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CHAPTER 1
HE’S GOING TO NEED ONE

JC stretched his arms and arched his back, wanting to lay down on the luxurious peanut butter
leather sofa of the Gulfstream G650. Sleep for at least a few hours. But he was waiting for a
phone call. One that he needed to take more than he needed to sleep.

The door to the cockpit opened, the co-pilot poking his head out. “Bannister?” he said.
JC nodded, standing and moving quickly past his teammates. Duke was stretched out, all six

foot three of him, half-on and half-off one of the sofas. Theo’s five-five bulk was curled up in a
ball on the opposite sofa, looking much like a solid fleshy rock.

Joan, the other member of their team, reached out to take his hand and give it a squeeze as he
passed. JC wanted to stop and talk to her, to wake up the other teammates and begin their
discussion again. But it would lead nowhere, just as it had for the past twelve hours. The man
calling over the pilot’s radio couldn’t wait, either.

JC sighed as he poked his head into the cockpit. Bolivia to London was a long flight, the
stopover in New York to refuel and drop off the fifth member of their team making it even
longer. Killian was the newest member of the team, the only one without military training,
despite his baptism by fire the past few weeks in Bolivia. JC needed his fresh eyes and
experience in Boston, watching over their extended team, families and friends.

Besides, right now, what he needed most was as slim a team as possible.
The co-pilot took his headset off and handed it to JC. Sat back down in his seat, the pilot

keeping an eye on the dark night and Atlantic below them.
“Take a break, guys,” JC said.
“We’re okay,” the pilot said.
“Not asking,” JC said.
The pilot turned to look at JC, then turned back to the controls. Flipped a few switches,

turned to the co-pilot and nodded to the back of the plane. “Let’s get some air,” he said, the look
on JC’s face leaving nothing up to discussion.

As the cockpit door closed behind him, he flicked the switch the co-pilot indicated would
connect the call. “Jacob?” he said.

“Yeah,” the voice on the other end of the call said. Jacob Meier, JC’s lawyer and friend.
“Listen,” he continued, “does Duke’s father have a lawyer?” Jacob asked.

“To my knowledge, no,” JC said, sighing, “but we’re over the Atlantic and communications
are spotty at best.” Kicking himself again for not bringing along at least one sat phone. Didn’t
trust the pilot to handle communications for them beyond incoming calls, no matter how well
paid he was.

“He’s going to need one,” Jacob said. “Do you have a description of the deceased?”
“Redheaded and young, according to the last newscast we saw,” JC answered. “Why?” Heard

the shuffling of papers and the clicking of a keyboard.
“The closer his lawyer matches the physical description of the deceased, the better,” Jacob



said.
“Smart,” JC said, rubbing his face. “If she looks like the girl, people will identify with her

more, and if that helps the client...”
“Every little advantage we can get, we need,” Jacob said.
“Think it’ll work?”
“I think there’s a lawyer at my firm in London that will be a close enough match,” Jacob said,

not answering the question. Jacob Meier’s firm had offices in major cities all over the world.
“Tell me the truth. Did his father do it?”

JC sighed quietly. Much of the flight from La Paz to New York had been spent dancing
around that question. Duke, of course, said he didn’t. But the man was hiding something.
Understandable, but it bothered JC. And until he knew what it was, he had doubts.

“Like I said,” JC responded, “communications are spotty at best,” dodging the question.
“We’ll find out more once we are on the ground in London.”

“Next,” Jacob continued, “you think the espionage charges are on the level?”
JC sighed. It was a circular conversation his team had been having as well.
“I think the murder is more pressing for us now,” he said. “You and I both know a murder

can be staged,” he continued. Jacob’s own son was a victim of murder made to look like suicide.
JC found the man responsible and put him in the ground. Well, shot him in the head and tossed
him out a fourteenth story hotel room. “If we can disprove that, we’re in a much better position.
Espionage is always shadowy. Easy to say it happened, difficult to prove.”

“Lawyer’s name is Avery,” Jacob said, not commenting on what JC said, his son’s murder
still too new. “She’ll be with Duke’s father before you land. Keep me updated,” he said before
hanging up.

JC sighed. Looked out into the dark of the night before them. Took off the earphones,
shaking his head as he placed them on the co-pilot’s seat. Opened the bulkhead door and
motioned for the pilots to get back to their jobs.

Joan stood and walked to the back of the plane, past her sleeping teammates, sitting on the
left of the plane in the rear-most row of seats. Patted the arm of the chair next to her. JC
followed her and sat, exhaling deeply as he did.

“Jacob?” Joan asked quietly.
“Yeah. He’s lining up a lawyer for Duke’s father,” JC said, his eyes on their teammates,

deciding to let them asleep for as long as possible. He needed them as rested as could be for
what was waiting for them in London.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “The boys are out cold.” Paused. “It’s going to be bad this time.”
“Always is, isn’t it?” JC said, trying for levity he didn’t feel.
“Whole world is watching,” she said. “Over a dozen government agencies from two

countries, plus the media.” Paused. “Lots of scrutiny.”
JC nodded. “With all that overlap, there’s bound to be gaps,” he said. “Each agency checking

with the other and their counterparts. It’ll give us enough room to move.”
“That’s your plan?” Joan said. “Gaps?”
“You got a better one?” he said, smiling into his reflection as the dark night passed the

window.
“Always,” she said. “But you’re the boss. So we follow yours.” Paused. “It lets me say ‘I told



you so’ later.”
Joan stretched, unhurried, like a leopard. “Get some sleep,” she said.
“You first,” JC said, wanting to close his eyes.
“You know I can’t sleep on planes,” she said.
He turned to her. “Since when?”
“Since you look like death warmed over,” she said. “No more backtalk. Shuteye or I’m cold-

cocking you,” she continued, smiling sweetly.
JC rolled his eyes. Knowing she’d do it. Slid down in the very comfortable chair, settling his

six-foot frame into an acceptable position. “Ten minutes,” he said.
“Yeah, right,” Joan said, patting his head as she stood and walked forward. “Sleep tight,

princess,” she said.
JC smiled for a second. His smile disappearing as he remembered why they were flying to

London; Duke’s father, the US ambassador to London, was accused of murder and espionage.
The team’s skill set, no matter how formidable, might create more problems for them in London
than it helped.

They were killers. Assassins for hire. Used to killing mostly bad guys and, on the rare
occasion, overthrowing governments. Murder and espionage investigations were uncharted
territory for them.

We’ll figure it out, JC said to himself as he drifted off into sleep. It’s a problem. So find a
solution.

He slept for much longer than ten minutes. His dreams were full of the failures and missteps
in his professional life: exploding school buses, nightclubs on fire, gunfight after gunfight.
Killing men he respected because they were on the opposite side of a conflict. A woman with a
scarred and burned right arm. A senator assassinated. Planes burning and falling from the night
sky. Teammates dying in his arms.

Everything magnified by his nagging fear that the trip to London would be added to that short
but damning list.



CHAPTER 2
IT WILL BE

The phone rang. He picked it up, controlling his temper as he pressed the icon. He knew who
was calling and didn’t relish the conversation. “Hello?”

“Do you got ‘em?” the man said.
“Yes, I have them.”
“Follow them. Don’t lose that truck.”
“We will not.”
“How many vehicles do you have?”
“Five, including mine.”
“It’d better be enough.”
“It will be,” he said. Paused. “We have done this before.”
“Are you close yet?”
“They are pulling away from the airport now.”
“Call me when you are set up.”
“Assured,” he said. Turned off the phone, wanting to swear to his driver, but controlled

himself. The boss of the man on the phone was paying a lot of money, but the man himself was
becoming an irritation. An irritation that would easily be solved by a knife between the ribs. He
said nothing more, just looked out the window as his driver followed the black Range Rover
away from Heathrow, the traffic on the M4 light in the late evening.



CHAPTER 3
YOU HAVE ARRIVED

“You’re holding something back, man” JC said to Duke, keeping his own anger in check.
Showing it now wouldn’t help anything. “We get that this is difficult, but you need to trust us.”
Looked past his reflection in the window as the night of London sped past.

“I do,” Duke said, “but until I’m sure, I’m keeping this one in my pocket.” Paused. “Besides,
you guys wouldn’t believe me.”

“Try us,” Joan said. Not kindly.
The driver of their Range Rover, a man named Nigel Clarke, was silent. The team offered

him an extra five hundred dollars if he would wear a pair of shooting muffs, effectively blocking
out all sound. The man happily agreed and hadn’t said a word the entire trip, allowing the GPS
unit in the dash to update the team.

“You will arrive at your destination in five minutes,” the GPS voice said pleasantly.
Nobody on the team had slept more than two hours at a stretch over the past forty-eight.

Although they generally operated as a finely tuned machine, after so little sleep the oil was
thinning, creating a bit of friction.

“Is this going to endanger us?” Theo asked. “Or the mission?”
Duke didn’t look at the man. “Of course not.”
“Then maybe he can tell us in his own sweet time,” Theo suggested, getting a jab in while

also playing peacekeeper.
The SUV fell silent as JC thought. He had no idea how hard it was on Duke right now, his

father publicly accused of murder and espionage against the United States of America. A
country both men loved, although coming at it from different angles.

JC needed every bit of information he could have going into the meeting and situation they
were headed for. But he also knew there was no way he could actually force Duke to tell him.

Which left trust.
“It’s a two-way street, buddy,” JC said, making his decision. “It doesn’t impact this meeting,

then we’re good. But you spill when we’re done or you’re restricted to the hotel until I say
different.”

“Deal,” Duke said.
JC knew there was no way Duke would voluntarily stay in the hotel when his father’s safety

and freedom was at stake, despite the father and son speaking very little over the years. But he
also knew there were ways to make the man remain in the hotel involuntarily. And nobody
wanted to go down that road.

“You’ve arrived,” the GPS voice said, always the same pleasant tone.
JC didn’t need the electronic voice to tell him where they were. Their destination was right in

front of them. The place was surrounded by police cars, military vehicles, media vans and, of
course, the onlookers. He had been here a few times, officially, as a civilian and a handful of
times unofficially. But he’d never seen anything like this before.



Nigel slowed the vehicle to a crawl. The area was notorious for its traffic on a good day.
Today it looked like a sliding parking lot. JC tapped him on the arm, indicating he should take
off the hearing protection. “Pull over there,” JC said to Nigel, pointing at a Channel Two News
van with its satellite dish extended and reaching into the sky. “Find a place to park as close as
you can but still be able to get out of here quickly.”

Nigel nodded, still not saying anything.
JC gave him five hundred dollars, the man putting the tip inside the vest pocket of his coat.

“Stay with us and you’ll get an extra thousand every day until we don’t need you anymore.
Cool?”

Nigel did a double-take and said, “You got it.” Stopped the Range Rover right where JC
wanted him to.

“Don’t touch our bags and I’ll give you an extra thousand on top of that,” Joan said from the
back, placing her hand on his shoulder as Duke opened his door and got out, followed by Theo.

Nigel turned, nodded and said “Yes, ma’am.”
“Good boy,” Joan said, patting his shoulder and following Theo out towards the sidewalk.
JC got out, following his team. Wishing he could carry one of the guns they had stowed in

the back of the Range Rover with him. Knowing it would do little good, but at least he wouldn’t
feel as naked and unprotected.

“You have arrived at the United States Embassy,” the GPS voice said behind them, always
pleasant.



CHAPTER 4
UP TO SPEED

The scene outside the embassy was anything but pleasant. The police had set up cordons to keep
out everyone who didn’t absolutely need to be inside. They were checking passports against an
appointment list and turning away everyone who didn’t have both. Since it was past ten at night,
that meant everyone not holding a security badge as well.

The front entrance of the embassy faced Grosvenor Square and, as always happened in times
of trouble for the United States, a crowd gathered. Some were protesting one thing, others
everything, while others lent their support. It was a mixed bag and it was all held in check by the
police and faithfully recorded and broadcast by the media.

Beyond the line of police cordons were the City of London Police SWAT teams, fully armed
and menacing. Mixed in with them were men in more casual garb but nonetheless armed.

“Contractors,” Theo said to Duke, nodding in the direction of a group of casually dressed
soldiers.

JC said nothing. He was focused on a different problem. The longer they stood on the street
watching, the more attention they were likely to bring. Most people in the crowd not protesting
didn’t stay long. Looked a little, then kept moving, because no matter how interesting it might
be, there was an element of danger in the air. Since London was unfortunately no longer a
stranger to terrorist attacks, most people didn’t want to stay in places with a high police
presence. The more police, the more media, the greater the likelihood for an attack was the
reasoning most of the general public operated under.

Terrorists weren’t on JC’s mind. Being noticed and possibly identified by the press or the
police was. Their faces weren’t known, but they weren’t exactly unknown either.

“Let’s go,” he said. A reporter with a microphone in her hand had looked at them too long.
JC walked down Grosvenor Square, around the left of the front of the embassy, looking for a
figurative in. “See anybody you know?”

The team said nothing, scanning the faces of people behind the cordons. They continued to
move with the crowd, looking up at the building and all around, just like they were tourists or
people come to check out all the commotion.

“Hey,” they heard a voice say above the crowd noise. Not a shout, not loud enough to draw
much attention, but for those who were listening, it was enough. They turned towards the voice.
Saw a short round man beckoning towards them.

“Anybody know him?” JC said between clenched teeth.
The responses were all negative, but the man waved his hand for them to come over to him

anyway. JC shrugged and went forward, pretending to be a lost tourist.
“Hey,” a policeman said to him. “Where do you think you’re going?”
Before JC was able to answer, the short man was beside the policeman.
“It’s alright,” the man said, “they’re with me,” showing the officer his embassy badge. The

policeman inspected the badge, asked to see the team’s passports and after seeing four American
passports, waved them through. The short man stepped past JC to take Duke’s arm.



“What the hell are you doing out here?” he said. “Somebody could see you. Duck your head
a little and for God’s sake, quit looking at those damn cameras.”

Duke went with the man while the rest of the team followed the two. They were already
trying hard to avoid the cameras, but it became much easier once they passed the police cordons
and went through the phalanx of SWAT teams and private military contractors.

The short man led them around to a side entrance to the embassy. A little less busy, no less
secure, but with less cameras. The Marines guarding the door let them in. They didn’t need
appointments here, just the word of the short man and the American passports.

The team followed the man through the very heavy door, and the second very heavy door
behind the first that wouldn’t unlock until the first door was closed and locked behind them, and
finally into the side lobby of the embassy where the short man stopped. Turned.

“Duke, what are you doing here?” Shaking his head. “It was very dangerous for you to come
in like this. You could have been seen, and that wouldn’t be good.”

“I’m sorry,” Duke said, “but who are you?”
“Richard Pine,” the man said, all bustle and apology. “I’m sorry I didn’t introduce myself

earlier.” Ushered the team towards a narrow staircase that had seen better days, the linoleum
lifting up more than it was attached to the visible concrete below it. “We’ve never met, but you
look just like your father,” Richard said as he walked up the stairs.”

“Listen,” Duke said, “I was hoping I coul—”
“You need to meet with the deputy counsel right away,” Richard said, cutting him off. “I’m

just an attaché, an analyst. The Deputy Counsel will need to meet with you before bringing you
up to speed.” Still going up the stairs, past the second landing and heading for the third.

Duke started to speak, but JC tapped his arm, giving him a quick headshake when he looked.
Better to wait a second for a quieter place then to have a conversation on the stairs where more
ears could hear.

Richard went through a fire door on the third floor landing, leading them down a hallway
that, like the stairs, had seen better days. The carpet was beige, drab and mostly threadbare. The
plants were fake but not dusty. “We’re holding our breath until they finish the new embassy,” he
said over his shoulder. “It’ll be much better then.”

Nobody said anything because there was no real way to respond to the small talk. They just
kept walking. Richard stopped and opened a door into a small conference room. The white
Formica table with oak trim took up the middle of the room, eight chrome and fabric chairs
surrounding it. The far wall was all whiteboard and the place felt almost like a classroom.

“Please wait here for a bit,” Richard said, guiding them into the room. “I’ll inform the deputy
counsel you are here.” Moving to close the door and leave.

“Richard, one second, please,” JC said, stopping the man in motion. Richard looked at him as
if it was the first time seeing him. “Where is the ambassador? We came here to see him. Why
can’t we see him?”

Richard deflated, mouth slightly open. Turned to Duke. “I’m so sorry, Duke. Didn’t anybody
tell you?” Paused, looking for the words. “Your father is being held by the CLP, the City of
London Police. They won’t release him.” Shaking his head. “The Prime Minister and Foreign
Secretary have both requested that the State Department revoke his diplomatic immunity. He’s
sitting down at Old Bailey awaiting the Secretary of State’s decision.”



CHAPTER 5
NORMAN W. ELLSWORTH

Norman W. Ellsworth sat on the bench that was doubling as his bed for the foreseeable future.
The walls were a two-tone white: ivory on the top and a dirty eggshell on the bottom. It was a
minor difference however there was a very clear but subtle line about four feet from the floor
that went all the way around the cell, so he guessed it to be intentional.

Norman sighed again. He’d been in here for the better part of forty-eight hours. He’d spent
the first two hours raging, the next twenty minutes crying and every minute since either thinking
or sleeping. He didn’t like the sleeping. There were too many bad dreams. Too much blood. But
he knew he needed to sleep in order to keep his mind functioning and as clear as possible. So he
tried.

He wasn’t worried. He knew he hadn’t done what they accused him of. In truth, for the thirty
minutes before the police showed up, he thought he had. And for the first two hours, the hours of
rage, he thought it was decidedly possible. But after the crying, his head cleared and he realized
there was absolutely no way he could have murdered that girl.

Stella. Shook his head. What a great kid. That’s what kept going around and around his mind.
What a great kid. Because she was. Twenty-four, just finished her political science undergrad
studies at Columbia but hailed from Wisconsin, just like he did. That was what originally made
the connection between them.

It felt odd in some ways for Norman to feel connected to a person so young. He was more
than twice her age, not quite three times, but they got along great. Full of energy, not cowed by
him. He knew he was a difficult boss to deal with, but she never let his tendency to be a hard
taskmaster overcome her sense of adventure and enjoyment in work, in London, or in life.

Norman rubbed his head. Wondering when the next time there would be food. Stella invited
him over to her flat to play Go last night. Last night? The night before? She’d nearly squealed in
delight when she learned he enjoyed the ancient Japanese strategy game. Made him promise to
come over the next night. He had no official plans and the only personal one was his girlfriend
coming by his apartment later at around 10:30. He saw no reason to not go to Stella’s place and
play a game or two, have a glass of wine or two, and enjoy the evening.

So much blood. He’d woken up sometime in the middle of the night. Disoriented, head fuzzy,
not remembering what had happened or where he was. Looking for a light, trying to think
through the haze as to why he didn’t have any clothes on. Flicked on the lamp next to the bed
and saw all the blood. All over his hands. His arms, the bed. Then he saw Stella, lying next to
him, just as naked as he was, her skin pale as could be. Norman jumped out of bed, trying not to
look at her nakedness, trying to cover up his own, and trying to figure out why Stella was
covered in blood as well.

The stab wounds explained it for him. He lost count after three, couldn’t even begin to wrap
his head around it. Why was she dead and he wasn’t? Saw the knife still laying on the bed, the
handle covered in blood. Knowing without knowing that if there was an investigation, which
their undoubtedly would be, that his bloody prints would be on the handle.

Norman shook his head, wanting to skip over that part. Skip over the panic, the phone call to



the police. No matter how much training and experience a diplomat and lawyer can have,
nothing can make you perform well in that situation. He’d washed up a little in the bathroom,
found his clothes, sat and waited by the front door to Stella’s studio apartment for the police to
arrive. Called the embassy in the meantime, connecting to the Diplomatic Security Service and
demanding to speak with Kate Baker, the head of the DSS in London and a good friend. She
arrived five minutes after the police were there, no other agents in tow. The DSS had no
jurisdiction in the situation, but Kate blustered and threatened like she did, convincing the two
beat cops and the detectives who came later that her department most certainly did have
jurisdiction when they most certainly did not.

A staffer at the embassy was dead and the ambassador was the prime suspect. It was going to
make the news literally all over the world. Hit the United States hard when they really didn’t
need to be hit hard anymore.But then, he conceded, when was there ever a good time for a
scandal? The election wasn’t that far behind them, the new administration was unpopular with
the press and Norman was a holdover from the old one. He’d spent the majority of his adult life
being largely apolitical, following the dictates of whichever administration he worked for. But
no administration would back him up. Not now.

That’s how it was done, he said to himself. If the crime was small and petty, it’d be swept
under the rug. Ignored because of diplomatic immunity. But a murder? Either diplomatic
immunity would be revoked and the person would be tried in the country the crime was
committed in or they would be returned to their host country and tried for the crime there. Sure,
sometimes a diplomat would greatly injure or kill and nothing would be done to them. But not in
America. And not like this. Not this time.

Norman stood and paced around the cell. His tall frame made every confined place seem
smaller and this was no different. Although he was being held away from the general population
because of his position in the world-at-large, the cell was still cramped and dirty. At least there
are no bars, he thought, the door a metal and wire-enmeshed glass affair.

Why? He kept coming back to that question. Why did it happen? As his analytical mind took
over the problem, the why kept popping up. What had been happening recently in the world and
at the embassy in particular, beyond the usual bevy of problems? The police asked him about
Stella’s computer, why there was blood on it, but he had no idea. Obviously. Kate went to bat
for him on that one, asking if they thought he’d decided to check his email after he murdered the
girl. Followed up with statements about how preposterous the whole idea was. Still, he wished
she’d said it differently. Statements like that had a tendency to come back and haunt people
down the road.

Norman mulled the problem over in his mind as he paced. He was a diplomat, a lawyer, not
some doughy businessman from the Midwest who is going to turn into a pile of mushy goo in
the face of adversity. He needed to figure this out, not for him, but for the US. His life had been
dedicated to protecting the interests of Old Glory and he wasn’t about to let that start changing
now.

Why? Who? For what reason?
Secrets? he asked himself. Is that the angle? Always secrets for an ambassador. A lifetime of

secrets. But why kill Stella, not me? Why bother with her computer?
To discredit me. Or the US. Or both. But why now? What makes this the time to attack the

United States? Because make no mistake, this is an attack.
Could it be revenge? Against something I’ve done? Or just against the US in general?



Norman started cataloguing in his mind the different positions the US had been taking
recently. Always upheaval when a new administration takes over and this was no different. He
spent the next hour examining all the angles, discounting most but even the most plausible
didn’t seem to justify this.

Not that anything would ever justify this, but obviously in the minds of someone or some
group it had.

Could it be something to do with Stella? Could she have been the target, not me? Norman
went through in his mind all that he knew of her, which now seemed to be not nearly enough,
and tried to put together some scenario that might make sense. Couldn’t. She had a new
boyfriend, they’d been dating a month or so. She said he was a fairly modern man, former
military, but Norman had never met him. In fact, from what Stella told him, he seemed like a
decent sort. But you never know.

Kate would be looking into that for me, Norman said to himself. I need to be focusing on the
other things, the things she doesn’t know about.

Angles. If it’s not about me, and it’s not about the US, then what? Or who?
Who.
My wife? Norman thought. In his private thoughts, she was still his wife, never his ex-wife.

Nobody knows she’s alive. Or at least the ones who do are trustworthy. What was that agent’s
name, the one who killed the man who planted that bomb in Spain? That’s right, Mr. Foster.
Grateful for what he did. The bomb cost my wife her golf game and our marriage, but Mr.
Foster saw through the politics and did what the State Department said he couldn’t. But this
situation can’t be connected to her.

If not her, then who? Harold? he thought. My assistant? No, he’s got no enemies. He’s the
most gentle soul in the world. Been with me for almost thirty years. He’s been a little forgetful
lately, but he’d never do this.

Norman stopped pacing, frozen by a thought too ridiculous to contemplate.
Could it be?
No, that’s impossible.
Is it because of my son?
No, Norman said to himself again, sitting back down on the bunk. That’s impossible.
A figure appeared at the door, knocked twice before opening it with a mighty jingle of keys.
“Mr. Ellsworth,” the guard said, “your lawyer is here to see you.”

*****
The interview room was the exact same paint scheme as the cell Norman was being held in, only
minus the stains and graffiti on the walls. Plus it smelled better, or at least less bad. A metal desk
with wooden legs sat in the middle of the room, one empty metal chair on the far side. A woman
was sitting with her back to Norman, red hair and dark gray suit jacket, yellow legal pad on the
table in front of her with a cheap white pen next to it.

“You’ve got twenty minutes,” the guard said as he undid Norman’s handcuffs. “You’re being
videotaped only, no audio,” he continued, pointing at the camera high in the corner, closing the
door and standing in front of it with his back to the window.

Norman walked past the lawyer, turned and sat down. Started out of the chair when he saw



the woman. “Oh my God,” he said, hand going to his mouth in momentary horror. Calming
himself, reminding himself that they were still videotaping this meeting. “I’m sorry, but you
look so much like Stella.”

“Good,” the young woman said, “that’s what my employer was hoping for.”
“Your employer?” Norman said. “You’re not with the State Department?”
The woman smiled, her fine features softening, nose crinkling slightly. Extended her hand.

“Avery Ekebergh,” she said, “with the London offices of Ricci Takamoto Meier and Nilsson.
Mr. Meier called me personally and asked me to handle the case.” Paused. “While my physical
appearance may be close to that of the deceased, I want to assure you Mr. Meier would not have
contacted me if my legal skills were subpar in any way.” Picked up her pen. “I apologize for not
getting here sooner, the prison officials kept me waiting for more than five hours.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever met Mr. Meier, or his partners,” Norman said, the shock wearing off
and his professional mind taking over. “Why would he send a lawyer to help me?” Ignoring the
issues of the State Department not sending anyone to liaise with him or the staff at Old Bailey
keeping his lawyer from him.

Avery said nothing, looking at him, evaluating. Put her pen down.
“Because of your son, Mr. Ellsworth,” she said, looking at the paper then back to Norman,

“and his employer, JC Bannister.”
Norman nodded, a thousand questions and fears in his mind, but his training as a diplomat

and a lawyer taking over to compartmentalize and listen before blurting out anything. “Please,
continue,” he said.

“We’ll get to the espionage charges later, but first I want to discu—”
“What?” Norman exploded, all diplomacy gone. Standing in his anger and surprise, the chair

falling over and crashing against the floor, the sound ringing and harsh in the small room.
“Espionage?”



CHAPTER 6
BLOODY HELL

Nigel stopped the Range Rover behind an Audi that was pulling out of a parking spot on the
street. Waited with his blinkers on until the vehicle was gone and the ones behind him had
passed, then pulled forward and parallel parked the luxury SUV like the professional he was.
Turned off the lights but kept the engine running. Undid his seat belt, pushed the lever to recline
the seat slightly and exhaled two entire lungfuls of air.

What a crazy night, he thought to himself, still unwilling to speak. He’d had odd customers
before. Dealing with people who hired professional drivers, you’d always run across the
occasional weird duck or two. But this one took the cake. The woman, offering me more money
to not look in the bags? Like I was even thinking about it to begin with. Now his mind started to
run through the possibilities of what might actually be in there. Had to be drugs. Nobody’d care
about anything else that much.

Nigel shook his head. But they didn’t seem like drug dealers. More military than anything.
Nigel’s uncle was in the Royal Marines and these guys gave off the same vibe his uncle did. It
was the persona, the air around them more than anything. Obviously connected to what was
happening at the embassy in some way or another. But Nigel didn’t feel much like digging too
deep and finding out things he didn’t want to know.

One thousand five hundred dollars, he said to himself, drawing out the words of the number.
Just for one night’s work. Under the table. The man let out a giggle at the sum.

His giggle stuck in his throat as the blade pushed against his Adam’s apple. He didn’t even
swallow, his natural fear at being cut taking over all bodily functions.

The person with the knife was tall, their chin level with the roof of the vehicle. Put them
close to two meters tall, he guessed before his mind crashed back to the knife against his throat.

“Your passengers,” the man said, his voice odd. An accent, but the man couldn’t place it. Not
uncommon in London. “When will they return?”

“I don’t know,” Nigel whispered loudly, afraid to speak in case it might move his throat too
much. He was never good at biology in school and really didn’t want to find out the sharp way
exactly how the voice and throat interacted.

The man moved slightly, reaching his right hand into the vehicle. “When they return,” he
said, lifting up the collar on Nigel’s suit, moving his fingers around a little, then laying it back
down and smoothing it out, “I hope you do not speak of our conversation and our deal.” Pivoting
his body back to its first position.

“What deal?” Nigel croaked out. Swallowing, then regretting the action. He could feel no cut,
but imagined the blood running down his throat onto his pale blue shirt.

“The one where you never mention this event to them and receive ten thousand dollars after
they no longer need your services,” the man said. “Because the other side of that coin is where
you mention this event to them and I will kill you and everyone you know.”

Nigel didn’t know what to say. He ran the offer through his mind rapidly, looking for the
question, finding none, and decided to stay silent. Waiting.



“Do we have a deal?”
“Yes, yes,” Nigel whispered quickly. Wanting to nod but not willing to endanger his neck

any more than necessary.
“Excellent choice,” the man said, “and may I impress upon you this fact: we will be able to

hear every word you say. Good night.” The pressure of the knife against his neck disappeared an
instant before the man himself disappeared into the dark.

Nigel’s head didn’t move from the headrest of the vehicle for a good minute. His eyes,
however, did, examining every angle, every reflection he could find. Seeing no movement, he
leaned his head down slowly. Craned his neck out the window, looking up and down the street,
seeing nothing out of the ordinary. He wanted to get out and search his vehicle, but didn’t want
to anger whomever might be watching him.

“Bloody hell,” Nigel muttered to himself. Sat back, the luxury leather seat feeling very
uncomfortable all of a sudden. Rubbed his neck, feeling for blood but finding no wetness other
than his own sweat, his heart racing, his mind scattered but in overdrive. Trying to pull his
frayed nerves together to figure out what to do. Figure out how to tell his passengers what
happened.

Because although Nigel hadn’t spent much time with them, he had the strong feeling his new
passengers were unlikely to kill him at the conclusion of their deal.

And the equally strong feeling that the man who just offered him ten thousand dollars
probably would.



CHAPTER 7
SOME COMMON BOND

After an hour of waiting in the room for the deputy counsel to appear, the mood in the
conference room wasn’t improving.

It took five minutes to become irritated. Twenty more minutes to get caught up on the news
through their cellphones — mostly about Norman Ellsworth, Stella Daniels and the protests
happening right outside the embassy. Another five minutes to explore the floor of the embassy,
finding it abandoned except for the four of them. The rest of the time was spent quietly, each
getting more upset at the delay, leaving them with the hardest thing for men and women of
action to do.

Wait.
The door opened and a slim blonde man in his mid-thirties walked in. Suit and tie, but

harried, looking as if he’d just had the worst day of his life, which he probably had. Duke and JC
stood slowly as the man remained at the door, evaluating the people in the room and allowing
the door to close before he spoke, his hands resting on his hips.

“My name is Larry Patterson,” he said, “and I am Deputy Chief of Mission at the US
Embassy. Richard Pine told me I needed to see you.” Paused, looking around to each person, his
eyes resting on Duke. “Who are you?”

“Davidson Ellsworth, the son of Norman Ellsworth, your ambassador and boss,” Duke said,
matching Larry’s irritated tone. “I’d like to speak with my father.”

“He’s not here.”
“Why is he being held at Old Bailey and not at his residence?”
“I am unable to give you the particulars of the ambassador’s situation at this time,” Larry

said.
Theo groaned and rolled his eyes while JC and Joan said nothing. Nobody in the room liked

where the conversation was going.
Duke said nothing. Staring at the man, waiting for something more productive to come out of

Larry’s mouth.
“Who are these people,” Larry asked Duke, pointing dismissively at JC, Joan and Theo. Hand

returning to his hip when he was done.
“This is my security detail,” Duke said without pause.
“Why do you need a security detail?” Larry said, halfway between disbelief and scoff.
“Because I am the son of the Ambassador of the United States in London,” Duke said,

standing straight and tall, stretching to his full six foot three height. “A young woman has been
murdered and someone is trying to pin the murder on my father.”

Larry rolled his eyes but said nothing. Duke took a step towards the man.
“What part of my last statement upset you?”
“I’m sorry,” Larry said, not looking the least bit sorry, “but it’s been a very long forty-eight

hours and I’ve got to tell you, there’s no conspiracy here, David.”



Duke looked the smaller man up and down. “It’s Davidson to be precise, Mr. Patterson. But
to you, it’s Mr. Ellsworth,” he said, voice rising in anger. “We are not friends,” he continued,
“so what makes you think you can address me as a familiar? Do we have some common bond?
A shared experience that I don’t know about?”

“Excuse me, Mr. Ellsworth?” JC said, trying to rein his teammate in. Duke was raised in
embassies all over the world and was more experienced in what was and was not correct in this
world, but with his lack of sleep and his father held on trumped up charges, JC realized he may
not be thinking the clearest.

“You remind me of your father,” Larry said, his tone of voice clearly indicating it wasn’t a
compliment.

“I think the next words out of your mouth better be an apology to Mr. Ellsworth, Larry,” Joan
said. “Or this conversation is going to turn into something you’d rather it didn’t.” She hadn’t
moved, but the atmosphere of the room was increasingly violent.

“Are you threatening me?” Larry said, not understanding that the name badge around his
neck and the title he held would not protect him from the people in the room.

“That’s not an apology,” Joan said, standing, her chair bouncing sharply off the wall behind
her.

The conversation descended into chaos. JC was busy trying to restrain Joan, who continued
to move towards Larry, Theo was pissed and yelling at the man, moving closer as his profanity
became increasingly personal. Duke was dressing Larry down while the man kept speaking
louder and louder, his fear getting the better of him.

The door behind Larry crashed open, making him jump and stopping all the verbal sparring.
“What’s going on here, Larry,” the first person through the door said. Woman, late forties,

medium height and build. The man following behind her said nothing, but at six feet tall, an
athletic build and about ten years older than Larry, he didn’t need to say much to intimidate the
shorter, slimmer deputy counsel.

“I’m trying to have a conversation with these people,” Larry said to the woman, “to see if
they are a security risk.” Paused, turning back to point at Joan. “But she keeps threatening to
assault me.”

“Then stop being a dick,” the woman said simply.
“It’s my job as Deputy Chief of Mission, Kate, to assess the—”
“Knock it off, Larry,” Kate Baker said, scolding. “This is the ambassador’s son,” she

continued, gesturing at Duke. “He was an Army Ranger and, last I heard, he speaks more
languages than you do.” The last point having nothing to do with security but seemingly just to
poke at the deputy counsel.

“I kinda doubt that,” Larry said in proper French, looking Duke up and down.
Duke unleashed a string of very colorful, very descriptive profanities at the man in French.

Larry’s face reddened, then hardened.
“Just because you can swear in French doesn’t mean you’re not a security risk,” he sniffed,

back to English.
“If Kate says he’s okay,” the man standing behind her said, “then he’s okay.” More of a

growl than anything.
Larry looked between the two groups, back and forth. “Fine,” he said. Put his hands in front



of him and swished them together as if he was brushing dust off. “I wash my hands of this whole
thing.” Moving to the door, pulling his cellphone from his pocket. “Kate, they’re your
responsibility now.” Sliding past Kate’s second, doing his very best not to touch or look at him.

“What’s happening with my father?” Duke said to Kate as soon as Larry was out of the room,
skipping the introductions.

“I spoke with him,” she said. “He’s been arrested for the murder of Stella Daniels, a staffer
here, and is currently in the British version of protective custody down at Old Bailey.” Paused.
“The State Department is also investigating him for espionage. I don’t know which one is more
serious, honestly.”

“But he has diplomatic immunity,” JC said.
Kate looked at him. “Not for this he doesn’t.”
“Where’s Harold?” Duke said.
“Who?” Kate asked, nonplussed.
“Harold Wernick, my father’s assistant,” Duke explained. “I’ve been calling him for the past

twenty hours and he’s not answering his cell, his house or his desk phone.”
Kate looked at the ground, pushing an imaginary pebble away, then looked back up to Duke.
“Let’s take a walk.”

*****
Larry Patterson’s heart could not stop racing. Kate and her lapdog Max were enough to get
under his skin most days, but these four? How could that man be the ambassador’s son? He was
just a mindless thug, even if he could speak excellent French. Dialing as he stormed down the
quiet hallway.

Put the phone against his ear. Ringing. Stopped at the end of the hallway, looking out the
window at the traffic, still barely moving even though it was almost midnight. Thought he heard
those idiots outside in the drum circle through the wire-reinforced bulletproof glass.

“Pick up,” he muttered.
The line clicked on. Silence. “Why are you calling me?” the voice said cautiously.
“They’re here,” Larry said. “Duke, two men and a woman.”
“I told you they’d be there,” the man said. “You spoke with them?”
“Yes,” Larry said, “or at least I tried to. But the woman almost tore my head off.”
The man on the other end of the line chuckled. “Given half a chance, she would have,” the

man said, his laughter sounding more like he was laughing at Larry than the situation.
“So now what are we going to do?” Larry said.
“We’re going to do exactly as we’ve planned all along,” the man said. “You’re going to hang

up the phone and go do what you do. I’ll go back to sleep and in the morning, I’ll do what I do.
And when the time comes for our paths to officially cross, you’ll be promoted to the position
you want and we’ll both become a whole lot richer.”

Larry was nodding, calming down. He’d never been so frightened in his entire life. Never
been in a position to have a person both physically threaten him and also be ready and willing to
carry it out. It was not a pleasant experience and one he hoped he’d never have to repeat.

“What we are not going to do,” the man continued, “is get our panties all wadded up in a
bunch and run around, losing our heads like a couple of little schoolgirls.” Paused. “You’re



playing in the big leagues, now, Larry. Time for you to start walking in them big boy shoes.”
“Yes, of course you’re right,” Larry said.
“Are you ready to carry through on this mission, son?” the man continued.
“Yes,” Larry said. “My commitment is as strong as day one.”
“That’s good to hear,” the man said.
“Alright,” Larry said, ready to get back to work. “Next time I talk to you, I guess you’ll be in

London.”
“I suppose,” the man said. Paused. “One more thing.”
“Yes?” Larry said. The tension in the man’s voice barely audible.
“You ever call me on this line again, boy,” the man said, “for something that isn’t a bonafide

emergency, I’ll put a bullet in your goddamned brainpan.” Paused. “We clear?”
“Yeah, yeah, I’m sorry, I won’t call again,” Larry was half-mumbling, shocked at the threat.
“I said are we clear?” the man said sharply.
“Yes, sir,” Larry said with absolute clarity. “We are clear.” Immediately asking himself why

he said “sir.”
“Good night, then,” the man said.
“Good night, sir,” Larry said, wondering again why the honorific.
Hung up the phone. Walking down the hall to the elevator.
“What have I gotten myself into?” he muttered as he pushed the “up” button again and again.



CHAPTER 8
OTHER OPTIONS

“Are you in place?”
“We are.”
“How many men?”
“Enough,” he said, tiring of the man’s insistence at putting himself into every aspect of the

operation. Some operations were like that. His boss was not that type of leader, but apparently
the man’s was. Needing to inspect everything to make sure he was getting his money’s worth.

“Remember,” the man said, “you are only allowed to take pictures. Do not be seen, do not be
made. We only want photographic evidence of them.”

“Yes,” he said, “I remember.”
“Good,” the man said. “Because if you do not follow orders, my boss will be very displeased

with your boss.”
He shook his head without saying a word.
“We clear?” the man said.
“We are clear,” he said. Knowing that his own orders were slightly different than the man

was giving. Flipped open the protective covers on the eyepieces of his sniper rifle’s scope.

*****
Grosvenor Square spreads out in front of the US Embassy in London, a large garden park that
has been there for more than three hundred years. Composed primarily of concrete walkways,
trees and grass, the area is dotted with benches and flowers strategically placed behind hedges.
Host to community events in the summer, it was currently covered with people, despite being far
past closing hours. While most of the crowd was closest to the embassy, there were people
spread out in increasingly random patterns the further from the embassy one walked.

Kate walked in silence past the SWAT teams and police cordons, followed by Duke, JC, Joan
and Theo with her quiet friend bringing up the rear. Walked past the protestors, the media, the
onlookers and the lovers. Kept walking, almost to the end of the garden without a word, then
stopped, turning.

“My name is Kate Baker,” she said, starting where they should have started inside. “I am
head of the Diplomatic Security Service here in London. This is Max Henderson.” The man
nodded to the team, who returned the gesture. “He’s head of the Mobile Security Deployments
unit.” Paused. “Basically our SWAT team,” she said, reading the confusion on the team’s faces.

“I thought embassy security were all Marines,” Theo said.
“I’m better,” Max said, face blank. “I’m a Ranger.”
JC nodded, introducing himself, Joan and Theo. Not bothering with Duke because the woman

obviously knew who he was.
“Bannister?” Kate said, a smile lighting her face. “Are you Captain Thomas Bannister’s

son?”



JC looked at her, slightly taken aback. “Yes,” he said. “You knew my father?”
Kate shook JC’s hand. “Served under him for a stretch. Good man. Sorry to hear of his

passing.”
JC’s father was hit by a tour bus one day when jogging near his Texas home after retiring

from thirty years in the United States Army. JC thanked Kate for her condolences, even though
the accident was years ago.

“Listen,” Kate said, “let’s set aside the murder for a second, as bad as that is. An ambassador
accused of espionage? And his own State Department taking it seriously?” Shook her head.
“This is Philby level stuff here.” Kim Philby, a high-ranking member of England’s MI6, was
charged with being a double agent for the Soviet Union and expelled from the country in 1965.
It was a national embarrassment and a punch in the gut for London’s intelligence services.

“What is he accused of?” JC asked.
“What else?” Kate said. “Spying for Russia. Meeting with people he shouldn’t have met with

and telling them things he shouldn’t have told them.”
“One time?” Joan asked.
“‘Continued, pervasive and damaging’ were the words I heard used. Under Secretary

Ramirez arrived eighteen hours ago.” Paused. “He’s a good man, but from what I hear, their
evidence isn’t just something they can brush under the rug.” Looked over her shoulder, then
back to the group. “They’re saying Stella was his conduit, and if they’ve got the evidence, then
maybe so.” Shook her head. “But it doesn’t jibe with what I know of either person.”

“Where’s Harold,” Duke said as soon as Kate was done.
“Duke, when your father was arrested, they sealed both his office and Harold’s office,” Kate

said.
“They?” Joan said.
“State Department,” Max said, disdain clear.
“But you’re the State Department’s security arm,” JC said. “And if I remember correctly, you

investigate for them as well.”
“Sure,” Kate said. “But when your Ambassador is arrested for murder and investigated for

espionage, things get kicked a little higher up the chain.” Smiled. “Think a beat cop can just go
into the mayor’s office and have a look around?” Smile disappeared. “You should know, there’s
been a couple of dark clouds over Harold the past few years,” choosing her words carefully.
“Your father protected him, made them go away. But more than a few people would not be
unhappy to see him gone.”

“You?” Theo asked.
“I think he’s served his country well and now would be a good time for retirement.”
“What happened?” Duke said.
“Security breaches,” Kate answered. “Leaving things where he shouldn’t, taking other things

where they shouldn’t be taken.” Shrugged. “Nothing serious, but it shows a pattern.
Lackadaisical. Since your father’s arrest, Harold’s been under a gentleman’s house arrest. Not
exactly told he can’t leave his place, but obviously and closely followed everywhere he goes.”

“You said you spoke with the ambassador,” Duke said. JC noticed he avoided “my father.”
Smart move, he said to himself.

Kate nodded. “I was there, in the apartment soon after the police arrived.” Shook her head.



“It looks bad, Duke. He was covered in the girl’s blood, they were both naked. He’s a diplomat,
but he was rightly freaked out and probably said a little more to the police than he should have.”

“What was her name?” Joan asked.
“Stella Daniels,” Kate said. “Early twenties, slim, boyish and cute.” Paused. “Not really my

type, but a real smart kid.”
“Your type?” Duke said.
Kate smiled. “Your dad I both like women with a few years on them and a little something

extra on the back end. But rumor has it he’d been spending more time at the office with Stella
recently. They seemed to hit it off.” Shrugged. “It happens.”

Duke said nothing. JC glanced at him. Something was obviously bothering him, but JC
couldn’t tell if it was something in particular or the situation in general.

“I have to ask,” JC said. “Do you think the ambassador… did what they say?” Searching for
a slightly more delicate way to ask the question in front of the man’s only son.

Kate said nothing, thinking. The din from a drum circle near the embassy covered her silence.
She walked further away from the embassy, the group following her until she stopped and
turned.

“Having known the man,” she said slowly, “the action simply is not in his character.” Paused.
“However, having been on the scene and hearing the evidence from the detectives investigating,
I don’t imagine how else it could have played out.”

JC nodded. What I was afraid of. Glancing at Theo and Joan, seeing his thoughts mirrored on
their faces.

Kate looked JC up and down, then Joan, glanced at Theo, then turned back to JC. “Listen,
knowing a little about what Duke does, or at least what his father says he does, I’m going to put
two and two together and say you guys are more than just his friends.” JC nodded once. “As
much as I hate to say this, I really don’t know how you can be of help here. It’s a murder
investigation, and your… skills won’t really help that much.” Paused. “I know it’s hard, but we
need to let the investigators take care of this.”

Duke walked away, then came back to Kate, bending down a little, agitated. “Tell me the
truth, Kate. Lay it out,” he said. “Do you think he did it?” Frustration clear in his voice.

Kate sighed. “No,” she said. “No, I don’t. But like I said, I was there and I saw the girl and
all the goddamned blood.” Shook her head. “I just don’t see any other options here.”

Duke straightened his back, shaking his head, searching for words.
“Other options is what we do, Kate,” JC said, stepping in to help his friend. “So if you think

the ambassador didn’t do it, let’s figure out who did.” Paused. “And who the hell set him up.”
Kate glanced at the team members. “Let’s get back to my office,” she said, nodding her head.

“We’ll start there.”
“Can I have a minute, Kate?” Duke said. “I’d like to have a word with my team.”
Kate nodded once, walking back towards the embassy about twenty yards, closer to the drum

circle, Max following.
Duke turned to his teammates. “Listen,” he said. “My father didn’t kill that girl and I’m damn

sure he didn’t spy for the Russians.” Paused. “And I can prove it.”



CHAPTER 9
RAILROADED AND THROWN IN JAIL

“Duke,” Joan said, “you don’t have to—”
“Yes, I do,” he said. “I’ve been dodging this since La Paz and I need to get it out.” Shaking

his head. “No matter how stupid you might think it is.”
“Try us,” Joan said, much kinder than on the plane.
Duke took a deep breath, letting it out before he started. “All his life, my dad had a thing for

older women with big asses. Not wobbly fat, but healthy. ‘Rumps,’ he called them. And the
women he chased after always had nice rumps. Always brown haired, always older.” Paused.
“Never younger, never redheads or blondes or anything else, never slim and never ever boyish. I
know how ridiculous it sounds. But it doesn’t matter what evidence there is, the fact is, it’s
impossible for him to have had sex with Stella Daniels. And if that’s impossible, then him
murdering her and these bullshit espionage charges are equally impossible.”

Duke looked at his teammates. Waiting for their recriminations and ideas.
“I don’t mean to be indelicate,” Theo said, “but what if she was a dark redhead?”
“No,” Duke said. “One time I heard him talking with some Marines, waiting for a transport

plane. The guys were commenting on a redhead who walked by, just guy stuff. My dad’s exact
words were, ‘Nice rump, but why hump a goat when you can mount a fine heifer?’”

“Smooth,” Joan said.
“I know, right?” Duke said. “Good ol’ dad.” Shook his head. “I saw the woman. She was his

exact type. I mean perfect. Except her hair was this dark mahogany, only a trace of red in the
afternoon sun.” Paused. “And he called her a goat.”

“I get it,” Theo said. “But saying he liked brown haired older women with round butts isn’t
the same as saying he didn’t roll in the hay with a skinny redhead.”

Duke clenched his teeth.
“I’m sorry, Duke, but…?” Joan said.
“All his life, he’s only liked one type of woman.” Duke said, his voice strained, trying to

make them understand. “Exactly one type. No variation. Ever. I mean ever. Hated being posted
to Asia, partially because the women were… not his type.”

“Duke,” Theo said.
“Don’t ‘Duke’ me, Theo,” he said. “Not now.” Stepped closer at his friend. “If a prosecutor

came to you and said they’d knock your dad down from life in prison to parole in twenty years,
all you gotta do is snitch on your cousins and uncles, what would you tell them?”

“They can stick the deal right up their f—”
“Exactly,” Duke said, cutting off his friend. “Doesn’t matter the deal, you’re not gonna roll

on your family, even if it meant stacking yet another life sentence on top of your uncles who
ain’t never gettin’ out anyway.” Turned to JC. “Would you ever knowingly commit treason
against the United States?”

JC said nothing, just shook his head in the negative, knowing where Duke was going.



“Right?” Duke said, turned to Joan. “Would you kill a kid, Joan? Put a bullet right between
their little Bambi eyes?” Tapping himself in the forehead. “Even if you knew that you, me, JC,
Theo, all of us were going to die if you didn’t?”

“Don’t,” Joan said through clenched teeth.
“The possibility of my father being naked in bed with a woman matching the description of

Stella would happen the exact same day the sun just up and decides to not rise in the goddamn
morning!” Yelling, his voice unable to be heard five yards beyond them because of the
crescendo of the drummers.

“Just playin’ devil’s advocate here,” Theo said, “but it kinda sounds like you’re grasping at
straws a little.”

“I’m not…” Duke said, holding his anger in check. “I’m not grasping at fu—” Stopped
himself, took a breath. “I’m telling you the situation.”

JC looked at him. The murder and espionage charges did seem far-fetched. But basing a
man’s guilt or innocence on the body type of the murder victim was equally as far-fetched. And
wouldn’t convince anyone who didn’t know either Duke or his father.

He shook his head. “Sorry buddy, but this isn’t enough to go to the State Department with.”
“I don’t give a damn about State!” Duke yelled, raising his hands to the sky then dropping

them. “I care about you guys. I want you to know this isn’t coming from some dopey son
concerned about his angelic father.” Paused. “I haven’t spoken to the man ten minutes in the
past fifteen years. But I’m not about to let an Ambassador for the United States go to jail for
something he didn’t do. Not if there’s anything we can do to prevent it.”

“The damage is mostly done, Duke,” Theo said. “Sorry to say, but do you really think he’s
going to recover his career after this? Recover any trust?”

“No,” Duke said, “that’s done. I know that. I’m just trying to keep an innocent man from
being railroaded and thrown in jail for the rest of his life.” Paused. “Possibly save him from
getting killed.”

JC looked at the team. No words needed to be said. They were convinced. And they were in.
He turned back to Duke. “If whoever did this is willing to kill an innocent woman to pin it on
the ambassador, who knows what they’re willing to do to him?”

“Right,” Duke said. “We need to get that lawyer moving double time to get him out. If he’s
free, we can protect him better.”

Joan cocked an eyebrow up. “You’re hiring us?”
Duke looked at her, the wave of relief visible in his face. “You hired yourself when you got

on that Gulfstream in La Paz, lady.”
JC smiled. Relieved as well. A man’s sexual preferences wasn’t much to go on, but if they

were as hard-wired as Duke claimed, it was a start. Glanced over Joan’s shoulder to see Kate
and Max walking back to them. Max was on the phone looking up at the buildings behind them.
Kate was focused on the team and moving fast.

“Company,” JC said. The team put on their game faces and turned as JC stepped past them to
intercept Kate. “What’s up?”

“We gotta go,” she said. “Now. Our spotters think they saw someone with a sniper rifle in the
buildings behind us. Nobody’s stupid enough to—”

“Sniper,” Theo said loudly as a clump of dirt blew up from the ground to his right.



CHAPTER 10
DO NOT ENGAGE

The people he was tracking in the middle of the garden were standing still. He knew it was only
a matter of time before they would be heading back in.

“It looks like they’re ready to leave,” one of his men reported over the comm unit in his ear.
“We have plenty of pictures.”

“Pull back and rendezvous at the vehicles,” he said. Thinking. Weighing his options.
Called his boss. Waited while the phone rang. No answer. Watched the other man and

woman walk back to the group. Hung up and called the man who thought he was running the
operation.

“We have evidence,” he told him.
“Good,” the man said. “Make sure you do not engage. Let them walk back into the embassy.”
He hung up on the man. Adjusted the stock against his shoulder. Sighed, knowing his boss

wanted at least one of them dead. Smiled, his eye not moving from the eyepiece of the high-
powered scope on the sniper rifle.

“Maybe we should let them run,” he said.
Applied three and a half pounds of pressure to the trigger, allowing the .223 bullet to fly out

of the barrel, the shell casing ejecting into the shell catcher.
And again.
And again.

*****
Theo, the last in line, saw the turf fly up from the ground inches to the right of Joan. Didn’t
think, just moved.

“Sniper,” he said again loudly as he turned on the gas, placing his hand on Joan’s back,
propelling her forward, then doing the same to Duke as they passed. “Taking fire, to the right,”
he said, another chunk of turf popping upwards on the team’s right. “Go, go, go!”

The team broke into a run, zig-zagging slightly, moving towards the left of where the shots
seemed to be coming from. JC passed Duke as the taller man ran, catching up with Kate and
Max.

“You got a fast way into the embassy?” he said as he paced himself with Kate.
“Follow me,” she said, not looking back.
“And the people?” JC said as another shot went wide. Knowing they would soon be with the

crowd of people and likely still in the sniper’s range.
“On it,” Max said over his shoulder, phone to his ear.
“Follow me,” Theo yelled over his shoulder, passing the group with surprising speed. Headed

more to the left, towards Grosvenor Avenue, leading the team away from the shooter, the crowd
of people and the police. Wouldn’t be the first time communications get scrambled and the good
guys accidentally fire on other good guys, mistaking them for bad guys. Besides. If the sniper



was as bad as they seemed, he didn’t want to be running the bullets straight into a crowd full of
people.

As they neared the street, they heard shouts of “Gun!” from the police, followed by screams
and crying, the crowd running away from the garden park, towards and away from the embassy.

“Around the side,” Kate yelled out to Theo.
Theo didn’t stop. Kept running, around the side of the embassy, towards the entrance Richard

Pine had ushered them into before. It was around the corner of the building and would block
them from the sniper. If he was really trying to shoot them. And if there was only one.

As they ran, Theo realized whoever was pulling the trigger was either phenomenally bad at
their job or was herding them like cattle. Whichever it was, he certainly hoped what was waiting
for them was not worse than the thing chasing them. Also wishing he had more in his bag of
tricks than running. Like a rocket launcher.

Kate moved to the front of the group as they made their way through the crowd and screams.
Headed straight for the side entrance. Armed men were surrounding it, parting to let their boss
through. She stopped at their perimeter, ushering Theo, Joan, JC and Duke through, Max coming
last, the circle of armed men closing ranks behind him.

They were safe. For now.



CHAPTER 11
THE WAY IT SHOULD BE

Kate Baker stormed through the hallway on the first floor of the embassy. People either got out
of her way or were elbowed aside with no apology from the woman. She turned abruptly and
opened a door, standing in the hallway as the team filed into the room. Kate followed Duke
inside, leaving Max to follow her and close the door.

The room was non-descript and held nothing besides a round oak table and four chairs. Nicer
than the first room they were in upstairs. Nobody sat. Kate stood with her back to the door,
looking at each person in turn. Anger, but not at them. At the situation, the shooter and the
danger they brought.

JC stood just to her left, arms crossed.
“How many attacks occur against the embassy each year, Special Agent Baker?” he said.
Kate’s eyes snapped to him, her head following two seconds later.
“Physical attacks? None.” Paused. “Attempted? Uncountable.”
“And against embassy staff?”
“Two hundred and forty-eight embassy personnel have lost their lives in service to the United

States of America since 1780,” she said. “But not a one in London.”
JC said nothing, his point made. Waiting for Kate to figure it out.
“Who knew you were coming?” she said.
“Not many,” he said. “None that would do this.”
She nodded. “Any chance you ran into someone who would rather see you dead?”
“Always a chance,” Joan said.
“But our jet was chartered at the last minute,” JC said. “And our passports are beautiful

forgeries.” Face blank but smiling inside, knowing full well that the DSS was tasked with
investigating passport forgery.

Kate looked at each in turn. Glanced at Max who nodded his head once.
“Special Agent Max Henderson is your new training officer,” she said, moving for the door

and walking through it, the team double-timing to follow her. “Until I say different, you are now
Security Protective Specialists, working for the DSS and MSD, pending approval by Chief of
Mission Ellsworth and damn whatever Patterson says.” Turning up the same stairs they went up
earlier, heading through the second floor fire door and down a hallway identical to the one on
the third floor.

Kate stopped at a door with an electronic keypad. Punched in the numbers, not bothering to
shield them from the team. Opened the door into a well-stocked armory, walked in, turning at
the far wall as the team followed her in with the door closing behind Max.

“I don’t know if that shooter was after you, me, Max or someone else. But I do know that you
guys are going to be a hell of a lot more helpful with guns in your hands, shooting back, instead
of running away from the bullets.” Picked up and tossed duffle bags to Duke and Theo. “Go to
town. Our laminator is broken right now, so we’ll worry about your photo IDs later,” she said,



rolling her eyes. “In the meantime, you can use those generic ones hanging on that hook there.
That and a valid US passport and you’re golden.” Paused. “Whatever name might be on it.”

Theo and Duke were grinning like kids given free rein in a candy store.
“Thanks on the weaponry, Kate,” JC said, “but we’re already set up.”
“Come on boss,” Theo said. “Saavedra took my MP5s in La Paz,” pointing to the wall of

MP5SDs. “And they’ve got so many.”
“You came from La Paz?” Kate said, eyebrows arching. “That was you?”
“No,” Joan deadpanned.
“Well, whatever guns you’ve got aren’t going to be much help,” Kate said. “Try and carry or

use them and unless they have a big “DSS” engraved on the slide or receiver, you’re gonna find
yourself in more trouble than if you walked into a gunfight with a big stick in your hands.”
Smiled. “This ain’t the good ‘ol U S of A.” Paused, smile fading. “So load up.”

JC nodded at Theo and Duke who began filling the duffle bags with all kinds of firepower.
Joan stepped towards Kate. “You have any Steyr AUGs in there?”
Kate smiled. “I like the cut of your jib, missy.” Nodded her head sideways. “Come with me.”
JC stood not far from Max, watching the team gear up.
“She do this often?” JC asked him.
Max turned to him, then back to watching the team, arms crossed high on his chest. “Make a

rash decision and let strangers raid the pantry?” he said, a smile on his face. “Or cut through the
crap and take care of business the way it should be taken care of?”

JC smiled, the answer good enough. He knew. He also knew they’d need all the help they
could get to figure out who was setting up the ambassador.

And who was trying to kill them.

*****
The man unleashed a river of profanity over the phone.

He sighed silently, waiting for the man to finish. Profanity was common in any language, but
he disliked the way it was used in English. He felt more comfortable swearing in his native
tongue.

“Are you finished?” he said finally as the man took a breath.
“No, goddammit, I’m not!” the man said.
He clicked the “end” icon on the phone, ending the call. Decided he’d continue to do so each

time the man called until the man was able to calm down and act like a professional.
Nobody was injured, he thought. Just frightened.
“Like they should be,” he muttered as he got into the car and his driver took off.

*****
The man looked at the phone. Trying to comprehend what just happened. Trying to calm down
before he tracked that bastard down and ripped out his throat.

“Nobody gets hurt, nobody dies,” were the instructions given to him. He had authorized
photographers only, no snipers. And that bastard opened fire?

“By the time this is all said and done,” the man said, “he’s going to pay.”



Dialed the phone number again, his breathing under control.
“I’ll kill him myself if I have to,” he muttered as the phone rang. “I’ve done too much to have

this screwed up now.”



CHAPTER 12
LONG SHOTS

Nigel waited for his passengers to return. Realized he didn’t even know their names. It didn’t
matter right now. All that mattered was trying to negotiate a deal with them. One that didn’t end
up with his throat slashed from ear to ear. He sat there with the pad of paper he’d found in the
glove box and a half-broken pencil. Trying to figure out the correct words. The correct
approach. Because if he was right and his passengers were mixed up in drugs, then he might end
up being totally wrong about them and his thought that they were more likely to save his life.

He might just end up dead after all.

*****
Kate insisted Max drive the team in an armored Chevy Tahoe. JC agreed as long as it was
straight back to their vehicle. They’d use the Tahoe later, but right now they needed to get the
gear from their Range Rover and store it in a semi-secure location.

She agreed as long as the team promised not to use any firearms they brought in the country
until they had actually left the country. JC and the others agreed. An easy thing to say,
considering the two duffle bags Kate started them off with ballooned to five bags full of
weaponry and ammunition. Theo was grinning like it was Christmas and Duke, even though the
situation with his father was dire, seemed to be in a somewhat lighter mood.

