan and Ben as well? Decades of friendship bound them together in a circle of trust, and she hated seeing Lloyd so miserable when she could easily relieve his pain.

She helped clear the table and wash the dishes. As the evening grew late, as martinis gave way to whisky, Lloyd sank deeper into a boozy stupor in front of the family room hearth. They couldn’t leave him alone tonight; certainly she couldn’t leave him alone, not with Ingrid’s directive weighing on her shoulders.

She pulled Declan and Ben into the kitchen. Said, quietly: “You two go home. I’m going to stay with him tonight.”

“I’ll stay too,” said Declan.

“No, we should trade off shifts. I’ll take the first one.”

“You don’t have any of your things here.”

“I can borrow what I need from Ingrid. I’m sure there’s a spare toothbrush somewhere in this house.” She glanced toward the family room, where they’d left Lloyd slumped in an easy chair. “I’ve never seen him like this. He’s completely lost without her.”

“To be honest,” said Ben, “so are we.”
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She found a neatly folded nightgown in Ingrid’s dresser and a new toothbrush, still in its packaging, in the guest bathroom. Also in the bathroom vanity was a variety of sweet-smelling little bars of soap, their wrappers labeled with the names of hotels around the world. Souvenirs that Ingrid must have collected over a lifetime of travel and work abroad. The Slocums’ guest suite had been maintained in a state of perpetual readiness, with clean sheets on the bed and fresh towels in the bathroom. That was classic Ingrid, prepared for any contingency, including an unexpected guest turning up on her doorstep.

Did you plan an escape contingency as well, Ingrid? Maggie wondered. Was that how she’d managed to so swiftly and effortlessly vanish into thin air? Such an escape would require preparation—again, something Ingrid was known for. Lloyd had signed into their joint bank and credit card accounts, and he’d found no recent withdrawals, no new charges on their credit cards. Did Ingrid have a secret account, and was she now operating under a new identity? Ingrid 2.0. It was not impossible if you knew how to do it, and she certainly would know, but such an escape plan would require that the essentials be prepared in advance: cash, passports, burner phone.

Maggie picked up her cell phone to check for messages, and found one from Declan: Good night, sleep tight. But there was nothing new from Ingrid.

She set her phone back down. Turned off the lamp and lay awake, thinking: Ingrid, what the hell is going on?
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She surfaced from a deep sleep straight into alertness. Felt her heart pounding as she lay in the unfamiliar bed and stared up at the darkness. The clock on the nightstand said 3:13 a.m. Why am I awake? What woke me up? She had left her past career behind, but she had not shed the old instincts that had kept her alive during those years, the instincts that now told her to pay attention. That something was not right.

She heard a muffled thump. Someone was moving downstairs in the Slocums’ house.

She rolled out of bed and cracked open the door. Saw a faint glow of light from below, funneling up the stairwell. Not a burglar, then. No self-respecting thief turns on the lights when robbing an occupied house. In her bare feet, she made her way downstairs and followed the glow down the hallway, to the study. Seated in front of the desktop computer was Lloyd, so focused on the screen that he did not realize Maggie was standing in the doorway behind him.

“Lloyd? What are you doing?” she said.

“I couldn’t sleep.” He didn’t turn to look at her, instead keeping his gaze on the computer. “I kept thinking, she wouldn’t leave me without some sort of reassurance. Some indication that she’s all right. There’s got to be a message. Something I’ve missed.”

There had indeed been a message, one that Maggie was sorely tempted to reveal to him, seeing how disheveled and heartsick he looked.

“Lloyd . . .”

“I think I’ve found it,” he said.

“What?”

“The message. A message, anyway.”

She pulled over a chair and sat down beside him. All she saw on the screen was a photograph. If this was Ingrid’s message, it only raised more questions. The photo was of a bespectacled man in a gray suit standing on a street corner, holding a briefcase. He appeared to be in his fifties, short and stocky, with a comb-over that could not disguise the fact he was well on his way to going bald. The camera had captured a passing car as a blur of motion off to the side, and to the man’s left was a stopped bus.

“Who is he?” she asked.

“I don’t know. But this photo means something. It has to mean something.”

“Why?”

He took a deep breath and sank back in his chair. “I kept thinking she must have left some clue about where she was going, what she was planning. So I came downstairs and looked through her email accounts.”

“You know her passwords?”

“I’m not entirely clueless.”

“Well, what did you find?”

“Not much of interest. A lot of emails about conference logistics, travel arrangements, reservations for the speakers. I thought there had to be something more, so I went into the trash folder to see which emails she’s deleted. I was surprised to find it completely empty. Zero items.” He looked at her. “How often do you clear out your trash folder?”

“When I think about it.”

“Exactly. Most of us empty our trash bins only when we’re tidying up, or we think it’s getting full. But to find it completely empty? That made me think there was something in there that she wanted to permanently delete, and that’s why she cleared out the whole folder. So I started digging, to find out what she’d deleted. I did a data carve and pulled out my old FTK software to scan the hard drive.”

“And?”

“I found this deleted photo. It was sent in an email early Tuesday morning at 3:26 a.m. That’s fourteen hours before she boarded that plane in Belfast. There were only two words accompanying the photo: Call me. Twenty minutes later, she deleted this email and then emptied the trash folder. Obviously, she didn’t want me, or anyone else, to see it. I wouldn’t have known it even existed, except for that strangely empty trash folder.”

“Who sent this?”

“I don’t know. The sender’s address is just a ten-digit string of numbers. And it was sent to one of Ingrid’s old personal accounts, one I don’t think she’s used in years.”

“What does it mean, this photo?”

“I have no idea. I’ve been staring at this man’s face for an hour, wondering if I know him. But I don’t recognize him.”

Maggie didn’t either. With his briefcase and gray suit and generous belly, he looked like a banker or a bureaucrat, someone who spent his day at a desk. If Ingrid had left her husband for a lover, this was not that man. Maggie could see the attraction of someone like Rodrigo Estrada, but not this person.

“Have you run him through facial recognition?” she asked.

“I turned up no matches. He’s not in our database. Which, in itself, is curious.”

“Widen the search. Check Interpol.”

“That was my plan.”

She studied the image, trying to understand its significance, focusing on each element in turn. A man in a suit, face turned toward the camera, looking distracted. A bus stopped beside him. A blurred car caught in freeze-frame as it moved past in the other direction. A nearby tree, in full leaf. In the background was a four-story brick building with large windows.

Lloyd zoomed in on the man’s face. Thick jowls, wire-rim glasses.

“There’s nothing particularly distinctive about him,” said Maggie. “But that face must be in some database.”

“Let’s see if we can identify his location.” Lloyd zoomed in on the bus. It was painted white on top and blue at the bottom. The shot had captured the rear of the bus, as well as a portion of its left side. A yellow license plate was in view: BG-SR-52. Glowing in the rear window was the number 21.

“No tailpipes,” said Maggie. “It’s an electric vehicle. A modern fleet.”

Lloyd next zoomed in on the side of the bus, where they could just make out a logo with the initials GVB. “I think this is an Amsterdam bus,” he said. He opened up a new window and pulled up images of Amsterdam buses. A similar bus appeared on-screen, with the same blue-and-white design, the same GVB logo. “Confirmed. This is Amsterdam.”

“Where does Route 21 take this bus?”

Lloyd navigated to the Amsterdam bus route map. “Number 21 goes from Amsterdam Centraal to Geuzenveld. It has twenty-six stops, starting from De Savornin Lohmanstraat to Centraal Station. It must be a busy route. It goes every ten minutes.”

“Twenty-six stops,” she said. “Which stop is this one?”

He expanded the photo of the man to full screen. “This looks like a two-way street. Large tree here, just at the edge of the frame. Could be part of a green space. Let’s see which parks are on Route 21.” He toggled to Google Earth and typed in a search for parks. Dozens of green dots appeared on the map. “That’s a start,” he said. “Now we just follow bus route 21. See if we can match this image.”

Lloyd’s fingers were flying, tapping keys, clicking through image after image. Only hours ago, he’d been paralyzed by despair and booze. Now he was wide awake with all cylinders firing. At last, he had a task he needed to complete, a puzzle to solve. Lloyd Slocum might be long retired, but he had not lost all the skills that had served him as an analyst.

He halted on a street view. Put it side by side on-screen with the photo of the man in the gray suit.

“Compare this tree,” he said.

The image on Google Earth showed a tree with bare branches, clearly shot in wintertime. In the photo with the man, the tree was in full leaf, and the grass beneath it was green. But the shape, the branch pattern, left no doubt. It was the same tree.

“And that’s the same building,” said Maggie. “It’s on Antony Moddermanstraat.”

Lloyd heaved out a sigh and sank back in the chair, looking exhausted by his frantic labor at the keyboard. “But what the hell does it mean?”

“It’s a start, at least,” she said. “Maybe Interpol has him in their facial recognition database. Do you still have contacts there?”

“They’d be close to retirement now.”

“Reach out, see if they know who this fellow is. Declan can make inquiries, as well.”

“I don’t know, Maggie.”

“Don’t know what?”

“If we start asking questions, we could open up a can of worms. There’s a reason Ingrid didn’t share this with us, and I might screw things up and get her hurt. Or . . .” He paused. “The truth is, I’m almost afraid to dig any deeper. I may not like what I learn.”

“After all these years of marriage, you’re really afraid of what you’ll find out about her?”

He looked at Maggie, his glasses reflecting the glow of the computer screen. “I’m starting to doubt that I do know her,” he said softly. “But I have to believe—I want to believe . . .” He pulled off his glasses. Head drooping, he rubbed his eyes. “Right now, I’d be happy just to know she’s alive.”

Maggie touched his arm. Said gently: “She’s alive.”

“How could you possibly know that?”

“You just have to trust me on this.”

He gave a weary laugh. “I’m finding my faith is in short supply these days.”

“Well, what’s not in short supply is your friends. We’re going to get to the bottom of this. We’ll start by finding out who this man is.” She looked at the screen. “And what he has to do with Ingrid.”


Chapter 19

Saturday

“And you have no idea who this man is?” said Declan.

It was just past 7 a.m., and the four of them were now gathered around Lloyd’s desktop computer. On the screen was the photo of the nameless man standing at the Amsterdam bus stop. Maggie had spent so much time staring at his face earlier this morning that it was now burned into her memory, and would probably show up in her dreams. Or her nightmares.

“Interpol has no matches on this face,” said Lloyd.

“What about Dutch intelligence?”

“I reached out to my old contacts there. AIVD can’t ID the man either. Whoever he is, he’s somehow managed to stay off everyone’s radar. Which in itself is something of a feat. You’d think, with biometrics being scraped from every ID and CCTV, his face would have shown up somewhere. And the fact it hasn’t . . .”

“He’s a ghost,” said Maggie. “It’s not easy to stay invisible. No name, no ID. For some reason, this man means something to Ingrid.”

“Lloyd?” said Ben.

Lloyd shook his head. “I keep telling you, I have no idea who he is.”

“Well, what can we deduce about him?” said Maggie. “Beyond the fact he looks perfectly ordinary.”

Lloyd zoomed in on the briefcase. “No monogram. No ring on his left hand. And the suit, it looks like it’s off the rack. Anonymous gray.”

“He doesn’t seem aware that he’s being photographed,” said Declan. “And judging by the angle of this shot, I’d say it was taken from across the street.”

“A stakeout?” said Ben.

“Someone who was waiting for this shot. Who knew where to find his subject.”

“That sounds like law enforcement or Dutch intelligence.”

“But if they know who he is,” said Declan, “then his biometrics would be in their facial recognition database. No, as Maggie said earlier, he’s a ghost. Quietly living and working under the radar. But what is this man to Ingrid?”

Lloyd stood up. “I have to pack.”

“Wait. Lloyd!” said Maggie. She followed him out of the study and caught up with him at the bottom of the stairs. “We need to think about this.”

“What’s there to think about? My wife has taken off into the wild, and I have to find her.”

“You don’t know where she’s gone.”

“I know where to start looking.”

“Based on one photograph?”

“The man in that photograph seems to be key to all this. I need to find out who he is and what he means to Ingrid.”

“Lloyd, Maggie’s right,” said Ben. He and Declan had emerged from the study as well. “Before you go running off half cocked, we need to talk this over.”

“I’m done with talking! It’s all I ever do, all I ever did. While you four were out in the field, right in the thick of things, I was stuck at a desk in Langley, chained to my computer. I sat through meetings and more meetings, making predictions about what could happen in some country I’d never set foot in. Well, it’s time for me to leave my desk and find my wife.” He turned and climbed the steps to his bedroom, leaving Maggie, Declan, and Ben at the bottom of the stairs.

“I can’t really blame him,” said Declan.

Ben shook his head. “He doesn’t know what the hell he’s doing. He’s never worked in operations. Like he said, he spent his whole career at a desk. We don’t know what kind of trouble Ingrid’s in, or what he’ll be up against. It’s like letting a two-year-old wander onto the highway.”

“He’s not helpless,” said Maggie. “And he won’t be out there alone.”

“Who’s going to be with him?”

“I will.”

Her answer startled both men into silence.

“Now wait a minute, Mags,” said Declan.

“I’ll keep him out of trouble.”

“Why you?”

“Because . . . because . . .” She sighed. The only way to make them understand was to tell them the truth. “Ingrid asked me to,” she finally admitted.

“What? When?”

“Yesterday. A text message, asking me to keep Lloyd out of trouble.”

Ben’s eyes narrowed. “And when were you going to share this with us?”

“It was eyes only. Meant to stay between me and Ingrid. I shouldn’t even be telling you this, but the text said: ‘Keep him safe. Counting on you.’ So it has to be me.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Declan.

“No. You and Ben have your own mission here. Identify Maslov’s killer. That’s a key piece of info we don’t have, and Jo’s not going to be able to do it on her own. In fact, I don’t think she’ll be allowed to, if the alphabet agencies have taken control.”

“We’ll deal with them,” said Ben.

“Yes, but can Jo deal with them? She’s already freaking out about having to tell a few white lies.”

Ben snorted. “That gal needs to learn how to bend the rules.”

“Are you going to teach her that?”

He gave a modest shrug. “She might as well learn from the best.”

“I still don’t like this,” said Declan. “You going off alone with him.”

“Think of it as just a babysitting job. I keep Lloyd out of trouble, we find Ingrid, and then we’ll all come home. Piece of cake.”

Declan sighed. “Famous last words.”


Chapter 20

Jo

A man with rust-colored hair was sitting in the chair by her desk. He was clean cut and wore a blue suit jacket, and his gaze was so fixed on his cell phone that he didn’t seem to notice when Jo walked into the building. That suit jacket put her on guard. It shouted Official business, trouble ahead, and she paused just inside the door, wondering what new problem was about to be dropped in her lap. Before she could approach the visitor, Officer Mike Batchelder snagged her by the arm and pulled her aside.

“I was about to call you,” he whispered.

“Who’s the guy?”

“Special Agent Something or Other. Says he’s trying to locate a few people, and he wants to talk to you about them. Do you know what’s going on?”

Ingrid Slocum was her first thought. It made sense that the FBI would be looking for her too. The Martini Club had snared Jo into doing them a small favor, had made her pledge to remain silent, and now this was the consequence. She had to make a choice. Should she stay silent, as she’d promised Maggie and company, or should she tell this federal agent what she knew—that Ingrid Slocum had suddenly and suspiciously fled aboard a private plane? As she approached the visitor, she was still debating what to say, what to do. Even before she opened her mouth, she was at a disadvantage, wary of making a mistake.

“I understand you want to talk to me,” she said. “I’m Jo Thibodeau. Chief of police.”

He looked up at her with bloodshot eyes. He was in his early forties, with a freckled face typical of redheads. Fatigue had deepened the hollows in his face, and he rose slowly to his feet, as though it took all the effort he could muster just to get up from the chair. “Special Agent Tanner Minnihan,” he said, presenting his ID. They shook hands, and his grip was cool to the touch, lackluster. The handshake of a man who was just going through the motions out of politeness, without any need or desire to establish dominance. This was not the broad-shouldered, intimidating image that came to mind when she heard the words special agent.

“So how can I help you?” she asked.

“I’m trying to locate someone, and no one seems to know where this person is.”

Here it comes, she thought. She managed to keep a smile on her face as she asked: “Who would this be?”

“Dr. Cornell Stamoran. Are you familiar with him?”

She felt the tension whoosh out of her. This was not about Ingrid after all. This question she could truthfully answer.

“Wasn’t he one of the speakers at the Stone Coast Conference? I saw his name on the conference brochure. Some expert on viruses. Why are you looking for him?”

“For various reasons.” Meaning: I’m not going to tell you. “He checked out of his hotel two days ago.”

“That’s not surprising. The conference is over.”

“We tried calling him, and it goes to voicemail. His secretary said Dr. Stamoran talked about going camping in Maine. Any idea where that could refer to?”

She laughed. “Take a look around you, Agent Minnihan. We’re surrounded by campgrounds. People come here from all over the world to enjoy the outdoors. You should get out there yourself.”

“Hay fever. Plus, I’m not a fan of bugs and snakes.”

“Our snakes aren’t poisonous.”

“Okay. Good to know. So you don’t know which campground.”

“It could explain why he’s not answering his phone. Cell service can be spotty in the woods. Why are you trying to find him?”

“Our team is talking to everyone. He was on my assigned list.”

“And that’s the only reason? He’s just a name on your list?”

He regarded her in silence for a moment, as if taken aback by her query. As if she, a mere small-town cop, had no business delving into a federal investigation. “Dr. Stamoran,” he finally said, “was the first to insist on Ebola precautions. He’s the reason the medical team stayed focused on viral illnesses. To the exclusion of other diagnoses.”

“Is that surprising? He’s a specialist in infectious disease. To him, everything probably looks like a virus.”

“He also recently traveled to Budapest.”

Jo blinked. “So?”

“Ostensibly for vacation.”

“People don’t go to Budapest for vacation?”

“It’s just interesting.”

For reasons he wasn’t telling Jo. This Mr. Special Agent was giving her a small-town cop complex.

“Is he a suspect?” she asked.

“Everyone’s a suspect. Especially the attendees from out of town. Especially those who’ve recently traveled to Eastern Europe.”

“Where they could have picked up a vial of polonium, you mean.”

He said nothing, simply shrugged.

“If the stuff is so radioactive, wouldn’t it poison the killer as well? Why don’t you just look for anyone suffering from radiation poisoning?”

“Polonium-210 particles don’t travel far, only a few centimeters through the air. And they can be contained even by something as thin as paper, so they’re easy to transport. They only become deadly when ingested, which makes it a convenient poison. And the symptoms—nausea, vomiting, diarrhea—can be caused by any number of other medical conditions, which makes it a tricky diagnosis. That’s why it’s a favorite weapon for the Russians. It’s not apparent it’s murder.”

“You sound like you’ve seen a case before.”

“Not personally, but I’m familiar with polonium-210. My degree was in physics. It’s the reason they pulled me home from Brussels for this investigation.”

“You were working in Brussels?”

“For the last three years. I just got to town, and I’m pretty wobbly from jet lag.” He paused. “You wouldn’t happen to have coffee?”

“I’m sorry, I should have offered you some.” She rose from her chair. “Cream and sugar?”

“No cream. Three sugars, please.”

Three sugars. Something she didn’t expect from an FBI guy. Plus, he was a science nerd, something else she hadn’t expected. She poured him a cup from the station coffeepot and set it down in front of him.

“I’ve never met a federal agent who’s also a physicist,” she said.

“I wouldn’t call myself a physicist. I just have a master’s degree.” He inhaled the coffee’s aroma as if it were the sweetest perfume and took a gulp. “I’ve never met a woman chief of police.”

“Sounds like you need to get out more. Been to Maine before?”

“First time. Sorry to say, I probably won’t be seeing much of it. Too much catching up to do. We’re coming into this late, and a lot of evidence is already gone. Dr. Maslov’s hotel room was stripped days ago, and the linens and waste were incinerated. We don’t know when or where he swallowed that polonium. So we have to start by looking at all the conference attendees and hotel personnel. Anyone with proximity to the victim.” He gulped down the rest of the coffee and set down the empty cup. “Now. Tell me about Andrei Petrov.”

She blinked at the sudden change of subject. “The waiter in the restaurant?”

“I read your interview notes. About his murdered housemate.”

“It’s all in my report.”

“Right, but before I interview him, I want to know your impression of him. Vibes, his gestalt. Did you pick up any sense at all that he wasn’t entirely truthful with you?”

She thought about her visit to the employee cottage on the morning that Karen O’Brien did not show up for work. She remembered Andrei’s sleep-tousled blond hair and shy smile, and how he had politely offered her a cup of tea.

“I thought he was a rather sweet boy,” she said.

“Boy? He’s twenty years old.”

“But he seemed younger.” She frowned at Minnihan. “Don’t tell me he’s a suspect?”

“We’re not ruling it out.”

“Because he’s from Belarus?”

“He served a meal to Dr. Maslov.”

“He did?”

“According to the restaurant receipts, Andrei waited on Dr. Maslov the evening before the man was found. Andrei brought him clam chowder and a pot of tea. Either of those could have been poisoned.”

Jo mulled over this new information. “Well, it does mean he had opportunity. But can you prove that’s how it happened?”

“We’re working on it. We’re looking at a number of possibilities. And people. Particularly those from out of the country.” He glanced down at his notebook. “One last question.”

“Yes?”

“Can you help me find someone named Ingrid Slocum?”

And here it is, thought Jo. The subject she didn’t want to address.

Minnihan looked up at her. “Do you know her?”

“I know she serves on the board of our local library. And she was a volunteer at the Stone Coast Conference.” All true. So far. “Why are you asking?”

“She booked the travel and lodging for all the conference speakers. She knew the details of Dr. Maslov’s flight and hotel reservations. And which room he’d be staying in.”

“Okay.”

“We can’t seem to locate her. Any idea where she is?”

Jo swallowed. “Have you tried knocking on her door?”

“She’s not at home. Neither is her husband. My calls go straight to her voicemail.”

She felt the whole truth bubbling up inside her, ready to spill out, but after her earlier evasiveness, she could hardly be forthright now. It would make Jo look even more deceptive, and to a federal agent, no less. Thanks a lot, Maggie and company.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I have no idea where she is.” That, at least, was the truth.

“How well do you know Mrs. Slocum?”

Jo felt her heart quicken. “We’re acquainted.”

“Wasn’t she with you when you found Karen O’Brien’s body?”

Jo felt her stomach drop. It was a gotcha moment. What else did he know?

“Ingrid was with me that morning, yes. We’d just run into each other in the hotel manager’s office. It’s a small town. Everyone knows everyone here.”

“Are you from Purity?”

“Born and raised.”

“Then you must have a back channel into local gossip. Maybe you can keep your ears open, let me know if you hear anything relevant to the investigation. Or if there’s anyone we should take a closer look at.”

“I’ll certainly try.”

To her relief, he stood up to leave. “Thank you for the coffee,” he said. He was halfway to the door when he stopped. Turned. “If you find Ingrid Slocum, can you let me know? I really do need to speak to her.”

So do we all.


Chapter 21

Maggie

Monday

When she was a young woman, Maggie could board a flight in DC and, twenty-four hours later, walk off the plane in Bangkok, still sharp and energetic enough to plunge straight into a mission. Jet lag, unfortunately, was not kind to an older brain, and a mere seven sleepless hours aboard the overnight flight to Amsterdam had left her drained. When she and Lloyd wheeled their carry-ons out of Schiphol airport, she felt dazed by the noise of traffic and the glare of morning sunlight. Lloyd looked equally exhausted, his shirt rumpled and stained from spilled coffee, his gray hair fluffed up after a restless night wearing a sleep mask. What they both needed was a long nap, but when they climbed into the taxi, Lloyd didn’t tell the driver to take them to their hotel. Instead, he directed the driver to Antony Moddermanstraat, the street where the man in the gray suit had been photographed.

“Shouldn’t we check into the hotel first?” Maggie said.

“I want to eyeball the address.”

“We need to stow our luggage.”

“Let’s just see if we identified the correct location. This will only take a few minutes.” After a night crammed in a coach seat, his face had the sallow tint of exhaustion, but Lloyd’s eyes were now alert and focused on the street scene outside his taxi window. For most of her career, Ingrid had been posted to Western Europe, where Lloyd had joined her after their marriage. He was familiar with Amsterdam and he politely addressed the taxi driver as meneer, even though knowing how to speak Dutch was scarcely necessary in a multilingual country where most of the locals could pivot among languages as effortlessly as drivers shifting gears.

Morning traffic was a confusing tangle of bicycles and buses and cars that somehow managed not to collide, navigating the streets like parallel schools of fish. To Maggie’s tired eyes, it all looked like sheer chaos. She desperately wanted a shower and a bed, but Lloyd seemed reinvigorated by his mission. He tilted forward in his seat, eyes focused intently on the road ahead.

“There,” he said. “That’s the corner. Stop here!”

The driver braked so abruptly that Maggie was thrown against her seat belt. “Jesus, Lloyd,” she said. “Take it easy.”

“I want to get out and take a look around.”

“Now?”

He climbed out of the taxi. Glanced back at Maggie. “Why don’t you go to the hotel and check in?”

“Why don’t we both go to the hotel? We’ll come back when we’re rested and more alert. This street isn’t going anywhere.”

“I don’t need to rest. I’m all revved up.”

“We have to drop off our suitcases.”

“You bring mine to the hotel. I’ll see you there later.”

“Lloyd, you can’t just take off on your own.”

But that’s exactly what he was doing, already lumbering across the street, heedless of the bicycles swerving to avoid him.

With a sigh, she climbed out too. “Can you wait here?” she said to the driver.

“Stopping here is not allowed.”

“Then how about waiting around the corner?”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know.”

“First, you need to pay.”

She glanced across the street and saw Lloyd was already halfway down the block, moving toward the nearest building. “Here,” she said, pulling a bundle of euros out of her wallet.

“I can’t wait here long. You should take your suitcases,” he said, and popped open the trunk.

Just a babysitting job. An easy mission, she thought as she hauled their two wheeled suitcases out of the taxi trunk. Dragging them behind her, she made her way across the street, dodging cars and bicycles. “Lloyd!” she yelled. Either he didn’t hear her, or he was deliberately ignoring her, because he kept walking toward the apartment building. She pursued him, pulling the luggage across the brick sidewalk, the wheels bumping and shimmying over the cracks. “Lloyd!”

At last, he stopped and looked back at her. “You don’t need to come, Maggie.”

“I absolutely need to come.”

“Why?”

“Because you might need some help.”

“Help with what?”

“Look, Lloyd. You’re tired and you’re upset about Ingrid. That could lead you to make mistakes.”

“Mistakes? I’m just going to see if anyone recognizes the man in the photo.”

“By asking random people?”

“By going in that building and knocking on doors. Because it’s clear this is the street he was standing on. And that tree there, it’s the one in the photo. And that bus stop there, that’s from the photo too.” He paused as a blue-and-white bus rolled by with the GVB logo painted on the side. “And there. That’s the number 21 bus.”

“Okay, we’ve established this is the right location.”

“And that’s the closest apartment building.” He pointed to the four-story brick building. “If this is his regular bus stop, that building could be where he lives. Let’s find out.”

“Hold on.”

“What?”

“I’m not your sherpa. Take your own suitcase.”

“Oh. Sorry.” He grabbed his carry-on, and together, they proceeded down the sidewalk like two lost senior citizens in search of a hotel, the wheels of their suitcases rattling across the bricks.

They arrived at the apartment building, and Lloyd studied the names on the buzzers, as if he could somehow match one of those names to the man in the photo. In frustration, he pushed a button at random.

No one answered.

He tried another and another. Again, no response. Maggie imagined those buzzers sounding in empty apartments where breakfast dishes were still in the sinks.

“It’s Monday morning. They’re probably at work,” she said.

Lloyd pressed another button. This time, a voice did answer. A woman.

“Ja?”

“Oh!” said Lloyd, so startled he took a moment to pull together his next words. “Spreek je Engels?” he asked.

“Who are you?” came the response in English.

“We’re from the US. May we ask you a few—”

“Not interested.” The connection went dead.

Lloyd sighed. “She never even let me finish.”