Max stopped the Tahoe next to the team’s Range Rover as everyone exited the armored
vehicle. Max would wait and follow the team as soon as they took off, carrying the extra bags of
weaponry.

Joan carried one duffle bag, putting it in the back of the Range Rover as the rest of the team
got in, following Theo into the back seat, pushing and prodding him to sit in the middle.

JC sat in the front, turning to Nigel to tell him their destination. His words froze in his throat
as Nigel passed him a piece of notebook paper. On it were written three words.

I’ve been bugged.
JC took the paper from Nigel slowly, showing it to his teammates. Nobody said a word.
“Where to?” Nigel said, the silence going on for too long.
“I’m not sure,” JC said. “We need to find a place to stay for tonight. Let’s just drive while I

check a few places on my phone.”
“Sounds good,” Nigel said. Reversing the vehicle to back up, then drive out of the parking

spot.
“Aww, man,” Duke said. “Hold on there, Nigel. My phone battery’s dead. I’ve got an extra in

the back. Just a sec.”
“Sure,” Nigel said, nose of the vehicle stuck out into traffic a little, Max blocking the

vehicles coming up the street. Duke opened the door, went around to the back and retrieved a
bag from the cargo hold of the Range Rover. Back in his seat, he dug through the bag as Nigel
took off, Max following in the MSD Chevy Tahoe. Found what he was looking for — a
surveillance detecting device. Took it out, powered it up, turned it to silent and ran it over Nigel



from the back seat until five red LED lights illuminated as he held it over Nigel’s right shoulder.
“Theo?” Joan said. “Seriously? Did you have to eat so many burritos on the plane? Nigel, roll

your window down.”
“Come on, what could I do?” Theo said, laughter in his voice but no smile on his face. “They

were free and so delicious,” he continued, rolling his window down as Nigel rolled his own
down.

Duke lifted the device from under Nigel’s collar, moving it to his knee as the wind buffeted
everyone and everything inside the vehicle. He quickly investigated the device, then put it back
under Nigel’s collar.

“Hey, Nigel,” JC said, watching Duke shake his head. “Do you guys have those little tree air
fresheners here? The ones that smell like vanilla?”

“Yeah,” Nigel said. “They’re available at most petrol stations or 7-Elevens.”
“Good,” JC said. “Pull over at the next 7-Eleven you see. I don’t think driving with the

windows down is going to cut it.”

*****
Max walked up to the team as they stood in the back of the convenience store. They’d pulled
into the 7-Eleven parking lot five minutes after leaving the embassy. Hadn’t answered their
phones, just all gotten out and walked into the store.

“What’s up?” he said quietly as he investigated the different sizes of fountain drink cups
available.

“Our driver was bugged when we were in the embassy,” JC said. “Someone put a knife to his
neck and a bug under his collar.” Nigel had filled them in on some of the details with his pad
and pencil while they sat in the convenience store parking lot pretending to argue over which
snacks to buy.

“It’s both a tracking and listening device,” Duke said. “Maybe a two-mile range at best.
Which means when we walk out of here, they could be watching. We just don’t know.”

“Dump it,” Max said. “Easy.”
“No,” Joan said. “Right now we’ve got an advantage over whoever planted it. We can use it

against them. Maybe draw them out.”
Max looked between them. “What’s the plan?”
“Nothing’s changed,” JC said. “We’re still going to speak with Harold, the ambassador’s

secretary. See what he can help us with.” Paused. “The opposition knowing where we go right
now isn’t important. But we don’t want them with us on the entire trip.”

“You think the guy who planted it is connected to the shooters at the embassy?” Max asked.
“No way of knowing,” Joan said. “Likely, though.”
“Get rid of the driver,” Max said, shrugging.
“They’ll kill him,” Theo said. “And if he’s got family, they’ll kill them too.”
Max looked at everybody in turn then sighed.
JC smiled. “You’re our training officer,” he said. “What should we do?”
Max shook his head. “Not how it works,” he said. “You give me the solution and then I tell

you how warm or cold you are.” Smiling as well.
“We communicate by text only,” JC said to Max and his team. “After Harold’s house, we go



to a hotel, get rooms, then go out the back and hop into the Tahoe. We should be good for about
twelve hours at that point. If we need to go anywhere, we go with you.”

“Sounds fine to me,” Max said, glancing over his shoulder, “but you should think about
replacing that driver.”

The team filed out, drinks, snacks and car air fresheners in plastic bags. Got back into the
Range Rover and took off. Max followed them out shortly after, a bag of chips and a soft drink
in one hand, his phone to his ear.

“Yeah, their driver got bugged,” he said. “Someone’s onto them, following them.” Paused,
listening. “Best guess, they knew Duke and his crew were coming.” Listened. “No way to know.
They’re going to hold onto the driver, save his life and hope it draws out the trackers and maybe
the shooters.” Paused. “Yeah, it’s smart, I’d do the same thing.” Listened. Stopped at the hood
of the Tahoe. “Alright, Kate, I’ll update you when I can.”

Got into his SUV, noting the license plate of every vehicle that left the parking lot after the
Range Rover did. Knew it was a long shot.

But long shots were better than nothing.



CHAPTER 13
WHY WOULD HE NEED A BODYGUARD?

The Shepherd’s Bush district of London was not quite Embassy Row, but definitely not one of
the poorer districts, either. It was a nice mix of affordability and upscale. Some might say it was
all upscale, but that mostly depended on how much money you made. In perhaps ten or twenty
years it would be extraordinarily expensive, but right now it was still possible to find a decent
apartment on the salary of an embassy employee if you had a roommate or two. And if that
employee had been working for the State Department for more than thirty years, they might be
able to hold down an entire townhouse all to oneself.

Detective Oscar Findlay stood outside Harold Wernick’s house, about fifty meters up the
street, sipping his cup of coffee and wondering what the place was like inside. Harold had drawn
the blinds six hours into the stakeout after going to the local market and being tailed by Findlay,
his partner Detective Vincent Griffiths and two uniformed officers. Since then Findlay and
Griffiths had alternated watching the house. Their boss told them not to approach, not to enter
the house unless invited in. And Oscar knew there was no chance of that happening.

Griffiths was the first detective on the scene at the Stella Daniels residence. Told him in great
detail how much blood there had been. Didn’t talk much about it after that. But Findlay knew
this would likely be one of the cases that hung with Griffiths for a long time. A detective sees all
kinds of atrocities in their line of work. Many of them slide by. But every once in a while, one
sticks and doesn’t slide, no matter how much the person analyses it or drowns it or fights it
away.

Which was why Findlay gave Griffiths the nights off. He’d almost punched Harold Wernick
in the market that day, despite the man not actually being responsible. The secretary had
diplomatic immunity, and until the United States decided to revoke that, the man simply didn’t
have to answer any questions. Unless he wanted to. And the fact that he’d stayed inside for the
past two days with the blinds closed indicated he clearly didn’t want to.

Findlay half-sat on the hood of his twenty-year-old Saab, contemplating what it would take to
work for a diplomat, what would it be like, maybe even working for the Foreign Secretary.
Realized it was too ridiculous and far-fetched to even contemplate. Besides. Oscar really liked
getting the bad guy.

Four people walked up the street towards Oscar, three men and one woman. He started
thumbing through his mental Rolodex, trying to place the tall man and the woman. Kept his face
impassive as he sipped his coffee, the feeling that he’d seen them before not going away. Stood
and started walking as the group stopped in front of Harold’s house, the two uniformed officers
stopping the four from entering. Findlay sped up as the officers, capable as they were, looked
outmatched. Something about the four told Oscar that he was walking into a storm of trouble.

“Excuse me,” Oscar said as he got about five meters from the group. “Can I help you?” His
eyes scanning the tall man. Suddenly realizing where he’d seen him before. He looked like a
younger version of the ambassador, but harder. More dangerous. Must be the son.

Bugger.



*****
JC turned as the man stopped, quickly evaluating the threat. No physical threat right now, but
this man was smart. Worn, determined, not an adversary but definitely not a friend.

“My name is Detective Findlay,” the man said, “and I’d like to have a word before you go
inside.”

“Detective?” JC said, the officers moving away from the door and the scene.
“The man living in there is under investigation,” Findlay said. “It would be better if you do

not go in.”
“Is he under arrest?” Duke asked.
“No, at present he is not.”
“Are we under arrest?” Duke said.
“No,” Findlay said, smiling through his teeth.
“Then if you don’t mind,” Duke said, moving towards the door.
“Mr. Ellsworth?” Findlay said, stopping Duke with the request. “I understand your feelings

right now, but we’ve got a dead girl, an ambassador in jail and not enough information.” Paused.
“If you don’t mind, may I accompany you inside? Mr. Wernick could provide us with valuable
information.”

Joan stepped forward. “If it was so valuable, and the dead girl so important to you, why have
you been standing out here for two days sipping your coffee?”

“Come now,” Findlay said, “you and I both know Mr. Wernick has diplomatic immunity. I’m
stuck here waiting for word to come from on high that I can actually enter the premises and
question him.” Looked to Duke. “However, if Mr. Wernick were to invite me in, perhaps in the
company of people he knew and trusted, it might expedite your father’s release.”

Duke turned to him, coming back down the three steps to the sidewalk, JC stepping in front
of him, blocking the path to Findlay. “If you enter that house,” JC said to the detective, “you
enter as our guest. Not Mr. Wernick’s. Which means we will exit you from the premises
however we see fit if you wear out your welcome.” Smiled. “Now, would you like to come
inside?”

Findlay looked at each member of the team in turn. Inclined his coffee cup towards the door
without a smile or flicker of emotion.

*****
The meeting between Harold and Duke should have been more joyous. But Stella Daniels was
dead, Norman Ellsworth was in jail and Detective Oscar Findlay was sitting in, watching and
making notes on everything that was said.

Harold Wernick was a non-descript man, an inch or two shy of six feet tall if he stood up
straight, which he never did, dark blonde with a receding hairline and a growing paunch to
match his fifty-odd years on the planet. His house was immaculate, whether the product of habit
or being cooped up for almost forty-eight hours. The only pictures of people were of Mr. and
Mrs. Ellsworth with Duke when he was about nine.

was about nine. Everything else was either structures or landscapes.
“You have to understand, Detective Findlay, Norman Ellsworth is totally incapable of doing



this, this, this murder,” Harold said, sitting on a hard-backed chair from the kitchen, his cup of
tea held in his hands but forgotten. “He and Stella were friends. They got along so well. He went
over there to play a game or two of Go.”

“That’s a card game?” Findlay asked, leaning back in a leather club chair. JC was sitting on
the edge of the other leather club chair while Theo and Joan sat on the matching sofa.

“It’s an old Japanese game of strategy,” Duke said. “Ambassador Ellsworth’s played it as
long as I can remember.”

“Stella played it too and was excited about meeting another player,” Harold continued.
“There aren’t that many players outside of Asia.”

“Do you play?” Findlay asked Harold.
“Oh, no,” he said, “I’m into photography mostly.”
“And why do you think it’s so impossible that Mr. Ellsworth stabbed Stella Daniels twenty-

seven times with a butcher’s knife?”
Harold grimaced, shook his head, rediscovered his cup of tea and set it down on the side table

next to him. Took a second to compose himself and apparently remove the image from his head.
“Because he’s a non-violent man, Detective Findlay. He’s dedicated his life to diplomacy and
peaceful solutions.”

“And what about his son, Mr. Wernick?” Findlay said. “Would you say the same of Norman
Ellsworth’s son?”

Harold’s eyes and head bounced between Duke and Findlay like a superball before slowing
and coming to rest on Duke. Duke nodded. Harold turned back to Findlay. “Duke was a soldier,
Mr. Findlay, an Army Ranger. I don’t know all the details of his service, but I imagine he’s been
trained in some decidedly non-diplomatic solutions.”

Theo laughed, covering it as a cough as Joan elbowed him in the side.
“And do you know the junior Ellsworth’s current employment situation?”
“He is a security consultant,” JC said, “working with me.” Findlay turned to him. “My name

is JC Bannister.”
Findlay wrote everything down in his notebook. “So Duke is a trained killer?” he asked JC.
Joan shifted on the sofa. Theo’s smile disappeared.
“Do you know what Army Rangers do,” JC asked. Voice flat.
“They soldier?”
JC said nothing, not inclined to explain to the man what exactly being a former member of

the 75th Ranger Regiment, 3rd Battalion, meant.
“And are they your employees as well?” Findlay asked JC, indicating the two sitting on the

sofa.
“I never said Mr. Ellsworth was my employee,” JC said. “I said he works with me. There is a

difference. He is also my friend, as are they.” His voice colder.
“What do you do?” Findlay asked Theo.
“I’m Mr. Bannister’s physician,” he said.
“And you?” Findlay asked Joan.
“I’m his bodyguard.”
“And why would he need a bodyguard?”



“Keep up with your bull—”
“Excuse me,” Howard said, cutting Joan off. “I’m sure Detective Findlay is only being

thorough.”
Findlay said nothing. Watching the team. Turned to Harold. “Tell me what you know of the

girl Mr. Ellsworth was found with, please.”
Harold’s face lit up. “Stella’s such a wonderful girl,” he said, his face falling as he spoke.

“Was, I guess. She was like a ray of red-headed sunshine in the drab embassy world.” Shook his
head. “That’s why I don’t understand why anyone would hate her so much they needed to kill
her.”

“You’re talking about the ambassador, then?” Findlay said.
“No, of course not,” Harold scolded. “Whoever did this. Not Norman Ellsworth.”
“What else do you remember about the deceased?” Findlay asked.
“She was smart, funny, always ready with a joke. Hard worker, harder than most. Physically

she was small, maybe a little over five feet tall. Thin, boyish, even.” Smiled. “One time, Stella
came to work dressed as a man, pretending to be her own brother, Steven. We had no idea.”
Laughed. Wiped away tears. “She was so full of life.”

“Have you spoken with her brother?” Findlay asked.
“She had no brother,” Harold said. “That’s what made it so funny.” Paused. “She was an only

child. I cannot imagine how devastated her parents are.”
“And what about Ambassador Ellsworth?” Findlay said.
“What do you mean?” Harold said.
“Can you imagine how devastated he is?”
“I don’t…” Harold said, confusion on his face.
“The man was found naked, covered in blood, in bed with the deceased, who was also

covered in blood, obviously,” Findlay said. “The knife had his fingerprints on it, in fact, it was
still in bed with them.” Pushing. “How devastated do you think the ambassador is now that his
career is over, his life ruined because some little girl with daddy issues laughed because the old
man couldn’t get it up when they tried a drunken roll in the hay?” His voice rising.

“That’s it,” Joan said, moving for Findlay. Grabbed twin fistfuls of his jacket, hauled him up
from the chair he was sitting in and threw him towards the door. The man stumbled, catching
himself on the floor with his hand, scrambling to regain his footing, somehow holding onto his
notebook. Joan was right behind him, the sitting room filled with voices and noise.

Joan grabbed Findlay by the back of the jacket and shoved him towards the door, the man
slamming his shoulder into it as he rolled, narrowly avoiding spearing the wooden door with his
head. Joan was hauling him up by his jacket lapels to a standing height when Theo reached her,
pulling her from the detective.

“Not what we need now, Joan,” he said calmly putting a hand on her shoulder to hold her
back. Joan shook him off.

“Get off me, Petrosian,” she growled. Stepped towards Findlay, her finger poking him in the
chest.

“Joan,” JC said quietly.
“Her name was Stella Daniels,” Joan said, nose-to-nose with Findlay, “and in the ten minutes

I’ve been listening to your bullshit, you haven’t said her name one time.” Poked the man, hard.



“If you were so concerned with her, why haven’t you said her name? Or shown us a picture?”
Findlay said nothing.
“That’s what I thought,” Joan said. “You’re just here to clear a case and couldn’t give a damn

about the poor girl somebody sliced up.”
“You’re under arrest,” Findlay said, “for assault—”
JC, Duke and Theo all jumped in the verbal fray, shouting and threatening and talking, the

din rising higher.
“Enough!” Harold yelled. Tears streaming down his eyes. “Stella was my friend. And she

was Norman Ellsworth’s friend. There was no romance between them. She had a boyfriend, and
Mr. Ellsworth was dating a lady. Now if you’ll please kindly leave my house, I am done
answering your questions.”

Joan shoved Findlay aside, opening the door, and shoving him out of it. The team followed
him out, Duke staying behind.

“Why haven’t you answered your phone, Harold?” Duke said quickly.
“Patterson took my State Department issued one, and I’m pretty sure they’re tapping the one

here at the house,” Harold said, wiping tears from his eyes. “I mean, I would, so I didn’t bother
answering.”

Duke dug in his pocket. “Kate Baker told me you’ve had some troubles recently, before all
this?” he said, taking his phone from his pocket.

Harold looked at him, shaking his head. “It’s just stupid stuff,” he said, “forgetting files and
bringing them home, misplacing stuff.” Shrugged. “It’s been thirty years and I’m just a little
complacent, I think,” voice getting smaller. “It doesn’t matter now.”

Duke put his left hand on Harold’s shoulder and handed Harold his own phone with his right.
“Use this if you need to,” he said. “Nobody’s going to tap it, and you can use all the data you
want without worrying about who is watching. I’ll call you when I get a new line.” Harold
nodded his thanks. “If you need anything right away, speed dial one and it will go to JC.”

Harold shook Duke’s proffered hand. “You’ll find the people who did this? To Stella?”
“Yes,” Duke said, promising more than he knew he could fully deliver at that moment, but

intent on fulfilling the promise.
“And you’ll clear your father’s name?” Harold said. “Bring him home?”
“That’s why I came to London,” Duke said. Embracing the man who had watched him grow

up since he was five years old. Thanked him again, let him go and headed for the door.



CHAPTER 14
NOTHING ABOUT THIS IS NORMAL

JC saw Duke exit the house out of the corner of his eye as the arguments that started inside
continued on the street, despite the late hour. Emotions were high and the team was going on a
handful of winks over the past two days. They were pretty much running on vapors and that
didn’t help their judgement. Or their tempers.

“Listen, Findlay,” JC said to the detective, “I apologize for my teammate. We’ve been under
a lot of stress, traveling with little sleep, and if she let her temper get the better of her, then that
is my fault.” Calming, diplomatic. “We’re simply trying to help the embassy find out who killed
Stella Daniels.”

“And if we need to find someone else to take over the case to actually investigate it,” Theo
said, standing in front of Joan, “then we’re prepared to take that step.”

“Do it,” Findlay said. “Please.”
JC stared back at the man, trying to figure out his angle. Because in JC’s experience,

everyone has an angle, explicit or not.
“I want this case even less than you want me to be on it,” Findlay continued. “My partner

will probably fall off the wagon again just so he can sleep at night after seeing Stella Daniels
covered in blood,” he said, the name said loudly and pointedly at Joan. “Bloody US State
Department and DSS won’t let me get close to anyone involved to ask a decent set of questions.
Most of the info I get, I get from the goddamn nightly news.” Took a breath, patting his jacket
for his notebook, then finding it open in his hand, looked back at the team. “Nobody wins here,
Bannister,” Findlay continued, directing his anger at JC. “If I say the Ambassador’s guilty, then
you people claim I didn’t do my job. I spend too much time looking under rocks and
entertaining conspiracy theories, then the media and my boss say I’m wasting time and resources
on an open and shut case.” Closed his book, turning to Duke. “So why don’t you tell me how to
do my job, Mr. Ellsworth. Entertain me.”

Joan moved for the man, but Duke stopped her. “It’s alright,” he said, his voice calm. Finally
able to get someone connected to the case to listen to him. “Here’s a scenario for you,” he said,
taking a big breath. “Stella invites the ambassador over to her place for a game of Go. Maybe
legitimate, maybe it’s a cover or pretext to something. Whatever, when the ambassador gets
there, she spikes his wine at some point with rohypnol and Viagra. Maybe it’s her idea, maybe
the person coercing her gave her the cocktail. The ambassador passes out, gets hard. She strips
him, climbs on top and has her way with him. Or maybe her handler comes in and forces her to
do it. Regardless, afterwards, her handler kills her and makes it seem like it was the work of
Ambassador Ellsworth.”

The detective said nothing for a full ten seconds. “You’ve got to be shitting me,” he finally
managed.

“Have you done bloodwork on the ambassador?” Theo asked.
“He wasn’t the victim.”
“How do you know?” Theo said. Not joking.



“It’s been about forty eight hours,” JC said. “Take a blood sample from him now. There
could still be traces of something in his blood. Also, test the seminal fluid from the girl. Check
for any marks that don’t make sense. Rope or handcuff marks on her wrists or legs, oddly
shaped bruises on her head or back. Look for anything else out of the ordinary.”

“Like?” the detective said. Not happy to be taking orders from the team but not shutting
down their ideas.

“Anything out of the ordinary,” JC repeated. “You need to understand,” he continued, “the
more normal this seems, the more you should be digging. Nothing about this is normal. Get that
through your head and we’ll get along just fine.”

“And if I don’t?” the detective said, chin jutting out, voice sounding irritated and fed-up.
“Then I’m gonna knock your dick in the dirt, you bone-headed, half-wit Dr. Watson,” Theo

said, stepping forward until JC put a hand on his arm, bringing him back to himself. And
restraining him.

“Excuse my friend,” he said. Paused. “But if we do not think this is being investigated as
widely and fully as possible, we will get involved. Leaks to the press, discussions with lords and
ministers, maybe a sit down with MI5 personnel.” JC had no connections to anyone that high up
in the UK, but the detective had no way of knowing it.

Findlay looked at JC for another second, then down at the ground, pulling his phone out of
his pocket. “What a horrible day,” he muttered, dialing a number. Looked back at JC while the
number rang. “Old Bailey,” he said into the phone, still looking at JC, “nurse’s station.” Waiting
as he was transferred. “Yeah, take a sample of Ambassador Ellsworth’s blood and run it for
everything,” he said, looking down at the ground. “Yeah, I’m serious. When it’s done, run it for
everything. Every possible combination of drugs in the book.” Clicked off the phone. Looked
back at JC. “Happy?”

Before JC had a chance to answer, shots rang out in the night. While Detective Findlay was
ducking and looking for the source, JC was shoving the man down and against the closest
vehicle, drawing the DSS Glock 19 from his waistband. Joan, Duke and Theo were also drawing
pistols or submachine guns from their concealment, looking for the shooters.

“Twelve o’clock,” Joan yelled, “Three shooters.” Fired her SIG P229 twice. “Two shooters.”
Duke and Theo spread out, Duke with a Glock 19 and Theo with his H&K MP5SD. Theo ran

to the sidewalk across the street, using parked cars as cover, Duke moving out onto the asphalt.
They began walking up the street, slowly and under cover, looking for the attackers.

A volley of shots at Theo helped Duke find and retire one of the men. Return fire at Duke
allowed Theo to plug the other one. He ran across the street as Henderson pulled up in the
Chevy Tahoe, jumping out with an M4 battle rifle at his shoulder. More shots poured down on
the Tahoe, forcing Henderson to crouch behind it, letting the armored vehicle take the damage.

“Sniper up high,” he yelled to the team. Unable to move.
Joan looked at JC, still covering Findlay as the detective struggled to get up. “You got him?”

she said.
JC nodded once. “Go,” he said, wishing he had more than a pistol in his hand right now.
Joan peeled off, heading for the back of the Tahoe, the sniper walking shots after her, pinging

through vehicles or into the pavement. Safe for a second behind the three ton armored vehicle,
she opened the door and pulled out a Knights Armament M110 sniper rifle. Leaned around the
vehicle to Henderson. “Hey,” she said, getting his attention, “light ‘em up.”



Henderson half-stood, laying his rifle over the hood of the SUV, waiting for the sniper to
shoot at someone. “Come on you sonofabitch,” he muttered, “pop off a shot for Mr. Henderson.”
Was rewarded by the hidden gunman shooting at him. He returned fire, one second between
each pull of the trigger, yelling “Go!” as he did without taking his eye from the sights on his
rifle.

Joan double-timed it across the street, glancing up where the shooter was continuing to shoot
down at Henderson. Theo and Duke were nowhere to be found, likely going into the building the
sniper was dug into. She found a good perch, right behind a plumbing van with multiple pipes of
varying sizes and widths stored on top. Laid the stock of the rifle on the vehicle behind it. Tried
to turn on the night vision scope but found too much ambient light from the streetlamps on either
side of the building.

She swore softly to herself then fired twice, extinguishing the lights. Activated the night
vision and began scanning the building where the shooter was supposed to be firing from.
Waiting for him to take another shot. All she needed was one. She went from window to
window, looking for him. Floor to floor. Kept going back to where she thought he was hiding.

One window was open in the building, right on the top floor. Had to be the place, but her
scope couldn’t pick up if he was there or not. Wishing it had thermal capabilities.

Henderson fired a couple more shots, but elicited nothing in response from the shooter. She
knew Duke and Theo were going room to room in the apartment building. Could see lights
coming on as they went up. Could hear the protests of the residents.

There, top floor, open window. The same spot she thought it was. The shooter checked his
phone, lighting himself up like a Christmas tree in her scope. She waited, watching. Had to
make sure. Guns were uncommon in England but not impossible. Wanted to make damn sure
she got the right man. He put his phone away, went back to the window, leaned out and started
firing again at Henderson.

Joan touched the trigger on the rifle, sending a very small piece of copper-jacketed lead at
extremely high speed into the man’s brain. Her target dropped the rifle and fell to the floor out
of her sight a half second before Duke and Theo burst into the room and turned on the lights,
temporarily ruining her vision from the sudden brightness.

She swore, then stood. “Shooter down,” she called out over the quiet night. The sounds of
sirens faint in the background.



CHAPTER 15
WE’LL LOOK FOR YOUR CALL

“Search the bodies,” JC said as Duke and Theo came jogging up the street. They stopped and
went back, searching for explosives, weapons, ID, anything that might be helpful.

Findlay stood there, staring at him. Angry, but grateful. The two uniformed officers, hiding
during the firefight, were now posted outside Harold Wernick’s door again. Findlay had made a
call, ordering a SWAT team to join them. JC knew it was too late. Whatever the reason for the
assault, it likely wouldn’t be repeated, not now.

The men had been gunning for JC and the team. No shots were fired at the officers or
Findlay. The shooters knew they weren’t the threat. JC and his people were.

Which meant the shooters knew who they were, knew they would be there and likely didn’t
expect them to be armed. Otherwise they would have brought more people and more firepower.
The shooters hadn’t gotten far enough to get into Harold’s house, but if he was the target, there
would have been another sniper across the street. The one sniper they found was set up on the
wrong side of the street for Harold’s house, but the right side to kill anyone getting into or out of
a vehicle on the street.

Nigel. Maybe Max was right. Maybe they should dump him and get a different driver. Can’t,
JC told himself. His life is in danger because of us. He’s either on the team or in a safe house
until we figure out who is doing this. And Joan’s right. He may be the best tool against the
people coming after us. JC glanced to his left, Nigel sitting behind the wheel of the Range
Rover, parked right behind the Tahoe. Gripping the wheel and staring straight into the night.

Because they are coming after us. Not Harold, not Henderson, not Findlay and not the
Ambassador, at least not now. They’re coming after us. The possibility that Duke was right
gaining hold once again. This was a set up from the get go. But why?

“You people are dangerous,” Findlay said.
“Tell me something I don’t know,” Theo growled, a vicious smile on his face. He’d posted

himself next to JC and hadn’t moved, no matter how many times JC suggested it. Theo’d seen it
too. The three shooters coming down the street and the sniper up high hadn’t been aiming at
anyone except the team. Joan was posted on the street, near the Tahoe with her sniper rifle still
cradled in her arms.

“I’m reporting this whole mess to my captain and the Foreign Secretary,” Findlay continued.
“Don’t worry, Detective, we’ll be making a complete report to our supervisors at the State

Department,” Max Henderson said from the street. “We’ll see whose ass gets chewed faster.”
Paused, not smiling. “I’m guessing it’s going to be yours because you let a team of terrorists
attack the house of the secretary to the ambassador.” Smiled. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t
external security the job of the home country? Meaning you?” Shook his head. “It’s damn good
luck we happened to be nearby, returning from an MSD training mission.”

Duke and Theo walked up, arms full of weapons and hands full of wallets.
“AKs and Glocks,” Duke said. “No photo IDs, just money and car rental agreements.”
Findlay snatched the wallets from their hands, stuffing them into his coat pocket. Opened the



trunk to his Saab and told the men to put the weapons inside. Duke and Theo shrugged and did
so.

The sirens were getting closer. JC wasn’t concerned about them. He wasn’t concerned about
Findlay. No, there was something else. Something he missed. He didn’t know what it was. But
something was off.

“Tell me about the shooters,” JC said to Duke and Theo.
“One looked Caucasian,” Theo said, closing the trunk to Findlay’s vehicle. “Two maybe

North African or Middle Eastern. Fourth maybe Spanish.” Paused. “Hard to tell, honestly.”
“They all had the tips of their left pinkie finger cut off perpendicular to their fingernail,”

Duke said.
“Yeah, it was weird,” Theo said. “All their fingernails were regular length or longish except

their little ones. The pinkie nail was cut right up against the quick and that’s where the finger
was lopped off.”

“Burned?” JC asked.
“Nope,” Theo said, “lopped off. If I had to guess, it looked like maybe a cigar cutter.”
The sirens were close.
“Let’s go,” Joan said, standing at the front of the armored Tahoe.
JC looked up and down the street. Not able to put his finger on what was bothering him. But

Joan wasn’t wrong. It was time to go.
“Findlay,” he said, extending his hand in a handshake. The detective shook it, but not

warmly. “I hope you’ll be kind enough to update us with the results of that blood test.”
“You lot can bugger off,” Findlay said.
“Excellent,” JC replied. Heading for the Range Rover with Theo and Duke following. “Then

we’ll look for your call.”
The team placed most of their long guns in the back of the Tahoe. Max got in and drove off

as the team climbed into the Range Rover and followed him down the street.

*****
The phone rang. He answered it, not rolling his eyes. Shaking his head, dreading the man’s
voice on the other end of the line. And his displeasure.

“Tell me,” his boss said.
“They got away,” he said. “All of them.” Swallowed hard.
He waited in silence. And waited. And waited.
“Did I give you permission to fail?” his boss said, the voice measured and calm.
“No.”
Waiting.
“Then why did you?”
“I was not prepared,” he said. “I did not expect them to be as armed and as… capable as they

were.”
He heard his boss breathing, trying to control his anger.
“I told you what just one of them was able to do, did I not?”
“Yes,” he said, “you did.”



“Yet when you went up against four, you were not prepared with overwhelming,
overpowering, crushing force?”

“No, I wasn’t.” Almost losing control of his bladder.
The silence returned.
“Did I give you permission to attack?”
“No,” he said, “you did not.”
“Then why did you?”
He took a deep breath. “Because if my men could kill at least one of them,” he said, the

words coming out in a rush, “then perhaps your position would be improved.”
“Tell me,” his boss said. “Is my position improved?”
“No.”
“No,” his boss said. “No it is not,” his voice rising in anger. “Now my position is definitely

not improved because of your incompetent actions.” Screaming.
He said nothing. There was nothing to say.
“Do you have any good news?” his boss said. Voice once again calm.
“The tracker is still in place on the driver,” he said. “We are recording every conversation

they have.”
“Did the driver see your face when you planted it?”
“No,” he said, “he did not.”
“That is adequate,” his boss said, hanging up.
He looked down from across the street. Saw the two vehicles pull away. Wishing they were

all dead. Because if this plan didn’t come together as his boss wished, then his future was going
to be remarkably short.

*****
JC took Nigel’s pen and paper from him. Wrote three letters on the paper and showed it to Duke.

IDs?
Duke and Theo smiled as they both reached in their pockets, Duke pulling out four passports

and Theo pulling out four cellphones. JC smiled and gave the two a thumbs up.
“Nigel,” he said to the driver. “I need a favor. We may need to take off at a moment’s notice.

If we pay you extra, can we convince you to stay in the same hotel as us overnight?”
“Not a problem.” Nigel replied.
“Anybody you need to call?” JC asked, shaking his head and mouthing the word “NO.”
“I’m good,” Nigel said, playing it off cool.
“Where to, Joan?” Theo said.
“The Ritz,” she said, yawning.



CHAPTER 16
HARD-WIRED

Kate Baxter was still at her desk. JC was right, DSS was in charge of investigations, including
investigating charges of espionage. But the FBI, the CIA, the NSA, MI5, MI6 and a couple of
other agencies all had jurisdiction over differing pieces of this particular pie. All that had to
happen next was to have INTERPOL trying to wedge their way into it.

It was turning into a gigantic knuckleheaded disaster.
They find out what I’m doing, they’ll pull me from the case, Kate said to herself, digging

through logs and schedules of the ambassador, Harold Wernick, Stella Daniels, and everyone
they crossed paths with.

A knock on her door preceded a young woman poking her head in. “Ms. Baxter?” she said.
“Put them on my desk,” Kate said, glancing up. Trying to remember her name. Janice

something, she said to herself. Cute. Office cooler talk said she was a lesbian as well. Kate
glanced up as the young woman walked out and shut the door, the manila envelope laying on the
corner of Kate’s desk. I’d ask her out, Kate thought, but she’s too young and too skinny.

Stopped what she was doing. Picked up the envelope, taking out and looking at the passports.
Replaying what she’d said to JC about her and the ambassador liking the same kind of woman,
matching it up with what she overheard Duke yelling about in Grosvenor Square.

“Is he right?” she muttered. “Is it that simple?”
Looked at the pictures of Duke, JC, Joan and Theo on the new passports, issued in their real

names and stamped to look official. Put them back down on the desk.
“Would I ever date a man?” she asked herself, knowing the answer before she finished the

question. As long as she could remember, she’d been attracted to women with zero sexual or
romantic interest in men. Hard-wired. The type of women she dated developed over time into
the same kind of pattern. Older, wide-hipped.

Attraction is cultural, familial, experiential, one side of her brain told her.
But what if it’s sometimes hard-wired, the other side asked.
Shook her head, quieting the voices, put the passports back into the envelope and opened up

the file folder on her desktop once again. If the boy’s right, they’re gonna need a helluva lot
more than a man’s sexual preferences to disprove the murder. And the espionage. Sighed,
opening up files and logs again, tracking the movements and dates written down as if they were
happening in real time, making a flowchart, always branching off any new player and seeing
how they related to everyone else.

It was going to be a long night. But her job was to protect the ambassador. And she was
damn sure that’s what she was going to do, no matter what the State Department said to do or
not do.



CHAPTER 17
ACCUSATION, INNUENDO AND THREATS

It was just past midnight on Tuesday night and Yana Vasnetsov was manning the check-in desk.
It was a boring job as most people had already checked in at that point, but it was her favorite
because the cleaning crew made the whole place smell like chemical replicas of lavender. She
was surreptitiously scanning her social media accounts on her cellphone when she felt the
presence of people walking up to the desk.

Looked up to see five men and one woman approach the desk. All but one of the men carried
two duffle bags each that clanked and sounded like they were full of pipes and tools. The sole
woman stopped as they approached the desk, putting her hand on the arm of the man without a
bag, holding him back. The oldest looking man approached the desk. Asked for two rooms,
separate floors, two queen beds each.

Yana typed in the request, finding vacancies, not uncommon this late on a Tuesday. Told the
man the outrageous prices for a walk-in. He didn’t even blink.

“Do you accept cash?”
“We require a credit card for incidentals, sir,” Yana said. Smiling.
The man nodded. “And if I were to leave a ten-thousand dollar cash deposit in lieu of a credit

card?” he asked.
Yana leaned her head sideways, thinking if it would be worth calling her night manager over

to check procedures. The rules were clear, but she’d only worked there six months and hadn’t
had this situation present itself.

“Would a thousand dollar tip for the decisive and intelligent night check-in clerk help
expedite the accommodation?” the man asked.

Yana smiled. “Yes, I suppose it would.”
The man smiled. “Fantastic,” he said, looking much more handsome to Yana than he did

when he walked in.
Five minutes later and thousands of dollars lighter, the six people walked, clanking softly,

across the floral scented lobby to the elevators. They had two suites, one on the twenty-first
floor and the other on the twenty-fourth.

Yana noticed they didn’t carry any suitcases. And none of their duffle bags looked like they
were filled with clothes.

Of course, later, when questioned by successive agencies, Yana would note that nothing
seemed out of the ordinary. The reason for her breaking protocol on the credit card and ID
requirements were simple, she explained: she was young and single, and the man checking in
was quite handsome. Although, unfortunately, she couldn’t remember anything about what he
actually looked like and certainly not enough to sit down with a sketch artist.

*****
JC installed Nigel in the suite on the twenty-first floor while the rest of the team would took the
suite on the twenty-fourth. JC walked in with Nigel while the team waited outside. Indicated for



him to turn on the TV, take off his jacket, then go to the bathroom. Turned on the sink, flushed
the toilet, turned the water off, then the two quietly left the room.

Standing in the hallway, Duke took out his surveillance detecting device and ran it over
Nigel’s body. No red LEDs.

“He’s clean,” Duke said quietly.
JC walked for the elevators, the team, Nigel and Max following him. JC waited until he’d

pushed the up button for the elevator. “Max,” he said, “take Nigel down a service elevator and
drive him to a nearby hotel. Set him up there, then come back here.”

Max nodded as the elevator opened and JC got in, followed by Joan, Duke and Theo. Max
put his duffle bags into the elevator with them and waited, empty-handed, as the doors closed.
Turned to Nigel, clapping him on the shoulder and walking away, leaving Nigel to catch up to
him.

“Ready to stay in a five-star hotel on Uncle Sam’s dime?” Max said over his shoulder as he
searched for the service elevator.

*****
The team had a few projects in front of them for the next ten hours. Unfortunately, sleep was
still last on the list.

They needed to check out the IDs Duke and Theo lifted from the shooters outside Harold’s
apartment. Try and track them down as well as the weird pinkie finger thing.

Once confirmed who they were, they needed to try and figure out who they were working for.
Difficult without official access to certain federal and international databases. Not impossible,
just slower.

Then they needed to get down to Nigel’s empty room and do some research on the device
planted under his jacket collar. Try and figure out a way to track the person who was tracking
them.

“It’s gonna be a long night,” Theo said, turning the TV on, muting the audio and picking up
the room service menu.

Joan snapped her fingers at him, eyes glued to the TV. “Turn that up now,” she ordered.
Theo glanced at the TV, pressing the mute button again as he did.
Stella Daniel’s doppelganger was standing in front of the US Embassy, speaking to as many

television crews as possible.
“Ambassador Ellsworth is entirely innocent of these accusations,” Ekebergh said. “He is

being held in violation of English laws, US laws, European Union laws and the Venetian
Convention.”

The woman’s voice was clear but not sharp. More of a pleading for someone to fix the
problem than a schoolmarm lecturing.

“She’s good,” Theo said.
“Did he kill Ms. Daniels?” a reporter asked.
“Of course he did not and any suggestions to the contrary are ludicrous.”
“Why was he in her apartment?” the same reporter followed-up.
“The two were having a pleasant evening together playing board games.”
“Board games?” a reporter asked, snarky.



“Yes, Go is an ancient game of strategy. Two thousand years old and it is played on a board.”
“Did he sleep with the girl?”
“Ambassador Ellsworth did not knowingly have sex with Stella Daniels, the deceased,” Ms.

Ekebergh said. “He may have been drugged as he is missing memories for about four hours of
time.”

“Convenient,” one woman muttered.
“Being falsely accused of murder and espionage are hardly convenient, ma’am,” Ekebergh

said, her voice no longer soft-tinged. “Waking up from being drugged by unknown parties to see
your friend murdered next to you is hardly convenient. And being held without the State
Department coming to ask any questions, against the State Department’s own protocols and the
Venice Convention is hardly convenient, ma’am.” Her voice had been rising.

“So this is one big conspiracy?” the woman who suffered Ms. Ekebergh’s wrath asked.
“I cannot speak to that,” Ms. Ekebergh said. “All I can say is that Ambassador Ellsworth is

not guilty of the accusations he’s facing.”
“Notice how she always says ‘accusations’?” Theo said. “Nice.”
“And she keeps saying ‘ambassador,’” Joan said. “Not ‘mister’ or ‘Norman.’ Smart.”
“Did Mr. Ellsworth hire you?” another reporter asked.
“I have been retained by Ambassador Ellsworth’s family,” Ms. Ekebergh said. “The State

Department has sat on their hands the entire forty-eight hours that the ambassador has been in
jail, not allowing him to make phone calls or speak to anyone.”

“If he was unable to speak to anyone, how did his family know to hire you?”
Ms. Ekebergh looked at the reporter for a beat. “I think they may have seen it on the TV.”
A chuckle ran through the crowd.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me,” Ms. Ekebergh said, her face hardening, “I need to try and get

into the embassy to see why nobody inside was willing to protect Ambassador Ellsworth from
these trumped up charges, or properly investigate the murder of their employee and friend Stella
Daniels in order to find out who really killed her.”

Ms. Ekebergh turned and walked towards the embassy. The news feed cut to the news
anchors back at the studio as Theo muted it.

“Accusation, innuendo and threats,” Duke said. “She is good.”
“Notice how she kept bringing up Stella’s name” Joan said. “Makes people remember it. Lets

them know she’s not afraid to bring it up or humanize her.” Nodding her head.
“Where do we stand with those IDs?” JC asked. Trying to refocus the team. Avery Ekebergh

was busy doing her job, and the team needed to be busy doing theirs. Which meant tracking
down the identities of the men on the passports. More importantly, backtracking those identities
and trying to figure out who hired them.



CHAPTER 18
RUSSELL GREY

The phone rang. Blocked number, but Secretary of State Russell Grey knew who it was. Only
one man would be calling him at this hour, on this phone, with a blocked number. He swiped the
icon, connecting the call.

“Good evening, sir,” the Secretary of State said, standing and walking away from the table of
foreign dignitaries. The wait staff had just served the duck confit, and to be honest, the sight of
the dish always turned his stomach. Not to mention the smell.

“Dinner time?” the voice said.
Grey glanced over his shoulder. “Asshole French ambassador. Orders that shitty duck dish

every time.”
“You could always bomb Lourdes,” the voice said.
The Secretary smiled. “But then where would all the goddamn cripples go?” he asked,

walking through the door to the balcony, chuckling softly as the man on the other end of the line
laughed, not constrained by the company around him.

“How are things progressing?” the Secretary asked after he stopped laughing and checked his
surroundings again.

“As planned,” the voice said.
“Your men are ready and able to handle the mission?”
“As soon as the law is passed and the contract signed we’ll be in place.”
“Don’t forget the money,” the Secretary said.
“Wouldn’t think of it,” the voice said. “But I know Lady Liberty is good for it.”
The Secretary’s smile disappeared. “This has to go well,” he said. “I want no repetition of

history here.” Paused. “No more Benghazi’s. Ever.”
“I guarantee it, sir,” the voice said.
The Secretary nodded. Thinking. “And London?” he said.
“Other than a few hiccups, all is proceeding as planned.”
“Hiccups?” Grey said. “A sniper outside the embassy is a hiccup?”
The voice was quiet for ten seconds. “That was regrettable,” he said finally. “However, we

got the surveillance we needed. More than we hoped.”
Grey put it aside. He had other issues he was concerned with. “And our London friend?”
“The man is… nervous,” the voice said.
“He should be,” the Secretary said. “Although his help has been invaluable, there is no way I

or anyone else will allow him to leapfrog over more qualified candidates. Or at least not for
long.” Paused. “No matter what promises you or I have made him.”

The man on the other end of the line was quiet. The breeze was cool, the scent of wetness
making Secretary Grey wonder if there was going to be enough rain so he didn’t have to water
his lawn tomorrow.



“What are you suggesting, sir?” the man on the other end finally asked.
“I’m suggesting I don’t like loose ends.” Irritated he had to spell it out.
“No need to worry, sir,” the voice said. “I imagine at some point before all this is over, there

will be at least one or two fire fights. Won’t be too difficult to make sure our young friend
manages to get caught in the middle of one.” Paused. “Plus London is a dangerous city. All
kinds of criminals walking the streets at night.”

“Then you do understand,” Secretary of State Grey said. An aide appeared on the balcony,
coughed once to catch the Secretary’s attention, then returned into the restaurant. “Next time we
speak like this, I suspect we’ll both be very rich men.”

“Yes, sir, I reckon we will be.”
The Secretary hung up the phone and walked back inside. He regretted having to turn to this,

but knowing that, despite the possible charges of treason, collusion, and half a dozen other
unseemly words, this was the best thing for the country and her diplomats around the world.

Except for Stella Daniels. And Ambassador Ellsworth. And, eventually, Larry Patterson.
His phone buzzed as he was stepping back inside the restaurant. The Secretary looked at the

number. Capitol Hill, but didn’t recognize the number. Could be a senator, could be a senator’s
aide. Could be a damn reporter calling from a spare line.

Still, he had to take the call. The duck confit could wait.
“Hello?”
“Secretary Grey, this is Senator Holstrom, how are you this evening?”
Shit, Grey said to himself. Not the person he wanted to be talking with.
“Good evening, Chris,” Grey said to the senator. The man was a dogged prosecutor before he

was elected and hadn’t lost that trait. And with all that was happening, having him involved
complicated things more than Grey wanted.

“Am I interrupting?” Holstrom asked.
“Would you hang up the phone if you were?” Grey asked. The two had an uneasy, no BS

relationship.
“No, I suppose I wouldn’t,” Holstrom said. “Have you seen the recent news from London?”
Grey closed his eyes and shook his head. Wondering what the hell had gone wrong now. And

why hadn’t the man he just spoke to mention it.
“They don’t have big screen TVs in Bistro Bis, Chris.”
“Is what Ellsworth’s lawyer said true?” Holstrom asked, ignoring Grey’s dodge. “Was

Ambassador Holstrom held for more than forty-eight hours without contact from the State
Department?”

Grey clenched his jaw before answering. “Not entirely.”
“So, pretty much?”
“We were investigating, Chris.” Secretary Grey answered. “We needed to do as much as we

could without coloring our judgement.” Paused. “The optics of us circling our wagons around an
older white man in this situation isn’t going to help us here.”

“The optics?” Holstrom said. “Circling the wagons is exactly what you’re supposed to do,
Russell. He’s the ambassador.” Saying each syllable clearly, slowly and insultingly. “You
protect him, from terrorists, from aggressors, and even from his own State Department if you
have to.” Holstrom was obviously not around people he was concerned might hear the



conversation. He was almost yelling. Grey held the phone away from his ear.
“Don’t bark at me, Holstrom,” Grey half-yelled back. “He boned a staffer more than half his

age then went American Psycho on her ass. Twenty-seven stab wounds, Chris. He stabbed her
twenty-seven times, so no, there isn’t a lot of sympathy for Ellsworth.” Paused, toning back his
anger. “Stella Daniels was one of us, too.”

“Have you investigated any other possible scenarios?”
“You’re giving weight to these conspiracy theories?”
“So you have been watching the TV?” Holstrom said.
Grey hated when Holstrom trapped him. “My aide just updated me before you called. You

can’t seriously believe any of what’s being circulated on the internet by neckbeard bloggers, can
you?”

Grey heard Holstrom sigh. Not a good sign. “Secretary Grey, I was a prosecutor in the great
state of North Carolina. I am aware of how fingerprints can be planted, how people can be
slipped drugs without their knowledge and how a crime scene can be staged to look one way
when the reverse actually happened. I’m also aware of how much of a target Ambassador
Ellsworth had on his back simply because he was the Ambassador of the United States of
America.” Paused. Grey knew he wasn’t through, so he said nothing, waiting. “I sincerely hope
you are investigating all possibilities, all angles, before you determine the guilt or innocence of
one of our pre-eminent statesmen.”

“Don’t worry, Chris,” Secretary Grey said. “We are investigating absolutely everything from
every angle. The FBI, CIA, NSA, DSS and a couple other agencies are all investigating it.”

“Make sure all those boys in blue manage to not step on their dicks, Russell,” Holstrom said.
“I’m watching this one pretty closely, as are the members of my committee. Goodnight.”

Grey didn’t even bother saying goodnight or which committee Holstrom was referencing.
Senator Holstrom backed the right horse on his side of the aisle early in the last presidential
election. Although he hadn’t been rewarded with a cabinet-level position, he was still the
chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, a member of the Senate Armed
Services Committee and the Judiciary Subcommittee on Crime and Terrorism, along with
several subcommittees the public didn’t know about. Rumor had it he also had the ear of the
new president on many issues.

Grey pulled up the phone number of the man he spoke to before Senator Holstrom called.
Although the man called from a blocked phone, the man’s regular number was still accessible.

Grey’s aide appeared at the door to the balcony. “The duck is getting cold, sir.”
“Tell that goddamn frog,” the Secretary growled without looking at his aide, “that I’m not

about to shovel that sewage into my mouth and pretend it doesn’t taste exactly like the rotten
dogshit that it is. If you’re so concerned about that cunt’s feelings then you go eat it with a smile
plastered on your buttery face.”

The aide turned on his heel and disappeared. Grey looked out into the night over DC as the
phone rang.

“Yes, sir?” the man answered. Cautious.
“The lawyer,” Grey said quietly. “How much of a problem is she?”
The line was quiet for longer than made Grey comfortable. “She’s barking up all the right

trees,” the voice said slowly.
Grey swore. “She’s going to get him off, isn’t she?” he said, not looking for an answer.



“We’ve stepped over too many lines here.”
“Then bring him back.”
“What?” Grey asked.
“Bring him back and try him on home turf.”
“He’ll put two and two together and come up with we’re fucked.”
“Let him,” the man said. “By the time he gets back, surfaces and is able to actually tell

somebody something, he’ll be dead. Diesel therapy. Ship him all over the US, from prison to
prison, holding cell to holding cell, always losing the paperwork and sooner or later he’ll
manage to piss off the wrong bad guy and he’ll get shanked in the shower. Guards come in a
little too late, shoot the bad guy who shanked him, and everybody’s happy.”

Grey still scanned the DC skyline. Something was wrong. Something was coming for him.
He knew it deep in his heart. This was going to be the one thing he did in a career full of
questionable things that brought him down.

But that didn’t mean he was going to sit down and wait for it.
“I’ll start things on my end,” Grey said.
“And I’ll do the same here,” the voice said.
Grey swiped an icon, ending the phone call. Turned back to the restaurant, putting his game

face on, knowing he’d probably throw up later that night after eating cold duck confit just to
appease the ambassador from France.



CHAPTER 19
OTHER OPTIONS

JC woke up quickly, his gun in his hand before the fog of sleep was totally gone. The sound of
successive grenades going off in his dreams were actually someone pounding on the hotel room
door. The faint smell of fresh coffee hit his nose from somewhere. No time to figure it out as
Theo and Duke were standing on either side of the door, both with shotguns.

“Who is it?” Theo said in a perfect imitation of a cop voice.
“Henderson,” the voice said. “Open up.”
Theo glanced at JC. JC shook his head. Could have been, but hard to tell through a door after

knowing the guy less than a day.
“Who is my father,” Duke said.
JC looked for Joan. She was to his right, ducked down behind the other bed, Steyr AUG

laying sideways, aiming for the door.
“If it’s Duke talking, then it’s my boss,” the voice said. “If it’s Theo, then I’m gonna guess

Mr. Petrosian.”
“Not bad,” Theo said, opening the door. Duke’s shotgun still at the ready, Joan still behind

the bed.
Max walked in, hands open and in front of him. Glanced at each person in the room and their

weapons.
“We’ve got a problem,” he said.
“Is Nigel dead?” Joan asked, standing. She was already dressed. Everyone slept in their

clothes last night, or early in the morning to be precise.
“No, he’s sitting downstairs with a female agent who is very gamely pretending to be a girl

he picked up in a bar,” Max said, walking into the room, searching for the TV remote. Turning
the news on as the rest of the team readied themselves.

“Again, breaking news this morning” the morning anchor said, staring straight into the
camera, very serious, “as sources inside the Home Office tell us both the Foreign Secretary and
the Prime Minister are meeting with US Secretary of State Russel Grey who flew in early this
morning. We are told they will be asking that US Ambassador Norman Ellsworth’s diplomatic
immunity be rescinded so that he can be tried for murder, and eventually espionage in the British
court system.”

Max muted it.
“That can’t happen,” Duke said.
“It won’t,” JC said. “They’ll make a fuss, but other than occurring on their soil, on their

watch, they don’t have a horse in this race.”
“Grey isn’t going to rescind your father’s immunity,” Max said to Duke. Tossing the remote

on the sofa, his face not showing any good news. “The Secretary of State is going to ship
Ambassador Ellsworth back to the US and he’s going to be tried there.”

“What?” Duke said.



“Those are the two options,” Max said, “and trying him at home will be the far quieter one.”
Shook his head. “But I don’t like it. Something stinks.”

“If he’s being set up,” Joan said, “why would he get a better trial back home?”
“Could be much worse,” Theo said. “The evidence here could get tainted or lost or replaced.

Findlay may be on board a little, but he’ll be off the case, and some prosecutor with a limited
budget isn’t going to do the interviews and footwork they need, just to acquit the guy.”

“He can’t go,” Duke said.
The team stopped and stared at him.
“We don’t have many options here, Duke,” JC said.
“What did you tell Baker?” Duke said. “Other options are what we do.”
“What are you proposing?” Max said.
Duke didn’t look at him, not yet, his eyes still glued on JC, his suggestion unanswered. JC

nodded once. Duke glanced at Joan, then Theo, each one nodding to him as well. He turned to
Max. “How willing are you to step over a few lines to make sure the ambassador is safe.?”

Max crossed his arms high on his chest, his loose polo shirt bunching up under his arms. “It’s
my job to protect the ambassador.” Paused. “Even if it means protecting him from the State
Department as well.”

“Good,” JC nodded, moving to gather their things. “Because we’re gonna need a laundry list
of weapons and equipment to take the ambassador en route to the airport.”

The team followed JC’s lead, preparing themselves to leave. Max stood in the middle of the
room, arms still folded.

“May I remind you,” Max growled, “you four are still Security Specialist Attaches,
temporarily assigned to the MSD and under my command?”

The team stopped. Duke stepped forward to protest, but Max’s raised index finger stopped
him.

“There could be a way to do this without the violence you are more than likely planning,”
Max said. “At least not as much.”

JC picked up his suit jacket from the chair he threw it on the night before. “We’re interested,”
he said, “but there’s something you need to do for us.”

Max smiled.



CHAPTER 20
MEREDITH KENNY

The tall well-dressed woman arrived in Lisa Hannigan’s office off La Cienega just after four that
afternoon. Military bearing, wearing a suit, didn’t offer her name or bother taking off her
sunglasses. Handed Lisa a slim manila envelope and walked out the door.

Lisa looked around, wondering if there was a hidden camera planted in the office she didn’t
know about, although her expensive security system had detected no breaches in the past several
weeks.

She opened the envelope to see a US passport, California driver’s license, credit card and an
e-ticket for London. The passport looked worn, as did the driver’s license. Both had her picture
but with a different name and different address. Said she was Meredith Kenny instead of her
birth name Lisa Hannigan. The credit card looked brand new.

A small Ziploc bag slid out. Inside was a phone’s SIM card. Stapled to the bag was a
handwritten note in block letters. It said, in its entirety, “I hear London is nice this time of year.
JC.”

Lisa smiled. The part she had played in bringing down the man who murdered Senator
Catherine Marcus in Los Angeles earlier this year was known to only a handful of people.
However since then her wardrobe and makeup business had taken off. No longer struggling to
get by, the cash JC Bannister and his team paid her allowed her to expand. She suspected the
lawyer Jacob Meier had guided a client or two her way, which only began to spread her fame
further, but she couldn’t prove it.

Neither was she willing to look a gift horse in the mouth. She’d turned her ten years plus
experience of slogging through reality TV shows and low-budget pilots into a successful
business. And although it was her talent that made the work keep coming in, she knew in her
heart it was JC Bannister, and Theo Petrosian, who made it all possible. If they needed her help,
they would never need to ask twice.

She called her assistant, currently on her way back from a meeting with a producer about a
new movie that was going to begin shooting in three weeks. “Marcy,” she said, “I’ve got to go to
my uncle’s house back east. Family troubles. I’ll call you when I can. Run things until I get
back. No, probably a couple of days. A week at the most.” Paused. “I’ll try to check emails, but
if I can’t you make the decisions. You won’t screw up, and even if you do, we can always fix it
in post.” Their company joke.

Lisa, now Meredith, hung up the phone. Imagining a backstory to go with her new name, she
grabbed her smallest makeup and travel case. Still as big as most suitcases, it was the least she
felt comfortable going to help JC and his team with. Called up her ride-sharing app for a ride to
the airport, locked up the office and sat on the small bench outside her building. Wondering how
much money the credit card had on it.

She knew why she was going. It had been on all the news channels the past several days.
Duke’s father was in trouble. And the team needed her help.

Meredith Kenny giggled to herself, bounced her feet in rapid succession on the ground, then
calmed down. As exciting as it was for her, a young woman was dead and a man’s life hung in



the balance.
And she would do her part to help the people who helped her.



CHAPTER 21
UNTIL HIS WAY DOESN’T WORK

The phone rang. JC tapped the “accept” icon, the Bluetooth earpiece already in place. The
vehicle he was driving was creating a lot of noise, but he’d learned that when his lawyer Jacob
Meier called, it was smarter to take the call.

“Hey, Jacob,” JC said.
“You busy?”
“Not at all,” he said, likely speaking too loudly over the wind noise in his vehicle. “You hear

the news about the ambassador?”
“Yeah, a little bird told me about thirty minutes ago,” Jacob said with a sigh. “I’ve been

trying to block it, but Grey seems set on bringing him back.”
“A little odd, don’t you think?” JC said. Glancing out the window, checking traffic.
“Grey really only has two choices. From where he stands, this is the better of the two.”

Paused. “But I’m guessing it leaves you guys with only one.”
JC grunted.
“The less people get hurt, the better,” Jacob said slowly, clearly.
“We’re working on it.” JC said.
“As your lawyer,” Jacob started.
“I know,” JC cut him off.
“But as your friend, good luck.”
“Thanks, Jacob.”
JC hung up the phone. “It’s confirmed,” he said into the walkie-talkie, alerting Max in the

armored Chevy Tahoe ahead of them.
“Alright,” came the response. “We do it my way. Clear?”
“Clear,” JC said. Keying the walkie-talkie off. Adjusting the tactical vest, hating them. Too

many gadgets, too much weight. But he needed it right now.
“We’re doing it our way, right?” Joan said, her voice coming in on the second walkie-talkie,

the one Max didn’t know the channel of.
“Same as before,” JC said. “We do it Max’s way until his way doesn’t work. Then we do it

our way.” Knowing that their way meant an international manhunt and life in prison. If not a
death sentence.

“We’re coming up on the place,” Nigel said, trying to chime in even though Theo was the
lead driver. JC guessed Nigel was adjusting the handkerchief tied around his face like a bandit in
an attempt to hide his identity.

“Great,” JC said. The team had given Nigel an option. Cut loose with twenty grand or stick
with them and triple the money once they were safe. Nigel had no family to speak of, fewer
friends and was always interested in more lucrative work. The choice was easy.

Duke had gotten as much information as he could from the bug placed on Nigel. If they had
more time, they could trick, trace and trap the person who planted it. But they had no more time,



so they dropped it in a toilet at Green Park Station on the Piccadilly line, a two-minute walk
from the Ritz, and took off.

Their work tracking down the shooters came back with conflicting, and disturbing, results.
Two of the street shooters were recent immigrants to France from North Africa. The other was
Spanish. The sniper Joan took out was French born of Tunisian lineage. All four had long
criminal records, mostly petty stuff, but no military training. Nothing indicated they had ever
crossed paths or had enough gumption to put together a hit squad. Yet ten hours ago they drew
down on JC and his team and tried to kill them, failing miserably.

Each member of the team was driving a different vehicle. Max convinced JC and Nigel to
trade in their unarmored Range Rover for good ol’ armored American steel. JC knew the guy
was going out on a limb. Way out. Kate Baker as well. But he was pretty sure they were kindred
spirits: do the right thing, even if it meant going on the wrong side for a time.

While Max laid down his restrictions, the team took his ideas and modified them. Max drove
one of the Tahoes while Nigel drove the other. The rest of the team was driving stolen panel
vans, some more modified than others. It wasn’t a bad plan, but there were limitations in place
and the plan depended entirely too much on luck and the reactions and goodwill of others. In
JC’s experience, that was a quick ticket to a whole lot of bad luck.

“There they are,” Max’s voice came over the walkie-talkie.
“You make the call, Theo,” JC said.
Tightened his hands around the steering wheel of the wind-whipped beast, waiting for Theo

to make the final decision. Hoping their skill, experience and the element of surprise would get
them through the next several minutes.



CHAPTER 22
THE WHO AND THE WHY

The US Embassy was the natural place to hold the press conference. The news vans, of course,
were already there, as were the crowds. The proximity to the fortified embassy gave Secretary
Grey an easy place to retreat to were there any possibility of violence like the sniper the night
before.

Kate Baxter didn’t expect any. All her investigating hinted that Duke and his team were the
targets, nobody else. Nonetheless, she tripled the number of DSS agents surrounding the
embassy and the Secretary. As high as tensions were running, she didn’t want some lone
gunman to use the situation to his deranged advantage.

Or terrorists. Or foreign governments.
Regardless, and against her strongest exhortations, Secretary Grey brought with him a

contingent of private military contractors. Kate herself had nothing against the men and women.
They provided a valuable resource and many of her former squadmates had joined the ranks of
the professional, private soldier. But when the boss goes outside the ranks to bring in higher-
paid freelancers to do the same job as the rank and file, it is always bound to rankle those
already in place.

What bugged Kate the most was Grey’s claim that there weren’t enough DSS agents to
properly protect him. It was a dig and an unnecessary one. Grey was, above all else, a politician
and always had reasons for everything he said or did. But cutting down your agency’s own
defenders was never good policy. And frankly he was wrong. There were more than enough
agents to handle his two day trip into London. Plus it was out of line with the State Department’s
unstated policy of using contractors as backup and fill-in bodies only. Grey was using them as
frontline agents. Something Ambassador Ellsworth was very against, despite his son’s
employment.

A policy position that Kate agreed with.
“Anything?” she said into her sleeve mike.
All agents reported back in the negative. Hundreds of people, maybe even a thousand or

more filled the space in front of the embassy. Kate scanned the crowd, knowing that were
something to happen, she wouldn’t see it coming. That was the movies. In real life, most often,
the preparations were taken beforehand to counteract any hostile actions. If that failed, people in
her position were left to clean up the mess.

And suffer the consequences.
“Bowler is inbound,” her earpiece said. The Secretary’s surname of Grey led to grey man,

which led to an unknown man, which somebody in the DSS at one time connected to the
paintingA Man in a Bowler Hat by Rene Magritte. Similar to his painting The Son of Man, this
one had a white dove flying in front of the unknown man’s face instead of a suspended green
apple. Hence the codename for Secretary of State Russell Grey.

Ambassador Ellsworth was being sent home. The press conference was for show. Ellsworth
was already en route to the airport, guarded by close to a dozen MSD agents. Not Heathrow but



a smaller affair on the other side of London, Biggin Hill Airport. Primarily a business airport, it
was a little further away, but it was smaller with less traffic. Easier to defend and more suited to
secretive flights out of the country.

It bugged Kate. The whole thing did. Stella’s boyfriend was a ghost, but a lot of people in the
embassy heard her talking about him. All emails and phone calls she had were backtracked. If
she had a second phone it couldn’t be found. Either he existed and was incredibly secretive or he
was a figment of Stella’s imagination.

Both possibilities led to why. But Kate had no answers. Ellsworth’s girlfriend, a dowager
with a minor title a few years his senior, verified she was waiting for the ambassador in his
residence. Security tapes backed her up. The bloodwork Findlay ordered hadn’t had enough time
to make it back yet. But the fingerprints on the bloody knife had irregularities. Not enough to
discredit them, but enough to make Kate wonder more.

Why.
Findlay had relayed the fingerprints of the men who attacked JC outside Harold’s apartment

to her. He’d come up blank, but she’d found hits on her search. Immigrant gangsters out of
Paris. A common enough story these days. But their fingers being cut was a new one. She’d put
out feelers but heard nothing back yet. They were obviously paid and ordered there. But the who
and the why would take more time.

Something Ambassador Ellsworth was running out of.
The crowd noise in front of her increased, as did the shutter sounds of the news cameras. She

didn’t need to turn around to know Secretary Grey was walking up behind her. Figured
Patterson would be there as well. The asshole had been walking around the embassy this
morning like he was cock of the walk. His star was rising on the death of one staffer and the
imprisonment of the ambassador. A smarter man would be more sober. But Larry was wearing a
new suit and tie.

“Look at him,” one of the agents said in her earpiece. She didn’t need to look to know who
he was talking about.

“Knock it off,” Kate said.
“Copy,” the same voice said.
She heard the tapping of the microphone. Glanced over her shoulder to see Secretary of State

Grey standing to the left of the dais while an aide checked the microphone. Larry Patterson
walked for the podium. Grey caught his arm, whispered something in Patterson’s ear that sucked
all the joy from Patterson’s face. Kate turned around, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.
Wondering what Grey said.

But more than that, she was wondering where Max Henderson was.
And what he was doing.
In truth, she knew. She silently prayed to half a dozen different gods that luck was on the side

of Max Henderson.
And his probationary agents.



CHAPTER 23
A JURY OF HIS PEERS

“One would think by looking at you that the death of Stella Daniels and the arrest of
Ambassador Ellsworth was the best thing in the world for your career,” Grey growled in
Patterson’s ear. “If you don’t wipe that stupid monkey smile from your face, yours will be the
shortest ambassadorship in the history of diplomacy.”

Let go of the man’s arm, not needing to see his face to know the words had the desired effect.
He’d felt the man’s shoulders and spine slump forward. Patterson didn’t know it, but his posting
as Chief of Mission in London was temporary. While Grey was rewarding him for his role in the
recent situation, there was no way it would be permanent.

Grey’s face remained somber as Patterson stepped to the podium. He couldn’t see Patterson’s
face, but he knew it would be far more appropriate than it was since Grey had met him this
morning.

Grey scanned the crowd. Saw nothing out of the ordinary. Looked at the back of the woman
in charge of the DSS agents here. Boxer? Baxter? That’s it, Baker. She might be a problem. Her
briefing on the murder of Stella Daniels was far too insightful. She was going down paths that
were never meant to be investigated. Raising too many questions.

Maybe she’ll end up like Patterson.
Grey’s silent partner was right. Larry would never make it. His help was crucial. But there’s

no way he could ever survive. Sooner or later he would crack. Or brag. Or just simply talk.
And that can never happen. So the man has to die.
Patterson stepped aside from the podium and turned to Grey. The Secretary had ignored

every word the man said. It was not important. But this part was, so Grey stepped forward to the
podium. The bulletproof vest making him sweat, but it was necessary. Too many people willing
to take a shot these days. Which was why he brought the private military contractors with him
more and more. Their loyalty could be bought. And with the State Department’s budget, he paid
better than almost anyone around.

“Thank you, Deputy Counsel Patterson,” Grey said into the microphone, turning to Larry,
“and thank you for leading our embassy here through these difficult times.” Put his hand on
Larry’s shoulder for impact. “I am promoting you to Chief of Mission, London effective
immediately.” The people in the crowd who were actually listening clapped, the sound of the
camera shutters drowning them out.

Larry nodded, smiled sadly, looked at Grey, back to the ground, back to Grey, mouthed the
words, “Thank you,” then back to the ground.

Grey was surprised. Half expected the man to smile to the cameras, step to the microphone
for a few words, or maybe even join in the applause for himself. Maybe I was wrong about him,
Grey thought momentarily. He’ll still die, he thought as he turned back to the microphone.

“While my time in the great city of London is short, I bring no good news and have no
enjoyment in this trip. I am here with the parents of the murdered embassy employee, Stella
Daniels.” He indicated the man and woman to his right, Mr. and Mrs. Herbert Daniels. The



mother was dabbing her eyes, the father looking broken, as he probably was. But they were
staunch donors of the previous president, and while Grey was an appointee of the new president,
he cared only about maintaining the status quo. He’d suggested to the parents that they
accompany him on the trip and they readily agreed. The man was the founder and owner of one
of the medium-sized oil companies in the country and he understood the need for appearances.

“They came here at my invitation to bring their daughter home.” Grey launched into a brief
history of the girl’s accomplishments, written by his speechwriter to both pacify the parents and
maximize the emotional impact of the speech. Grey’s deepest emotional connection at this point
was making sure he didn’t stumble over a word on the teleprompter. She’d served her purpose,
and her death would make the country safer. Grey’s improved fortunes would be an unimportant
benefit in the long run. What mattered was the security of the United States and their embassy
staff abroad. If that required a brutally murdered staffer and a framed ambassador, then so be it.

“Foreign Secretary Waldman and Prime Minister Sheppard have requested the United States
rescind diplomatic immunity for Ambassador Norman Ellsworth. I am hereby formally denying
their request, on advice from State Department counsel and the President of the United States.
Norman Ellsworth is an American diplomat and, although his alleged crimes were not
committed in America, per the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations that both the United
States and England are signatories to, Mr. Ellsworth will be returning to American soil to be
tried in the American court system by a jury of his peers.”

The speech was specifically designed to drum up support back home. Playing to the resurgent
nationalistic interests of the American voters. Grey and his speechwriter chuckled over the fact
that a jury of Ellsworth peers would all need to be ambassadors and lawyers themselves. And if
they were too stupid to get out of jury duty, by extension, there is no way they were Ellsworth’s
peers.

Ellsworth was extraordinarily intelligent and perhaps one of the best diplomats the country
had seen in decades. His habit for self-destructive behavior peaked after his wife was killed and
got under control after more than a few international embarrassments caused him to go into
rehab and counselling. Putting down the bottle helped. His son joining the Army helped even
more.

But now his career was in tatters, and if Grey and his silent partner had anything to say about
it, he’d die in prison. Sooner rather than later.

Grey paused as the cameras clicked thousands of times in a few seconds. All looking for the
best shot, hoping to catch a moment of introspection or perhaps even a tear. But Grey was no
amateur. Acting classes and hours upon hours in front of mirrors taught him how to portray
strength and resignation. Were you not such a damned fine diplomat, Grey said to himself,
looking out at the crowd, you might’ve just won an Academy award for the speech you just gave.



CHAPTER 24
THE LAST BREATH IN HIS LUNGS

Max drove one of the DSS armored Chevy Tahoes through the urban sprawl of outer London.
Although the cities he drove through all had different names, they melded together and formed
the greater metropolitan city of London.

It really didn’t matter where they were. What mattered was where they were going. And who
they were following. And the possibility that their hastily constructed plan was going to go very
sideways very fast.

The six-lane road was mostly empty. The morning rush hour was over and the lunchtime
busyness had yet to begin. Plus they were headed out of the city, towards the airport, when most
of the traffic was headed into London. He glanced in the rear-view mirror, saw the second
Chevy Tahoe behind him, Nigel behind the wheel.

Shook his head. This is how the private sector operates? he asked himself again. Half-assed,
last-minute, jerry-rigged and dangerous as hell. Smiled. But if it works…

“We’re a go,” a voice came over the walkie-talkie. Theo. He was driving the lead panel van
and in charge of making the call.

“Communications go dead when Theo makes his move,” JC reminded the team, the wind
making his voice nearly inaudible. The plan was to turn on a jammer Duke managed to find in
order to prevent any distress calls from being made until the team was done and gone. The panel
van delivery trucks JC and Joan were driving had their windshields removed for easy exit.

“God, I hope the Ambassador doesn’t get killed,” Max said out loud. The panel van in front
of him, driven by Duke, accelerated as Max moved into the right lane, Nigel mirroring the
action, accelerating hard to pass the two-vehicle armored convoy transporting Ambassador
Ellsworth. Marveling again at the sheer balls of the plan JC and his team cooked up.

*****
Jeff Janotta glanced in the rear view mirror. Three of the panel vans that had been behind the
two-vehicle embassy convoy were moving to the left to pass them. The remaining one stayed
behind them.

Nothing the vehicles were doing was out of the ordinary. But something was off. He couldn’t
put a finger on it. The panel vans all looked normal, acted normal, drove normal. But the hairs
on the back of his neck were tingling. He’d learned long ago to listen to them.

Glanced up at the driver of the first van as he passed. Looked normal. Short, thick neck.
Calm down, Janotta, he told himself as the second van passed him. Glanced up as the third

van was moving to pass him. The vehicle had no windshield.
“Eyes open, guys, the vehicle next to me has no windshield,” he said over the comms.

Glanced in the right side mirror. Saw two SUVs that looked exactly like the one he was driving
passing on the left.

“I’ve got one, no two DSS vehicles on our right,” he said over the comms. “Something’s
going on, boss.”



His eyes couldn’t move fast enough to take in everything going on around him. The other
men in the vehicle were all talking over each other, everyone with observations and ideas and
fears, but nobody with orders.

“We’re under attack,” Olvera, their commanding officer, riding shotgun in the lead vehicle
said over the comms, his voice loud but controlled. The first panel van swung hard to the right,
narrowly missing the lead Tahoe as curses filled Janotta’s vehicle and the men readied their
weapons, all their heads rotating quickly to take in as much visual information as they could.

“Protect the ambassad—” Olvera yelled over the comms, his voice cutting out as the first
panel van slammed on its brakes, too close to the lead Tahoe to avoid an accident.

Everything after that became a series of low booms and the ear-splitting sound of metal
grinding on metal. Janotta tried not to close his eyes, but it was involuntary. His mind told him
the bulletproof Plexiglas wouldn’t shatter, but his lizard brain forced him to close his eyes at
least momentarily to preserve his vision.

*****
Theo swerved in front of the lead vehicle, sure he was lined up in front of it, laid both feet on the
brake pedal and did his level best to shove it through the floor. The wheels locked up, tires
smoking, his powerful arms preventing the vehicle from fishtailing. Bracing for the impact he
knew was seconds away.

It was less than a second when the lead Tahoe slammed into the back of the panel van they
had stolen earlier that day. Theo kept on the brakes, knowing he had more than his truck to stop.
Waiting for the next impact he knew was coming.

Duke slammed into the back of the rear DSS Tahoe, forcing it to slam into the back of the
lead Tahoe. The four vehicles formed one long mass of metal. Duke’s panel van in the back
keeping the two SUVs pushing against each other with Theo’s van at the front slowing
everything down. Smoke poured from brakes, tires and engines as the four vehicles slowed
almost to a stop.

Right then JC’s panel van slid into the left side of the lead Tahoe, Joan’s van sliding in right
behind it against the side of the rear Tahoe. Their purpose wasn’t to slam into the vehicles, only
to be so close that the drivers and passengers on the left side of the US-made vehicles were
trapped and unable to exit their vehicles. Forcing all action to take place on the right side of the
armored SUVs.

In truth, the team hoped the agents inside the Tahoes stayed put. It was a fifty-fifty chance.
The vehicles, even though damaged, were still bullet-proof and secure. Well, bullet-resistant.
Nothing is totally bullet-proof. They needed the ambassador out of the DSS-staffed vehicle he
was riding in and transferred into theirs. But they hoped to achieve this through a conversation.

Theo was first out, jumping down from the driver’s side of the right-hand drive panel van,
MP5SD sub-machine gun in his hand for safety sake. The team had strict orders to fire only as a
last result.

Max was the next one out, his Tahoe level with Duke’s panel van. He was maybe a half-
second behind Theo, maybe less. Max’s conversation skills were the key to this operation going
off as planned. His hands were empty and open, holding them out in peace, running for the lead
vehicle. He was too late.

“Cucci, no!” Max yelled. The front passenger door of the lead vehicle was open, DSS agent



Cucci standing there. His Glock 19 was already in his hands, resting between the V of the open
door and the body of the Tahoe. He fired two shots at Theo, hitting him square in the chest.
Theo fell backwards, swearing with the last breath in his lungs.



CHAPTER 25
YOU KNOW HOW THIS LOOKS?

Joan and JC climbed out and over the empty windshields of their vehicles, sliding off the hoods
of their vans and jumping on the hoods of the DSS Tahoes. They both had DSS-issued M4 battle
rifles tight against their shoulders, both pointing them at the face of each driver. The drivers
raised their hands in unison. Bullet-proof glass wouldn’t last long against bullets fired near-point
blank into a very small area, almost on top of each other. It was only a short matter of time until
the Plexiglas and membrane failed under such a concerted assault.

“Theo!” JC yelled, on the verge of breaking their plan. But he stayed where he was supposed
to be, forcing Joan to stay as well. As much as their teammate laying on the ground shook them,
there were larger issues at hand. And if he was truly dead, there was nothing that could be done
to help him now.

Max hooked around to the right and launched himself against the open door of the lead SUV,
slamming it against Cucci, forcing him to drop his weapon with a yell of pain. Max jerked the
door open, grabbed the man by the scruff of the neck, yanked him backwards and slammed the
door shut.

Cucci rolled on the blacktop, reaching for a backup weapon. Max was on top of him as he
rolled, trying to get his arms and hands under control. Cucci started punching and elbowing
Max. The two men rolled and brawled. Max couldn’t see the other members of Cucci’s team.
He’d made eye-contact with Olvera, the driver of Cucci’s vehicle. Hoped the man’s experience
and loyalty to Kate Baker would keep him in check.

One of Cucci’s punches connected hard with Max’s head, making his vision dim for a split
second. The man, though smaller than Max, was a fighter. The fight needed to be over soon
before somebody died.

Max slammed the heel of his palm upward into Cucci’s groin, grabbing hold of what he
found, squeezing and twisting with all his might. The man yelled out in pain, his hands instantly
going to protect his manhood. Max half-slid the man by his testicles away from the Tahoe and
from Theo. Stumbled and crawled to Theo, drawing his own Glock 19 to cover Cucci as he felt
for a pulse on Theo’s neck. Ignoring the yelling coming from inside the lead DSS Tahoe.

Theo sat up suddenly, drawing a long ragged breath.
“Sonofabitch!” he exhaled, the second breath bringing more profanity, feeling on his own

chest to check the bulletproof vest all the team members had worn. Except for Nigel. He’d asked
for and received two.

“Get up, man,” Max said, bringing Theo to his feet.
“Henderson, you dirty-fighting bastard,” Cucci managed to groan out, still curled up in a fetal

position.
“I didn’t pull nothing loose, Cucci,” Max growled. Glancing back to see Duke standing near

the rear passenger doors of the Tahoe that held the Ambassador.
Cucci answered with a string of breathless but descriptive profanities.
“Shut up before I stuff a dirty sock in your mouth,” Theo said, his white button-down shirt



pulled open, the holes the stopped bullets made evident on the fabric. Theo picked up his
MP5SD and shot out the right side tires of the SUV as Duke did the same to the rear vehicle.

JC motioned for the driver to get out of the lead Tahoe. The man slid over, opened the door
and exited the vehicle, closing the door behind him. Hands held open by the sides of his head.

“Max,” George Olvera said, “you know how this looks?” Glancing around at the forces
against him.

“It isn’t,” Max said.
“Good,” Olvera said, “because assaulting fellow agents and kidnapping an ambassador isn’t

going to look too good in your file.”
Max nodded. “Ambassador Ellsworth is being set up.”
“Let the courts figure it out back home,” Olvera said.
“Whoever did this killed Stella just to set him up,” JC said from the hood of the truck. Slung

his rifle over his shoulder and jumped down. “Getting to Ellsworth inside an American prison
isn’t going to be a problem for them.

Max holstered his pistol. “We protect the ambassador,” he said. “Letting him go back home
to be murdered in his cell isn’t going to cut it.”

Olvera lowered his hands. “You’re gonna need proof to save your skin.”
“We’ll solve that problem once Ambassador Ellsworth is safe,” JC said.
Voices could be heard rising from the rear SUV. Traffic was getting backed up, onlookers

slowing down as they passed on the other side of the road.
“How do I know it wasn’t you?” Olvera said. “Maybe coming back to finish the job.”
The commotion inside the rear SUV increased. “Open the damn door,” a voice commanded,

loud even on the outside of the vehicle.
The rear passenger side door opened and a tall, thin man stepped out. Suit rumpled, looking

like he’d slept in it for several days, hands zip-tied in front of him.
“Ambassador Ellsworth,” Olvera said, moving towards the man. Stopping when Joan jumped

down in front of him, rifle in her hands but pointed at the ground. “I can’t guarantee your
safety,” he said over Joan. “Please get back in the vehicle.”

“Nonsense,” the man said. Standing up straight, stretching the muscles in his back and
shoulders. Nodded his head to Duke. “This soldier is my son.” More than a hint of pride in his
voice.

Olvera turned to Max, who nodded. The unique siren sound of the UK police was heard in
the background. Olvera sighed. “Cucci’s gonna want his pound of flesh,” Olvera said.

“You’re damn right!” Cucci interrupted.
“But we’ll back you,” Olvera finished. “A dozen masked gangsters just kidnapped the

ambassador,” he said. “They went that way,” he continued, pointing back towards London.
Shook Max’s hand. “Get him out of here and keep him safe.”

Duke cut his father’s restraints free and the team loaded themselves into their SUVs and
drove off towards the airport.

“This isn’t going to work,” Cucci said, dragging himself up the side of his SUV to a half-
standing position. “I’m reporting everything to Ambassador Patterson.”

“Keep your mouth shut,” Olvera said, “and I’ll leave you getting your balls mashed like
potatoes out of my report.”



Cucci was restricted to short, sharp breaths from the obvious pain, but he nodded. Olvera
opened the door to the Tahoe. “Call it in,” he sighed. “Rumpelstiltskin is taken. At least a dozen
armed gangsters and terrorists,” he said to the men inside the vehicle. Walking back to the rear
vehicle to get their story straight.



CHAPTER 26
CAUGHT FLAT-FOOTED

Max and Nigel piloted their SUVs towards the airport, pushing ninety. The wreckage they left
behind them had backed up traffic and the coast was clear.

Still, they turned off the road quickly. If Olvera thought they were headed to the airport, they
should choose a different direction. Besides, they needed to get back to London and continue
with their plan. One of their teammates was waiting for them at the London Marriott County
Hall Hotel.

Theo and Joan rode with Max while JC, Duke and Ambassador Ellsworth rode with Nigel.
Both vehicles were relatively quiet, although Nigel’s was the one holding the most tension.

“Thanks, David,” Norman said after about five minutes, reaching over and patting his son’s
hand. Duke half-smiled, looking at the father he hadn’t seen in almost a decade. “It was
probably the stupidest thing you could have possibly done,” Norman continued, “but I thank you
for it.”

Duke’s half smile eroded. Looked back out the window, moving his hand from the bench seat
to his own lap. “Gee, thanks. Dad.”

Norman opened his mouth to say more. Stopped, closing his mouth and letting out his breath
as a quiet sigh. Looking out his own window.

JC listened to it. No need to see their faces. He’d been the same way with his own father until
a blow-out fight cleared the air. Decades of built-up irritation and frustration and disappointment
on both sides evaporated with fifteen minutes of yelling. And truth. Smiled sadly. His father had
died two years later. But they had been the best two years he could ever remember.

He hoped Duke and his father would be able to clear the air one way or another. And the
sooner the better. The less tension they had between them, the easier this operation would be.

*****
About sixty seconds after JC and his team left with the Ambassador, the convoy’s radios and
cellphones finally started to work again. Olvera suspected a jamming device, but said nothing.
The less the other agents knew, the better.

“Call it in,” he said to Janotta, “again.” Went back to his vehicle. It would probably drive, he
realized, but with half the tires shot out, it would be a dangerous course of action. Better to stay
put, wait for the cavalry and give the ambassador more lead time.

If Max was leading the assault, that meant Kate Baker either knew of the op and approved it,
or at least didn’t explicitly order it to not happen. Which meant there was something to what
Max had been saying about the Ambassador being set up.

“We’ve got about twenty minutes of down time,” Janotta said, getting out from the second
ruined SUV.

“Let’s get these vehicles off the road,” Olvera said. With five men pushing and one steering,
they got them out of the middle of the road in a few short minutes. Spent the next several
minutes directing traffic, weapons stowed inside to prevent the locals from getting too nervous.



*****
“There’s the call,” Geary said.

“How far?” Stockton said.
“We’re five minutes away,” Geary said.
“Their backup?”
“Twenty minutes.”
“Phase two?”
“About seven minutes away.”
“Perfect,” Stockton said, starting up the SUV. “Start Phase Two,” he said, stomping on the

accelerator and swerving out into traffic, almost causing an accident as the three black SUVs
behind him did the same.

*****
Four black SUVs pulled up in the second lane of the road, blocking traffic, funneling it out to
the third lane only. Olvera and his men moved back to their Tahoes. They were caught flat-
footed and too far from their guns. They didn’t know who the men were, but caravans like this
were suspect until proven friendly.

The passenger side window on the first vehicle rolled down as the vehicle stopped. “You got
car trouble, Olvera?” the man leaning out the window said.

Olvera breathed a sigh of relief. Mike Stockton, one of the private military contractors that
worked at the embassy. Didn’t remember which outfit he was a part of but it was one of the
bigger ones. The same group the Secretary of State seemed to be backing as he brought a huge
contingent with him on the plane from DC.

“Not at all,” Olvera said. Face blank, hackles rising despite the relief he just felt at seeing a
friendly face. “Why do you ask?”

“No reason,” Stockton said, smiling and smacking a piece of gum. “You guys need a hand?”
“We’re good,” Olvera said. Wanting the M4 that sat on the driver’s seat of the ruined Tahoe

he was driving. Couldn’t put his finger on it, but something was wrong.
“We’ll pull forward,” Stockton said, “hang out until your tow trucks come.”
The four SUVs rolled forward, letting traffic move around them, parking in front of the

remains of the two-vehicle convoy. Olvera took the opportunity to retrieve his rifle. The rest of
his team followed his lead.

Stockton got out along with most of his men. Olvera’s team had eight men, including the
wounded but recovering Cucci. Stockton’s team had twenty. Everyone was armed with rifles or
shotguns.

“What are you guys doing out here?” Stockton asked Olvera, keeping his distance from the
more experienced DSS agent.

“Good question,” Olvera said. “You first.” Jaw set, not liking how the conversation was
going.

“Three to our left,” Janotta said loudly.
Olvera took a half second to see three more black SUVs accelerating towards their position,

then braking hard.



“Don’t worry about them,” Stockton said, his eyes never leaving Olvera. “They’re with us.”
Olvera raised the stock of his rifle to his shoulder. If he was wrong, he’d apologize. But if his

intuition was right, and it usually was, they were in a helluva lot of trouble.
The doors on the three new SUVs opened quickly, a dozen men jumping out. All armed, all

looking more ragged then Stockton’s men, all twitchy.
“Who the hell are you?” Olvera yelled at them, stopping them in their tracks.
“I don’t think they understand you,” Stockton said.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Olvera said to him, pointing his rifle at the man.

Stockton’s men erupted in yelling and threats, pointing their rifles at Olvera. Olvera’s men did
the same. The situation was declining rapidly.

“We’re doing our job,” Stockton said. Turned to the newcomers and yelled something in a
language Olvera didn’t understand. “Relax,” he said to Olvera. “I’ve asked them to stand down.”

Gunfire erupted to Olvera’s left. His team scrambled for cover, returning fire on the men who
Stockton had apparently just ordered to stand down. Janotta jumped into the rear vehicle, trying
to report their situation, but one of the new men shot him in the neck, his throat spraying blood
all over the plastic and leather interior.

While Olvera’s men were trying to hide from their attackers, Stockton’s men opened fire,
cutting down the men who weren’t already dead. Thirty seconds later Olvera, Janotta, Cucci and
five other DSS agents lay dead on the blacktop. The smell of blood and gunpowder filled the air,
then drifted away with the morning breeze.

“Come here,” Stockton said to the men from the three SUVs, gesturing them to join him.
They were all Spanish or North African immigrants. The lead man was a Basque nationalist. He
approached Stockton, speaking in the Basque dialect.

Stockton grinned at him, still chewing his gum. “I’ve got no idea what the hell you’re saying,
man,” he said in English. “Boys,” he said, turning to his men, “light ‘em up.”

Stockton’s men opened fire on the dozen men. They were overwhelmed and outnumbered
almost two to one. Although they had weapons in their hands, they didn’t have time to raise
them and return fire. One man was able to get a few shots off as he was falling, winging one of
Stockton’s men in the arm. The rest died quickly, their bodies lying next to and on top of the
DSS agents they had just killed.

It was a slaughter and likely to build into an international incident. Stockton phoned into his
supervisor what had happened. Well, at least his company’s version of it. DSS convoy attacked
and sidelined by more than a dozen terrorists. Ambassador kidnapped and in the wind.
Stockton’s group came across the scene as the terrorists opened fire and killed the DSS agents,
Stockton’s group returning the favor and securing the area.

Investigations might raise red flags, but by the time they did, it would be too late and his
company’s aims would be achieved. Stockton had been taught one phrase in the Basque dialect
by his boss. It meant “Kill them all.” As he watched his team patch up the man wounded in the
arm, he smiled. Everything had gone according to plan. If his boss was correct, he’d end up with
a nice fat bonus.

“I love the private sector,” Stockton said as the wounded man was loaded into the rear of his
SUV. One of his boss’s favorite phrases. Climbed into the passenger seat, hung his arm out the
window and pounded on the side of the vehicle. All four took off at breakneck speed, heading
back to the US Embassy.



CHAPTER 27
YOU MIGHT AT LEAST UNDERSTAND

“What do you think?” Meredith said, stepping back from her client. The man stood, shoulders
stooped, beard long and salt-and-pepper grey, skin pale and baggy. He smiled and adjusted his
glasses, revealing missing teeth and a milky left eye.

“I think you just created a nightmare Gandalf,” Theo said, laughing.
“More importantly, he doesn’t look anything like Ambassador Ellsworth,” JC said.
Meredith smiled and bowed slightly. Norman Ellsworth turned to the mirror, stepping closer.
“My God, woman,” he said. “You are amazing.”
“Thank you, sir,” she said. Began organizing her work station. “You’re next, Duke,” she said

over her shoulder.
The team met Meredith Kenny in the London Marriott County Hall hotel, right on the River

Thames next to Westminster Bridge and across from Big Ben. It was just past noon and the
weather was quite nice. They ditched the twin DSS Chevy Tahoes outside a used car lot in
Brixton. Purchased a big Mercedes Sprinter van, doubled back around and torched the armored
vehicles, both to get rid of DNA evidence as well as make them useless for thieves.

They’d kidnapped the Ambassador of the United States of America. The fact that the man
was accused of murder and espionage and was being sent back to the US in disgrace to be tried
for his alleged crimes meant nothing. At least not to the agencies who would be hunting them
down.

JC knew they were stretching their necks out here. He’d purposely avoided performing
actions against the US government as much as possible in his work as a solutionist. Partially out
of patriotism, he knew, but the other part was how dogged and wide-ranging the reach of the US
government was. But now he was right in the middle of it. And so was his team.

Everyone needed a disguise. The senior Ellsworth needed the most complex one as his
picture would be on all the news channels. The rest of the team needed something more than a
baseball hat and sunglasses. Even something as simple as a realistic beard for Theo or a false
nose for Joan would go a long way to help mask their travels.

“Where are we going?” Joan spoke into his ear. They were sitting together on the sofa in the
suite. Max was in a hard-backed chair near the door, Theo slumped into an easy-chair by the
window. JC knew it was the question of the hour. He had a clear idea, but he needed both Max
and Norman’s input.

“Paris,” he said. “We can’t stay in London and I know someone who can help us there.”
“Who?” Max asked.
“An old friend,” JC said, suddenly guarded. Unsure as to why.
“We need to know what the plan is,” Norman said, standing from the mirror and turning to

the room. “Although I deeply thank you from the bottom of my heart for your efforts,” he said,
“those same efforts have put the lot of you in extraordinary danger.” Looking around the room,
the aura of a powerful, well-educated man coming from him, despite his now disguised
appearance.



Meredith stopped applying the receding hairline wig to Duke. Everyone turned to JC. He
stood, going to the kitchenette for a bottle of water. He knew the plan. But he wanted them to
wait it out just a little more. Walked back, leaned against the kitchenette door frame, opened the
bottle and took a sip.

“You’re in contact with Kate?” he said to Max, indicating him with the bottle of water.
Max blinked. “Not yet,” he said.
“Which means at some point you will be, which means I suspect your involvement in this

operation is semi-official at best?”
“If it works, all is forgiven,” Max said. “If not, I’m on the run with the rest of you.”
JC nodded. “Glad to have you on my team, Max,” he said, the alpha male making sure the

other alpha male in the room knew his place. Looked around at the rest of the team. “We’re
going to Paris,” JC said. “I have a friend who can provide us with all sorts of amenities there.
Duke and Joan both speak the language, and I’m guessing you do as well, Norman?” Norman
Ellsworth nodded. “After lodging is secured, we need to figure out who set you up,” JC
continued, addressing the ambassador. “It will be difficult to do from there, but it beats being
recognized in the streets here.”

“Any ideas on who could have done this?” Theo asked. The question was addressed to JC,
but Ellsworth was the obvious one to answer.

JC turned to Ellsworth, indicating the man with a nod of his head.
“I’ve spent the past I don’t know how many days trying to figure it out,” he said. “Until I

have more information, it’s just a guessing game.”
“Kate’s been investigating this since we left the embassy,” Max said, picking up his phone.

“Let me call her and see what she’s got so far.”
“No,” JC said, stopping Max’s movement with the force of his words. “We get out of

England, across the Channel and in the safety of my friend’s network, we’ll make the call. Until
then, we don’t communicate with anyone outside this group.” Paused, looking at each person in
the room. “Clear?”

Everyone responded in the affirmative, Nigel the quickest, Max the last and the slowest.
“I have another idea,” Norman said. JC turned to him, listening. “Spain.”
“Why?” JC said.
“I still have connections there,” he said slowly. “Besides, after London, Paris is the most

obvious next destination.”
“What connections, dad?” Duke sighed, back under Meredith’s attention.
Norman turned to Duke, taking steps towards him. “You’re no longer a child, David, and this

is not a childish game, so understand the things I am about to say may be a little difficult to
hear.”

Duke clenched his jaw. Staring at his father through Meredith as she worked. “Okay,” he
said. Strained.

“The woman I was involved with before Duke’s mother was killed,” Norman said to the
group, “was an Austrian countess married to a Spanish marquis. She will be able to provide us
with shelter.”

“How do you know?” Joan asked.
“We have a… strong connection,” Norman said.



“Her husband might not like us showing up on their doorstep,” Theo said.
Norman nodded and sighed. “They divorced about a year after Duke’s mother died, about

three months after her accident. She retained her title, a house in Galicia and an estate in
Barcelona. We’ve kept in touch over the years.”

“Did you keep in touch with all your mistresses?” Duke said. Icy.
Norman sighed. “David, as a child, I knew you would not approve of my actions, but as a

man, I hoped you might at least understand.”
Duke said nothing. Just seethed while Meredith put the finishing touches on the wig.
“Besides, nine months after we left Spain, the countess had a child, a son.”
“What?” Duke said, rising slowly, the rest of the room looking on wide-eyed. Meredith

stepped back, her work finished.
“Her husband, the Spanish marquis, had a vasectomy without her knowledge years before we

met. Sometimes, those things, well, fail. After the boy was born, he ordered a DNA test. The
boy was not his, so they divorced.” Norman sighed. “The boy is my son.” Paused. “David, you
have a brother.”

Duke’s eyes were nearly popping out of his head.
“His name is Martin. He’s about nine years younger than you,” Norman continued, nobody

else in the room willing to speak. “Last I heard he finished his master’s degree.”
“In what?” Duke said, laughing bitterly.
Norman smiled. “Cinematography,” Norman said with a sad smile. “He’s going to be a

movie director. In fact, he already directed a few shorts.”
“Are they any good?” Duke said, searching for anything relevant to say.
“Who am I to judge?” Norman said, shrugging as he sat. “What do I know about film?”
“Obviously more than a little,” Theo said with a smile, glancing between the two men,

Duke’s love of movies well known to his friends.
JC looked between the two Ellsworth men, regretting the complications. “Alright,” he said

out loud. “Norman is right. Paris may be too obvious. We go to Spain. Unlikely for anyone to
follow us. Stay for a couple of days, run our investigation from there.” Looked at Duke. “Most
of it will be electronic anyway,” he said, “which you will need to coordinate.” Duke nodded
absently.

JC understood a bomb just went off in the man’s life. He’d give him until the time they left to
get his mind back together. But if he couldn’t, he’d need him elsewhere to get his head in the
game.

“Theo,” he said, “you next,” indicating Meredith’s chair. “Then Max. Joan and I are going
out for supplies. Can’t sit here ordering room service all day.”

Theo picked up the remote control, turning the news on to fill the overwhelming absence of
sound in the room. JC ignored the TV, getting the keys to their van from the dining table.

“JC?” Joan said behind him, danger in her voice. He froze, then turned to her, followed her
eyes to the TV, tuning in as he did.

“…the United States Embassy convoy transporting Ambassador Ellsworth to the plane that
would take him back to the United States came under attack from a group of terrorists late this
morning. The group kidnapped Ambassador Norman Ellsworth and his whereabouts are
currently unknown. The remaining members of the kidnapping squad executed the Embassy



security agents before being attacked by backup security consultants. Unfortunately none of the
terrorists were able to be questioned after the attack.”

“Turn it off,” JC said, heading into the room they had stashed their gear in. “We’re leaving
now.”



CHAPTER 28
NOW HE’S YOUR FRIEND?

The uniformed man delivered the white Tyvek enveloped to Findlay’s desk and walked away
after getting the detective’s signature. Findlay opened it up, reading what was inside as he mixed
the milk into his mug of tea, the spoon swirling around without ever clinking against the white
ceramic mug once.

“Sonofabitch,” he muttered. Wishing his partner was here to share the info with. The man
had taken a few days leave, his nightmares not helped by the drinking. Findlay put down his tea
and picked up his phone, dialing a number given to him the day Stella Daniels was murdered. It
rang twice.

“Baker,” the woman’s voice said. She sounded harried. The noise behind her indicated an
office full of activity. Not surprising considering what had been on the news all day long.

Findlay introduced himself, reminding her when they had met.
“Yes, I remember,” Baker said. “If you don’t mind, things are very busy here.”
“Of course,” Findlay said. “But if you don’t mind, I have some information you’d probably

like to see.”
“Can I take a raincheck?” Baker said. “Or maybe just email it to me?”
“You’re going to want to see this,” Findlay stressed, hoping she understood his urgency

without him having to spell it out for her.
Baker said nothing. The noise in the background reduced, then went away after what sounded

like the closing of a door. “Can I meet you in an hour?” she said. “At Bello Italiano?”
Findlay knew the place. That would put their meeting right in the middle of the dinner rush.

Not ideal, but hopefully it wouldn’t appear out of the ordinary. He agreed, hanging up the
phone. Looking back at the report contained in the white envelope, reading it yet again.

*****
“Is this accurate?” Kate said, putting her finger on top of the envelope.

Findlay nodded. “I double-checked with the technicians myself. They say it’s accurate with
95% certainty.”

“Rohypnol and Viagra?” she whispered. “Together?”
Findlay nodded again. “Just like our tall friend suggested.”
Baker smiled. “Now he’s your friend?”
“A figure of speech,” Findlay said.
“You know what this means?” Baker said.
“It means you need to find the tall man’s father sooner rather than later.”
Baker said nothing. Just sat back, taking her hands off the envelope. The restaurant was a

quiet Italian affair, lights bathed in red, bricks on the wall, red vinyl tablecloths, dark wood. The
design was meant to feel intimate and romantic. Most people in the place were focused on their
own table, which suited Findlay and Baker.



Findlay leaned forward. “You have him, don’t you?” he whispered. “The tall man’s father.”
Baker said nothing, just looked at the man and shook her head slowly.
“But you know who does.” Not a question.
“I’m in contact with a member of the team who took him,” she said. “I’ll get word to him.”
Findlay’s eyes grew big as he understood exactly which team she was referring to.
“Our tall friend?” he said. “The woman, the older man, the short chubby one and the other

one?” he said. “That’s who killed those DSS agents?”
Kate leaned forward, forearms resting on the table. “Don’t believe everything you hear on the

TV,” she growled. “Those agents died under another team’s guns.” Looked over both shoulders,
leaning in even more. “Same pinkie fingers as the shooters outside the quiet man’s house,” she
said, avoiding speaking any names that might be overheard, just like Findlay was, hoping he
understood.

The detective leaned back. “It doesn’t matter now,” he said, thumbing through his notebook.
“They’re all fugitives now. They’ll have to answer for their crimes.”

“What crimes?” she said. Tapping the envelope. “This right here shows the old man was set
up. If he was administered this cocktail, then how could he have done what he did?”

Findlay shrugged. “I’m just the investigator,” he said. “Without witnesses and the victim’s
body to examine, what else can I do?”

“If they figure out who killed the girl,” Baker said quietly, understanding, “how far would
that go to smooth things over with CLP?”

“Quite a bit, I suppose,” Findlay said.
“What proof do you need?”
“A confession from the killer would be best,” he said. “From the person who planned it,

second best.”
“Videotaped?”
“Not coerced.”
Kate Baker grimaced. “That might not be so easy.”
Findlay leaned forward, his face dangerously close to the red-glass that enclosed the solitary

candle on the table. “The window for them isn’t wide, Kate.” Paused. “You need to let them
know INTERPOL is rumored to be on the case now. Which means it’s far beyond my little
fiefdom.” Paused. “If they don’t figure it out soon, it might not even matter when they do.”



CHAPTER 29
THEN LET’S DISCUSS IT URGENTLY

The white Mercedes Sprinter pulled past the iron-gated entrance of Marquesa Bianca Strasser’s
estate. It was old and well maintained. Poplar trees grew behind the iron gates, shielding the
hardened security measures from the view inside the building. The driveway curved past well-
maintained lawns dotted with flowers and continued in front of the house, passing under a
covered area in front of the main entrance. The building was made of stone with wooden
windowsills filled with lead-framed glass windows. Marble planters with overflowing greenery
flanked the main doorway.

Bianca was standing by the front door, a pair of garden gloves in one hand and a pair of
clippers in the other. Waiting as the van stopped in front of her. Curious but not surprised.

Duke got out first, rifle in his hands. He nodded to the woman, saying something to her in
Spanish, looking around to make sure the location was safe. Opened the sliding door on the van,
the rest of the team exiting as well. After JC, Joan, Theo, Max and Meredith came out, it was
Ambassador Norman Ellsworth’s turn. He stood next to the van, smoothing his clothes,
shoulders still slumped and his disguise still in place.

Bianca dropped her gloves and shears, running into the man’s arms. She hugged him tightly,
kissing his neck, leaning back to look at him, then burying her face in his neck as she sobbed.

The team waited. As uncomfortable as it may have been for them, there was no current
danger, and more importantly, no real way to make her stop.

Bianca finally stepped away. “I was so worried, Norman,” touching his cheek, looking at his
disguise. “I almost didn’t recognize you,” she said.

“That’s good to hear,” Meredith said, more than a hint of pride in her voice.
Bianca smiled at her, then caught a second look at Duke. Turned to him, extending her hand.

“You must be David,” she said. “Norman told me your Spanish was excellent. He wasn’t
wrong.” Paused, smiling as Duke shook her hand. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

Duke nodded, letting go of her hand.
“Let’s get inside,” JC said. The morning was pleasant, with a promise of heat later, but it

would be cooler inside. And more secure.

*****
“I couldn’t believe the news,” Bianca was saying. “I knew they were wrong. There was no way
you could have done the things they said you did.”

Duke watched her with a feeling of detachment. This is the woman who broke up his mom
and dad’s marriage. In truth, it was ruined before, thanks to his dad’s continual affairs. But this
woman was the last straw.

He wanted to hate her, but couldn’t. It honestly wasn’t her fault. His father was the man who
was responsible. It was his inability to keep his infidelities under control that slowly ate away at
the marriage.

Duke wasn’t a child. He wasn’t nine years old and struggling with why his mom and dad



were breaking up. He was a man. A man who knew about responsibility and loyalty and fidelity.
True, his was directed towards his teammates. In some ways, a marriage was easier. If you
messed up, people didn’t usually die. In Duke’s career, they did.

“Thank you so much, David,” Bianca said to him. “I mean, Duke,” she said with a chuckle.
She had a naturally low voice. She’d picked up on his teammate’s use of his nickname and
adopted it. At first it annoyed him, but she seemed to enjoy using it and he couldn’t stay mad at
her about it when everyone else used the same name. “I am so relieved you were there to save
your father.”

She was looking at him. Waiting for a response. Duke had managed to keep his interactions
with her short. He didn’t trust himself on what to say. He took a sip of the iced tea she had
prepared, the glass sweating, wetting his hand. Put it back down. She was still waiting.

Duke smiled and shrugged. “What else could I do?” he said.
Bianca smiled, seemingly happy with his response. JC caught Joan’s attention, glanced up

towards the second floor of the building, then back to Joan, then to Bianca, then back to Joan.
Joan rolled her eyes, then scooted forward on the edge of her seat. “Bianca, would you mind
showing Meredith and I to our rooms?” she said. “We’ve been driving all night and we’d like to
freshen up.”

“Of course,” Bianca said, standing. Meredith started to protest, but Joan’s firm hand on her
shoulder quieted her. They followed Bianca across the marble floors and towards the double
staircase.

As they left, JC turned to Norman.
“Alright,” he said. “First test passed; she remembered you and seems to be on your side. Next

question, how much can she know?”
Norman sighed. “She is an excellent hostess,” he said. “She is also the daughter of royalty

and spent much of her life married in it. She is as much of a diplomat as I.” Paused. “I trust her
with my life. Your decision is up to you.”

JC looked at Duke, then Theo, then Max. Each one nodding in the affirmative, although some
took longer than others.

“We’ll tell her as much as we need to,” JC said to Norman, “but the less she has to know, the
better.”

“A wise choice,” Norman said, sitting back, waiting for Bianca to return.
Less than five minutes later and she walked back through the arched doorway. She had

changed her clothes from jeans and a sweatshirt to wool slacks and a button-down shirt. She
walked in with a fresh pitcher of tea, smiling.

“Have you boys finished your ‘man talk?’” she said without looking at anyone in particular.
“Marquesa Strasser,” JC said, standing. “We have an urgent matter to discuss with you.”
She placed the tray on the table, sitting in the chair next to the senior Ellsworth. “Then lets

discuss it urgently,” she said face serious, her hand resting on Norman’s.

*****
The back of Bianca Strasser’s house opened up onto a well-manicured garden, almost English in
feel and scope. While it wasn’t massive, there was a modest bricked patio with an equal amount
of grassy lawn until the flowers and poplar trees started. Beyond that was the fortified concrete
wall with iron bars on top of it.



Except for that glimpse of iron-barred security just past the greenery, it was idyllic and
peaceful.

JC and Joan sat at a glass-topped iron table next to a picnic table. The picnic table served as a
place to lay out all the team’s weapons while the smaller table served as the cleaning bay. JC let
Joan do the work for three reasons. First, she liked it. It relaxed her. Second, she was far better at
it than he was. Third, he was busy drinking in the late morning sun, staring up at the sky,
sunglasses to shade his eyes.

The Marquesa gave her staff the next week off to keep things quieter at the estate. Duke and
Theo went into town to get the supplies they needed, mostly notebook computers and burner
cellphones, and returned a short time ago.

The team needed to investigate the murder of Stella Daniels. JC felt that was the one thing
they could disprove the fastest. The espionage charges, as best they could tell, were shaky at
best; meetings with people he was supposed to be meeting with as an ambassador and a
supposed attempt at accessing Stella Daniels’ computer. If they could prove he was set up for
Stella’s murder, the espionage charges would become even shakier.

Unfortunately, they were forced to wait. Max called Kate for an update and she hadn’t
returned his call. While they could start investigating and hacking into everything they could
think of, JC felt it better to focus their efforts. Surgically entering a few databases with a scalpel
would raise less alarms than hacking wildly with an ax.

Duke and Theo walked through the glass doors from the dining room, closing them softly as
they passed through. Joan stayed focused on her work as JC looked down from the blue sky,
nodded to the men, and then swiveled on the picnic bench to help Joan.

“We’ve got a problem,” Theo said as he sat on the bench in front of the picnic table.
Duke stood next to the glass table, laying the four passports provided to them by Kate Baker

next to the disassembled MP5 Joan was working on.
“These are being tracked,” Duke said, tapping the passports.
“RFID chips,” Joan said. “They contain data but can’t actually be tracked.”
“That’s what I told him,” Theo said. “Then he breaks out the scanner.”
Duke pulled out his cell phone, bringing up an image and showing it to JC and Joan. “This is

a picture of the standard RFID chip inside most passports,” he said, laying the phone next to the
passports. It showed a black chip about the diameter of a pencil eraser with flat metallic circuitry
running around the edge of the passport’s inside cover.

“Now, this is what’s inside these,” he said, picking one up and peeling back the cover. The
electronics inside were much more evolved. The small RFID chip was there, but so were half a
dozen other chips of varying sizes and designs. The circuitry interconnected them all, looking
much more like a high-tech microcomputer than a simple way to store data.

Any trace of good humor disappeared from JC’s face. Joan quickly reassembled the upper
and lower parts of the rifle she was working on.

“Is that broadcasting our location right now?” she said, laying the weapon on the table.
Duke shrugged. “Honestly, I just don’t know. This is advanced stuff and I don’t have the

equipment to figure out what it is.” Paused. “The CIA gave me a passport once,” he said,
ignoring the looks of his friends. “I used it and they showed up two days later. It took them that
long to fly from DC to Bali,” he said to Joan who nodded.

“Hold on,” Theo said. “You guys went to Bali?”



“Back when we were recruiting Duke,” JC said.
“Wish you’d recruit me,” Theo said, smiling. “I’d like to go to Bali.”
“Then buy a goddamn ticket,” JC said, irritated. “So with Max and these passports, they

know right were we are and exactly what we’re doing.”
“Maybe,” Duke said. “I had these wrapped up in aluminum foil and only took them out when

Theo brought them up.” Looked at his watch. “It took us almost a day to get down here,” he
continued, “so if they—”

“Whoever it is, they’ll be recruiting local talent,” JC said, cutting off the taller man.
“Anybody know a good paper forger in Barcelona?” he said, grim-faced.

“Everyone knows the best forger in Europe is in Barcelona,” Joan said, smiling. Paused,
looking at the other members of the team. “Or at least, almost everyone.”

JC stood. “Theo, burn these to ash,” he said, handing the passports to him. “Duke, I want you
to scan every single piece of equipment we have, including these guns. If you find anything,
we’re dumping everything.”

“Does that include Max and Nigel?” Joan asked.
JC shook his head. “We need Max for now,” he said, “and we can control him. Bugs we

can’t.” Paused. “Nigel’s with us until we’re done. That’s on me.” Turned to Joan. “Let’s go,” he
said.

“What about us, boss?” Theo said.
“Finish up then follow us,” JC said over his shoulder, heading for the house. “Joan will text

you the location. Max can hold the fort down while we’re gone.”



CHAPTER 30
HIM AND HIS TWO FRIENDS

The storefront had a red neon sign with the word “Stamps” in both English and Spanish in the
front window, partially obscured by the bars to keep smash and grab criminals out. Which, in
this part of town, was a pretty good idea. Another sign, an older one, had “Filatelia” written in
Old English script along with the words “Para Colecciones” under it.

JC opened the door, jingling a small bell attached to the door by a string. The place was small
and cramped and looked like nothing had changed in forty or fifty years. Including the musty
air. He held the door for Joan as she walked through, a big smile on her face.

“As I live and breathe,” a woman’s voice came from behind one of the glass display counters.
The owner of the voice stood. “Joan!” she said, coming from around the counter to give Joan a
hug.

The woman was about the same height as Joan, but looked to be about five years younger
with dark skin. Although the woman hadn’t said much, JC could detect a strong London accent
to her voice.

Joan stepped back from the hug, and turned to JC, her arm still around the woman’s waist.
“JC, this is Pamela Rowley. We met in the convent years ago. She got kicked out for smoking
too much weed.”

“Degenerate through and through,” she said, “but I always ask forgiveness.” Laughed and
ducked her head into Joan’s shoulder, then looked back at JC, evaluating him. “Your man isn’t
half-bad,” she said to Joan with her eyes still on JC.

“You’ve got that right,” Joan said, punching her friend in the arm. “He’s my man.”
The two laughed as Pamela extended her hand. “Call me Pam, JC,” she said. “Nice to meet

you.” JC smiled as he shook her hand. Pam walked back behind the counter, a book the size of a
large encyclopedia on the glass display case. “What brings you round, Joanie,” she said.
“Although I’d love to catch up, I imagine you’re here for some booklets?”

Joan walked after her, ignoring JC’s reaction at Pam’s use of “Joanie.” Leaned on the
counter. “Matter of fact, I’m looking for four of your finest,” she said. “One for me and my
friend here, as well as two of our associates.”

Pam was making notes on a well-worn spiral notebook. “US, I’m guessing?” Joan nodded.
“Timeframe is probably yesterday?” Joan nodded. Pam looked at her and shook her head.
“Email me the pictures and you’ll have them tomorrow.”

Joan reached and shook the woman’s hand across the counter. Pam thumbed through her
notebook. JC saw her eyes grow wide, check her watch, then look up to Joan. “You’ve got to
go,” Pam hissed. “Now!”

Joan backed to the door, eyes narrowing, JC shadowing her movements.
“Who is it?” she said, hand moving for a gun that wasn’t there.
“Your old Chinese friends,” Pam said, the look on her face making it clear whomever she

was talking about wasn’t Joan’s friend in any way, shape or form.
“You still have the back way out?” she said softly over her shoulder.



“They bricked it up a few years back,” she said. “They’ll be here any minute, and they’re
never late. You’ve got to go.”

Joan swore, turning for the door, stopping to yank the bell from its string and place it on a
stack of books behind the door. “I’ll email you later,” Joan said over her shoulder, opening the
door and walking out to the left, JC following her, doing their best to blend into the people
walking past.

They weren’t ten seconds up the street when a group of three Asian men bumped into them.
The two larger men were obviously bodyguards, pushing back on JC and Joan, pulling aside
their suit jackets to flash their holstered sidearms. The smaller man said nothing, looking at JC
first, and then Joan.

He smiled. “Excuse us,” he said in perfect British English as he walked past.
Joan kept walking. JC could see the tension in her shoulders as he followed. He stepped

forward, taking her by the shoulder and turning her around. “Hold on,” he said. “Who the hell
was that?”

Joan’s face was a mix of anger and regret. “Remember Alfonse?”
“Your old boss,” JC said. “We tore his organization to shreds years ago.”
“Yeah, well that was the man who got Alfonse into smuggling people,” she said.
“Little Foot Wong?” JC said, still gripping her arm. “He agreed to back off.”
“Cao Fu, Little Foot’s boss,” Joan said. “He put a hit out on both of us after that. Killed Little

Foot for being such a coward and costing him tens of millions of dollars.” Pulled her arm free
but not walking away. “I called him in the middle of his daughter’s wedding, asked him to
cancel the contract. He agreed after I put a red dot on his chest.” Paused. “He was less than
happy.”

“Do you think he recognized you?”
“You saw his smile,” Joan said glancing over her shoulder, then back to JC. The regret and

fear gone from her face, only the anger remaining. “He spoke English. Not Chinese, not
Spanish.” She shook loose from JC and walked further up the street.

JC jogged to catch up with her. Gripping her by the shoulders and turning her around.
“Listen,” he said. “It’s all right. Duke and Theo are on their way.” Paused. “We’ll take care

of it together, as a team.”
“Are we gonna kill him?” Joan said. “Because that’s about the only way I know of to keep

both Pam and us safe. If he realizes I’m here to see her, he’ll…” She stopped, trailing off, unable
to speak the danger she had unknowingly put her old friend in.

JC smiled but there was no laughter in his face. “Yes,” he said. “We’ll kill him. Him and his
two friends.”



CHAPTER 31
LIKE A RADIO STATION

“We have a location,” the voice on the other end of the phone call said.
“Wrap it all up,” Secretary of State Grey said quietly, standing at the end of a waiting room

in the embassy. It was designed for visiting dignitaries but he liked it because it was the best
decorated room in the building. Plus the chair he just stood and walked away from was perhaps
the most comfortable one he’d experienced in England. “I want all loose ends clipped and
burned away.”

“You got it,” the man said.
“All loose ends,” Grey said again.
The man said nothing for a good five seconds. “They will be, sir.”
Grey clicked off the call. Standing and walking across the room to Mr. and Mrs. Herbert

Daniels. “I am so sorry for the interruption,” he said, knowing there was enough noise in the
room to mask what was said. “Let’s go get some lunch while we wait for our ride.”

*****
“They found out about the passports,” Kate said quietly. “Signals went dead about an hour ago.”

“Yeah, Theo burned them with a culinary torch.” Max said. Sighed. “I wish you’d told me,”
he continued. “It doesn’t help my situation here much.”

“If you thought I was going to give them all those guns and turn them loose on London, you
should know better than that.”

“You’re right,” he said. “What do we have on the investigation?”
“Duke was dead on,” Kate said. “Bloodwork on the ambassador said Viagra and two

rohypnol. There was no way he was awake when having sex with Stella.” Paused. “Which
means either she was in on the plan and got double-crossed or she was just a patsy all along.”

“Either way the man who did it has to die.”
Kate said nothing for a long time. “I’m not saying I disagree,” she said finally, “but I want

you to understand we need evidence. Real evidence, with live witnesses, not just coerced
confessions and dead bodies. We need things we can take to the FBI and MI6.” Paused. “You
need to clear your name as well, Max. Don’t get lost on this assignment. Your country needs
their ambassador safe and cleared, but the country also needs their MSD agent back in one piece
to kick much ass the next time bad guys come knocking.”

Max understood. He’d always had a thirst for vengeance and now he was riding with a crew
that thrived on it. Like an undercover cop going too far, it would be easy to get lost. But right
now, he was most concerned with getting the evidence to clear the man who was upstairs resting
in a bedroom with the woman he fell in love with almost thirty years ago.

“Who should we target?” he asked. Duke claimed he could hack into any database. But they
needed targeted attacks in order to do the most good in the shortest amount of time.

“FBI, London PD, and us,” Kate said. “At least for the murder. CIA’s looking into the
espionage, but we make the murder charges go away, the rest should fall quick.”



“Alright,” Max said. “That’s what we thought as well. I’ll be in touch.”
“Be careful” Kate said, but Max had already hung up the phone.

*****
Ambassador Larry Patterson walked down the hallway of the embassy, feeling every inch the
important man that he was. Secretary of State Grey was leaving later in the day and Larry
needed to get everything ready for his departure. He was trailed by two of the private military
contractors that were an increasing presence in and around the mission.

DSS could no longer cut it. The embassy simply needed more protection, and to be precise,
more flexibility than any government agency could provide. And since Secretary Grey was more
and more on the side of the PMC personnel, so was Larry Patterson. He owed that man his
career, and he wasn’t about to show disloyalty now.

Like Kate Baker. She was increasingly standing up to the reach of the private military
contractors, despite her knowing quite a few of them. But the facts were clear: her DSS and
MSD had suffered both a black eye as well as a serious setback when eight of her men were
slaughtered by terrorists on the side of the road, allowing the ambassador to be taken. Luckily, a
team of private military contractors were driving past and were able to take out the terrorists
before they did any more damage.

The news had been unrelenting. Scathing. Blistering. But Kate Baker still stood strong. So
when Secretary of State Grey suggested they have one of the PMCs plant a bug in Kate’s phone
to see exactly why she was so adamantly against the contractors, Larry had no problem with
coordinating it. The bugging of her office and residence was Larry’s idea, but the intel they were
collecting was paying off in spades.

Max Henderson and the ambassador’s own son were working with the terrorists who
kidnapped Norman Ellsworth. Simply amazing. Larry was having to juggle more and more lies
and unfinished truths, but the increasing trust Secretary Grey was placing him was not only
improving Larry’s situation, it was filling him with pride.

He had no idea how high his star could rise, but the way he was feeling right now, it seemed
like there were no limits.

*****
“It’s like a radio station, always playing in my head,” Duke said, laying down his new phone.
He’d bought one after giving his to Harold, his father’s secretary, and just sent his new number
to his old phone. “I can’t turn it off. The movies I’ve watched again and again, the lines I
remember.” He shrugged. “They’re always there, fitting themselves into situations happening
around me.”

“But lately, you’ve been doing it less,” Theo said, taking a bite of the pastry in front of him.
“We’ve all noticed it.”

They were sitting in a coffee shop about a fifteen minute walk from Pam Rowley’s stamp
shop. JC and Joan waited up the street from Pam’s shop until Cao Fu came out. They followed
him and his bodyguards to a small restaurant. JC sat outside the place while Joan went back to
check on Pam. She was fine. Shaken, but fine. Cao Fu asked about Joan, but Pam lied to him.
She was sure he didn’t believe her.

Duke and Theo had an excellent view of the back of the restaurant Cao Fu was currently



inside. The plan was simple. JC and Joan would go in the front while Duke and Theo went in the
back. They were waiting for the place to clear out a little.

“Yeah, when things get serious, it tends to make the constant streams of dialogue a little
quieter,” Duke said. Paused, turning his cup of coffee as it sat on the table. “Like the past few
days.”

Theo finished his pastry, scraping up the crumbs with his fork. “Crazy, right?” Theo said.
“Can’t believe you’ve got a brother.” Smiling. “Kinda cool, suddenly not being an only child
anymore.” Not mentioning Duke’s father. Or the kidnapping the team had done.

Duke nodded. “It’s weird, you know. I’d like to meet him, but we just don’t have time.”
Theo’s phone buzzed. Answered it, then hung up. “Let’s go,” he said, opening the duffle bag

at his feet. Handing a pistol grip shotgun to Duke and keeping an H&K machine pistol for
himself. Theo slung the now empty duffle bag over his shoulder, adjusted it once and nodded to
Duke.