Maggie reached past him to press a different button. A man answered this time, his voice gravelly with age. “Hello, meneer. We’re from America, visiting Missus . . .” She glanced at the list of tenants for one of the names that had not answered the buzzer. “Achterkamp. She’s not answering. Can we just leave our suitcases in . . .”

The door buzzed. She pushed it open.

“So that’s how it’s done,” said Lloyd.

“I’m too tired to pick the lock.”

They left their luggage inside the entrance, moved down the hallway to the first apartment, and rang the doorbell. No one answered. They tried the next apartment and the next.

At the fourth apartment, the door finally opened, and a woman peered out at them. She had to be at least in her eighties, and judging by the volume of the TV blaring in her apartment, she was also extremely deaf.

“Good morn—um, Goedemorgen,” said Lloyd. “I’m trying to find—”

The woman started to close the door.

“Wait! Please.” He held out his phone to show the photo of the man in the gray suit. “This man. Do you know him?”

The woman squinted at the photo, clearly bewildered by the question. Then she eyed Lloyd and Maggie with suspicion. They were hardly anyone’s version of hucksters, just a benign gray-haired couple with travel-rumpled clothes, yet this woman was having none of it. She muttered something in Dutch, clearly noncomplimentary, and closed the door in their faces.

“I think we need to refine our approach,” said Maggie. “Let’s go to the hotel and look up the names on the mailboxes. Maybe we can match his face to one of those names.”

But Lloyd was already moving toward the staircase. “Let’s try upstairs,” he said.

“If you keep knocking on doors, you’re announcing to the whole neighborhood what you’re up to.”

“I just want to find Ingrid.”

“There are other ways to do it, Lloyd. Quieter ways that don’t call attention to us. If this is his usual bus stop, we could start by surveilling it from the park. Or from that coffee shop across the street. I’m too tired to think straight, and I can use the caffeine. We’ll watch who gets off the number 21 bus and—”

The building door suddenly opened, and a woman walked in. From the far end of the hall where they stood, she was little more than a silhouette, backlit by the glare of the entrance windows. The woman glanced down at the suitcases left by the door, then focused on the two visitors.

“Excuse me,” Lloyd called out. “Do you speak English?”

The woman said, cautiously, “I do.” She approached them, and as she moved away from that bright window, her features came into view. She was in her forties, with cropped brown hair, dressed in a fitted blazer and dark slacks.

“We’re looking for this man. We think he lives in the neighborhood.” Lloyd held out his cell phone with the man’s photo.

The woman studied the photo with narrowed eyes. “Why are you looking for him?”

“He, um—we think—”

“He’s a witness to an accident at that bus stop,” said Maggie. “It happened right as this photo was taken. We’d like to find him.”

The woman gave Maggie a long, thoughtful look. “He lives upstairs, Apartment 225,” she finally said.

“And his name?”

“Willem Dekker. But he works evenings, so he’s probably sleeping now. You should come back tonight, after he comes home from work.”

“What time would that be?”

“Try him at midnight. I’ll leave a note to let him know to expect you.” The woman turned and headed for the stairs.

“Wait!” said Lloyd. “One more question, if you don’t mind.” Quickly he scrolled to an image of Ingrid, and he handed the phone to the woman. “Have you ever seen her?”

“Who is she?”

“My wife.”

The woman handed the phone back to him. “I am sorry. I have never seen this woman.”
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“I hope we didn’t blow our hand by alerting him,” said Maggie.

They had just finished dinner, but Lloyd had hardly touched his meal. In their circle of friends, Lloyd had always been the one with the heartiest appetite, a fact made obvious by his waistline, but tonight he’d only picked at his pork chop and hadn’t even looked at the dessert menu. This was not the Lloyd she knew, the man who was a lifelong member of the clean-plate club. While Maggie had managed to catch a few hours of sleep, Lloyd looked like he had not rested at all. Nor had he shaved, and his chin was rough with gray stubble.

“That was my fault,” said Lloyd. “I know, I know. I should have let you handle it. I just needed to find out.”

“There were other ways to go about it, ways that didn’t call attention to us, but it may not matter, anyway. Ben and Declan haven’t been able to find any information about Willem Dekker, so we don’t know if he’s significant. This could be a dead end.”

“It’s the timing,” he said. “That means something. Ingrid receives the man’s photo, deletes it, and empties the trash folder. Then she packs up and poof, disappears. You have to admit that’s significant.”

“Yes.” Maggie sighed. “I suppose it is.”

“You suppose it is? What happened to assembling the data, interpreting its significance, making predictions? It’s what we do. It’s what I did.”

“But you weren’t out in the field, Lloyd. You didn’t have to deal with the consequences when your predictions turned out wrong.”

“I’m already dealing with the consequences. My wife is missing.”

“She chose to go missing. That’s a completely different set of circumstances.”

“All right, she chose to vanish. But she’s still gone, and I want to know why.”

“I want to know as well. I’m just worried that . . .”

“What?”

“Maybe we won’t like the answer.”

“The answer being what? That she can’t tell us the truth because it’s not pretty? That she’s done something wrong, and can’t bring herself to tell us?”

“I’m not going to speculate on her reasons for vanishing.”

“Or maybe you think she found someone else. Is that what you’re getting at?”

Maggie looked down at her dinner plate and said nothing.

“Because I’m sure that’s what you’re all thinking. Even I can’t avoid considering the possibility. And it is a possibility. I’m not stupid. I acknowledge she may have met someone else, or maybe it’s someone from her past. I know there were other men. Of course there were—just look at the woman. Always one to catch a fellow’s eye. Had a bombshell figure when she was younger. And by God, she still hasn’t lost it.”

Maggie couldn’t help smiling at that remark. Ingrid had been an eye-catching woman. She was still handsome, but she was hardly the goddess Lloyd was describing now. They’d been married nearly three decades, but he was clearly still besotted with his wife.

“The truth is,” he said, “I never really understood how I landed her.”

“Maybe it was your irresistible sex appeal.”

He winced. “Now you’re just being cruel.”

“Seriously, Lloyd. After all these years together, you still wonder why she married you?”

“Twenty-eight years isn’t all that long. It goes by in a flash. You start off with all your hair and a size thirty-five waistband. Then one day you wake up and look in the mirror and wonder who that old man is. You wonder what she ever saw in you. What she still sees in you.”

“I see a man who loves his wife.”

He shrugged. “Is that enough?”

“I see a man who knows his way around a stove.”

“Okay,” he conceded. “That’s something, at least.”

“A man who just crammed himself into a middle coach seat and flew through the night to rescue his wife.”

“Oh, I doubt she needs rescuing. Not my Ingrid.”

“Then why are we here, Lloyd?”

He looked across the table at Maggie. “Because I need to hear the truth. I need to know why she doesn’t trust me. I need to know what secret she’s keeping from me, because clearly there are secrets. I accept that. I understand it, because it’s the nature of her work. Your work too.”

Maggie nodded. “There were things I could never tell my husband.”

“And he suffered because of it.”

Yes, he did. She looked away, across the restaurant. She pictured Danny as she’d last seen him, the man she would never stop loving. The man she had, in so many ways, betrayed.

“So I do understand, Maggie, why she might have kept me in the dark about things. She had no choice. But I assumed she’d left that all behind when she retired. I thought we’d putter off together into the sunset. Now it’s clear that she hasn’t left it all behind. Something’s pulled her back into the field. Or someone has.” He sighed. “That’s what I worry about. That it’s a particular someone.”

She was reluctant to tell him what she was thinking, but he’d said he wanted to hear the truth. “Last week, at the reception,” she finally said, “we met that man who used to work with Ingrid. His name was Rodrigo. Did she ever mention him to you?”

He looked up at her, his expression pained. “You noticed it too.”

“Noticed what?”

“The—the tension between them.”

Maggie didn’t say it, but yes, she had noticed that spark of electricity, generated between two people who clearly had a history together. Was he an old lover, suddenly back in Ingrid’s life, tempting her to take one last bite of the apple? Promising her another chance to feel young and alive and ready to risk everything?

“That’s why we’re here,” he said. “Why I’m here. ‘The truth shall set you free.’ I’m here for the truth.” He pushed himself to his feet. “Now it’s time for me to face it.”


Chapter 22

Once again, they stood outside the apartment building on Antony Moddermanstraat. Maggie wondered if she should ask the taxi to wait for them, but she didn’t know how long they’d be here. Willem Dekker might refuse to speak to them at all, and simply send them on their way. Or he might be ready and willing to answer all of Lloyd’s questions. She had once worked in a world where information itself was the prize; would Dekker simply open his door to two strangers and give them all the pieces of the puzzle?

Their taxi drove away, its taillights receding into the night, leaving them stranded. The coffee shop across the street was now closed and dark, and except for the footfalls of a couple walking past, hand in hand, the street was quiet. Lloyd approached the apartment entrance and hesitated outside the door buzzers, as if reconsidering his decision. As if afraid to proceed. The footfalls of the passing couple faded into the distance, and the street fell silent.

“Lloyd?” said Maggie.

“Oh, what the hell.” He pressed the buzzer for Apartment 225, Willem Dekker’s unit. Here was the next challenge: how to convince the man to let two strangers into his building. They waited for a voice to respond, but no one answered. Perhaps Dekker hadn’t returned home from work yet. Perhaps they were ringing an empty apartment.

Then the lock buzzed open. They glanced at each other in surprise.

“Well, that was easy,” said Lloyd, and he pushed open the door.

Too easy, she thought.

It was a work night, and at this late hour, the building was quiet, most of the residents probably tucked into bed with their alarm clocks set for the morning wake-up.

Before she could stop him, Lloyd was climbing the stairs. As a civilian, Maggie couldn’t bring a weapon on an international flight, so she’d come to Amsterdam unarmed. And there was Lloyd, pulling her into a situation she could not control. Already, he’d reached the second floor.

She had no choice but to follow him.

The hallway had concrete walls that looked cold and sterile under industrial lighting, a brutalist interior that made it feel more like a prison than a residence. She passed a baby stroller parked outside one door, a pair of rain boots outside another. Number 225, Willem Dekker’s apartment, was at the far end of the hallway. The door was ajar.

“Wait,” called out Maggie, just as Lloyd pushed open the door and stepped into the apartment. “Hello? Meneer Dekker?” he called out.

Inside, a television was on, and Maggie heard the roar of laughter, a man cajoling the audience in Dutch. She glanced back up the hallway. There was no one in sight. The whole building felt empty, abandoned. Silent except for the sound of that television spilling out of #225.

“Hello?” Lloyd called out. “Meneer?”

“Lloyd,” she said. “Wait.”

But he had moved out of sight and was already in the next room.

She had to pull him out of there, now. She stepped into the apartment and glanced around at the sparsely furnished living room. Saw a bookcase with only a half dozen titles on the shelves, a sofa with clean Scandinavian lines, a glass coffee table sporting a lone copy of De Telegraaf. Everything about the room struck her as disturbingly anonymous, not a place where a real person lived, but merely a concept of a person, a sketch of a person, drawn in a few hasty lines. Lloyd had stopped calling out to Dekker, and all she heard was the television. A comedy with canned laughter, the volume turned up in a throat-clearing cacophony of Dutch.

She followed the sound through the doorway and into a kitchen, where the TV blared from the countertop. Fluorescent lights shone down from the ceiling, illuminating Lloyd’s panicked face, his wide eyes. Pressed against his temple was the barrel of a 9mm gun.

Of course it was too easy. Because it was a trap.

The man holding the gun was all muscle and sinew, his veins bulging like thick cords on his arms, his shaved head a gleaming skullcap. He didn’t say a word, but the distinctive Vory tattoos on his ring finger and on the back of his hand told Maggie who and what he was. She thought of her trusty Walther, safely tucked away in its cabinet at home, and she longed to feel its weight in her hand.

The gunman’s gaze suddenly flicked to the doorway. Maggie turned to see the woman walk in. It was the same woman they’d met this morning in the apartment lobby, the woman who’d given them Dekker’s name and told them to return tonight after dark. The woman who’d set the trap. She turned off the TV, shutting off the inane comedic chatter. Then, in silence, she studied Maggie, just as Maggie was studying her. They were both women with experience in the world, equally formidable, taking the measure of each other.

“There’s been some kind of mistake,” said Lloyd.

“The mistake is yours,” the woman said. She looked at the gunman and issued an order in Russian.

“We’re just here to see Dekker!” said Lloyd. “Let me explain—”

“Oh, you’ll tell us everything,” she said. “But not here.”
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What did you get us into, Ingrid? Maggie thought as the van carried her and Lloyd through the streets of Amsterdam. The fact the woman and the gunman spoke Russian did not bode well for what was coming next. Nor did the fact she and Lloyd were now lying in the back of a van, their mouths taped and their hands and ankles bound. The end could have come in the apartment, with a few muffled bullets from the suppressor, but the woman was not through with them. There was a conversation to come, a probing for answers. That was the only reason they were still alive; the woman believed they had valuable information. Information that Maggie did not possess.

They had been driving for what felt like half an hour now, and Maggie’s hip ached from lying on the unforgiving floor of the van as it lurched through traffic. Lloyd moaned beside her, but she couldn’t see his face in the darkness, couldn’t see his despair. It was after midnight, and the streets of Amsterdam were still busy, making the van’s progress stop and go. The driver had turned the radio to full blast, so even if Maggie were able to peel the duct tape off her mouth, that pulsing beat from the radio would drown out her cries for help. She tried to remember the sequence of turns they made. Right, then drive two minutes. Right, drive one minute. Left . . . She pictured the streets, the sidewalks clogged with locked bicycles, the canals aglow with reflected lamplight. A confusing maze of pavement and water. As the sounds of traffic faded, she knew they were moving out of the urban center, bound for a destination in the city’s outskirts. A place where what came next would not be overheard. There would be an interrogation, certainly. An execution, most likely.

The van picked up speed, unfettered now by stoplights and city traffic. The driver shut off the radio; there was no longer any need to drown out the prisoners’ cries for help when no one was around to hear them. She imagined them speeding past cows grazing in pastures, past farmland crisscrossed by canals. Those canals had always been a convenient place for the Dutch to dispose of a murder victim, whether by a jealous boyfriend or by organized crime. A bullet in the head, and then into the water you went. So tidy, the Dutch.

And this would be such a stupid death, an ignorant death. Maggie would go to her grave without knowing why. For that reason alone, she was furious with Ingrid. Maggie had devoted her career to coaxing information from people, information that could save lives and stabilize nations. Now she and Lloyd were about to die without knowing why, because Ingrid had withheld vital information. She thought back to all the years she’d known her, trying to tease out any clues she might have missed, desperate to explain how it had all come down to this moment. Had she ever really known Ingrid? Had the signs been there, little deceptions that Maggie had not noticed? They’d been friends for almost four decades, since they’d first met during their training at the Farm. Even then, Ingrid had radiated cool confidence and a razor-sharp intellect that intimidated the other recruits. She did not have Ben Diamond’s brute strength or Declan’s affable charm, but she could think around corners quicker than any of them. The four of them would talk late into the night, bonding over glasses of whisky and exchanging hypotheticals. What would you do if . . . ? There’d been reunions over the years, even though their assignments had scattered them around the globe. Every coming together felt like a return to family, their real family, bound not by blood but by the shared ordeals of their profession. And she thought of Ingrid’s wedding to Lloyd Slocum, when the four of them became five, and how perplexed Ben and Declan had been by Ingrid’s choice of a husband. But Maggie had understood Ingrid’s choice. Lloyd was the rock to which a woman could safely anchor herself, a rock that no storm could dislodge. It had always been plain to see that Lloyd adored her.

She should have been honest with him, at least, thought Maggie. Because she didn’t tell him the truth, she’s going to lose him. The way I lost Danny.

The van was slowing down.

As it rolled to a stop, her heart accelerated, pumping fresh fear through her arteries. The engine shut off. A moment later, the back door swung open. The driver reached in and sliced apart the duct tape binding Maggie’s ankles, then hauled her out. As he set her down on her feet, she quickly took in their surroundings. Saw an empty parking lot, a building looming in the darkness. Some sort of warehouse. They were in an industrial area, deserted at this time of night. The lights of Amsterdam were only a faint glow in the distance.

Lloyd was dragged out next, but he was so unsteady he stumbled to his knees. Remained there, unable to rise, his hands bound and useless behind his back. The gunman hauled him back to his feet and gave him a shove toward the warehouse.

“Go,” the woman ordered Maggie.

Frantically, Maggie considered her possible moves, calculated the odds of survival. If she tried to run, she’d get maybe a dozen, two dozen yards before a bullet would take her down. That was a gamble with a 100 percent chance of failure. No, choose another move. Cooperate. Talk. Delay. Give them a semblance of what they wanted and wait for a different opportunity to escape. This was a warehouse, so it might have tools. Hammers, screwdrivers, something she could get her hands on. It might bring their chance for survival up to a whopping 1 percent, but if she didn’t fight back, there was no chance at all. She’d take that 1 percent because it was all she had.

They stepped into the warehouse. The woman flipped the wall switch and lights came on overhead, illuminating a concrete floor, walls of corrugated metal. A cavernous building with rows of storage shelves that marched into the distant shadows. The gunman yanked the tape off Maggie’s mouth and shoved her to her knees. She sank, joints protesting, onto the concrete floor. With a moan, Lloyd flopped down beside her.

The woman held up the ID’s she’d pulled from their wallets. “Margaret Bird, from Purity, Maine. Lloyd Slocum, also from Purity, Maine. You’re both a long way from home.” She focused on Lloyd. “Who sent you?”

Lloyd shook his head. “No one sent us.”

“The truth!”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Who do you work for?” The woman kicked him in the knee. “Tell me!”

Lloyd cried out and crumpled forward, over his battered knee. “I don’t work for anyone.”

The woman handed the ID’s to her companion. “We’ll have the answer soon enough. Our people are checking your identities.”

“Look, you’ve made a mistake,” groaned Lloyd. “I’m retired. I’m only here to find my wife, Ingrid.”

“Your wife? Then why do you have Dmitry’s photo in your phone?”

“Dmitry?”

“You showed it to me this morning.”

Lloyd shook his head. “You told us his name was Willem Dekker.”

“That’s the name he now uses. Where is he?”

“I don’t give a bloody damn about the man. I told you, I’m just looking for—”

“We’re searching for Dmitry too,” Maggie cut in.

The woman’s gaze snapped to Maggie. “Why?”

“Probably for the same reason you are. But he’s a hard man to find.” Maggie shot Lloyd a warning glance. Don’t say a word. Let me handle this.

The woman paced over to the gunman and murmured to him in Russian, then paced back to Maggie. “Who sent you?”

“People who are willing to pay.”

“And they hired you?”

“No one ever notices us.” That much, at least, was the truth.

“No one will notice when you go missing either.” The woman nodded to the gunman.

He raised his weapon and aimed at Maggie.

“If we’re all searching for Dmitry,” Maggie said coolly, “we should work together, don’t you think?”

The man hesitated. Cast a quizzical glance at the woman.

“Together?” The woman shook her head. “We claimed this contract first. They told us it was ours. And we do not share.”

“Without Dmitry, you earn nothing. Do you want to find him or not?”

The woman spoke to the gunman. He swung his gun toward Lloyd, who gave a whimper. “Now, Ms. Margaret Bird. Tell us who sent you.”

“It’s all a mistake, I swear!” Lloyd cried out. “We don’t know anyone named Dmitry!”

“Lloyd,” said Maggie.

“We have your names,” said the woman. “With or without your cooperation, we’ll learn who you work for.”

“Half of something is worth more than all of nothing,” said Maggie.

The woman eyed her. “What do you mean?”

“It’s clear you haven’t found Dmitry on your own. If we work together, we improve the odds we find him.”

“I told you, we do not share.” The woman nodded to the gunman. “She dies first.”

The gun swung toward Maggie, and she stared straight into the suppressor barrel. Just a babysitting trip. A short trip to Amsterdam and home again. This is how it ends.

“No,” Lloyd said. “Don’t hurt her! I’m the one who made her come! She had nothing to do with—”

The gunshot echoed through the warehouse, the sound fracturing against corrugated steel, bouncing back at them in a million deafening shards. At first, Maggie was too numb to feel the blood spattered on her face, too paralyzed to process the fact the bullet could not have come from the suppressor. She heard the metallic thunk of the gun hitting the concrete floor. Saw the gunman’s legs wobble and his body tip sideways before he collapsed in front of her.

The woman snatched up the fallen gun and spun around to face whoever had shot her partner. Before she could fire, a bullet slammed into her chest. She sprawled backward, arms splayed out, and drew in a frantic breath. It came out in a wet and noisy gurgle. She was still alive, but she was drowning in her own blood.

From the warehouse shadows emerged two men dressed in black, one blond, the other dark haired. The dark-haired man was clearly the one in charge, judging by his commanding presence and purposeful stride. With swift efficiency, he kicked the gun away from the fallen woman, gave the bodies a quick, appraising glance, then turned his full attention to the kneeling prisoners. Blood was pooling at his feet, and the stench of violence hung in the air, but this man was chillingly calm. He was in his early forties, with a narrow, sharply angular face and deep-set blue eyes that were impossible to read. While his colleague spoke rapid Dutch into a cell phone, the dark-haired man remained focused on Maggie. She heard the word ambulance in the phone conversation, but it was clearly too late for the dying woman, whose breaths were already irregular and stuttering. Then her breathing ceased entirely, and her face went slack in death.

“Are you uninjured, Ms. Bird?” the dark-haired man asked.

Maggie released a startled sob that sputtered into laughter. It echoed in the warehouse, like the barking of a madwoman. “We’re fine,” she finally managed to say. “We’re both fine.”

He leaned over and sliced apart the tape binding her wrists. As she massaged the feeling back into her hands, his words suddenly registered. He’d called her by name. “You know who we are,” she said.

The man turned to Lloyd, who was still pale and shaking. “You would have saved us a great deal of trouble if you’d just stayed home, Mr. Slocum.”

“I don’t understand.” Lloyd looked at Maggie. “Are we safe now? Is this all over?”

“No,” the man sighed. “It’s certainly not over.” He reached down to take Maggie’s hand and, with one easy tug, pulled her to her feet.

“You’re American,” she said. She looked at the blond man, who was now crouched over the dead gunman, emptying the pockets. “He’s Dutch intelligence?”

The American nodded. “My colleague from AIVD.”

“And you work for . . .”

“I’m sure you’ve already figured it out.”

“My old Agency,” said Maggie.

He tipped his head. “Jon Marcus. I’d like to say it’s nice to meet you, but this situation is more of an annoyance.”

“CIA and AIVD playing in the same sandbox? What’s going on?”

“Classified.”

“After tonight, I think I have a right to know.”

“You’re supposed to be retired. Both of you.”

“We are retired.”

“It didn’t look that way to us.” He turned to Lloyd. “Not after you asked Interpol to ID a certain person of interest.”

“You mean the man in the gray suit?” said Lloyd. “My contact at Interpol said the man’s face isn’t in any database.”

“That’s for his own safety. To protect him against what almost happened to you, if we hadn’t intervened.”

“How long have you been watching us?” said Maggie.

“Since you turned up at the apartment building this morning.”

“You had it under surveillance?”

“And you, as well. We know you arrived on a flight from Boston this morning. We were rather hoping you wouldn’t involve yourselves in this, but there you were. Walking into the spider’s web.” He looked down at the two bodies on the concrete floor. “Now we have a mess to clean up. And questions these two won’t be able to answer.”

Maggie had heard enough to understand what was going on. She looked at the dead man. At the tattoos on his finger and the back of his hand. “He’s Vory.”

Marcus shot her a startled look, the first hint of emotion she’d glimpsed in that sphinx of a face. “How do you know?”

“He spoke Russian. And that’s a quincunx tattooed on his hand. He’s done time in prison. I’m guessing that if you open his shirt, he’ll have an eight-pointed star on his shoulder.”

The Dutch agent bent down and peeled back the man’s shirt. There, on the shoulder, was a tattoo of an eight-pointed star.

“Prison mafia,” said Maggie. “Here to kill someone named Dmitry.”

The Dutch agent straightened. “These Vory are everywhere in Europe, like cockroaches. Brussels, Amsterdam. They work for whoever’s willing to hire them.”

“And the woman?” asked Maggie. “She sounded Dutch to me.”

“She is,” said Marcus.

“You know her name?”

“We do.”

“Something you’re willing to share with us?”

“We’ve shared enough. It will mean nothing to you.”

Maggie moved toward Marcus, who stared back at her, his blue eyes cool and aloof. He was two decades younger than her, and his height put her at a physical disadvantage, but she was too seasoned to be intimidated by details as trivial as size. “My friend and I almost died tonight. I looked into the barrel of that fucking gun. After that experience, I’m not feeling particularly deferential. Let me tell you what I do know, and we can make a trade.”

“What kind of trade?”

“Information.”

“What could you possibly have to offer me?”

“First, I assume Dmitry is now in a safe place?”

That made Marcus pause. He glanced at his Dutch colleague, whose mouth lifted in a half smile. A subtle acknowledgment that she was on the right path.

“I do hope you got him out in time. But of course you did. Otherwise, these two wouldn’t have been waiting in his apartment to kill him. That new identity, Willem Dekker. Did we set it up for him? Or was that British intelligence?”

“May I remind you, you’re no longer with the Agency.”

“Before he defected, what was Dmitry’s full name?”

“How did you—”

“It’s interesting, isn’t it? That Moscow would rely on Vory assassins to eliminate their enemies. I guess the GRU isn’t what it used to be. Too many recent screwups by their own operatives. Too many embarrassingly public arrests. But the Vory? They’re just gangsters for hire. And no one ever has to know who paid them.”

Marcus was looking at her as if seeing her for the first time. “Surikov,” he said. “Dmitry Surikov. Born in Minsk, educated at Tomsk State University. Spotted there by Directorate S as a prime candidate to plant in the West, because of his aptitude for foreign languages. He was given a new identity and sent to Rio de Janeiro. For fifteen years, he posed as the Brazilian owner of a small publishing house, while he waited for Moscow to activate him.”

“What made him defect?”

“Fifteen years is a long time to live as a sleeper. You’re exposed to so many pleasures, so many liberties. He made friends in Rio. Built a life, in a world where people could speak their minds. He liked to travel, and he did, often. Freedom, after all, is corrupting.”

“So he came in from the cold.”

Marcus nodded. “Twenty years ago, Directorate S ordered him to return to Moscow. Instead, he walked into the US consulate in Naples. No grim Russian winters for him. No, in return for a new identity, he had much to share. Vital details about how illegals are recruited and trained and how many are out there, waiting to be activated. It was a gold mine of info, so of course he was welcomed with open arms. Moved to a safe house for a while, then moved to Amsterdam, where he’s been living for the last sixteen years, under the name Willem Dekker. He’s lived here very quietly, staying out of view. Because we both know that Moscow never forgives a traitor. No matter how much time has gone by.”

“Clearly they learned about his new identity,” said Maggie. “How did that happen?”

Marcus said nothing.

“Have other defectors been exposed?” she asked.

He finally answered. “There have been others,” he conceded.

“When? Where?”

“It’s been happening for more than a year. Assassinations in London, Rome.”

“So you have a mole. Someone who’s providing Moscow with the new names and locations of defectors. I’m guessing you’ve already identified this mole.”

Marcus glanced at his Dutch colleague, then back at Maggie. “What makes you say that?”

“Because you were expecting this assassination attempt. You knew Dmitry Surikov was in danger, and you were watching to see who showed up to kill him.” She paused. “Lucky for us, you were watching.”

“Yes indeed. Lucky for you.”

“Have you arrested this mole yet? Or have you left him in place, to see who he rats out next?”

Marcus sighed. “It’s a shame you retired, Ms. Bird. I like the way you think. Never in a straight line.”

“The Agency taught me that.”

“The Agency has changed. It’s no longer clear who the enemy is. Sometimes I think they’re already inside the gates.” He turned to his Dutch colleague. “Get them back to their hotel. I want them on a flight to Boston tomorrow.”

“Wait,” said Lloyd. “What about my wife?”

Marcus turned to Lloyd with a look of profound weariness. “What about her?”

“I need to find her.”

“Obviously, she doesn’t want to be found. My advice is to go home, before you get into more trouble. Next time, we won’t be there to save you.” Marcus turned to leave.

“Do you know where she is? At least tell me if she’s alive!”