The two walked across the street, trying to hide the guns from the people passing by, but it
really didn’t work. Gasps and sounds of surprise sounded around them as they walked through
the back door of the Spanish restaurant, waiting just inside.

*****
The restaurant was named Negra and served Andalusian cuisine. Joan walked through the red
front door, her eyes searching for and finding Cao Fu’s table quickly. JC was right behind her,
letting the door swing closed behind him.

There was only one other table of customers and they were seated near the front. Cao Fu’s
table was near the back, right by the door to the kitchen. The décor was simple, dark and with
lots of candles, despite being mid-afternoon. Cao Fu sat with his back to the kitchen, his two
bodyguards sitting on either side of him at the square table.

The two men rose slightly as Joan approached, their hands going to their guns. Cao Fu said
something in Chinese and the two men sat slowly, their hands on the table. Joan pulled out the
remaining chair and sat across from the man, JC standing behind her.

“Nice to meet you, Joan,” he said. “I figured that coffee-colored bitch was lying. No way you
could be here without seeing her.” Took a slurping spoonful of his gazpacho. “Not surprised.
She is descended from slaves.”

“She is untouchable,” Joan said.
The waitress approached the table, asking if Joan needed anything. Cao Fu dismissed her

with a wave of his hand. Joan called her back.
“A bottle of wine, please,” she said in Spanish, smiling to the woman. Joan answered the

follow up questions with, “Something good.”
“Plan on staying a while?” Cao Fu said, still working on his gazpacho.
“Longer than you.”
Cao Fu pulled his gaze from the cold red soup. Eyes full of anger. “You’re outnumbered,” he

said, “and unless you’re a quick draw queen, my men will cut you down before you can pull
your pistol from your waistband.”

The waitress interrupted them, placing the bottle of wine and five glasses on the table. Joan
took the corkscrew from the woman’s hand, placing it on the table, thanking her with a smile
and a nod. Turning to Cao Fu as the waitress walked away.



“After my men kill you,” he continued, “they’re going to kill your gutless bodyguard behind
you. Then they’re going to walk up the street, take that forger and treat her like a slave for weeks
before they finally kill her.” Smiling.

“No, they aren’t, Cao Fu.”
“Why is that, Joan?” he sneered.
“Because I’m going to kill you where you sit, you sonofabitch,” she growled, standing and

gripping the throat of the wine bottle with her right hand like a club. Swung it hard, backhand,
against the head of the bodyguard to her right, cold cocking the man, making him slump down
into his chair.

The guard on her left was standing, his hand shooting for the gun on his hip. He never
reached it. Joan torqued her body to the left, swinging the unbroken wine bottle towards the
man’s head with all her might. The bottom of the bottle connected with the side of his face,
cracking the orbital socket around his eye in multiple places. The force of the blow combined
with the sudden loss of skeletal support popped the man’s eye from his head. He lost all desire to
draw his pistol, his entire being focused on trying to protect his eye that now swung free by the
optic nerve, bouncing on his bloody cheek.

Cao Fu lunged across the table at Joan with a fork in his hand, aiming for her neck. She
leaned back enough to make him miss and fall on the table, his left hand supporting himself,
trying to push himself back to standing, his feet scrabbling for a secure platform. Joan smashed
the flat part of the weakened bottle against the edge of the table, breaking it, the red liquid
coursing across the table and onto the floor. Walked around the table to her left, measured steps
so as to not slip on the wine-slicked floor. She grabbed Cao Fu by the back of his shirt, dragging
him off the table and dumping him on the floor. She bent down, grabbed him and rolled him
over.

“You motherf—” she started to say as she jammed the broken end of the wine bottle into his
neck, the rest of her curses lost in the cries and gurgles and struggles of Cao Fu. She kept going,
slamming the glass weapon into his neck, pieces of the bottle breaking off and lodging in the
man’s skin as his shredded jugular veins emptied their precious liquid out of multiple gashes,
down his skin and over his clothing. And Joan’s hand.

“Joan,” JC said, reaching out to touch her shoulder. She stopped stabbing Cao Fu with the
bottle, the man obviously dead. Shoved it once more into his neck, leaving it there. Let go of the
man’s clothing, his body unmoving in the blood, wine and jumbled mess of the remnanats of the
table now collected on the floor. She searched for the gun at the conscious bodyguard’s waist.
The man didn’t protest, still moaning at the eyeball now cradled in his hands.

Joan shot him once in the head, silencing his moans. Walked to the other side of the table and
shot the other man in the head as well. Dropped the gun on the table, heading for the front door.

“Let’s go,” she said over her shoulder to JC as the waitress watched in wide-mouthed horror,
the other customers gone as soon as the violence started. Theo and Duke appeared from the back
of the restaurant, walking through the kitchen after their teammates and out the front door.

The team walked down the street, weapons back in the duffle bag, the front of Joan’s clothing
drenched in blood and wine. Several people stared, but nobody stopped them. Their vehicle was
only two blocks away. They could make it.

JC’s phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket, slid the icon to the left, answering the call.
“Yeah?” he said as the team walked down the cobblestone streets of Barcelona.



He stopped. Joan stopped, then Duke and Theo.
“Goddammit!” JC yelled. Started walking, faster, then breaking into a run as the team tried to

keep up. “No, you keep your ass there and don’t call a anybody, you hear me?” Hung up the
phone, pushing it into his pocket as he ran faster.

“What happened?” Theo said to him through puffs of air.
“The ambassador’s been kidnapped,” JC said over his shoulder, focusing on getting to the

Sprinter van as soon as possible.



CHAPTER 32
A MAN OF MANY NAMES

“I had just gotten off the phone with Kate,” Max said. Face pale, left arm in a makeshift sling,
the bandage on his shoulder red, but not getting wetter. “Nigel was out in the garden, looking
over the weapons you’d left. Bianca was still upstairs, I guess. And Norman was walking down
the stairs.” Shook his head. “I was walking through the foyer when they came in.” Sighed.
“They just kicked the door in.”

*****
“GO!” Max yelled, running up the stairs towards Ambassador Ellsworth. The man turned and
ran back up the stairs as his mind registered what was happening.

Nearly a dozen men, all with balaclavas over their heads and AK-47s in their hands swarmed
into the foyer, shooting at the stairs, furniture, doors and windows. Max heard a sharp yell
behind him, followed by commands. Couldn’t place the language, but his biggest concern
wasn’t where these guys were from. He was outnumbered and in a location he was unfamiliar
with.

Max reached the landing at the top of the stairs, crouched and leaned against the doorjamb of
the storage closet on his immediate right. His Glock 19 was already in his hand, the dot of the
front sight hovering on the forehead of the first man up the stairs. Squeezed the trigger,
splattering brains on the men behind, quickly acquired another head shot, squeezed again, found
another head and squeezed again.

The men stopped running up the stairs, ducked down behind the scant cover of the stairs and
began pounding Max’s position with wild, unaimed fire. Max turned, still crouched, and went
further up the hallway. He wouldn’t last very long like this, and as far as he could tell, he was
the ambassador’s only hope.

The roar of a shotgun sounded once, twice and a third time, each boom followed by the sha-
lock-lock sound of another round being racked into the chamber. The bullets whizzing past him
and pounding into the walls and door frames stopped. The sound of the invaders firing
continued.

Max stopped, realizing the Nigel had just put himself in a very dangerous position. Turned
around, swearing under his breath, and ran back towards the stairs. The eight men still on the
stairs were firing at the doors that led to the dining room and the garden beyond. The group was
splitting in two. Nigel may have surprised them, but there was no way he was going to survive.
And while Max’s first duty was to the ambassador, if he could help Nigel out, the man might
prove to be more resourceful than just a driver.

He took out the two men closest to him, drawing the attention and fire of the group. He
started down the stairs, holstering his pistol, one of the dead man’s AK-47s just five steps down.
Nigel reappeared from the dining room, this time with an M4 battle rifle in his hands, buttstock
wedged between his elbow and belly, spraying bullets wildly.

Max reached the AK-47, picked it up and tucked the folding metal stock into his right
shoulder just as one of the men tagged him in the left one. He fell backwards, his feet slipping



out from under him, the rifle clattering against the stairs. He reached for the pistol at his
waistband as the man who shot him stood over him, the suddenly very large barrel of his AK-47
pointed at Max’s head.

“Ambassador Ellsworth,” the man said. “Where is he?”
“Who?” Max said. A punch to his gut was the answer. “Sorry, old boy,” he said, aping a

British accent, “you’ll need to be more specific.”
The man raised his foot in the air, stomping on Max’s wounded shoulder.
Max gritted through the pain, trying not to move as much as possible.
“Oh, the ambassador,” he said continuing with the bad accent. “Why didn’t you say so? He’s

out back, playing croquet with the Prime Minister. If you stick around, there’ll be tea and
crumpets soon.”

He wasn’t trying to be brave. He was simply trying to give Nigel, the ambassador and Bianca
time enough to get away. Or to call for help.

The man holding the gun in Max’s face was neither amused nor patient. He stomped on
Max’s shoulder a second time. As he raised his foot for a third stomp, Max batted the rifle away,
reached for the man’s upraised foot, grabbed it and pushed backwards.

The downward momentum of the foot was now pushing against a somewhat resistant surface,
propelling the man backwards and down the stairs, his rifle flying. Max drew his pistol with his
good arm, firing at the two men charging up the stairs. One fell with a bullet in his heart, the
other collapsed and rolled down the stairs with a bullet in his leg. The slide on Max’s pistol
locked back, empty.

“Enough!” a voice roared from the front door.
The men coming up the stairs froze, weapons still pointed at Max. He tried to see the speaker,

but couldn’t. Looked for Nigel. Found him, one of the intruders pressing a rifle barrel against his
head.

The team leader said something in their unknown language and two men started walking up
the stairs.

“Move and your friend dies,” the commander said. “Move a second time and you die.”
It didn’t matter what he said, Max wasn’t stupid. The rifle barrels of the men coming towards

him were trained on his chest, the men’s fingers on the triggers. His pistol was empty, he had no
backup magazine, and there was no gun or weapon or tool close at hand to use.

He was dead.
“Stop,” a voice said behind him.
“Ambassador,” the commander said from the front door. “Glad to see you came to your

senses. Now you’re coming with us.” He gave a command to his men who started walking past
Max.

Max kicked out at the legs of the man on his left. Ellsworth, standing above him, scolded
him, but there was no way he was going to let them take the ambassador as he just lay there.

The man on his right stopped next to Max and kicked him in the head, turning everything
dark.

*****
“They took the ambassador,” Nigel said, continuing the story after the point where Max lost



consciousness. “Held him at gunpoint and walked him down the stairs and out the door. The
man with his gun pointed at me backed away slowly. They took the ambassador and drove
away.”

“What were they driving?” Joan asked.
“I picked up a rifle from the floor and headed after them,” Nigel said. “As soon as I poked

my head out the door, they started shooting. I saw a dark SUV, American I think, but I didn’t get
the license plate.” Shrugged. “I’m sorry guys, I wish I could have been more help.”

JC nodded. Trying to separate his anger with what happened from his reactions. “Nigel, you
did more than I could have asked for.” Walked to the man, putting his hand on the driver’s
shoulder. “We were very lucky you were here. Thank you.”

He looked around the entrance way. Everything matched up with Max’s story. The team
walked through what he told them, looking at the angles, the possibilities. His version range
true. Eight dead bodies, most on the stairs. Rifles scattered around, spent shell casings littering
the marble floor. The smell of blood and death lingered.

They had also taken a closer look at the bodies. Spanish, maybe French, possibly North
African, similar to the men who attacked the team in London. And like those men, they all had
the tip of their left pinkie cut clean off. Nobody said anything about it, but they all made sure
each member of the team saw it.

“Where is the ambassador,” Marquesa Strasser said from the top of the stairs, Meredith
standing next to her. Meredith hid out in the kitchen during the attack. She usually fainted at the
sight of blood but had somehow made it up the stairs afterwards to find Bianca hiding in a
closet, shaking and crying. JC and Joan found them, asking them to stay in the room until they
got things sorted out.

Nothing was sorted out, but he couldn’t ask her to stay hidden away any longer. Not in her
own house. Not when the ambassador was missing.

Time. He needed time.
Time to sort out what happened, who the crew was that took the ambassador, where they

went, what they wanted. Time to figure out who has been betraying them every step of the way.
Find an answer to how in the holy hell someone figured out where they were.

But he had none. Every second, every minute they weren’t moving forward was another
minute Norman Ellsworth was slipping further and further away from them.

“Where is Norman,” Bianca said again.
“We’ll find him, Marquesa Strasser,” JC said to her.
The woman stared at him. JC had to look away. He knew how hollow it sounded. The sound

of Bianca’s heels on the oak wood of the hallway sounded like condemnation after
condemnation as she returned to the bedroom she had shared with the man less than an hour ago.

“We need help, boss,” Theo said after she was gone. “A firefight, we can handle. An
international search for the kidnapped ambassador?” He shrugged. “We don’t have the
resources.”

“We could call Kate,” Max suggested. “Bring in some more of the embassy personnel.”
“No offence, Max,” Duke said, “but I’m not so sure all the crap that’s been circling around us

isn’t connected to the embassy in one way or another.”
“Are you sugges-?”



“We don’t suggest,” Joan said, cutting him off. “If we thought you or your team were
crooked and involved in this, we’d tell it to your face then put bullets through it.” Paused,
looking down at her still bloody hands. “We don’t think that. Yet.”

JC took out his phone, sitting on a clean spot on the steps. Dialed a number. “Only one
person I can think of to call.”

The team was quiet as the muted sound of the phone ringing drifted to them.
“Is that the right move?” Duke said finally.
JC didn’t look at him. “Who else has the resources?”
“Who are you calling?” Max said.
“A man of many names,” JC said without looking up.



CHAPTER 33
INFORMATION. AND PATIENCE.

The phone buzzed next to him on the conference table. He looked at it. Blocked number.
Wondered why he even bothered looking at the number anymore. It seemed like every call he
got these days had a blocked number. At least the important ones.

Buzzed again. He put down the report he was reading. Didn’t know there’d be so many
reports when he got into this business. But it seemed like everybody felt the need to put down a
thousand words when ten would do. Or just a handshake.

Buzz.
“Hello?”
Silence. Always the silence after he answered as if the sonsabitches hadn’t planned beyond

dialing the damned number.
“I have your package.”
Interesting. A voice he hadn’t heard in a while. He smiled.
“No, that can’t be,” he said. “My package is right here.”
“Not that package,” the voice said. “The one you paid me well for.”
“Oh, that package.” Thinking. “And the other side?”
“There were only two, and they were unharmed, per your orders.”
He breathed out a silent breath he wasn’t aware he was holding.
“However,” the voice continued. “losses on my side were not insubstantial.”
“From what you told me before, your numbers are limitless, are they not?”
The voice paused. “My men are not disposable,” it said.
The door to the conference room opened, one of his secretaries coming in with a stack of

what looked to be more reports in her arms. He pointed his finger back out the door. The woman
turned on her heel and returned the way she came in.

“We agreed on a price, son,” the man said. “That price included any losses on your end.”
“Yes, but now we have your ambassador.”
“Congratulations,” the man said slowly. “Are you wishing to renegotiate?” Hoping the

danger in the question transmitted across the Atlantic.
The voice on the other end was quiet long enough for the man to wonder if the connection

dropped. “No,” he finally said. “I simply wanted to impress upon you how important my men
are. To me and to their families.”

“I would never suggest otherwise,” he said, rolling his eyes. Caring only about mollifying the
man who was helping all his dreams come to fruition. Staring at the frosted bulletproof window
that let in light but blocked anyone from seeing in. Or out. “Delivery will be as planned?”

“Yes, in Paris,” the voice said. Apparently mollified.
“I’m not going to see any videos on the internet about this, am I?”
“No,” the voice said. Always that odd accent. “We had an agreement. I have upheld my end



of the bargain. Continue to uphold your end and all will be as agreed.”
“Thank you,” the man said. Clicked the phone off. Looked out the window, wishing he could

actually see out but knowing this was far safer.
Stood, putting the phone in his pocket, heading for the door, his mind already working on

when and how he would be able to kill the man he just spoke to on the phone.

*****
Ambassador Norman Ellsworth rode in the back of the van with a black bag over his head. The
bottom of the head covering gapped away enough from his neck to see the barest hint of light.
He’d started to keep track of when it disappeared. Figured that when they were moving at speed
and the gap disappeared for short periods of time, they would be going under a bridge, longer
periods through a tunnel.

He gave up fairly quickly. There simply was no way to keep track of all the bridges and
tunnels. The only way it would be useful was if he somehow managed to escape, find a way to
communicate with a person and somehow the number of tunnels and bridges he had gone
through from Bianca’s house would help narrow down his location.

It was fanciful and he needed to spend his mental energy on more useful pursuits. Like
listening to everything else around him in order to gain more information. Perhaps one of his
captors would slip up and reveal a hint or a name or a location. Anything to help the people who
were coming to save him.

Because he knew they would. While he was a diplomat and favored diplomatic solutions, the
past few days had taught him sometimes, diplomacy failed. And who better to step into that gap
of failure than Duke and his friends.

The van stopped. Norman saw a glimpse of light still, so they were outside. He could hear
vehicles around him, so likely in a city of some kind. The vehicle took off. Must be a stoplight.

The more he dispassionately examined the situation, the more he realized he was caught up in
the middle of something that was much larger than himself. He no longer felt that what was
happening was connected to him personally. If anything, he was involved simply because of his
job.

The men who took him from Bianca’s estate were neither American nor British. Couldn’t
place their accents but they were likely from Europe. The possibility that they were thugs hired
for a job kept coming back into his mind. But that led to who hired them and for what greater
purpose. Which he simply didn’t have enough information to assess.

One of the men said something to another man in the van. They put the hood over his head
inside the house, so he didn’t know exactly how many men were in the van with him. But since
there were no seats in the back and he couldn’t feel anyone sitting next to him, he judged no
more than five or six. Up till now he’d heard three voices, this was the fourth voice.

An answer from another voice. That man was their leader. His voice held no doubt, no
hesitation. Although Norman couldn’t place their language, he could tell the leader spoke only
in answers, not questions.

More talking. Conversation. No, discussion. Thought he heard “rue des” and a little later
“Champs-Élysées.” Were they in Paris? Heading there? Or simply discussing a shopping trip?

Information. And patience. Norman smiled grimly under his hood. Duke was coming for
him. He just needed to stay alive long enough for his son to find him. And free him.



CHAPTER 34
SHE’D GIVEN HIM HIS ONE WARNING

The front door of the Strasser estate flew open, a tall blonde man storming through. The team
reacted naturally; anyone with a gun pointed it at him, anyone without a gun grabbed one and
did the same.

“Who do you think you are?” he questioned imperiously in Spanish, seemingly unafraid.
“Get out of this house, all of you.” Standing firm in the face of the half dozen or so guns pointed
at him.

“Best tell us who you are, kid,” JC growled from behind his M4.
“Where is the Marquesa?” the young man demanded in English. “Where is my mother?”
Duke’s shotgun pointed at the floor as he stood up from his crouch. Took two steps towards

the man. “Martin?” he said.
The blonde man looked at Duke, recognition flooding his face. He quickly walked towards

Duke, threw his arms around the man and embraced him in a bear hug. Duke’s arms were
trapped, his right hand holding a shotgun, so he tried to place his left hand on his brother’s back.

Martin let go of him, stepping back, but still holding Duke’s shoulders. “Where is my
mother? Is she okay?” he said, much kinder. “And our father?”

Duke turned to the door as the sound of vehicles outside took the attention of everyone else
in the room. Max ran to the door. “Three vans,” he said over his shoulder.

“She’s upstairs,” Duke said quickly to Martin, handing him the shotgun. “Go, now.”
Martin bounded up the stairs as the rest of the team ducked behind whatever cover they could

find. Joan tried to shoo Nigel upstairs as well, but he stood his ground, crouched behind the
column of the left staircase, the butt of one of the team’s shotguns welded to his cheek.

One man walked through the front door. He was wearing a business suit with a vinyl raincoat
over it, a silenced Beretta 92FS in each hand. Stopped just inside, looking at the guns aimed at
him. Smiled.

“Good afternoon,” he said, “I’m looking for Mr. Bannister.”
“I was told you had a code phrase,” JC said.
“Those jeans look nice on you,” the man said.
“The legs are a little short.”
“Excellent,” the man said, opening his raincoat to holster his pistols inside his suit jacket.

“My name is Mr. Cortez, I believe you know my colleague Mr. Douglas?” Motioned outside
without waiting for an answer. “If you’ll accompany me outside to the waiting van?” Still
motioning outside the front door as if he were a concierge.

“Just like that?” Joan said. Steyr AUG pointed at the ground between her and the man.
He turned to her. “Yes, Joan, just like that. We have an investigation to perform. You and

your team will simply be in our way.” Stood aside as a line of similarly-dressed men passed him,
some carrying toolboxes, some duffle bags, some cleaning equipment.

“What’s going on?” a voice said from the top of the stairs.



Mr. Cortez’s pistols materialized in his hands, pointed at the person speaking.
Martin dropped the shotgun, his hands shooting up in the air as Joan walked over to Mr.

Cortez and placed the barrel of her rifle against the man’s temple.
“You’ll be twitching on the ground before your shell casing stops bouncing, Agent Cortez”

she said under her breath.
Duke walked over to the man as well, his own hands raised, placing his body between his

half-brother and the CIA agent. The rest of Mr. Cortez’s team had their own guns drawn and
pointed at everyone else on JC’s team. Mr. Cortez’s pistol was now pointed directly at Duke’s
head.

“Let’s slow things down, Mr. Cortez,” JC said, his left hand raised in peace, his right still
holding the M4 battle rifle against his shoulder. Walking towards the man. “I called the Hail
Mary, and while I appreciate Mr. Douglas’s timely response, giving us a bit more of the plan
would make things work much smoother.”

Mr. Cortez looked at Duke, then Joan, then JC, then fixed his eyes on Joan.
“We have three vans waiting outside,” he said. “You and your team will go in one, Marquesa

Strasser and, I’m guessing her son, will go in another. The third will remain behind to
investigate the situation here and eventually clean everything up as if it never happened.”

“Where are we going?” Theo asked
“To meet Mr. Douglas,” Mr. Cortez said. “He’s on his way to Paris now and will meet you

there. By the time you arrive, our investigation here will be complete and a copy will be
forwarded to him.”

“And my mother?” Duke assked
“Marquesa Strasser is being sent to a safe house in Salzburg.”
“That’s a long drive,” JC said.
“Mr. Douglas felt she would be most comfortable there,” Mr. Cortez said. “Barcelona is…

not ideal for her now.”
JC looked around. He didn’t like the situation, but Mr. Douglas was the one man he felt he

could trust outside their team right now. Someone had relayed their location to the other side and
gotten Duke’s father kidnapped. They needed as many resources as they could get right now,
and as far as he could tell, the CIA was the least uncomfortable bedfellow.

“Alright,” JC said to Mr. Cortez. Nodded once to the agent then walked upstairs. “Nigel,
you’re with me.”

Duke followed him as well. Joan didn’t move. “You point a gun at these people again,” she
said, “and I’ll kill you.”

“You point a gun at me again,” he said, “and I’ll kill everyone in this room.”
JC shook his head as he walked up the stairs. He could hear them. What he knew that Mr.

Cortez didn’t was the next time Joan pointed a gun at Mr. Cortez, she wouldn’t hesitate. She’d
given him his one warning. The next time she’d simply kill him.



CHAPTER 35
NOT REALLY

The team filed into the conference room, although it looked more like an operations room.
Various monitors were set into the back wall and to the left of the main table. There were no
external windows, only the glass of the wall that surrounded the door they just walked through.
It all seemed very new, backed up by the faint scent of industrial glue. The woman who guided
them into the room closed the door behind them.

There was a white board on the wall to the right. Mr. Douglas stood there, near the head of
the table. As soon as everyone came in, he touched one button under the conference table. The
glass wall turned from clear to entirely opaque. Light still came through, but nothing could be
seen on the other side.

“Please, have a seat,” he said.
Meredith, aka Lisa, traveled with Bianca and Martin. Her skill set was narrow and unique.

She was a master at creating disguises for others, but she realized the team likely would not need
disguises from this point forward, only action. And her aversion to the sight of real blood made
her more likely to slow the team down then help them out.

Martin wanted to come with them, but Duke convinced him the best thing he could do was to
stay with his mother. While the two brothers had just met, there would be time later to connect
and build a relationship that had been kept from them all their lives.

Bianca spoke with Duke for a few minutes before they parted ways. “Bring him back to me,”
was all she said to JC before she walked out the door of her home and into a van driven by a
stranger, taking her back to the place she spent her childhood in but hadn’t seen in forty-five
years.

JC tried to convince Nigel to go with them, that he would be safer. The man wouldn’t budge.
He was no adrenaline junkie, best JC could figure. He was just determined to help out the people
who he felt saved him from death at the hands of the unknown man who put a knife against his
neck.

JC, Joan, Duke, Theo, Max and Nigel all sat around the table. Mr. Douglas dropped a manila
folder full of papers on the table, letting it slide forward.

“You want the good news or the bad news?”
“The bad,” JC said.
“You dumbasses kidnapped the US Ambassador in London,” he said. “Your actions resulted

in eight MSD agents being slaughtered.” He held up his hand as Theo opened his mouth. “Don’t
tell me how it isn’t your fault. You started the ball in motion, so everything it destroys on its
way is your fault, whether it actually is or isn’t.” Put his hand down. “And then, to top it all off,
you ended up letting the ambassador get kidnapped out from underneath your noses.” Shaking
his head.

“Is ther—” Duke started to say.
“Oh,” Mr. Douglas said, cutting him off. “One more thing. You managed to cut the shit out

of one of China’s most powerful gangsters and his two bodyguards. The bodyguards? Former



Red Army soldiers, possibly lieutenants, and definitely the sons of high ranking members of the
Communist Party.” Shook his head. “So good job, all around.”

Although the man had just chewed them out, nobody hung their heads. Sure nothing had
gone as they had planned. But they all knew there was little difference to how it would have
progressed otherwise.

“You mentioned good news?” Theo said.
Mr. Douglas walked from one side of the room to the other, then back to the middle. Sat in

the mesh-backed chair. Leaned back.
“You want some good news?” he said, sitting up and leaning forward on the table. “One of

the biggest coordinators of human smuggling operations is laying in a cold refrigeration unit in
Barcelona. Not just a guy who runs people across the border, but the guy who coordinates orders
and shipping from all over the world. I heard he had so many shards of glass in his neck, the
coroner gave up trying to get them all out.” Smiling. “And his bodyguards? Their fathers wanted
them dead because of their disloyalty to the army, to the Party, and for the embarrassment they
brought upon their families. So thanks, and well done, Joan,” he said, smiling to the only woman
in the room.

Joan nodded to him, smiling as well.
“You want a job?” Mr. Douglas said to her.
“I’m open to one-off contracts,” she said, still smiling, “but I’m happy where I am.”
“I’ll take you up on that,” Mr. Douglas said, relaxing.
“Where is the ambassador?” JC asked.
“Good question,” Mr. Douglas said, retrieving the manila folder, opening it and sliding

packets of paper across the table to the team members. “The guys who hit you in London as well
as the Strasser’s house in Barcelona all had the tips of their pinkie fingers clipped off. We did
some checking.” Picked up a remote control, pointed it at the biggest screen on the opposite wall
and clicked a button. A surveillance picture of a man appeared on the wall. Dark hair, dark
complexion.

“They all work for a man by the name of Khaled. One name, just Khaled. He’s a Moroccan
immigrant based in Paris. He’s the one-handed leader of the biggest criminal organization in
France.”

JC turned to Joan, a frown on his face. “You’ve got to be shitting me,” he said to her.
Joan closed her eyes slowly, shaking her head as she lowered it.
“How did he lose his hand?” Duke said, the closest to the monitor, not able to see what was

happening behind him. Theo, Mr. Douglas, Max and Nigel all saw JC looking at Joan, their eyes
following his.

Joan raised her hand like a reluctant student. “I might have some intel on that one.”
Duke turned around in his chair. Joan put her hand down, a rare look of regret on her face.
“You.” Mr. Douglas said, disbelief clear on his face. “You cut off Khaled’s hand? The guy

who is about ready to take over the entire Parisian underworld?”
“Yeah,” Joan said slowly.
“So in Mexico City, you really were going to cut my foot off?” he continued. “That wasn’t

just a bluff?”
Joan shrugged. “Mr. Douglas, I’d like to think we’ve moved far beyond that bit of



unpleasantness.” Paused. “And you should know, I don’t really bluff.”
“I’m damn glad we’re friends now,” he said.
“I wouldn’t go that far,” JC said.
“Why did you cut off his hand?” Theo said.
“It was a message,” Joan said, her face turning hard, apparently uncomfortable with the

attention.
“To who?” Mr. Douglas asked.
“To the people who needed to hear it,” Joan said. “I’m not going into too many details about

it.” Paused. “But his wasn’t the only hand I took that day.”
“Well, if the message was to get him to stop being a criminal,” Mr. Douglas said flipping

through more of the files, “it didn’t work. He controls the bulk of the immigrant crime as well as
a large part of the drug trade and prostitution across France.”

“He’s the one who has Duke’s father?” JC said.
“That’s what our intel says, yes,” Mr. Douglas said.
“In Paris?” Duke said.
“Then what are we waiting around here for?” Joan said.
“Hold on,” JC said. “I’m guessing Mr. Douglas here has a plan?”
“Not really,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “I’m pretty much going to let you guys loose

on the bastard. You’re working for me on this one, but as long as you don’t blow up half of
Paris, I’ll back you all the way.”

JC smiled. Placed his hands flat on the table and stood up. “Then let’s get to work.”



CHAPTER 36
IT’S IN YOUR WHEELHOUSE

Mr. Douglas stood next to two black Chevy Tahoes as the team walked through the garage. Big
smile on his face. The lighting in the secured parking facility next to the office building that
housed the CIA’s headquarters in Paris threw just enough light and just weirdly enough to make
Mr. Douglas look like an evil clown. He tossed one set of keys to JC as soon as he got close
enough. JC caught them as Mr. Douglas opened up the front door to the first vehicle.

“Here you go, all armored up, gassed up and ready to go.”
Their rough plan was hashed out in the conference room over the past hour. Mr. Douglas’s

intel said Khaled’s base of operations was in the Goutte d’Or, one of Paris’s “Sensitive Urban
Zones” that had an increased police presence and patrols due to high rates of crime. While most
of the people who lived there were law-abiding citizens, endemic poverty lent itself to
exploitation by the criminals amongst the population.

Khaled had operations and supposed safe houses throughout the city and suburbs, but Mr.
Douglas’s intel suggested the Goutte d’Or was likely the place he felt most comfortable and
safe. He ran a small shop selling newspapers and snacks that was always busy with his
associates blocking the sidewalk and street around the shop.

Above the shop was a four story building that was listed on the residence cards of most of
Khaled’s extended family and that of his closest associates. If he was going to hold Norman
Ellsworth anywhere, it would be here.

Which meant getting in wouldn’t be easy. The team couldn’t just walk in and look around the
area. Joan was likely to be recognized due to her history with Khaled. Duke as well due to his
similarity with the ambassador. Which left JC, Theo, Max and Nigel. Depending on the level of
Khaled’s intelligence operations, they might be recognized as well. Their whole plan was to
drive past the location, perhaps get out and walk around, pretend to be tourists looking for old
cathedrals and buildings.

It wasn’t a great plan, but at this point, they didn’t have much else.
“You’re going with us?” JC asked Mr. Douglas after looking at the keys and only seeing one

set.
“You bet,” he said. “I’m driving.”
JC handed the keys in his hand to Nigel. “Thanks, Neil, but I think we can handle this.”
“It’s Mr. Douglas to you, kid,” the man said with a smile, “and when I was gassing up the

rigs I realized we’ve got a better way in than just driving by and wandering around. So hop in
and follow me.”

JC looked him up and down. Didn’t like the change in plan, although in truth he was more
than willing to listen to a better plan. But having the better plan sprung on them at the last
minute and not getting more in the way of explanation rubbed him a little raw.

“Hold on there, hoss,” he said as Mr. Douglas moved for the driver’s seat. “You talk while I
drive.” Taking back a measure of control.

Mr. Douglas hesitated, then nodded and moved to the passenger side and got in. JC got in the



driver’s seat of the lead Tahoe while Joan opened the door behind JC, indicating Max should get
in.

“I get to ride with the grownups?” Max said, not smiling. The team hadn’t spoken much with
him since the ambassador was taken in Barcelona.

“It’s not that,” Joan said, letting go of the door and moving towards the other side of the
vehicle. “It’s that I don’t trust you to ride with the kids.”

“Shotgun,” Theo said, heading for the front passenger seat of the second Tahoe. Duke walked
to intercept Joan before she got in the vehicle. She stopped, waiting.

“Click that app I showed you on your phone when you get inside,” Duke said, leaning over to
her ear. It was an app Duke designed to allow a third party to listen in on the conversation
happening around a cellphone without an actual call being made between the two. Joan nodded
then got inside the SUV as Duke got in the back of the second SUV.

A minute later and they were driving down the circular ramp to the exit of the parking garage
and onto the streets of Paris.

*****
Paris isn’t a large city, despite its history and importance in the world. New York is ten times
larger by area, London fifteen times. The suburbs surrounding it, however, hold much of the
population and creates a sprawling mass either ten times the area of New York or ten times the
area of London, depending on which benchmark is used.

Max had been to the city before but never for pleasure. Once he was assigned to the US
Embassy in Paris for six months. He spent most of that time either at work or in the bottom of a
bottle trying unsuccessfully to move past his divorce three months prior. The other time was
more recently as an advance team for the ambassador the year before. It was all work and no
time for fun.

Just like this trip. He watched the buildings speed past, admiring their architecture. Once
upon a time he wanted to be an architect. But his father died when Max was thirteen, with no
insurance policy and mountains of debt, forcing his mother to start working again after being a
housewife for fifteen years. The only option for Max was to create mountains of debt for his
schooling or join the Army. He showed no aptitude for architecture in the Army, but an eye for
tactics, warfare and was a pretty good shot, so his Uncle Sam, in all his great wisdom, made him
into an exemplary soldier.

Max took out his phone from his left side pocket, pretending to look at a building they were
passing by to cover the movement, hiding the phone from Joan. Mr. Douglas was busy telling JC
and Joan more of the details of his plan. Even though Max was listening, and it sounded like a
good plan, his mind was on other things. He needed to get word to Kate. And the team, rightly
or wrongly, didn’t trust him much right now.

He didn’t blame them. From their perspective, it looked like there was a leak from the
embassy staff. He knew it wasn’t him and it wasn’t Kate. But that didn’t mean they weren’t
under surveillance. Or bugged.

Joan looked over at him. Watched him long enough to make him feel uncomfortable, then
looked away. Max shifted in his seat, the leather creaking as he did. His phone wasn’t muted and
he wanted to cover up any possible vibrations it made when he was doing so.

Started typing a message to Kate. Didn’t need to look at the phone. He’d practiced over time



and knew that without looking at the phone he could send a text that that would end up being
reasonably close to what he wanted it to say.

“There is a leak. Not down here. Check everything.” was the message he sent. Or tried to
send. He’d have to take a look at it later to see if he was successful. But he knew Kate well
enough to know she’d start with everything around herself personally, then began expanding the
search outwards, a little at a time. It was a maddening use of time and resources when they were
trying to find Ambassador Ellsworth before he was murdered or lost forever. Or, worse yet,
made the star of his own video on the internet.

But it needed to be done. And the leaker discovered, rooted out and hung out to dry.
Hopefully literally.

*****
Kate saw the message thirty seconds after Max sent it. She was in the middle of yet another
meeting with Ambassador Larry Patterson. Since taking over the position from his disgraced and
kidnapped successor, the man had done little in the way of advancing the interests of the United
States.

He had, however, done quite a lot in the way of advancing his own interests. He’d scheduled
meetings with every head of state he could finagle into seeing him, called press conference after
press conference and began courting an up-and-coming model who dabbled as a terrible actress.
Rumor was she was only interested in whatever exposure he could afford her.

The worst part, in Kate’s mind, was the man continued to follow Secretary Grey’s lead and
used mostly private military contractors for his security team. It wasn’t illegal, it wasn’t the
worst of ideas. However, it violated protocol and, for the DSS and the rest of the staff in
London, it felt like a kick in the guts. Larry Patterson had risen through the ranks of the
diplomatic staff, serving all over the world, and now that he was in the top spot, he stepped on
the necks of those who helped get him to where he was. Secretary Grey using contractors was
bad enough. But for one of their own? Unforgivable.

“I’ve got to take this call,” Kate said, rising from the meeting and heading to the door. She’d
becoming increasingly hostile to Patterson’s constant meetings over the past few days. It felt like
months but had only been about a week since Stella died and Norman was arrested. Harold was
still on the outs, unable to return to his office and not fired. He was still collecting his paycheck,
but for a man like Harold who loved his work and the people he worked with, it was like a death
sentence. One that Patterson seemed intent on serving.

“Come by my office later, Ms. Baker,” Patterson said to her as she walked through the door.
She ignored him. If Max was right then the leak needed to be found right now. It put them in
jeopardy which meant it put the ambassador, the true ambassador, in jeopardy. There was one
man who could help her, one man outside of Max she totally trusted.

*****
“I’m sorry,” Richard Pine said, “but there’s no way I can help you.”

Kate hadn’t explained what she needed or wanted when she walked into his office. Simply
whispered in his ear to follow her. They walked out of the building together, down the street and
into Bond Street Station. Took a train three stops down the line to Queensway Station, took exit
three, walked another hundred yards down the road and into a private wine tasting bar. Kate
knew the owner and, on occasion, took the liberty of utilizing their very sterile, very



underground and very private wine cellar.
Down two flights of stairs and beneath untold tons of bricks, dirt, rock, metal work and

electrical wiring that would scramble or mute any signals that might be tracking either of them,
Kate walked to one end of the wine cellar, turned to Richard Pine and said quietly, “Strip.”

“Wha—”
His question was silenced by the gun in Kate’s hand pointing right at his face. Kate put it

away, leaned forward and, just as quietly as the first time, said “Please. It’s important.”
Richard Pine, despite his face growing red from anger and embarrassment, stripped down to

his socks and skivvies. Kate did the same then directed Richard to walk with her down to the
other end of the wine cellar, twenty-five yards away. Two metal folding chairs were there. Kate
directed Richard to sit in one while she sat in the other.

She leaned forward, ignoring the eyeful of cleavage she was giving the man, and whispered
her predicament in the analyst’s ear.

Which led him to tell her, again, that he couldn’t help her.
“Here’s the thing, Richard,” Kate said. “I need a full sweep of my office, my house and

personal effects. If I check out the equipment, whoever may be watching will see it. They’ll be
alerted to our actions and that could harm Ambassador Ellsworth.”

“But if I check it out—”
“They’re not watching you, Richard,” Kate said. “Nobody’s watching you. You check out the

equipment. Nobody’s going to blink an eye because it’s in your wheelhouse to do so. Bring it to
me and we’ll scan my office. Later, we’ll scan my house. We find nothing, we’ll know they’re
watching us a different way.”

Kate knew they’d find something. She’d had a sneaking suspicion since the MSD team was
cut down that someone on the inside was involved. Ellsworth being snatched in Barcelona
furthered her misgivings, but Max’s text message cinched it.

They were either being bugged or there was a mole. And since she allowed nobody to access
her personal files or property, it had to be a bug. No mole would be able to get close enough to
her.

“Okay,” Richard said, giving in, “but if we find something, then what? We can’t exactly take
it to Ambassador Patterson. I don’t know about you, but the way he’s been acting lately, I don’t
really trust the man.”

Kate nodded, good to hear her suspicions of Patterson were shared by others than just her and
Max.

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” she said, knowing full well who she’d be
contacting.



CHAPTER 37
STARTING TO FEEL THE CHILL

“She knows,” the voice on the other end of the phone said.
The man tamped down his anger at being called at this time of night and at the attitude the

person on the other end of the line was exhibiting. Diplomatic protocols, security protocols,
governmental procedures: they were all being broken by his caller. He wasn’t about to allow it
to continue.

“Do you have the slightest inkling who you are speaking to, Ambassador Patterson?”
Secretary Grey thought he heard the upstart ambassador gulp. Smiled.
“Yes, yes I do, Secretary,” he managed to croak out. ‘However I needed to tell you that she

knows. In the past hour, her actions point to her discovery of our surveillance.”
Secretary Grey sighed. He knew who Larry was talking about. And he knew that the

information he was passing on was important. What he objected to was the need to work with
the weasely, grasping faux-diplomat in the first place.

Grey smiled. He didn’t have to, he realized.
“Thank you Larry,” he said. “I apologize for my gruff manner, but I had a long flight and one

too many martinis along the way.” It was true. He had just flown back from London with Mr.
and Mrs. Daniels and the body of their murdered daughter in the cargo hold of the plane. Having
to play the diplomat to the parents of the girl he had a hand in killing was more taxing than he
thought it would be. The drinks hadn’t helped and by the end of the flight, he was feigning sleep
just so he wouldn’t have to look at them.

“I totally understand, sir,” Larry said.
“No, you don’t,” Grey said, hanging up the phone despite Patterson’s continued attempts at

explanation and conversation.
Grey dialed another number, a more local one. It picked up after ringing only once.
“What?” the gruff voice on the other end said.
“Its Grey,” he said quietly. “London has to go.”
“Meaning?” the voice said in a more measured tone.
“Meaning the upstart needs to be pulled from the ground and burned in the sun.”
“Any stipulations?” the man asked.
“Other than the obvious and that it has to be done soon,” Grey said, “no.”
“It will be done.”
Grey hung up the phone, laid his head on the pillow and tried to go back to sleep. He did

eventually, but his dreams were, once again, full of fire and the anguished cries of the survivors.

*****
The man’s phone rang. No number, but what else was new.

“Hello.”
“You busy?” the voice said. Instantly recognizable.



“Oh, you know,” he said, “just sitting here, chilly.”
“I could hang up, son,” the voice said. “Maybe call someone else?”
The man ground his teeth. Yet another shit sandwich he was forced to take a big ‘ol bite of.
“No need for that,” he said, then after a mighty long pause, he followed it up with, “sir.”
He’d been waiting for the call. The murder of Stella Daniels was almost a week old. The

original plan was to take care of her, then the ambassador or any other staff who needed to be
brought in line. Running the surveillance ops on the team who flew into Heathrow after the
murder was a step in the right direction. But then the ambassador was kidnapped and then there
was nothing.

The up-close wet work was fine. Better when it was a man, not a woman, but he could deal
with it. Just another in a sea of faces in his nightmares. What bothered him the most was the
radio silence.

He was a former soldier and understood the need for operational security. But there was
operational security and then there was leaving a soldier out in the cold, and he was starting to
feel the chill. As much as he wanted into the organization, or at least to continue to skirt around
the legitimate edges of it, there was a limit of what he was going to take. And to add insult to
injury, he’d had a sneaking suspicion that the man on the phone was putting his head and neck
into a trap.

He’d felt eyes watching him. Not the craziness that sometimes took over the mind of a lone
assassin, but the wariness of a predator being stalked by other predators. So far it was low-level,
but it was there. The man on the phone, he hoped, would be able to give him another assignment
to show he was still in his good graces. Or, even better, bring him in.

And if not, there were always other contingencies.
“We have another target,” the voice said. “You up for the task, son?”
“Always, sir,” he said, swinging his feet from the bed.
The voice told him the target and the job’s parameters. “Make it look like a mugging gone

wrong. But don’t take anything other than the cellphone. No wallet, no watch, no keys. Just the
phone. And make sure they’re dead and not going to pull through due to some miracle worker at
the trauma center.”

“Three to the chest?” he said. “Or, go full ISIS and take their head clean off.” Wanting to
push the voice into saying more than half-spoken missives and carefully selected words.

“Do what you think is best,” the voice said, avoiding the trap and laying it all back on the
man’s shoulders.

Fine.
“It has to be tonight,” the voice continued. “Just after ten. They’ll be coming home alone,

likely drunk and won’t have any security. Their team will drop them off up the street, so make
your move then.”

The man agreed. It wasn’t ideal, but it was a high profile target, and would be at least a
feather in his cap. Not that he could really put this on a resume. But if things worked out, he
wouldn’t need a resume because the voice on the phone was quickly becoming the top player in
the game. He had been watching the news and put together exactly what the man on the phone
was trying to bring about. And in his mind, he was in on the ground floor. That kind of
opportunity would make a man a millionaire many times over if he proved his usefulness.



Which he was entirely prepared to do.
Still.
Something was telling him this assignment was off. He couldn’t identify what it was. But

there was a bad feeling, something not the product of nerves and stress and paranoia.
The man stood, taking his backpack and walking around the room, putting his limited

belongings into it. It was time to find a new rat hole weekly flat and put his backup escape plan
into effect.

“Worst case,” he muttered to himself, “I’m prepared and its just another body to get rid of.”
Looked around the room, backpack full, not seeing anything else he couldn’t live with out. “Best
case, the bastards won’t ever be able to touch me.”

He tossed the keys on the floor and closed the door, unlocked behind him as he walked away.
He didn’t use his real name on the rental, hadn’t used his real name in years as a matter of fact.
Besides, there was still a couple days of rent on the flat. The greedy owner would be overjoyed.

He went down the stairs and up the street. He had six hours before the job which meant
plenty of time. Pulled up a mental list of places he could find a room in. This part of the city,
there were many, each one as bad as the next, and every one making him a little more invisible.



CHAPTER 38
A MORE VIOLENT WAY

Mr. Douglas’s plan was simple, would probably blow up in their faces, but was about the only
thing they could reasonably hope might work.

The two SUVs pulled up in front of the offices of the International Commission for
Immigrant Welfare. It wasn’t the worst neighborhood in Paris, but it was in the 19th

arrondissement, so it wasn’t that great, either.
There was no way the team could roll through Khaled’s home turf in two SUVs that

screamed “government vehicle” and think they could find him. But if they could get into the
neighborhood under the guise of a different organization, they might have a chance.

Mr. Douglas called ahead and the director of the ICIW, a former soldier from Denmark
named Malthe Jespersen was standing at the door waiting for them. Standing six foot two and
with a long, white ponytail, he looked more like a pro wrestler than an aid worker.

As the team got out, he didn’t move, just stood there examining them. Mr. Douglas walked
around the vehicle, extending his hand. Malthe looked at it half a second too long before shaking
it.

“Thanks for meeting with us,” Mr. Douglas said.
“Just to be clear,” Malthe said, “your idea is dangerous bullshit and is going to do more harm

than good.”
“I’m glad we’re clear, then,” JC said with a smile. “Can we go inside now so you can tell us

more about our worthless ideas?”
Malthe shook his head, not smiling at JC’s attempt at humor. He just turned and walked into

the building, not holding the door for his guests.

*****
“I’ve spent almost a dozen years building this organization into something people can trust, and
you want to throw that all away now?” Malthe said.

They were sitting in Malthe’s office which doubled as a storeroom. The ICIW worked to
bring supplies, healthcare and education to at-risk immigrants in France and other countries. Run
primarily by donations and volunteers, Malthe built it up into a respected organization, one that
the local immigrant populations were able to rely on and trust. JC and Mr. Douglas were asking
him to, in his mind, betray that trust.

“We’re looking for a man,” JC said. “One man. We’re not looking to destroy what you’ve
done.”

“But by bringing you into the Goutte d’Or, I will,” Malthe pressed. “They’ll see you,
recognize you as the ambassador’s son because you look just like him,” he said, pointing to
Duke, “and when you double back around to take care of this one man, they’ll remember you
were there under my banner and protection, and all the good work we’ve done will be in ruins.”

The man stood and paced, a man of action not used to conferences and committees and
discussions. JC understood. Malthe was a good man, trying to do good things. Which usually



meant while he was willing to overlook small transgressions, he would be bothered by letting
larger ones go.

Which meant JC had one more angle.
“We understand, Malthe,” he said. “You’ve worked hard and are doing admirable things for

people who really need your help. Quite a different thing than when you were in the Danish
Hunter Corps.” Shrugged when Malthe turned to him. “We checked a little.” Paused. “But if you
aren’t willing to help us get Khaled, then we understand.”

Malthe sat down slowly. “Khaled?” he said. “You’re going after Khaled?”
“You know him?” Joan asked, feigning surprise.
“He runs most of the immigrant areas of Paris,” Malthe said cautiously. “But that doesn’t

explain why he is in your crosshairs.”
JC turned to Mr. Douglas who nodded once. JC turned back to Malthe. Leaned forward,

elbows on his knees. “He kidnapped the US Ambassador in London.”
Malthe’s eyes narrowed, turning to Mr. Douglas, who nodded in affirmation.
“Something doesn’t add up,” Malthe said. “Khaled is a gangster. How does he go from

running protection rackets, drugs and prostitution to political kidnapping?”
“We plan on asking him nicely once we find him,” Mr. Douglas smirked.
“And your plan is?”
“Get the ambassador back,” Duke said.
“And Khaled?”
“I don’t imagine he’ll make it out alive,” Joan said.
“I was afraid of that,” Malthe said, shaking his head. “You take him out, it will create a lot of

instability in the area.” Paused. “Different groups battling for their piece of the pie, trying to fill
the power vacuum.”

JC’d heard it before. Always the argument of the politician or the fearful. He knew Malthe
was neither. Just a man wanting to avoid the bloodshed that would inevitably follow. But they
couldn’t sit and do nothing while Khaled held the ambassador. They needed to act. So JC laid
down the trap he’d maneuvered Malthe into.

“We’ll walk away,” JC said, “if you can honestly tell me that you think the best thing is for
Khaled to stay in business. Running prostitution, manufacturing and selling drugs, coercing and
stealing from the people coming here looking for an escape from the grinding misery in their
home countries.” Paused. “Look me in the eye and tell me he should stay in business, and we’ll
find another way in. A more violent way.”

Malthe said nothing for a long time. The fan above his desk rotated and whirled, doing little
to cool the room, just moving the warm air around.

“No,” Malthe said. “He needs to go.”
JC leaned back. Step one of many, he said to himself. Wondering once again if they would be

able to rescue Duke’s father or if they’d just be picking up a dead body.



CHAPTER 39
IF YOU CAN RESTRAIN YOURSELF

Norman woke up slowly. The last thing he remembered was a needle being jammed into his leg.
A feeling of euphoria flowed through him before he fell into a dream-filled sleep. Half the
dreams were pleasant, almost psychedelic. The other half were horrific visions of terror that he
knew would be long burned into the back of his mind.

He looked around the room. It was about seven feet long by maybe four feet wide. A door on
one side, a window on the other. The door was once wooden, he could tell by the area around
the handle and the numerous locks. But sheets of metal had been hammered and bolted over it
and around the frame as well. A slot in the top about eye-level and a slot in the bottom for food,
he guessed, both covered by metal doors. The window was barred with welded rebar. One of the
small panes of glass was broken out and had a rag stuffed in it to keep out the weather.

It was a cell he had no way of getting out of. The window was caked with dust that seemed
older than Norman himself. There was a dirty mattress by the window. Norman wondered what
kind of diseases lay inside it. He wouldn’t be surprised to find out the plague somehow was
waiting for him. He sat down by the door, next to a one liter bottle of water and an empty two
liter bottle of soda, realizing the empty one was his bathroom. He looked around the cell again.
Wondering how many other people found themselves inside this room. Was it part of a brothel?
A prison? Was he even in France?

He stood and went to the window, his mind still a little fuzzy. Pulled the rag from the
window, trying to get some fresh air. Craned his neck to try and see outside. Up, down, side to
side. Looked like there was a small ledge just below the floor he was on, preventing him from
seeing much of the street below. He could see a sliver of sidewalk on the opposite side of the
narrow road. No signs up and down the street, but at least it looked like Europe. So it was
possible he was in France. Or Greece. Or Turkey. He really didn’t know.

Took the rag and started trying to clean the window, seeing if that could help. The inside was
dusty, but he very quickly learned that the bulk of the encrusting took place on the outside. He
wrapped the rag around his hand and snaked it out the broken pane. He was able to scrape some
of it away.

“I need water,” he muttered to himself, turning to the bottle by the door. Stopped. He had no
idea when he might get more. So he relieved himself in the empty two liter bottle, wet the rag
from the window with his own urine and repeated his earlier actions. The outside of the window
cleaned up quickly.

The only problem was he couldn’t reach very far. He needed a bigger hole. So he wrapped
the rag around the ragged edge of the hole and pulled sharply inward. A small piece broke off.
Repeated the action, each time making the hole bigger.

The pane itself was about ten inches by seven inches, a little smaller than a piece of paper.
Before long the hand-sized hole was enlarged and all the shards of glass on that pane were gone.
Norman was able to snake his arm past the bars, through the hole and drop the shards he pulled
free onto the ledge below. He risked detection if someone saw him. But as he looked across the
street, every window was either blacked out or covered by drapes or blinds. Nobody in the



neighborhood held much interest in seeing what was happening outside.
Except for him. Norman kept the longest, nastiest glass shard for a makeshift knife. He was

pretty sure he wouldn’t need it, and if he did, he’d probably mess it up. But he was slowly
coming around to the realization that sometimes diplomacy wasn’t the only solution. Or at least,
he needed to be ready for when diplomacy failed.

The cleaning continued. It smelled bad, but he was able to clean most of the pane above and
to the left of the broken one. If he looked hard enough and cranked his neck hard enough, he
could just see the cross street on his right. And the street sign. He had to stop. His arm could
only reach so far. So he kicked the mattress towards the door, took the bottle of water, sat by the
window and sipped the water. Listening.

The sign said “Rue de Mon—” something. He couldn’t read any more. But as he sat, he
smiled. He was in France and despite the sound of voices from below not speaking French, he
knew, eventually, if he listened long enough, he would hear something that would sound
familiar.

And then he would be one step closer. To what, he didn’t know. But it beat the hell out of
doing nothing.

*****
Richard Pine hailed a taxi to take him back to the embassy. Kate found her way back to the
embassy in the same manner they had arrived at the wine cellar. By the time she returned, he’d
gone to her office using the keys she’d given him, gone down to the equipment locker, checked
out a bug scanner and returned to Kate’s office.

When Kate walked in, Richard sat behind her desk, a finger to his lips. Laid out in front of
him were three listening devices. He stood with the scanner in his hand. Kate held out her arms
as Richard ran it close to her body. The red LEDs lit up as he passed it over her phone.

Fifteen seconds later and a fourth bug was added to the line. It was hiding in her phone,
behind the battery. Kate stood there, looking at the listening devices, getting angrier at the
situation and herself for not thinking it might happen.

She pulled her pistol from its holster, flipped it in midair, catching it by the barrel and
hammered the butt of the gun onto each listening device in turn until they were smashed to
pieces. Feeling better, she holstered her firearm and looked at Richard.

“Tell me,” she said. “Who did this?”
Richard gritted his teeth. “We could have ran the serial numbers of those,” he said, “if you

hadn’t just smashed them to hell.”
Kate smiled. “But it felt so good,” she purred. “Come on,” she said, “you’re the analyst.

Analyze the situation.”
Richard shrugged. “Cui bono?” he said. “Always start with that. Who benefits by bugging

you?”
“The bad guys.”
“Sure, but who are they?”
Kate said nothing. Mulling the situation over in her mind. Not wishing to speak her fears just

yet.
“They had to have access to your office,” Richard continued, “so they must be embassy

staff.”



“Or someone who had access to the embassy.”
Richard nodded. “Lots of military contractors in and out of here,” he said. “Could be

possible.”
“But what do they gain?” she said, playing devil’s advocate.
“Information,” he said, “obviously. But about what?” Paused, thinking. “The ambassador,”

he said. “Has to be him.”
“That’s true, I’ve been investigating the murder of Stella and the kidnapping of the

ambassador,” Kate said as Richard started shaking his head, then stopped, his mouth forming an
“O.”

“What?” Kate said.
“I meant Larry, not Norman,” Richard said, “but you’re right. Holy crap,” he said, sitting in

the chair in front of Kate’s desk. “You’re investigating the ambassador’s disappearance, so you
know what’s going on. Why would anyone want to find out what you’re finding out unless they
had a hand in it?” Paused, eyes flitting everywhere as his mind worked to put the pieces
together. “Larry’s behind Stella’s murder and the ambassador’s kidnapping.”

Kate looked at him. Not willing to fall into the trap before her. She trusted Richard, but she
wasn’t stupid. There was always the chance he’d missed a bug. Maybe on purpose.

“Maybe they’re investigating me,” she said, “and we’ve just interfered with the authorities
involved, whomever they may be.”

Richard frowned and rolled his eyes. “If that was the case,” he said, “they’d already be
kicking down that door.” Shook his head. “No, it’s Larry. Has to be.”

Kate nodded, her own worst fears confirmed. “The bigger question I have is who else is
involved.”

Richard stood, bug scanner in hand. “Let’s go scan your house, just in case,” he said. “We
might find some more bugs, and if you can restrain yourself, we could run the serial numbers
and find out who owns them. Maybe even who planted them.”

Kate smiled, heading to the door.



CHAPTER 40
NOT MANY FRIENDLY FACES

Malthe’s plan was not complex. He would deliver supplies to the Goutte d’Or as usually planned
for that day. They would be driving past the location of Khaled’s storefront in the building they
suspected the Ambassador was being held in. Stopping to try and deliver supplies at that
location would give them an indication of the level of security. If they were allowed to deliver
their boxes of aid as Malthe often did, then it would be unlikely for the Ambassador to be there.
However if they were jumpy and touchy about the unscheduled delivery, then that would
warrant further investigation.

It was far from perfect. JC knew it and Joan did her best to convince him of it in her subtle
ways. But as he pointed out to her, they had no other play. Truly effective surveillance would
take days if not weeks. They simply didn’t have the time.

Malthe provided them with ICIW jackets and baseball caps. JC and Duke tried to convince
Joan to stay behind. If they happened to run into Khaled, they were pretty sure he’d remember
the face of the woman who took his hand.

Their arguments fell on deaf ears. Joan made it profanely clear she was going with the team.
In some ways, she was right. The chances of actually seeing Khaled were slim, plus her ability
to speak French would be beneficial. While Malthe and Duke could speak the language, Max,
Theo, Mr. Douglas, Nigel and JC couldn’t.

Joan insisted on one more thing: a duffle bag full of guns in the back of the truck. Malthe was
adamantly against it, but when JC reminded him of the MSD team that was slaughtered, he
relented. With one stipulation: nobody would actually carry guns on their person. They would
remain in the duffle bag until the situation called for it.

The team agreed, then proceeded to arm themselves with handguns when Malthe wasn’t
looking.

Now, driving down the streets of the Goutte d’Or, JC wondered briefly if it was such a good
idea. Malthe wasn’t the most enthusiastic about them using his organization for their infiltration.
If there was no incident and he saw they were packing heat, there was no way he’d help them
out again.

He quickly set his concerns aside. They make it through this, without incident, and he’d
apologize to Malthe. Right now, they were doing recon on a possibly hostile area, the leader of
which both masterminded the kidnapping of the US Ambassador as well as intimately knowing
the receiving end of Joan’s cleaver. If they were recognized, it would take more than a strong
word to make it out of there unharmed.

“It’s just up that street,” Malthe said, driving past it, taking the next right so he could go
down the one-way street he indicated. Paris, like most cities, had some parts that were not nearly
as majestic as the rest. While some may have found the cobblestone streets and four-story
buildings in the area romantic, the lack of greenery or signs of life besides people walking
around hinted at something else to JC. People here stayed inside. They went elsewhere for fun
and play and enjoyment. When they were here, their time was spent inside, not in making the
area a nicer place to be.



Signs in the area were mostly French and mostly advertising smaller stores, local shops. The
bigger streets, like the one they were driving on, had national and even international chains. But
as Malthe turned right and then right again to go to Khaled’s store, JC realized all the other
storefronts on the street were closed up. It wasn’t late, just past two. But the only open business
on the block was Khaled’s.

And it was bustling. Perhaps twenty or thirty people stood, sat or lounged around outside the
storefront. As they drove up the street, the crowd stopped what it was doing and watched them
drive past. Not many friendly faces in the group.

“There’s a storeroom on the second floor where we drop off supplies,” Malthe said. “The guy
who works here’s name is Matthias. He always lets us in.”

“There always this many people here?” Joan asked.
“This is about double the usual amount,” Malthe said, parking the van. “Maybe triple.” The

team members each looked at JC. He looked at Joan, then Duke, then Theo, then stopped.
“Nigel,” he said, “Malthe gets out, you’re in the driver’s seat. You don’t leave that spot

unless someone pulls you out. Clear?”
“Got it, boss.” He’d picked up on the team’s nickname for JC earlier in the day.
“If you don’t speak French, you stick with someone who does. Joan, you stay with me by the

truck,” he said, receiving a confirming nod. “We’re unloading. Theo, you and Duke are a team,
Mr. Douglas, you stick with Malthe. Anything goes further than you’re comfortable, you fake a
pulled hamstring, drop the boxes and come back to the truck.” Paused. “Clear?”

Affirming grunts and phrases came back to him.
“What about me?” Max said.
JC looked at him. “You stay in the front seat, with Nigel,” he said. Max nodded. JC needed

him in the truck as a watcher and shooter in case things went bad. He’d tell him later, but right
now he didn’t want Malthe to know.

JC turned to Malthe, knowing he was actively plotting against and betraying the man’s good
will.

“Lead the way,” he said, face grim.



CHAPTER 41
HELP US OR STAY OUT OF THE WAY

The white van opened its side doors and more people than usual started coming out.
“What the hell is this?” Matthias said, mostly to himself. Stood from behind the counter,

walked around it, tucking the pistol he kept hidden in an old coffee can into the back of his
pants. Pulling his track jacket over it so nobody could see it.

It really wasn’t a good time for anything out of the ordinary, and this definitely was. The
people just kept coming. Maybe Malthe had a big load. The guy was weird, always coming by,
giving boxes of food and supplies to people. Khaled never used any of it, just let Matthias sell
what he could to the people coming into the store. But Malthe kept coming by with his
deliveries. Usually on Wednesday mornings. Sometimes different days.

Matthias walked past the racks of magazines and candy and gum, past the cooler full of the
sugary drinks everybody seemed to love. Most of the men on the sidewalk were quiet, watching
the tall guy, then the fat guy, then the old guy, then another old guy get out of the van. A woman
got out last and the men whistled and hooted until Matthias shut them up with a bark.

Everyone there answered to Khaled, which meant when he wasn’t there, they answered to
Matthias. Khaled’s second cousin, he’d carved out a niche for himself in the organization: he
protected the headquarters. Ran the shop most the time, but his main job was to make sure
nothing happened here at Khaled’s home base. He knew the penalties if he did. His wife and
children back in Morocco would die slow, painful, agonizing deaths.

Which was why the hairs on the back of his neck were standing up.
They had a hostage upstairs. Khaled didn’t tell Matthias who it was, just that he was never to

open the door. Hostages were part of Khaled’s business. They were mostly either women to be
sold or men who owed Khaled one way or another. But they were always Moroccan or Tunisian
or Libyan. Never European. Matthias got a glimpse of the tall man as Khaled’s team took him
in. His clothes were expensive and his hands hadn’t seen real work in decades. Later he’d seen a
news report about the US ambassador in London being kidnapped. The picture of the man was a
match for the well-dressed man upstairs.

Matthias accidentally spit out the water he was drinking when the picture came on the TV.
Khaled left three of his men on the third floor to take care of the ambassador on the fourth. The
third floor was for visitors, the fourth for prisoners. Nobody else was there right now. Just one
man.

Which made Malthe showing up today very odd indeed.
“Matthias, my friend,” Malthe said to him. “You look very busy today. You got time for a

delivery?”

*****
Norman heard French.

From the street below, he heard French being spoken. Up till now it was something that
sounded Middle-Eastern. Could be Arabic, but he was never that good with languages, not like



Duke, but he’d been in the diplomatic corps for a long time. Long enough that when he started
the idea of French as the language of diplomacy hadn’t been rejected yet.

He stood, pulling the rag from the hole in the window to listen better. Stood up, trying his
best to get a better view of the street. Saw the roof of what looked like a white delivery van. And
heard French again.

Norman’s French wasn’t great, but he could hear them talking about deliveries. Made sense.
But it didn’t help him much.

*****
“Sure, Malthe,” Matthias said. “As much as you got, we’re ready to take.”

“Same place as always?”
“Sure, second floor.”
“You can leave the whore when you go,” one of the men in front of Matthias said in Arabic.
The crowd chuckled and agreed with him until Matthias slapped the speaker hard in the back

of the head, cursing him. The men were rough and required a rough hand to lead them. Allowing
them to start thinking and making plans on their own would erode his leadership. Not what he
needed today.

“You got enough helpers there, Malthe?” Matthias said. The hairs on the back of his neck
still warning him something was wrong.

“Yeah,” Malthe said, “just a few more volunteers, trying to show them the ropes.”
Matthias nodded while the tall man and the fat man started unloading boxes. Matthias led the

way through the crowd of men to the storeroom on the second floor. Unlocked it, letting them
in. Called down to one of the men to come up and make sure the aid workers didn’t go past the
second floor.

He wanted to be on the first floor, watching things. Something was off about this delivery,
and he didn’t want to be stuck inside the building. Headed down the stairs, the tall worker
coming right behind him. Matthias stopped on the first floor, watching the man walk past.
Something about him seemed familiar, like he’d seen him before.

*****
“They’re speaking Darija,” Duke said under his breath in English to JC and Joan. “Moroccan
Arabic,” he clarified as they handed him more boxes.

“Makes sense, Khaled’s from Morocco,” Joan said.
“Can you get upstairs?”
“I dunno,” Theo said, coming up for more boxes. “They put one guy there to block us. We

could go up, but we’d be coming back down into a hornet’s nest.”
JC didn’t like it. There was little intel that they could gather from the situation other than

Khaled had double or triple the usual amount of people hanging out here. Posting someone in
the stairwell to prevent them from going up was just smart. As much as he wanted the
ambassador to be here, there weren’t enough hard facts to prove or disprove it yet.

His gut told him this was the place. Something was very off about what was happening. The
air was tense. The group of men were staring at the team hard. Perhaps it was cultural
differences, but JC didn’t think so. There was violence in the air. He could feel it. Maybe they



were on edge for other reasons, but Matthias and his crew were definitely agitated about
something.

Duke and Theo just came out for another load. Malthe and Mr. Douglas were still inside. JC
and Joan loaded up the arms of their friends. The group of men watched them, silent.

“Get up in the truck,” JC said to Joan, “and start bringing some of those boxes up here, we’re
running out.”

Joan got up in the truck as JC handed the last box he had to Theo and Duke.
“Be ready, guys,” he whispered to them as he did, not sure who in Matthias’s crew spoke

English. Duke and Theo headed through the crowd, passing Malthe and Mr. Douglas.
JC wasn’t really sure what the plan was. But they were running out of boxes. And time.

*****
“Is that English?” Norman muttered to himself, the side of his head half-out the broken window,
straining to hear what was happening below him. Trying hard to not imagine things, focus on
facts and reality instead of letting his mind trick him into what he wanted to hear.

*****
“So tell me,” Theo said to Duke’s back as they went up the stairs. Trying to make the situation
as normal or light-hearted as could be, despite the tension and violence everyone could feel.
“What movie lines are running through your head right now?”

“No lines, man,” Duke said, a little loudly, and over his shoulder so Theo could hear. “Music.
Tense. Strings, one long note from a violin, then a higher note, also long but shorter, then a
higher one.”

“Dude, you’re freakin’ me out,” Theo said with a forced laugh.
“How do you think I feel?” Duke said loudly. “It’s in my head, man!”

*****
Norman looked at the door. He heard voices. He ran to it, trying to slide open the viewing slot.
Moving to the bottom food slot when the viewing slot wouldn’t budge. He was able to move it a
little bit, then it stopped.

It was enough. Maybe three inches. Air breezed in. He could hear sounds coming up through
the stairwell. Shuffling, moving sounds, but not the rhythmic climbing sounds of someone
coming up the stairs.

So he waited, ear to the gap, listening. Preparing to run to the window when he heard
something out there.

*****
“We could take this guy,” Theo said to Duke, still in the storeroom, dawdling, trying to give the
team and JC more time to figure things out.

“Yeah, but who’s upstairs?”
“Other than your dad?” Theo said.
Duke nodded, heading for the door and the stairwell.
“Hey, man,” Duke said in French, louder than the situation called for. “You guys got a



bathroom upstairs? My friend here’s gotta take a dump.”
“Tell him to either hold it or shit in his pants,” the man said without looking up from his

phone.
“Dude, that’s gross,” Duke said. “Can’t you just let us upstairs for a second? I mean, what

do you guys do when you’ve gotta go? There’s gotta be a bathroom somewhere in this place.”
“There is,” the guy said, eyes glued to the screen, “but it’s not for you. Now piss off.”
Duke swallowed his retort, his nascent plan failing, not wanting to create a scene just yet. He

knew they’d never get past the second floor landing, but he was hoping to draw out any of
Khaled’s crew upstairs who might have heard. A thin sliver of hope that his father might hear
him caused him to speak louder than normal, but he knew it was silly. Tapped Theo on the
shoulder and said, “Let’s go, man,” in English. “Sorry but you’re just gonna have to hold it till
we get back to headquarters.”

Theo shook his head, face halfway between sad and upset, following his friend down the
stairs. The man guarding the upstairs path never lifted his eyes from his phone.

*****
“No,” Norman said softly. “It can’t be.”

He’d heard his son. He was sure of it. But he was also sure he’d been drugged recently, had
little real sleep, hadn’t eaten in who knows how long and was probably imagining it.

The voices stopped so he went back to the window, pressing his ear out the hole as much as
he could.

*****
“You can’t tell me this seems normal,” Mr. Douglas said to Malthe quietly as they were walking
to the storeroom.

“Nothing about this does,” Malthe replied, “but it’s a big jump from that to what you’re
suggesting.”

They passed the man on the second floor and went into the storeroom, stacking their load of
supplies in the dark of the room.

“Understand,” Mr. Douglas said to Malthe, stopping him as he passed, “things go down,
we’re grabbing the guns from the truck and searching this building.”

“You think I didn’t see the guns you’re carrying on you now?” Malthe growled at Mr.
Douglas. “I pray to God you’re right about this, because if you’re not and everything turns to
shit, I’m going to haul you in front of any judicial body that will be willing to listen.”

Mr. Douglas nodded. Sorry to burn this friendship, but knowing in his heart the ambassador
was either here or close by. “Things pop off, help us or stay out of the way,” he said to the aid
worker.

Malthe pulled his arm free, heading out the storeroom and down the stairs.

*****
“What do you think?” JC asked Duke as he passed boxes from Joan to his teammates.

“I think this whispering is bullshit,” Theo said from behind Duke. “Makes us look suspicious
as hell.”



JC smiled. “You know what,” he said loud and clear, “you’re right about that.”
“I think this is the right place,” Duke said out loud.
“Do you have any proof?” JC said back, regular conversational voice.
“No, just a feeling, man,” Duke said. “I wish I had proof to back it up, but nothing yet.”

Careful to not say the wrong thing, go too far and have someone in the crowd be able to piece
together what they were saying.

“What’s going on?” Matthias said in French, stepping closer to the van.
“What’s that?” Duke asked. “Oh, we’re just talking about the area. It seems nice. I’d like to

move here. It has a certain charm. Do you know any real estate agents who are familiar with the
available properties around here?”

Matthias looked at Duke, mouth slightly agape.
“I don’t think you’d fit in around here,” he said slowly, speaking as if to a child.
“What are you talking about,” Duke said, spreading his arms to encompass the dingy white

buildings devoid of any hint of life or vegetation. “This area is beautiful!”

*****
Norman wasn’t crazy. That was his son. Downstairs. And if he wasn’t mistaken, the other voice
he heard was JC’s, his son’s boss.

Norman stood up, wrapped the rag from the window around his hand. Leaned down, put his
face as far through the hole in the window as possible and yelled with all his might, “DUKE!”

Stood up, started punching the glass windows hard with his cloth-wrapped fist, trying to
make the glass clear the ledge and fall onto the street below. All the time bellowing his son’s
name at the top of his lungs again and again.

“Duke!”
Punch.
“Duke!
Punch.
“Duke!”



CHAPTER 42
BAD OPTICS

Everyone heard the sound of Norman Ellsworth’s bellow at the same time, the glass shattering
on the street an instant later. What differed was the reactions of the people who heard it and how
quickly they moved.

Duke shoved Matthias aside, running through the crowd of people, Theo right behind him.
Some of the men grabbed at them, but their attempts were half-hearted or pushed aside with the
focused force of the men on a mission.

Matthias started yelling in Arabic to the people upstairs, as well as ordering the people on the
street to attack the aid workers. The crowd milled about, nobody willing to be the first one to
start a fight, despite Matthias’s exhortations.

As the men internally decided who would be the first one to be a tough guy, Joan jumped out
of the truck, her Steyr AUG in one hand, an AK-47 in the other, handing it off to JC. The two
turned to the crowd, their weapons pointing at the ground, waiting to engage until the last
possible second.

Mr. Douglas heard Norman’s yells from above and ran up the stairs. The guard with his face
stuck in his cellphone looked up the stairs, then back down in time to see Mr. Douglas’s right
hook swinging for his jaw. Not enough time to move out of the way. The man staggered back
from the blow, Mr. Douglas grabbing him by the shirt and threw him against the opposing wall
as he bounded up the stairs, pulling the silenced Beretta from the shoulder holster under his
ICIW mechanic’s jacket.

Malthe stepped aside as Duke and Theo came charging up the stairs, their own guns drawn.
“Keep them back,” Theo said as he went past, pointing to the men downstairs.
Malthe grunted his assent as the men passed. He wasn’t armed, but he was over six-four, a

former special forces soldier in the Danish Army and spent most his days lifting boxes of
supplies. Any man without a gun would be hard pressed to pass. Those with knives would have
their weapons taken and used against them.

As Mr. Douglas passed the third floor landing, a door down the hall flung open. He kept
going, letting the sounds of yelling and running footfalls stay behind him. He stopped short at
the sound of gunfire from below, the clattering of the AK-47 echoing up and down the stairwell.
Mr. Douglas whirled, crouching on the stairs, firing at the men hell-bent on killing him from
below. He tagged the first shooter in the heart, the man dropping his rifle, falling on it, dead.

The other men ducked down, finding enough cover to fire up the stairs. Mr. Douglas was
pinned down. He needed to move, but there were simply too many bullets flying past him. It
wouldn’t be long until he was dead.

The bullets slowed, then stopped. Poked his head out from cover, the Beretta leading the
way. Saw Duke and Theo running past the dead bodies of the men who firing at him seconds
ago.

Duke continued on up the stairs past Mr. Douglas while Theo ran down the hallway the men
came from, clearing the rooms. It wasn’t the most tactically sound move, but they needed to



make sure nobody would be waiting on the third floor to ambush them. And there was no way to
stop Duke from trying to save his father. So Mr. Douglas followed him.

*****
“You are so dead,” Matthias said in very good English. “Do you have any idea who you just
crossed?”

“Bad guys?” Joan said, shrugging, the barrel of her rifle still pointing at the ground. Her eyes
hyper-alert, watching everything. As were JC’s.

The front passenger of the van opened slowly. Max stepped out, his M4 battle rifle against
his shoulder, barrel pointed at the ground.

“What are you doing?” JC said, not watching the man, but seeing his movements out of his
peripheral vision.

“Not waiting for an invitation,” Max said. “He’s my ambassador, my charge.”
“You follow my lead here,” JC said. “Got it?”
“Got it, boss,” Max said. The title he used for JC sounding somewhat insincere.

*****
“Dad!” Duke started yelling before he reached the fourth floor landing. Heard a yell in response.
Slowed down as he started walking down the hallway. The place was lined, end to end, with
small doors. Metal welded and bolted over the door jams and the doors. Rows of makeshift cells.
It was a slapped together but relatively solid private prison in the heart of Paris.

“Duke!” he heard his father say from half-way down the row, on the left. He ran to the cell.
The food slot at the bottom was open about three inches. A hand stuck out, waving and grasping
at the air. Duke dropped down to the floor.

“Dad?”
The hand disappeared, replaced with a three-inch portion of his father’s face.
“Duke, are you alright?”
“Don’t worry, dad,” he said, choking back the lump in his throat at his father’s concern for

him when the man was the one kidnapped and imprisoned. “We’re gonna get you out of here.
Get back from the door.”

Duke stepped back and kicked the door right next to the knob with all his strength. It made a
mighty noise, but didn’t budge. He looked again. There was only one lock, but it was a heavy
duty contraption. Briefly thought about shooting it off, but he just as quickly guessed it would
survive the shooting and he didn’t want to waste the bullets.

Mr. Douglas joined him, looking up and down the prison for more men. Finding none, he
turned to Duke who was still looking at the lock.

“Ideas?” he said, but Duke was lost in thought.
The sound of running footfalls reached them. They both whirled to see Theo raising his hands

at their pointed guns.
“Theo,” Duke said, lowering his gun and coming out of thought. “Keys.”
“Got it,” Theo said, glancing at the rows of cells over his shoulder as he headed back to the

stairs and the dead bodies on the third floor.
Duke and Mr. Douglas split up, searching up and down the row of cells, banging on each



door. No answers came. They found no keys, but one of the cells near the stairs was unlocked.
Duke went inside. It was filthy and smelled like urine, feces, misery and fear. The mattress was
a combination of brown, yellow and dirty white. He walked back out, face twisted in anger at
what Khaled did to his father as well as the simple existence of this place.

Mr. Douglas jogged up to him. “Keys?”
Duke shook his head, jabbing his thumb over his shoulder at the open cell door behind him.

Mr. Douglas went inside and retched once at the smell.
“Goddammit,” he said, coming back out.
The two men turned as Theo ran up the stairs, AK-47s in each hand.
“No keys,” he said, “but maybe these can help?”
Duke grabbed one and ran to the cell his father was in. Put the wooden stock of the rifle to

his shoulder and aimed it at the lock.
“Dad!” he yelled just as Mr. Douglas ran up to him pushing the barrel away from the door.
“No way, man,” he said. “You don’t ricochet and kill one of us, you’re gonna plug your own

father.”
Duke’s growl of frustration turned into a guttural yell.
Mr. Douglas looked over his shoulder, then took the AK-47 from Duke’s hands. “I’ve got an

idea,” he said, running for the stairs. Turned before he got there and went into the open cell.
Held the rifle in his left hand, banging on the wall to his right with his free hand.

“These are makeshift walls,” he said as Theo and Duke joined him, still looking at the wall.
“Not sixteen inch centers like back home.” Turned to Duke. “Go tell the ambassador to back up
against the window and use the mattress for cover if he’s got one.”

Duke tore out of the cell, relaying the info to his father. “We’re ready,” he yelled back to Mr.
Douglas and Theo.

“You know what happens if you drop the ball?” Theo said as Mr. Douglas banged on the wall
just to the left of the metal cladding.

“You got a better idea?” Mr. Douglas said, backing up, aiming at the wall about nine inches
past the metal sheets.

“Don’t miss,” Theo said, placing the rifle on the floor of the cell. “Yell clear when you’re
done with the key and I’ll open the door.” Backing against the opposite wall, bracing himself.

Mr. Douglas nodded, then opened fire on the wall, strafing from ceiling to floor with the
automatic weapon. About twenty bullets pounded into and through the wall.

“Clear,” he yelled, pointing the muzzle of the weapon to the floor.
Theo yelled, pushed off from the wall behind them and with as much force as he could

muster crashed into the bullet riddled wall.
It was like crashing through paper. No wiring was strung between the two-by-fours and he

was falling onto the floor in the next cell before he knew what happened.
“Awesome,” he said, hopping up, a big grin on his face. “Let’s do it again.”

*****
“You hear that,” Matthias said, looking straight at JC but speaking in French, “that gunfire?
Your friends are dying as we speak. They’re being slaughtered and when my guys come down,
we’re gonna kill your other friends.” A nasty grin spread across his face as he turned to Joan.



“But you, we’re gonna keep alive for as long as your body can endure it.”
JC couldn’t fully understand what was being said, but he knew it couldn’t be good. Too easy

to get pulled into a pissing match at this point and get distracted.
“JC, let me kill this guy,” Joan said. “Just him. He’s asking for it.”
“Not yet,” JC said.
“What are you going to do, kill us all?” Mathias said.
“I’ve got the bullets for it.”
“But do you have the heart?” he asked, the look on his face and the tone of his voice making

it clear he thought she didn’t.
“My soul’s ready for what’s to come,” Joan said. “Is yours?” Snugging the butt pad of the

rifle into her shoulder.
JC walked over to Max. “We gotta clear some of them out of here,” JC said out of the side of

his mouth. “We don’t want a slaughter on our hands.”
“Bad optics,” Max said.
“And bad karma,” JC said. “You don’t start plugging people until you see one of us

bleeding.”
“Clear,” Max said, his eyes not leaving the crowd.
JC wanted to avoid killing everyone on the street. Didn’t figure most of them to be hardened

criminals and killers. They were likely just guys thinking they had few other solutions. JC
decided to give them an out.

“Alright,” he said loudly, walking back to the space between Joan and Max. “This is real
simple. Anyone who wants to live, take a walk.”

Nobody moved. Nobody blinked.
“Joan?” he said.
“Any of you bitches want to keep your little balls, then take a hike,” Joan snarled in the

filthiest French she could muster. “Otherwise I’m gonna cut off your testicles like I cut off that
dog Khaled’s hand.”

JC was watching their reactions. Several of them turned pale while most of them had the
fight drained right out of them.

“Yeah, that’s right, you sonsabitches, I’m the one who took that half-ass drug dealer’s
hand.” Her smile pure wickedness. “What, he told you a gang of hard-headed killer’s did it?”
She laughed. “It was me and me alone. I killed eight of his men, shot Khaled then cut off his
hand with a meat cleaver. My name’s Joan, and if you live through this, you mention my name to
him then see how he reacts.”

“I think that’s a little more than I said, Joan,” JC said.
“I’m trying to convince them to leave, dumbass,” she said through clenched teeth. “I didn’t

figure you wanted to kill them all.”
Matthias stepped forward. “So,” he said in English, “are you or aren’t you the real Joan?”
“You’ve heard the name?” Joan said, not looking at Matthias, eyes scanning the crowd.
“She’s supposed to be this super assassin, a killer beyond equal,” Matthias said, playing into

JC’s hands. Buying them more time. “But all I see is some little whore who doesn’t have the
heart to pull the trigger. Flapping her mouth instead of killing everyone she sees.”



“She’s the real deal, coward,” Duke said jogging out from the stairs and onto the sidewalk,
two silenced pistols in his hands, one aimed over the crowd at Matthias, the other aiming at the
men who blocked his path, using it like a wand to part the crowd. Theo stood at the stairs, AK-
47 in his hands. The men moved back to give Duke enough room to pass. He walked to
Matthias, the pistol in his left hand pointed at the man’s belly, the other gun pointed into the
crowd. “This is Khaled’s business and building, but you run it?”

“I work here,” Matthias said.
“Then you know who was upstairs?”
“I had no idea what was happening upstairs. Khaled never let me past the second floor, if he

ever found out I went up there, he’d kill me.”
“He’s lying,” the man Khaled slapped in the back of the head earlier said. “Matthias is

Khaled’s cousin. He controls this part of the Goutte d’Or for Khaled.” Grinning at Matthias, but
speaking to Duke. “If anybody was upstairs, he knew all about it.”

“Shut your mouth, Seddik,” Matthias said in guttural Darija, the Moroccan dialect of Arabic,
“this bastard is guessing, if you keep your stupid trap shut, we’ll all make it out of here alive.”

“The chances of that are pretty slim, dumbshit,” Duke said in equally guttural Moroccan
Arabic. His use of the language snapping Matthias’s eyes and attention back to Duke.

“Where’s the ambassador?” JC asked.
“We have him,” Duke said.
“Don’t just stand there,” Matthias said loudly in Darija to the men behind him, “get this

sonofabitch!”
Duke stepped forward and placed the machined end of the silencer flush against Matthias’s

sweaty forehead. “You die first,” Duke said. “Get it? Your friends might get me in a rush, but
not before I make your head into a canoe. You understand me?” he growled in his best Kurt
Russell impersonation.

JC, Joan and Max had their guns pointed at the crowd. The men were looking around,
searching for a signal from someone, for a clue as to what they needed to do.

Max got the attention of one of the men who stood in front of him. “Go,” he said, nodding his
head up the street away from the confrontation. The man looked backwards up the street, then at
Mathias, then slowly backed away, tapping the man next to him on the shoulder. Five other men
saw the two men running up the street and followed them.

Mathias slowly raised his hands up in the air, the international sign of surrender, his track
jacket riding up as he did. “Ten thousand dollars to the man who kills this sonofabitch,” he said
in French, his hands high in the air, repeating it in Darija.

JC could see the pistol stuck in the back of Matthias’s pants from his position. Didn’t need to
understand what he said. The man was making a play. JC knew how it was going to turn out and
it wasn’t going to be good for Matthias. He saw other men slowly move their hands to their
waistbands.

“Duke?” JC said.
“Yeah, boss?”
“Do him.”
Duke pulled the trigger before JC finished speaking. While the hollow point bullet didn’t turn

Matthias’s head into a canoe, it did shower half of the back of his skull in pieces across the men



standing directly behind him.
The crowd scattered, some pulling guns and firing at the team, the rest simply running for

their lives. Those that fired were firing wildly. JC, Joan, Max, Duke and Theo were not. Before
the killing was finished, nine men lay dead on the street, including Matthias.

“We clear?” JC said, scanning the street and windows for movement or any signs of trouble.
An open window, a quick shadow. Seeing nothing. His team reported back the same thing.
“Bring him out,” he said, standing guard next to the van. Max, Joan and Duke ran to the
stairwell. All three came back down ten seconds later with Malthe, holding an AK-47, all four of
them creating a protective barrier around Norman Ellsworth. Mr. Douglas walked next to the
ambassador, his left hand on the older man’s shoulder, trying to bend him over as much as
possible to keep him out of sight, his right hand holding his silenced Beretta, pointing it at the
buildings around them.

Twenty seconds later and the ambassador and all team members were in the van with Nigel
guiding them up the street and away from the carnage. Duke was sitting next to his father, their
arms awkwardly around each other.

“Where to, Ambassador?” JC said with a smile.
“The longest, hottest shower you can find,” he said, “and if you could find one of those

wretched American fast food joints, I’ll eat everything on the menu.”
“Sounds good, sir,” JC said. “Nigel?”
“On it, boss,” the man answered.
JC could see Nigel’s face in the rear-view mirror and the man looked a little pale. But he’d

held up admirably. Perhaps the team needs a full-time driver, he thought.
“I hate to be the bad guy here,” Max said, half-turning in the front seat to look at the team.
“Don’t worry, Max,” Joan said, “you’re back on our good list.”
“Gee, thanks, sweetie,” Max said with a wink, making Joan laugh, the adrenaline dump and

successful mission putting her in a much more generous mood than usual. Max held up his
phone. “I just got a message from Kate,” he said. “Your shower and rest will need to wait,
Ambassador. We need to get back to London right now.”

Theo groaned. “That’s how many hours of driving?”
“Six,” Nigel said.
Despite Max’s directive, the team still looked to JC for approval. He nodded. Whatever info

Kate had, all their interactions told JC she wouldn’t have requested them to go up there without
a good reason.

“I’ve got access to a safe house up there,” Mr. Douglas said. “It’s big enough and private
enough we can all stay there for a while.”

“Well, can we at least get a more comfortable vehicle than a damned delivery van?” Norman
Ellsworth asked politely.

“Yeah, dad,” Duke said. “We can do that.”



CHAPTER 43
THE MEN HE GREW UP WITH

Khaled stood in the middle of the empty cell, his nose full of the stench of the place. Looking at
the grimy walls, the dirty floor, the blood and stain-encrusted mattress that was the last resting
place of most who came through here. Rivals, runaways turned to whores, people who owed him
money. But nobody who stayed here represented as much of a risk or as great a reward as the
man who escaped. And Khaled was doing his level best to keep his rage from exploding and
ruining everything he built over the years.

At five foot eight, he was rarely the largest man in the room. He learned as a child that while
he wasn’t stupid, he wasn’t gifted enough to be considered smart. He wasn’t particularly
handsome or athletic, nor were his parents rich, except in their luck in having child after child.

Early in his teens he realized three things: he was able to take risks others couldn’t because
he wasn’t afraid of dying, he was able to do things most considered horrible or repugnant
because he simply didn’t care about others beyond his own immediate family, and last but not
least, he had the determination of a pit bull. When something took hold of his mind, he pursued
it to its final, often bloody, end.

Walking past the dead body of his useless cousin Matthias after arriving at his main office, he
didn’t feel a twinge of emotion. Only the realization that the man’s death could be used as an
impetus to further his own goals. The eight other dead men in the street were as unimportant to
him as pieces of gum on the sidewalk. There were always more to replace them with.

But standing in the empty cell he realized everything he had worked for and tried to
accomplish was gone from his hands. Seddik and half a dozen other men too stupid to run away
were standing behind him. Waiting for their orders.

Nobody called the police or the ambulance. They just set up vans on either end of the street
to keep prying eyes out. The few police patrols that came here drove by as quickly as they could
to avoid any troubles. It was Khaled’s neighborhood, his part of the city. And they knew better.

“Who was it?” Khaled said quietly in the men’s native Darija, or Moroccan Arabic.
“What did you say?” Seddik asked.
“Who was it?” Khaled repeated, loud enough to be heard, but not in the eardrum-shattering

roar that would have made the men feel better, safer.
“That gigantic aid worker and a bunch of his helpers,” Seddik said, swallowing hard. Trying

not to look at the stump of Khaled’s left hand, knowing he would be killed if caught.
“He delivers boxes of shitty food, worn out clothes from rich people and tries to teach our

women how to read,” Khaled said. “Why is he suddenly fronting an armed assault with half a
dozen men?”

“It wasn’t just men,” one of the other men standing with Seddik said. “One was a woman.
She said her name was Joan.”

Khaled froze, his eyes boring into the man. His face turning crimson around the jawline, just
above his sparse beard, and flushing his cheeks.

“What did you say?” Khaled managed through his clenched teeth.



“Joan,” the man said, suddenly fearful of his course of action. “She said her name was Joan.”
“What else did she say?” Khaled said, teeth still clenched, head beginning to shake slightly

from the rage coursing through his body.
“I… I don’t remember,” the man said. “They just started shooting.” Realizing his mistake too

late.
Khaled’s silenced pistol was in his hand within a second, the man speaking to him on the

floor dead inside another second. Khaled didn’t stop shooting the man until the gun was empty.
He reloaded, then killed the rest of the men except Seddik.

Seddik stood there, shocked into silence, blood and bits of brain from the men he grew up
with splattered on his face.

“Seddik,” Khaled said, holstering his pistol, “you are replacing that worthless bastard
Matthias in my organization.”

“I…”
“Don’t speak,” Khaled said, “listen, then speak.” Walking past Seddik, stepping over the

dead bodies and heading for the stairs. Seddik followed, silent.
“Take care of these bodies here and on the street outside,” Khaled said as he walked slowly

down the stairs. “No assistance is to be given to their families because the men failed. I want
their bodies cut up and delivered to the pig farm in Rouen.”

“Yes, Khaled,” Seddik said, hiding his horror at what the man was asking him to do.
“It is five o’clock,” Khaled said, glancing at his twenty-thousand dollar watch. “Tonight I

want you to go to the offices of that Danish pederast who runs the aid organization, break in and
kill anyone you find there. Get into their computers and files and find the addresses of every
single place they’ve ever delivered their stupid garbage boxes to. Burn the office to the ground.
Then take that list of locations and firebomb every single place. Every one. I don’t care what the
building is now, it burns.”

“Yes, Khaled,” Seddik said. “Just to be clear, some of those places belong to you.”
Khaled stopped at the entrance to the store. Turned to Seddik. “I said every one.”
“Yes, Khaled.”
“There is a bag with one million euros upstairs in the first cell on the right to help you in your

work. Do all of that tonight,” Khaled said, walking up the street, past the dead bodies towards
his Mercedes AMG S65, “and I will forgive you for your failures here today.” Took the keys
from his pocket and unlocked the two-hundred thousand dollar vehicle. Opened the door,
stopped and turned to Seddik.

“Do not finish what I have ordered tonight and every one of your family members, man,
woman and child, from here to Marrakesh will be captured and sold to any AIDS infested,
syphilis riddled drug-addict willing to pay a dollar for twenty minutes a go until they die from
malnutrition, madness or whatever diseases they catch along the way.”

Khaled put his keys back in his pocket, the stump of his left hand on the door of the Benz.
“Do you understand?”
“Yes, Khaled,” Seddik said, knowing he would succeed, praying Khaled would keep his

word, the possibility of avoiding punishment feeling like the reward of a lifetime.



CHAPTER 44
FIGURE OUT THE WHO

It was just before four o’clock before the team was able to leave Paris. Securing a more
comfortable mode of transportation took longer than expected. In the end, Joan directed them to
an old motorcycle thug named Jacopo she knew years before who was able to get them a small
luxury coach with room enough for the seven people plus Nigel. After stopping by McDonalds
for a meal fit for a kidnap victim, they were pulling up to the safe house Mr. Douglas directed
them to right at ten.

The place was in a mixed use area of London. The shops and restaurants that lined the main
avenues quickly gave way to houses and small businesses as the side streets wound away from
the more commercial locations. The safe house itself was housed behind an area of shophouses
and was largely hidden by them. The entrance was an ancient wood and glass double-doored
garage accessed from one of the numerous side streets and sandwiched between a small tea store
and a record store.

The garage barely fit the vehicle they purchased from Jacopo. Although the width was fine,
Nigel almost scraped the roof going in and commented that unloaded it wouldn’t have made it.

The garage itself looked and smelled appropriately dusty and grungy. A lone bulb was the
only light inside. Mr. Douglas led the way to the front of the garage. The door there looked old
and rickety, but a touchpad hidden behind a busted light switch revealed something more secure.
Upon hitting enter after typing in the passcode, a series of smooth thunks indicated the locks
were open, allowing the team to pass.

The secure door opened onto a small courtyard with a three-story house beyond. It was
compact but secure. No window looked down on it from either side, only red brick or concrete.
While it did not look to be the kind of place to spend a romantic weekend, the team was fairly
sure nobody would find them unless they made a mistake and led them here.

“Home sweet home,” Mr. Douglas said, opening the door and leading the team into the
slightly musty-smelling front room. “Three stories, eight bedrooms, six bathrooms, a mini-
gourmet kitchen, fiber-optic internet and a library that can double as an operations center.”

“Percale sheets?” Joan asked. “Down comforters and pillows?”
“The finest sleeping bags I could pick up at a discount outdoor store,” Mr. Douglas said with

a smile.
“Girl can’t have everything,” Joan said, shrugging.
“Looks like you took my advice,” Theo said. “Started skimming from Agency coffers.”

Flopping down in one of the many leather chairs in the living room area to the right of the
entryway.

“I always skimmed,” Mr. Douglas said. “But I didn’t do it for my own benefit like the
thankfully deceased Del Stevens,” nodding once to Duke in acknowledgement of his ridding the
world of that particular piece of human refuse.

“Duke, you and your dad bunk together,” JC said. “Mr. Douglas and Max, Theo and Nigel.”
Looked at Joan and received a confirming nod to his unspoken question. “Let’s get settled in,”



JC said, “and meet back here in ten.”
Mr. Ellsworth sat on the sofa while Duke sat with him. The ambassador literally had only the

clothes on his back. The rest of the team went back to the vehicle to bring in their bags, mostly
filled with weapons.

JC made two phone calls on the drive up. The first was to Lisa Hannigan, aka Meredith.
Since they were back in London with the ambassador, a man whose face was on every news
channel at least half a dozen times a day, they needed her services. She had just arrived in
Salzburg with Bianca and Martin but would take the next train. JC told her to stay close to her
phone once in London which she readily agreed to.

The second call was to his lawyer, Jacob Meier. The team needed a spokesperson, someone
to get the ambassador’s innocence on the news and in the public opinion. Fighting this battle in
the shadows would get them killed, their bodies never found. While they couldn’t be seen
running around in public, the public needed to know the story. JC hoped the woman who briefly
acted as Norman Ellsworth’s lawyer, Avery Ekebergh, would be available to continue her work
in the public eye. The more light that shone on this, the more likely the people involved would
trip themselves up. Jacob told him Avery would start right away.

As they drove, JC realized more and more the person or persons they were going up against
had to be highly placed. The hit team showing up and gunning down the MSD team after they
took the ambassador was no coincidence. And having another crew on site to kill and pin the
blame on? Then having the hit crew show up at Marquesa Strasser’s house?

Too many coincidences. He and Joan whispered about it on the drive. They went round and
round about who it was.

“To find the who,” JC finally said, “you have to figure out the why.”
“But the why usually comes after you figure out the who,” Joan answered.
As much as he didn’t like the idea, they needed to speak with Kate more. Max said she’d

been investigating the “Stella Situation” as Duke and Theo had begun calling it. At this point,
she was about the only person they could count on outside the team.

JC washed his hands and face in one of the upstairs bathrooms. The sink was white porcelain,
the tile matching. It felt almost clinical. He looked in the mirror, then back to his hands.

Max. The guy was actually beginning to impress JC. They’d put him on silent treatment since
Barcelona. Rightly or wrongly, the team blamed him a certain amount for the hit on Bianca’s
house and the ambassador getting taken. But Max had performed well. Never got his nose bent
out of shape or acted butt hurt. Just did what needed to be done, helping the team when they
needed, pulling back when he could.

“You guys gotta get down here,” Duke bellowed from the first floor.
Joan hopped up from the bed in the room she and JC would be sharing, pistol in her hand,

standing at the door as JC ran out, his Glock 23 in his own hand. The only thought running
through his mind: This place was supposed to be secure.



CHAPTER 45
YOU MADE YOUR BED

Larry Patterson stepped out of the SUV, stretched and thanked the men inside.
“It’s not far,” he said. “I’m gonna walk it off.”
“Are you sure, Ambassador?” the driver asked. Man named Clawson.
“Yeah,” Larry said. “You guys go on. See you in the morning.” Closed the door and walked

up the street.
It had been a pleasant evening. Dinner at seven with his new girlfriend at Le Barbican. Eight-

thirty in a luxury hotel room for an hour. Nine-thirty he walked away, not caring how satisfied
or unsatisfied the unsuccessful model was. If she was using his sudden career improvement to
jumpstart her disastrous choices in television roles, then he could use her for his own devices.

Larry stretched again. So glad he’d gone along with Secretary Gray’s plan. While Stella’s
death was a tragedy, Norman Ellsworth’s situation didn’t give him pause. The man had been
sitting in the top spot here in London far too long. Keeping other, more ambitious people from
rising up. Like Larry.

Larry walked slowly down the street, admiring the summer night. London was a strange city.
Weather was bad forever, then there would be a fantastically pleasant night, like tonight. The
kind of night where you would raise your hands to the sky and thank the makers for bringing
everything together on such a beautiful night.

A shoe kicked a rock up the street. Larry looked back down from the sky, finding the source
of the noise. Just a guy out for a walk. Baseball cap, jeans and a zip-up sweatshirt. Larry ignored
him because one didn’t just stare at people on the streets here. Looked up at the buildings on his
right, wondering as always about real estate prices. This deal with the Secretary and his crew
was going to bring Larry several million dollars before it was all said and done.

A tidy sum, Larry said to himself, smiling. Could I buy one of these houses? Perhaps take
one, turn it into an apartment building, live off the rent.

Looked up the street. The man was getting closer. Hands thrust in his pockets, looking at the
ground in front of him.

Larry had a bad feeling about the man. Pushed it away. So he doesn’t dress in the nicest
clothes, his internal voice said. Does that make him a bad guy? Maybe he’s a wealthy lawyer
dressed down for the night, angry about some case or another and wanted to take a walk.

Just as the man was three steps away, his right hand came from inside his pocket, pointing at
Larry.

He saw it too late. Saw the glint of the streetlight on the metallic mass in the man’s hand,
knowing instantly what it was. Couldn’t move before the man pulled the trigger three times, all
three .38 bullets hitting Larry right in the chest. The muzzle flash blinded Larry as his legs
buckled under him. He couldn’t see anything, just brightness, even as he lay back and looked up
at the night sky.

The man bent down. Larry could feel him digging through his pockets. “Where’s that phone,
Larry?” the man said. Larry could smell the beer on his breath. Felt him rip the cellphone from



his front pocket. Heard the man’s footsteps as he continued to walk up the street.
Sighed. Was this his last breath? Not even knowing who killed him. He may not know who

pulled the trigger, but something in the fading light of his brain told him exactly why.
“You made your bed,” he murmured to himself as the dark blood flowed from his mouth and

onto the street, carrying the last of his life with it.



CHAPTER 46
UNTIL THEY ARE CRUSHED

“This is no coincidence,” Norman said, staring at the TV.
“Russia once had nine diplomats die inside ten months,” Duke said. “Two assassinated, the

other seven dying of… heart attacks,” he said, using air quotes around the cause of death.
“And now to recap, in a stunning turn of events,” the reporter standing outside the embassy

said, “our contacts inside the US Embassy tell us the newly appointed Ambassador to the UK,
Larry Patterson, has been gunned down tonight in what appears to be a random robbery here on
the streets of London.”

“Random my thick dick,” Max growled. The man was agitated and nearly tore the bathroom
sink from the wall after he heard of Patterson’s murder. His anger turned into a slow burn as
they continued to watch the news.

“Mute it,” JC said to Duke. The sudden silence jarring. They had been watching the news
reports for at least ten minutes and they’d all been variations of the same bit of news: Larry
Patterson was dead, shot to death in what, to the team, looked very much like a calculated
assassination.

“Why him?” Theo said, starting the conversation. “Why now?”
“Because of Mr. Ellsworth?” Nigel said. No one had told him to leave, so he stayed.
“Nobody knows he’s here yet,” Joan said absently, staring at the floor. Most of them were

focused elsewhere, trying to figure out the situation individually.
“We know,” Theo said. “If we’re being tracked, then whoever’s tracking us would know.”
“It’s not because of him,” JC said. “It’s something else. Killing Patterson creates no

advantage for Ellsworth.”
“Setting us up?” Max said. The team turned to him, waiting for more about his idea. “If

Larry’s dead and it looks like we did it in order to put the ambassador back in his old job, that
would put quite a few people on our tail.”

“No,” Joan said, “if somebody wanted to come after us, they wouldn’t bother to set us up.
They’d just come after us.” Smiled. “We’ve kidnapped a US ambassador. Wouldn’t take much
convincing to send the alphabet agency of the day after us.”

JC paced in the small room, back and forth behind the leather club chairs. No matter which
way he looked at it, he couldn’t figure out how Larry Patterson’s death connected to them. He
looked at Duke, seeing his thoughts on his friend’s face.

“It’s not us,” JC said, looking around at the faces in the room.
Duke and Joan nodded.
“Whatever reason for Patterson’s death, it’s not connected to us at all,” JC said, “except for

phenomenally bad timing.”
“Which brings us to why him and why now?” Theo said.
Joan stood, taking over JC’s pacing spot. JC sat where she had been.
“We’ve been going about this all wrong,” she said. “We’ve been focusing on the ambassador



being set up for Stella’s death.” Stopped, turning to JC. “What if that’s not it. What if it’s much
bigger?”

“The MSD team being gunned down,” Max said.
“The killers attacking us in Barcelona,” Norman Ellsworth said.
“Khaled,” Joan said, still facing JC.
JC nodded. “He was on our trail the whole time,” JC said. “Since we’ve been here.”
“Who put him onto you?” Max said.
Nobody said anything, waiting. The team had an idea. JC could tell the way they all looked at

him. And at each other. But the idea was ludicrous.
“Who knew you were coming here?” Max said, slower, watching the team as they said

nothing.
“Duke,” Norman said, still sitting next to his son, reaching over to take the remote control

from his hand. “May I?” Unmuted the TV.
“And in unrelated news tonight,” the same news anchor said, “fires rage across Paris tonight

in what seems to be yet another act of terrorism, this one directed, oddly enough, at a non-profit
charity helping immigrants settle from other countries.”

“Oh, shit,” Theo said, voicing all their thoughts.
“Claire, I’m here standing outside the ICIW Charity in Paris, and the building is still

smoldering as you can see behind me.” The reporter was indeed outside the building the team
was in only ten hours ago.

“Not Malthe,” Mr. Douglas said quietly.
“Authorities here tell us one body was found inside the building,” the reporter continued. JC

didn’t need to hear any more. He knew. “Preliminary investigations suggest this man is the
deceased,” a picture flashing on the screen, “Malthe Jespersen, a Danish citizen who was the
founder and director of the NGO aid charity.”

Mr. Douglas stood and put his fist through the nearest wall he could find.
“In fact, the fires that are raging across the city seem to all be connected to the charity,” the

reporter continued, looking at a notebook in his hand. “Every fire burning in Paris tonight
appears to be one of the locations the ICIW distributed their aid packages to, Claire.” The
reporter shook his head. “Whatever happened, this seems to be one of the worst acts of
vengeance Paris may have seen in a long while. Initial estimates by authorities claim at least
twenty-one bodies have been recovered at these locations, not including Jespersen, and the costs
from the dozens of fires could range as high as one hundred million pounds by the time it is all
said and done.” Paused to throw the camera a serious look by a serious man. “Back to you,
Claire.”

Norman muted the TV.
“You should’ve killed that sonofabitch Khaled when you had the chance,” Max said to Joan.

Not an accusation.
“I’ll make another chance,” Joan said, eyes smoldering with murderous fury.
JC knew the team needed action and they needed it now. Sitting here, waiting for solutions

they didn’t have enough information to craft would eat away at them.
“Max,” he said, “call Kate. Have her meet us outside The Brass Rail on Oxford Street.”

Everyone stood, making ready to leave. “No,” JC said, still sitting. “Norman, you’ve been



through enough and we don’t want your face on the streets of London just yet. Not until Lisa can
put some work in.”

“I don’t think he should be here by himself,” Duke said, stepping in front of his father
protectively, although there was no danger present.

JC stood, smiling at his friend. “I would never ask him to be, Duke.” Turned to the senior Mr.
Ellsworth. “Perhaps you can stay here with our host? I’m sure he’s got more than a few
questions he’d like to ask you.”

Norman turned to Mr. Douglas, looked him up and down, then nodded. “I trust Mr. Foster,”
he said. “He was good to my family before.”

Mr. Douglas stepped forward, shaking the man’s hand. “It’s Mr. Douglas now,” he said
before turning to JC. “Thank you,” he said.

JC had never seen Mr. Douglas as upset as he was by the reports of Malthe’s death. The
Danish aid worker obviously was a friend, and if Mr. Douglas was too angry to focus and do his
job out in the field, he’d better serve the team here by debriefing Mr. Ellsworth.

Max stepped back into the room. “Kate will be there in twenty minutes.”
“Then let’s go,” JC said. “Take taxis to get there, no phone calls unless there’s a problem.”
“Boss?” Nigel said from the back of the room.
JC looked at the man. He was home, back in London, but not safe. Whoever threatened the

man’s life was still on the loose. “We don’t need a driver right now, Nigel,” JC said. “But you’re
welcome to stay here until things are resolved.”

Nigel nodded. “I think I’ll help out around here where I can.”
JC headed for the door, acknowledging the man’s offer to contribute with a nod of his head.

Babysitting wasn’t on his agenda right now, but neither was cutting the man loose to be killed,
especially considering Nigel’s willingness to fight, and possibly die, in Strasser’s house in
Barcelona.

As he walked through the secure door, then through the garage and out onto the streets of
London, JC’s mind was focused on trying to unwrap the knot they’d gotten themselves tangled
in. Figure out who killed Stella Daniels, set up Norman Ellsworth, attacked them in three
countries, and had been plaguing their every step.

JC had a name on his mind. But he wasn’t about to speak it just yet.



CHAPTER 47
ONE WAY OR ANOTHER

Secretary Grey stood in the waiting room in the private aircraft area of the Washington Dulles
International Airport. Sighed, looking at his watch. It was almost six and the plane was late. His
staff stayed away from him. He’d been quiet all afternoon, ever since receiving the news of
Patterson’s death. Returning to London only days after he had been there was taxing both his
time and his temper.

But he had to go. His stomach rumbled. Wished for some cold cuts, bread and a bottle of
wine. Would need to wait until he was on the plane. The private aircraft section of the airport,
while decidedly better appointed than the public areas, was showing nothing but news channels
on their flat screens and that simply would not aid the man’s digestion.

Grey heard of Patterson’s murder just after five that evening, maybe ten minutes after it
happened, and headed straight for the airport, ordering the plane to be ready by the time he got
there. Although he’d gone through the motions of what needed to be done and shown the
appropriate emotions, all he could keep his mind on was “will it be connected to me?” He knew
it wouldn’t, but he had started going down a path that had no way back, only forward, and he
was doing everything he could to make sure the hounds weren’t nipping at his heels.

His phone buzzed. Didn’t bother looking at the number. He knew who it was.
“Hello?”
“It’s done,” the man said.
“I saw the news,” Grey said, the words coming out harsher than he expected. “We’re clean?”
“Investigation team is shadowed by us, bugging to commence shortly,” the man said. “Man

on the street is a trooper and will be dispatched shortly.”
Grey nodded. Wondering why men would be willing to kill others for money without

considering the possibility they would themselves be taken out. Looked in his reflection in the
window, scanning for anyone around him.

“And Paris?”
The man said nothing for too long.
“Is Paris a problem?”
“Paris will be in line or Paris will be eliminated,” the man said.
“What set him off?” Grey mused. Pretending it was a comment said in passing when in fact

that was his biggest concern right now.
“Something he thought belonged to him was taken,” the man said, speaking slowly, sounding

like he was choosing his words carefully.
“Did you take it from him?”
“No,” the man said, “but I have a good idea who did.”
“The tall man’s son?” Grey said, choosing his own words carefully as well. “Him and his

team?”
“I believe so,” the man said.



“I thought you said they wouldn’t be a problem,” Grey said, an edge to his voice. “That they
were under control.”

“They will be,” the man said. “One way or another.”
“I hope so,” Grey said, “for your sake. This blows back on you, then it will blow up in our

faces entirely.” Paused. Watching his plane taxi to the assigned gate, wondering if the wine was
chilled. “Take care of it, General. No loose ends at all.”

“Yes, sir,” The General said before hanging up.
Secretary Grey put his phone back in his pocket as one of his staff walked up to him,

stopping five feet behind him, coughed quietly once and said, “Your plane is ready, sir.”
Grey turned and walked for the gate without acknowledging the aide. His mind consumed

with the possibility that General Marvin O. Robinson, retired, was actually the wrong man for
the job.

*****
The General looked at the phone. He’d made a career out of knowing when things were turning
south for him, knowing where the exits were, where the dead bodies were buried and having the
grit to force things into the outcome he desired.

And he just realized the chances of Secretary Grey leaving him high and dry when things got
tough had increased by a factor of ten.

The General dialed a number. The private jet with his company’s logo emblazoned on the
side hurtled across the Atlantic toward London. He left New York at four that afternoon, about
an hour before Patterson bled out on the streets of London. He hadn’t planned to call Secretary
Grey before he was well into London. But now, two hours into his flight, he decided it couldn’t
wait. With a shiny new ambassador dead and Khaled crashing around like a wounded elephant
and destroying half of Paris, he made the prudent choice and called the Secretary.

It hadn’t gone as he hoped, but he set that aside.
Now he needed to make a different call.
“Good evening, sir, Clawson speaking,” the voice on the other end of the line said.
“Clawson,” The General said. “Find the man on the street,” he said. “Make him go away.”
“How far should he travel?” Clawson said, the sound of movement coming through the

earpiece.
“All the way,” The General said.
“You got it, sir,” Clawson said.
The General moved to hang up the phone, then had another thought.
“Clawson?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Put a tail on Baker.”
“You sure that’s a good idea?” Clawson asked. “She found all our bugs and smashed them.

Might be a little too soon.”
“I’m counting on it,” he said. “Make it loose, just observe and see where she goes, what she

does, and more importantly, who she meets.”
Clawson indicated his understanding as The General hung up the phone. Calming himself.

He was the CEO of a multi-national, hundred-million dollar plus company on its way to



becoming a billion dollar company. Losing his temper and swearing at everyone in sight would
not help things.

JC. Goddammit.
The General sipped his bottled water. He had crafted this entire operation as an elaborate shot

across JC’s bow, despite the other goals. Why couldn’t he just come on board and get in line?
Millions of dollars a year just to keep doing what he was already doing.

The General smiled. He knew why. Some men just chafe at the thought of working under
others. Although JC was a good soldier, he’d been out from under someone’s thumb for too
long. Men like that, they would often fight tooth and nail just to stay free.

Until they are crushed, The General thought, placing his bottle of water down, realizing what
he must do to the son of his best friend.

Picked up his phone to dial another number to take care of a more immediate problem.



CHAPTER 48
I KNOW

Khaled was at his desk on the fourth floor of his luxury apartment building in Saint Germain-
des-Prés. The real estate agent whispered to Khaled before he purchased it that the building was
rumored to have once been the summer residence of Napoleon Bonaparte. After he purchased it
and discovered it wasn’t true, he killed the man. Regardless of its former occupants, the building
now housed the city’s most powerful Moroccan gang lord. And if rumors were to be believed,
the man who was on the verge of taking over the entire Parisian underworld.

The cup of delicate china in front of him was resting on a coaster hand-stitched from the
finest linen. Everything the man owned in this house was beyond luxurious. He made millions of
dollars every week and had no qualms about spending as much as he could on the most elegant
finery.

Seddik, standing before him, focused on a knot in the mahogany wall behind Khaled, about
one foot above the man’s head. Blinking, but not moving a muscle otherwise, save for breathing.
He’d been standing there for what felt like an hour.

He’d followed Khaled’s directions to a T and it took all the afternoon and most of the night.
The dead men were chopped up and trucked out to the pig farm in Rouen. Seddik didn’t know if
it violated the men’s Muslim faith or not, just that it was a horrible thing to do to another man.

But that is how Khaled became as powerful as he was — willingness to go down roads other
men would not.

The fires across the city were a logistical nightmare but he’d managed to have at least one
Molotov cocktail thrown at every address in the aid worker’s books. The man had fought well,
killing two of the men Seddik led into the building. But their AK-47s cut him down eventually.
The two dead men went out to the pig farm as well. The fires looked dramatically fantastic on
the news and, despite the horror of it, Seddik was a little proud of his work.

But now, standing there in front of Khaled, Seddik wondered if he would end up being served
to the pigs up in Rouen before this was all over.

Not if I can help it.
Khaled’s phone rang. Khaled ignored it, sipping his tea and staring at Seddik. On the fifth

ring, he picked it up.
“Hello?” he said in English.
Seddik wanted to close his ears and not hear what was being said. He heard the sounds of

conversation from the phone but could not understand what was being said.
“Yes, I know the man,” Khaled continued in English. Paused. “Very well. My man in

London will be happy to oblige.” He hung up the phone. “Seddik,” he said, switching to Darija.
Sipping his cup of tea again.

“Yes, Khaled?”
“You were a soldier?”
“No, Khaled,” Seddik said. “Policeman for six years, from when I was eighteen to twenty-

three.”



“You were good?”
Seddik was confused. Is he asking if I was good at the duties of a policeman or if I was not

corrupt? Answer, dummy!
“I was promoted quickly and received special training in tactics and weapons,” Seddik

answered, avoiding the second possibility.
“Why did you stop being a policeman if you were so good?”
“I was caught stealing police equipment and selling it on the black market,” Seddik said. Left

out the five years he spent in prison. Khaled knew everything anyway. If there was something he
didn’t know and wanted to find out the truth, a few phone calls to Marrakesh and all would be
revealed.

Khaled stood, walking to the tall window. Seddik heard the rumors — bulletproof glass,
wooden frames actually made out of hardened metal, bulletproof Kevlar linings in the wallpaper.
As the time wore on, with Khaled continuing to look out the windows, Seddik started to watch
the man. Looked past his own fear to see a man consumed with anger. Khaled was practically
seething, although he kept a lid on it. And, was that…fear?

“I need you to go to London,” Khaled said. “I will be there shortly. But I want you to go first
and protect my family.” Paused. “Things are going to become… difficult soon.

It took all of Seddik’s power to keep his mouth from dropping open. It was rumored that
Khaled’s family lived far away from him in order to keep them safe. But nobody, not even his
most trusted lieutenants and extended family members, knew exactly where or even in which
city they lived.

And he’s telling me?
Khaled walked back to the ornate desk, wrote the address and a phone number on a piece of

paper, the stump of his left hand holding the paper in place as he used his right to jot down the
information. Stood and gave it to Seddik.

Seddik looked at it, then back to Khaled.
“I’m sorry, Khaled,” he said, “but why me?”
Khaled looked at him, slightly surprised, before recovering his calm face. “Because you

performed your duties well. You did exactly as I ordered, didn’t ask questions, and didn’t come
to me with excuses or try to run away.” Picked up his tea cup, sipping the cooling liquid. “You
also didn’t try to alert your family to the danger they were in. You put your mind to the task at
hand and finished it.”

Seddik nodded. It wasn’t what he was expecting, but in truth, the last day had been so far
beyond what he’d expected in his life, there simply was no longer any frame of reference.

He had one more question. One he didn’t want to ask, but felt was necessary.
“Do I need to cut my finger?”
Khaled looked him up and down. Most men in Khaled’s employ clipped the tip of their left

pinkie finger with a cigar cutter to show their loyalty and dedication. As Seddik wasn’t closely
connected, more of an outlier in the organization, he’d never been asked. But he felt it prudent to
bring it up.

Khaled shook his head. “That is used as a panacea to the weak of mind and will,” he said,
“convincing them they are a part of something larger. I need you to be able to perform your
duties, not worrying about infections. Besides, I’m fairly confident you will have other



motivations to succeed.”
“Sir?”
“Perform this action to my satisfaction and your immediate family will be free from poverty

and worry the rest of their days,” Khaled said, the tone clearly one meant to dismiss Seddik.
“Sir?” Seddik blurted out again, regretting the slip.
Khaled looked over the rim of his teacup, setting it back down on the desk. Crossed his legs

and rested his hands on his knee. “Protect my family and I will protect yours,” he said. “Your
wife, two daughters, father, brother and sister, their spouses and their children will live
comfortable lives.”

Seddik gulped, wishing Khaled hadn’t just spelled out the exact makeup of his extended
family, both here in Paris and back home in Marrakesh. Which meant he knew. And until Seddik
satisfactorily performed this action, they were all in grave danger.

“Yes, sir, Khaled, I will,” Seddik said, backing towards the door, the address on the paper
clutched in his hand.

“I know,” Khaled said. “When you leave, tell Zouhir to come in.” Paused. “And tell him to
bring his camera.”



CHAPTER 49
ON THREE

JC reached the neighborhood around the restaurant they were meeting Kate at first. It was late at
night and the whole team was tired from the events of the past few days. He figured he’d get to
the location first and check things out before the others rolled up. If it was a setup, he’d
hopefully see some sign and be able to either take care of it, warn off the team, or trigger the
trap and save the rest of the group.

None of his fears seemed to be borne out. It was simply another night on the streets of
London. Of course, night hid so many things.

His phone rang as he walked up to the street corner. Answered without looking.
“Yeah.”
“I think I’m being tailed,” the voice said, sounding like Kate.
JC looked around slowly while trying to not look like he was looking around. Saw Joan

walking towards him. She saw him scanning the area and started doing the same, pulling off the
move far better than he did.

“Where are you?”
“Not far,” Kate said. “You still carrying the hardware I gave you?”
“What is this,” JC said, “amateur hour? Come on.”
Joan stopped a few feet from him, pulling out her own cellphone, likely as a prop.
“I see Joan,” Kate said. “Right now I want her to cover your back while you call a taxi van

big enough to fit everyone you brought plus me,” she said, her voice hushed. JC looked past his
own irritation to actually listen. She sounded scared. “When the van gets there, you open the
side door, get everyone inside, then stand up on the door sill.”

“Are you kidding me?”
“I’m trying to save our lives, Bannister,” Kate growled at him, “and I’m almost out of

options. You got a better idea to get us all out of here safe and sound and able to fight the
sonsabitches coming after us, I’m all ears.” Paused. JC imagined she was looking over her
shoulder at that very instant. “But until then, you call the goddamn taxi van and do as I say.
Stand up on that door and have your team with their hands on their weapons, ‘cause I’m running
my ass off to you and I don’t know who the hell’s gonna be gunnin’ for me.”

“Kate,” JC said, “you put your neck on the line for us, so don’t you worry about a thing.”
Trying to calm her down, spying Theo walking up the street from a different direction, a
backpack full of six or so H&K MP5SDs on his broad back. Other than their sidearms, it was all
the weaponry they figured they would need for the meeting. JC hoped they were right. “It goes
down just as you said,” he continued. “Sit tight, keep your eyes peeled and your ass safe.”

Kate hung up before he finished. He looked at Joan, shook his head a fraction in either
direction, then got to work calling a taxi van.

*****
Kate’s fears of a firefight in downtown London were unfounded. This time. She was armed for



bear with four pistols, multiple backup magazines and perhaps her greatest weapon, a military-
grade laptop.

A brief argument between Max and Kate about which safe house they should go to was
solved by JC offering a different suggestion. The team agreed and twenty minutes later they
were safe in the security of the London offices of Ricci Takamoto Meier and Nilsson. A quick
phone call to Norman Ellsworth’s lawyer, Avery Ekebergh, on the drive over and they were
guaranteed entry and a secure conference room. She lived on the other side of London and told
them she would see them around lunchtime the next day if they were still there. By not being
party to any discussions, she would not be able to be forced to testify to anything that was said.
The team agreed and got down to work.