At that, Marcus stopped and turned to face him. “Why do you think there’s a question about that?”

“A few days ago, someone sent Dmitry’s photo to Ingrid. I think she came here looking for him. What if she walked into the same trap we did tonight? What if she wasn’t as lucky as we were?” He took a deep breath, preparing himself for a blow. “Please. I just want to know she’s alive.”

After a silence, Marcus said, “You need not worry about her, Mr. Slocum. She’s fine. They left Amsterdam three days ago.”

“They?” said Maggie.

“She and Mr. Estrada.”

Rodrigo, thought Maggie. The man they’d met at the Stone Coast Conference. She remembered the tension, as crackling as static, between Ingrid and Rodrigo. And now the two of them were abroad and traveling together. She glanced at Lloyd and saw his shattered expression. His wife was with another man. Of course he was shattered.

But there was a bigger picture here, and too many puzzle pieces that Maggie could not fit together. Dmitry’s photo had led her and Lloyd to the Amsterdam bus stop, which had led them to these two killers lying at their feet. The Vory were underworld thugs, loyal only to each other, but available for hire. It was clear whom they’d worked for.

But who are you working for, Ingrid?


Chapter 23

“I used to envy you,” said Lloyd. “There I was, trapped behind a desk in Langley, while the four of you were out there in the field, slinking down alleys. Picking locks and chatting up assets. Surviving on your wits. But after tonight . . .” He shook his head. “I realize I never could have hacked it. I would have ended up dead somewhere. Or locked up in a foreign prison.”

They were huddled on the sofa in her hotel room, both of them calming their nerves with sips of the whisky she’d found in the room’s minibar. It was only an eight-year-old scotch, but under the circumstances, it was serviceable enough, and they were drinking it neat. They needed it full strength, to regain their equilibrium and to celebrate the fact they’d survived the night. Although they should not have. They’d been careless and stupid, and for that, Maggie had only herself to blame. Lloyd was just a neophyte, and he couldn’t be expected to perform in the field, but she’d had decades of experience, experience that had failed her tonight. Her old skills were slipping. Once, she might have been a decent operative, but that Maggie had gone soft in her old age. She could not afford to screw up again. Not if they had any chance of tracking down Ingrid.

“The field isn’t for the fainthearted,” she said. “You got a taste of that tonight.”

“And I was useless, Maggie. Worse than useless. You tried to warn me, and I led us straight into an ambush.” He dropped his head in his hands. “Utterly, completely useless.”

“Lloyd.” She grasped his arm. That arm could expertly wield a chef’s knife and a spatula, but those skills were not of much use outside his well-equipped kitchen. “This is all new to you. Don’t beat yourself up over what happened.”

“It’s not how I imagined it would be. Not how I thought I’d perform.”

She set down her empty glass and got up to search the hotel minibar for something else. If they were going to do a full postmission debriefing, they’d need more than just one round. She found small bottles of gin and vodka, demi-bottles of red wine and white wine. She took them all out and brought them back to the sofa.

“I imagined myself as a sort of James Bond,” he said. “It all seems ridiculous now.”

She opened the mini bottle of gin and emptied it into Lloyd’s glass. Emptied the bottle of vodka into hers. “James Bond is ridiculous.”

At that, Lloyd smiled. Finally a smile, but it was a small one, and it soon faded. He looked down at the gin in his glass, his eyebrows knitted in an expression that was almost one of pain. “I need to tell you something, Maggie. I didn’t want to share it with that man Marcus, but you should probably know. Because it might mean something. In fact, it probably does mean something.”

“What is it?”

“He said Dmitry Surikov defected twenty years ago. That he walked into the US consulate in Naples and confessed to being a Russian illegal.”

“And?”

“Twenty years ago, Ingrid was sent to Naples.”

Maggie’s gaze sharpened on him. “I thought she was stationed in Rome.”

“She was. Her cover firm was in Rome. The so-called Johnson-Baron Ad Agency. It was all CIA, down to its basement. Ingrid’s title was secretary to the director.” He paused. “She was an excellent secretary.”

“I have no doubt.” Knowing Ingrid. “So why did they send her to Naples?”

“I don’t know. I only know that she and I were supposed to go to Marseille together. It was our wedding anniversary, and we’d booked a holiday on the sea. We planned to gorge on fish and mussels and, you know, do what happy couples do on their anniversary. But at the last minute, she had to cancel because she was called to Naples. She couldn’t tell me why. For a whole month, I didn’t see her. And when she finally got home to our flat in Rome, she was absolutely mum about the whole affair. Which I understood, of course. Nature of the job and all. But I always wondered about that month in Naples. What she was doing there. Why it all happened so suddenly. Then tonight, when Marcus told us that Surikov gave himself up by walking into our consulate in Naples, I realized that must be why Ingrid was called there. To deal with the intelligence windfall. A Russian sleeper, ready to spill all his secrets, in exchange for a new life.” He looked at Maggie. “That must be the connection between Ingrid and Surikov. She would have been his handler, his protector. She would have helped him forge his new identity.”

“But that was years ago. He would have been passed on to other handlers. Why get involved with him now?”

“I don’t know. I’m not even sure if my theory holds water. But it’s the only thing that might tie Ingrid to this whole mess.” His head dropped into his hands and he rubbed back his hair, leaving it in wispy gray tufts. “She’s no longer with the Agency, so what is she doing here? And why keep it a secret from me?”

From all of us, thought Maggie. She knew there were valid reasons for secrecy, if lives, or the success of a mission, were at risk. Even among the five of them, all with high-level clearance, secrets remained. Secrets they would guard to the grave. Where Lloyd and I might well have ended up tonight.

Her phone buzzed. She glanced at the caller’s number and answered: “Hey.”

“You both feeling better?” said Declan.

“Still recovering. We’ve finished all the scotch in the minibar, and we’ve moved on to the gin and vodka.”

“You’re going to need more than vodka when you hear what we found out since you called.”

“Go on.”

“First, about this fellow Jon Marcus, who pulled you out of the fire. You described him as early forties, six feet plus, brown hair, blue eyes . . .”

“That’s right. Is he really Agency?”

“When I asked my source about Marcus, I got their classic Glomar response.”

“Ah. ‘I can neither confirm nor deny.’”

“That’s about what he said.”

“Which means Marcus probably is Agency.”

“That’s my take as well. I think Jon Marcus is just a cover name, because we can’t find anything on him.”

“You said we’d need more than vodka for this.”

“Right. Here’s where it gets interesting.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“You know those two names you gave us, Dmitry Surikov and Willem Dekker? That combination turned out to be the magic key. Ben reached out to a friend at Langley who used to be one of the tech whiz kids. But time marches on, and now this guy’s closing in on retirement. He’s royally pissed about the Agency’s new policies. All the layoffs and loyalty tests, all the directives to play nice with Moscow. When he heard we already knew about Surikov, he told us to run the names Surikov and Dekker, along with the Amsterdam address, through the Tor and Kilos search engines because we might find a little surprise. So we did, and up popped a website that Ben’s friend has been quietly monitoring. Strictly speaking, he didn’t actually reveal the site to us; he just told us how to go about finding it. His secret little act of rebellion before he retires.”

“This site is on the dark web?”

“Yes. It doesn’t contain much, just a series of names, addresses, and photos. There are eight individuals listed on the site. Six of them are now dead.”

“A kill list?”

“That’s what it looks like. It appears Moscow is using the site to put out death contracts. Their own operatives have had a few spectacular failures lately, resulting in a lot of bad publicity. But if a contractor does it, no matter how sloppy the job, who’s to know the kill was ordered by Moscow?”

“You said Ben’s source at Langley is quietly monitoring this kill list. Am I to conclude he doesn’t trust his own colleagues with this info?”

“Kudos to the great Maggie Bird. You’ve read the situation correctly. He knows they have a mole in the Agency, someone who’s been exposing defectors to the Russians. I suspect the Agency already knows who this mole is, and they just haven’t acted on it yet. But they are monitoring the kill list, and proactively pulling the targets to safety. The question is, how does Ingrid fit into all this?”

“I think we can answer that. Partly, at least,” said Maggie. “Lloyd thinks she was assigned to handle Surikov when he defected in Naples. Maybe that’s what Ingrid was doing here in Amsterdam. She saw Surikov’s photo and realized he’d been exposed and needed protection.”

“Why not tell us that?” said Declan. “Why keep it a secret? It makes you wonder what we’re missing.”

“And Dr. Maslov? I assume his name was also on this kill list?” Maggie asked.

“No. It wasn’t.”

She paused. “Well, that’s not what I expected.”

“Maslov was different. First, he wasn’t just a defector in hiding; he was a continuing thorn in Moscow’s side, speaking publicly about their bioweapons program. Second, his murder happened on US soil, which isn’t easily accessed by Vory. We think Moscow assigned one of their own operatives to kill Maslov, someone who was already placed in the US. Right now, I’m sure Langley’s doing a deep dive into Ingrid’s past, and you can understand why. She was in Purity when Maslov and Karen O’Brien were murdered. Then someone sends her Surikov’s photo, and off she goes, to Amsterdam. You know they have to be thinking . . .”

“That Ingrid’s the killer.”

“This is insane!” blurted out Lloyd. “The Agency can’t seriously be thinking that!”

Maggie looked at Lloyd, who was flushed and agitated at the mere suggestion his wife might be a traitor. She held up her hand to silence him. Said, into the phone, “Declan, you said there were eight defectors on that kill list and six are now dead. Who else is still alive, besides Dmitry Surikov?”

“A woman named Zoya Larina.”

“Her current address and cover name?”

“Cover name is Beatriz Guerrero, and she lives in Madrid. I’m sending you the info now. If the pattern holds up, that’s where Ingrid will head next.”

She looked down at the photo that had just landed in her phone. Zoya Larina, a.k.a. Beatriz Guerrero, was in her mid-forties, a stunning woman with intense dark eyes and a cascade of black hair streaked with gray. “What do we know about her?” she asked.

“Not much. I assume the Agency’s moving in to protect the woman, so you don’t need to get involved. It’s time to come home, Mags.”

“We plan to. Our flight to Boston’s already booked.” She looked at Lloyd. “But I’m not sure our friend here is happy about going home.”

“Damn right, I’m not,” said Lloyd. “Not without my wife.”

“Oh Lord,” sighed Declan. “He’s going to get you both killed.”

Lloyd stood up. “Excuse me, but I have to go make a few arrangements.”

“What arrangements?” she asked.

“I’m not going to Boston. I’m going to Madrid.”


Chapter 24

Jo

Tuesday

When Jo walked into the Marigold Café, she did not immediately see Andrei Petrov, even though the dining room was almost empty. It was three in the afternoon, the dead hour between lunch and dinner, when the kitchen could finally catch a break, and the only other table was occupied by an elderly couple lingering over their servings of pie. Then Jo spotted the young man sitting in the corner booth, slouched behind the divider, as though trying to stay out of sight. Only when she approached did Andrei raise his head, but he didn’t speak, just gave her a silent nod. As Jo slid onto the bench across from him, he shot a furtive glance at the door, as if to confirm that no one had followed her.

“What’s going on, Andrei?” said Jo. “Why are we meeting here?”

“Because they watch me,” he said softly, and he burrowed deeper into the booth. “All the time, they watch me.”

“Who’s watching you?”

“Everyone. They think I am spy.” Andrei raised his head, and Jo saw exhaustion in his face. The dark circles beneath his eyes looked like bruises on his pale skin. “I am not spy. You know this.”

“To be honest, Andrei, I really don’t know that.”

“But you must know. And Hannah knows, but she is gone.” He cast a nervous glance around the dining room. “Now police ask me questions, too many questions. I need you to say I do nothing wrong.”

“I’m not sure they’ll listen to me, Andrei.”

“No one else helps me.” His voice broke and he folded into himself, as if wanting to vanish. The couple at the other table were now looking at him, not with obvious hostility, simply curiosity. But when you felt a whole community watching you, it was easy to imagine malice in their eyes.

He repeated, softly: “No one else,” and dropped his head in his hands.

“What, exactly, have the police said to you?” Jo asked.

“They think I lie, to get visa.”

“Who said this?”

“Government police.”

“You mean the FBI? Did you lie?”

“No!” He looked at her. “Everything I say is truth, I promise. You tell them this. Please, you tell them.”

As if it mattered what she said to the FBI. She was a small fish in a pond where the really big fish, from all the alphabet agencies, were now in charge. But here was Andrei, looking at her with pleading eyes. Innocent eyes. Or so it seemed to Jo.

She nodded. “I’ll talk to them.”
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The hotel ballroom of the Cod Cove Resort was now the beating heart of the Maslov murder investigation. There were so many desks and computers and personnel crowded into the room that Jo did not immediately spot Agent Minnihan. Then she glimpsed his head of red hair poking up among a circle of men, all of them wearing civilian clothes. Feds. She crossed the room to join their group.

“Agent Minnihan, may I have a word?” she asked.

He turned and frowned at her, as if trying to remember where they’d met.

“Jo Thibodeau,” she said.

“Oh, right. Did you ever locate Ingrid Slocum?”

“No, sir. But I’m not here about her.”

“Because I really do need to interview the woman.” He turned to his colleagues and said to them, “This is the local chief of police.” Whose name he hadn’t remembered. Was Jo really that forgettable?

“Can we step outside and talk?” she said. “It’s about Andrei Petrov.”

“What about him?”

“I just spoke with him.”

“Why?”

“He called me. He’s upset, scared. I’d like to know what’s going on.”

Minnihan exchanged irritated looks with the other men and sighed. “All right,” he said. “Let’s step outside.”

They left the ballroom and walked out onto the hotel veranda. On this sparkling autumn day, the resort would normally be filled with guests lounging in the rocking chairs, or cruising around in golf carts on the manicured lawn. But the resort was now a major crime scene, and there were probably more investigators than tourists walking its grounds.

“You shouldn’t be talking to Andrei Petrov,” he said. “This is not your investigation.”

“This is my town.”

“We’d prefer you not get involved at all. It could complicate things. Why are you talking to him?”

“I told you, he’s the one who called me.”

“Why?”

“He thinks you people are railroading him. You and the state police and all those men in the ballroom. Do you seriously think he did it? Does he look like he could kill two people?”

Minnihan stared across the lawn, avoiding her gaze. “It’s a theory.”

“That a twenty-year-old kid did it?”

“Do you need a list of all the twenty-year-olds who’ve committed murder?”

“But this twenty-year-old?”

“Chief Thibodeau, I’m sure you’re a fine police officer, but Purity is a very small town. These deaths have international ramifications. We’re talking national security, espionage. Things you’re not familiar with.”

I know more than you realize. “Maybe I’m just a police officer. But I’m pretty sure that boy didn’t kill anyone.”

“Consider the facts. Andrei Petrov served Maslov in the restaurant. He brought him a bowl of soup and a cup of tea.”

“And did you find traces of polonium in the restaurant? In the kitchen, or on any of the dishes?”

A pause. “No. But those dishes could have been disposed of.”

“So you don’t have anything on this boy. You don’t know where or when Maslov ingested the poison. For all you know, someone could have slipped it in his drink on the plane coming here.”

“Why does this matter so much to you?”

“It matters because if you arrest the wrong person, you’re leaving me stuck with a problem. The real killer. Are you looking at other suspects?”

“For your information, we did look at who sat next to Maslov on the plane. We’re now going through the entire list of conference attendees and speakers, as well as the employees here, particularly the ones on temporary visas. Most of the foreign workers are from Jamaica and Mexico. Andrei Petrov is the only one from Eastern Europe.”

“And that makes him a Russian spy?”

“Here’s another thing to consider. The Stone Coast Conference announced their list of speakers on February second. On February fourth, Andrei submitted his visa application and applied for the job here. The timing is interesting, don’t you think?”

“That’s when hotels start hiring summer staff.”

“How about this fact. Just before he traveled here, he made a brief stop in Moscow, ostensibly to visit a cousin. Or was there another reason for that detour to Moscow? Say, to pick up a vial of polonium.”

“That still doesn’t convince me.”

“A brick here, a brick there, and you begin to build a case. That’s where we are. Building a case.”

“Or are you getting distracted from someone you should be looking at?”

“Anyone in mind? Come up with a name, and we’ll be happy to consider it. In the meantime, I still need to talk to Ingrid Slocum. Do you know where she is?”

“No.”

“She’s the only member of the conference committee we haven’t been able to interview. That’s starting to seem significant.”

“I’m sure she’s a busy woman.”

“What about her husband? I think his name is Lloyd? He flew off to Amsterdam Sunday night, on a ticket he’d booked just one day earlier. A rather impulsive trip.”

Jo stared back at him. This was the first she’d heard about Lloyd’s sudden departure.

“If you do hear from the Slocums—either one of them—you’ll let me know?” said Minnihan.

“Yes, sir,” she said, still stunned by the news about Lloyd.

Minnihan eyed her for a moment. “As for Andrei Petrov, here’s a word of advice. Don’t believe everything you hear.”


Chapter 25

“We apologize,” said Ben. “We should have told you.”

“I’ve heard that before,” Jo grumbled as she walked into Ben’s kitchen. With the Slocums away, tonight’s meal was a pale imitation of the elaborate potlucks that usually greeted her when she dined with the Martini Club. Ben and Declan had laid out a platter of cold cuts and store-bought potato salad. There was also whisky, of course, and it appeared the two men had already gotten a good head start on that.

Declan set a glass on the kitchen table for Jo and was about to pour a splash of scotch when he paused and glanced at her. “Not on duty?”

“Not tonight.”

“Would you like some?”

“Yes, please.”

Declan poured a generous shot and slid the glass to her. She took a sip and sighed, which made both Ben and Declan smile. While she couldn’t afford to regularly enjoy a well-aged single malt, she was happy to indulge when invited.

Tonight, she thought, they owed her this invitation.

“I felt like an idiot,” she said. “I had no idea that Lloyd jumped on a flight to Amsterdam. You should have told me.”

“We should have,” Declan conceded.

“Why didn’t you? Instead, I had to hear it from the FBI.”

Ben sat down across from her. “It’s complicated.”

“Yeah. With you people, it’s always complicated.” She looked around the kitchen, which seemed sadly empty without the other three members of the group. When all five of them put their heads together, the result was like nuclear fusion, crackling with energy. Still, two of them was better than none, and tonight Jo needed all the help she could get. Already, Declan had his laptop open on the kitchen table, and as she slathered mayonnaise on bread and piled on salami, he opened a file filled with names.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Everyone who attended the conference. The 378 members of the audience as well as the twelve invited speakers. We’re also looking at the employees who worked at the resort, the drivers who delivered supplies, and anyone who might have been on the property the day Dr. Maslov checked into his hotel room.”

“You’re conducting a parallel investigation.”

“We’re trying to. It would be a lot quicker if Ingrid were here to work her magic.”

“She’s the reason I’m here. What the heck’s going on with Ingrid, anyway?”

“Sorry,” said Ben. “We can’t help you there.”

“Why not?”

“We don’t know.”

Jo gave a startled laugh. “You mean you don’t have all the answers?”

“When do we ever?”

“You always manage to make me feel clueless.”

“This time, we’re in the dark with you,” said Declan. “All we can tell you is Ingrid abruptly left for Amsterdam, for reasons that aren’t entirely clear. Then Lloyd and Maggie went to find her.”

“Have they found her?”

“No.”

“And they landed in one big heap of trouble,” said Ben.

“What kind of trouble?”

The men exchanged looks, as if silently consulting with each other whether to take her into their confidence.

“Oh, come on,” said Jo. “You’re not going to cut me off now.”

“Let’s just say, they were lucky to survive what happened,” said Ben.

“Did someone try to kill them?” She looked back and forth at the two men. “What does this have to do with Dr. Maslov?”

“As we told you, it’s complicated,” said Declan. “Dr. Maslov isn’t the first Russian defector to be murdered. There’ve been other recent assassinations, in cities around the world. For years, these victims had lived quietly under cover identities. Then suddenly, their identities were exposed, and they were eliminated.”

“But Maslov was living out in the open.”

“That was his mistake. He thought enough time had passed, that Moscow had forgotten about him. But Moscow never forgets. They killed Alexander Litvinenko six years after he defected, and it was ten years before they got to Sergei Skripal. In Purity, they finally caught up with Maslov. Somehow, they managed to slip polonium into his food or drink. It would have been the perfect crime, because no doctor in Maine would normally consider radiation poisoning as a cause of death.”

Jo looked at Declan’s laptop. At the names that filled the screen. “You think someone at the conference did it.”

“Based purely on proximity.”

“I see local names on there as well.”

“Including our own. Obviously, some names are easier to eliminate as suspects.”

She reached for the mouse and scrolled down the list. So many names, so many suspects. She reached the S’s and paused at the name Slocum. She hated to ask the next question, but it couldn’t be avoided, as painful as it might be. “Could Ingrid be involved?”

There was a silence. Ben reached for the whisky bottle and tipped more scotch into their three glasses.

“You’re not going to tell me?” she said.

Ben set down the bottle with a thud. “We’re still considering that question. She’s almost certainly involved in all this, but how? We can’t imagine she would ever work for the other side.”

“Then why hasn’t she told you what she’s up to? For God’s sake, why hasn’t she told her own husband?”

“That’s what concerns us,” said Declan. “It makes her seem . . .”

“Deceptive,” said Ben.

And there it was, an open admission of what they feared. That their friend could not be trusted.

“You’ve known her a long time,” said Jo.

“Almost forty years now,” said Declan. “Since the four of us were in training. When Lloyd married Ingrid, he joined our circle and it became the five of us, through thick and thin. Even though we worked in different areas of the world. Even though there were things we couldn’t share, secrets we’ve sworn to take to our graves, we always believed we could rely on each other.”

“Now we have to wonder,” said Ben.

“Speak for yourself, Ben. I can’t believe Ingrid would turn against us, against her own country. If we can’t trust each other, who can we trust?”

Ben snorted. “When did you become Pollyanna?”

“I want to believe in the five of us, at least.”

“Five human beings, the world’s most untrustworthy species?”

“You’ve gotten cynical.”

“I’ve always been cynical. You’ve gone mushy.”

“Guys,” said Jo. “The subject is Ingrid, and can she be trusted.”

“Yes,” said Declan.

“Then why has she gone dark?” asked Ben.

“Because she can’t bring us into whatever this is. Maybe she’s not allowed to, or she’s afraid to. Or . . .” Declan paused. “Or she doesn’t trust us.”

Jo looked back and forth at the two men. “Any reason she might not?”

“Experience,” said Ben. “A bad one.” He picked up his glass and gulped down the whisky.

“What happened?”

“We don’t know all the particulars,” said Declan. “We know it happened in France. An operation that turned so disastrous, word of it was bound to spill out within the Agency, even though it was classified. Especially since two of our own people were killed, as well as a young woman they were supposed to be protecting.”

“How did it go wrong?”

“They realized too late that they had a double agent on their team. He leaked the location of the safe house where the young woman was being protected, and he was rewarded with a handsome payoff. Before the CIA could arrest him, he jumped on a plane to Moscow. He traded his own country, and the lives of two colleagues, for a boatload of cash. That’s what we were able to piece together, anyway, although Ingrid wouldn’t tell us the details.”

“Because it was classified?”

“Or it was too painful to talk about. Some memories are too awful to share.”

Jo sat in silence for a moment, staring down at the liquid gold in her glass, grateful that she had no such horrors in her own past.

“Do you have any clue why Ingrid left the country?”

Again, the men glanced at each other. Again, it was a look of Should we or should we not trust her?

Declan tapped on the keyboard and highlighted a name on the attendee list: Rodrigo Estrada.

“Who’s that?” asked Jo.

“An old colleague of Ingrid’s. Thirty years ago, he was stationed in Paris, the same time she was there. Last week he was here, attending the conference, and he introduced himself.” With a few more keystrokes, Declan pulled up another page. On-screen was a web page with an accompanying photo of Estrada, a man with striking dark eyes and a handsome mane of black-and-silver hair.

“The Argus Company,” Jo read from the website. “What’s that?”

“A private intelligence firm,” said Ben. “Rodrigo Estrada is the CEO. We did a deep dive into Argus. Found out that the company is the registered owner of three aircraft. One of their planes is a Piper Seneca.”

Jo looked at Declan. “Like the plane that picked up Ingrid at Belfast airport? She went off to join this guy?”

“It appears so.”

Jo focused on the photo of Estrada. “Well, I can kind of see it.”

“See what?”

“He’s nothing to sneeze at.”

“Aside from his looks,” snapped Ben, “we think he’s pulled Ingrid into something connected to the Maslov assassination. We just don’t know what that connection is.”

“Ingrid could just tell you,” Jo pointed out. “She’s the one with all the answers.”

Ben nodded. “We just have to wait until she’s ready to share them.”


Chapter 26

Maggie

Wednesday

They sat at an outdoor table of a cervecería on Plaza de Agustín Lara, sipping sparkling water as they watched the apartment building across the street. It had been years since Maggie last visited Madrid, and she did not remember seeing this many tourists thronging the sidewalks, or so many shops hawking trinkets and tee shirts and paper-thin slices of jamón. The steady stream of people strolling past their table made Maggie and Lloyd feel comfortably anonymous as they picked at another platter of olives and cheese. This was not a grand plaza, certainly not as popular as the eternally crowded Plaza Mayor. Its major attraction was the historical marker dedicated to Mexican composer Agustín Lara, whom Maggie had never heard of until today. It was yet another gap in her knowledge. As she grew older, as she felt the years slip away, she realized there were so many facts she would never have time to learn, skills she would never master. Once, she could think: Someday I’ll pick up the guitar, or I’ll learn to speak Arabic. Now she’d come to accept that those things might never happen, that there were not enough years left in her lifetime.

But today, she’d learned who Agustín Lara was, and she’d discovered this plaza, where she and Lloyd had stationed themselves all afternoon, watching the building where Zoya Larina, now named Beatriz Guerrero, lived. It was just the sort of unremarkable residence you would choose if you were trying to keep a low profile, which Zoya had clearly been striving for. The modest ocher-colored building was like many others in the neighborhood, three stories high, with six apartments and balconies that featured wrought iron railings. On the first floor was a panadería, offering tempting-looking baked goods. In the apartments above, the smell of fresh bread would probably waft upstairs from the bakery, a lovely aroma to wake up to. Zoya/Beatriz lived in the second-floor unit at the corner of the building, and although they’d spied a dark-haired woman move past one of the windows, they could not catch a clear glimpse of her. From where they watched, she was nothing more than a featureless silhouette.

Like the woman herself.

Ben and Declan had been unable to find any details on Beatriz Guerrero, aside from the fact that a woman with her name had been living in this Madrid apartment for the past eight years. Prior to that, she’d left no footprints, digital or otherwise. She had no known prior address, no marital or occupational history. Her true past, like that of Willem Dekker, had been expunged from any records, and no wonder; those who betrayed Moscow were marked for death, often a painful one. Every assassination was a message to other Russian sleepers who might contemplate defection: Betray the motherland, and we will find you. We will punish you.

No wonder Zoya had cast off her old identity and now lived quietly under a new name, in a city where she could move freely among neighbors who had no idea who she really was, or had been.

“Why is she still there, in that apartment?” said Lloyd. “Someone should have warned her by now. We should warn her.”

“Two complete strangers walk in off the street and tell her she’s marked for death? How do you think she’ll react?”

He sighed. “Not well,” he conceded.

“No, we need to sit tight and watch what happens next. If we play our hand too soon, we could blow an ongoing operation.”

“It just feels so passive.” He fussed with his napkin. Took off his glasses, wiped them, and put them back on again. “I want to be doing something.”

“We are doing something. We’re gathering intelligence. Watching Beatriz to see where she goes, whom she meets.”

“What if someone tries to kill her while we’re watching? It wouldn’t be hard, you know. Fire a bullet through that window.”

“I don’t think that’s how they’ll do it. A sniper bullet is too painless, too anonymous. They want her to suffer. They want to make her an example, to warn anyone else who’s thinking about defecting. This death has to be hands on. A shove out a window. A slashed throat.” Maggie frowned at the apartment window. “Although I do wonder if we’re misreading the situation. Why hasn’t she been relocated? There’s something going on here, something we haven’t—”

“There.” Lloyd snapped straight in his chair. “That’s her.”