Twenty minutes later and all involved were caught up, looking for the next step. It wasn’t
easy.

“One step ahead,” Kate said, looking at Bannister. “It always feels like the people running
things against us are one step ahead.”

“The shooting at us in Grosvenor Place, the assault outside Harold’s house, the MSD team
being cut down right after we took the ambassador, the firefight in Barcelona,” Duke said,
ticking off the troubles they’d had. “Only one we weren’t screwed on was getting my father
back from Khaled.”

“How is the ambassador?” Kate said.
“Resting,” Duke said, “and with a new appreciation of American fast food.”
“About time,” Kate said with a smirk. “I’ve been waving it under his nose for two years.

Sorry it took a kidnapping for him to come on board, but I’m glad he is.”
“We need to figure out how to get in front of the group running the op against us,” Joan said,

not too kindly, bringing the conversation back to focus.
“Gotta figure out who first,” Max said, staring at each member of the team in turn, arms

crossed.
Joan looked at JC, then the floor. Duke and Theo didn’t look up, just sat back in the black

Herman Miller mesh chairs. JC and Kate stared at each other.
“You first,” Kate said.
“Larry Patterson,” JC said. If Kate was being bugged that was the best bet. Despite him being

dead, JC always defaulted to the person who would profit most and in this situation, best he
could see, it was Larry Patterson. Maybe not anymore, but the other man he was thinking about
didn’t make sense. Not yet.

“Can’t be.” Kate said. Her jaw clenching.
“Why not?” Joan said, sitting up and leaning forward.
“The man was murdered not an hour ago and you want to blame him?”
“It’s not blame, Kate,” JC said. “We’re looking at all options.” Leaned forward on the table.

“If it was him and him alone, then we’re in the clear. But if it wasn’t him, or if he was working
with others, then we still have things to be concerned about.”

“Like kidnapping a former ambassador?” Max said.
Kate turned to JC. “You need to keep in mind, you’ve still got half a dozen agencies looking

for that man and the people who kidnapped him.” Shook her head. “I’ve been able to deflect
most the investigation, but sooner or later, somebody’s going to start putting things together and



might come up with you as the solution.” Paused. “At that point, it will be out of my hands.”
JC leaned back. Dealing with Khaled, he’d put his concerns about other agencies on the

backburner. Now, back in London, the city where the ambassador was taken from, he realized
the solution to that problem couldn’t be avoided any longer.

“One more thing,” Kate said. “INTERPOL’s been sniffing around. They’re not officially
involved yet, but I can see that time coming soon.”

Joan snorted but said nothing.
“Alright,” Duke said, standing and walking around the conference room, “if Patterson was

involved, then he either did it on his own or working with others. Did he seem like the kind of
man to do that on his own volition?”

Max shook his head. “Not his style,” he said.
“If not him, then who?” JC asked, wanting to push past the emotional issues of having an

American ambassador murdered on the streets of a foreign country.
“Somebody with the access and the balls to bug me in my office and my home.”
The door to the conference room opened and a man walked in. Expensive suit, big belly and

fifty-some years old, tailed by two security guards.
“You Bannister?” he barked, pointing at Max.
“Yeah,” Max said, fists balled up at his sides, “what are you gonna do about it?” Spoiling for

a fight.
“I’m JC Bannister,” JC said, stepping forward, trying to defuse the situation. “How can I help

you?”
“Herzog,” the man said, extending his hand to JC as he walked forward. “I run things here for

Jacob Meier. You need anything, anything at all, you call me directly,” he said, handing JC his
card. “Jacob told me a little about you and Avery told me more.” Glanced around the room to
the killers assembled. “You guys catch those bastards who killed the ambassador and that
embassy staffer, the ones who gunned down those MSD agents, you each get a lifetime of favors
from me personally.”

JC smiled. While the offer may be unclear and indefinable, JC recognized the intent behind
it. The desire to set things right and the indignation at the wrong thing being done, especially to
one of their own in the public eye. He extended his hand to Herzog.

“Thank you, sir,” he said. “We appreciate the offer, but it isn’t necessary.”
“The hell it isn’t,” Herzog said. “I’ll let you get back to work,” he said, backing towards the

door. “But the offer stands. And if you don’t take me up on it,” he said with a smile and a nod,
“I’ll take personal affront.”

JC nodded to the man, smiling. Glad to have someone on their side, even though their
immediate problem was finding out who was against them.

“Access,” he said, turning back to the group, Kate in particular. “Herzog has access to Jacob
Meier and that man has access to all kinds of things and people. He’s like a master key. So if
somebody bugged you and bugged you good, who would have access to do that?”

“Or the balls?” Theo said.
Kate pointed at the man, nodding. “That’s the thing that I keep coming back to. The balls on

these bastards, bugging my office, my home, my phone.”
“Are you bugged now?” Joan said.



“No. I’m clean.”
“You sure?”
“Sure as shit,” Kate said. Slight edge to her voice.
“This wasn’t Larry,” Max said, “so we need to move backwards from him.” Shook his head.

“Patterson was a weasely sonofabitch, but he wasn’t a planner. Backstabber, sure, but what’s
going on here? Murdering an embassy staffer and pinning it on the ambassador? The other
assaults?” Looked at Kate who nodded. “It’s a level beyond what Larry could cook up. He’d go
along if it benefitted him, but he’d never put this in motion.”

JC sat down, turning in the chair, thinking.
“Ok,” Theo said, “Larry was a pawn. Then who held his strings?”
Kate and Max said nothing.
“We gotta lay it out on the table if we’re going to put things right here,” JC said. Avoiding

the secret he was holding up his sleeve.
Kate sighed, then stood, walking to look at the frosted glass wall of the conference room.
“Secretary Grey,” she said, turning to the room. “He put Larry in a post he was unqualified

for, violating diplomatic protocol to do so. He’s been using private military contractors as his
personal security, integrating them more and more into security around the embassy, forcing
fully vetted and trained MSD and DSS personnel to sit on the sidelines while these mercenary
cowboys run roughshod over everything.” Paused. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Duke said. “We’re a different kind of mercenary cowboys.”
JC stood, glancing at Joan. She met his eyes, sighed, and then nodded.
“Let me guess,” JC said. “All the PMCs Grey’s using are from one outfit.”
Kate looked at him, eyes narrowed. “Yeah,” she said, “you wanna tell me how you knew

that?”
“Lucky guess,” Joan said.
“My ass,” Kate said, still looking at JC.
“On three?” Duke said.
Kate and JC nodded.
“One,” Duke said, “Two, three…”
“The Veracious Group,” JC and Kate said together.
The door to the conference room burst open, Herzog running into the room, stopping as

Theo, Joan and Max had their pistols drawn and aimed at his head.
“We’ve got a problem,” he said to JC, “and I think we need your help.”



CHAPTER 50
ADVANCE OUR INTERESTS

Mr. Douglas and Norman Ellsworth sat in the library of the safe house. It may have been a small
room but the walls were lined with books, there were two leather club chairs as well as a leather
sofa, dark wood all around, so it fell within the general concept of a library. The giant rug
covering the floor acted as a sound dampener, the walls and shelves lined with copper wires and
signal scattering technology to prevent outside listening or broadcasting. Internal audio and
video recording devices captured every word and movement made in real time, transmitting
them to a bank of computers for Mr. Douglas to pore over and transcribe later.

But right now, the two men were reclining, each sipping a scotch, neat. It was almost like two
old colleagues enjoying a moment alone. Except Mr. Douglas was asking very pointed questions
and Norman Ellsworth was answering every one, trying to get to the bottom of who might be
behind setting him up for the murder of Stella Daniels.

“I want to thank you for what you did for my family,” Mr. Ellsworth said. “Years ago, in
Spain.”

The conversation had flagged as Mr. Douglas thought up more questions.Wasn’t fast enough,
he said to himself, so now I gotta take this little trip down memory lane. Smiled outwardly to
Mr. Douglas but internally he thought, you’re welcome, but I didn’t do it for you.

“At the time, murdering that terrorist didn’t seem like the right thing to do,” Norman
continued, “but in retrospect I believe it was.”

Mr. Douglas nodded again and shrugged. Waiting for the right time to begin his line of
questioning again.

“You’ve been in the CIA a long time,” Norman said.
“Most my life,” Mr. Douglas said, taking a drink of his scotch.
“I’m not gonna beat around the bush, here, Mr. Douglas, because it’s too late, I’m too tired,

and I’m starting to feel this scotch more than I thought I would,” Norman said, raising his glass
in a half-toast. “As much as my son seems to enjoy his present employment, what would it take
for you to open a few doors for the young man at the Agency?”

Mr. Douglas said nothing, but internally he was smiling.
“What makes you think he’d even want to do that?”
“I don’t know if he would,” Norman said. “I just know that with his talents, and his feelings

towards America, I think he’d do a lot more good if he was under Lady Liberty’s wing.”
“I’ll be honest, Norman,” Mr. Douglas said after taking another sip of his drink. “While I

would love to have a man with your connections, despite your current situation, owing me a
favor, that possibility is already in the works.”

Norman turned to him, a look of pleasant surprise on his face. “Anything I can do to hasten it
along?”

“Other than answering my questions to the best of your ability?” Mr. Douglas said. “No.”
“Then ask away, my good man,” Norman said, sitting up a little straighter in his leather chair.



“Who else did you have troubles with?” Mr. Douglas asked, a broad question designed to get
the senior Ellsworth focused back on what they were discussing yet moving past the groups they
had just examined.

“Everyone?” Norman said with a shrug. “No one? I honestly don’t know.” Sipped his drink.
“Any person who would be so upset to go so far as to murder Stella? Obviously none comes to
mind.”

“Who did you argue most within the past year?” Mr. Douglas pressed.
“I am a diplomat, Mr. Douglas,” Norman said with a smile. “I argue with everyone but I do it

nicely.”
“Not to your staff.”
Norman’s smile disappeared. Shrugged. “When things are not as I wish them to be, I do not

hold my tongue.” Paused. “That does not make me a killer.”
“Were you into the girl?” Mr. Douglas said, sipping his own drink.
“Stella?” Norman said, looking into his glass. “No, not my type.”
Mr. Douglas shrugged. “Doesn’t have to be your type every time, right?”
“I live in Europe,” Norman said with a sigh. “I do not wish to speak ill of the dead, Mr.

Douglas, but the thought of pursuing a skinny, androgynous, short-haired red-headed American
girl for a roll in the hay holds absolutely zero interest for me.”

Mr. Douglas sipped his drink again. In actuality he wasn’t drinking, just pretending to, taking
an actual sip every third or fourth time. Wanting the alcohol to loosen Norman’s tongue but keep
his own mind as fresh as possible. “Doesn’t sound that bad to me. I saw pictures of the girl. She
was attractive. Maybe it was time for something new?”

“Mr. Douglas, I don’t say this to brag,” Norman said, sitting forward, “but for context. I
stopped counting at one hundred and one. That was a couple of decades ago. And if you lined up
profiles of every one of them, it would look as if they all came from the same gene pool.
Brunette, older, wide hips and likely a large bottom.” He shrugged and finished off his drink. “I
like a certain kind of woman. Stella held no sexual interest for me.”

“What was your interest in her?”
“She was my staffer. She and I had similar backgrounds.” Smiled. “She reminded me of a

younger, female me. She found out earlier that week that I played Go, the Japanese strategy
game and asked me over to her house for a game. I was free that night until around ten, I was
tired of my house and thought it might be nice to have a glass of wine and play a game of Go
with the woman.”

“Sounds a little like you wanted to get laid.” Mr. Douglas said.
“My current girlfriend was meeting me at my house later that night, Mr. Douglas. I already

had my sex lined up for the night.” Smiled again. “At my age, once a night is all men like us can
manage.”

“Speak for yourself,” Mr. Douglas chuckled, standing, taking Norman’s empty glass over to
the bar to refill it.

“Well, I can only manage once a night anymore and I wouldn’t have wasted it on a woman
who I harbored no desire for when the woman I wanted to be with would be in my home, in my
bed, naked and waiting for me just a few hours later.” Took the refilled drink from Mr. Douglas.
“Besides, Stella had a boyfriend whom she was quite enamored with.”



“Did she tell you much about him?”
Norman shook his head. “American, older, former soldier, that’s about it.” Paused. “Said he

was an alpha male kind of guy. Whatever that means these days.”
Mr. Douglas made a mental note to try to track down the boyfriend. They hadn’t spent much

time thinking about him, and maybe they should be.
Norman sighed. “Looks like we’ll be stepping up security even more,” he said, “not just here

in London but at posts around the world.”
“You make it sound like it’s a bad thing,” Mr. Douglas said, settling back into his own chair.

Part of him thankful to have someone to actually converse with in the safe house he built.
“It is and isn’t,” Norman said. “Since the bombings in Nairobi and Dar es Salaam in ‘98 and

then 9/11 and then Benghazi, it’s been more and more security. It never ends. The whole point is
to advance our interests. But when everywhere we go is with a full detachment of Marines, how
can we look like anything other than an occupying force?”

“Last I heard,” Mr. Douglas said, “the Marines don’t actually run security.” Avoiding the
philosophical arguments popping up in his head, trying to keep Norman talking.

“It’s a phrase,” Norman said. “They protect the information. Provide cover in case the
building is breached and we have to purge everything.”

“So who provides security?”
“It’s supposed to be the host country, but these days it’s subcontractors, mostly.” Shook his

head but said nothing more.
“What is it?” Mr. Douglas said, leaning forward.
“There’s one group trying hard to take over,” Norman said. “They’ve submitted a bid to the

State Department to provide security to all the embassies in Europe.”
“That’s a lot of embassies,” Mr. Douglas said, keeping his tone light, but the wheels in his

head were spinning overtime. “I bet that’s a pretty big contract.”
“Billions of dollars potentially,” Norman said, nodding. “The company is called the

Veracious Group. A newer outfit, but run by some guys with real experience.”
“Veracious? Never heard of ‘em.”
“I don’t remember the name of the guy who runs it,” Norman said. “He was a general in the

Army till he got bounced out a little while ago.” Paused. “Pretty big move, starting a company
like this, getting this big this fast.” Shrugged, looking back in his drink. “But he’s got the
experience. He’ll probably get it, he’s put together a pretty impressive company. Very
professional.”

“Is Veracious the one providing all the extra security these days at the London embassy?”
Norman pointed his finger at Mr. Douglas. “Bingo,” he said, the slightest of slurs to his

words. “I went round and round with Secretary Grey about it more than once. It’s a waste of
money and resources, as far as I’m concerned. DSS and MSD are better trained and more
accountable. Even had a row with the man who runs Veracious a few weeks ago,” Norman said.
Slapped his thigh, shooting his hand forward towards Mr. Douglas. “Robinson! That’s his name,
General Marvin Robinson, he’s the guy that runs the Veracious Group. Gruff little man. Didn’t
like being told what I thought of private security running things for the embassy.” Shrugged,
sinking back into the comfortable leather chair. “Guess it doesn’t matter what I think now.”

Mr. Douglas watched Norman start to nod off. Stood, taking the half-finished drink from his



hand before it fell and woke him. Walked out of the library, placing the glass on the side table
near the door, trying to control the explosions in his mind as the implications of what
Ambassador Norman Ellsworth had just revealed to him threatened to totally derail his entire
train of thought.



CHAPTER 51
CLEAR

Herzog led the team from the main hallway of offices to a small room labeled “Security.” Inside
were the two men from before as well as three more. They were all watching a bank of security
monitors, one in particular.

“Right there,” Herzog said, pointing at one of the monitors. “Carl, bring that up on the main.”
A movement of the mouse and a click by Carl and the image was on the largest monitor at

the desk. It showed what looked to be an elevator inside a parking garage. The elevator opened
and five men walked inside, all carrying battle rifles and wearing what looked to be body armor
and ballistic helmets.

“You think they’re coming here?” Kate asked Herzog.
“You wanna tell me they’re not?”
JC looked around the small room. Searching for weapons but finding none. “Any guns in the

office?”
“It’s London, so no,” Carl said, eyes glued to the monitors, switching cameras to track the

men.
“I’ve got a shotgun and a couple pistols in my office,” Herzog said. “I pulled a few strings.”
JC had no interest in the strings Herzog pulled. His focus was on the fact that five armed men

were coming up the elevator at that moment. Being on the twenty-seventh floor gave them a
minute or two, not more.

“Get your guns and hole up here,” he said to Herzog as he ran for the front door, grabbing
Carl’s hat as he went. The team ran after him.

“You got a plan, boss?” Theo said, opening his backpack and handing H&K MP5s out to the
other team members like Santa Claus.

“Yeah, a bad one,” JC said, stopping in front of the elevators. Meier’s offices weren’t the
only ones on the floor, just the largest. The bank of elevators were in the center core of the
building. The four elevators were split, two on each side, the doors facing each other. An
entryway was formed between them with openings on the left and right, hallways leading off
from those openings down both sides of the building, forming a rectangular circle around the
interior of the building. He looked at the elevators. Only one was moving.

“We can just gun them down,” Duke said.
“Like shooting fish in a barrel,” Theo said, handing out loaded spare magazines to everyone.
“We don’t know who they are,” Kate said. “We start shooting, the ones who don’t die push

the down button and they’re gone.”
JC looked down the hallway. Back at the elevators. “Joan, Theo and Max down at the end of

this hallway,” he said, pointing toward the north end of the building on the west side. “If their
intentions aren’t good, I’ll lead them to you, then duck down into the stairwell, yelling ‘Clear’ as
I do. You guys pop out and cut ‘em down.”

The green and black LED elevator readout said the men were on the twenty-first floor. “Duke



and Kate, you two are on cleanup. Go back there,” pointing to the southwest corner of the
building. “They’ll fall back here once Joan’s team opens fire. Mop ‘em up. No headshots, keep
any alive if you can.” Twenty four. “Go, now.”

The team ran to their positions. The men were a kill squad, sent to take out JC, Kate, the
ambassador… in truth he didn’t know who. But he know going toe-to-toe with them would end
with some of his team dead and precious few answers. Which wasn’t what he needed.

The whole operation was supposed to be figuring out who set up Duke’s father and framed
him for the murder of Stella Daniels along with espionage, just in case the murder didn’t stick.
Along the way, JC figured they’d discover who killed the innocent woman and impart justice on
the killer, for Stella and for her grieving family. But he didn’t feel any closer. In fact, the whole
thing felt further and further from his control.

Which was a position he hated to be in.
JC glanced behind himself. It was just past midnight and he hoped the other offices were

empty. Right now, however, he had no time to find out. The elevator bell softly dinged,
signaling the arrival of the hit squad. JC put Carl’s baseball hat emblazoned with the word
“Security” on his head and stood near the edge of the hallway closest to Joan and her team.
Unholstered his Glock 23, hiding it behind his leg. Tried to control his breathing. Hoping his
covert bulletproof vest would do its job if his speed and instincts didn’t.

The elevator doors opened.
JC saw the barrels of the rifles poke out before the men did. Bad sign.
“Can I help you fellas?” JC asked.
The first man out pivoted to JC faster than expected, spraying bullets as he did. JC ducked

back behind the Italian marble and brass corner of the hallway, stuck his gun back around the
corner and fired three shots blindly. Rewarded with one yelp of pain, he turned and tore down
the hallway towards the green and white sign with the international “exit” symbol on it.

He wasn’t fast enough. Gunfire sounded behind him, one of the bullets hitting him high in the
back just as he opened the door. The force of it pushed him through and knocked most of the
wind from his chest. “Clear,” he managed to croak as the door swung closed behind him,
catching himself from falling down the stairs before it closed. Hoping it was enough for Joan to
hear.

The sound of gunfire in the hallway beyond told him they had. As much as he wanted to be
out there, helping his team, poking his head out now would just get it shot off. So he walked up
half a flight of stairs, sat down and tried to catch his breath.

*****
Joan wasn’t hiding, waiting for JC to yell “Clear” as he risked his life playing the decoy. She
was laying on the ground, her H&K snugged against her shoulder, swearing silently at herself
for not protesting this asinine plan. Theo stood above her, sighting down the same hallway. They
clearly heard JC’s intentionally weak challenge to the group as well as the unknown hit squad’s
answering fusillade of bullets. Saw JC duck down and return fire then run like hell down the
hallway.

Joan ground her teeth, watching her man run down the hallway towards her. There was
nothing she was willing to do until he was out of the way. If she had a real rifle and not a
machine pistol she’d be more willing to start firing. But now she could only wait.



Said nothing as the men running behind him began firing. Saw JC get hit just as he was
almost safe.

She pulled the trigger on the German-made silenced machine pistol, half a second before
Theo did. The barrels on the guns were only about five inches long, not ideal for accuracy at
these distances. But with her stable position, she was able to put two three-round bursts into the
chests of two of the men before they knew what hit them.

Nothing happened. The men kept coming. Joan opened up, firing again and again. Theo,
standing above her, peeled back as his weapon ran empty, Max taking his place.

“Body armor,” Theo said loud enough to be heard over the gunfire.
Joan stopped aiming at center mass and started shooting at the men’s legs.
Two went down, still firing despite their howls of pain. One got too close with his bullets,

forcing Max and Joan to roll back behind the corner of the hallway. The intruders stopped firing.
Joan popped her head out quickly. Three men were down, the other two trying to drag them back
to the safety of the elevator banks.

Joan rolled back and opened fire again, aiming for center mass. The men were turned
sideways, pulling their comrades backwards, and she hoped to find a vulnerable spot between
the front and back areas of their body armor.

She found one. One of the men dragging the others fell down, not moving. The man he was
dragging started to scoot backwards, firing wildly with his off hand as he did. Joan shot him in
the stomach and groin, the bullets tearing pathways through his vital organs thanks to his near-
prone position.

The remaining unwounded man turned his back to the onslaught, grabbing the two men
sitting on the floor by the backs of their shirts and pumped his legs for all his worth, trying to
reach the exit. The men on the ground did their part, firing down the hallway at their barely seen
attackers.

Max peeled back, empty, to be replaced by Theo. Joan was still laying on the floor, not
moving, reloading as needed. “Legs,” she yelled up to Theo.

The two directed their fire at the legs and lower halves of the two wounded men. It worked.
The bullets tore through their legs and across their lower abdomens, further exposed by the man
attempting to pull them to safety. They dropped their weapons, dying as their teammate
continued to drag them.

One of the bullets hit the man doing the pulling in the leg. He dropped to the ground, not
realizing his charges were already dead. Grabbed for a weapon, then stopped. Joan and Theo
stopped firing, waiting as the man raised his hands.

Duke and Kate stepped from the entryway, both their weapons pointed at the man on the
ground who, at this point, was crying in pain and a fair measure of fear.

“Clear,” Duke said, his eyes not moving from the prisoner.
Joan scrambled up, leaving the MP5 on the ground, running for the stairwell, pushing herself

through the cobwebs it felt like were holding her back. Threw open the door, eyes finding JC
sitting halfway up the stairwell. She didn’t stop, taking the stairs two at a time until she held her
man in her arms.

“You okay, Jackie?” she said, using the name she first knew him as, searching all over his
body for injuries and bullet holes.

“I’m fine, Joan,” JC said, smiling. “Just got the wind knocked out of me.” Stood, taking a



deep breath. Joan stood with him, checking his back, making sure he was fine.
“I’m fine,” he said again.
Joan took one step up the stairs, eyes level with him. “You ever try to run a stupid ass plan

like that again, I’m gonna beat the hell out of you.”
JC controlled his smile. Kissed her on the cheek, then walked down the stairs. “Any of the hit

squad still alive?” he asked.
“One,” Joan said, walking behind him, her eyes still roving over his back, looking for blood

leaking out of somewhere he didn’t know about. Finding none, she set her mind to getting all the
information out of the man Duke was currently holding at gunpoint.

Even if it meant killing him.

*****
JC wanted to take time and question their prisoner properly. Extract the maximum amount of
information possible. But they had no time. He had no idea if other hit teams were on their way
and there was really no way to maneuver where they were. They needed information and they
needed it now. So Joan took the man in one of the associate’s offices.

Three minutes later and she walked back out.
“His name is Davis,” she said. Wiping blood off her hands with a fragment of the man’s shirt.

“He’s been working with Veracious for three weeks and he thought this was a live fire drill.”
The man could be heard blubbering in the background.

“Is he...?” Herzog said.
Joan shook her head slowly. “A little bactine and a lot of therapy and he’ll be fine.”
JC wanted to take off, hit Veracious Group right where it hurt. Plus, he didn’t want to put

Herzog, Carl and everyone else in the building in any more danger than they were already in.
However, his team needed sleep. And if not real sleep, then at least some rest from the constant
stress. They were running on fumes and it was only a matter of time before one of them made a
mistake they wouldn’t come back from. JC almost did: his brilliant plan to play human decoy
worked, but if the bullet aimed at his back had been a hand’s breadth higher, he’d be dead.

“Herzog,” he said, turning to the man in charge. “I need one of those favors right now.”
“Name it,” Herzog said.
“I need you, Carl and the rest of your security team to stand guard while we sleep.”
“What?” Joan said.
“You sure that’s a good idea?” Herzog said. “We’d be more than happy to help, but we’re no

match for guys like that,” he said, pointing at the room where Davis was continuing to cry from.
“We can fortify our position here,” JC said, “and short of them rappelling off the top of the

building, nobody’s getting in here unless we want them to.” Part truth, part inspirational speech.
JC turned to the chief of security. “Carl, I’m guessing there’s a maintenance office in this
building?” JC said. “Likely in the basement?”

“Yup,” Carl said, “B3.”
“And I’m gonna guess they have welding equipment?”
“Yeah,” Carl said, nodding, “Aiden’s got a portable arc welder down there, I think.”
“Great,” JC said. “You guys go get that, weld the fire doors shut so nobody gets in. Turn off

elevator access to this floor.” JC indicated the weapons they gathered from the dead Veracious



men. “You’re free to use these, although I doubt you’ll need to.” Stretched and yawned. “Just
watch the entry points while we sleep. Anybody comes and tries to get in, wake us up.” Smiled.
“Simple as that.”

Carl and one of the other security guards headed for the elevators.
“Hey, Carl?” JC called after him, stopping him. “Think there can be a catastrophic computer

failure at some point in the next few hours, destroying all traces of the security tapes?”
“Of course,” Carl said with a smile. “That’s the first thing those Veracious guys did.”
“Why don’t we go back to the embassy?” Kate said after Carl left.
“Or our friend’s house?” Duke said, not wanting to spell things out too much for Herzog or

the rest of the security team in the room.
“Because if we’re being tracked,” Joan said for JC, understanding his idea now, “then they’d

either hit us in transit or when we get there, making the people at our friend’s house unsafe.”
Duke nodded, realizing that would put his father in danger.
“Or,” JC continued for Joan, “if our suspicions about the embassy are correct, then going

back there would be a life sentence for us,” he said to Kate.
Kate and Max nodded, realizing that maybe these law offices were the best choice.
With no more objections, JC turned back to Herzog. “Now, why don’t you lead the way to

your office,” he said. “I’m going to bet it is the largest and plushest one here.”
Herzog nodded as everybody left to their assignments.
“Carl?” Theo called after the chief of security who was still waiting for the elevator. “Please

don’t forget to duct tape the hell out of Davis in there.”



CHAPTER 52
A STUPID GIT

Nathan Rudd needed to get out of his dismal studio flat and he needed to get out now.
He threw everything he brought with him into his backpack. It wasn’t much and took less

than a minute, partially due to travelling light, partially due to the size of the flat, and mostly due
to his current less-than-ideal circumstances.

Duke Ellsworth ruined his life several years ago and he’d been struggling ever since. From
running a blossoming security consultancy to bouncing from job to job, picking up wet work
where and when he could all because that son of a bitch Duke called him up. Pulled the “buddy
card” and ended up making Nathan listen to his team, his friends, get slaughtered in the suburbs
of Istanbul.

Nathan punched the bathroom door open. Duke. Pain in my ass. Even when I get a leg up on
that bastard it ends up bitin’ me in the balls again.

The call came in a few weeks ago. Like the voice of God. “I need you to run an op, son. It’s
highly paid and right up your alley.”

The General was right, to a point, Nathan said to himself, cleaning out everything he needed
from the bathroom. Setting things in motion to destroy Duke and his father had been fun. The
Moroccans were unreliable and started shooting at the surveillance targets, especially that tall
bastard, but whaddya expect? Tossed his backpack into the kitchen area, turning to the bigger
work at hand. And ballin’ that embassy broad was fun as could be. But the killing? It was tough,
he’d admit. And then the little upstart ambassador. That wasn’t hard. But Stella still haunted
him at night, like so many others.

“The General. Now that man’s on my shitlist, too,” Nathan grunted as he dragged the already
dead body from the grime-covered bathroom of the weekly flat into the tiny space the landlord
called a “luxurious living room.” It was a walking space between the kitchen and bathroom that
housed a busted easy chair and half a kitchen table bolted to the wall with a rickety wooden
chair in front of it.

Nathan kicked the chair back from the table, hoisting the body onto it. He’d rolled the stiff in
a bar just after The General called him to take out Patterson. Dropped a little something in the
guy’s drink, guiding him back to his place, then conking him on the head hard enough to turn
out his lights for good.

Ever since he ignored the voices in the back of his head telling him not to work with Duke,
he’d kept one rule: listen to the voices. Luckily he wasn’t crazy and the voices didn’t tell him to
do anything too out of the ordinary. But when The General called, telling him to kill the newly-
installed ambassador, the voices spoke very clearly. He’s going to kill you. Do the job, then
disappear.

He knew enough to wait until the signs appeared. It didn’t take long. The news reporters were
still breathlessly shocked and outraged about Patterson before Nathan saw Clawson out of the
corner of his eye coming out of a bar.

“Man on the street, The General called me,” Nathan muttered. “Man left out in the freakin’



cold more like it.” The body kept wanting to fall. Nathan resisted taping it in place. That would
make the whole thing look unnatural.

“Clawson. Thinking he’s super spy,” Nathan muttered once the body was in place. Heading
back into the bathroom, pulling out the brick of C4 wrapped in a Ziploc bag from the toilet tank,
opening it as he went. Pulled a chunk off, sealing the bag back up and shoving it in his
backpack. Clawson tailed him for a few hours, followed by Scoggins then Carrasco then that
dumbass Jacobs. All pretending like I didn’t know them, that I didn’t see them.

“The General’s a bastard,” Rudd said under his breath, working and rolling the C4 into a
rough ball about the size of a golf ball, then wrapping it around a piece of paracord and putting it
around the neck of the dead body in the chair. Half-expecting to hear booted feet charging up the
stairway. Grabbed a detonator and timer from a coffee can from the “kitchenette” which was
really a sink next to a hotplate.

“Ground floor,” Nathan muttered, “a unique opportunity. Millions of dollars and unlimited
career opportunities,” mimicking The General’s gruff voice. “Just kill this one and then that one
and you’ll be home free.”

The final straw was the tall Moroccan with the cut-off pinky passing him as he walked
towards the entrance of the building of his flat. The same guy who’d coordinated with Nathan to
pull surveillance on Duke and his crew outside the embassy. Supposedly a coincidence, passing
him on the street, not looking at him but not looking away, thinking he wouldn’t be noticed.

Nathan set the timer to twenty seconds, started it, grabbed his bag and slammed the door
behind him. Pulling the fire alarm as he went, he ran down the back stairs, taking them three at a
time.

“Does everyone think I’m a stupid git?” he said out loud in his spot-on East End London
accent. His mother, bless her dearly departed soul, was born and raised here, bringing Nathan
back in middle school when his parents divorced. He knew the answer to his own question. “If
everyone’s treatin’ ya like a git, then maybe yer a git,” he said, using his mother’s tone of voice.
Hard life creates a hard woman. And a hard man.

He was on the street when the C4 detonation boomed through the early hours of the night.
Still, even at three in the morning there were people milling about on the street. Everyone
stopped and stared at the fireball created by the canisters of petrol Nathan brought in days before
when The General stopped answering his calls.

“Fake passport in yer pocket and thirty thousand pounds, Moroccan drug lords and corrupt
military contractors looking to kill ya?” he said to himself, breaking into a jog, the .38 revolver
used to kill Larry Patterson white-knuckled in the pocket of his leather jacket. “Time to die to
live another day,” he said, tossing his cellphone into a garbage can to be found by the next bum
looking for food.

He had no idea how many people would die from the explosion and fire. But he was very
sure the people who wanted him dead would put it down to the stupid bastard Rudd messing up
once again. The police and arson investigation would put it down to a former military man
reaching the end of his rope and killing himself in as cowardly a way as possible.

But when the smoke cleared, if there was any way he could, he’d find a way to put a nail in
the coffin of all the people who ruined him. The General, Khaled, his unnamed flunkie,
Clawson, Scoggins, Carrasco, Jacobs and anybody else he could bring vengeance upon.

And Duke?



Maybe. The deeper he got with The General and his bastards, the more he began to think
maybe Duke had just been bad luck. But there were miles and time ahead for him to figure that
one out.

And with that, Nathan Rudd disappeared into the night as the sirens converged on the now-
burning row of flats.



CHAPTER 53
TAKING THE FIGHT TO YOU

General Marvin O. Robinson, retired, leaned back in the plush leather back seat of one of the
company’s Lexus SUVs. They were making a fairly big push into Europe, London being their
main target, and he wanted to purchase the vehicles, not rent. Besides, renting bulletproof
vehicles always made him uncomfortable. Who knew how well the work was done. Or not done.

The General looked out the window, watching the city streaming past. It was almost five in
the morning, but he felt refreshed. After the phone calls, he slept and slept well. Late night
flights from New York to London allowed him to take a nap before he got to the destination, and
he could always sleep on planes. Like a baby. Wake up refreshed and ready to deal with any
fight headed his way.

“To the embassy, sir?” Clawson asked from the front passenger seat. Kendrick was driving.
“No,” The General said, looking down at his phone and the calendar on it. “Take me to the

head office.” The deal with the State Department wasn’t signed just yet. Although he had dozens
of men working in and around the embassy right now, he had no business showing up there first.
Not yet. And especially with Patterson lying cold on a slab in some London mortuary.

Plus he needed to check on the crew he sent to take out JC and his team last night. He had
communicated directly with Alcala, the one running the surveillance on Baker, the DSS agent.
Alcala had put together a team and reported they were heading out, but hadn’t reported back.
The General knew that meant they were likely all dead and his hand was revealed. Although
Clawson was right and going to the embassy right now may be a good move, it wasn’t time yet.

Soon enough, he said to himself. The contract he presented to the State Department was a
multi-billion dollar contract. Literally dozens of consulates, hundreds if not thousands of
embassy staff, and so many chances for graft it was staggering. Of course, the graft would never
be discovered. It would go the way of the billions of dollars that were “lost” in Iraq and
eventually Afghanistan - right into somebody’s pocket. The General figured it would be his
pocket mostly. Secretary Grey’s pockets as well. Of course, they’d need to spread around a little
here and there amongst the concerned local agencies: intelligence agencies, police, diplomatic
corps, whoever.

I’m going to be a billionaire, he said to himself, allowing a rare smile. Which just as quickly
went away.

Goddamn JC. He was supposed to suss out the location of The Mexican’s fortune in Bolivia.
But he came back empty-handed, expecting a pat on the back for killing the man.

Not how I work, The General said to himself as Clawson kept talking to him. Updating him
on the smaller details of their current operations. Clawson hadn’t quite figured out that The
General wasn’t a micro-managing type of guy. Except for certain operations he wanted to go
perfectly, he left the planning and details of such things up to the men he hired. Which is exactly
why he hired them — so he wouldn’t have to worry about those details. Set the big picture in
motion and let the men lower down the totem pole take care of it.

But good help is always hard to find.



Khaled was supposed to kidnap Duke’s father from Barcelona and keep the former
ambassador hidden in a secret place. Out of sight, safe and sound, until The General decided to
free him. But he couldn’t even do that, The General said to himself.

Maybe he was being too harsh on the man, he thought for a second. He knew JC didn’t have
enough connections in Europe to find out where Ambassador Ellsworth was. Neither did the rest
of his team. Joan, Duke and Theo’s connections had all waned over the years they’d been
working with JC. Natural. But who? Kate Baxter, the DSS agent? She’d been bugged by
Clawson and his crew and she hadn’t done any snooping into Ambassador Ellsworth’s location
or anything connected to Khaled.

“Dammit,” he swore under his breath, realizing who had helped JC find Ambassador
Ellsworth. Mr. Douglas, that CIA agent from Bolivia. Had to be him. The General gritted his
teeth, trying to hide his displeasure from Clawson. No point in letting the young pup see the old
dog get angry.

“Sir, you need to see this,” Clawson said from the front passenger seat. The eight inch LED
screen mounted in the headrest behind him lit up. There was a man wearing a balaclava and
aviator sunglasses on some damn stupid internet video, promising death to America or
something or other.

“What the hell is he saying?” The General barked at Clawson.
“One second, sir,” Clawson said. “Here we go, this is the English version.”
“I am not a man given to hyperbole,” the man was saying in accented but clear English. The

voice was exactly the same as the one The General had been talking to over the past several
weeks, matching the man he knew as Khaled. “I am a simple man. You come into my city, into
my home, kill my family members and take things that belong to me? My reaction is simple. I
will come into your home. I will kill your family members. And I will take everything that
belongs to you. The fires in Paris were set by me. The cowards I was targeting ran back to
London with their tails between their legs. So I am taking the fight to you. London, you cannot
be ready for what I am about to do to your rotten city. London?” He leaned forward, taking off
his sunglasses, staring straight at the camera. “This is just the beginning.”

The video shut off and was replaced by newscasters, looking serious with their serious
commentary.

“Turn it off, Clawson.”
Clawson did, the silence in the vehicle welcoming.
“What are we going to do, General?” Clawson asked. The man was trying to keep his panic

under control but not doing a very good job of it. Clawson knew of their connection to Khaled
and it looked like he was more afraid than he should be.

“You are going to say nothing until I speak to you again in order to give me time to think,”
The General said, leaning his head back, closing his eyes. Trying to put the pieces of the messed
up jumbled puzzle in front of him all back together. The city outside forgotten, only the players
in the game he’d put in motion years ago.



CHAPTER 54
NO SLEEP

Seddik was tired. Dead tired.
He drove all night to get to Khaled’s family in London before the kids went to school.

Despite being probably the most ruthless gangster in Paris, the man did a fairly good job of
starting and taking care of his family. Three kids, two boys and one girl, a wife that took care of
them without question and visited Khaled’s mother in the nursing home every day with home-
cooked food.

Sure, the man was a killer. But now, so was Seddik. Well, even more than he was when he
was working for the police back in Marrakesh.

Khaled’s home in London, while not quite a fortress, was more visibly secure than the house
Seddik had seen in Paris. The front gate had an electronic keypad and a remote camera just to
get beyond the walled and spiked wrought-iron gates. Then, once inside the gate, there was
another keypad and camera to get in the front door. That led into a small interior room which
prevented anyone from continuing. This one had no camera or intercom. The only way past was
to either have someone from inside let you in or know the combination yourself.

As Seddik looked throughout the house to familiarize himself with the layout, he spotted
cameras in every room. Usually on top of bookshelves or curtain rods, they were not entirely
hidden, but not obvious either. There were several doors that were locked and Khaled’s wife
refused to open.

The woman wore a loose hijab like many modern, liberal women did outside of the stricter
countries. Seddik didn’t care, not being strictly religious himself. But it bothered him in some
ways. He didn’t want Khaled to have any confusion about his presence or activities here. So he
didn’t even ask for the woman’s name. Simply called her “Mrs. Khaled.” As she didn’t correct
him, he felt no need to inquire further.

It was just after six and the children were waking up to get ready for school. Seddik insisted
on taking them himself, but Khaled’s wife also insisted on accompanying them. No matter what
security problems there were, she was not to be dissuaded from leading a normal life.

Seddik didn’t speak to Khaled’s wife beyond a few formalities. Did she need anything from
the store, when did she need to go to visit Khaled’s mother, were there any other security
personnel? The answers were all negative. The kitchen was well-stocked, she could miss one
day at the nursing home, and there were no security personnel. Khaled forbid it.

Seddik could guess why. Didn’t want attention being drawn to the family. The neighborhood
looked upper-middle class. He didn’t know the name of it and didn’t care as long as the GPS
mapping program on his phone could find its way around. Khaled seemed to do everything to
appear as if he was a moderately wealthy businessman who worked out of town most the time.
He sent his children to a private school, like many other men in London did.

But right now, Seddik just needed a nap.
Seddik checked out the vehicle he would be driving, a late model Acura SUV, armored, as

expected. The parking area was secured, double-gated and seemed to be well-designed and built.



He was going back inside, intending to double-check with Khaled’s wife if she needed anything
from the store or to prepare for her daily visit to Khaled’s mother when he heard Khaled’s wife
crying softly.

He stopped just inside the kitchen door. She was sitting at the small table in the well-
equipped kitchen. She looked up at him, unplugged her earphones from her phone and showed
Seddik the video her husband had just posted on the internet.

Seddik’s stomach dropped deep into his bowels. He handed the phone back to Khaled’s wife
and walked back through the house, looking for the bag of guns he brought with him.

He would get no sleep now.



CHAPTER 55
DIPLOMATIC IMMUNITY

The night was uneventful. When JC awoke it was just after six. Even Theo, known to quietly
watch over JC when he thought nobody was aware, was sacked out. JC looked over to see Mr.
Herzog leaning back behind his desk, one of the captured AR-15 variants cradled in his arms,
snoring like a bear. JC walked quietly over to him, removing the rifle from his sleeping arms
before waking him.

The man apologized, but it was unnecessary. JC was grateful for the sleep and knew the rest
of his team would be as well. In five minutes they were all awake and heading out to check on
Carl and the rest of the security team.

“Nothing moved all night,” Carl reported. “Not a peep.” Paused. “There was one news report
I thought you might like to see, though.”

JC’s stomach flip-flopped, wondering what could it be this time. “What is it?” he said.
“Internet video,” Carl said, pulling it up on his laptop.
JC watched Khaled ranting without saying a word. Although part of his mind kicked himself

for their actions, wondering if there was another way things could have gone that wouldn’t have
set Khaled off like that, the majority part of his mind told him what he already knew. Terrorists
always found excuses for what it is they wanted to do. It didn’t matter if it was right or wrong,
they would twist one thing, like rescuing an innocent man, into an assault on other innocents.

JC clapped Carl on the shoulder. “Thanks for having our backs,” he said before rounding his
team up and taking them to the conference room they met in the night before.

As he was drifting off to sleep the one question that kept coming into his mind, keeping him
from deep, restful sleep, was “how.” How did the Veracious Group know to target them at this
location? To his knowledge they weren’t being tracked or bugged, but maybe he was wrong.
Kate was no fool and when they picked her up the night before, she was rather sure someone
was following her. She also admitted to being bugged previously, although she swore she was
now clean.

There was one way to find out.
“Where’s our de-bugging equipment, Duke?” JC asked after he showed them the video

Khaled had posted.
“Barcelona?” Duke said, yawning. “I think it got left there in the rush to get out.” Focusing

now that the need for it was clear. “Sorry, boss.”
JC nodded, hiding his frustration. Duke rarely dropped the ball, and while he couldn’t really

blame him right now, neither could he let it slide. They’d been tracked all over Europe and he
needed to make sure there weren’t more bad guys waiting to pop out from around every corner.
Them being bugged was about the only thing that made sense.

But now he was at a loss. It wasn’t exactly the kind of gear you could pick up at the local
Radio Shack.

“We have equipment at the embassy,” Max said, Kate nodding in agreement. “It’s state-of-
the-art.”



“Waltz in there?” Duke said, pursing his lips and slowly shaking his head in the negative.
“Last night you said everyone’s looking for us and then we just wrap ourselves up in a bow and
stand on the doorstep?”

“Fine,” Kate snapped, apparently needing more sleep than she got. “Tell me where and I’ll
have my guy meet us.”

“Your guy?” Joan said, turning away from Kate.
Kate didn’t take the bait. There was one man in the room who made the decisions and that

wasn’t Joan.
JC nodded.
Kate’s phone was in her hand and she was dialing the number as the team waited and

watched. Her eyes were focused on the middle of the conference table.
“Yeah, it’s me,” she said as the other side picked up. “Meet me at the Royal Crowne Plaza in

thirty minutes,” she said. “Bring the thing you took to my house the other day.” Hung up the
phone. Looked at JC.

“We’re wasting time,” Kate said.
JC looked back at her. Knowing he should trust her, but the doubt always in the back of his

mind telling him not to. It never said that about his team. The voice was quiet now, but not
silent.

“Let’s go,” he said, standing and heading out the conference room door.
Herzog was waiting outside. He thanked JC profusely for helping them the night before. JC

felt like pointing out that had they not shown up, the team of assassins wouldn’t have come
knocking, but didn’t. Herzog did make one salient point.

“What should we do with the dead bodies?” he asked.
JC briefly thought of Mr. Douglas, but realized that would leave Ambassador Ellsworth

vulnerable.
“Call the police,” JC said, walking for the door. “Ask for Detective Findlay. Tell them we

were here and that we have diplomatic immunity.”

*****
JC split the team up into three groups and had them stagger their arrivals at the hotel by about
five minutes each. It turned out being unnecessary as he looked around the lobby, seeing
absolutely nobody who looked like much of a threat. But still, it made him feel better. Kate told
her guy to rent a room, then text JC with the number. As JC was arriving, the text came in: room
242.

The Royal Crowne Plaza London was a business hotel like so many others across the world:
uninteresting room design, generic artwork, boring carpet and wallpaper, all designed for
maximum efficiency with a minimum of affront.

As they walked through the drab lobby to the elevators, Joan was very clear that Kate and
Max would be going in first, unarmed, while the rest of the team would be backing them up
armed with as many weapons as they still had, which was dwindling. She would have preferred
to walk in the room shooting, but JC and Theo talked her out of it.

She had nothing to worry about.
Max knocked on the door. Waited for it to open. The team was fanned out behind them,



forming a half circle, able to look past each other to see down the hallways, able to shoot anyone
coming out of the room.

The door opened. Max and Kate walked in slowly followed by Duke and Theo. The room
inside looked as drab and boring as the hallway they were just in. Standing just inside the door
was Richard Pine, the man who ushered them off the streets outside the Embassy a short time
ago.

Behind Richard sat two large suitcases and one small duffle bag.
“Guys,” JC said, nodding to the bags.
Duke and Theo went for them. Theo picked up the duffle bag, swinging it to plant it on the

table.
“Be careful,” Richard ordered, stopping Theo in motion. “That has the de-bugging device and

I’d rather you not bang it around.”
Theo set it gingerly on the table.
“What about those bags,” Joan said as Duke struggled to manhandle one to the ground and

open it.
Richard shrugged as Duke undid the zipper. “Thought you guys could use a refill.”
Duke stepped back as he threw open the suitcase lid, swearing in reverence as he did. The

bag was filled with weapons: rifles, pistols, shotguns and boxes of ammo.
JC looked at the man in appreciation.
“I may be an analyst,” Richard said, moving to help Theo open the duffle bag and remove the

equipment, “but I know you guys chew through those like candy.”
JC smiled. Maybe all diplomatic staff weren’t so bad after all.

*****
The team helped Richard get set up quickly. Everyone knew what was at stake. And what might
come crashing through the door any second if they didn’t get figured out who was chasing them.

“This is one of the bugs I took from Kate’s house,” Richard said, holding up a small disk
with a wire attached to it. “Don’t worry, I’ve deactivated it from sending anything, although it
still has a power signature.” He ran the de-bugging device over it, resulting in five red LEDs
lighting up. Did the same from a distance of two feet and got four red LEDs.

“So,” he continued, “let’s make this easy. All one of you line up, puts all their crap in a pile
in front of them, then strips down to their skivvies, putting their clothes in a second pile in front
of the first.”

“The hell I will,” Joan sneered.
“If your device has such a good range, why the need to strip,” Duke said.
“Frankly, Duke, I don’t trust the lot of ya,” Richard said with a half-smile and a wink. “But

with just your undies on, there’s no chance of being able to turn something on or off or conceal
it.”

“I’m rollin’ commando,” Theo deadpanned.
“Then I guess you’ll need to cup your junk with your free hand,” Richard said, revealing a

pistol in his waistband, “because there’s no way any of you are getting past me without a scan.”
“It’ll take more than one hand to cup this junk,” Theo said, pulling his shirt off, a half-smile

on his face.



“For God’s sake, Theo,” Joan said.
The team ribbed each other gently, each one dealing with their discomfort at being next to

naked in front of each other in different ways. But in a few minutes, they were all standing in a
line, stripped down to their underwear with their clothes and guns sitting on the floor in front of
them. Theo lied. He was wearing black boxers with a big yellow Batman symbol on the front.

“What would you say,” Duke said in a perfect British accent, “is the easiest way to get a
weapon away from a ruthless hired killer?”

“You ask him for it,” Richard replied, smiling as he scanned Duke’s clothes. “You’re not the
only one who watches movies, you know.” No LED lights came on and he moved on to the next
pile.

*****
The device never pinged, never blipped and never lit up once as Richard scanned their clothes
and gear. Neither did it make a sound when he scanned their bodies. They were clean.

“Then how the hell could they track us all over London, down to Barcelona, through Paris
and back across London,” Max said as he was putting his clothes back on.

Nobody on the team said anything. Despite the scan, they still looked slightly askew at Max
and Kate, wondering if they had somehow tipped their pursuers off. While not plausible, it was
still possible.

Richard shrugged. “Humint,” he said. “If somebody’s tracking you and it’s not due to
electronic surveillance then it’s gotta be human intelligence.”

JC had his clothes on. Looked at Joan.
“But what I don’t get is how Khaled knew you guys were in Barcelona,” Richard continued.
“Somebody told him,” JC said. Picking up his guns. Going to the case Richard brought,

pulling more out and putting them in one of the empty duffle bags Richard brought as well.
“You heard him,” Max said to JC, pointing at Richard. “We’re all clean.” Paused. “And

frankly, I’m getting a little tired of all your suspicious looks and judgements about me.”
“He’s not talking about you,” Joan said, standing next to JC and picking out weaponry as

well.
“Duke?” JC said.
“Yeah, boss?” the tall man replied, coming over to JC.
“Take them back to Mr. Douglas’s place,” JC said. Loading a spare magazine for his Glock

23. “Find Khaled. If he’s targeting London like he said in that video, there’s a good chance he’ll
be in town to coordinate it. I want a way to get to him.”

“You got it, boss.”
JC finished loading the magazine and zipped his duffle bag shut, turning to Duke.

“Remember what we discussed in Bolivia. Balls out on this one. Don’t hold back, don’t be
squeamish.”

“You know me,” Duke said with a smile.
“That’s what scares me,” JC said, clapping his friend on the shoulder.
He hoisted his duffle bag and headed for the door, followed by Joan.
“Where are you going?” Kate said. Half accusatory.
“To have a conversation,” JC said, opening the door.



“With all that hardware?” Max asked.
“Didn’t say it was going to be a pleasant one,” Joan said, following JC out the door.



CHAPTER 56
THE RIGHT SOLUTION

JC was starting to appreciate one thing about London — the taxis. They were everywhere, they
usually smelled fairly clean, they were big enough to allow him to stretch out his long legs and
the drivers generally allowed the passenger to ride in relative silence.

But not this one. As soon as he and Joan got in, the guy was a chatterbox. Even offering him
a bigger tip didn’t shut him up. Joan finally managed. A wad of bills and a sweetly-delivered
threat to make him childless did the trick.

JC was on his phone, sending a message to the man he needed to see. Knowing he would
come. Unsure if he would come alone.

*****
The Queen’s Tea was a tea shop near the River Thames. Its primary claim to fame was that back
in 1953, in March, the Queen of England herself, Elizabeth II, stopped by for a cup of tea. The
press was in tow and the Queen commented that she’d love to come by every day to the pleasant
house. The very next day the owner changed the name of the store from Thames Tea and Coffee
to The Queen’s Tea. Despite the fact that the queen wasn’t crowned until three months later.

JC knew of it from his time in England as a child. His father’s best friend once told him it
was his favorite tea shop in London and he would stop by any chance he got.

They got out of the taxi up the street past The Queen’s Tea. Stopped at a souvenir shop,
picking up baseball hats and sunglasses. Knowing it wouldn’t hide who they were for very long,
but they just needed an extra few seconds. Swung back across the street from the tea shop and
set up inside a Starbucks. A couple of untouched coffees later and they were watching the
entrance and up both sides of the street. Waiting.

They didn’t wait long. A black Mercedes Benz AMG GT pulled up, parking in front of the
tea house five minutes later. JC and Joan didn’t move. Waited for the occupant to go inside. And
waited some more. Five minutes later and a Chevy Tahoe parked one hundred yards to the west
of the tea house. Another five minutes and one angry text message from their appointment later
and another Chevy Tahoe parked fifty yards to the east.

“Looks like the boys are all here,” Joan said, watching as the doors of both SUVs opened and
half a dozen men wearing black polo shirts and blue windbreakers got out, trying but not
succeeding to hide the guns under their jackets.

“You ready?” JC said. Not wanting to start the conversation he needed to have with the man
across the street.

Joan turned in her stool to face him. “Really?” she said. “Are you actually asking me that?”
JC smiled. Leaned over and kissed her. Not passionately, but definitely not a quick peck

between old lovers either. Joan gripped the back of his neck with her left hand, holding on even
after they broke the kiss.

“Whaddya say we get away for a bit after we put this whole mess to bed?” JC said.
Joan nodded, smiling gently. “Gloucestershire?”



JC chuckled, remembering their first trip together. Back when he was pretending to be Jackie
McNulty and she was pretending not to be tasked with killing him.

“Maybe,” JC said. “Maybe somewhere better.”
Joan kissed him on the cheek, letting go and turning to face their problem across the street.
“Follow my lead in there,” JC said, standing up from the hard wooden stool.
“Don’t I always?” Joan said, standing and putting the strap of her bag over her body

crossways. “One of these days, I’m going to make you follow my lead.” Waiting as JC hoisted
his duffle bag onto his shoulder. They both unzipped their bags, hands reaching inside to grip
loaded weapons.

“The problem,” JC said, “is your lead usually ends up with lots of dead bodies.”
“Sometimes that’s the right solution,” Joan said, leading the way out the door of the

international coffee chain. Putting her game face on, angling her head slightly to the ground to
provide her with much improved peripheral vision. But her eyes were fixed on the tea house
across the street and she fairly stomped across the cobblestones to get there. Almost as if she
wanted the coming confrontation.

JC knew she did.



CHAPTER 57
IT’S TIME

“I don’t care what you think,” Duke said, raising his voice again, “I need you to get me that
address!”

Slammed the phone down hard. Shaking his head.
“Not all fun and games in The Agency, is it,” Mr. Douglas said, face buried in a laptop while

he sat at one of the desks in the library that was now doubling as their command center.
Duke, Theo, Kate and Max came back to the safe house an hour earlier. Filled in Mr.

Douglas and a slightly hungover Norman Ellsworth on what transpired the previous night and
this morning. Letting them know what the next steps were.

Everyone jumped into the task. It wasn’t going to be easy. Khaled was a secretive figure,
paying multiple agencies and in some cases, entire governments, to hide his whereabouts.

However, they had the entire backing of the CIA now. Mr. Douglas had authorized them to
communicate with analysts back at Langley and in Paris. The intel they were getting back was
full of facts and information but thin on juicy leads.

Duke smiled. “What, you think I’m not havin’ fun?” Knowing he would rather be hunting
down Khaled with a team of killers instead of a computer and a phone.

“I think you’ll do fine in the Agency, because just now, I almost believed what you said,”
Mr. Douglas said.

“I think I’ve got something,” Max said, waving the group over.
They had two tasks: Duke put Max and Kate on trying to track down Stella’s killer. Despite

Khaled injecting himself into the equation, they still needed to find out who killed the girl and
set up his father. Khaled had all the subtlety of a sledgehammer on a watermelon, so Duke
figured he wasn’t the planner on that front. Duke guessed that whoever set up his father and
killed Stella was also responsible for the murder of Larry Patterson. Solving that mystery would
help get them some leverage down the road.

Tracking down Khaled fell to Mr. Douglas and Duke. Right now they were hitting dead ends.
To be precise, they were coming up against walls Duke wasn’t ready to vault over. Yet. A few
ideas had been bounced around between the two. But Duke was firmly on JC’s team, and as
such there were red lines he was not ready to cross.

“This guy,” Max said, “right here,” creating a circle around the stilled image of a man
walking into a building on his laptop. “This is him walking into Stella’s building two days
before she was killed.” Opened another image from the folder full of downloaded screenshots.
“This is him a week before, a week before that, and a week before that.”

“Okay,” Duke said. Waiting for the good part.
Max turned around. “He doesn’t live there,” he said, smiling. “I’ve tracked every person

registered who lives there and he doesn’t belong.”
“Recently moved in?” Kate said.
“Nope,” Max said. “The rental company has nobody moving in or out, and the security tape

shows nobody brought anything of significance in or out of the building. Including our mystery



man.”
“Devil’s advocate,” Theo said. “Maybe he’s the boyfriend of someone else. Visiting relative.

Repairman.”
“I’ve gone through each of those options,” Max said. “He doesn’t connect in any way to

anyone. He’s not family, he’s not a workman, he’s got no connection to anyone or anything in
this building. Except the possible exception of Stella.”

“She did mention a new boyfriend,” Norman said, startling everyone in the room. Last they
knew he was resting in the front room. He ignored their reactions, staring at the back of the head
of the man who may exonerate him. “Do you have a picture of his face?”

Max turned back to the keyboard, typing away.
“This is the best I have,” he said, pulling up an image. “It’s about a third of the right side of

his face from an ATM a block up from Stella’s place. He seemed to know the location of every
camera in a five block radius, avoiding them when he could.” Pointed at the image and the
woman who was withdrawing money. “This lady was using the ATM at the exact moment our
guy walked by, but it’s not enough to run facial recognition.”

“You don’t have to,” Duke said. “Holy crap, I know who it is.” Turning back to the computer
he was working on, shaking the chills and goosebumps out of his body as he did. “Richard was
right. Humint.”

“Who is it?” Max asked.
“A ghost from my past.” Picking up the phone with his left hand, dialing a number then

pounding the desk with his right in frustration. “I should have known.”
The group looked at him, waiting until the phone rang.
“Findlay,” the man on the phone said. Duke put the phone down, pressing the “speaker” icon.
“Findlay, this is Duke,” Duke said. “I need you to track down a man named Nathan Rudd.”

The team could do it with their resources, but Duke wanted CLP on the case. Better to use local
resources whenever possible.

“No need,” Findlay said. “He’s dead. Suicide late last night.”
Kate and Theo both swore quietly.
“What happened,” Duke said. “Did you find a body?”
“Yeah, minus a head,” Findlay said. “Found him in the room Rudd was renting, burned

beyond recognition. But he matches Rudd’s description otherwise.”
“Have you ever seen a murder scene like this one?” Kate asked, introducing herself after

Findlay’s question.
“No,” he said. “It’s grisly.”
“No red flags?” Duke said.
“Other than the brutality of the suicide and the use of C4?” Findlay said, speaking slowly,

obviously thinking. “None.”
Duke gritted his teeth. “All right, since you’re not taking the bait, let me spell it out for you,”

the words sounding as unkindly as they could. “We think he’s responsible for the murder of
Stella Daniels and possibly Larry Patterson. And if we’re looking for him, it’s likely others are
as well.” Trying to keep his voice at an even tone. “If you’ve got a body” Duke continued,
speaking slowly, “and you can’t identify it, how can you know who it is?”

“Because he’s in the room Nathan Rudd rented,” Findlay said, “and per the manager’s



description, the clothes the man’s wearing matches what Rudd usually wore.
Duke ground his teeth. “Isn’t it possible,” he said, trying to keep his temper, “that someone

put that body there, disfigured it in a way so as to make identification impossible? On purpose?
Perhaps even Nathan Rudd himself?”

“Are you kidding me?” Findlay finally said.
“This is Theo,” the former combat medic said, “and if I knew people were after me and I’d

committed a murder or two that would ensure I’d be hunted to the ends of the earth?” Shrugged,
even though Findlay couldn’t see it. “No, we’re not kidding. I’d do the same thing.”

Findlay was quiet for a long time. Duke opened his mouth to say something just as Findlay
said, “God, I hate you people,” and disconnected the call.

Duke went back to the phone, dialing another number.
“Guys,” Nigel said, walking into the room, taking the eyes off Duke. “There’s something you

should see on the TV.”
“Not now, Nigel,” Kate said, turning back to the computer image of Nathan Rudd along with

everyone else, trying to figure out where the man might be.
“No,” Nigel said. “Now.”
Kate looked at him then stood and followed him. Theo stood also, the tone in Nigel’s voice

strange. He slapped Duke on the arm on his way to the front room, Max coming behind him.
Duke looked up, seeing everyone file out of the library, including Mr. Douglas. He put the

phone down, following them.