They couldn’t see the woman’s face clearly, but there was no mistaking the waterfall of thick black hair that cascaded to her shoulders. Beatriz had just emerged from the building and was now walking toward the center of Plaza de Agustín Lara, moving with the languid sway of a full-figured woman.

Lloyd pushed to his feet, ready to pursue her.

“Hold back,” Maggie cautioned. “Don’t alert her. Or anyone else.”

There was certainly no danger of losing sight of her. Not only did Beatriz move at a leisurely pace, but she also wore a brightly patterned dress that practically screamed for attention. She did not look like someone trying to avoid being noticed, which was yet another detail that bothered Maggie. The whole situation seemed wrong. The woman in the bright dress. Her slow, unconcerned pace. Not once did Beatriz pause to look over her shoulder, to scan her surroundings. Instead, she seemed determined to be noticed. As if . . .

“Lloyd,” she said. “Stop. This is a setup.”

“What?”

“She’s baiting us.”

“Or she’s baiting him,” he said, his gaze suddenly fixed on a man at the opposite side of the plaza.

The man was moving parallel to Beatriz, his pace steady and unrelenting. Dressed in blue jeans and a gray hoodie, he was an unobtrusive figure, easily missed among the crowd of tourists. Now he veered diagonally across the plaza, moving in a line that would intersect with the woman.

At the far end of the plaza, a dark blue van swooped into position. The side door slid open.

In that instant, Maggie saw the plan, as clearly as if a blueprint had been rolled out in front of her. Gray Hoodie would close in on Beatriz. It would take only a shove, and she’d be forced into the waiting van. The abduction would happen so swiftly that no one in the plaza would even notice what had happened. The abductors would drive off with their prize, to a location where the knives would come out, where her screams wouldn’t be heard. In a day or two, her body would be found, bearing obvious evidence of torture. The punishment that every traitor to the motherland deserved.

Time to move.

Maggie had no chance to think, to consider their options. A woman’s life was at stake, and they could no longer stand aside as mere observers. This was the operational tipping point, when surveillance demanded action.

Maggie sprinted ahead of Lloyd, past clueless tourists ambling in the plaza, past a woman pushing a baby stroller.

Beatriz moved closer and closer to the waiting van. Straight toward the trap.

Out of the corner of her eye, Maggie saw Gray Hoodie closing in from the side. She heard Lloyd’s footfalls pounding somewhere behind her. What chance did two senior citizens have to foil a kidnapping? The men were almost certainly armed, but with so many witnesses in the plaza, would they risk attracting attention with gunfire?

Beatriz was only a few yards from the van. So was Gray Hoodie. In a matter of seconds, it would all be over.

“Zoya!” Maggie shouted. “Watch out!”

The woman halted. Turned, just as Lloyd threw himself at Gray Hoodie in a flying tackle. Both men slammed to the pavement. Lloyd struggled clumsily to pick himself off the ground, but Gray Hoodie was back on his feet in an instant. He glanced around at the spectators now surrounding him, all of them staring. So many eyes, so many witnesses.

Time to abort.

He dove into the van, and the door slid shut. With a screech of tires, the vehicle took off and vanished around the corner.

Beatriz stood frozen, staring at Lloyd as he limped toward her, brushing himself off. “It’s all right! Everything’s fine!” he said. “But madam, you really need to—”

“What the bloody hell are you two doing here?” the woman snapped.

Lloyd’s jaw fell open. “Ingrid? Is that you?”


Chapter 27

“Both of you, get off the plaza. Now,” the woman said. The voice was definitely Ingrid’s, but the face—the face was Beatriz Guerrero’s. Or a latex version of her.

“We had no idea,” said Lloyd.

“Of course you didn’t. You weren’t supposed to.” She glanced sideways as a man approached, a man Maggie recognized. It was Rodrigo Estrada.

“Our drone’s following the van,” said Rodrigo.

Ingrid nodded. “At least we’ve got that.”

“And we have photos of the man. We’re running his image through the database now.”

Confused, Lloyd looked at Rodrigo, then at Ingrid. “This whole thing—it was just an op?”

“And we walked right into it,” groaned Maggie. She scanned the plaza and spotted a young man in blue jeans watching from a café. And up on one of the balconies, a woman was staring down, a camera and telephoto in hand. Both must be part of Rodrigo’s team, she thought. The ones she could spot, anyway.

“Get inside,” said Ingrid. “We’ll explain.”

“They’re not cleared for this,” said Rodrigo.

“We hardly have a choice. We have to tell them,” said Ingrid. “For better or worse, they’re part of it now.”
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“I was never really in danger,” said Ingrid. She had removed the black wig and the latex mask, and once again, she looked like herself. But something had changed between her and Lloyd. Even though the two of them sat side by side on the sofa in the hotel suite, even though Ingrid’s hand rested on her husband’s knee, Maggie could see a distance between the pair. Doubt had come into their marriage, and the distrust was as real as a physical wall dividing them.

The presence of Rodrigo didn’t help. He loomed in the background, a silent and unsmiling observer watching from across the room. Also watching were two men from the Argus team, both in their thirties, both fit and poker faced. Clearly intelligence professionals, probably drawn from the Special Activities Division, the CIA’s paramilitary arm. They’d all regrouped in this nearby hotel suite, which was serving as their base of operations. Maps of Madrid were laid out on the dining table, the room’s coffee maker was gurgling with a fresh brew, and on the kitchenette countertop was the well-stocked makeup kit that had helped transform Ingrid into Beatriz Guerrero, a.k.a. Zoya Larina. Scattered around the room, on tables and chairs, were backpacks and surveillance equipment, laptops and chargers. The controlled chaos of a team in mid-operation. An operation that had been forced to a halt while they processed this new complication, and what to do about it.

“Beatriz was never in any danger either,” said Ingrid.

“How were we supposed to know that?” said Lloyd. “We saw that man moving in. He looked like he was going to shove you—or whoever you’re supposed to be—into that van. And then you’d be gone. They’d drive you away to God knows where, and in a few days your body would be . . .” Lloyd looked away and cleared his throat. They didn’t need to see his face; they could hear the tears in his voice.

“Where is Beatriz?” said Maggie.

“She’s in a safe place. We relocated her, as soon as we learned—”

“That she’s on Moscow’s kill list?”

Ingrid glanced at Rodrigo. “You see? I told you this would happen.”

“What would happen?” asked Maggie.

“That you’d be on to us. That my friends weren’t born yesterday.”

“You could have saved us a lot of trouble by just telling us what you and Argus were up to.” Maggie turned to Rodrigo. “That was your Piper Seneca that picked up Ingrid, I believe.”

Rodrigo responded with a shrug, a smile. He’d cut an imposing figure when she’d first met him at the Stone Coast Conference, and he was just as imposing now, with his mane of silver-streaked black hair. Just by his air of command, he left no doubt who was in charge here.

“Since that kill list is hardly a secret to us, you might as well tell us when you learned about it,” she said.

“Moscow has always maintained an enemies list,” said Rodrigo. “In just the last three years, at least fifty targets have been killed. They represent a wide range of people, from businessmen to journalists to political opponents, anyone who dared to challenge Russian leadership. Then a year ago, a new category of targets began getting killed: defectors, who should have been safe because they were living under new names, new identities, and their locations were known only to the Agency. The first was killed in London, where he’d been living quietly under an assumed name. When his body turned up in the Thames, the Agency thought maybe he’d just had the bad luck of being spotted and recognized. Then another defector was found tortured and killed in Rome. He’d been living there for over twenty years, safely tucked away under a new identity. How did he get exposed? Someone with access to classified CIA files was obviously feeding the info to Moscow.”

“A mole,” said Maggie.

Rodrigo nodded. “You can understand why secrecy is crucial. If this mole gets wind that he’s now being watched, he’ll go dark and slip away to someplace we can’t reach him. But if he thinks he’s still safe, he’ll keep leaking info to Moscow. He won’t realize he’s being monitored. The intel from his communications is worth gold. Not only does it reveal what he’s telling Moscow; it also reveals who in Moscow he’s talking to.”

“So this mole has already been identified,” said Maggie.

“Did I say that?”

“You didn’t need to. You pulled Beatriz Guerrero and Willem Dekker to safety, which means you knew they’d already been exposed.”

“Years ago, when Dmitry—Dekker—defected in Italy, I was his handler,” said Ingrid. “I recognized Dmitry at once when Rodrigo sent me his photo from the kill list. I knew it was only a matter of time before the Russians came after him.”

“Moscow’s kill list offered us interesting opportunities,” said Rodrigo. “We knew which targets they’d be coming after, and we could set out a staked goat to tempt the killers.” He looked at Ingrid. “Or what looks like a staked goat. When the assassins show up, we close in. The hunters become the hunted.” He paused. “That was the plan, anyway.”

“You made my wife the staked goat,” said Lloyd.

“That wasn’t Rodrigo’s idea,” said Ingrid. “It was mine.”

“Don’t try to defend him!”

“But it’s true,” said Rodrigo. “This was Ingrid’s show. The planning, the setup. Right down to the location of our operatives.”

Lloyd stared at Ingrid. “You made yourself the target?”

“It had to be me,” said Ingrid. “I’m the right height and the right weight to pass as Beatriz. This is the kind of thing I used to do, Lloyd.”

“And she’s still good at it,” added Rodrigo.

“So don’t blame it on anyone else,” said Ingrid. “Once I understood the stakes, I jumped in with both feet.”

“It’s a risky game you’re playing,” said Maggie. “I can’t believe the Agency agreed to it.”

“Officially, they haven’t,” said Rodrigo. “That’s where Argus comes in.”

“The Agency hired you?”

“I’m not at liberty to say.”

“Come on. We both know it’s the CIA.”

“Again, I’m not at liberty to say. Our secrecy agreement is ironclad.”

“That’s why I couldn’t talk about it,” said Ingrid.

“Even with your own husband?” said Lloyd.

“That,” said Rodrigo, “you can blame on me.”

Lloyd glared at him. “Oh, I do.”

Rodrigo shrugged. “It’s just business. Our client demands confidentiality. I deliver the goods, and no one ever knows who hired us.”

“And how much do they pay you for this?” said Lloyd.

“I have no complaints.” He looked at his two younger colleagues, who’d been silently listening. “Retired intelligence professionals are in demand. We have specialized knowledge, an unusual skill set. Worldwide contacts. These are valuable assets, especially when so many government agencies are paralyzed due to pesky things like international law. This situation needed quick and decisive action. Our client is deeply rattled by these assassinations.”

“We should all be rattled,” said Ingrid. “If Russian defectors are being killed, it means we can’t be trusted to keep them safe. It means every potential defector will think twice before coming to us.”

“You should have told me,” said Lloyd.

“She couldn’t,” said Rodrigo.

“But I’m her husband!” Lloyd turned to Ingrid. “Or am I now just an inconvenience?”

“I tried to keep you out of it for your own safety,” said Ingrid.

Lloyd laughed. “And it almost got me killed.”

“That’s what Maggie was supposed to prevent.” Ingrid turned to Maggie. “I was relying on you.”

Lloyd looked at Maggie, then back at Ingrid. “What do you mean, relying on her?”

“Ingrid asked me to keep you safe,” Maggie admitted.

“When did she ask you this?”

“It was a text message.”

“And you didn’t think to tell me?”

“I asked her not to,” said Ingrid.

“Well. It seems I can’t trust anyone. Not my wife. Not my best friends.” Lloyd lurched to his feet and started toward the door. There he halted and turned to face Rodrigo. “If you let anything happen to Ingrid, I swear I’ll—”

“I get the message,” said Rodrigo.

“Lloyd?” said Ingrid. “Where are you going?”

“To get some fresh air!” He walked out.

“Give him time,” said Rodrigo. “He’ll calm down.”

Ingrid rose to her feet. “This can’t wait,” she said, and followed Lloyd out of the suite.

There was a long silence in the room.

“Well,” Maggie finally said. “When do I get to hear the truth?”

“I haven’t lied about anything.”

“I want to know why you dragged Ingrid into this.”

Rodrigo shot a meaningful glance at his two men. They both nodded and quietly left the room, closing the door behind them.

“I should never underestimate any friend of Ingrid’s,” Rodrigo said.

“I’ve known her for nearly forty years. I find it odd that she never once talked about you.”

“I’m disappointed. But not surprised.”

“Things ended badly between you, I take it?”

“She chose Lloyd. I gallantly bowed out.”

A choice between Lloyd and this dark-eyed panther of a man would not have been easy for most women. Age hadn’t dimmed Rodrigo’s magnetism, and he still moved with the energy and purpose of a much younger man.

“Here it is, years later, and you pop back into her life,” said Maggie. “You wiggle your finger and she comes running.”

“The situation is far more complicated than that. This isn’t about our, um, previous attachment. Although the spark is definitely still there.”

“Then what is this about?”

“A mission that went badly wrong. And a chance for us to finally make things right.”

“This was in France?”

Rodrigo paused. “You know about it?”

“Not the details. But when operatives die in action, we hear about it. I know there was an attack on a safe house. I know we lost two men.”

He nodded. “It was a lightning attack. Coordinated. Brutal. The two colleagues we lost, Simon and Gordon, were just starting their careers. Young men, with families. We had to attend their funerals, comfort their wives. We learned later, after our team was debriefed about the fiasco, that the Agency source who betrayed us managed to slip away to Moscow. Our contacts there told us he was rewarded with a luxury apartment. At least, what qualifies as a luxury apartment in Moscow. He spent the rest of his life in comfort, untouchable.”

“He’s dead?”

Rodrigo nodded. “Three years ago. Cancer.”

“Which puts him beyond reach. So how, exactly, can you make things right?”

Rodrigo didn’t answer immediately. He went to the window and gazed down at the plaza below. The afternoon light was fading, and against the autumnal glow, he was a commanding silhouette, lean and broad shouldered. “He wasn’t the only one who escaped,” he said quietly. “There was also the fifth man.”

“What fifth man?”

“We call him that because we don’t know his name. I wasn’t even sure he really existed, even though Ingrid swore there were five men who attacked the safe house that day. Then she told me about the murder of the hotel waitress.”

“Karen O’Brien? What does she have to do with this?”

“It was the way she was killed. Stabbed in the left eye with a stiletto, the way Gordon was killed in France.”

“But that’s not the way Maslov was killed.”

“No, we think Maslov’s murder was meant to look natural, because an assassination on US soil would have stirred up a diplomatic hornet’s nest. Polonium poisoning is a difficult diagnosis. In 2006, when Alexander Litvinenko was poisoned with polonium, his doctors thought he’d picked up a bacterial infection. It took weeks for them to make the correct diagnosis, and that was in a major London hospital. In Maine, the doctors never would have thought of polonium. Except that something went wrong with this perfect murder.”

“Karen O’Brien.”

Rodrigo nodded. “The waitress must have seen something, and the killer had to eliminate her, quickly and silently. When Ingrid saw the stiletto in that woman’s left eye, she immediately thought of how our colleague Gordon was killed, in France. She recognized the fifth man’s signature. But why would a Russian assassin be in Maine? The answer had to be Maslov.”

“And that’s why she joined you? As a chance to catch this fifth man?”

“After all these years, we may have a shot at him. We now know who’s on Moscow’s kill list. We just have to watch and wait for the killers to show up.”

“You think this fifth man will walk into your trap.”

“Eventually. Maybe.”

“Ingrid could have been killed today.”

“We had it all under control. At least we did.”

Until we blundered in, thought Maggie. She sank back in the armchair, suddenly drained. The past few days of uncertainty, of feeling responsible for Lloyd’s safety, had finally caught up with her. She longed to be home on her farm. Longed to walk into Declan’s arms. Perhaps Ingrid and Rodrigo still enjoyed the heady rush of adrenaline that came with their former careers, but it had lost its appeal for Maggie. She knew all too well that a thrilling adrenaline rush often ended in sorrow.

“I’ll leave you and Ingrid to deal with the aftermath,” she said, and stood up. “I’m going home.”

“What about Lloyd?”

“He’s in your hands now. I did what Ingrid asked me to do: I kept an eye on him. She’ll have to decide what happens next.”

“But we still have a job to do.”

“Don’t we all?” she said, and walked out the door.


Chapter 28

Ingrid

Their marriage was at a tipping point. After years of growing older together, years of being us, they now sat at a tavern table, afraid to talk to each other. Afraid of what might come spilling out. She couldn’t deny that this was all her fault, even though it really shouldn’t be her fault. When they were first married and living in Rome, she had often been called away with little warning, for reasons she could not disclose to him, and he had accepted it. He knew her job called for such secrecy, and sometimes he had no idea even which country she was headed to. Her sudden departure from Purity, with no explanation, was hardly new to him, and he should have taken it in stride.

Then why do I feel so guilty?

Was it because she’d enjoyed the thrill of being out in the field again, feeling young and vital and consequential? These past few years in Purity, she’d settled into a sedate retirement, filling her days with gardening and reading and volunteer work for the library and the Stone Coast Conference. She’d almost forgotten the woman she used to be, the operative who could slip silently down dark alleys or swan through embassy ballrooms in an evening dress, the chameleon who could don a wig and a latex mask and transform herself into someone else. Rodrigo, and this assignment, had brought that woman back to life.

But the man sitting across the table from her, this kind and funny man whom she’d so deeply wounded, was also her life.

She and Lloyd were the only patrons sitting in a bar that claimed to be the oldest in Madrid. It looked its age, with its ancient wainscotting and creaking wooden benches. A mounted bull’s head stared down at them from the wall, like a stern judge waiting to pass sentence. Does this marriage deserve to survive? They sipped their wine in painful silence, neither one of them quite ready to broach a subject that could not be avoided much longer.

“You must have questions,” she finally said.

“Will you answer them?”

“I’ll try.”

He gave a tired laugh. Put down his glass of wine and rubbed his hand across his face. “I suppose that’s better than ‘I can’t tell you.’ An answer I’ve heard too many times from you.”

“Because it’s always been true. I couldn’t tell you, even if I wanted to.”

“And I accepted it. I took it as just a part of being married to you. But this, Ingrid, this time it’s different. Because you were supposed to have left that job behind, along with all the lies and secrets. It’s supposed to be just you and me now.”

“This is still about the job. That much hasn’t changed. And I’m still bound to secrecy by—”

“It’s not about the job! We both know that!”

She paused, taken aback by the outburst. She looked at the misery etched in his face and said quietly: “You think it’s about Rodrigo. Don’t you?”

“Isn’t it?”

“Okay,” she sighed. “I’m going to be completely honest with you. What do you want to know?”

He fixed her with a look she could not avoid. “Are you . . . involved with him?”

For a moment she was silent as she weighed how much to tell him, and whether the truth would make things better or worse. “I was,” she said. “But it was years ago.”

“You were together?”

“Yes. It was unwise, because we were also working together, but we did what was required of us. We accomplished our missions. Except for that disaster in France, when we lost Gordon and Simon, as well as the woman we were protecting. We made an excellent team.”

“Then why didn’t you two last?”

“He had a roving eye. I knew it wouldn’t work between us. And then I met someone else. Someone better.”

“Who?”

She laughed. “You. You silly man.”

He shook his head. “Please. Be serious.”

“I am serious. Why is that so hard to believe?”

“Because—I mean, look at the man!”

“Yes, I admit it, Rodrigo’s a fine-looking fellow. And if you’re under fire in a foxhole, he’s a good man to have at your side. But I didn’t marry him, did I? I chose you.”

“To be honest, I always wondered why.”

“Remember that day in Langley, when we met? We were all in the conference room, reviewing the latest satellite photos. Then you stood up to speak, and I thought: ‘There’s a clever man. A funny man.’ Only later did I realize you were also a kind man.” She placed her hand over his. “Do you think I’d settle for less?”

“Then why are you here, Ingrid? Why aren’t we both at home right now, where we belong?”

She looked down at the table. At her hand, clasping his. “You’ll just try to talk me out of it.”

“Yes, I probably will.”

“I made a promise, to Gordon and Simon and Sophie. The people we lost. The people we failed. They deserve justice. I want to deliver it, even if it means I have to pull the trigger myself.”

“You’d actually do that? Pull a trigger and kill a man in cold blood?”

“This particular man?” She looked him in the eye. “Yes. I would.”

“Good God, Ingrid.”

“You weren’t there, in France. You didn’t see that poor girl bleed to death. Or what they did to Gordon and Simon. To the families they left behind. We’re closing in on this killer. I can feel it.”

“Why does it have to be you? And why with him?”

“Rodrigo brings the skills. And the resources.”

“You don’t even know who his client is.”

“That’s the point. Deniability.”

“Be honest. Is this really about justice?”

“It is. And it feels good to be useful again. To know there’s still juice in the old engine. To know I can make a difference. While I was planning this op, it took me right back to the game. The sense of purpose, the challenge, the thrill. I’d almost forgotten that.”

“And you miss the excitement.”

“Yes,” she admitted. “Don’t you miss being young, taking risks?”

“I may have been young once, but I never took risks. And now that I have, I’m not sure I see the attraction.”

She smiled. “I love you for that.”

“Look, Ingrid, I know I’ll never be like you and Rodrigo. It’s as if I married into a different species. But for the sake of our marriage, I’m ready to do anything. Just tell me what it is. Tell me what I need to—”

Ingrid’s cell phone rang. She looked down at the display. Rodrigo.

Lloyd sighed. “Go ahead. I know you want to answer it.”

She picked up the phone. “Yes?”

“We have their location,” said Rodrigo. “The drone followed the van nine klicks northwest. It’s a detached residence, no nearby neighbors. We’re pulling the team together now.”

“When do we move?”

“We wait till nightfall. About three hours. Meet you back here.”

She hung up and looked at Lloyd. She felt as if she were being torn apart, wrenched in half. Duty lay in one direction and Lloyd in another. “I love you,” she said. “But I need to finish this.” She stood up.

He stood up too. “Then I’m going with you.”
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“Since when did this become Take Your Husband to Work Day?” asked Rodrigo as he and Ingrid crouched behind a hedge.

“Lloyd wants to be part of this. What’s the harm? We can always use another pair of eyes, and I promise he’ll stay in the car and watch the road for us.” She raised her binoculars and peered over the hedge at the house at the top of the hill. Night had fallen two hours earlier, and in the darkness, a chorus of insects chirped. The house’s elevation gave its occupants a commanding view of any approaching vehicle on its winding driveway. It stood alone, surrounded by a sloping field of tall weeds that served as a haven for biting insects. Ingrid ignored the occasional sting of a mosquito, the rustle of unseen creatures in the grass, and she stayed focused on the house, where every window was brazenly lit up. This was where they would have brought the real Beatriz, had they managed to snatch her. That house was where they would have tortured and killed her, as a warning to anyone tempted to betray Moscow.

Ingrid lowered the binoculars. “I don’t see movement in any of the windows. Are we sure they’re inside the house?”

“There are two vehicles parked in the driveway. Someone’s at home.”

The voice of one of Rodrigo’s men came over their headsets. “We’re approaching the rear entrance. No sign of life yet.”

“This is strange,” said Ingrid, once again raising her binoculars. “Is there a cellar? Could they be down there?”

“Now at the back door,” the man said. There was a pause. “It’s open.”

Ingrid stiffened. “Pull them back. It’s a trap.”

“There’s blood. I see blood on the floor!”

Ingrid and Rodrigo glanced at each other. “Status?” Rodrigo snapped.

Over their earpieces they heard a sharp intake of breath. A shocked epithet.

“Status?” Rodrigo repeated.

“Shit,” came the terse reply. “You need to come up and see this.”
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Ingrid and Rodrigo stood at the back entrance, staring through the open doorway into the kitchen. The floor was tiled in a black-and-white checkerboard, a pattern that was echoed in the backsplash behind the sink. It was a bright and modern look that went nicely with the new induction stove and stainless steel refrigerator, but some of those floor tiles would now need to be replaced. Once blood seeps into grout, it can never really be removed.

And there was a lot of it in this kitchen. Enough to tell Ingrid that despite the bullet in his brain, the man had lived for at least a minute or two, long enough for his heart to keep pumping as he lay dying on these pretty black-and-white tiles. She recognized the victim as the man in the gray hoodie who had moved in on her this afternoon in Plaza de Agustín Lara, the man who’d been about to shove her into the waiting van. This house was where they would have killed her. Somehow, though, the tables had been turned on him. Instead, he was the one who’d met death in this house.

“There’s more upstairs,” Rodrigo’s man said ominously.

Ingrid and Rodrigo eased around the pool of blood that had spread like a halo around Gray Hoodie’s head. With every step they took, they risked leaving forensic traces of their presence, but they had already violated the death scene just by stepping inside, and they could not stop now; they needed to understand how this had happened, how their targets, the men sent to kill Beatriz, had instead been targeted.

The living room seemed startlingly pristine, almost sterile, after the kitchen. Ingrid saw white walls, unadorned by any artwork. Polished wood floors, a black leather sofa, a glass-topped coffee table. Not a residence where people actually lived, but a house for visitors who would rent the place long enough to enjoy their holiday, or accomplish their mission, and then move on. She reached the stairway and paused. She saw no blood on the steps, no clue yet that anything was amiss on the second floor. A suppressor would have kept the killing of Gray Hoodie so quiet that anyone upstairs would not have known anything was amiss. And why should they expect an attack? Hunters never imagine they are, in fact, the prey.

Rodrigo started up the steps, moving in catlike silence, and she followed him, her heart beating faster with every step as she steeled herself for what waited upstairs. Thank God Lloyd wasn’t here, but was safely tucked away in the parked car with a loaded gun at his side, just in case. By now he was probably wondering what had happened inside the house, but he’d agreed to stay put. He would not have to see this, would not be haunted by these images.

They reached the top of the stairs. Nothing here to alarm them, just a hallway with white walls that still had the scent of fresh paint.

Rodrigo’s man, who’d come up the stairs behind them, said grimly: “In the last bedroom.”

They moved down the hall. Past a bathroom with men’s toiletries on the sink counter, past a guest room with rumpled bedcovers and an open suitcase on the floor. The men hadn’t intended to stay long enough to unpack. They’d come to do the job and get out. Instead, the plan had changed on them, in ways they’d never expected.

At the last doorway, Rodrigo halted. His broad shoulders blocked her view into the room, but his shocked stillness warned her of what lay inside. She pushed past him, through the doorway.

The man lay on his back on the floor, his arms stretched out at his sides, as though to embrace the heavens. He was young and bare chested, and a black tee shirt lay crumpled on the floor, as if he’d just peeled it off and tossed it there when the first bullet punched into his back. He must have spun around to face his attacker as the second bullet sliced into his throat. It would have sent him reeling backward, gasping and fighting for air as his trachea filled with blood. Was he still conscious as the gunman stared down at him? Was the face of his killer the last thing he saw?

“This makes no sense,” said Ingrid. She crouched down and stared at the tattoo on the man’s bare arm. “He’s Vory. Who did this?”

“A dispute over death contracts? A rival gang? That would not be such a bad thing.” Rodrigo stood up. “Vory versus Vory. The underworld eating itself. We could just stand back and let them eliminate each other.”

Ingrid stared at the dead man’s face. He was only in his mid-thirties, like the dead man in the kitchen. “They’re both too young,” she said. “They wouldn’t have been in France.” She turned to Rodrigo’s operative. “Did you find a stiletto on either of these men?”

“No, ma’am.”

“So our fifth man is still out there.”

“And we’ll keep looking for him,” said Rodrigo. “There’ll be other chances to draw him out. Other targets to tempt him.”

A voice suddenly said, over their headsets: “Sir, we have a situation down here. The kitchen.”

“Now what?” muttered Rodrigo.

Ingrid followed him back down the stairs, through that spotless, soulless living room, and into the kitchen. As she stepped through the doorway, the first person she saw was Lloyd. He stood frozen, staring down at the body on the floor. He didn’t look up at her; the sight of death seemed to have paralyzed him.

“Lloyd, what are you doing here?” she said. “I thought we agreed—”

“It’s not Mr. Slocum’s fault,” said another voice. She turned to see a dark-haired man she did not recognize walk in through the kitchen doorway. He was in his forties, tall and athletically built, and he coolly eyed the body on the floor. “I see this particular problem has been addressed.”

“Not by us,” said Ingrid. “The men were both dead when we got here.”

Lloyd looked at her, stunned. “Both?”