*****
Khaled’s orders were clear. Go to their weapons depot. Take half of everything and split it into
two piles, evenly splitting the rocket launchers and AK-47s between the piles. Then split all the
available men into teams of three. The first target was the US Embassy.

He’d never heard Khaled yell before but the man’s voice never dropped to speaking tones
once in the brief phone call. Everybody was talking about the video Khaled released earlier. It
was all over the internet, the message boards and social media platforms. But to have the man
himself call after declaring war on London, and then having him be the one to carry out the
opening salvo?

It was almost too much for a half-brother to comprehend.
Refki stood at the end of Grosvenor Square, far from the embassy. Watching as the eighteen

men he recruited for the job spread out in six teams of three, wandering through the crowd,
looking like tourists. It was a different feel from the last time he was here, high up in a building
to the right, shooting down into the crowd of people. Today there were no protests but a fair
amount of people milling about. They’ll soon be running, Refki thought.

Each team had three duffle bags. One held the rocket launcher, one held extra RPGs, and one
held the AK-47 and backup magazines. The plan was simple. Get as close to the Embassy as
possible then light it up with the RPGs. Shoot down any assailants, and with any bullets left, fire
into the crowd. Escape routes were not planned because Refki expected each man to die.

The signal was a phone call from Refki to Sarhane, the one man in the group he had known
the longest. Refki pushed the “send” icon, letting the phone ring. Pressed the “end” icon when
he saw Sarhane stop and place his duffle bag on the ground. The plan didn’t require an answer to
the phone call, just the call being made. Sarhane unzipped his bag, pulling the long Egyptian-



made RPG launcher out, then the first of half a dozen RPGs that each team had. Inserted it,
hoisted it to his shoulder as his other teammate prepared the AK-47.

The rocket-propelled grenade snaked away from the launcher with a roar, flying towards the
windows just below the massive eagle mounted on the top of the building. Refki turned away,
not needing to see the result. As he walked back to his rented Nissan, he heard the same roar
repeated again and again, joined by the chattering of the AK-47s.

And the screams of the people, running away, horrified that once again terror was ripping
London apart.

*****
Nigel unmuted the TV as Duke walked in, filling the room with sound.

The camera work was shaky and the reporting breathless, but it was obvious the fear in the
reporter’s voice was real.

“…it’s unbelievable here, Janice,” the reporter said, having a conversation with one of the
news anchors who was not onscreen. “We heard the explosions followed by what we can only
guess was automatic gunfire. It sounded like a war zone, Janice, at least that’s what Vincent our
cameraman said. He was imbedded in a unit down in Iraq during the war and he said it sounded
just like what he experienced there.”

The camera panned away from the face of the anchor to show a building Duke quickly
realized was the US Embassy.

It was torn to pieces. Smoking holes filled the front of the building, looking like it had just
been through a war. Papers still fluttered down from the shattered windows and concrete.

“Oh, my God,” Max said, his voice catching in his throat as tears welled up in his eyes.
Kate unleashed a barrage of foul profanities until she ran out of breath.
The camera panned back to the reporter, his own eyes wet with wiped away tears.
“We are just getting reports back from our sou—” the man was saying when a series of

“pops” were heard in the background. The cameraman ducked and glanced over his shoulder,
then back to the camera. “City of London Police are pursuing the attackers,” he said. “We saw
what looked to be maybe five groups of men firing rockets at the embassy, maybe more.”
Glanced over his shoulder at the sound of more “pops” in the distance. “Embassy security
personnel are also engaged in the hunt for mo—”

“William,” a voice said on the TV, “we’re cutting away from you for a second,” followed by
the image of a somber-faced woman at a news desk, likely Janice, safe in a broadcast location
far from the terror William was currently enveloped in. “We’ve just received reports of a video
being released on the internet claiming responsibility for this horrific attack.”

The reporter paused for a second before another screen popped up, showing Khaled, still
wearing the balaclava.

“This is what happens to people who come to my home, looking for me, bringing death and
destruction. As you have sown, so shall you reap.”

The video cut back to the anchors at the news desk.
Nigel muted the TV.
“I’m sorry, guys,” he said.
Duke looked at Mr. Douglas.



“I think it’s time,” Duke said, walking back to the library.
“You sure?” Mr. Douglas said, following Duke, Theo following behind them. “What you told

me before, sounds kinda like what Khaled would do.”
“Nope,” Theo said. “Not how we’re going to do it.”



CHAPTER 58
VICIOUS AND WIDE

The Queen’s Tea was a well-lit tea shop in the front, full of natural light from the tall windows
in the front. But the further you walked into the shop, the darker the establishment became until
you got near the back tables where it looked more like a dimly-lit bar than a respectable tea
house.

JC knew that’s where The General would be and that’s exactly where he headed. Spied the
man sitting at a table in the right corner, back against the wall, but not in the corner. JC ignored
the pleasantries of the proprietor and continued on to The General’s table. Another time, the tea
house would be filled with delicious smells that would make his mouth water. Right now
everything was shut out of his mind except the task at hand.

The General looked over his tea as JC and Joan approached, the delicate china cup looking
out of place in his rough hands. JC knew that was part of the attraction of tea for the man. He’d
spent a lifetime bending the will of people and situations to his own desires, of remaking
institutions and organizations into what he wanted them to be. Sticking out and being out of
place was a habit as old as getting up in the morning for Marvin Robinson.

JC pulled out the chair in front of The General, sitting down, his back to the door. The table
was empty except for some napkins, The General’s cup of tea and a pen. JC could see the
shadows of people coming in and it would be enough. Plus Joan was sitting to his left, facing
The General but her left shoulder against the wall.

“JC,” The General said. “Fancy meeting you here.”
JC smiled, trying to control his anger and doing a good job of it, at least on the surface.
“A cup of tea now and again,” JC said, “it’s good for the soul.”
“Remember the last time we sat down for tea?” he said to JC, ignoring Joan.
“Yeah,” JC said. “New York, when the Senator was still alive.”
The General nodded. “You remembered this place,” he said, looking around the tea house for

emphasis. “Glad to have at least some lasting impact on you.”
“I’m not joining your organization, Marvin,” JC said. “Veracious, or whatever it is. So you

can stop coming after me.”
The General set his cup of tea down, placing his hands flat on the table.
“You were barking at me in the tea house in New York,” he said, “and you’re barking at me

now.” Smiled. “What is it? Ain’t got enough grit in ya to actually take a bite?” Leaned forward.
“Maybe you’re just a big fat pussy after all.”

“I’m gonna cut your fu—” Joan said, half-standing, shifting the duffle bag to the chair next to
her, her right hand moving to the push dagger JC knew she kept hidden in her waistband.

“You say another word I’m gonna slap the shit outta your bitch mouth,” The General
growled, the index finger of his right hand pointing at her like a gun, his barked words cutting
her off.

JC was running out of patience. This conversation would go around and around, trading
accusations and justifications unless he gave it direction. Sooner or later somebody would go too



far and then they’d be no further ahead than when they came in. And likely much further behind.
He put his hand out to Joan, willing her to scale back her anger without actually having to speak
the command. She did. JC turned to The General.

“Call off Khaled,” JC said, taking a chance but cutting to the chase of why he came.
The General sat back in the chair as if he’d been punched in the nose. Took a breath then

leaned forward. “Son, you’d better be damn sure about what it is you’re suggesting.”
“If I was damn sure, general, I’d be putting a bullet in your head,” JC said, leaning forward as

well. “As it sits, I’m just pretty sure.”
“Pretty sure of what, exactly?” The General said, chewing the words as he said them.
“Pretty sure that you’re working with Khaled.”
The General shook his head. “You sonofabitch,” he said. “How dare you?”
“You knew my mother, Marvin,” JC said, his irritation getting the better of him. “You call

me a sonofabitch again and Joan’s gonna hold you down while I cut out your goddamn tongue.”
Paused, his eyes as full of rage as The General’s. “We clear?”

“Yeah,” The General said, nodding briefly. Ready for the fight that was almost bubbling to
the top.

“I’m gonna tell you what I think,” JC said to The General, leaning back. Joan hooked her
right arm over the back of her chair, appearing relaxed but JC knew it was so her hand would be
right near her push dagger. “You go ahead and stop me when I start to get something wrong.”

JC waited a second for The General to object. He said nothing, so JC took a deep breath,
ready to get a whole raft of things off his chest. “You maneuvered me down to Bolivia for one
purpose - find The Mexican’s millions of dollars you somehow thought belonged to you. But in
truth, that was always a backup plan. You’ve had this deal with the State Department cooking
ever since they shitcanned you out of the Army. That’s why you needed The Mexican’s money,
so you could expand your operations to make it look like your organization was viable enough
to pull it off. Plus it would give you enough operating capital to give things a real go just in case
the contract didn’t come through.” JC paused, smiling for effect but in truth he was giving The
General a chance to speak up. “I gotta say, this embassy deal is pretty sweet.” His smile faded.
“But I didn’t find all the millions you were hoping for in Bolivia and this Embassy deal wasn’t
moving fast enough for you.” Spread his hands, making the accusations into theater to keep The
General both listening and on his toes. “There’s no definable threat, so why should State
contract out to you and your team, right?” Paused. “So you made a definable threat. You decided
to take out two birds with one stone - rile up all kinds of trouble for the embassy in London by
killing a girl, framing the ambassador for it, then killing the guy who replaced him.” JC leaned
forward on the table, lowering his voice. “But because the ambassador was Duke’s father,
you’re also getting back at me and my team for not finding you the money you felt you were
owed. So tell me,” JC said, fully cognizant of the fact that The General hadn’t stopped him, “am
I warm here? Or ice cold?”

“You’re delusional is what you are,” The General said.
“You targeted Norman Ellsworth for two reasons,” JC continued, ignoring the dodge. “First,

he was against embassy security being outsourced to private military contractors like yourself.
Since he’s the top diplomat in the field, his word carries a lot of weight. Second, if you can get
Duke distracted enough to either quit or get kicked off my team, you think it’ll cut into me.”

The General leaned across the table. “You know what I think?” His face inches from JC’s. “I



think none of this web of bullshit is ever going to make it into a court of law,” leaning back with
a smug look on his face.

“It won’t need to,” Joan said, “and you damn well know it.” Her words not accusations or
frustration. Purely threats.

“If you think this whole story of yours is correct, then why don’t you kill me?” The General
said. “Let go of Joan’s leash, or your own, and take me out right now.”

JC looked at the man. He hadn’t denied any of what JC accused him of. Hadn’t argued
against it with any real force or vigor. Which meant it was true. Instead he was trying to provoke
them into a fight, likely drawing in the two teams on the street and the expected deaths of either
Joan or himself.

“If you didn’t do this,” JC said, “if you didn’t put it together like I laid out, then give us
Khaled.” Making the push for why they came in the first place.

“What?”
“Tell us how to get to Khaled,” JC said. “He’s tearing London apart, general. Innocent people

are getting killed. You don’t want any more of that on your hands.”
JC was hoping The General would see this as the escape plan it was. If the man had been

working with Khaled and it had blown up in his face exactly as it appeared to have done, then
JC taking out Khaled was the best course of action. Of course, if he wasn’t working with
Khaled, then he’d have to beg off even knowing the man.

But JC knew the truth. Knew it just like he knew Joan had his back. The General had been
working with Khaled. He’d worked with Carlos Gutierrez Machado, the biggest drug lord in
Bolivia, in order to get as rich as he thought he could. And that was when he was still in the
military. Now that he was out, if he thought Khaled would be able to help him set things in
motion to get even richer, he’d have no qualms about it.

And the worst part, the part that kept nagging at JC, was the possibility that The General
maneuvered this whole situation so that JC was his backup plan. Were Khaled to get out of
control, JC would be counted on to track down and kill the terrorist in order to keep the peace.

“You don’t get to tell me what I do or do not want,” The General said, looking into his cup of
tea. “However,” he continued, taking the pen from the table and writing on a napkin, “one of my
research analysts called me just as I sat down.” Slid the napkin over to JC. “This is Khaled’s
number. It’s been verified. You can contact him there and do whatever you see fit.” Paused.
“You’d be doing England and the whole world a favor. But don’t expect Khaled to come
running if you call him.” Shook his head. “He’s probably already dumped that phone.”

“Or you told him to dump it,” Joan sneered.
The General didn’t even look at her, keeping his attention on JC. “You think getting a

number and just calling up a man like Khaled is going to work? He’s got multiple agencies
tracking him, son. You really think he uses the same phone number all day, every day, waiting
for some gung-ho low-level analyst to track him down? Get himself rendered to another
country?”

JC’d had enough. He didn’t ask for the phone number, he asked for The General to give him
Khaled. The General was working with Khaled, he was communicating with him, and if JC
knew anything about The General, he knew the man had more intel on a possible liability than
just a phone number.

“What I think is this,” JC said, leaning forward. “I think you’ve been working with a terrorist



against the interests of the United States to line your own goddamn pockets, general,” the use of
the man’s title coming out as an insult. “I think your pet killer’s slipped his leash and you’re
hoping I can come in, put him down and clean up the whole bucket of shit you’ve managed to
step in and then kick over.” Paused. “Tell me I’m wrong.

The General’s teeth were clenched shut, the cords on his neck standing out. The man
swallowed the retort that was almost bursting out of him, stood and slowly slid his chair into
place against the table. “Good luck, James,” he said. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got some
meetings I need to attend.” Turned and walked to the door.

JC stood, giving the man a wide berth. Unwilling at this point to provoke him any further.
Watched his former idol’s back as he walked to the door. Pulled out his cellphone, sending Duke
a text message with Khaled’s phone number and the message “Khaled’s number — find him.”
Joan stood next to him.

JC felt sick inside. His father’s best friend, the man he looked up to throughout his entire
childhood, his commanding officer in the Army, a hero to so many men in the Army and
beyond, was working with Khaled, a criminal terrorist.

I’m going to kill him, JC said to himself. Speaking the words clearly in his mind for the first
time since The General’s increasingly larger betrayals had begun to manifest themselves. As
much as he wanted to put a bullet in the man’s back right now, he realized he couldn’t. If The
General was so close to getting a contract to protect all the consulates in Europe that he was
willing to murder innocent people and work with a terrorist like Khaled, then the man was more
powerful than JC thought. He had a veritable army at his beck and call who, like The General,
might have few qualms about striking back at the man who killed their leader.

Or his team.
JC needed to find a different solution.
But that’s what we do, JC said to himself, glancing at Joan, a hint of a smile tugging at his

mouth. We find solutions.
“What?” she said, duffle bag of weapons back on her shoulder.
“I just realized something that’s going to make you very happy,” he said, looking back to the

door to see The General drive off in his Mercedes.
“Yeah?” Joan said, “What’s that?”
“We’re gonna kill that sonofabitch,” JC said, nodding his head in the direction of The

General, shouldering his duffle bag and walking to the door.
Joan’s grin was vicious and wide.
“About damn time.”



CHAPTER 59
THIS IS YOUR BEST PLAN?

JC and Joan were back at Mr. Douglas’s safe house within the hour. The faces they saw as they
walked in the door didn’t fill them with hope.

“You want the bad news or the worse news, boss?” Duke asked him when he walked into the
front room.

Nigel was sitting there watching the TV. JC and Joan heard about the assault on the embassy
on their way back from the meeting with The General. It was all the taxi driver was listening to
on the radio. JC and Joan followed Duke into the control room in the library. Kate and Max
looked like they’d been kicked in the gut. Mr. Douglas was equally somber, minus the haunted
look in Kate and Max’s eyes.

“Worse news,” Joan said.
“The phone number looks to be a dead end,” Mr. Douglas said, looking at a computer screen.

“It was first activated in Morocco but was sending and receiving calls in Paris until a day or two
ago. It’s had regular phone calls with The General’s phone, and then went dead.” Turned to JC.
“It’s very possible The General warned him off.”

Joan swore and kicked a chair.
“Bad news?” JC said. Gritting his teeth in preparation for what it was.
“We’ve got a plan to get to Khaled,” Duke said. Paused, looking at the floor.
“You’re not gonna like it,” Theo said.
JC sighed and rolled his eyes. “Last time I heard that some asshole kicked the crap out of

me.” Looking back and forth between Duke and Mr. Douglas. They were both there to witness
the killing of Del Stevens, as well as the week plus of JC’s rehabilitation afterwards. “Am I the
decoy again?”

“We need an in with Khaled,” Duke said, sitting at one of the computers, pulling up files.
“Seems like the only thing he cares about is his family.”

“You’re not going after his family,” JC said.
“Just listen to wha—”
“It’s not a question, Duke,” JC said. “You know my rule.” No women, no children, the basic

rule of everything JC was connected to.
“Let’s hear him out,” Joan said.
JC looked at her, then back at Duke. Crossed his arms, his jaw already set, then nodded once.
“Khaled rarely visits his family,” Duke said, pulling up images of a woman in a hijab who

could be in her mid-thirties. “His wife volunteers at a nursing home down the street from their
house but other than that and trips to the store, she never goes out. His son plays lacrosse, but
Khaled’s never been to a game or a practice. His daughter plays the piano but he’s never been to
a recital or the academy.” Duke turned back to JC. “As far as we can tell, he has little enough
contact with his immediate family that they cannot be a pressure point for him.”

“Okay,” JC, internally relieved.



“He’s got other family, brothers, half-brothers, cousins and the like,” Mr. Douglas said, “but
they all work in his organization.” Pulled up a picture of Mathias, the man who ran the prison in
Paris. “We met him, and there’s a handful more in Khaled’s organization. They’re not protected,
they’re street soldiers. Khaled put them there, knowing they’ll likely get killed, so taking them
out won’t do any good.”

“So what are we looking at here?” Joan asked.
“We went back over his family,” Duke said. JC felt his shoulders tighten involuntarily.

“Took another look at the wife.” Paused. “Khaled’s mother is a resident at the nursing home
Khaled’s wife volunteers at. We talked to one of the nurses there. The wife never visits anyone
else. Brings her food almost every day and spends the day with her, from when the kids go to
school until twenty minutes before they come home, just enough time to be there when the little
ones walk in the front door.”

JC didn’t like where the conversation was going. But a quick look at the faces of Kate and
Max reminded him that there were dozens of people dead in the embassy and likely more to be
pulled out of the rubble. So far, Khaled was targeting US buildings and institutions. But if he
began randomly attacking London? Or other cities in Europe? Like what he did in Paris?

“Keep going,” JC said, keeping his anger at the whole situation in check.
“We go after his mother,” Theo said. Raising his hands at the daggers that were shooting

from JC’s eyes. “Listen, man. All we are doing is transporting her to another facility two blocks
up the road in a different direction. We go in early in the morning, put a little medicine in her
IV, she sleeps a little longer than usual then wakes up in another location. Keep her mildly
sedated until we can get to Khaled, then she goes back to her old residence.”

JC said nothing. Letting the weight of their plan hang in the air. Waiting for them to hear how
bad it really was.

“What would you do if your mother was kidnapped?” Mr. Douglas said.
“She’s dead,” JC said, flat.
“That’s not important,” Joan said to the CIA agent. “The bigger question is what would

Khaled do?”
Kate sighed. She’d said nothing until now. She stood and walked to the other side of the

room before turning. “He’ll tear the country apart,” she said, sighing again. “Maybe even
Europe.”

Duke was watching JC. JC felt his eyes on him but didn’t want to look at him. The more he
waited, the more he realized this was likely their best play. But he certainly didn’t like how close
to the edge they were walking. Or how deep a chasm they were looking down into.

“What he’ll do,” Duke said, “is turn his phone back on and call the one person he thinks
might be able to help him out of the jam.”

JC sat down in the nearest chair, arms still crossed. If Khaled was half the bad guy everybody
said he was, he would have tracked down intel on Norman Ellsworth before he kidnapped the
man. Would have found out his son was a security consultant, a barely concealed hired killer
and a damn good one. While the leaders of criminal organizations didn’t need to be smart, they
did need to have a fairly well-developed sense of both self-preservation and how to manipulate
situations. Khaled would have explored and discovered the connections between the team Duke
ran with and The General. Which meant if he did get in a jam with the people he was going up
against, he would be able to connect the dots and call the one man who would be likely to bring



the offenders to heel. Or at least be able to point the way in their direction.
“He’ll call The General,” JC said, his decision about snatching Khaled’s mother or not

already made. Looked to Joan. Her affirmative nod was almost imperceptible. Looked at Theo.
“I’ll be right there monitoring everything, man,” he said. “Medically and physically, there

will be no after effects.”
The room was quiet. Nobody wanted to say the wrong thing. It wasn’t a good plan.

Kidnapping an old woman to get access to her terrorist and gangster son wasn’t going to show
up in the team’s highlight reel. But JC could see his team had done their best but ran out of
options.

“You’re telling me that with all the people in this room, and all the resources available to
you, that this is your best plan?”

Everybody looked at the ground.
Except Duke.
“Yeah, boss,” he said. “That’s what I’m saying.”
JC waited for twenty long seconds of staring at his younger friend.
“Okay.”



CHAPTER 60
HAMMER OF GOD

It took all the team’s effort to stay there and do nothing.
Max and Kate took off. They’d been away from the embassy and DSS offices too long as it

was. Not returning after an attack on the US Embassy of this magnitude would create doubts in
the minds of higher-ups about both their commitment to the agency and their loyalty. Some
might even begin to wonder if they were involved in the attack. Besides, their hearts were at the
embassy right now. Maybe later they could help out, but at this point, keeping them in the safe
house wasn’t helping the cause.

JC called Meredith over to do one last job of manipulating and masking Norman Ellsworth’s
appearance and then left. She had been as involved as JC thought she could be. At this point he
needed a team that was lean and focused on action. Meredith, well, Lisa, was an excellent
makeup artist, but she fainted at the sight of blood. JC knew what was coming and knew there
would be plenty of blood.

Still, since they weren’t out of the woods quite yet, he asked her to stay close. It was a three
hour drive to Cardiff in Wales and the place he requested she stay. Unlikely to be the target of
terrorism, still on the island so no ferry schedules to worry about and close enough to have
access to her skills quickly. Lisa readily agreed.

Norman Ellsworth was driven by Nigel in one of the CIA’s hardened vehicles to Austria.
Nigel lobbied to stay, but much like Lisa, the man’s skillset wasn’t integral to what was coming
down the pike. He had talent and a willingness to mix things up in the face of danger. But he
wasn’t trained in the way JC needed. More than anything they needed Norman Ellsworth safe
and ready to testify later to their actions as well as his non-involvement in the murder of Stella
Daniels and the subsequent espionage charges that needed to be dropped. If the man was dead,
then their work would be for nothing.

As the day turned to night and then morning, the news continued to rehash the details of
Khaled’s assault on the embassy. It was currently the biggest story in London, and in fact, the
world, and nothing else garnered much airtime.

The team tried to sleep, tried not to watch TV, but both activities were fruitless. Most of them
watched TV and dozed, approaching full sleep when they could.

4:30 in the morning came in equal measures of too fast and not fast enough. The nursing
facility where Siham El Harrak lived was twenty minutes away in the light early morning traffic.
The plan was to roll up at the residence at 5:35 and be out and on the road at 5:45. Although
they didn’t expect armed resistance, there was no real way of knowing until they were on the
ground. Theo and Duke did a quick recon trip just after midnight and reported no apparent
guards, but being ready for any action was preferable to being caught with your pants down.

Departure was twenty minutes out and JC was in the library gearing up for the op. Mr.
Douglas walked in, sitting on a high stool at the same table JC laid all his gear out on top of. The
man said nothing, just looked at the table.

JC wanted the man to spit out whatever was on his mind. Continued loading the extra
magazines, waiting out the CIA agent.



“Listen, JC,” Mr. Douglas finally said. “I don’t want to get all sensitive here—”
“Then don’t,” JC said cutting him off. Not wanting to listen to the whispers of his own

conscience spoken out loud by an agent of the Central Intelligence Agency.
“I get the reasons for this,” Mr. Douglas said, ignoring JC’s request, “but have you thought

out the repercussions?”
“Why don’t you tell me?” JC said, pulling his bulletproof vest over his head, velcroing the

tabs in place as he stood up straight, using his inch or so height over Mr. Douglas to look down
on him. “Tell me how this violates my basic principles, how this lowers us to Khaled’s level,
how snatching Grama Khaled can open up a whole chain reaction of unintended consequences.”

JC knew his tone was too condescending. But right now he had other things to think about.
Like what the next step was after kidnapping Khaled’s mother. Because he knew the man
wouldn’t simply skulk away. He’d lash out. And JC put the chances of Khaled calling up The
General before he lashed out at about fifty-fifty.

Mr. Douglas leaned forward. “Don’t get all pissy with me, James,” Mr. Douglas said. “This
house you’ve found refuge in is bought and paid for by the CIA.” Jabbing his index finger on the
table he was leaning on. “Snatching some old lady to bring her terrorist son out in the daylight?
Wouldn’t even be a blip on the CIA’s ‘you-shouldn’t-do-that’ meter.” Paused. “But you’re not
the CIA. Have you thought about how you’re going to react when Khaled comes unglued? The
myriad ways you’re going to beat yourself up when the deaths that follow come crashing down
on your head? How you’re going to clap back at him? Because if you think he’s going to come
walking up to you after this, hat in hand, tells me you’re not ready for the big leagues.”

JC put the Glock 23 in the holster on his left hip, followed by another one in the holster on
his right. Considered telling Mr. Douglas the different profane ways to get lost. Decided on
bridge-building instead. “I’m three steps ahead, here, Neil,” he said, “hoping Khaled isn’t four.
Or five.” Put a light jacket on, one size too big, covering the pistols in their holsters. “Reacting
instead of acting means we’re already behind the eight ball.” Stopped, all geared up, hands on
his hips. “I could use your help. Monitor any lines of communication going to and from The
General.” Paused. “And Khaled’s house as well. Get a satellite in play, a man on the ground,
whatever you can, because when that call comes in, we need to know where it’s coming from so
we can bring the hammer of God down on that sonofabitch.”

“You got it,” Mr. Douglas said. No hesitation. “But what’s your next step when that doesn’t
work.”

JC said nothing, hoping that if the moment came, he’d come up with a much better plan than
the one they were moving forward with.



CHAPTER 61
LOUD AND PAINFUL AND SWIFT

Although the front lobby and office space of the Resident Arms Nursing Home looked modern
and up-to-date, much like an upscale hotel, the resident’s rooms and facilities were decidedly
more spartan. While not in disrepair, the place had seen better days, and better funding, in the
not-too-recent past.

Angel Gillespie was working the end of a double shift and could barely keep her eyes open.
Chronically understaffed, the front desk attendants would regularly skip out on their graveyard
shifts, leaving nurses to fill in when they could. Although Angel appreciated the overtime, all
she really wanted to do was find a better job. One at a plusher location with a better retirement
plan.

The front doors opening at 5:30 in the morning was unusual, but some family members liked
to visit their relatives early, before work. What was entirely unusual was a group of three men
and one woman coming in at the same time wearing baseball hats and sunglasses before the sun
even came up. And the weapons they were carrying? Entirely out of the norm.

“Excuse me,” the shorter round man said to her. American accent she would inform the
police later. Pointed a black pistol at her. “I need you to stand up quickly.”

Angel shot up, hands in the air despite her weariness after working the double.
“You can put your hands down,” the man said. She did quickly. “Is there an alarm system

here?” Angel shook her head in the negative quickly. “Fire alarm?” the man said with a bit of a
smile on his full lips. Angel nodded. “Great,” the man said, lowering the gun to the counter but
still pointed at Angel’s head. “Please sit down. We’re looking to transport a patient to another
facility.”

Angel sat down at her computer and got ready to pull up the files until the woman appeared
behind the counter, right next to her, a knife in her hand. “Carefully,” the woman said. Also
American.

“I won’t do anything wrong,” Angel said.
“Excellent,” the tall man said, drawing Angel’s attention. Slid a wad of money across the

counter. Angel took it, her heart fluttering like her hand was. “We’re looking for a patient who
has a woman visit her almost every day from morning to afternoon. The visitor always wears a
hijab.” Paused. “Ring a bell?”

“Yes,” Angel said, her demeanor changing from pure terror to helpfulness. Aided in no small
part by the wad of cash. Her mind churning through possibilities hit upon the most
advantageous: they wouldn’t pay me if they were going to kill me. “That’d be Siham El Harrak.
She’s on the third floor, room 329, fourth door on the left.”

“Why don’t you show us the way,” the woman standing next to her said, the knife in her hand
disappearing, the same hand appearing under Angel’s armpit, forcing the nurse to stand up. Very
strong, she would say to the investigators later, the woman was so very strong as to leave her no
choice.

Angel led the way to the elevator. Hoping two things: first that she’d actually make it out



alive and second that they’d give her more money, because she was pretty sure she’d be fired
after letting these people take Siham.

*****
The operation went smoother than JC thought possible.

Theo was right, Khaled’s mother had an IV. The former combat medic added some medicine
to it and the woman continued to sleep the entire time. Through wheeling her down the hallway,
into the elevator, out the front door, into the stolen ambulance and the same procedure in reverse
at London’s Gateway Residence, a much nicer assisted living facility two blocks away.

The team was back at the safe house before Khaled’s children went to school, before his wife
showed up at the nursing home and before his mother woke up briefly from the sedatives Theo
gave her. Just as she was coming back to herself, the staff, paid handsomely to take in a last
minute arrival, gave her more of the sedative, sending her back into the land of sleep.

*****
“I don’t know what happened,” Niama said over and over again, weeping.

“Calm down,” Khaled said, trying to keep his temper in check. “Tell me what you know.”
His wife called him five minutes ago. It was just past nine and she should have been at his

mother’s bedside for the past thirty minutes. He always called her in the morning about this time
so he could speak with his mother. Visiting her was too risky, so he was left with daily phone
calls. Instead, this morning his wife was explaining to him how his mother had simply vanished.

“When I got there, she was just gone,” Niama said, always using their native Moroccan
Darija. “I called the police and the woman at the front desk said armed men and women came
and took her early this morning. The police are investigating, but I couldn’t stay there.” Sobbing
again. “I had to come home.”

“And Seddik?”
“He was waiting for me outside the residence,” Niama said, “but he never went in. I forbid

him to see your mother like that and now she is gone.”
Khaled said nothing. Pacing on the concrete floor of the dirty hovel he was staying in.

Nothing more than a storage room with a bed, rented out for a hundred pounds a week.
Gathering his thoughts. Trying to figure out how many people would die for this assault on his
family.

“Are you there?” Niama said.
“Yes,” Khaled said. “Thank you for letting me know.” Paused, listening to his wife’s sobbing

subside in his strength and leadership.
“What will you do?” she asked. “Can you get her back?”
“Of course,” Khaled said. “Tell Seddik to be extraordinarily watchful. Take care of our

children and be safe,” he said, hanging up before his wife had a chance to respond. Walked out
of the hovel with nothing in his hands except his cellphone and a wad of bills in his pocket. He
would never return. There was work to be done, and if he did need to go back into hiding, there
was no shortage of small places to rent where the owners didn’t care who was doing the renting.

He had many things to do, but the most important, the most pressing action he could do right
now was to strike back. He knew who had taken his mother. The General was a bedfellow of
convenience who was turning out to be very inconvenient. The little group of former soldiers



that were connected to The General but not actually working for him were an increasingly
irritating thorn in Khaled’s paw who needed to be taught a lesson. A violent bloody lesson that
would spread across the world, teaching everyone what happened when they went against the
man known only as Khaled. And the vengeance he could bring, after so many years, on the
woman who took his hand. The woman who the entire underworld feared the name of.

Then he would find his mother.
Khaled stopped at a bus stop. He had calls to make, quick ones in Arabic that would not be

understood by most of the people around him. In order to reduce the possibility of being tracked,
he made calls like this on transportation of some kind: bus, taxi, the Tube. He held the phone
against his body with the stump of his left hand, opening the back of the phone with his right.
Pulled the SIM chip from it and held it in his teeth. Used his right hand, his only hand, to pull a
small metal tin from his pocket that held the three SIM cards he regularly used. Dropped in the
one he used to communicate his family with and pulled out one of the other ones. The one he
used to communicate with his soldiers.

He needed to call his brother Refki and get him ready for another attack. Refki was reluctant
for the embassy attack yesterday. He much preferred the watching, the waiting, and if necessary,
the sniping from a protected distance. But those times were over for now. Luckily the location of
the arms depot and where he would order his men to attack were very close. He wanted the
attack to be loud and painful and swift.

“If they’re going to attack my family,” he muttered in English as he hopped on the bus,
waiting as his phone powered up, “I’m going to attack theirs.”



CHAPTER 62
FAMILY

The safe house was increasingly feeling like a prison.
JC and his team were men and women of action. Right now, their plan was simply to wait.

To sit on their hands and hope a madman called his contract employer. Trying not to think about
the possibility of Khaled running away from or even actively attacking The General and his
men. They all wanted to be out there, hunting, instead of sitting. While the safe house was
undeniably safe, it also felt isolated. Removed from both action and results.

And all they could do now was wait.
Joan, like always, laid out their weapons and began to clean them. JC didn’t ask why. He

knew. It calmed her and let her get everything she needed in prime working order so that, when
the time came, she wouldn’t be let down by a dirty barrel or unlubricated slide.

Theo sat with JC in the front room, watching TV. The shorter man would flip through the
channels, looking for some mindless show to watch. But everything, even the channels with the
mindless shows, were flashing news about the assault on the embassy the previous day. Theo
would grumble, change the channel and try to get absorbed in another show. Until another news
update came along and he’d grumble again, looking for another channel.

Mr. Douglas and Duke were hunched over computers. Looking for bits of data or connections
they could build upon to track down Khaled. Hoping and waiting for the phone call to The
General that would help pin down the man they were after. The man that JC came this close to
violating his most basic rule for.

The mood wasn’t entirely somber. They did have one bit of data. Just after nine a phone call
was received in the area of Khaled’s house. The receiving number was registered to Niama,
Khaled’s wife, but the SIM was from a burner phone purchased in Paris five months ago. It was
rarely active, but typically made calls to Niama’s phone in the morning on weekdays.

Unfortunately the call was too short to get a triangulated location and the signal went entirely
dead after the call finished. The rough area they could track it to didn’t match any previously
recorded locations for the SIM card, apparently because Khaled just arrived in London a few
days ago.

“We’ll be able to track him better tomorrow morning when he calls again,” Mr. Douglas said.
JC didn’t respond. He didn’t need to. Everyone knew if the man didn’t contact The General,

then they would be waiting to hear of another attack on the news.
They were right.

*****
Refki knew this attack was a bad idea. Suicide even. Coming so close on the heels of the
previous one it made more sense to stretch it out. Right now everyone in London was on edge,
waiting for the next attack. The best plan was to delay. Stretch it out until the population in
general had calmed down, gone back to normal, then strike again and retreat back into the
shadows.



But Khaled had been insistent. And when the man insisted, there was no arguing with him,
half-brother or not.

So Refki gathered another group of men. Went to the arms depot, cleaning it out this time.
Drove everyone to the location Khaled ordered. Parked at the end of the street. The men got out
and armed themselves.

Unlike the previous mission, the assault on the embassy, Khaled ordered Refki to take part in
this one. He knew the layout of the neighborhood, he knew what to do, and he knew the one
particular location Khaled wanted to hit more than all the others.

Although Refki didn’t like the idea, it made sense. How could Khaled trust anyone else with
what he was asking? Most others would cut and run. Not Refki. This would be his last mission
for his brother until they met again in whatever afterlife was waiting for them. Neither one was
particularly religious. However, they both believed in some kind of life after death. And they
both believed they would be warriors in that place, whatever it was, as well.

The street was entirely residential. It was just after ten and not many people were out. Most
of the children had gone to school already and many of the residents would be at work. But that
wasn’t important. What was important was hitting back at the people who took Khaled’s and
Refki’s mother.

That was unacceptable. And deserved punishment beyond reason and price.
So as the men Refki brought with him piled out of the tall Mercedes van and started strafing

the street of three- and four-story buildings and townhouses with bullets, firing RPGs randomly
at the windows and structures they found, Refki walked down the street alone, duffle bag of
RPGs over his shoulder, the launcher loaded and in his hand.

The police car was still out front. A man dressed in an ill-fitting suit and looking every inch a
cop was scrambling to pull out his rarely-used revolver and fire up the street at Refki and the
men behind him who were currently destroying the city block as they walked up it.

Refki stopped and fired the rocket launcher at the police car. The policeman tried to run, but
he was too late. The grenade ripped into it, exploding outward and shredding the clothes and
skin from the man, killing him before he hit the ground from the shock of the blast.

Refki smiled. Reloaded and continued walking. Going to the house he had watched before,
the house he coordinated a foiled assault on. He knew this was partial punishment from Khaled
for disobeying his direct orders the last time he was here. But this time there would be no
disobeying. He would atone for his former indiscretion with strict discipline, and if needs be, his
life.

He pulled an RPG from his duffle bag, loaded it into the launcher, stopped just past the
burning wreckage of the destroyed police car and fired it at the front door of the house belonging
to Harold Wernick, assistant to former Ambassador Norman Ellsworth.

As the RPG exploded against the front door and opened a ragged hole in the building, Refki
was loading a second. His duffle bag held five more and he planned on using them all on this
one house. “Reduce it to rubble” was Khaled’s order and that was exactly what he was going to
do.

*****
The phone call wasn’t what The General was expecting or hoping.

He knew he was playing two sides against the middle, but he had little choice at this point.



Khaled was doing what he did best — destroy things. JC was doing what he did best — try to
stop people like Khaled. Despite Khaled being necessary to the early stages of The General’s
plan, his shelf life was, in The General’s mind, officially over.

The phone call from Khaled was a twenty second rant about family and repercussions. When
the phone rang, he wanted it to be JC telling him Khaled was dead. Instead it was the little man
spewing his hatred at everything into The General’s ear.

The General hung up on him. He had neither the time nor the inclination to listen. What he
needed to do was decipher what Khaled was going to do next. Most men would debate about
what needed to be done. Plan, strategize, weigh their options, then get things moving.

Khaled struck first and thought later.
The General leaned back in the leather-covered chair. The assistant that was updating him on

the financials of the Veracious Group stuck her nose in her tablet, pivoted on her heel and
headed for the door. The man’s jaw muscles bulged as he clenched his teeth together and that
was never a good sign.

Now, in the quiet of his expansive office, filled with chrome, dark woods and glass, he
needed to figure out where Khaled would hit. It wasn’t a question of “if,” just a question of
where and when. Primarily where, because the when would be as soon as he could.

Family. The General had none, JC’s was dead, Duke’s mother was dead and his father hidden
away somewhere safe. Was it a bluff to get Norman Ellsworth on the move and in the open?
Unlikely. Khaled wasn’t that nuanced.

He’s going to hit hard, it’s going to cause a lot of damage and it’s somewhere connected to
either me or JC’s team, The General said to himself. Wishing he had a cup of tea. Has to be in
London.

The General shot up from his chair, grabbing the phone. Clawson was stationed about three
minutes from the location of Khaled’s most likely target. Hopefully the bastard Khaled was
bragging before the action and there was enough time to stop it. Dialing Clawson’s cell phone
from memory, cooking up some story as to how he knew about the impending attack should an
investigator ever dig into the chain of events.

*****
“Holy shit!” Clawson yelled as the sound of another explosion boomed through the armored
windows of the Chevy Tahoe. The General’s barked orders were clear and the team was moving
ten seconds after receiving them. Treadwell drove while Clawson rode shotgun, Marroquin and
Goetz in the back. They all had M4 variants as their main weapons and Veracious Group
standard issue Glock 23s as sidearms, but Clawson knew they would have to be both lucky and
fast to get the drop on whatever group of assholes was busy blowing up homes in the middle of
London.

“There they are,” Treadwell yelled, her beautiful high-toned soprano voice at odds with her
bulky five-eleven frame and size extra-large hands that held a white-knuckled grip on the
steering wheel. She slammed on the brakes, turning the wheel slightly to the right so her boss
Clawson would receive the benefit of the cover from the armor-plated vehicle as he exited.

Marroquin and Goetz threw the rear doors open and split off in each direction, throwing
bullets towards the terrorists currently blowing the hell out of a sleepy street in London.
Clawson sighted on the head of the man closest to him, a huge man, well over six feet tall,
pulled the trigger and dropped him. The loaded RPG clattered to the ground, unfired, but it



looked like the man already hit the same building with three or four of the explosive devices.
Clawson couldn’t stop. There were more than a dozen more men walking up the street, all

armed and all firing either automatic weapons or RPGs. He knew it was just a matter of time
before one of them decided to take out the SUV.

“Lemme help, Clawson!” Treadwell yelled, hands still gripping the steering wheel.
Clawson shot down another man holding an RPG before sticking his head back in the SUV.

“You stay here and follow orders,” he said, voice loud from adrenaline. “We get gunned down, I
need you to use this thing as a goddamn battering ram and run those shooters down.”

“Yes, sir!” Treadwell yelled, face clearly unhappy with the orders.
“It comes to that,” Clawson said, “make sure you back over their heads a couple of times for

me.”
Treadwell turned to her boss, a smile on her face.
“Yes, sir!” she trilled in her high voice, the bloodlust clear through the heavenly tones. As

Clawson cleared the vehicle, she threw it in reverse, backing the SUV up the street away from
the action in order to preserve their last line of defense from one of the RPGs. While armored, it
wasn’t rated to withstand that kind of damage.

*****
Refki didn’t hear the SUV roaring up the street. His ears were too damaged from the explosions
he’d been raining down on Harold Wernick’s house. He did, however, catch the motion to his
right. As soon as his mind registered the fact that something was happening in a location where
nothing should be happening, the bullet from Clawson’s gun entered slightly to the back of his
temple, traveling at an angle towards just over his left eye. As the bullet went through the man’s
brain it expanded, cutting and mashing a fist-sized chunk of Refki’s brain, blowing it out of the
man’s head. A quarter of Refki’s head and face and his entire left eye sprayed forward from the
ruined remains of his skull as the bullet passed through it.

He dropped to the ground, motionless but not lifeless. His right eye watched, unblinking, as
one of the men ran up the street past him, firing on Refki’s hand-picked soldiers. The sunlight
glinted off the man’s sunglasses. American, Refki thought.

In the seconds before he died, the right edge of Refki’s cheek twitched back, the muscles
trying to smile. He carried out the mission his half-brother gave him. The last second of his life
he knew that Khaled would know what he did, that he did exactly as ordered, that the man
would be happy, he would get their mother back and he would bring blood-letting vengeance on
those who dared stand against them.

Refki would never know how wrong he was.



CHAPTER 63
A STRONG ENOUGH REASON

“Goddammit!” JC yelled as the first news desk cut into the rerun of a British comedy Theo was
watching to explain in breathless detail about the latest attack in London. Over the next few
minutes, more news reports began to trickle in about the assault on the Shephard’s Bush
neighborhood. The trickle soon turned into a flood as the news crews either dodged past the
cordons the police set up, bribed their way past or went around the corner, looking for an inlet
the police hadn’t blocked yet.

The team all filtered into the front room, taking up seats around the LCD TV. Nobody said
anything for twenty minutes. Finally Duke spoke up.

“Boss, this was my idea, I’m the—”
“No,” JC said, cutting him off. “It was my call,” he said, “and I knew it was a long shot.”

Paused. “Get back in the control room and track down Khaled’s location. I’ll check on Harold.”
Duke and Mr. Douglas left as JC pulled out his cellphone. Sent a message to Kate’s phone,

asking about Harold’s condition. Although the camerawork was from a distance and shaky, he
had seen one house appeared to be fully destroyed. It looked like it might have been Harold’s.

“Khaled did this,” Theo said. “Not you.”
JC said nothing. He was keeping a lid on his anger and frustration. Not at the team, but at

himself. He knew taking Khaled’s mother was a long shot. He knew the man was just as likely
to lash out at them and the world than he was to call The General and allow them to find his
location. But still he approved the action.

And now he had to live with the consequences.
“I just need one shot at him,” Joan said, mostly to herself.
The TV was filled with yet another of Khaled’s videos. He had released two more since the

attack this morning on Harold’s neighborhood. Both were similar, decrying London, America
and the personal attacks on him. He left out the part where he destroyed most of the US
Embassy and killed dozens of people because the kidnapping victim he was holding was rescued
from his makeshift prison.

“I’d give you the shot, Joan,” Theo said to her. “We just gotta find him.”
Joan said nothing.
“Better yet,” Theo said, “how can we make him come to us?”
JC sat on the sofa, unmoving. Tuning everything out, feeling like he was floating. Theo’s

words echoed in his mind, repeating over and over.
“We don’t need to,” JC said, coming back to himself. He stood and walked towards the

control room in the library. Joan and Theo followed after a quick glance at each other.
“We don’t need to,” JC said again as he walked into the control room.
“We don’t need to what?” Mr. Douglas said, eyes still buried in the computer screen he was

working at. He turned away from the data as he caught a glimpse of Theo and Joan coming into
the room after JC.



JC went to the one unoccupied laptop, sitting down in the wooden chair in front of it. Opened
it up, pulling up a map. “Make him come to us,” he said over his shoulder. “Khaled. We don’t
need to make him come to us at all.”

Duke and Mr. Douglas both stopped what they were doing to focus on JC.
“What’s the plan, boss?” Joan asked.
He pointed to the map centering on Khaled’s house, tapping the screen before standing up

and walking around the library. Animated but in control. “He calls his wife, right? We can track
her calls but I’m guessing he’s going to keep them very very short, if at all.”

“Right, less than thirty seconds and we won’t be able to triangulate his position,” Mr.
Douglas said.

“And he only calls in the mornings, but now even that is unlikely after what’s been
happening,” Duke said.

JC nodded, pulling his phone from his pocket, using it as a prop. “Right, but come on,” he
said, “there’s got to be a way for his wife to get ahold of him. If something were to happen, there
has to be a way to initiate communication.” Paused, looking between his teammates. “Even with
us, we have ways of getting in touch, right?”

The team nodded, starting to see where he was going with his idea.
“We just need to give his wife a strong enough reason to initiate contact with Khaled,” Theo

said.
“No women, no children,” Joan said.
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” JC said.
“And how are you going to make sure their conversation is going to be long enough?” Duke

said.
JC smiled, walking back out to the front room. The rest of the team followed him. JC picked

up the remote control and turning up the sound on the TV. Khaled’s most recent video was once
again being shown and dissected, explained by news anchors and specialists who had been
saying the same thing with different words for far too long.



CHAPTER 64
THAT FELT GOOD

Khaled was upset. His wife had strict orders to never call him. Only in cases of extreme
emergency should she call him. He made her memorize the phone numbers for his other SIM
cards only as a once-in-a-lifetime emergency backup. And when he got a text message from her
on the number he used to communicate with his soldiers, he didn’t hesitate to call.

But there was no emergency.
“I’m so sorry,” Niama said, still sobbing from earlier. She didn’t ask about what was

happening in London and if he was safe. They had an unspoken agreement going back years: she
never asked him about his work and he never told her. “I know I should have waited, but after I
saw the news, I got this strange text message.”

“From who?”
“I don’t know, it just popped up,” his wife said, her sobbing subsiding as she told the tale.

“Then a couple minutes later, I received a video file on my phone.” The sobbing started up
again. “That’s when I called you.”

“A video file?” Khaled said. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”
“I couldn’t, Khaled,” she said, “I just couldn’t. It’s just too horrible.”
“Is my mother dead?” Khaled said. Walking down the street, head down, trying not to draw

attention to himself. He was near Bank Station on Princes Street and despite the area being
crowded and the increasing number of men who looked just like him in the city, some people
were still apprehensive about a man from the Middle East or Northern Africa having a loud,
animated conversation. Of all the men in the city, Khaled was the one who least wanted
attention drawn to him, from the public or the police.

“No, no,” Niama said, “it’s a video for you.”
Khaled stopped. Standing ramrod straight as the crowd flowed around him, mind churning

thorough a hundred possibilities. “For me?” he asked. “Sent to your phone?”
“Yes,” his wife said. “I didn’t understand, it makes no sense.”
“Send it to me,” he said, finishing the call. His wife, beautiful and dedicated as she was, did

not know all the details of his life. They both preferred it that way. So he wasn’t surprised to
hear that she didn’t understand the video. He figured he would. Although it was sent to her, it
was obviously a message to him. Probably from The General. Not surprising the man couldn’t
get ahold of him — he’d dumped the SIM card he used to communicate with the man on his
own advice.

The message with the attached file from his wife appeared. He tapped the “play” icon.
Khaled El Harrak almost wet himself.

*****
“You sure you wanna do this?” Mr. Douglas asked JC.

“She’s the star,” JC said, gesturing to Joan, “ask her.”



“Joan?” Mr. Douglas said, a slight grin on his face because he could already tell Joan’s
answer.

“Oh, yeah,” she said, rubbing her hands together.
After JC explained his idea to the team, it took just a minute to come up with a plot. It was

Duke’s idea and after the laughter died down, all that was left was for Joan to put in a
performance. She went upstairs to the room she shared with JC and was back down in the
kitchen in three minutes, standing in front of the butcher block prep island in the middle of the
room. She told Mr. Douglas to center the image so the butcher block could be seen and she was
visible from her waist to her chest. He promised her that was exactly how the shot was
composed.

Kate sent JC a message when they were organizing for the video shoot that Harold Wernick
was banged up and in the hospital, but the worst was a broken arm he suffered as he ran out the
back of his house and tripped over the garden sprinkler, landing sideways on a paving stone. He
was expected to make a full recovery. The news lightened the mood in the room even more.

“Alright,” Mr. Douglas said, pushing the record button on the camera. “Snap you fingers
when you’re done.” Paused to make sure it was recording. “You’re on.”

“You know my voice you spineless douchebag,” Joan said, her voice not much more than a
cruel growl. “I took your mother. Sonsabitches like you do not deserve family, not after what
you’ve done. Against my better judgement, I’m offering you a deal.” Paused. “Disappear. Slide
your shit-covered dickass back to Paris or Morocco or whatever rock you dwell under and stay
there. Cower down in some rathole filth-ridden hovel and never show your face again.”

Joan reached behind her back, pulling the small cleaver from its kydex holster. Put it front
and center on the butcher block table, horizontal, holding it so the edge rested against the
wooden surface.

“You pop your scab-covered pointy-ass head up from the ground or cause trouble anywhere
in the world, I’ll hunt you down like a worthless street dog, put my foot on your skinny little
neck and take off your other fuckin’ hand!”

Joan’s voice was increasing in volume as she spoke. She made sure not to make it too loud so
as not to distort the sound, but she wanted to make it as dramatic as possible.

She raised the cleaver up in the air, out of the camera shot, then thunked it down into the
butcher block, the point digging deep into the surface of the table.

“Am I clear you piss covered foreskin?” she nearly yelled.
Paused for two seconds then snapped her fingers.
Mr. Douglas laughed then turned off the recording.
“Think he’ll get the message?” Mr. Douglas said.
“I think he’ll poop his pants,” Theo said as the rest of the room laughed. “You said

‘foreskin.’”
Duke and Mr. Douglas took the phone back to the control room and the computers to edit out

the first and last parts of the video where other voices could be heard. They were also going to
embed both a tracking signal and a virus into the video. The tracking signal would allow them to
track the location of the video and whomever watched it with greater ease than without. The
virus would infect the phone and prevent it from being turned off unless the battery was
physically removed from the case.

In truth, they didn’t think they’d need it. By sending it to his wife, they calculated a



conversation between them would eat up time, plus the transferring of the file from Niama’s
phone to Khaled’s would give them all the time they needed.

Joan looked at Theo, then to JC.
“That felt good,” she said, putting the cleaver back in the holster.
“Think it’ll work?” JC asked.
Joan shrugged. “Better than average chance.”
JC hoped it was better than that. He was hoping it would be close to a sure thing. Because

other than this, he was out of ideas.
“Now we have to wait,” Theo groaned, heading back to the front room with the remote

control in his hand.



CHAPTER 65
HUNTING

They didn’t need to wait long.
Duke sent a cryptic text message to Niama’s phone. “You need to see this…” was all it said.

The satellite Mr. Douglas tasked to aim directly at Niama’s house as able to record the arrival of
Duke’s text and Niama’s reading of it. Two minutes after the text message was read, Duke sent
the video.

Four minutes after the video was sent, the satellite, the tracking signal, the virus and the hack
into the British telecom system all told the team Khaled’s wife had opened the message and
watched the video. The video was forty-three seconds long. Fifty-seven seconds after starting
the video, Niama was sending a text message to an unknown number.

Three minutes later they listened in as Niama informed Khaled about the video. Duke
translated. JC felt slightly bad about Niama being exposed to this ugliness, but a quick thought
to all the people the man injured and killed in London and all those whose hope and future he
stole as a gangster in Paris and the weight lifted from his mind.

As Khaled downloaded and watched the video, the tracking information flashed on the
screen.

“There,” Mr. Douglas said. Pointing at the map and the blinking red circle. It was in Central
London, moving slowly. “Looks like he’s walking.”

“We know where he’s going?”
“Up Princes Street,” Mr. Douglas said. “Too early to tell beyond that.” Paused as the

information on the screen changed. “He’s making a call,” he said.
“Can you bring it up?”
Mr. Douglas tapped a few keys, tapped the touchpad once and Khaled’s voice was heard loud

and clear. He was not happy.
“I don’t give a goddamn flying nutsack what you say, you old bastard, you’re gonna tell me

where that whore Joan and her faggot friends are hiding and then I’m gonna slaughter them all
and send you the tiny bloody pieces!” His voice was in a panicked shriek when he finished.

“I think he’s sweet on you,” Theo whispered loudly to Joan, receiving a punch in the arm as a
reply.

All sound drained from the room as they heard the voice on the other end of the phone.
“Listen to me you couscous eatin’ summabitch,” The General said loudly. “You and me are

over and done. You call me again and I will repurpose whatever Predator drone is flying closest
to you, crash it right onto your thick melon head and turn you into a flaming grease spot on the
goddamn ground!”

The signal went dead.
“Tell me we’ve got a lock,” JC said.
Mr. Douglas continued tapping at his laptop. JC realized he was holding his breath but he

didn’t care.



“We’ve got a lock,” Mr. Douglas said.
JC bolted for the front door, grabbing his battle rifle and a bag of ammo as he went, heading

through the courtyard for the garage. Joan, Theo and Duke were right behind him.
As they jumped into the armored Chevy Tahoe Mr. Douglas acquired from London’s CIA

headquarters earlier in the day, the door from the house opened again. Mr. Douglas trailed
behind them, a duffle bag in one hand and a laptop under the other.

“I need you here,” JC said, holding out a hand to the man.
“You need me with you,” Mr. Douglas said, moving past JC and into the third row of seats in

the American-made SUV. He settled into the back and opened his laptop again. “Real-time
updates beat the hell out of something piped into your ear over the phone.” Placed the duffle bag
next to him on the back seat. “Besides,” he said with a faint smile, looking at the laptop screen,
“it’s my damn truck.”

JC shrugged and got in the middle row of seating with Joan. Theo hopped in the driver’s seat
leaving Duke to ride shotgun.

“Let’s go,” JC said as the beaten-up looking garage door opened on well-oiled nearly silent
hinges, the pneumatic actuators triggered by proximity. He began taking some of the extra
magazines from the duffle bag and attaching them to his bulletproof vest. There was no hiding
anything now. They were hunting and couldn’t be bothered with not scaring random civilians.



CHAPTER 66
IN THEIR OWN WAY

Khaled almost smashed his phone on the street. He had a sneaking suspicion the woman Seddik
told him about actually could be Joan. But part of his mind, the part that wanted to never think
of her and what she did, how she disfigured him, told him it couldn’t possibly be true.

But the voice. He’d never forget that voice. And the cleaver? She was taunting him.
How dare she?
Khaled sat down on the street, back against a building. He needed to change the SIM card.

He’d never call The General again. But his hands were shaking so badly, he wasn’t sure he
could do it with just one hand.

“Goddamn her,” he said under his breath. Realized tears were running down his face. “I’m
gonna kill her last,” he said. “Slowly, slowly, slowly and with so much pain.”

He noticed a pair of legs stopping in front of him.
“Are you okay, sir?” Some pasty, tubby Londoner.
Khaled ignored him.
“Do you need any help?”
Khaled wiped the sweat from his face. Swore in Darija, his voice a high-pitched shriek of

rage. Finished changing the SIM card to the extra one, the emergency one he never used, the one
even his wife didn’t know the number for. Tossed the rest of the cards into the grate on the
street. Stood up, looking at the man trying to help him. Brandished the stump where his left hand
used to be so many years ago.

“I just found out the woman who took my hand is tracking me down again,” he said to the
man, his voice dripping with pure rage. “I’m going to kill as many of you people as I can to
make her come to me.”

The man he was speaking to took a step backward. Khaled kept walking towards him,
holding his stump out like a weapon. The man kept stepping backwards.

“When she comes to me, I’m going to cut off her hands and feet then shove this goddamn
stump into every hole in her body I can find until she dies from the blood loss.”

The man stepped back too far and stumbled off the curb. A long, panicked honk of a horn and
a screech of tires filled the air as the truck that almost smacked into the man stopped literally
inches from killing him.

Khaled was already walking down the street, powering up his phone and calling the men he
needed to rendezvous with.

*****
“Where’s he going?” JC asked as the SUV sped through the streets of London as fast as
possible. They were about twenty minutes away from Bank Station.

“Lost the signal,” Mr. Douglas said from the back.
“Goddammit, Neil,” JC said, half turning in his seat. “We’ve gotta fi—”



“I said I lost the signal,” Mr. Douglas said, cutting JC off. “There’s over half a million
cameras on the streets of London.” Paused as he worked. “We can track him.”

“That’s a lot of cameras to hack,” Duke said from the front.
“Who said anything about hacking?” Mr. Douglas said. “Our cousins at MI5 gave us a key

and an open invitation.” Paused again. “Alright. Our man is walking up King William Street,
still going the same direction.”

“Tell me where to go,” Theo said.
Mr. Douglas glanced up, then back to the laptop.
“Keep on this road then take a left when you see the next Starbucks.”
“What’s the plan, JC?” Joan said.
“Watch your backgrounds,” JC said, “but when you see him, open fire.”
Joan nodded. Her Steyr AUG rifle loaded and ready in her hands.
“Capture would be better,” Mr. Douglas said. “Give us a chance to question him.”
JC shook his head. He had all the information he needed. After his fishing expedition with

The General the day before and then hearing the man’s voice over the intercepted phone call, JC
had no more doubt. The General had been working with the terrorist Khaled. He’d deal with The
General later. The man was right. Nothing about this would ever make it into a court of law.

Joan was also right. It wouldn’t need to be dragged into court. They would take care of it in
their own way. The first step was killing Khaled and making sure he could not hurt any more
innocent civilians.

“Tell you what, Mr. Douglas,” Joan said. “If there’s time, I’ll ask him a question or two as he
bleeds out.” Turned her head to look at the CIA man. Not joking. “Will that be good enough?”

Mr. Douglas didn’t bother to look up. “I guess it’ll have to be,” he said.
Theo turned left at the Starbucks.
“Stay on this road until I tell you to turn,” Mr. Douglas said.
JC held his tongue. Waiting. Hoping Khaled wasn’t able to plan or execute anything else in

the fifteen minutes or so it would take them to get to him and cut him down.



CHAPTER 67
DIDN’T EXPECT EVERYONE TO LIVE

Khaled needed to get out of London. As much as he wanted this city to suffer and all the people
in it to die, it wasn’t his base of operations. He expected to be engaged in a fairly drawn out
operation here, so he’d ordered his men to bring vehicles full of weapons and stash them in
rented garages around the city. But it looked like they wouldn’t be necessary. It was for the best.
Only two had made it over so far.

Luckily, one was close by. And the men who were watching over it were some of his most
loyal lieutenants.

“How soon can you be here?” he said into the phone, using Darija, their mother language.
Continuing to walk down King Williams Street, keeping his head down as much as he could.
Cameras were everywhere and he wanted to avoid them as long as possible.

“Five minutes, maybe less,” the man answered.
“Hurry up,” Khaled said as he hung up.
Waiting was hard, so he kept walking. Trying to figure out the best way to make Joan follow

him as he went back to Europe. It didn’t take long. The plan wasn’t original, but it would work.
Everything he’d read or heard or seen about Joan and her team of former soldiers told him one
thing: they thought they were the good guys.

Which meant Khaled was the bad guy. Not a stretch. He just had to do things that would
make them pursue him across the Channel.

A Nissan Pathfinder stopped next to him four minutes later, the passenger door opening
instantly as a man hopped out. Khaled said nothing to him as he got into the front seat. He didn’t
care where the man sat, just as long as they started bringing vengeance to Joan’s feet.

*****
JC was nervous. Uncharacteristically so. It was mostly because of their plan. Well, really, lack
of a plan.

Theo sped through the streets of London, but speeding through London in the middle of the
day was a dodgy proposition at best. Traffic was too thick, lights to frequent and pedestrians too
common to make it much faster than the speed of everybody else.

Still, Theo tried. Kept his swearing at other drivers to a minimum. Joan and Duke said
nothing, but the tension of the entire team was like a giant weight, expanding and filling the
SUV and threatening to suffocate them.