“There’s another body upstairs, in the bedroom.” She eyed the man who had just joined their little party, and it unsettled her, how dispassionately he regarded the dead body. How at home he seemed in this blood-spattered kitchen. “I’m afraid I haven’t had the pleasure.”

Lloyd said, “This is Jon Marcus. He’s the man who saved my life in Amsterdam. If he hadn’t stepped in, Maggie and I would both be dead in that warehouse.”

Ingrid’s gaze sharpened. “You’re Agency.”

Marcus nodded. “And you’re the woman this gentleman has been chasing around the world. Imagine my surprise when I found Mr. Slocum sitting in a parked car down the road.”

“He didn’t give me a choice, Ingrid,” Lloyd said. “He made me get out of the car.”

“You aren’t supposed to be here at all, Mr. Slocum,” said Marcus. “You were supposed to fly straight home from Amsterdam.”

“I was worried about my wife.”

“Your wife seems perfectly capable of looking after herself.” Marcus turned his attention to Rodrigo. “I’ll deal with the police. Your team should leave before they get here.”

Ingrid looked at Rodrigo, then back at Marcus. “This man is our client?”

“Purely off the record,” said Rodrigo. “It’s the only way the job can get done.”

“The job being?”

“Identify and capture Moscow’s assassination teams,” said Marcus. “Hopefully before they carry out their missions.”

“Identify and capture?” Ingrid looked down at Gray Hoodie’s corpse. “Someone, it seems, has gone a step further.”

“And this is a problem,” Rodrigo said to Marcus. “Argus can’t be implicated in these deaths.”

“Yet here we are,” said Ingrid. “Inconveniently, we’re the first people at the crime scene.”

“The Agency will manage this,” said Marcus. “We’ll point out to the Spanish police what happened here. It’s just Russians killing Russians.”

“But is it, really?” said Ingrid. Her question was met with silence. She looked down at the body on the checkerboard tiles. “What am I missing here?”

“Clearly, it’s an underworld power struggle. A lot of money gets paid out in death contracts, and rival Vory gangs are fighting over it.” Marcus shrugged. “We should let it play out, let them eliminate each other.”

“That’s your cover story, an underworld power struggle?” said Lloyd, who’d been listening to the conversation with an expression of disbelief. “Or was this your real strategy all along? To just eliminate whoever shows up?”

“No one’s going to miss these men,” said Marcus.

“Ingrid could have ended up dead!”

“But she didn’t, because we were ready for them,” said Rodrigo. “We’ll be ready the next time too.”

“The next time?” Lloyd looked at Ingrid. “Do you really want to be part of this? What if those men managed to get you in their van, and Rodrigo couldn’t save you? It was an insane risk, and for what? The thrill of being back in the game?”

“You don’t understand,” said Rodrigo. “For us, this is personal.”

“Oh, I understand perfectly. You call it justice, but it’s really about revenge.”

“Sometimes,” Marcus said quietly, “they’re one and the same thing.”

“And when things go wrong, who’s going to take the fall?” said Lloyd. “Argus operates in the gray zone, without official sanction. Its operatives would be left completely out in the cold. Look, I was an analyst. I can see the bigger picture here. To you, these people are just chess pieces, being moved around the board. And occasionally, one of them may get sacrificed as a pawn.” He turned to his wife. “Is that how you want to spend your last years, Ingrid? Risking your life for this?”

She looked at the man she had loved for almost thirty years, the man with whom she’d built a safe and comfortable nest. She thought of their life together, where cocktails were always served at five o’clock, and dinner was at seven, and their lives were utterly predictable. Then she looked at Rodrigo, the poster boy for unpredictable. Yes, that damned spark was still there between them, and being with him made her feel like the woman she used to be, young and fearless and desirable. But she was reminded, too, of why she had left him—because desire was not love, and the hottest flame is the first to burn out. Once, Rodrigo had thrilled her. Ultimately, he had failed her.

He would always fail her.

“We still have work to do, Ingrid,” said Rodrigo. “This is not the time to walk away.”

“But that’s what I’m going to do,” she said. She turned to Lloyd. “I’m ready to go home.”


Chapter 29

Friday

They returned to Boston on the same flight as Maggie, this time in business class, courtesy of Rodrigo’s expense account. “I can hardly send you home crammed into a coach seat,” he’d said to her. “It’s just a taste of what life would be like, if you joined me at Argus.”

If you joined me.

As Lloyd dozed beside her on the plane, Ingrid stared down at the clouds and couldn’t help imagining what it would be like, taking the job at Argus. Walking away from her life in Purity and stepping back into that world of smoke and mirrors. Eventually, old age and infirmity would permanently close that door to her, but right now, the door was still open, inviting her to accept the challenge. To prove that she was not as old as the calendar said she was. That young Ingrid had not vanished forever.

She looked at Lloyd, his head lolled to the side, his glasses halfway down his nose. She remembered the question that Rodrigo had asked her that day in France, among the lavender fields: Are you really going home to that—that desk jockey? And she had answered: That desk jockey loves me.

And I love him, she thought, reaching for Lloyd’s hand. Yet she couldn’t help but wonder what could have been had she made a different choice all those years ago. Even as their plane touched down in Boston, she was still haunted by the Ghost of Ingrid Past.

For the moment, though, it felt good to be going home. Good to sleep in her own bed tonight. The drive home would take four and a half hours, which meant they’d pull into Purity just in time for dinner. Perhaps they’d all go to a restaurant tonight, a corner table where the five of them could quietly conduct their debriefing away from the ears of others. There was so much to catch up on, and so many explanations and apologies that she owed them. That, she did not look forward to.

As their plane pulled up to the gate, she heard Maggie’s phone ding with a text message.

“It’s Declan,” said Maggie. “He says they’re meeting us here at the airport. Ben’s waiting for us in the arrivals hall.”

“Why?” said Lloyd. “They know I left my car parked in the airport garage.”

Now Lloyd’s and Ingrid’s phones simultaneously dinged with text messages, sent to both of them from Ben:

Do not leave the terminal without me.

“I don’t like the sound of this,” said Lloyd.

Neither did Ingrid. Ben’s command was both direct and alarming, and she felt her pulse quicken as the three of them exited the Global Entry line and approached the Border Patrol officer. Did he see the nervousness in their smiles, the tension in their faces? Of course not; they were just three harmless retirees, like all the other gray-haired travelers who flew into Boston, perhaps returning from a European cruise or a senior citizens’ guided tour abroad. He waved them through with a bored “welcome home,” and they continued past baggage claim, past the last security doors, and into the arrivals hall.

There, waiting front and center to greet them, was Ben Diamond. He wasn’t smiling.

With his shaved head and leather jacket, he seemed to radiate a menacing force field that kept other people at a distance. He strode toward Ingrid and snapped: “Turn off your phone. You too, Lloyd.”

Ingrid immediately powered hers off, but Lloyd asked: “Why?”

“I’ll explain later. Just do it. We’ve got burner phones for you in the car.” He took Ingrid by the arm. “Let’s go.”

There was no chance to argue; Ben was already leading her toward the exit, with Maggie and Lloyd right behind them. They stepped outside, into a cloud of exhaust spewed by a passing bus. When she’d left for Europe over a week ago, summer was still lingering in New England. Since then, autumn had blown in, and the wind had a sharp bite that penetrated her thin jacket.

A blue Volvo roared up to the curb with Declan behind the wheel.

Ben yanked open the rear passenger door. “In,” he commanded.

“You know, my car’s right over there, in the parking garage,” Lloyd said. “I should—”

“Leave it.”

“But when am I going to get it?”

“Not now. They might be watching.”

“Lloyd,” snapped Ingrid as she slid into the back seat. “Get in.”

They didn’t even have time to buckle their seat belts before Declan hit the gas and they lurched into traffic.

“Maggie,” said Declan. “Keep an eye out for—”

“Already on it,” said Maggie, her attention on the cars behind them.

“All right,” Ingrid said, huffing out a breath. “What’s going on?”

“First, here are your burner phones.” Ben passed the phones back to Ingrid and Lloyd.

“Who’s tracking us?” Ingrid asked.

“We don’t know. We just have to assume you are being tracked.”

“Why?”

Ben turned to look at her. “Six hours ago, while you were already on the flight home, a new name was added to that kill list on the dark web. I printed off a hard copy.” He passed her two sheets of paper.

Ingrid frowned at the name on the first page: Lilia Kuraskaya, five foot six, red-blond hair, born sixty-five years ago in East Berlin. The photo was of a young Lilia, an attractive woman with a steady gaze and a determined jaw.

“Who is this person?” Ingrid asked.

“She was a Russian illegal,” said Ben. “Slipped into Toronto at age twenty-two and took on the identity of a dead Canadian infant. Twenty years ago, she abruptly dropped out of the sight of her Russian handler.”

“She defected?”

“Apparently so. Which is why she’s now on their kill list.”

“What does this have to do with us?”

“Look at the next page.”

Ingrid flipped to the second sheet of paper and stared in disbelief at a photo of her own face. It was recent, obviously a candid and taken without her knowledge. She scanned the background and recognized the familiar landmarks, a sign with Dutch words.

“This was taken a few days ago, when I was in Amsterdam.” She looked up. “They think I’m this woman?”

“That’s what it looks like.”

“Why would they think—”

“She would be about your age. And superficially, you could be mistaken for her. About the same height, similar facial structure.”

“But if she’s now on their hit list . . .” Ingrid looked up. “Then so am I.”

Ben nodded. “And now they know your address in Purity, your husband’s name. Your height, your weight—”

“That’s getting too damn personal.”

“Ingrid,” said Ben, “this is not a laughing matter.”

“Do I look like I’m laughing?”

“Now you know why we snatched you at the airport,” said Declan as he drove north, toward New Hampshire. “If they knew Lloyd’s car was in the airport garage, they could already be watching it. Or they could have wired it to explode. As long as you don’t go near your vehicles, and you keep your phones turned off, you can’t be tracked.”

“What about our phones?” said Maggie.

“The only person listed as Ingrid’s associate is Lloyd.”

“So far.”

“So far,” admitted Ben. “Right now, it seems her immediate circle of friends isn’t known yet. They’ll be watching the Slocums’ house, but they won’t be watching us.”

“You mean—we can’t go home?” said Lloyd.

“I’m sorry,” said Declan. “You can’t go anywhere near your house.”

“For how long?”

There was a long silence. Ingrid reached out and grasped her husband’s hand. This was her fault. Because she’d let Rodrigo lure her back into the game, Lloyd was now suffering for it, exiled from the home he loved, and forced into hiding. He had every right to blame her, but he said nothing, just held on to her hand as if to anchor her beside him.

“While we figure this out,” said Ben, “you need a safe place to stay. I was going to offer my house.”

“Bad idea,” said Maggie. “You live in the village, and you have neighbors on either side of you. They’ll notice that you have guests. Same problem with Declan’s house.” Maggie looked at Ingrid. “You’re staying with me.”

“It’s a lot to ask,” said Ingrid.

“No, it isn’t. I have two spare rooms and no nearby neighbors except for Luther Yount. Trust me, Luther will keep his mouth shut and his shotgun loaded.”

“She’s right,” said Declan. “Blackberry Farm is the logical retreat.”

Retreat. To Ingrid, that word had always been synonymous with surrender. She had never been one to cede command of her life, but now hers was hurtling completely out of her control and down a dark and dangerous path. She suddenly thought of Sophie, the doomed young woman who’d willingly walked the same path, only to bleed to death in a stone house in Provence. When you are prey, you are always listening for the hunter’s footfall, always waiting for the punch of the bullet.

“I think it’s the best option,” Lloyd said quietly. “Staying with Maggie.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I never meant for you to—”

“It’s all right. We can deal with this. We’ll fix this.” He squeezed her hand and looked at her. “But we’re going to need our friends.”


Chapter 30

Maggie

This evening was like so many others they had enjoyed at Maggie’s dining table, sharing cocktails and gossip over dinner. But tonight’s gathering was different. It felt different. Tonight they were all on edge, and while the liquor flowed as usual, there was almost no laughter and few smiles. They had driven straight from Boston to her farm, without stopping at the Slocums’ house, so their dinner was uncharacteristically spartan, thrown together from the week-old contents of Maggie’s refrigerator. Eggs were on the menu, of course; when you own a hundred laying hens, you are seldom short of eggs. Maggie had ceded control of her kitchen to Lloyd, who could always be counted on to conjure up a decent meal, whatever the circumstances, and he’d transformed a dozen eggs, a few limp vegetables, and six ounces of Comté cheese into a more than decent frittata. Even so, no one seemed to have an appetite.

Not even Lloyd, who usually dug into his food with gusto. Tonight, he barely picked at his meal, then he put down his fork with a sigh. Maggie handed him the wine bottle, but he waved it away.

“I need my wits about me. We need to think about what we should do next.” He looked at Ben. “Your friends at the Agency. Do they know Ingrid’s name has just been added to the kill list?”

“They’re aware. They asked if she’s in a safe place, and I assured them she was. But I didn’t tell them where.”

“You don’t trust them?”

“Until we know exactly what’s happening in the Agency, we can’t trust anyone.”

“What are they going to do about this?”

“Since they know she’s safe for the moment, they have time.”

“To do what?”

“They don’t want to alarm whoever’s feeding this info to Moscow. If they move too fast, the mole could slip out of their reach.”

“So we put our lives on hold while they take their sweet time deciding what to do?”

“Lloyd, you know how this works. Even if they’ve already identified the mole, they’ll leave him in place. Watch to find out who his contacts are, monitor his comm channels. They can’t alarm him.”

“And Ingrid is safe here,” said Maggie. “We’ll see to that.”

Ben leaned forward, and the ominous thump of his elbows on the table made the glassware clink. “Now we need to get to the meat of the matter. We’ve avoided this issue long enough, but we’re all thinking the same thing.” He turned to Ingrid. “Why are you on the list?”

She said, wearily, “I told you, Ben. I really don’t know.”

“Consider the other people who ended up on Moscow’s kill list. Dmitry Surikov, in Amsterdam. Zoya Larina, in Madrid.”

“I’m well aware of the names.”

“They were all Russians who changed their loyalties and decided to play for our side. From Moscow’s perspective, that’s an inexcusable sin, a capital offense. Any Russian spy who defects will spend the rest of his life looking over his shoulder. Most of them try to stay hidden, unless they’re like Maslov, who said fuck it and went on with his life, out in the open.”

“Again, Ben. Tell me something new.”

“I’m just pointing out the pattern here. Everyone on that hit list was a defector. Every one of them used to work for Russia. That was the pattern. Until you, Ingrid.”

“I don’t like what you’re implying.”

“But we have to consider all the possibilities.”

“What possibility? That I used to work for Russia too?”

Lloyd blurted out: “How dare you, Ben? This is Ingrid we’re talking about!”

Ben nodded. “Yes. One of our oldest friends.”

“Then why are you doing this?”

“It’s what we’re trained to do, isn’t it?” He looked at Declan and Maggie, two people he’d known for decades. Theirs was a friendship forged during the challenging months as new Agency recruits, months when they’d been pushed to their limits, their weaknesses identified. “Question everything and everyone.”

“Including your best friends?” said Lloyd.

“Everyone,” Ben repeated.

“I’d hardly call that friendship.”

“But he’s only speaking the truth,” Ingrid said quietly.

Lloyd looked at her in disbelief. “He practically called you a traitor!”

“Not a traitor. A Russian defector.”

“Either way, it’s hardly flattering!”

“But it’s a question that needs to be asked.” Ingrid looked at her friends. “I’m sure the rest of you are wondering the same thing: Am I a Russian defector? The answer is no. Was I a sleeper agent? Again, the answer is no. I’m who and what you always thought I was. Born in Baltimore, faithfully served my country for thirty-six years. You don’t have to believe me. In fact, I expect you to maintain some small sliver of doubt, because that’s the way we think. I don’t know why I’m on that list, Ben, or why the Russians think I’m really Lilia Kuraskaya. But it’s clear they now want me dead. Or someone wants me dead. I can only speculate that it has to do with recent events. Maslov’s poisoning. The loss of their operatives in Amsterdam and Madrid. My work with Argus.”

“And Rodrigo Estrada,” said Lloyd.

Maggie watched Ingrid’s reaction. Saw her lips twitch and her expression flatten, like a mask shielding her emotions. During their careers, they had all learned to don that same mask, to transform themselves into unreadable ciphers, and the fact Ingrid was wearing it now meant she was hiding something. It might only be her true feelings for Estrada, or it might be another secret. Something she could not share.

“I think they’ve simply made a mistake,” said Ingrid. “That has to be it. And since when does Moscow target Americans? That’s a move with catastrophic blowback. They usually avoid killing us on our own soil. This has to be a case of mistaken identity, unless . . .” She paused. “Unless someone purposefully fed them misinformation.”

“Who would do that?” said Declan.

“I don’t know. And clearly, the Agency’s not going to give us any answers.”

“Because they don’t know who to trust either,” said Ben. “It’s turned into a house of mirrors over there. My contacts have been forced to compartmentalize information from each other, with each cell guarding its own. It seems like every week, someone’s ordered to empty out his desk and be escorted out of the building.”

“I can think of another way Ingrid’s name came to Moscow’s attention,” Maggie said, and she looked at Lloyd. “We put her there.”

“What are you talking about?” said Lloyd.

“They know you were in Amsterdam looking for your wife. You showed that woman Ingrid’s photo, told her Ingrid’s name. She would have queried Moscow. And that would have brought Ingrid to their attention.”

Lloyd let out a breath. “Oh God. I just wanted to find my wife. Did I put a target on her back?”

A pall settled over the table. There was no simple way out of this situation. To stay alive, Ingrid might have to pull up roots, assume a new identity, and disappear. It would mean the breakup of their circle. It would mean the end of the Martini Club.

Declan said, “We have one advantage. We don’t know who they’ll send to kill her, or when he’ll strike, but we do know he’s coming. And we’ll be ready to deal with him.”

“Shouldn’t we tell the police?” said Lloyd. “We could use Jo’s help.”

“No,” snapped Ben.

“Why not? Jo’s a good egg. We can trust her.”

“She’s also too straight an arrow. She won’t approve of our plans.” Ben looked around the table. “I assume we all agree what needs to be done?”

“It is self-defense, after all,” said Declan. “And no one has to know about it.”

They waited for Lloyd’s response. Surely he knew what they were talking about, and he understood the consequences if they were caught. He took a deep breath and sat up straight. “You’re right. No one has to know.” He looked at Declan. “I take it you’ll need our cell phones?”

“And your chargers.”

Lloyd handed over his phone, which was still powered off.

Ingrid slid her phone to Declan as well. “We’ll take shifts,” she said.

“No,” said Ben. “You and Lloyd have to stay out of the action. Let us handle this.” He looked at Maggie and Declan, who both nodded.

“We start tomorrow night?” said Declan.

For the first time all evening, Ben smiled. “It will be just like the good old days.”


Chapter 31

Early Sunday morning

Surveillance had never been so civilized.

While Ben had chosen to station himself in his parked van across the street, Maggie and Declan enjoyed all the indoor conveniences of the Slocums’ home: a bathroom, a sofa to nap on, and a ready supply of coffee and sandwiches to fuel them through the night. They consumed those in the dark, with the study’s blackout curtains closed to avoid being seen from the street, but all in all, this was a comfortable assignment.

And an unexciting one, at least for the moment. When an operation went wrong, it usually went wrong in the blink of an eye, which was why she kept her Walther within reach as she sat in front of Lloyd’s home computer, monitoring the different video feeds. The Slocums had installed an excellent security system, with cameras mounted on every corner of the house, as well as the front porch and on the back deck. Now it was just a matter of waiting for an intruder to show up, lured into the trap by Ingrid’s and Lloyd’s cell phones, which were charging in the kitchen. Both phones were switched on, their cell signals announcing to the world that the Slocums were now at home. That the target was stationary and ripe for the picking.

She heard Ben’s query over her headset: “See any movement?”

“Nothing on camera. How about from where you’re sitting?”

“Quiet as the grave. This street rolls up the sidewalks at nine. It’s got too many old folks living here.”

“That would be us, Ben.”

“Yet here we are, wide awake and ready to rumble at three a.m. Not bad for geezers, hey?”

“You’re enjoying this way too much.”

“I didn’t realize how much I’ve missed it. I never minded pulling all-nighters. It beats falling asleep and drooling all over myself in front of the TV.”

“Ouch. That is not the Ben Diamond I know.”

“Not yet, anyway. Is Declan still asleep?”

“I’m about to wake him. It’s time for us to switch.”

“Nighty night then, Mags. See you in the morning, unless . . .” There was a pause.

“Ben?”

“A car just turned onto the street. Moving slowly.”

She looked at the video feed. The vehicle had not yet come into view, but the street-facing camera suddenly brightened, lit by approaching headlights. And there it was, rolling slowly into the frame. A dark compact sedan. It crept past Ben’s parked van and continued on, passing out of camera range.

“It’s pulling over,” Ben said, his voice suddenly tense. “Parking at the end of the block. Get Declan up. I think this could be our boy.”

She jumped to her feet and went to the family room at the rear of the house, where Declan was sleeping on the sofa. She gave him a shake. “It’s happening.”

In an instant, he was awake and alert. Retirement had not dulled his ability to snap to attention, and he rolled out of the couch. “What’ve we got?”

“A vehicle just parked across the street.”

Declan followed her to the study and sat down in front of the computer. He stared at the monitor, which cast a green glow on his face. She hadn’t even noticed him grab his weapon but there it was, right beside his hand, ready and waiting. “I don’t see him here.”

“He’s still down the block. Ben’s got eyes on him.”

Declan glanced at the time on the feed. “Three fifteen. This seems promising.” He pulled on a headset. “Ben, what’s he doing?”

“He’s sitting in his car. Maybe scoping out the street. Give him time.”

They waited. One minute. Two.

Maggie said: “Maybe it’s not our boy. He could be just a run-of-the-mill stalker, sitting outside his girlfriend’s house.”

“Patience, kids,” said Ben. “We’ve got all night.”

Maggie peered over Declan’s shoulder, bending so close she could feel his warmth, inhale his scent. She rested her hand on his shoulder, and he reached up to give her hand a squeeze as they both watched the screen. How natural these intimacies between them now felt, as if they’d always been lovers.

“And he’s moving,” said Ben. “He just stepped out of his car. Now walking in your direction.”

“There,” said Maggie as the figure came into the camera’s range. They could see only his silhouette, but it was clearly a man, tall and lanky, dressed in dark clothes.

“He’s taking his time,” Declan said.

Indeed, the man reached the Slocums’ driveway and halted. He stood eyeing the house as if evaluating where its weakest points were. Maggie craned closer, and through Declan’s shirt, she could feel his shoulder knotted in tension.

No doubt now. He’s here to kill Ingrid.

Yet the man still hadn’t moved. He seemed frozen in indecision for a long moment before finally walking up the driveway to the garage. There he paused once again, then bent down to grab the door handle. The door didn’t budge; the security-conscious Slocums would never leave their garage unlocked.

The man straightened. Moved to the mudroom door and shone a flashlight through the window. There’d be little for him to see inside, only a few jackets hanging on hooks, boots lined up on the floor. He made no attempt to open the door, but instead circled around the corner of the house, toward the rear yard. There he slipped into deep shadow, but the infrared video feed in the side yard captured his progress, a ghostly figure moving from window to window, pausing at each to look inside. Finally, he reached the rear of the house, a spectral figure seemingly afloat in the blackness of the back garden.

“Here we go,” said Declan, and he stood up.

Declan was in the lead as they moved down the hallway, toward the family room. There, in the darkness, they took their positions. Maggie crouched behind the sofa while Declan stood alongside the sliding door as they waited for the intruder to make his next move. The expected move. They had left the sliding door unlocked, as an open invitation to step inside. The intruder would assume it was merely a careless oversight. In the small town of Purity, the Slocums would not be the only residents who sometimes forgot to lock their doors. Who would expect a killer to creep onto their property in the early hours of the morning? Who could imagine that he’d find his way to your back door, where you’d forgotten to flip the latch? That he’d slip into your house and make his way to your bedroom?

Framed by the sliding glass door, the man was a black cutout, as motionless as a paper target.

Kneeling behind the sofa, Maggie kept her barrel fixed on that target. Her heart was pounding so hard she could feel each beat transmitted through her arms, to the grip of her gun. In the darkness, time moved as slow as syrup.

He reached for the door.

She heard the hiss as the glass slid open. Her grip tightened. She saw Declan slowly pivot to intercept the intruder the instant he stepped inside. Then the intruder froze, halting in the open doorway, as if he’d suddenly realized something was amiss. That this unlocked door was an invitation to a trap. Slowly, he backed away.

We’re going to lose him. She rose to her feet, ready to sprint in pursuit.

Then, in the back garden, a voice growled: “Make up your mind, asshole. We don’t have all night.” Ben.

Maggie flipped on the room lights as Ben shoved his captive into the house. The man tripped over the threshold and stumbled to his knees. He tried to rise back to his feet, but Ben, his gun pressed to the back of the captive’s head, forced him down to his knees again.

The man was in his early forties, dressed in jeans and a dark blue fleece jacket, and he looked wild-eyed at his captors. Gave a whimper as Declan quickly and efficiently patted him down, to find a Glock 17. If this man was Vory, he was a poor excuse for one, and his terrified gaze darted everywhere at once.

Ben might be past his prime, but he was still strong enough to grab the man by the collar and drag him across the room. He shoved the man down on the sofa. “Talk,” Ben commanded.

The man shrank back against the sofa cushions. “Who—who are you?”

“We ask the questions.”

The man looked from Ben to Declan and finally his gaze turned to Maggie. Maybe he thought a woman would be easier to appeal to, but she was in no mood to be sympathetic. Not when he’d come armed with a Glock. Still, there were details about him that seemed all wrong. Declan yanked off the man’s fleece jacket, revealing arms unmarked by a single tattoo. And he’d sounded American, without any trace of an accent, Russian or otherwise.

Declan pulled a wallet out of one of the fleece pockets and read the ID. “Tanner Minnihan, Maryland driver’s license. Forty-one years old, red hair, green eyes. Five foot eleven, a hundred fifty pounds.” Declan glanced at the man. “Fits the description.”

“A dead double,” growled Ben.

“What?” The man’s head jerked up. “No!”

“Who sent you?”

“No one! I’m just trying to find Ingrid Slocum.”

“That we already knew,” said Ben, and he pressed the gun barrel against the man’s temple. “We’re going to get the truth out of you eventually. The question is, how much will it hurt? You decide.”

The man focused desperately on Maggie. “I don’t know what you people want! Tell me what you want!”

“Answers, that’s all,” she said. “Who wants Ingrid dead?”

The man looked bewildered. “Someone wants her dead?”

“It’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” said Ben. “Carrying a nice Glock on your hip.”

“Ben,” said Declan.

“We don’t take kindly to assholes coming after one of our friends.”

“Ben.”

Ben looked at Declan. “What?”

Declan held up a second billfold that he’d just pulled out of the man’s jacket. “It says he’s FBI.”

Ben snatched the ID from Declan and stared at the badge and ID card. “Jesus. They’re making really good fakes these days.”

“Guys?” The man cleared his throat. “And, uh, ma’am. You should know that killing a federal agent is gonna land you in a fucking heap of trouble. So you might want to rethink whatever you’re planning to do with me.”

Ben and Declan looked at each other. Looked at the man.

“Who are you, really?” said Declan.

“Special Agent Minnihan. It’s right there, on my ID. And who are you people?”

“We’re friends of Ingrid’s.”

Minnihan looked around at his three captors, all of them dressed in black, all of them armed. “What kind of friends does she have?”

“Again, we ask the questions,” said Ben. “And so far, I’m not satisfied with your answers.”

“Okay. Okay, you don’t believe me? Then talk to the chief of police.”

“Jo Thibodeau?”

“Yeah. Yeah, that’s her name. She’ll vouch for me. Call her!”

Maggie looked at Ben. “I think the wrong fish just swam into our net.”


Chapter 32

Jo

At 4:30 a.m., two hours before sunrise, Jo climbed the steps to the Slocums’ front porch, not knowing why she was here. She couldn’t make sense of Maggie’s phone call, which had roused her from a deep sleep. There’d been something about a situation. Something about an identity that needed to be confirmed. The Martini Club had caused her trouble before, but they’d never made her drag herself out of bed to deal with their latest interference. And why had they called her directly, and not reached out to the officer on duty? Their audacity was getting out of hand. Limits needed to be set, starting now, she thought as she reached for the doorbell.

Before she could even ring it, the door opened. Maggie pulled her inside and swung the door shut again.

“What’s the rush? What’s this all about?” Jo demanded.

“Someone could be watching the house.”

“Why would anyone be watching the house? It’s four in the morning.”

“And we’ve been here all night. So let’s get straight to business, then we can all go home to bed.” Maggie looked like she’d been up all night, her eyes puffy, her silver hair awhirl, as if she’d just trudged through a sandstorm.

Jo eyed Maggie’s black turtleneck and pants, then she focused on the gun strapped to her hip. “What is this, some kind of James Bond cosplay?”

“We have a situation.”

“That’s what you said on the phone.”

“And he’s in the other room.”

He?

Jo followed Maggie down the hall and into the family room, where a cheery fire crackled in the hearth. Declan was crouched at the fireplace, casually prodding the logs with a poker, and Ben sat in an easy chair with a gun on his lap, sipping a glass of what looked like whisky. Except for their weapons and their black clothes, this could be just another boozy get-together, and all three of them looked perfectly at ease.

Unlike Agent Tanner Minnihan, who sat on the sofa with his wrists zip-tied together.

Minnihan saw Jo and blurted out: “Oh, thank God! Tell these people who I am!”

“We caught him in the act,” said Ben.

“What act?” Jo asked.

“He was breaking into this house.”

“I was not breaking in! I never set foot in the house! You dragged me inside.”

“After you opened the sliding door.”

“I noticed it was unlocked, that’s all. I wasn’t about to come in. I don’t have a warrant!”

Jo groaned. “Oh God.”

“I just wanted to check the house. Confirm that the Slocums have returned.”

“At three in the morning?” said Ben.

“Well, they weren’t here during the day. I came by twice to check. I know the Slocums flew from Madrid to Boston on Friday, aboard a commercial flight. Then they just vanished, and their phones went dead. Until a few hours ago, when I got the alert that their phones are now active and pinging from this location.”

“You couldn’t have waited until morning to pay a visit?”

“I was already wide awake.” Minnihan looked at Jo. “I’m still dealing with jet lag. It’s ten thirty a.m. in Brussels right now.”

“He’s telling the truth?” said Maggie, looking at Jo. “He really is FBI?”

“A poor excuse for one, if you ask me,” said Ben.

“He’s actually a physicist,” said Jo.

“Strictly speaking, not really,” said Minnihan. “I just have a master’s degree. I don’t consider myself—”

“They don’t need to hear all that,” said Jo.

Minnihan held up his bound wrists and looked at Ben. “Could you cut me loose, please?”

“A physicist, huh?” Ben produced a pocketknife and efficiently sliced apart the zip tie. “Well, that explains things.”

“You’re here because of the polonium?” said Declan.

Minnihan nodded as he massaged his wrists. “I was brought in because there’s only one source for polonium-210. It means we’re dealing with . . .” He paused and looked at Jo. “Why am I even talking to these people?”

Jo glared at Ben. “Because they can be very persuasive.”

“They threatened me. They’re the ones who should be in handcuffs.”

“I often think that.”

“Aren’t you going to do anything?”

Jo sighed. “Agent Minnihan, they believed you were about to break into this house. They acted based on that assumption. Count yourself lucky they didn’t shoot you.”

“They were going to torture me first! That’s what that”—he pointed to Ben—“that thug said.”

Jo looked at Ben. “Is this true?”

Ben shrugged. “I get carried away sometimes.”

“What are you people doing here, anyway?”

“We were staking out the house,” said Maggie. “Waiting to see who showed up.”

“Why?”

“We can’t tell you.”

Jo looked around the room. “Where are Ingrid and Lloyd?”

Maggie glanced at Minnihan, then back at Jo. “We can’t tell you.”

“What can you tell me?”

“Maslov’s dead. Karen O’Brien’s dead,” said Maggie. “We think Ingrid’s next.”

“This is news to me,” said Agent Minnihan. “How do you know all this?”

“Trust me, they have their sources,” said Jo. She turned to Maggie. “So you’re here waiting for some killer to show up. What were you going to do if he had?”

“Interrogate him. Find out who’s behind this, and why.”

“And then what were you going to do with him?” She looked at Ben, then Declan. “Oh God, don’t tell me.”

“We would have done it in a different jurisdiction,” said Ben.

“You’re not doing it in any jurisdiction. You people are way out of bounds!”

“Ingrid’s our friend,” said Maggie. “When it comes to protecting our friends, sometimes we have to bend the rules.”

“And the people doing this aren’t saints, Jo,” said Ben. “They’re contract killers. We can give you a list of people they’ve murdered. People they’ve tortured.”

“You mean like you were going to do to me?” said Minnihan.

“But we didn’t, did we?” Ben shot back.

“Are these the Vory killers you told me about?” asked Jo.

“Maybe,” said Maggie. “Or we could be dealing with something else entirely. Someone far more sophisticated than prison mafia. Someone who was able to slip into Purity last week, kill two people, and slip away without ever being noticed.”

“And now he’s coming for Ingrid? Why?”

Ben, Declan, and Maggie exchanged glances. Oh, Jo knew what those looks meant. They were collectively weighing their decision. Deciding whether to trust her with this information.

“I hold top security clearance,” said Minnihan. “I need to hear this too.”

Maggie nodded. “Sit down, Jo. This is complicated.”


Chapter 33

Ingrid

She was awake before dawn, opening her eyes to an unfamiliar darkness and lying in an unfamiliar bed. Not that unfamiliar beds were new to her; during her work abroad, she’d slept in more such beds than she could count, some of them swathed in luxury one-thousand-thread-count linens, others infested with bedbugs and reeking of stale sweat and cigarettes. This bed, in Maggie’s spare room, was clean and comfortable, if spartan, with white cotton sheets and a utilitarian blue blanket. The practical bed linens of a practical woman, in keeping with everything else in Maggie’s farmhouse. If one had to go into hiding, this was as agreeable a place as one could hope for, but Ingrid longed to be at home. To water her plants, sleep in her own bed, sit at her own hearth. For too many years, she’d bounced around the world, never really settling down until she’d retired in Purity. This was the town where she’d planned to live out her life, the town where she’d intended to die.

Something that might happen a lot sooner than she expected.

She rolled onto her side and reached out to Lloyd. To her surprise, he was not there and the sheet was cool to her touch. Usually she was the first to get up in the morning, the first to fire up the coffeepot, and it unsettled her to find his side of the bed empty. She turned on the lamp and saw that his clothes, which he’d left draped over a chair the night before, were now gone. She caught the faint aroma of coffee, wafting up from the kitchen.

She climbed out of bed and got dressed.

Downstairs, she found Lloyd sitting in the kitchen with a mug of coffee on the table in front of him. Also on the table was the 9mm Heckler & Koch that Ben had lent them from his vast personal armory. Lloyd had removed the slide and barrel and had field-stripped the firearm. Now he was surveying the disassembled parts, which he’d arrayed on a newspaper spread across the table.

“Lloyd,” she said, “what are you doing?”

He looked up. “I wanted to be sure it was oiled and ready. I’m going to put in some time at the range. It’s been a while since I’ve had any target practice. Maybe Ben can give me a few pointers. There’s coffee, if you want some.”

She definitely wanted some. She pulled a mug from the cabinet and filled it with fragrant French roast from the carafe. While their own house in the village was quiet, Maggie’s farm, away from any passing traffic, was truly silent, and the only noise was the jarring click of Lloyd reassembling the gun. She gulped down the coffee and refilled the mug. This would be a five-cup morning; that first shot of caffeine was only now revving up her gray cells.

“Refill?” she asked Lloyd.

“Yes, please.”

She poured him a fresh cup of coffee and sat down. Watched Lloyd stir in his usual two teaspoons of sugar plus a generous slug of cream, turning his coffee into a child’s brew of sweet caramel. Lloyd liked things sweet. Which made her wonder why she had been his choice as a wife. Sweet she was not, and never had been.

Outside the window, darkness had lifted to a dull gray. Inside, they were just an old married couple, sitting at a kitchen table with their coffees, waiting for the sun to come up.

“We need to talk,” he said.

She sighed. “Yes.”

“And be honest with each other.”

“Yes”

“Even though it scares me.”

She frowned at him. “Why?”

“Because of what I might hear.” He met her gaze. “When you were with him—with Rodrigo—it must have brought back a lot of memories.”

“They weren’t all good.”

“But you miss it.”

“I miss doing things that mattered. Plus, in those days, we were in Paris and we always had to be on our toes. When you’re in a situation where things can go wrong, badly wrong, life just seems more . . . vivid.”

“Not the way it is now.”

She smiled. “We’re older, Lloyd.”

“And now he walks back into your life. I have to admit, the man looks good. I can only imagine what kind of figure he cut thirty years ago.”

She looked toward the kitchen window, at the approaching dawn, and an image of a young Rodrigo flashed into her mind. Coal black hair, a cocky smile. An intense gaze that could catch a woman’s attention and hold it forever. “He did,” she admitted. “But he’s not why I got involved in this.”

“Yes, yes, I know. It’s all about catching this mysterious fifth man.”

“We can do it discreetly. We don’t need a bureaucrat’s approval to take down the enemy.”

“The enemy?” He shook his head. “I can’t even tell you who that is anymore. Those dead Vory in Madrid, or the people who executed them? With so many bullets flying, it’s almost as if it doesn’t matter. Killed the wrong man? Too bad, so sad. But you could be the next mistake, and this is why it’s time for us to ask for help. The five of us may not be enough. We need someone to help us finish it.”

“Who would that be?”

“Rodrigo. I’ve already called him.”

“What?” She stared at him. “When?”

“Yesterday. I didn’t want to call him. In fact, I was hoping to never lay eyes on the man again. But I can’t let anything happen to you, Ingrid. That would kill me. If he can keep you safe, if he can put an end to this, then I say . . .” He took a breath. “Let’s all work together.” He glanced up at the kitchen clock. “He should be getting into town about now. I told him to come straight here.”

She looked her husband in the eye, and the gaze he returned was steady, unflinching. “Are you sure about this?” she asked quietly.

“I may regret this, but yes. I am sure.” He sighed. “We need the man.”
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By the time Rodrigo walked into the house, the first streaks of dawn had appeared on the horizon. He brought with him the scent of leather and citrus and confidence, the confidence of a man who knew how to navigate the world. How does he do it? Ingrid wondered, eyeing Rodrigo’s bomber jacket and thick swoop of hair. How did he always manage to so effortlessly take command of a room? Rodrigo gave Lloyd a respectful nod, an indication that whatever rivalry existed between the men was, for the moment, set aside.

Then Rodrigo turned his full attention to Ingrid. “Everything under control?” he asked.

“So far,” she said. “Where’s your team?”

“I had to fly them in from another op. They’ll get into town tonight. And where are your friends?”

“They spent the night watching my house. They should be back any minute.”

Lloyd said, “I’ve been keeping an eye on things here.”

“Good for you,” said Rodrigo. In the kitchen, he poured himself a mug of coffee and leaned back against the counter, looking as comfortable as if he were in his own kitchen, his own house. It was classic Rodrigo; whatever the setting, he always seemed to take possession of it.

“How did this happen?” Lloyd asked. “How did Ingrid end up a target?”

“A very good question,” said Rodrigo.

“Is there an answer?”

“A partial one.” He turned to Ingrid. “After Lloyd called me, I did some digging, checked in with my sources. And it’s true, you do have a passing resemblance to Lilia Kuraskaya. Which could explain their mistake.”

“It’s an inexplicable mistake for Moscow,” said Lloyd.

“Unless they were deliberately fed false information. They just haven’t learned the truth about Lilia yet.”

“What truth?”

“Lilia Kuraskaya is dead.”

Ingrid and Lloyd glanced at each other in surprise. “How?” Ingrid finally asked.

“She died of natural causes two months ago. It was a stroke. Twenty years ago, after she defected, she was relocated to Santa Cruz, California, where she lived under the name Helen Hoffman. The Russians never found her, never learned of her new identity. My sources felt it was safe to give me these details since the woman’s now dead and beyond the reach of the GRU.”

“How did her identity get pinned on me?” said Ingrid.

“I don’t know. But you have to admit, it gives us an interesting opportunity.”

“Opportunity?” said Lloyd. “What are you talking about?”

Ingrid didn’t need to have it explained; she understood what Rodrigo meant. It was the same thought that had already occurred to her, the same plan that she had in mind. The trap has been set, and I’m the bait.

Through the window, she saw headlights flicker on the road. She watched as the vehicle approached, its shape finally materializing out of the predawn gloom. It was Ben’s van.

“The gang’s all here,” she said. “I’ll make a fresh pot of coffee.”


Chapter 34

Jo

A Russian assassin is coming to my town.

Those words kept running through Jo’s head as she drove her usual patrol route, past the feed store, past Lake Cameron and Maiden Pond, and then northeast, to circle back to the coast. This was her day off, and she should be home, eating a leisurely breakfast, then gathering her gear for a hike. But this morning, she felt compelled to patrol her town, to reassure herself that Purity was still her Purity. This was where she’d grown up, a place that now seemed to be changing too fast. The sun had just lifted over the horizon, splashing gold across the water of Penobscot Bay. It was her favorite time of day, these quiet moments at dawn before the village woke up, before the 911 calls started coming in, but this morning, she was too preoccupied to watch the gulls skimming the sea, or to marvel at the pink cotton candy clouds.

A Russian assassin is coming to my town.

She didn’t doubt that what the Martini Club had told her was true, yet she could not quite believe it would really happen. She drove down Main Street, past shops that were not yet open, past the library and the historical society, familiar places that looked the same as they always did. In the Marigold Café, the coffee would already be brewing, the griddle heating up to sizzle eggs and pancakes for the breakfast crowd. She drove down to the harbor, where windjammers bobbed at their moorings and lobster boats were puttering out to the bay for their daily haul of traps. This was the town where Jo’s parents and grandparents were born, where she’d learned to drive a boat and tie a bowline and wrangle tourists when they got drunk. Now malevolent forces were rolling in, like black clouds from some alien land beyond the horizon. As angry as she was with the Martini Club for their questionable actions early this morning, she understood why they’d chosen an unconventional, if not outright illegal, approach to dealing with the situation. Jo didn’t know if there was a legal way to handle this, before a crime was actually committed. She couldn’t arrest someone just because he looked like a hit man; she might accidentally snag a tourist instead. No, the Martini Club’s strategy had a certain logic to it. Wait for the killer to make his move, and then spring the trap.

It’s what they planned to do afterward that worried Jo. She was on board when it came to an arrest and interrogation, but she drew the line at waterboarding. Not that she really believed they’d do that.

Then again.

She parked in her assigned stall at the public services building and walked into the police station. Mike was at his desk, and the scent of freshly brewed Colombian drew her to the coffee maker.

“Hey, Mike,” she said.

“Hey.” He turned and frowned at her. “Isn’t this your day off? I thought you were going up to Katahdin.”

“I was.”

“So what’re you doing here?”

“I thought I’d just check in, see how things are going.”

“Bruce said it was a quiet night, no calls.”

Lucky Bruce. He didn’t get pulled out of bed at four a.m.

She filled a mug with coffee and sank into her chair. Thought about how much she should tell Mike about the situation, as the Martini Club called it. She had to tell him something, for his own safety at least, but she couldn’t spook him to the point he shot some innocent tourist.

“I think we should all wear Kevlar today.”

“What?” He looked up. “Why?”

“The town bought us those vests. And the town manager’s annoyed we never use them.”

“He’s always annoyed anyway.”

“Just for this week, okay? Let’s make him happy. And if you get any, um, unusual calls, or you come across any visitor who seems out of place, give me a heads-up. I’d like to—” She paused as Agent Minnihan walked in the door. Now there was someone who seemed out of place. Or at least, out of sorts. He had changed into his usual suit and tie, which made him painfully conspicuous in a town filled with tourists in blue jeans.

“We need to deal with these people,” he said. He didn’t need to say who these people were.

She sighed. “I’ve been saying that for a while.”

Minnihan glanced at Mike, then looked at Jo. She got the hint and stood up.

“Let’s talk in the back room,” she said.

Purity PD’s interview room was little more than a windowless cave with scuffed white walls, a table, and four chairs. Over the years, it had also become storage space, and they had to squeeze around unused video equipment and boxes of office supplies to reach the chairs. They sat down facing each other, and the harsh ceiling lights emphasized the bruise-like shadows of fatigue under Minnihan’s eyes. Jet lag must be a hell of a thing, she thought.

“These people—” he started.

“They call themselves the Martini Club.”

“Whatever they call themselves, they’re out of control. Behaving like vigilantes. What are you going to do about them?”

“For the moment, I can’t do anything. They had permission to be in the Slocums’ house, so they weren’t trespassing. And they legally own their weapons.”

“They had me zip-tied!”

“They didn’t know you were a federal agent.”

“You just tolerate having these people in your town?”

“They’re law-abiding citizens.” For the most part. “And the truth is, they’ve come to my assistance in the past. Maybe they do it in unconventional ways, but they have been helpful.”

“You’re just going to sit back and let them do their thing?”

“Have they broken any laws?”

“It’s clearly on their to-do list!”

“And I’ll have the handcuffs ready.”

He glared at her. “I see that small towns operate differently.”

His phone rang, and he looked down at his screen. “Excuse me,” he said, and walked out of the room. She glanced at her watch. Checked her phone for messages. Wondered if she should check in with Maggie Bird and company to find out the latest, but they were probably tucked in bed by now, catching up on their sleep. She should be too.

The door opened, and she looked up, expecting Minnihan. Instead it was Mike standing there with a quizzical look.

“What’d you say to him, anyway?” Mike asked.

“What?”

“He took off like a bat outta hell.”

“He didn’t even say goodbye. I have no idea what happened.”

“Maybe it has something to do with that BOLO the state police just put out.”

“Who’re we on the lookout for?”

“Andrei Petrov. That waiter at the Cod Cove Resort, the one from Belarus. He’s disappeared, and they think he’s gone on the run.”
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How could I be so wrong? Jo thought as she drove to the cottage that Andrei Petrov had shared with two other resort employees. When she arrived, she saw three vehicles parked in the driveway, and she pulled up behind a black SUV that she knew all too well. State Police Detective Alfond would be annoyed to see her. He always was.

She walked up to the front porch, where a barefoot young woman sat smoking a cigarette and looking thoroughly pissed off. Her short black hair stood up like porcupine quills ready to be launched at anyone who approached too closely. Wrapped around her forearm was a tattoo of a dragon with green scales, spitting red flames.

The woman squinted up at Jo. “How many cops does it take to search one frigging room?”

“When did they all get here?”

“Crack of dawn. Got me outta bed with all that banging on the door. Don’t even know who they all are. State police, FBI, maybe the fucking CIA for all I know.” She blew out a cloud of smoke. “Who are you?”

“Chief of police. Town of Purity.”

“Whoop-de-doo. Tell them I want my house back. I gotta get to work in an hour.”

“What’s your job at the hotel?”

“Housekeeping. Started on Thursday, and I’m already regretting it. Seems like everyone’s either quitting or getting murdered. But it comes with a place to stay, so here I am. Only until I find something better.”

Jo regarded the young woman’s scowl and her tattoos and thought: Good luck with that. She stepped inside to find the house in disarray. The sofa cushions had been upended, and half a dozen evidence boxes were lined up against one wall. Only two weeks ago, Jo had sat on that same sofa, sipping tea and asking Andrei about his dead housemate, Karen O’Brien. But that was before the FBI had invaded Jo’s town. Before a case of what looked like Ebola became a national security threat. Jo approached the doorway of what had been Andrei’s bedroom and came face-to-face with Alfond.

“We’re working with the FBI on this,” he said. “This man may be guilty of a double homicide, so this is no longer a local police matter. If you could step outside?”

She looked past him into Andrei’s bedroom, where Agent Minnihan and another federal agent were searching through the dresser drawers. “Minnihan,” she said.

He looked at her. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Yet another man telling her where she shouldn’t be. Which made her feel like this was exactly where she should be.

“How long has Andrei been gone?” Jo asked.

“Didn’t show up for his six a.m. shift at the restaurant, and he doesn’t answer his phone. The housemate doesn’t think Petrov even came home last night.”

“He could’ve had a bike accident. Maybe he’s lying hurt somewhere. Maybe he needs help.”

“Come on, Thibodeau,” said Alfond, lurking behind her. “Give them room to work.”

“And he left all his stuff behind,” said Jo, scanning the room. She saw a sweater draped over the chair, a toilet case on the dresser. “Did he even take his toothbrush?” She looked at Agent Minnihan, who gave a noncommittal shrug. “It doesn’t look like he planned this departure.”

“The man took off,” said Alfond. “That smells like guilty to me.”

“To me, it says scared. You people freaked him out. That’s why he ran.”

“Then why don’t you go out there and look for him? By now, he’s probably made it across the border to Canada.”

She watched Minnihan and his colleague empty the dresser drawers, spilling underwear and socks onto the bed. They picked minutely through every item, as if one of those balled-up socks might hide some precious nugget of evidence. To them, she was no more than a fly buzzing in their ear. Not worth listening to.

She walked out of the cottage. The spiky-haired young woman was still sitting on the porch steps, blowing out smoke rings. Very impressive smoke rings.

Jo sat down beside the woman. “I’ve got a few questions.”

“Already answered ’em.”

“Not my questions. What’s your name?”

A smoke ring puffed out and hung in the air for a few seconds before dissipating. “Keely Kern.”

“Where are you from?”

“Appleton.” Keely squinted up at the sky. “I’d still be there, but I got in a fight with my mom’s asshole boyfriend and she kicked me out. Only reason I took this job.”

“Did Andrei tell you where he was going?”

“I knew him, like, three days, and we hardly got a chance to talk to each other. We work different hours, different parts of the hotel. I clean toilets, and he gets to work in the dining room and troll for tips. That hardly seems right. I mean, he’s the foreigner.” Keely took a last puff and tossed her cigarette on the walkway. “I’d like to work in the dining room.”

“Do you have any idea where Andrei went?”

“They already asked me that question. No, I don’t know. He hardly said boo to me. He just went to work, came back to sleep, and kept his door shut.” Keely looked at Jo. “Is it true he’s a Russian spy?”

“That’s just a theory. As far as I know, he hasn’t done a thing wrong.”

“’Cause I wouldn’t be surprised. Always holed up in his room, talking on the phone.”

“To his family in Belarus?”

“No, he was talking English.”

“You have any idea who he was talking to?”

Keely shook her head. “No idea. I mean, who did he even know here? It’s not like he had a ton of friends.”

But he did have one, thought Jo.

She climbed into her vehicle and drove to Blackberry Farm.


Chapter 35

“Do they seriously think a twenty-year-old kid from Belarus is the killer?” Declan asked.

“I don’t believe it either,” said Jo. “But I’ve been known to be wrong.”

All five members of the Martini Club were gathered in Maggie’s kitchen, along with the man whom Jo had earlier heard about but was meeting for the first time: Rodrigo Estrada. He’d introduced himself as simply an old friend of Ingrid’s, but the fact he was part of this conversation told her Rodrigo was more than merely a friend. He was one of them, and like them, he was now armed, with a 9mm weapon strapped to his hip. This group might be considered geriatric, but they knew how to handle weapons, and they clearly considered the situation serious enough to keep their guns within reach.

“You’ve met this young man from Belarus,” Ingrid said to Jo. “What were your impressions?”

Jo considered the question. She must seem hopelessly naive to these people, who were accustomed to navigating in a world where the truth was malleable, where a seemingly innocent twenty-year-old boy like Andrei was capable of plunging a stiletto into a woman’s eye. “I really don’t know anymore,” she said.

Ingrid looked at the others. “Well, that’s an honest answer.”

“When I first interviewed him, he seemed completely harmless. And lonely. His housemate seemed to be his only friend, but I think she was more like a mother figure than anything else. He never came up on my radar as a suspect.”

“Either he’s innocent,” said Ben, “or he’s very, very good at playing the part.”

“He’s only twenty.”

“His documents could be fiction. Maybe he’s really twenty-five or thirty. And he’s a good actor.” Ben paused, seeing Jo’s expression. “You’re skeptical.”

“I’m not sure anymore. Not now, since he’s vanished. He doesn’t answer his phone, and no one knows where he is.”

“What about the housemate? The one you said was like a mother to him?”

“The hotel manager gave me Hannah Murray’s address and phone number. I’ve been calling her, but she doesn’t answer her phone.”

The kitchen went silent.

“Now that raises questions,” said Ben. “Is she alive and well?”

“Why wouldn’t she be?” said Jo.

“Andrei needs a place to hide, right? Who would he turn to? She’s the one friend he made in Purity. And she has no idea who Andrei really is.”

“Wait,” said Maggie, frowning. “Her name is Hannah?”

“Yeah,” said Jo. “Why?”

“That’s the name of the hotel housekeeper who let me into Dr. Maslov’s room.”

There was another silence as they all mulled over this detail.

Jo shook her head. “How does that fit into this?”

“I’m not sure,” said Maggie. “But now we really need to find her.”

“According to the Cod Cove manager, her current mailing address is just a PO box in Portland, Maine,” said Jo. “The FBI’s probably looking into that right now. But I checked her license plate, and I found an older address, the one she used to register her car three years ago. It’s in Amesbury, Massachusetts. Maybe one of her old neighbors down there knows how to find her.”

“I’m ready for a road trip,” said Ingrid.

“Not you, Ingrid,” said Lloyd. “You’re the target.”

“A moving target is harder to hit. I’m starting to feel cooped up here, like one of Maggie’s chickens.”

“My chickens are free range,” Maggie said.

“Which is what I’d like to be.”

“No, this farm is a secure location,” said Lloyd. “You need to stay here, with Maggie and me.” He turned to Rodrigo. “You tell her.”

Rodrigo smiled. “I don’t think I can tell Ingrid anything.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, she listens to you. If you have any feelings for her, tell her she can’t go.”

Jo looked back and forth at Lloyd and Rodrigo, puzzled by what Lloyd had said. If you have any feelings for her. Had she missed something? She focused on Rodrigo, and imagined him as a young man, dark eyed and dashing. Then she looked at Ingrid and pictured them as they must have appeared in their prime. It wasn’t hard to imagine sparks flying between these two.

“Ingrid is perfectly capable of making her own decisions,” Rodrigo said calmly, “but I have to agree with Lloyd. She should stay here. I will too.”

“Thank you,” said Lloyd.

“Then it’s Ben and me,” said Declan. “If we leave now, we can get to Amesbury before dark.”

“Hannah’s never met you,” said Jo. “If two armed guys show up on her doorstep, she might freak out. I should be the one to talk to her.”

“Then we’ll be your backup,” said Ben. His chair scraped the floor as he rose to his feet. “Let’s take my SUV. I’m driving.”
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“So what’s the story with Ingrid and this guy Rodrigo?” Jo asked from the back seat as they drove south toward the New Hampshire border. Neither Ben nor Declan immediately answered the question, and as the silence stretched on, she wondered if they’d heard her. Wondered if maybe she should politely broach the subject of hearing aids. She’d been relegated to the rear of Ben’s SUV, like a child stuck behind her parents, and for miles she’d been staring at the backs of their heads, feeling like just a tagalong, not a real member of the team. “Hello?” she said.

Finally, Declan turned to look at her. “We’re not entirely sure what the story is.”

“You really don’t know?”

“It’s Ingrid’s private business. We don’t ask. She doesn’t tell.”

“But I thought you were friends.”

“Which is why we don’t ask,” said Ben.

“Is this some sort of secret? It seemed pretty obvious to me that something happened between them.”

There was another silence. Once again, she was forced to stare at the backs of their heads. These men had been trained to resist interrogation, and she was clearly not going to get them to talk unless they wanted to.

“It must be painful for Lloyd,” she said. “That man Rodrigo, he’s a fine-looking fellow.”

No response.

“Well, he is. A really hot ticket. If he were fifty years younger, I might consider—”

“Fifty years?” Ben snapped. “How old do you think we are?”

“Excuse me. Forty years younger.”

“Try thirty!”

“Okay, whatever. But I’m guessing they were a thing back in the day. Weren’t they? Was he also a NOC?”

“They worked together in France,” said Declan.

“And Ingrid was a hot ticket too,” added Ben. “You may find it hard to believe, Jo, but we were all hot tickets back then.”

“Alas, time marches on,” sighed Declan.

She heard the wistful note in his voice. Looking at Ben’s shaved scalp, at Declan’s black and silver hair, she thought about the memories contained in those heads, the secrets that would never be revealed. When Jo had first met the members of the Martini Club, all she’d seen were their wrinkles and gray hair. She’d found it hard to imagine them in their prime, to look beyond the benign retirees they pretended to be and see them as they really were: people you did not want to cross.

“Try calling the woman again,” said Ben.

Jo dialed Hannah Murray’s cell phone. The call again went straight to voicemail. “She’s still not answering.”

“I don’t like this,” said Ben.

Neither did Jo.
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It was after five o’clock when they finally crossed the New Hampshire border into Massachusetts. Ben’s GPS sent them through the town of Amesbury and then west, into a gentle landscape of farms and woodland, where the trees were still cloaked in autumnal reds and golds, the last burst of color before winter stripped them bare. The route took them down smaller and smaller roads, until they reached a gravel driveway that cut into the woods and curved out of sight beyond the trees. A heavy-duty chain, secured by metal posts, stretched across the entrance, barring any vehicles.

“That’s industrial strength,” Ben noted, looking at the chain. “I wonder who they’re trying to keep out.”

“Maybe they’ve had break-ins,” said Jo. “There aren’t any nearby neighbors to keep an eye on the property.”

Ben pushed open his door. “Looks like we have to walk from here.”

After the long drive, Jo was glad to climb out of the back seat and stretch her legs. She arched her back, looked up at the leaves quivering on the branches above. Except for the chirp of the last of the season’s crickets, it was quiet here. So quiet. The perfect place to disappear to. Is this where you’re hiding, Andrei?

Ben led the way as they squeezed around the posts and continued up the driveway, their shoes crunching across gravel. The road was not well maintained, and saplings had sprung up along the edges, the advance scouts of an arboreal invasion. Three years ago, this was the address Hannah Murray had used when she registered her car, but judging by the weedy overgrowth on the road, no one had been here for months. Jo imagined herself walking alone on this deserted road with nightfall approaching and the woods so silent that every step she took seemed like a deafening clatter of gravel. She was glad the men were with her, glad to have a weapon on her hip. Through the trees, she glimpsed the house: a low-slung ranch with an attached garage. Under a covered shed was a cord of firewood, stacked and ready for the colder months ahead.

In the front yard, Jo paused and looked up at a massive satellite dish mounted on the rooftop. “Someone really likes their Netflix,” she said.

Ben and Declan regarded the satellite dish, then they glanced at each other.

“Smile,” said Declan quietly. “We’re on Candid Camera.”

“What?”

“Don’t look up, Jo,” said Ben. “This house has a multichannel security system. They already know we’re here, so let’s not rattle them more than we have to. Just play the clueless cop and ring the bell.”

“Me?” said Jo.

“A woman is less likely to alarm them.”

Oh sure. Put me in front, she thought, but she couldn’t argue with Ben’s logic. She took a breath and climbed the porch steps. She imagined the homeowner crouched behind that door, rifle at the ready, prepared to blast away any trespassers. The men were right behind her, but she was the one who’d catch the first bullet. She paused in front of the door. It was oak, solid. No windows on either side of it, just a single peephole.

She rang the bell. Waited a moment, rang it again. Finally, she knocked on the door.

No sound came from inside the house.

She looked back at the men. “Doesn’t seem like anyone’s home.”

“Leave it to us,” said Ben. “Stay here.”

She didn’t like the sound of that, but the men had already headed in opposite directions, both of them circling toward the rear of the house. “Guys?” she called out.

Ben had told her to stay on the porch, but after a moment, she couldn’t wait there any longer. She went down the steps and paused, undecided which man to follow. “Guys?”

She heard the faint tinkle of breaking glass. Oh no, they didn’t. Did they?

The front door swung open. She spun around to see Declan standing on the porch. He waved her in. “It’s okay.”

“You broke in?”

“I didn’t. Ben did.”

“I can’t believe this!”

“No one’s home. It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine! We don’t have a warrant! I’m going to get canned for this.”

Declan tossed her a pair of latex gloves. “Not if you don’t get caught.”

“Where did you get these?”

“Never leave home without them.”

He walked back into the house.

“Oh, what the hell,” she muttered, and followed him inside.

Heavy drapes covered every window, and it was like walking into a cave, shut off from the outside world. Even the kitchen windows were covered, not with the traditional lacy or sheer kitchen curtains designed to let in sunlight. No, these were heavy-duty blinds, meant to block out the light. Or curious eyes.

“Someone obviously doesn’t want people looking in,” said Declan. He flipped a wall switch, and fluorescent lamps flickered on overhead.

“This feels all wrong,” said Jo.

“Was it the satellite dish or the multiple cameras that tipped you off?”

“It’s just—it’s not like anyone actually lives here.” She went to the refrigerator and pulled open the door. Inside she saw jars of condiments—relish, mustard, ketchup—but nothing perishable. No vegetables, no eggs, no meat. “It looks like no one does live here.”

“But Hannah’s car was registered to this address?” asked Declan.

“Yeah, three years ago. Now she’s living in Portland.”

“She has a PO box in Portland. But where is she?” said Declan, and he walked out of the kitchen.

She followed him down the hall, lit by fluorescent ceiling lights. Not the sort of lighting she’d ever choose for her home, but lights that reminded her of high school hallways, cold and glaring. At the end of the hall, Ben was standing in an open doorway, and Jo did not like the grin on his face. She liked even less the chunks of wood lying at his feet.

“It was faster than picking the lock,” he said, with a shrug.

She stared at the ruined doorframe. “This just gets worse and worse.”

“In this case, the end definitely justifies the means,” said Ben. “Take a look.”

Jo walked into the room and stopped, stunned by what she saw. This was no spare bedroom or home office; it looked like an electronics warehouse filled with computers and camera equipment and a bank of monitors. A thick cable snaked up the wall toward the ceiling. That satellite dish she’d seen mounted on the rooftop wasn’t for streaming Netflix or HBO; it was for another purpose entirely: communications.

Ben went to the bank of monitors, where he could see the CCTV feeds from the outdoor cameras. “I’ll have to bleach these recordings. Wouldn’t want these ending up as evidence against us.”

“You can actually do that?”

Ben gave her a look. Right, she thought. Stupid question.

“Ben,” said Declan.

The tone of his voice, so quiet, so still, instantly drew their attention. He was standing in front of a wall-to-wall cabinet, its doors now wide open to reveal a massive armory. Jo stared at the array of rifles and scopes and tripods.

And stilettos. A row of them, suspended by wires like precious jewels in a museum case.

Declan said, “Tell us again about Hannah Murray. What do you know about her?”

Jo swallowed hard. Said, softly: “Not enough.”

He looked at her. “I think it’s time to hand this over, don’t you?”

Jo pulled out her cell phone and called Agent Minnihan.


Chapter 36

Maggie

Even spies needed to eat, and with six of them now regularly congregating under her roof, Maggie’s refrigerator needed replenishing. Except for eggs, of course, but there were only so many omelets she could feed her guests before they rebelled. So at eight thirty that evening, she headed to her local grocery store and cruised the aisles, stocking up on enough food to feed six hungry spies plus one even hungrier police chief.

Enough for the next two days, anyway.

At that hour in the evening the store was quiet, and she could take her time perusing the fruits and vegetables, squeezing avocados and bagging bunches of herbs. She was at best an average cook, but if she handed Lloyd a few leeks and mushrooms, he could probably do something magical with them, so she selected both, along with lettuce and spinach, potatoes and onions, plus a few squashes thrown in for good measure. By the time she’d made it through the meat and dairy sections, her cart was almost full.

And she hadn’t even hit the liquor aisle yet.

That was another problem with spies: They drank too much, and her supply of booze had been severely depleted. Into the cart went a dozen bottles of wine and two bottles of whisky. The latter would not be up to her friends’ standards, of course, but in the midst of crisis, one could not be choosy about one’s tipple.

She wheeled her overflowing cart to the checkout line and began setting her purchases on the belt, unloading the liquor first. As the cashier tallied up the wine and whisky, her eyebrows lifted at the prices on the single malts.

“Having a party, huh?”

“Friends from out of town.”

“No one ever invites me to parties like yours,” the cashier said with a sigh, and she handed Maggie the grocery receipt with its eye-watering total. “Looks like it’s gonna be a blast.”

Let’s hope not.

Maggie wheeled her cart with its six bulging bags out into the night. It was the last week of October, and she could feel the bite of frost in the air, could see her own breath swirl away in the darkness. How short the summer was. It seemed the world went from warm grass and hummingbirds to flying snow in the blink of an eye. She loaded the first two grocery bags into the bed of her pickup truck and felt her shoulder twinge with pain. Another year, another malady. Next she loaded the bags containing the wine and whisky, and the bottles clinked as they went into the truck bed. Ben and Declan would almost certainly want a nip or two of that whisky when they got back tonight from Amesbury. She reached down to lift the last two bags from the shopping cart. In those few seconds, as her body was bent and thrown off balance by the weight of the bags, she did not notice the woman emerge from behind a parked car and move toward her.

“Maggie Bird,” said a voice.

She turned to find the barrel of a gun pointed straight at her chest. A gun held by a woman whom Maggie had met before.

Hannah Murray gestured to a dark-colored sedan that was parked two stalls away. “Get in the trunk,” she said. “We’re going for a ride.”


Chapter 37

Jo

Agent Minnihan looked at the splintered doorframe and the fragments of wood littering the floor and he said: “I don’t want to know how this happened.”

“And I don’t want to tell you,” said Jo.

“You had no search warrant. You’re out of your jurisdiction—”

“Forget all that for the moment. We can deal with that later. Just go in there and take a look at what we found.”

Minnihan walked through the ruined doorframe and into the windowless room, where Declan and Ben stood waiting. They watched as Minnihan surveyed the multiple computers, the spaghetti tangle of cords, the heavy-duty cable climbing toward the satellite dish on the roof. Then he crossed to the open cabinet and stared at the rifles and suppressors, the 9mm handguns and boxes of ammo. But what drew his attention was not the firearms but the stilettos, suspended by wires as delicate as strands of hair.

“Just like the one that killed Karen O’Brien,” said Declan.

“Did any of you touch this stuff?” Minnihan snapped.

“We left everything right where it is in that cabinet. Hannah Murray’s fingerprints should be on all of these items. Now we’d like to know how the FBI failed to find out who Hannah Murray really is. Didn’t you people run a background check on her?”

“Of course we did. We ran backgrounds on all the hotel employees, plus the guest speakers and the out-of-town attendees. We waded through a very long list of suspects.”

“You didn’t answer the question,” said Ben. “How did Hannah Murray escape your notice?”

“There was nothing in her background check that set off any alarms.”

“Seriously?”

“Look, I went back and reviewed her file. Everything seemed perfectly legit. She was born fifty-two years ago in Hershey, Pennsylvania. Parents were Deborah and George Murray, both now deceased. No siblings, and no first-degree relatives who are still alive. She graduated from a community college in Philly, and before moving to New England, she held a series of hotel jobs on the East Coast, but it seems she’s recently been using this house as a home base. There were absolutely no red flags, nothing to make us take a second look. On paper, she looked like any other natural-born American.”

“Except she isn’t, is she?” said Declan. “Not American. And not born here.”

“How did you know that?”

“An educated guess.”

Minnihan sighed. “You people.”

“Did you locate her death certificate?” asked Ben.

Minnihan rubbed his forehead, as if trying to stave off a massive headache. “Yes. A few hours ago, after you called me. Hannah Murray died of bacterial meningitis when she was sixteen months old.”

“And our Hannah Murray is a dead double.”

“It appears so,” Minnihan admitted. “She took on the identity of the deceased child. Obtained a birth certificate, Social Security number, and carried on from there. Community college. Employment.”

“That’s not so easy to do these days, with advanced biometrics,” said Declan. “The Russians must have inserted her into the country decades ago, when she could still pass as a college student.”

“That took a lot of advance planning,” said Minnihan.

“Oh, they’ve been doing this for a very long time. They probably have illegals all over this country, just waiting for Moscow to activate them. They could go undiscovered for their entire lives, unless they slip up.”

“I interviewed her and she completely fooled me,” said Jo. “She didn’t have any trace of an accent. She sounded American.”

“Probably due to native talent, plus rigorous language training,” said Ben. “These operatives are identified when they’re still children, and Moscow selects the ones with an aptitude for languages. She would’ve been groomed for years to speak without an accent. To pass as American.”

“All this, just to work as a hotel housekeeper?” said Jo.

“Consider the type of guests who stay in high-end hotels in DC or New York, where Hannah sometimes worked. Foreign diplomats, politicians, businessmen. Think of all the information you can collect from a hotel room: a guest’s medications, copies of their documents. The Stone Coast Conference brought some high-value targets to Purity. In particular, a certain bioweapons scientist that Moscow has long wanted dead. Dr. Maslov wasn’t easy to reach in Uganda, where he was protected by UN security, and that trip was arranged hastily, just as the Ebola outbreak was picking up steam. But it’s been known for months that Maslov would be speaking at the Stone Coast Conference, so Moscow had time to move Hannah into place, and to deliver a supply of polonium to her. All she had to do was plant a bottle of polonium-laced water in Maslov’s hotel room.”

“But you never found a bottle,” said Jo.

“She must have removed it after Maslov drank it,” said Declan. “To get rid of the evidence.”

Jo pictured the sequence of events late Friday night: Maslov, sick and vomiting in his room. Hannah, slipping in to retrieve the empty water bottle. But at that moment, someone else showed up in that same hotel hallway, delivering a room service meal to a guest a few doors away.

“Karen O’Brien must have seen her,” said Jo. “She was a witness. That’s why she had to be killed.”

“That makes sense,” said Minnihan. “Yes, that would explain everything.”

“Not everything,” said Ben. “We still don’t know how Ingrid became a target. But at least we know who we’re looking for. We just have to—” He stopped and looked down at his ringing cell phone.

Now Declan’s phone was ringing as well.

Simultaneous calls. This can’t be good, thought Jo as she watched both men answer their phones. She saw Declan’s face suddenly go gray. Saw him reel backward, as if he’d been slammed with a body blow.

“What?” said Jo. “What’s happened?”

In all the time she’d known Declan Rose, she’d never seen him at a loss for words. He was the Martini Club’s peacekeeper, the diplomatic charmer who was always ready with a smile and an affable quip. Now he just stared at her, too anguished to utter a word.

It was Ben who answered her question. “Maggie’s missing.”


Chapter 38

Hannah

There was already one dead body on the floor. Before the night ended, Maggie Bird’s would join it, although Hannah did not relish adding yet another corpse to her lifetime tally. There was hardly any point to killing her now anyway, since the police already knew who Hannah was, and Maggie’s death would not improve Hannah’s dire situation. The moment her house in Amesbury was breached, and she’d remotely viewed Jo Thibodeau’s face on her surveillance camera, she knew she’d been compromised. After all the years she’d flown under the radar, all the years she’d lived as Hannah Murray, American, the masquerade had come to an end.

What a shame Andrei’s death turned out to be needless.

The young man’s body lay in the corner of the cabin, curled in a fetal position. She had covered his face with a blanket because it pained her to look at him. He was just an innocent, caught in the jaws of a ruthless machine that was bigger than both of them. She was not often tasked with taking a life, and when she was, she did not enjoy it. Andrei’s death was one she particularly regretted, but her hand had been forced when he’d spotted her back in Purity yesterday afternoon, sitting in her parked car. Even worse, when he’d rapped on her window to say hello, he’d glimpsed Cyrillic on her phone, part of a message sent by her handler.

“Oh!” he’d said in surprise. “You can read Russian!”

That’s when she knew she had no choice. So she had invited him to tea.

Now his blood was spattered across the wall, where it had dried in a brick red starburst. Eventually someone would have to clean up this mess, but it probably would not happen until next spring. Hannah would be thousands of miles away by the time the owner of this seasonal cottage returned to Purity and found the decaying body.

Or bodies. Because Maggie’s would be here as well, rotting in this rustic little vacation house with knotty pine walls and a picture window that faced the wooded lakeshore. Like all the other cottages on Lake Cameron, it would remain dark and unoccupied all winter, and already, it smelled of dust and dampness and abandonment.

Hannah looked down at Andrei and gave a mournful sigh. Such a tormented young man. In Belarus, he would have faced ridicule or worse because of his attraction to other men. He’d tried to hide it from Hannah, but she had known, of course. She, too, understood the challenges of trying to blend in, to appear unremarkable. To look like any other middle-aged woman one might see pushing a housekeeping cart in a hotel.

Which was where she had first met Maggie Bird, in the hallway of the Cod Cove Resort, outside Mikhail Maslov’s hotel room.

“I hear you call yourself a farmer,” Hannah said.

“Who told you that?”

“I have sources. They know Ingrid Slocum is hiding in your farmhouse.”

She saw the flash of alarm in Maggie’s eyes. She must have been wondering who, in her circle of trust, had leaked that information to Moscow.

“Your sources have made a big mistake,” said Maggie.

“What mistake would that be?”

“They’ve sent you to kill the wrong person. Ingrid Slocum isn’t who they want.”

“I don’t care one way or another. I just do what I’m told.”

“Killing her will only make things worse for you. The police already know who you are. The FBI’s in your house right now.”

“You think I don’t know that? The instant they broke in, my security system alerted me. Now tell me about your security system.”

“What system?”

Hannah held up Maggie’s cell phone, which had been powered down to avoid being tracked. “It can be turned off remotely, I assume?” Hannah pressed the barrel of her gun against Maggie’s head. “Disable it for me.”

“Why should I, if you’re going to kill me anyway?”

“Because it would be a lot less painful. But we have all night.” Hannah tucked the gun in her waistband. “Let’s start over. Tell me about Ingrid Slocum.”

“She’s the wrong target. The woman you want is already dead.”

“How do you know this?”

“I have sources too. Ingrid Slocum is an American. She’s not the woman you’ve been sent to kill.”

“Prove it.”

“That’s a little hard to do at the moment,” said Maggie, glancing back toward the support post she was manacled to.

Hannah considered Maggie’s words as she paced to the picture window, then back again.

“Look, I know Ingrid,” said Maggie. “So does half this town. She serves on our library board. She’s American, a retired executive secretary.”

“Details that could be manufactured about anyone.”

“Then why are you even asking about her? It sounds like you’re going to kill her no matter what I say.”

“If this really is a mistake, I want to know how it happened. And why.”

“Oh, dear. Did Moscow screw up and send you after the wrong woman?”

Hannah slammed her fist into Maggie’s cheek. The blow was so sudden that Maggie didn’t have a chance to brace herself. She slumped sideways, groaning in pain. Hannah crouched down in front of her, and when Maggie opened her eyes, their faces were so close their noses almost touched.

“Who is trying to kill me?” said Hannah.

Maggie stared at her, clearly bewildered by the question. “What?”

“The disasters in Amsterdam and Madrid. Those were obviously traps to lure our operatives and eliminate us. Those stupid Vory walked right into it. Hiring them is like sending in a chainsaw when what’s needed is a scalpel.”

“You’re the scalpel, I take it?”

“I don’t make mistakes. I’m in and out. They always assume Vory did it, and I’m happy to let them think so. Because then no one looks at me.” Hannah rose to her feet and started to pace again, in a tight circle. “Now I just want to go home. After all this, I deserve to go home. I was promised a house in the country. A house with a garden, where I can wash away the blood.” She halted and turned to Maggie. “Who’s setting these traps? Who wants me dead?”

“Why are you asking me? I’m just a farmer.”

“Ingrid Slocum is part of this. She’s CIA, isn’t she?”

Maggie stared back, expressionless, her eyes revealing nothing.

“And who are you, really?” Hannah asked. “Surely not just a farmer.”

Again, Maggie’s answer was a blank and silent stare, a response that could only come with training. She, too, must be CIA.

“I think my question has just been answered,” said Hannah.

“If you believe this is a trap, why are you doing this?” asked Maggie. “Why don’t you just walk away and disappear? Go someplace where even your handlers can’t find you?”

“It’s too late for that now.” Hannah turned to the window and stared out at the night, thinking about the impossibility of starting over and rebuilding a life from scratch. She was fifty-two years old, she had no friends she could trust, and the money she’d hoarded for emergencies would last her no longer than a year. Without Moscow’s help, she truly would be on her own. This was the price of living a lie your whole life. Loneliness.

No, her only way forward was to do what her handlers ordered. Only then would they finally bring her home. This, they’d promised, was her final task.

Hannah turned to Maggie. “Tell me the code for your security system.”

“I’m just a farmer. Why would I have—”

Again, Hannah slammed her fist into Maggie’s jaw, and the blow whipped the woman’s head around. Slowly Maggie raised her chin to look at her, blood trickling from her torn lip.

“What if we make a deal?” asked Hannah. “No one ever has to know about it.” She crouched down and stared straight into Maggie’s eyes. “Help me get into your house, and I’ll let you live.”

“Why would I believe you?”

“You don’t have a choice, do you? Isn’t any chance to live better than no chance at all? I don’t really need to kill you. They already know who I am, so your death serves no purpose for me. But if you agree to help me, you gain everything. You live.”

“And Ingrid dies.”

“That’s the exchange, you see. Her life for yours.” She leaned in close enough to see every fine wrinkle on Maggie’s face. Hannah was younger than this woman, but tonight she felt profoundly older. A lifetime of deception had taken its toll on her body, her soul. All she wanted was to fade into obscurity, to return to her homeland and claim the reward she’d been promised. But first she had to kill Ingrid Slocum.

“Which will it be?” Hannah asked.

She waited as Maggie considered her options. Loyalty versus her life. A simple choice on the face of it, and how important was friendship, really? Hannah couldn’t answer that, because she’d never allowed herself such a luxury. Every acquaintanceship had been based on lies, and every lie was rooted in self-preservation.

“Well?” said Hannah.

“Fuck you.”

Hannah sighed. “No matter.” She powered on Maggie’s cell phone and aimed the camera at her. “There’s always another way.”


Chapter 39

Ingrid

This is all my fault, thought Ingrid as she stood with Lloyd and Rodrigo and Officer Mike Batchelder beside Maggie’s abandoned truck. At 11 p.m., the grocery store was now closed, and the empty parking lot offered a wide-open field to any sniper who wanted to take a shot at Ingrid. She should not be standing here. She should be on her way to a new safe house, but she’d had enough of hiding, enough of letting her friends take all the risks. Maggie was now in trouble, maybe already dead, and Ingrid could not stand aside any longer. This was the time for her to don her armor, before anyone else she cared about got hurt.

“After you called, asking about Maggie, I swung by here and found her truck, with all this stuff lying on the ground,” said Mike. He looked down at the two fallen bags and the spilled groceries. A stray onion had rolled a few yards away and now sat in the glow of a parking lot lamp, like a star performer highlighted by stage lights. He pointed to the four grocery bags in the back of Maggie’s pickup truck. “Looks like she was in the middle of loading up these last two bags when she was interrupted.” Mike turned to Lloyd. “When did you last see her?”

“It was eight o’clock,” said Lloyd. “That’s when she left to go shopping.”

“And you’re all staying at her farm?” Mike looked at Ingrid and Rodrigo.

There was a pause, then Rodrigo answered smoothly: “It’s a reunion. You know, old friends from way back.”

Ingrid crouched down to search inside one of the fallen grocery bags, and she stirred up the scent of basil and cilantro as she dug through Maggie’s purchases. She didn’t find what she was looking for in the first bag, so she began digging in the second.

“Ingrid,” said Lloyd. “It’s not safe for you out here. We need to get you inside.”

“It has to be in one of these bags,” she said.

“You’re out in the open here.”

“Maybe it blew away.” She rose to her feet and turned to the bed of Maggie’s pickup. The next bag was heavy with bottles of wine and whisky. So much booze. Maggie knew her friends well.

“Mrs. Slocum?” said Mike. “Can I help you with something?”

“No need,” said Ingrid. “I found it.” She pulled out the grocery store receipt and shone her cell phone light on it. “Eight forty-nine. That’s when she checked out.”

“Two hours ago,” said Rodrigo, and he looked at the unlit store. “Didn’t any of the employees notice this truck when they left for the night?”

“They park around the side of the building,” said Mike. “They wouldn’t have come out this way. I called the manager, asked him to come back and open his office, so we can view the parking lot CCTV. He lives twenty miles away, so it’ll take—”

“We already know who you’re looking for,” said Ingrid. “Her name is Hannah Murray. She’s fifty-two years old, five foot five, brown hair, brown eyes. She drives a black Honda sedan with Massachusetts license plates. And she’s almost certainly armed and dangerous.”

Mike stared at her. “How do you know all this?”

“Just trust me,” said Ingrid. “We do.”
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“They’re on their way home now,” said Ingrid, reading Ben’s text message as they drove out of the grocery store parking lot. “But they’re still more than three hours away.”

“In the meantime, we can’t sit still,” said Rodrigo at the wheel of his rental car. He glanced in the rearview mirror at Lloyd, who was sitting in the back seat. “Eyes on the road, Lloyd. Make sure we’re not followed.”

“I’m on it.”

“We need a plan,” said Rodrigo.

A plan, thought Ingrid as they left behind the lights of the village. Outside, the landscape changed to dark woods and fields. At this late hour, most people were already in bed, and she saw only the occasional glow of a porch light or a television set. She had never been afraid of the dark; there was safety in the shadows, and so many places one could hide. But there was peril too. Invisible snares. Jaws, waiting to devour you.

“We can’t go back to the farm,” said Lloyd. “She took Maggie, so she knows that’s where Ingrid is.”

“She’d also know it’s a fortified location,” said Rodrigo. “That’s why she went after Maggie, not Ingrid. She’s been watching the farm, waiting for one of us to leave. Maggie’s her bargaining chip, and I expect we’ll soon be hearing a demand.”

“What she wants is me,” said Ingrid.

“And there’s only one response to that,” said Lloyd. “No.”

“Then your friend Maggie will die,” said Rodrigo.

“What are you saying? That Ingrid should just give herself up?”

“Calm down, Lloyd. We need to be strategic about this.”

“Not with my wife!”

“Lloyd,” said Ingrid, turning to look at him from the front seat. “We have to think about how to get Maggie back.”

“I’m thinking about you. We’ll find a way to get her back, but forget any talk about an exchange. There has to be another way.”

“First, we need to hear what the offer is,” said Ingrid. “Let’s go back to the farm. That’s where she’ll try to contact us.”

“She’s right, Lloyd,” said Rodrigo.

“Who the fuck are you to tell me that?”

“Lloyd,” Ingrid said quietly. “Let’s keep all our options open.”

“There’s only one option, as far as I see it. We handle this. You stay out of sight.”

Out of sight and locked away. A prisoner, she thought, as they drove back to Blackberry Farm. They didn’t see any cars following them on the road, but then, the killer didn’t need to follow them. Hannah Murray already knew they were staying at Maggie’s house. That’s where she would try to contact them. For the negotiations to begin, that’s where they had to be.

When they arrived at the farm and she stepped into the house, she felt as if she were walking back into her cell. A comfortable one, with all the amenities, but a prison cell just the same. When Lloyd turned the dead bolt and armed the security system, he was locking out intruders. He was also locking her in.

In the kitchen, she made a fresh pot of coffee. They would not be sleeping tonight, so she made a full carafe, enough to fuel them for the next few hours, at least. As it steamed and dripped, she joined the men at the table to consider their next moves. But they had no next moves. It was a matter of waiting for Hannah Murray to make her demands.

Maggie’s laptop, lying on the kitchen counter, suddenly dinged with a text message.

They looked at each other. Ingrid stood, flipped open the laptop, and typed in Maggie’s password. The text had been sent from Maggie’s own cell phone number. This is it, she thought, and opened the message.

All it contained was a photo of Maggie’s face. She was so bruised and battered that her left eye was swollen shut, but her expression was unflinchingly defiant. She might be doomed, but she was clearly not yet defeated. Most important, she was still alive.

Or she had been alive when this photo was taken.

“It’s proof of life,” said Rodrigo.

“But where’s the demand?” said Lloyd. “There must be a demand. Why send us just that photo?”

“She’s tormenting us,” said Ingrid. “Telling us she holds all the cards. Oh God, we can’t let Declan see this.”

“But it’s information,” said Rodrigo. “We all need to see it.”

“Give that to me,” snapped Lloyd. He snatched the laptop from the countertop, brought it to the table, and sat down. “Maybe there’s another reason she sent this photo.”

“What reason?” said Rodrigo.

“Let me dig into this. See what I can find.” Lloyd began to type, his fingers flying on the keyboard. He blew up the image and zeroed in on the background. “This looks like some sort of wooden support post behind her. And there’s a hint of a white curtain on her left. A residence. Some knotty pine here, on the wall . . .”

“Not particularly distinctive,” said Rodrigo.

“No, this could be any one of hundreds of cottages around here. We can’t even be sure it’s in the town of Purity . . .” Lloyd suddenly went still.

“What?” said Rodrigo.

“There’s metadata still attached. The EXIF is all here! Time stamp 10:05 p.m. Latitude 44 degrees, 39 minutes . . .”

“The photo’s geotagged?”

Lloyd looked up. “It’s on Lake Cameron. It must be one of the seasonal cottages.”

Ingrid and Rodrigo exchanged looks. They both knew the game all too well. They understood that what seemed like a careless mistake could instead be strategic.

“It’s a trap,” said Lloyd.

Rodrigo nodded. “Of course it’s a trap.”

“Then we flip it around,” said Ingrid, and she looked at Rodrigo. He nodded, a wordless confirmation that he understood what she was thinking. They had always had that connection between them, the ability to view a problem and simultaneously come up with the same solution. It appeared that Hannah Murray was trying to lure them into a rescue operation, one that was almost certainly spiked with booby traps. But what was the plan behind the plan? To draw Ingrid out into the open? To distract the circle of friends who were now protecting her?

“Let’s finish this,” said Ingrid.

Rodrigo straightened. “I’ll make the calls. Then it’s time for us to gear up.”


Chapter 40

Maggie

There has to be a way out of this, thought Maggie.

Twisting against the manacles, she strained to free her hands, but succeeded only in scraping more skin from her already-raw wrists. She slumped back against the post. Hannah was not a careless woman, and she’d left her hostage with no possibility of escape. She’d left no tools, no cell phone within reach, and that picture window was too far away for Maggie to shatter with a kick. Unless Hannah returned to free her, Maggie would stay attached to this post.

And if Hannah did not return, this was where Maggie would probably die. It would be a slow and agonizing death that would take days, as thirst drove her insane, as dehydration shut down her organs. She wondered how long it took for a body to mummify. She thought of Declan, frantically searching for her, only to learn in the spring, with the discovery of her body, that she had died just a few miles from Maggie’s farm.

The only reason she was alive now was because she still had value. A dead hostage was a useless commodity.

Her joints ached from sitting too long on the floor, so she struggled to her feet. Again, she strained against the manacles, scraping her already-abraded wrists. The post was wooden, only four by four inches, but it was solid enough to defeat her. Samson might have been powerful enough to bring down the columns of the Philistine temple, but she was only a sixty-one-year-old woman with a sore hip and a throbbing headache. Think, Maggie. There has to be a way to survive this. She thought back to her training during those months at the Farm, and all the scenarios thrown at the fresh recruits. How to withstand interrogations. How to engage your captor in conversation and make them believe you’ve become pliant, all while looking for a chance to escape. None of those strategies would work with Hannah Murray, because she knew them all.

She slid to the floor, and her head tipped back in exhaustion. A time would come when she’d have no choice but to acknowledge defeat and surrender to the inevitable, but she wasn’t ready for that yet. She thought of Declan and how little time they’d had together, and so late in their lives. They’d believed they had years ahead of them, but these few, sweet months might be all they had . . .

Beyond the window, a light flickered.

She snapped straight and stared at the darkness outside. Had she imagined it? The window looked out over the lake, and perhaps she’d seen only the reflection of starlight on rippling water.

Or it could be Hannah, coming back to finish her off. But why would she return by water?

Then a second light appeared. And a third. They moved like floating orbs, weaving among the trees. Ghostly. Hypnotic. Are they real?

The door crashed open and slammed against the wall.

Three men burst in, moving so fast they were little more than a blur of bodies dressed in tactical gear. Footsteps pounded in different directions as they dispersed to other rooms. She heard shouts:

“Clear!”

“Clear!”

And finally: “All clear!”

Only then did one of the invaders come toward her, but he moved cautiously, as if approaching a minefield. She stared up at a face smeared with camouflage paint. A face she did not know.

“Where is Hannah Murray?” he asked.


Chapter 41

Ingrid

Fortress Maggie. That’s how she now thought of the farmhouse. Her hiding place, her refuge. But tonight this farmhouse was her Alamo, the place where she would make her last stand.

Assuming the killer took the bait.

Ingrid paced from the kitchen to the living room, pausing long enough to glance at the front door. It was solid oak, impossible to kick open when bolted. But every fortress had its vulnerable points, and a hundred-year-old farmhouse like Maggie’s could not be made impenetrable. If a cold winter wind could seep in through these walls, so could an intruder.

She paced back into the kitchen and braved a quick glance out the window at the night beyond. She did not linger there; she’d make too tempting a shot for a sniper. She stayed by the window only long enough to make it clear to anyone who might be watching that yes, she was still here, and alone, in the house. An opportunity waiting to be plucked. Up on the barn rooftop, Rodrigo and Lloyd were also watching, waiting for Hannah to approach the house.

It could be a long night, for all of them.

She went to the coffee maker, where the carafe was still half full. She could not stomach the thought of another cup; she’d drunk far too much coffee this past week and suffered through too many jittery, overcaffeinated nights. She didn’t really need the caffeine now; her heart was already thrumming, her ears buzzing with the whoosh of her pulse. And she was hot; God, she was hot and sweating in this Kevlar vest, even on this cold October night.

She thought about Lloyd, crouched on the barn roof, his muscles by now probably aching, his joints stiffening. He was not trained for night ops. She might be the bait, but Lloyd was the one outside and exposed. Rodrigo had promised to watch over him, but if something went wrong . . .

She paced into the living room, the dining room, and back to the kitchen. Make your move, Hannah. Come and get me. Or had they misread the situation? Surely Hannah expected them to launch a rescue op to retrieve Maggie, and with their manpower split up, their focus scattered, it would be the logical time for Hannah to strike at Ingrid. Or had they overthought it? Which dimension chess game was Hannah playing?

She sat down at the kitchen table and stared at the photo on Maggie’s laptop. The EXIF data was still displayed on the screen, with the coordinates of where the photo had been taken. Maybe they were wrong. Maybe it really was this simple: Hannah knew that time was running out for her, and she had gotten careless. Even more carelessly, she’d used Maggie’s cell phone when she’d sent that photo, releasing a burst of cellular data. Using that data, the Argus team was working to triangulate the phone’s location at the time the photo had been sent. Carelessness? Or was it part of a larger plan?

She heard Rodrigo’s voice over her headset: “A-okay?” he asked.

“A-okay. Your status?”

“No sign of movement.”

“And Lloyd?”

“Right here,” said her husband.

“How’s your first night on surveillance?”

“I’m not particularly enjoying it.”

She laughed, a gratingly false sound of bravado. “There’s a thirty-year Speyside waiting for you when this is over.”

“I just want it to be over.”

So do I. She stood up and poured a cup of coffee she didn’t want, spooned in sugar she didn’t need, and thought about what would happen if Hannah did not make a move tonight, or tomorrow night, or the night after. What if the woman had scented danger and aborted the mission? By now, she could be on her way to the border or to the coast, where a boat might be waiting for her. Or maybe Moscow had told her their information was incorrect and Ingrid was not the defector they thought she was. While this would spare Ingrid’s life, it would also leave her with an unsettling lack of closure. Hannah would be beyond their reach, living out the rest of her life in some comfortable dacha. She would never face justice for the lives she had ended.

“Ingrid,” said Rodrigo. The voice in her earpiece, earlier so relaxed, was now sharp with tension.

“Here,” she said.

“We have a problem. They’ve triangulated the cell phone’s location at the time the photo was sent.”

“The same cottage on Lake Cameron?”

“No. It was in or near Blackberry Farm.”

“Here? But how could she . . .” Her voice trailed off as she thought about the last time they’d walked into this house, when they’d returned from town after examining Maggie’s abandoned truck. Had she sensed, even then, that there was something different in the air? When they’d briefly disarmed the security system, had someone else slipped into the house at the same time? Someone who’d then sent the photograph to launch Ingrid’s friends out the door on a rescue mission?

She went very still. Every house vibrated at its own frequency, and she strained to hear through the whisper of the refrigerator, the ticking of the kitchen clock, for a note that did not belong. The sound of an invader.

“Get out of the house now,” said Rodrigo. “We’ll be down to meet you.”

“I’m coming,” she said, and reached for her weapon.

Just as a gun barrel pressed against the back of her head.

“I’ll take that,” said Hannah Murray, removing the gun from Ingrid’s hip. Then she yanked off Ingrid’s earpiece and slammed it under her heel. “Now turn around.”

Slowly, Ingrid turned.

“I have questions,” said Hannah. The woman was utterly ordinary, neither attractive nor unattractive. That ordinariness would have served her well, allowing her to slip into any situation unnoticed, dispatch her target, and slip out again. Just as she had done at the Cod Cove Resort.

Just as she had done twenty-eight years ago, in Provence. She would have been in her twenties then, perhaps posing as an innocent young tourist who’d taken a wrong turn and ended up on a dead-end road through the lavender fields. How easy it would have been for her to approach the men at the guardhouse. How easy for her to lean toward Gordon and smile as she plunged a stiletto in his eye. To next walk into the guardhouse and slash Simon’s throat. And when her team came under attack, and her colleagues began to draw fire, she’d chosen to retreat on foot across the lavender fields, and stroll out of the valley, into the nearest village.

There was no fifth man, thought Ingrid. It was a woman.

“I’m not your target,” said Ingrid. “Lilia Kuraskaya died two months ago, in California. They’ve sent you to kill the wrong person.”

“So I’ve gathered.”

“Then why are you here?”

“I want to know who’s behind this. Who is hunting us down. I don’t want to end up like the others.”

“The others?”

“In Amsterdam. In Madrid. They’re all dead.”

“Friends of yours?” Ingrid glanced toward the window. With her comm link destroyed, Rodrigo and Lloyd wouldn’t know what was going on inside the house. She took a pace backward, trying to draw Hannah toward the window. Toward exposure.

“Friends?” Hannah gave a disgusted shake of the head. “Vory contractors. Easy money, they probably thought. Then Amsterdam happened. And Madrid. And I knew something was wrong, someone wants us all dead. Now your name is on the list?” Hannah shook her head. “I don’t like it.”

“I’m not too thrilled about it either.”

“Someone feeds Moscow information, a contract goes out, and we get lured into a trap. We’re the ones being hunted.” She raised her gun, and Ingrid looked straight into the barrel. “Who’s behind this?”

“I don’t know.”

“But you’re part of it. You chose to be a target.”

“I never chose to . . .” Ingrid stopped. Suddenly the answer became clear to her. It had been staring at her the whole time, and she’d refused to see it, because it meant questioning everyone she’d trusted, everything she’d believed in. Someone else chose for me. Someone with access to classified information known only to Central Intelligence. Someone who’d hired Argus to achieve his goals. Someone who had given Ingrid’s name and location to the enemy, knowing Moscow would act on that information and send an assassin.

“We’re both being used, Hannah,” said Ingrid. “You don’t want to be here. Neither do I.”

“Who is doing this? Who’s pulling the strings? I just want to—” Hannah’s head suddenly snapped around at the sound of the back door banging open.

Footsteps thudded into the house. Footsteps Ingrid recognized, and they were moving toward the kitchen.

No. God, no.

Hannah spun around. Her gun swept toward the kitchen doorway just as Lloyd burst into view.

She fired.

A deafening blast simultaneously shattered the kitchen window, sending a hailstorm of broken glass across the room. A shard sliced into Ingrid’s face, but she was too shocked to feel any pain. All she registered was the trickle of warmth down her cheek.

In the silence that followed, Ingrid stood paralyzed as she stared down at glass and blood. And two bodies.

Lloyd.

She stepped over Hannah and dropped to her knees beside her husband. “No,” she moaned. “No, no, no . . .”

He opened his eyes. Winced as he took a breath. “Ingrid,” he whispered.

“Oh God.” She looked down at the blood on his shirt. “Oh God, no . . .”

More footsteps pounded into the house, but she didn’t bother to look up as Rodrigo stepped into the kitchen. Her attention was on Lloyd. Only Lloyd.

“Let’s take a look, shall we?” said Rodrigo. He pulled out a knife and slit open Lloyd’s shirt to expose the wound. The bullet had entered at the outside edge of the Kevlar vest. “It just missed the subclavian artery. Lucky man.”

“Lucky?” Ingrid snapped.

“At least she didn’t go for a head shot.”

“You were supposed to keep him safe!”

“How could I stop him? When I realized she was inside the house, he was already halfway here.”

She heard more footsteps approaching. Even before the man stepped into the kitchen, she knew who he was. It was the same man who’d saved Lloyd and Maggie in Amsterdam. The man Ingrid had met only days ago in Madrid, standing over the dead Vory with the gray hoodie. The man who had used her as bait by feeding her name to Moscow. He came through the doorway, walked across the broken glass, and stood over Hannah’s body.

Slowly Hannah’s eyes opened.

“She’s still alive,” said Jon Marcus.

Hannah looked up at him with a gaze that was fully aware. The bullet had ripped into her neck, and blood was streaming from her torn jugular, pooling in a dark halo around her head.

“Stop the bleeding,” said Rodrigo. “It’s not too late.”

Marcus said nothing, just kept staring down at the woman.

“There’s still time to save her,” said Rodrigo.

“Save her?” Marcus shook his head and pulled out a 9mm. “I’ve waited twenty-eight years to do this. Now it’s time to finish it.” He pointed his gun at Hannah’s head and pulled the trigger.


Chapter 42

Maggie

Monday

Her jaw throbbed, and after all the narcotics they’d given her in the emergency room, she was so unsteady that she had to lean against Declan for support. But she was alive.

Unlike the woman who was now on her way to the morgue. Hannah Murray’s blood had soaked into the kitchen’s century-old floorboards, and no matter how thoroughly Maggie scrubbed the floor, she knew this blood could never really be washed away. Traces of it would always cling to the cracks and crevices, joining the stains left by a century’s worth of splatters and drips that had seeped into the pine planks.

How will I ever clean up this mess? Maggie thought as she surveyed her kitchen, where a half-dozen crime scene investigators were now at work, huddled over blood and broken glass. After all that had happened tonight, hers was a ridiculously trivial concern, but that’s where her mind went, to the unavoidable drudgery of sweeping and scrubbing and mopping. Merely a coping mechanism, to avoid thinking about how close she herself had come to dying tonight. It was far easier to focus on the messy kitchen floor than on the memory of Hannah Murray’s gun at her head.

“You shouldn’t be here, Maggie. It’s a crime scene,” said Jo, crossing toward them, her paper booties whooshing over the kitchen floor. “And you look like you should be resting in bed right now.”

“She’s staying with me,” said Declan. “We’re just here to pick up a few of her things. Is that okay?”

“Yeah, I guess. Look, why don’t we go into the living room? I think Maggie needs to sit down.”

Maggie suddenly wobbled against Declan. He caught her and supported her as he guided her into the living room and set her down on the sofa. She was relieved to see that this room, at least, had not been disturbed, and everything was in order. Unlike the kitchen, it did not smell of violence and death.

Declan sat down beside her and grasped her hand, as if afraid she might float away from him. Tonight, she almost had.

Jo sat in the armchair facing them. “I’m afraid you’ll have to stay out of your house until the crime scene unit is finished here.”

“How long will that take?” asked Maggie.

“A few days, at least. Their unit is pretty overwhelmed right now. Two different death scenes to process—this house as well as the cottage on Lake Cameron. Agent Minnihan’s over there now, but he’ll have questions for you later, about what happened. A few details he needs to clear up.”

“What details?”

“To start off with, why are you still alive? Why did she let you live?”

Maggie was silent, pondering the same question that she had been asking herself. She still ached from the blows to her face, and Hannah had threatened that there’d be more pain to come. Maggie had truly believed that she would die in the cabin, that her fate had already been decided, and nothing she could do would change that. She’d seen the same weary look of acceptance in Hannah’s eyes. Hannah knew she had come to the end of her own journey. After years of faithfully serving her country, after a lifetime of bloodshed, she wanted only to go home.

Perhaps she’d finally had enough of death, enough of doing the bidding of her masters.

“Maggie?” asked Jo.

“I think she had a better use for me alive,” said Maggie. “I served as a distraction. A way to pull everyone’s attention from her real target: Ingrid.”

“I suppose that makes sense. That’s one question answered.”

“Are there others?” asked Declan.

“Yes. Minnihan wants to know what happened here, in this house.”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“Not entirely. We have a corpse with two bullet wounds from two different weapons. How did that happen?”

Maggie looked at Declan, who simply shook his head. “We weren’t here, Jo,” said Maggie. “We can’t answer that question.”

“Does it really matter how the woman was killed?” said Declan.

“It will matter to the FBI. Or to Minnihan, anyway.”

“Sometimes the end justifies the means.”

“Jesus,” Jo sighed. “I’m actually starting to agree with you people.”

Declan squeezed Maggie’s hand. “I need to get Maggie home to bed,” he said, and stood up. “Sit with her, Jo. I’ll go up and get her things.”

“My toilet case,” said Maggie. “And underwear.”

“Be right back.” He didn’t need to ask where to find her intimate garments; he already knew.

Jo’s mouth tilted up in a smile as she watched him leave the room. “You know, I always used to think that man was Mr. Cool. I’ve never seen him panic, never seen him even break a sweat. Until tonight, when he learned you’d gone missing. That was a different Declan Rose I saw.”

Maggie looked up toward the creak of Declan’s footsteps moving in her bedroom. “Everyone has an Achilles’ heel.”

“Yeah. His would be you.”

And for better or worse, Declan is now mine, thought Maggie. This was a new vulnerability she had not expected to acquire so late in life. Long ago, she had learned that the best way to avoid grief was to shun attachments, to harden one’s shell. But even the hardest shell can be cracked, and somehow, Declan had managed to break through hers.

Dawn was still an hour away when she and Declan walked out of her house. It was a cold, clear night, and the Milky Way arched overhead in a brilliant bower of stars. She paused beside Declan’s old Volvo and looked up at the shimmering veil. Thought about how differently this night could have turned out, and what a miracle it was that she was standing here, still alive. Suddenly that dizzying view of the heavens made her sway like a drunken woman, and she tipped sideways.

As always, Declan was there to catch her.


Chapter 43

Ingrid

Tuesday

According to the hospital rules, no more than two visitors at a time were allowed in a patient’s room, but the Martini Club had never been good about following rules. All four of them had gathered around Lloyd’s bed, including Maggie, whose face was so bruised and swollen that she looked like she should have been in a hospital bed as well. But as Ingrid had learned long ago, it took more than a black eye and a torn lip to knock Maggie Bird off her feet. Maggie was tougher than that. So are we all, thought Ingrid.

Even Lloyd, who looked surprisingly chipper this morning, propped up in bed, his empty breakfast tray in front of him.

He looked down at the bandages on his chest and said, “It’s my very first bullet wound.”

“It’s your only bullet wound,” said Ingrid as she carried away his empty breakfast tray. He had complained that hospital food was inedible, yet he’d still managed to polish off the whole meal. Clearly, his appetite was back.

“And now I almost feel like one of you,” said Lloyd.

“None of us have ever been shot,” Declan said. “You’re the first.”

“Lloyd,” Maggie said, managing a smile despite her painfully swollen face, “you are one of us.”

That made Lloyd go quiet for a moment. He looked down at the IV tube taped to his arm, and he took a breath. “I have to confess something. Something embarrassing. The truth is, I was utterly terrified.”

“You’d be crazy if you weren’t,” said Ingrid. She sat down beside him on the bed and took his hand. “Although I do question your intelligence. Running into the house like that.”

“I was terrified for you.” He looked at her, and in the bright light of the hospital room, Ingrid saw how the years had left their wear and tear on his face. The same wear and tear she saw on her own face when she looked in a mirror. They were both growing old, and she was grateful they could still do it together.

She touched his cheek, rough with gray stubble. “Let’s not do this sort of thing again, all right?”

“But what if he asks you to? Your friend, Rodrigo?”

Ingrid could feel them all watching her, waiting for her answer. She could see the questions in their eyes.

At that exquisitely inopportune moment, they heard a knock on the door. It swung open, and there he was. Rodrigo.

“Ingrid, can we talk?” he said.

She looked at her friends. “We can talk right here.”

“This is sensitive. Agent Minnihan’s on his way, and he’s going to ask questions. We need to decide how to approach this.”

“My friends here already know.”

Rodrigo frowned. “Know what?”

“How Hannah Murray died. I told them.”

At once, he stepped into the room and shut the door behind him. “What did you tell them?”

“Everything. I trust them. Now you need to come clean.”

“Come clean? I’m not sure what you mean,” he said innocently, but Ingrid could see that the sly Rodrigo she once knew was back in action, his mental gears turning as he weighed possible responses, calculated which path would lead to the least damage. The years had not changed him. When it came to sticky situations, Rodrigo could still count on his wit and charm to extricate himself. The same charm that had once ensnared Ingrid.

“Tell us the rest of the story,” said Ingrid.

“There is no—”

“Jon Marcus,” said Ben. “We already know about him. Why he did it.”

Rodrigo looked at Ingrid, then back at Ben. “When did you find out?”

“After Ingrid told us what Marcus did, in the kitchen, I went to my sources at the Agency. We already had a pretty good idea who Marcus really is, and they confirmed it. ‘Jon Marcus’ is just a cover name.”

“He’s Gordon’s son,” said Ingrid.

Rodrigo didn’t respond. Instead he turned toward the window, as if to avoid their gazes. Avoid letting them see the truth in his face.

“He was only twelve years old when his father was killed,” said Ingrid. “A boy that age doesn’t forget how his father died. Certainly, Gordon’s son didn’t.” She paused. “How long have you known this, Rodrigo?”

“Not long.”

“How long?”

At last, he turned to look at Ingrid. “I only found out when he approached Argus, asking us to take on the mission. By then, the Agency had already identified the mole. They also knew who his GRU contact was, so they could feed Moscow strategic bits of information—or disinformation—in the mole’s name. Marcus wanted to take it a step further, use that conduit to lure and eliminate Moscow operatives, hoping he could finally draw out the fifth man. But such a mission would never be officially sanctioned.”

“No wonder it wasn’t sanctioned,” said Ben. “Exposing defectors? Putting them at risk?”

“They were never at risk. We saw to that. Both Willem Dekker and Beatriz Guerrero are safe and have already been relocated.”

“What about my safety?” said Ingrid.

“We had you protected the whole time.” He paused, then admitted: “At least, we thought we did.”

“Why did you even bring me into this mess?”

“Because I trust you. Because we always made a good team. And because you had a personal stake in the outcome, just as I did. Just as Gordon’s son did. We made a promise, remember? This was our chance to honor it. To honor them. I knew you’d want to join the hunt.”

“I did,” said Ingrid. “But you should have told me who Jon Marcus really was. And why he was involved.”

“Would it have made a difference?”

“It would help me understand how we got to this point.”

“Well, now you know the background. Why Marcus wanted Hannah Murray dead. I can certainly understand his reasons, and there are three of them: Gordon. And Simon. And Sophie.”

At the mention of their names, Ingrid nodded. Yes, she did understand. Justice did not always move in a straight line. Sometimes it took detours. Sometimes, those detours took one to dark places.

“What happens to Marcus now?” asked Maggie.

“He’s resigned from the Agency. As for where he goes next, that’s under discussion. He has options.”

“With Argus, you mean?” said Ingrid.

“I could find a place for him. Men like Marcus are few and far between. And he is Gordon’s son. Which is why I hope we can agree.” He looked around at the others. “All of us.”

“Agree on what?” asked Lloyd.

“What the truth is. About how Hannah Murray died.”

The truth. In the world they’d once inhabited, the truth was not necessarily absolute. It could be embellished or altered or even erased. What really happened in Maggie’s kitchen? Did Hannah aim at Jon Marcus, forcing him to shoot her in self-defense? In the bloody chaos of that room, could Lloyd and Ingrid and Rodrigo really remember how it had all gone down?

Perhaps not. Perhaps their memories would be as inconclusive as the statements they would later give to the FBI.

“Minnihan will be here any minute,” said Rodrigo. “What are we going to tell him?”

“To be honest,” said Ingrid, “I’m a little hazy about the events in Maggie’s kitchen. I don’t really remember, because it all happened so fast.” She looked at Lloyd. “Don’t you agree?”

There was a long silence as Lloyd mulled over his answer. “Well, as an analyst,” he finally said, “my job required me to strive for accuracy. That’s what I’ve always tried to do, stick to the facts. But this time . . .” He looked at his friends. “It’s a different sort of situation, isn’t it? With a different set of rules.”

Ben smiled and clapped his hand on Lloyd’s shoulder. “Welcome to our world.”


Chapter 44

One week later

They said their farewells at the same small airport where Ingrid had boarded a plane three weeks earlier. This time, though, she would not be leaving. While the Argus team climbed aboard the aircraft, Rodrigo lingered at the foot of the stairs, not quite ready to say goodbye to her.

“That job will always be there for you,” he said. “Think about it, Ingrid. You and I were good together. We’re still good together.”

“And this time, it almost killed my husband.”

He laughed. “It will give Lloyd a nice story to tell.”

“But he can’t, can he? Tell anyone what really happened.”

“No. The government will come up with some banal explanation for the public. A story about a mentally disturbed woman named Hannah Murray who murdered a young man from Belarus. And then she broke into Blackberry Farm, where she threatened a houseguest, and was killed.” He shrugged. “The truth will stay among us.”

That was something their profession required: silence. They had so many stories to tell, so many secrets they were privy to, but all would go with them to the grave.

“You know, I could use someone in Budapest,” he said. “Someone I can trust. You really won’t reconsider?”

“It’s tempting, but no.”

He surveyed the trees that surrounded the airfield. Most of the leaves had been shed, and the brilliance of autumn had already faded to winter’s drabness. In another month or so, the first snow would fall, smothering any last remnants of color. “You really prefer living in this place?”

“My friends are here.”

“Weren’t we friends?”

“We still are.”

“More than friends, if I recall,” he murmured, and bent toward her. Before she could turn away, he kissed her, hard. That kiss brought it all back to her in a flash: Paris. The fizz of champagne on their tongues. Their nights in bed together, their limbs entangled between sheets. But that was before she’d chosen Lloyd, when a different future, one with Rodrigo, was possible.

It was still possible.

She pulled away from him, the taste of him still on her lips. Then she straightened and said, evenly: “Goodbye, Rodrigo.”

“Really? Goodbye?” He smiled. “Perhaps.” He turned and climbed the steps into the waiting plane, but at the doorway he looked back. That was her last glimpse of him, his arm raised in a jaunty wave, his black-and-silver hair riffling in the wind. Then he was gone.

Perhaps.

She lingered long enough to watch the Argus plane taxi down the runway and pivot to begin its takeoff roll. As it lifted into the sky, she wondered if Rodrigo had already moved on, if his attention was no longer focused on her, but on his exploits ahead. For Rodrigo Estrada, there would always be exploits ahead. Or was he still watching her through his window, hungry for one last look? As she faded from view, did he feel regret, or long for what might have been between them?

Perhaps.

She turned and walked back to her car. By now, Lloyd would have two martini glasses chilling in the freezer. A cozy evening lay ahead, like so many evenings before. A fire in the hearth, to ward off the autumn chill. And after dinner, a cuddle on the sofa. All of it was there, waiting for her. She stepped into her car and started the engine. As the buzz of Rodrigo’s plane faded into the distance, Ingrid drove home.

She did not look back.
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