Mr. Douglas gave directions to Theo, but he was terse. Everybody knew the stakes if they
lost Khaled. Or if he got access to weapons before they were able to overtake him.

“Still on King Williams Street, about five minutes out,” Mr. Douglas said. “Theo, turn right
at the next street.” Paused. Swore loudly.

“He started?” JC said, his worst fear that Khaled would begin cutting down people on the
street.

“Not yet,” Mr. Douglas said. “He just got picked up by an unknown number of people in a



white SUV. At least two plus him.”
Theo swung to the right into oncoming traffic, slamming down on the accelerator. Flashing

the lights on and off. Drivers honked and tried to avoid crashing into him. He wove in and out of
both lanes, gaining precious time.

“Put me on an intercept course, Douglas,” Theo said loudly without taking his eyes off the
road. “Figure out where the hell he’s going and get me there first.”

“You got it,” Mr. Douglas said.
Nobody in the vehicle said anything to distract the driver and his navigator. The chances of

causing an accident by driving on the wrong side of the road outweighed the chances of losing
Khaled. Because with him mobile, likely armed, with reinforcements, everyone realized one
thing.

The team was out of time.

*****
“That’s it?” Khaled said, looking in the back of the Japanese SUV. His first grade classmate
Iyad was driving. Lotfi and Talal, men he also went to elementary school with, were sitting in
the back holding the supposed arsenal they brought over. It was four AK-47s, boxes of ammo,
bulletproof vests and one box of hand grenades.

“We didn’t have much time,” Talal said
“Plus there’s a bag full of IEDs in the cargo hold,” Lotfi said. A big grin on his face.
Khaled may have been a tyrant to the people in his organization, but these men knew him

most of his life. Stuck by him through everything; first fights, first girlfriends and first deaths. If
there was anyone he might be liable to allow a little leeway with, it was the men in this car.

He smiled, then chuckled. The three others in the car joined in. “Hand me one of those,” he
said, a smile on his face. His rough plan was crystallizing. Talal passed forward the rifle he was
holding. Khaled removed the magazine, checking to see if it was loaded, slapped it back into
place and slid back the charging handle.

“What’s the plan, Khaled,” Lotfi said.
Khaled looked out the front window. “See that?” he said, pointing with the stump of his left

arm at the Tower Bridge in front of them. “We get to the middle of the bridge, we stop the car.
Get out, start shooting everyone we can see. Plant some of the IEDs, then head to the other side.
Killing as we go.” His smile was getting bigger and bigger. “We cross the bridge, steal a car,
and head for the tunnel. We’ll close down the finest club in Paris tonight, surrounded by
anything your heart desires.”

The men in the car smiled and laughed. It wasn’t a great plan, but they watched the news.
They knew what was happening. Plans changed, from rigid to fluid, from elaborate to simple.
And while this plan wasn’t the best, it would serve its purpose: strike terror in the heart of
London and, if they were lucky, severely damage one of the most iconic symbols of the city.

And if they were really lucky, they might make it through. Khaled didn’t expect everyone to
live, but he kept that to himself.

“Alright,” he said, half turning in his seat as Iyad made his way onto the edge of the bridge.
“When we get even with the first tower, stop the car and jump out,” Khaled said. “Start shoo—”

His words were cut off in a shower of glass and the sound of an explosion.



*****
Theo slammed into the white Pathfinder at almost thirty miles an hour. It was the top speed he
could get in the short distance he had available to him. He aimed for the middle of the SUV,
trying to T-bone them and hopefully kill one or two inside. But they moved forward enough at
the last second that he hit the rear quarter panel.

It was enough. The force of the heavier vehicle spun and slammed the lighter vehicle onto the
curb to the right. The right rear wheel sheared off and buckled under the vehicle, the left wheel
canting at an unnatural angle as the rest of the suspension was fractured and broken.

Shots pinged off the bulletproof glass as the men in the SUV fired out the broken windows.
“Hit ‘em again!” JC roared. Theo threw the vehicle in reverse, punched the gas for three

seconds to gain some space then rocketed forward again.
The front passenger door opened and a man stumbled out, rolling away from the incoming

vehicle.
“That’s Khaled!” Joan yelled.
Theo tried to aim the SUV towards him, but there wasn’t time. He was able to hit the front

door of the Pathfinder, but Khaled ran up the bridge, firing wildly behind him. The pedestrians
on the bridge cowered and ran, looking for cover on the open bridge and finding little.

Duke opened his door to step out when Theo yelled, “Grenade!” Duke leaned back in,
slamming his door shut as the blast scared the hell out of them. Largely muffled from the sound,
the bigger issue was the simple fact that they were fighting against grenades. And the collateral
damage they could cause to people not connected to the fight.

JC threw his door open, crouching and running to the left, gaining distance and a better angle
of fire. Ducked down behind a Saab convertible, then popped up, firing at the Pathfinder. Khaled
was their target, but the immediate problem was getting his team out of their vehicle and chasing
down the man they were after.

He saw Joan exit the vehicle, peeling off to the right, setting up another line of fire to get
Theo and Duke out. It worked. The front doors of the CIA armored vehicle opened at the same
time, the two men running full speed away from it.

“IED!” Duke yelled just as the explosion lifted the front of the SUV three feet in the air,
blowing shrapnel, engine parts and fluid through the hood and onto the immediate area. The
three-ton vehicle landed back on the street with an enormous crash.

“Neil!” JC yelled, wanting to rush in and pull the CIA agent free, knowing it was the wrong
thing to do. If he was alive, he’d get out on his own. If not, then exposing himself to incoming
fire to rescue a dead body wouldn’t help their mission.

The back gate of the broken Tahoe opened up. Mr. Douglas emerged, half crawling, half
falling over the back seat. He landed on the street, standing to look around. His face was cut in a
few places, likely from shrapnel, but as far as JC could see, he was neither bleeding from holes
nor favoring any particular location on his body.

Mr. Douglas found JC. Gave him a thumbs up. Reached back into the vehicle, retrieving an
AK-47. He didn’t need his computer right now. They knew where Khaled was. All that was left
was the killing. Mr. Douglas nodded his head at JC, then leaned around the left side of the
vehicle, firing at the Pathfinder.

“Tough ol’ sonofabitch,” JC muttered, standing to move up the bridge to join Duke. Shots



pinged off the metal body of the Saab. JC dropped down again. It was coming from up the
bridge, but not as far as he expected Khaled to be. Glanced around the bumper to see one of
Khaled’s men, short and slim with curly hair, a duffle bag slung over his shoulder firing in JC’s
direction. He ducked back down.

This wasn’t a warzone. The man was standing right behind a vehicle with a man and woman
inside it. JC could see them cowering down. While Khaled’s man could fire as he wanted, JC
needed to be more precise. Which meant he needed help.

Joan stood up, pouring bullets into the Pathfinder, walking her way to Theo. The man was
crouched behind the back end of a blue delivery lorry. She made it there, checked him out
briefly, looked in JC’s direction and gave him a thumbs up.

They both stood, splitting but approaching the vehicle. As much as JC wanted to charge up
the bridge towards Khaled, they needed to get reasonably sure there would be nobody coming
behind them.

Joan stood at the front of their ruined Chevy Tahoe as Theo walked around the rear of the
Pathfinder, leading with the barrel of his rifle. He let off a burst of gunfire only to turn and run,
grabbing at Joan and propelling her forward as soon as his hand touched her shirt.

Another explosion ripped through the morning as another device, likely another IED, tore
apart the inside of the Pathfinder. Shots were fired at JC’s position. As he ducked down again,
he could see another man running up the bridge towards Khaled.

He fired back, rising up to sight on the man just as he disappeared behind a van. The other
man, the curly-haired one with the duffle bag appeared further away, running between parked
cars. All traffic on the bridge was stopped, providing both lots of cover as well as lots of
potential victims. JC pulled his trigger once, hitting the man in the left upper back. As he
stumbled and spun to the ground, more bullets pounded into the Saab.

JC ran away from the vehicle, to the right and forward, looking for better cover and trying to
gain ground on the shooter. JC guessed it to be Khaled. It went against what he knew of the
man. He forced people into situations and then left them to die as if they were disposable. But if
he was trying to help the men from the SUV, that meant they were valuable to him in some way.

JC crouched down behind the bumper of a minivan. Glanced to make sure nobody was
inside. Scooted to the right side to see the man with the duffle bag stagger up and keep running,
blood streaming from his right upper back. He swung his AK-47 behind him, firing wildly. JC
pointed his rifle at him only to have more incoming fire pound his position.

“Dammit,” JC swore, ducking back behind cover. Saw Duke running towards his position,
firing up the bridge as he ran. The bullets hitting the minivan stopped as Duke slammed his back
against the rear of the minivan, squatting down to JC’s right.

“That dude you tagged has the IEDs in his duffle bag,” Duke said through heaving breaths.
“Let’s go,” JC said, rising and peeling off to the left of the minivan. Duke groaned as he

stood and took off to the right. JC was running forward, trying to find the shooter he suspected
was Khaled. JC guessed the Pathfinder held a maximum of five people, six at the most. He’d
seen three armed men running up the bridge before the Pathfinder blew up, leaving anyone
inside dead. Joan and Theo were on the vehicle soon after, mopping up as they went, which
meant it was four on three, which would normally be fantastic odds considering the experience
and will of his team. But in an urban environment with civilians at every turn and the balance
swayed to fifty-fifty. And if the other side had grenades and IEDs?



JC suddenly felt undermanned.
He was running from car to car, pausing for cover, sometimes going left, sometimes right,

sometimes passing cars. Trying to keep the shooter or shooters guessing. Took a short pause
behind a dusty Citroen. Saw Joan and Theo running towards him, spread apart on either side of
the bridge, dodging from vehicle to vehicle like he had just been.

JC leaned around the car and whistled sharply for Duke. His friend heard the sound, stopped
under cover, looking back. JC held up his hand, telling Duke to stop then saw Duke’s
confirming hand gesture. He didn’t want the younger man to get too separated from the rest of
the team. If four-on-three wasn’t good odds, then one-on-three was suicide.

“How many,” Joan said to him, ducked behind a vehicle ten feet from JC.
“I saw three,” JC answered. Turning to find Theo ten feet to his right. “Any behind us?”

Knowing the answer but needing to hear confirmation.
“One dead in the Nissan,” Theo said. “IED must’ve gone off early.”
Which meant they had three guys in front of them, at least one of them wounded, a duffle bag

of IEDs, who knows how many hand grenades, a bridge full of civilians, and a path to freedom
for the bad guys.

“Let’s cut these guys off,” JC said, crouching to move around the Citroen.
An explosion rocked the morning, followed by another one. JC lost his balance as he felt the

bridge jerk and sway. He scrambled to his feet and ran up the bridge, rifle on his shoulder,
barely ducking down, swearing as he went. Now was not the time for cover or safety. It was the
time for speed, for action and for precision.

He knew what Khaled was trying to do and the man had to be stopped now.



CHAPTER 68
BUCK AND SWAY

Khaled’s plan changed the instant their vehicle was nearly T-boned by Theo.
“Meet at the tower,” he yelled before he jumped from the ruined SUV, “and bring the IEDs.”

He rolled away from the incoming vehicle, running as fast as he could. He had to get distance
from them in order to survive. Despite his willingness to do anything to anyone at any time,
Khaled wasn’t stupid enough to think that willingness could outweigh the military experience of
Joan and her team. He’d seen a few files, heard a few conversations and knew in a standing fight
between his men and the people coming after them, his men would lose every time and quickly.

Even in a running gun battle, surrounded by human shields, Khaled knew his crew would last
a little longer, but would sooner or later be cut down. As he was firing on the one called JC, he
came up with a new plan. And he was pretty sure they weren’t expecting it.

The bag of IEDs, originally planned to be used to sow terror on the bridge, could now do that
as well as cover their escape. He first thought about planting them on vehicles and blowing them
up at random. Hoping to take out pursuers at best, cause more panic and confusion at worst. But
now, looking at the bridge, he realized there was a more powerful target.

Talal was injured and Iyad was limping. Khaled cared, but also didn’t. At this point, the men
from his childhood were soldiers and needed to be treated as such. He saw the explosion take
apart the Pathfinder. Figured Lotfi was inside as he didn’t see him coming up the bridge. He’d
mourn later, exact vengeance if he could. But right now he needed to get off the bridge. Staying
meant destruction.

Joan and her team were ducked down behind some vehicles as he ran back to Talal and Iyad.
Both men looked beaten and scared. Khaled plastered a smile across his face, the fake
inspirational one he used for his soldiers in times of trouble.

“I’ve got an idea,” he said, clapping Talal on his good shoulder and removing the duffle bag.
He laid his rifle on the ground as he rummaged through the bag. Found what he was looking for.
Handed one to Iyad and the other to Talal.

“Put them on the bridge supports,” Khaled said, his smile widening.
“The big cables?” Iyad said, looking up in the sky.
“No,” Talal said, his grin spreading like Khaled’s. “The suspender rods,” he said, “those

white ones going from the main cable to the deck of the bridge.”
Iyad looked, found the smaller white rods connecting the superstructure with the bridge.

Ducked down as the sound of gunshots up the bridge reminded them of their urgent situation.
Talal clapped Khaled on the shoulder, took two more IEDs from the bag, handed one to Iyad
then ran up the bridge. Iyad nodded to Khaled then followed.

Khaled slung the duffle bag over his head, picked up his gun and followed the men. He had
no idea if it would collapse the bridge or not. But part of spreading terror was the financial
burden left in place to either repair the damage left behind or to increase security in all areas of
life.

Bullets pinged off the vehicle he was passing, causing him to duck down and return fire. He



was trying to be more precise with his shots. He did not have an unending supply of ammo and
reloading was time consuming because of his missing hand.

Still, he was looking to kill Joan. While torturing her slowly in a private dungeon was
optimal, he’d settle for putting a bullet through her face. Saw her running up the bridge with her
fat companion. Fired at her, causing her to duck down.

A movement to his right and Joan’s tall friend was rising up from behind a car, searching for
him. He was much closer than Joan was. Khaled fired three shots at the man, making him drop
back down again. It was almost fun, he said to himself. Kind of like a video game.

More bullets found his position from up the bridge near Joan’s location. Khaled stood and
started crouch-running towards the tower. If Talal and Iyad managed to correctly place the IEDs,
and if the converted landmines did their jobs, and if the bridge somehow managed to buckle and
fall, he wanted to be under the relatively more stable tower when it did.

An explosion to his right forced him to drop to the ground, followed by another one. Khaled
looked up. He was about twenty meters from the safety of the tower. He glanced over his
shoulder to see the bridge behind him, full of cars and people still running from the sounds of
warfare in the middle of London, buck and sway from the explosions.

A maniacal grin spread across his face. He dug in the bag, wanting to leave surprises for
those chasing him. One IED tucked under his arm, another in his hand, he stood and ran for the
tower. His plan was working. Now if the two IEDs Iyad had would just finish the job, he said to
himself, sure in the feeling that Talal was the more reliable of the two men.

And beginning to feel that he might be able to live through this day after all.



CHAPTER 69
BAD SIGNS

Duke popped up and ran as soon as he felt the bridge sway as well. The duffle bag he saw the
curly-haired man carry was big, but not massive. There could have been maybe a dozen
medium-sized IEDs inside it. If they were, as he guessed, trying to drop the bridge and two
explosions caused it to sway this much, then by Duke’s calculation, they had a good chance at it.

He saw the curly-haired man running from vehicle to vehicle. Stopped, leading him like a
hunter, and then fired right before he emerged from the cover of an old Mercedes sedan. The
bullet found its mark, smacking into the man’s side from the back, knocking him forward and
down.

Duke guessed he was dead, but he needed to be sure. Looked up the bridge toward the tower.
Didn’t see any hostiles so he ran towards the location of the man he just injured.

Caught movement out of his right eye. JC was running past him with Joan and Theo close
behind. Duke continued on, still wanting to make sure the man he took out of the fight was
going to stay out.

He heard the distinctive sound of a round metal device clinking and skittering across the
pavement. He was moving before he even thought about what to do, rolling onto the hood of the
car to his immediate right, trying to get some form of cover from the grenade the curly-haired
man must have thrown.

It worked, kind of. The grenade exploded about two feet from where Duke had been standing
a second ago. The shrapnel from it flew up and out, missing Duke. However the force of the
blast shredded the hood and grill of the vehicle he was on, the metal pieces turning into
secondary shrapnel, some of which found Duke’s arm and sliced through it.

He rolled to the side of the car, muttering, “I ain’t got time to bleed,” a variation of the classic
movie line from Predator. Partly as a habit, partly as a motivation for himself. His arm felt like
it was on fire but he was still able to move his fingers which meant he was okay for now.

Saw the curly-headed man lean his head from around a vehicle to get a look at the damage.
One pull of the trigger and the the man’s head was lying on the pavement, unmoving while the
back half of his head sprayed out behind him.

Duke turned and ran up the bridge to help his teammates. Their odds just improved
dramatically.

Another explosion removed all sounds briefly except for the roar, leaving silence, then
screams and car alarms in its wake as the bridge bucked even more.

*****
Iyad’s first IED didn’t work. He didn’t know if it was because of a loose wire, a malfunction in
the design or operator error. He didn’t have time to figure out why, he just moved to plant the
second one, then circle back to where he thought Khaled was.

The grenade up the bridge told him Talal was under attack. The man always liked grenades.
The single gunshot without an answering grenade or gunfire told him his childhood friend was



likely dead. There would be time to mourn later. Right now he needed to get back to Khaled for
more instructions or IEDs.

The blast from his functioning IED knocked him to the ground for a second. He stood
quickly, got his sea legs under him as the deck threatened to throw him down again and headed
for Khaled’s position.

*****
JC saw a man with an AK-47 heading to where he last saw Khaled. JC stopped, kneeling behind
the hood of a BMW, using the German sedan as support for his rifle. Joan and Theo fanned out,
providing cover for him. JC waited as his target snuck between two vehicles without looking as
carefully as he should. JC’s finger, already resting on the trigger, smoothly pulled backwards.

The bullet flew from the barrel at over one thousand feet per second, slamming into the
man’s arm, breaking it, then continued on, expanding, nicking two ribs as it passed between
them, then through the man’s left lung, losing speed, before it found the man’s heart. The fist-
sized life-giving muscle was shredded as the bullet tumbled through it.

JC stood, looking for Khaled as the man he just shot fell to the ground, already dead.
****
Single gunshots were bad signs. Khaled knew it. It was the work of professionals, not his

own soldiers. Two single gunshots meant his friends were dead and he was all alone on a
weakening bridge with four trained killers coming towards him.

He laid his rifle on the ground. He still had an ace or two up his sleeve.



CHAPTER 70
NO. I DIDN’T.

JC saw Duke jogging towards them. Waited as the man approached and crouched down.
“You good?” JC said, nodding to Duke’s bleeding arm.
“Yeah,” the man said, looking up the bridge for Khaled. “No cybernetics for me.”
“We’re down to one, right?” Theo said.
“That and a bag of IEDs,” JC said.
“I’m gonna guess eight to ten left in his bag,” Duke said.
“Y’all are a buncha pussies,” Joan said shaking her head. “You boys gonna grab your

nutsacks and get this sonofabitch or sit here jawin’ about it?” Doing a fair job of imitating The
General’s slight drawl.

“One of these days,” Theo said, looking straight at JC, “you and I are gonna have a
conversation about your girlfriend’s language and lack of respect.”

The man was moving around the side of their cover vehicle before Joan could punch him.
Duke peeled off to the other side, leaving JC and Joan to follow.

They weren’t ten seconds from their cover when the first explosion occurred. Then another.
And another.

Khaled planted IEDs under cars as he went up the bridge and was now phoning in the
detonation code. The team spread out more and rushed forward. While spreading out increased
their chances of one of them being injured or killed by the random explosions, it also reduced
the chances of the entire team being killed, allowing the man they were pursuing to get away.

Joan was slightly ahead of JC, rifle to her shoulder, searching for the man whose hand she cut
off years ago. JC saw three things all at once: the IED under the bumper of the car Joan just
passed, Khaled’s vicious face watching her from an angle she had to have missed and the fact
that she was about to be blown to pieces.

The roar from JC was guttural. He fired at Khaled wildly as he ran to Joan. Khaled ducked
down as Joan glanced towards JC, looking for the danger, then looking back up the bridge. He
knew she was going to die any second.

“Run!” JC managed to yell. He should have taken an extra second to aim better and shoot
Khaled, should have stayed there and fired on the man trying to kill them. But his desire to
protect Joan, protect his team, took over, leaving reason behind.

Joan must have heard his cry because she ran, her legs pumping to get her away from
whatever the impending disaster was. She ran straight forward, heading up the bridge towards
where she knew Khaled was. Whatever danger JC had seen had to have been worse than what
was in front of her. JC watched her run, knowing there was no way she could get away from the
explosion that was coming.

He was right.
The IED planted under the car ignited, turning the metal of the vehicle itself into a shrapnel

machine, shredding it and sending pieces up and, worst for Joan, out in all directions. As the



force of the blast rocked the car on its side, the same blast force pushed Joan forward and JC
backwards.

He scrambled up as quickly as he could, running for his fallen teammate. Theo was already
there, checking her for injuries. Duke stood close by, firing at the vehicle Khaled was hiding
behind.

“Theo?” JC said as he slid to a stop next to Joan. Her face was scratched up a little, likely
from falling on the pavement, but she looked relatively unharmed other than that.

Theo rolled her onto her side. One big bolt from the car was imbedded in her bulletproof
vest, high on her back on the left. There was no telling how deep the piece of metal was in her
back, so Theo laid her back down.

“Her vest took most of it,” he said. “That bolt’s the one problem I see, and it’s going to take a
hospital to get it out.” Paused. “If she’d been a few feet closer?”

“Let me up,” Joan said. Struggling to move.
“You need to stay here until I can—” Theo said, his hands and fingers probing for more

injuries before she cut him off.
“Let me up, fat man,” she said, her teeth gritted in pain as she tried to get her legs under her.

Tears of pain and frustration leaking from her eyes and running into her ears as her body didn’t
follow what her mind willed it to do. “And stop touching me.”

Theo held her down. “Not this time, Joan,” he said. “Yeah, you’re Joan, baby, but you don’t
quit squirming, I’m gonna sit on you until you do.” JC watched as Joan’s anger overtook her
frustration. “Now, the last thing you want,” Theo continued, “is my fat ass squishing you down
to the ground, so just stop moving around until we get this figured out.”

JC heard the sirens in the background. Took them longer than he expected. But regardless of
the police, the Army, The General’s personal army or anybody else, he had a job to finish.

“Roll her over again,” JC said.
Theo did as ordered. JC reached for her waist, removing the small cleaver she carried there,

the same one that took Khaled’s hand. “Don’t move her,” JC said. “I’ll be right back.”
He stood, the cleaver in his left hand, his M4 in his right. Walked to where Duke was pinning

down Khaled.
“I think he’s out of IEDs and grenades,” Duke said, “otherwise he’d have thrown one.”
“Let’s find out,” JC said, walking past him. “But I kill him,” he said as Duke took long

strides to keep up with him. “Nobody else.”

*****
Khaled was down to his last two IEDs. His AK-47 had about fifteen rounds left and there were
no more grenades. One of the bullets from those bastards helping Joan had caught him in the left
calf, passing through but making it almost impossible to walk.

He was stuck and, without a miracle, he was likely to die on the Tower Bridge in London.
However, like he decided many years ago, when it came time for him to die, there was no way
he was going to die alone.

He pulled the last two IEDs from the bag, using the strap from the duffle bag to bind them
together. Programmed them to go off fifteen seconds after he sent a text message to both phone
triggers. Took out his cellphone, programming a text message to go out to both with the push of



a button.
The bullets pounding into the car he was hiding behind stopped. He was swiftly running out

of time. The bridge behind was still unstable and although he tried to reach the safety of the
towers with their concrete pylons reaching into the bed of the River Thames, he was about ten
meters short.

He stopped. The text was ready to send. All he needed to do was push the icon.
A soft whistle to his left, two-toned, high then low, distracted him, making him look in fear.

Saw the barrel of a battle rifle pointing at him, the tall teammate of Joan’s behind it. Duke, the
son of the ambassador The General paid him to help set up for murder and then kidnap.

Heard sounds to his right, turning just in time to another from Joan’s team dodge around the
car, pistol in his right hand. He fired one shot, hitting Khaled right below his left collarbone.
Khaled dropped his cellphone, pushing “send” as he did. The man holstered his pistol, his now
free right hand grabbing Khaled by the front of the shirt and walking away.

The IEDs in Khaled’s lap fell to the ground as this man dragged him on the ground, around
the bumper of the bullet-ridden car and away from the salvation and vengeance the two IEDs
would provide.

“No,” Khaled said as the man continued to drag him on the pavement, his shoulder screaming
out in pain. “No!”

“Yes,” the man dragging him said over his shoulder. “Hell yes.”

*****
The explosion of the two IEDs knocked JC to the ground but he never lost his grip on Khaled.
The blast was massive, but as a result of their distance from it and the cars blocking them from
the force of the explosion, they sustained no damage.

Not like Joan.
He knew she’d be alright eventually. They’d get her to a hospital, they’d remove the shrapnel

from her back and she’d heal. But being wounded like that? It took time. JC was injured some
fifteen years ago in an ammo depot explosion and he was still dealing with the scars, both
physical and emotional.

But unlike his injuries, the injuries to Joan were caused by one man. And although she
couldn’t move well enough to exact her vengeance, he was willing and able to help her on that
front.

They were about twenty feet from Joan. Two delivery trucks were pushed together, forming a
“V” that created a small area largely shielded from view. There were still people on the bridge,
and where there were people there were cameraphones. Up until this point, everything they’d
done could be either explained away or forgiven by authorities. But JC knew he was about to
cross a line or two that couldn’t be as easily explained away. Or forgiven.

He dropped Khaled in the concealed area. Took out his phone and his Glock 23. Set his
phone to record audio then shoved it in one of the pockets on his vest. Kicked Khaled in the
stomach, then knelt down next to him. Duke stood guard over his boss and their prisoner.

“Who paid you?”
Khaled’s answer was in Arabic, but JC needed no translation. Spittle was flying from his

mouth along with the venom of his words.
JC pistol-whipped him, smashing his face with the side of his pistol once, twice, three times.



“It isn’t getting any better,” JC said. “Tell me who paid you.”
“Nobody paid me,” he said. “I came to London on my own to avenge the deaths of—”
JC backhanded him with his free hand, shutting him up.
“Before that,” he said. “Who paid you to kidnap the ambassador? Who paid you to fire on us

outside the embassy? Who paid you to attack us on the street later that night?” JC leaned
forward. “Who’s been feeding you intel about us?”

“I don’t even know who you are,” Khaled said. JC saw that some of the man’s teeth were
chipped. Good. He leaned forward, putting the muzzle of his pistol against the dime-sized hole
under the man’s collarbone. Pushed the gun forward, widening the hole, tearing the skin, forcing
the muscle to separate.

Khaled cried out in pain.
“Lemme guess,” JC said. “Somebody contacted you with a job, paid you well, and then

dropped the ball when things went bad.” Searching Khaled’s face as he spoke. “Left you
hanging when you needed him to have your back.”

Khaled’s breathing was ragged from the pain. And likely the frustration and fear as well.
“Who do you think gave you up?” JC said. “All these years you’ve been untouchable and

now we found you?” Paused. “You really think we’re that good?” Looking in the man’s eyes,
seeing the betrayal there. “Tell me his name.”

“You can go to hell,” Khaled said.
JC popped the Glock 23 free from the wound in Khaled’s shoulder, wiped the blood and gore

on the man’s shirt and holstered it.
“Alright, we can go another way,” he said, reaching his left hand to his back, bringing back

the cleaver he took from Joan.
Khaled tried to wriggle free, kicking and bucking to find any escape to get away from the

cleaver. There was none. Duke let his rifle free on its sling and came to help JC hold the man
down.

“No no no,” Khaled said, eyes wide with fear. “I’ll talk, I’ll talk. I’ll tell you who it is.”
“Yeah,” JC said, “I know you will.” Paused with the cleaver to his side. Khaled’s eyes didn’t

leave it. “Give me the name. Right now.”
“The General,” Khaled said quickly. “Marvin Robinson, he paid me, gave me all the

information, including files on your team.”
“What did he tell you to do?”
“Coordinate with Rudd to set up the Ambassador. Rudd killed that slut Daniels and we

helped pin it on the Ambassador,” Khaled said, eyes tearing away from the cleaver to look at JC,
then back to the cleaver. “The espionage was all made up. Rudd did the dirty work, killed the
girl, but we provided support.”

“Keep going,” JC said. Wiggling the cleaver a little.
“The General’s men killed my men after you took the Ambassador, then he gave me the info

about where you would be in Spain.” Glanced away for escape, finding none, going back to the
cleaver. “He paid us to kidnap the Ambassador and hold him in Paris.”

“And the shooting on Dewhurst Road? Before the Ambassador was taken?” JC asked, putting
the cleaver on Khaled’s right wrist.

“He gave me the address!” Khaled yelled.



“Who did?” JC pushed.
“General Marvin O. Robinson you asshole, now get that goddamn thing off my hand!”

Khaled screamed.
“I’ve got a better idea,” JC said. Raised the cleaver above his head and brought it down hard

on Khaled’s wrist, cleanly separating the man’s hand from his arm.
JC wiped the blood on the man’s already bloody shirt as the man lay on the ground and

howled.
“That’s for attacking the Embassy,” JC said. Placing the cleaver on the ground next to his

head. Still sitting on top of him, keeping him pinned to the ground.
“You said you wouldn’t,” Khaled cried as he looked at the stumps of both arms, one healed,

one raw and bleeding. His skin was turning pale from the blood loss.
“No,” JC said, taking the Glock back out of its holster. “I didn’t.”
Khaled waved his stumps in front of him, trying to push JC away, but the blood loss, the

adrenaline dump and the fear were making him weak. Plus the fact that every time he touched
JC with the bloody stump of his arm, pain shot through his body.

JC placed the muzzle of his pistol under Khaled’s chin.
“This is for Joan,” he said as he leaned in close, locking Khaled’s eyes with his, “and for

me.”
He pulled the trigger on the Glock 23. Khaled’s body went limp as the bullet traveled through

his head, exiting his skull and taking a large portion of the man’s brain with it.
JC stood, holstered his pistol, picked up the cleaver and went back to Joan. Duke followed

behind him, not saying a word, his head swiveling, looking for threats but finding none.
As JC knelt down by Joan’s side, the bridge lurched again. He smiled at her. Her wound,

while painful and needing attention, did not seem life-threatening. However, other than a few
beatings, she’d never been seriously injured in their work together. Not shot, not stabbed,
nothing. Duke, yeah. Theo, sure. JC more than most. But Joan had remained relatively
unscathed up until now.

He held up the cleaver. “Mind if I hold onto this for a while?” he said.
“They come in handy, don’t they,” she said, coughing. A little blood oozed from her mouth.

It was pink and slightly frothy. Which meant the bolt in her back pierced her lung. She needed a
hospital. She wiped the blood away with her left hand, her right holding her SIG Sauer.

“We gotta move her,” Theo said to him quietly. Not quite whispering, but not loudly, either.
JC nodded, looking around for a vehicle large enough to carry them all. He saw a white

seafood delivery truck about fifteen yards away. Carrying her over there would hurt like hell for
her, but there was little choice.

“You guys need a hand?” a voice said behind him. He whirled, his pistol in his hand, finger
on the trigger, Duke and Theo reacting the same. Even Joan raised her gun, but weakly.

Mr. Douglas was standing there, duffle bag over his shoulder, rifle in his hands. He looked
like hell, but he was ready for the fight, even if it was already over.

JC stood. “Duke, get that fish truck running,” pointing up the bridge. “Theo you’re covering
us.” Turned to Mr. Douglas. “There’s gotta be some CIA-run facility around here that can take
care of her.” Not a question.

Mr. Douglas nodded. “I’ll navigate.”



JC nodded, then squatted down to Joan.
“This is gonna hurt like hell, Siobhannie,” he said, “but we’re outta options.”
Her eyes narrowed. “My father used to say that to me,” she said, “right before he took a hook

outta my hand.”
JC winked, scooped her up and lifted her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Joan’s

body went rigid as she yelped from the pain, then limp as the same pain made her pass out. JC
turned and walked up the bridge, his wounded teammate on his shoulder. Duke was waiting in
the driver’s seat, the back of the delivery truck opened for them. Mr. Douglas and Theo walked
behind him, watching for any danger.

JC knew there was none. At least not right now. On the horizon there was. What they’d done
would ripple and spread, causing all kinds of repercussions. For them, for London, and for
America as well.

He needed to bring down The General. That much was clear. If the man was willing to kill,
willing to endanger the safety and security of the United States just to sign a business contract,
he needed to be put down. But first he had to get Joan well. Make sure those under his charge
were safe and secure.

Then he would go about killing that traitorous son of a bitch.



CHAPTER 71
JUST AS DIRTY AS HE WAS

“Do you need anything before we begin, Mr. Bannister?”
The room was filled with suits but the shiny-skinned young woman and her ginger-haired

male companion seemed to be paying more attention to JC and his team than the others.
“No,” JC said, looking away as he did, “we’re good.”
The two walked away. JC was sure Herzog told them to take care of him, but they were a

little overzealous. It made him uncomfortable, but more than that, he didn’t want it to raise
questions.

The Secretary of State sent word to Jacob Meier that there needed to be a meeting to resolve
the entire Ellsworth Situation. Former Ambassador Norman Ellsworth was nowhere to be found
and officially a fugitive from justice. A whole raft of agencies, most of them represented today
at the London offices of Ricci Takamoto Meier and Nilsson, wanted to speak to the man
individually and hear his story. Mr. Ellsworth’s lawyer Avery Ekebergh, JC, Duke, Mr. Douglas
and Norman Ellsworth all decided that was a bad idea, hence the meeting on relatively neutral
ground.

Still, the levels of security were there. Kate and Max and an accompaniment of five of their
fellow DSS and MSD agents were in attendance. Acting Chief of Mission Richard Pine required
them to be present. Despite the freshly-inked contract with Veracious Group to supply agents to
all diplomatic missions in Europe, the final decision of whether or not to utilize them is up to the
resident ambassador. Richard Pine, on the advice of Kate and Max, decided he and the embassy
would be best served by in-house security.

London detective Oscar Findlay was in attendance representing the City of London Police
department. He wore black ribbon at his lapel in remembrance of his partner Vincent Griffiths
who died in the assault on Dewhurst Road, the day after the attack on the embassy. He didn’t
speak with JC or act as if he even knew him beyond a quick nod. JC didn’t blame him.

Mr. Douglas, while not the ranking CIA officer in England, was at the meeting to represent
the Central Intelligence Agency’s interest in the case. He bore a letter written and signed by the
Director of the CIA, Frank Ingrassia, stating that Mr. Douglas (no first name given) spoke for
the agency. Nobody bothered to ask him for it so he kept it in his suit pocket, right next to the
other letter he carried.

While JC and his team weren’t exactly in hiding from the authorities and the media, they
weren’t going out of their way to be seen either, especially in the aftermath of the Tower Bridge
Terror, as the media was calling it. Engineers and demolition experts had examined the bridge
and decided it would take at least three months to repair the damage Khaled caused. London
traffic, rarely smooth and free-flowing on a good day, would be snarled for the entire time.

More than a few shaky videos of what happened on the bridge that day appeared in the media
but luckily none showed JC’s quick interrogation and timely dispatch of Khaled. When
questioned, JC told whichever agency was asking that the man reached for a grenade. Few
believed him until Mr. Douglas began making the rounds to the agencies with said grenade in
question, taken from the street to prevent it falling into the hands of someone else.



As for Khaled’s hand being cut off, JC shrugged and said “Self-defense.”
It wasn’t good enough for the London detectives, but their superiors in the Home Office, with

some judicious pushing from unnamed individuals in both MI5 and MI6, allowed it to pass.
While there were some repercussions from Khaled’s death, most were either overstated by

the media or quickly put down by one of various military organizations. In the end, the man was
more of a gangster than a terrorist. Although he did have affiliations to numerous international
terrorist organizations, as well-placed news stories of the man’s criminal dealings began to flood
the airways, most groups inclined to avenge his death washed their hands of him.

Malthe’s younger brother, Akvila Jespersen, went down to Paris to restart his brother’s work
with immigrant populations. He was accompanied by three men from Malthe’s unit in the
Danish Hunter Corps. Although they understood what happened and blamed Khaled for it, they
sent word through channels that JC and his team were not welcome.

Duke traveled to Austria to stay with his father for a few days in Salzburg at Bianca’s
hereditary estate. Nigel was there to watch over them, a position he’d taken quite the shine to.
Duke told JC that while the first few days with his father’s girlfriend and his own half-brother
were awkward they smoothed out a bit. JC could see it on his younger friend’s face. Duke came
back to London with a lighter countenance than when he went down there.

Joan stayed in the CIA-affiliated hospital for most of the week and was released the day
before the meeting. The bolt that sheared off from the car in Khaled’s IED explosion and pierced
her back was close to five inches at its pointy tip and an inch in diameter. The doctor at the
facility informed them that with a slightly different angle of entry the bolt would have pierced
her heart and she would have bled out in a matter of minutes.

Theo stayed with her in the private recovery apartment the team rented for her. London has
long been a medical tourism destination for those with the funds to pay for it and a whole
support network has grown up around the industry. Recovery apartments can be found for as
little as few thousand pounds per week or as high as the patient is willing to pay. Although most
come with a full support staff and nurses around the clock, both Joan and Theo demanded the
staff be on a strictly on-call basis.

Joan made it clear to anyone who would listen that under no uncertain circumstances should
she be left in the high-rise alone with Theo. JC nodded and patted her head. The two were like
brothers and sisters. They bickered, but Theo was a top rate medic and was instrumental in
bringing JC back from the brink after his injuries in Kandahar. There was no question that he
would do the same for Joan.

“Gentlemen?” Richard Pine said, turning to the women in the room, “And ladies, let’s
begin?”

JC looked around the room, recognizing about half the people there. Herzog and Meier laid
down the law that no security personnel were to be in the room save the Acting Chief of
Mission’s staff. Sure, JC and Duke were there, but they were officially participants, not security.
As far as JC could tell, it looked like they were the only shooters in the room.

More importantly, The General wasn’t there. JC received word the man had lobbied for his
inclusion. A few well-placed suggestions in the right ears and it was decided the man had no
bearing on the hearing and was excluded. JC suspected Mr. Douglas played a large part in this.

“Senator Holstrom?” Ambassador Pine said, indicating the senator should rise and take over
the meeting.



It was JC’s idea. While the meeting was neither a trial nor an interrogation, he felt it best to
have a somewhat impartial person in place to run the meeting and prevent it from getting too far
off track. Few in the room knew the two men were acquainted, although briefly. The Senator
was in charge of the investigation into Senator Catherine Marcus’s murder in Los Angeles. JC
spent more than a few days under the questioning of Holstrom. They parted ways as uneasy
allies. Holstrom claimed to understand the need for JC’s work, while JC knew the man was a
lawyer first, a politician second and trusted him about that much.

“I think the first thing we need to do,” Holstrom said, taking the first seat at the table while
Herzog and his older assistant, hunched-over but tall with liver spots and a Captain Picard fringe
of hair, took seats in the chairs arranged on the wall, “is to hear from Mr. Ellsworth’s attorney,
then the City of London Police department.” He nodded to each group in turn.

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Secretary of State Grey said, half-rising from his chair. “The
fi—”

“I think it is entirely necessary, Mr. Grey,” Senator Holstrom said, cutting off the Secretary
of State, swiveling the chair to face him. “And since I wasn’t actually asking a question, and I
was certainly not addressing you, I’d appreciate it if you wait your turn.”

Grey looked like he’d swallowed a bug, but he sat down and kept his mouth shut. Senator
Holstrom was the Chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence and a former federal
attorney for the Eastern District of North Carolina, sent here unofficially by the President to
unofficially preside over the unofficial inquiry. JC knew that despite the façade of casualness
this meeting was a few wrong statements away from a full-blown Congressional investigation
and figured Grey didn’t want that about as much as JC didn’t want that.

Avery Ekebergh stood, her notepad on the table in front of her. “Mr. Ellsworth requested that
I thank everyone in this room for allowing the inquiry into the situation regarding him to be
handled in a discrete manner so as to avoid further embarrassment to the United States, the State
Department and the fine people he’s worked with.”

“Where is your client?” Holstrom asked.
“Last we spoke he was at an undisclosed location,” Avery said with a nod.
“And if we need to speak with him?”
“You can speak with me,” she said. Harder.
“Does he still maintain his innocence?”
“We wouldn’t be having this meeting if he didn’t,” Avery said. “But I believe Detective

Findlay has some light to shed on that front?” she continued, her hand gesturing to the detective
as she sat.

Holstrom turned to the man, his face softening. “Detective Findlay, I wish to express my
condolences at your loss. As a prosecutor for many years I saw firsthand that a policeman’s
partner often takes the loss of a fellow officer as hard, or sometimes harder than, the officer’s
family.” Paused as Findlay nodded his appreciation of the comment. “Is Ms. Ekebergh correct?
Can you fill us in on some of the details of the investigation?”

Findlay nodded again, leaning forward on the oak table. “You’ve all been handed reports that
go into more detail. The best story we can put together based on the evidence is that
Ambassador Ellsworth was slipped a combination of rohypnol and Viagra, the pills crushed up
and put into his wine. The rohypnol put him to sleep and the Viagra did what Viagra does. We
believe that Stella Daniels, either of her own volition or against her will, possibly by force, had



sex with Ambassador Ellsworth when he was incapacitated. She was subsequently murdered.”
“Who killed her?” Holstrom asked.
Findlay spread his hands. “The evidence we’ve seen suggests Nathan Rudd, a former Army

sergeant and security consultant here in London. However, he committed suicide before we were
able to question him.”

Holstrom was reading the report. He looked up at Findlay.
“He committed suicide? With C4?”
Findlay shrugged. “I’ve seen people commit suicide by stepping in front of a passing lorry or

intentionally impaling themselves on iron fences, Senator.”
“And the espionage?” Richard Pine asked. Leaving Holstrom to put away his look of

disbelief. He glanced at JC. JC only cocked his head sideways a few millimeters. Holstrom
shook his head slightly, each man conveying in those sparse movements they believed Rudd was
still alive.

“Based on our tests,” Findlay said in answer to Acting Ambassador Pine, “Ambassador
Ellsworth never touched the computer in Ms. Daniel’s apartment. The only fingerprints were
either from Ms. Daniels or were by someone wearing latex gloves.”

“And you know that how?” Grey asked.
“Latex residue mixed with blood and excessive smudging,” Findlay said.
“Was there any evidence of latex on Ambassador Ellsworth’s hands?” Mr. Douglas asked. JC

kept his face impassive. Mr. Douglas knew the answer, but JC guessed he wanted it explained to
those who were unlikely to go into the details of the report. Like Secretary Grey.

“He washed his hands before we arrived,” Findlay said, “natural considering the situation he
found himself in. However after taking scrapings from deep under his fingernails, there was no
evidence of latex residue.” Paused. “And to answer the next question, the only way to remove
that much evidence would be to wash your hands like doctors used to on TV shows, and after a
thorough search of the apartment and testing every brush and toothbrush that could have been
used, we found no DNA evidence or latex residue or soap signature matching that scenario.”

“And have you examined the information on the drive of Ms. Daniels’ computer?” Richard
asked. JC smiled slightly. Kate told him the DSS investigative team took the computer apart
after getting it back from London’s evidence locker. The espionage charges amounted to files
and logs that were uploaded to Stella’s computer the day of her murder, likely after it.

Findlay shook his head. “All evidence points to any compromising information being
recently added to the hard drive, more than likely after Ms. Daniels was dead.”

“Under Secretary Ramirez looked into the history of Ambassador Ellsworth’s meetings,”
Richard said to the group. “Everything was on the level and part of his regular duties. Stella
Daniels was no conduit to anyone else and the ambassador never met with anyone he shouldn’t
have.”

The room was quiet save for the shuffling sounds of dozens of people looking through the
reports lain on the table before the meeting started. Probably by Herzog’s young assistants, JC
said to himself, not bothering to look in the report. He knew what it said.

“I don’t see anything that Ambassador Ellsworth needs to worry about,” Holstrom said to
Ekebergh, looking up from his report.

“Thank you, sir,” she said. “You’ll find in your folder a request that all agencies connected to
the investigation and present in this room issue statements absolving Mr. Ellsworth of all guilt in



this matter.”
Holstrom smiled. “That’s a lot of agencies,” he said.
“We feel clarity is important.”
Holstrom looked around the room, receiving nods from the men and women there. Secretary

Grey was the lone holdout until Holstrom wouldn’t look away from him. Grey nodded.
“I think we’ve all agreed,” Holstrom said. “By the end of the week if you feel there’s anyone

who hasn’t issued a statement that passes your muster, you let me know.”
Ekebergh nodded. “Thank you Senator, I will.”
The rest of the meeting was mostly about the terror attacks in London and the aftermath of

them. As the men and women in the room all spoke their piece, JC was able to catch the eye of
Herzog’s elderly assistant. Lisa Hannigan, freshly back from Cardiff, was a master at disguise
and was able to perform such a magnificent makeup job on the man that he could hide in plain
sight. JC nodded ever so slightly at the man. Ambassador Norman Ellsworth winked back
quickly, then went back to appearing to take notes for Herzog.

JC drifted back into the conversation the representatives of the different agencies were
having. They had all spoken to JC, Mr. Douglas and the rest of the team extensively. This
meeting was simply a chance for everyone involved to get on the same page and put the blame
where it belonged: Khaled.

JC knew the blame lay higher up, on the shoulders of the man or men calling Khaled’s shots,
but he sat there, answering questions when they were asked. Wondering why nobody was asking
the bigger question: Who ordered Khaled to go after Ambassador Ellsworth in the first place?

It was situational blindness he realized. Organizational, too. If they weren’t actively looking
for a bigger problem, they would be satisfied with the answers that were right in front of them.
But as JC sat there for hours, listening, he wondered why nobody was digging deeper. Holstrom
started to on a few occasions, but stopped after glancing at JC.

The hours let JC think. And plan. And review. One thing kept bothering him. It was a small
thing. Duke and JC, in concert with Mr. Douglas, had tracked enough data to suggest that
Secretary Grey was likely working with The General. The man won the contract for embassy
security in the entire European theater with minimal oversight and a rushed call for competing
bids. The whole thing was just on the right side of legal, but after knowing how The General
worked, he doubted any of the man’s partners had clean hands.

But as he sat there, he realized one bit of information proved the two were working together.
Maybe not beyond a reasonable doubt, but enough in JC’s mind.

How did Secretary Grey know to send word to Jacob Meier to call this meeting?
Avery Ekebergh was a lawyer for Meier’s firm. But Grey called Meier specifically. Not

Ekebergh, not Ricci, not Takamoto and not Nilsson. Was it dumb luck? Was it good research?
Or did The General tell Secretary Grey that Jacob Meier was the man to get ahold of JC
Bannister and put the meeting in motion.

JC knew the answer. And as the meeting wore on, he knew exactly how to get Secretary Grey
rattled enough to show his hand.

*****
After six hours of angling, power plays and dissembling, Holstrom was able to get all attendees
who represented their respective agencies to state that neither Ambassador Ellsworth nor JC



Bannister, Davidson Ellsworth, Joan Green or Theo Petrosian would be charged, pursued or
sanctioned for their actions. That extended to Kate Baker, Max Henderson, Mr. Douglas and
their driver, Nigel Clarke.

JC was happy enough. Except for the fact that he was confident the Secretary of State had a
hand in orchestrating the whole situation. Which included the cold-blooded murder of
Ambassador Patterson and resulted in an attack on his own embassy and the deaths of dozens.

And that was something he couldn’t let pass.
The meeting was breaking up. While Duke was in discussion with Mr. Douglas and most of

the other men and women were filing out, Bannister moved through the crowd to put himself in
front of Secretary Grey.

“Bannister,” Grey said, offering his hand. JC shook it, slowly squeezing it. Jerked the man
close enough to whisper in his ear.

“I know you worked with The General, Secretary,” he said. “Which meant you worked with
Khaled and all those deaths are on your head, too.”

Secretary Grey pulled back as JC released his hand. It was just a second, maybe less, but JC
saw the panic in the man’s face. It was a risk, confronting this man in this way, but a calculated
one. A man like Secretary Grey wouldn’t come directly at JC. He would plot and plan, giving JC
time to do the same. But he needed to know. And the look of unbridled fear on the man’s face
before he clamped down on it with his practiced politician’s mask told JC he was exactly right.

“Mr. Bannister, while I thank you for what you’ve done to protect Ambassador Ellsworth and
the others,” Grey said smoothing his tie into his jacket, “need I remind you, I am the Secretary
of State for the United States of America.”

“Which means you damn well should’ve known better,” JC said, pressing the attack.
“America loves the self-made man, but not the man who fattens his wallet at the expense of
others. And especially not the fat-cat politician taking kickbacks and willing to kill others to add
millions of dollars on top of the millions he already has.”

“Those are dangerous accusations,” Grey said. Not denying, JC thought.
“I’m a dangerous man, Secretary,” JC said, doubling down. “Didn’t you read my file?”

Looked over his shoulder, then gestured at the nearly empty conference room. “Weren’t you
even listening the past six hours? All Khaled’s flunkies, all The General’s thugs? Nothing
stopped me and my team. Barely even slowed us down.” Stepped forward, invading Grey’s
personal space. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told your partner General Robinson. If I could
prove my accusations right now, there’d be a bullet in your head.”

“How dare yo—”
“Don’t clutch your pearls and pretend you’re righteous, Grey,” JC said, cutting him off. “You

got into bed with a terrorist and a drug dealer to make a buck which makes you just as dirty as
he was.” JC conveniently leaving out his own past with drug dealers.

“I neve—”
“What? Never thought you’d be caught? I find out I’m right, I’m bringing you down and

anyone connected to you.”
Grey glared at JC. “You just made a dangerous enemy.”
“You made me an enemy when you went after my friend’s family,” Bannister growled,

poking Grey once in the chest hard enough to make him step backwards half a step. Paused,
looking over his shoulder at Duke, then back to the Secretary. “The thing is, he’s smart enough



to let this pass.” Shook his head slightly, a murderous grin stretching across his face. “Me? I’m
stupid enough to follow it all the way down the line.” Stepped back, looking at his watch, then
the room as it cleared out. “Run along, Secretary. You’ve got important meetings with important
people, I’m sure.” His tone as insulting as possible.

Secretary of State Grey stepped back, eyes glaring at JC. He was about to say something
when Holstrom appeared on JC’s right.

“Secretary Grey,” Senator Holstrom said, extending his hand, “I do appreciate your presence
here. I’m sure Ambassador Ellsworth will be very grateful to hear this committee has decided he
is innocent of all charges laid against him.”

JC let Holstrom smooth things out with Grey. They were both politicians and he wasn’t. He
was the guy that politicians sent to get things done. So he stepped back, making his face appear
disinterested when all he wanted to do was strangle Grey with the man’s own red silk tie.

Grey and Holstrom shook hands. The room was empty save for them. Duke was standing
near the door, an envelope in his hand. Grey walked out as Holstrom turned back to JC, anger
clear on his face.

“Most the time,” he said to JC, under his breath and clipped, “you’re one of the most capable
men I know. Now, I’m just guessing based on your body language and the look of pure panic on
Grey’s face, but telling the man you’re coming after him?” Holstrom shook his head. “Stupid
beyond measure.”

He walked away.
JC knew he was right.
But he also wouldn’t have changed a thing about what he did.



CHAPTER 72
BRING THEM TO JUSTICE

“This whole thing stinks, JC,” Senator Holstrom said, looking out at the street as the city moved
around them.

“More than you know, Chris,” JC said, sipping his English Breakfast tea.
JC’s phone buzzed when he was outside Meier’s office talking with Duke. The envelope was

an official job offer from the CIA, signed by Director Frank Ingrassia and hand-delivered by Mr.
Douglas. It was an analyst position, but it was a start. JC wasn’t happy about losing the man
from his team, but he knew it was going to happen one day. In fact, it was a move JC put in
motion back in Mexico City during their first meeting with Mr. Douglas. Duke’s talents and
future lay with going legit and the best place to start that journey would be in the CIA.

The buzzing was from a message. “Meet me at The Englishman in ten — Holstrom.” JC had
to look it up on the map application on his phone. It was a tea shop about a five minute walk
from Meier’s offices in London. He said quick goodbyes to Duke and headed out.

He needed to get back to Joan, but when the lead investigator in an international incident you
were the central figure in asks to meet for a cup of tea, you don’t walk away. There was
something else, too. Holstrom was angry when he and JC parted, but JC was hoping they could
patch things up. Holstrom was a powerful man in the US government and one JC decidedly
wanted on his side. He hoped a little fence-mending could take place at the tea shop.

Holstrom was already there when JC arrived. He spotted the four-man security team
attempting to look inconspicuous and nodded to them. They looked away, but JC hoped his
intent was clear. There was no danger from him. He suspected Holstrom passed on the same
word, but if the guys were any good, they’d still be watching.

“What I don’t get,” Holstrom said, turning to JC, “is why you let The General go? Why not
go after him? Bring him down?”

“The General?” JC said, feigning surprise. “What’s he got to do with this?”
Holstrom wagged his finger at JC. “Nice try, Bannister. If I can see he’s tangled up in this

mess, then I know you can.” Took a sip of his Earl Grey. “Tell me why you gave him a pass.”
“I didn’t,” JC said. “There’s two ways to go after a man like The General. Frontal assault,

smash the gates and take him down or undermine him and let him fall on his own.”
“And you don’t have the manpower for a frontal assault.”
“Exactly,” JC said. “Besides, a man like The General, the things he’s done? It’s more

satisfying to see him brought down slowly than putting a knife through his chin.” Smiled.
“Although that has its own kind of satisfaction.”

Holstrom nodded and smiled. The man served in the Army, JC knew. Never saw combat, but
likely could understand.

“But you think it’s okay to go after Grey?” Holstrom said smile gone. “You’ll have that man
looking for ways to cut your feet out from under you.” Paused. “You should be careful with
him.”

JC shrugged. Holstrom was right. But the damage, whatever it may be, was done.



“You wanna tell me why you were dressing him down in a room full of agencies?”
JC sighed. He didn’t want to. But by going after Grey and deciding to go after The General,

he might need someone to back him up on a higher level than his own team. Holstrom was his
best chance at that and part of the reason he suggested to Meier to have the man brought in. He
was lucky that Meier was friendly enough with the President to orchestrate it.

“I think Grey and The General were in this together,” he said. “I think they worked together
to get the Veracious contract with State.” Sipped his tea as Holstrom’s face hardened. “I can’t
prove it, but if I’m right, then it’s a continuing criminal conspiracy. According to RICO, the
attack on the embassy, those deaths? Grey’s hands are just as dirty as Khaled’s.”

Holstrom sat back, pushing his cup of tea away from him. Looked out at the street, the people
walking past, going about their lives.

“And Larry Patterson?” he asked, his eyes still on the foot traffic, watching them but not
really watching them.

JC said nothing. Waiting. Holstrom looked back at him, his head not moving, just his eyes.
JC nodded. Holstrom leaned back in, both arms on the table.

“RICO doesn’t apply here, JC. That was crafted to bring the American mafia down. If it’s
like you say it is, and it’s this big? There’s no court in the US that can handle it.”

“Never expected it to be handled in court,” JC said, sipping his tea again. It had cooled to the
perfect temperature, so he took a longer drink, the warmth and caffeine filling his belly.

Holstrom hadn’t moved.
“You know what you’re insinuating?”
JC nodded.
“Then I strenuously suggest you make sure anyone you physically target has been removed

from office before you… bring them to justice,” Holstrom said. “I’d like this growing friendship
to continue, but I can’t do that if certain lines are crossed.”

“We’re friends now?” JC asked, raising an eyebrow.
“You said it,” Holstrom quipped, “not me.”
JC understood Holstrom’s subtle threat. If he took out Grey while the man was still in office

then every investigative agency in the US government would be after him. Not a position JC
would voluntarily put himself in.

Bannister smiled, looking out at the same street Holstrom had. Seeing people, but also
knowing every passerby was a threat. A possible shooter or suicide bomber. It was the path he’d
chosen. Same as it was yesterday, same as tomorrow. But right now, he wanted clarity on
something Holstrom had said but not exactly spelled out.

“So, either wait until Grey is out of office,” JC said, “or take him down another way.”
“And people think shooters are mindless thugs,” Holstrom said. “Keep it up, you might prove

everyone wrong.”
JC smiled. He genuinely liked the man. It was a tenuous relationship, but one that JC needed.
“Who’s the bigger threat?” Holstrom asked.
“The General,” JC said. “He’s building an army. I need to neutralize him before he gets too

strong.”
“.50 cal at a thousand yards?” Holstrom said.
“And turn his entire army against me?” JC said, shaking his head. “I need him taken down a



few notches first.” Smiled. “Then a .50 cal at a thousand yards.”
Holstrom nodded. JC guessed the senator believed Secretary Grey to be the bigger threat. But

Bannister had been dealing with The General longer. Knew what he was capable of. JC would
always target the man with the gun before the man with the platform and legal team.

“Nicholas still your aide?” JC asked.
Holstrom raised his eyebrows. “Matter of fact, no. After the hearing into Catherine’s death, I

replaced him with someone more from my neck of the woods. Someone who had a better grip
on what it is I’m all about and trying to accomplish for my constituency.”

“A country boy?” JC said.
“Born and raised,” Holstrom said. “Aberdeen, then Army, then Georgetown. Lawyer after

my own heart.”
JC nodded. “Your wonder boy got a phone number?”
Holstrom said nothing. Looking at JC, his smile fading. JC hoped the man was putting the

pieces together. That JC was going up against people willing to kill, to betray their own
government and country just to make money. He was swimming in waters he was unaccustomed
to and it was hard to judge the depth. He was reaching out for help, banking on Holstrom being
both the man he thought he was as well as willing to offer JC and his team the help they needed.

Holstrom reached for a napkin, pulling a pen from his suit pocket. Slid the napkin with the
phone number on it back to JC. “Name’s Mitchell. You ever need anything, give him a call.”
Paused as he put the pen back in his suit pocket. “Anything at all.”

JC nodded, putting the napkin in his own suit pocket. Relieved that Holstrom both
understood his request and offered the help before he needed to ask.

Holstrom sipped his tea once more. “Well,” he said, standing, “I’ve got a long flight back to
DC.” JC stood as well, shaking the hand the senator offered. “I thank you for helping out
Ambassador Ellsworth,” he said, “but next time, try to make it a little less messy?”

“I’ll do my best,” JC said, letting go of the man’s hand.
A few more pleasantries were exchanged as the two said goodbye. Holstrom left with his

security contingency both leading and following him up the street.
JC turned and walked down the street.
Alone.



EPILOGUE 1

JC grabbed his phone off the table as it buzzed, not wanting to wake up Joan.
They were still in the recovery apartment, although Joan was about well enough to move her

somewhere else. The private doctor they brought in said her infection was finally under control,
although it was still too early to tell if she was out of the woods. The healing was progressing,
but the continual bed rest was the hardest thing for her, and subsequently the rest of the team, to
deal with.

“Hey boss,” the voice on the phone said, his smile wide and audible even through the
thousands of miles. “I hear you’re takin’ a little break.”

“Yeah,” JC said, leaning back, the voice of his old friend Thomas Coletti forcing his own
smile despite his concern for Joan. Coletti and his near-twin Mercier ran the bike shop in
Newton Highlands, just outside Boston, that was JC’s primary front business. They saved his
life by pulling him from a burning ammo depot in Kandahar and he saved theirs by hiring them
to run his bike shop when they struggled to find work and a sense of belonging after
transitioning out of the Army. “Just gonna bum around Europe for a while.” Didn’t want to
explain he felt it safer to stay in Europe if The General was going to come after him. At least in
Europe there were multiple countries with multiple agencies that historically didn’t work well
together. It provided more wiggle room than being under the gaze of the all-seeing eye of the US
government. “How’s Killian doing?”

“Hard worker, helluva bike mechanic,” Coletti said. “Making us look bad.” Paused as JC
chuckled. “The reason I’m calling, boss, is there’s a man downstairs who wants to speak to
you.”

“What about?” JC asked, sitting up, the tone in Coletti’s voice raising the hairs on the back of
his neck.

“He knew the code, boss.”
JC’s work as a fixer, as a solutionist, wasn’t the type to be advertised in the newspaper. Over

the years he’d developed a kind of code, passed from satisfied client to satisfied client. If
someone knew the code and wanted to hire JC, they would call the bike shop, inquiring about a
type of folding bicycle made in the late sixties and seventies. In the course of the conversation,
JC would ask three seemingly innocuous questions. Passing the test meant getting all three
questions exactly wrong, the third one impossible to guess.

“Did he call first?”
“No, man, that’s the weird thing,” Coletti said. “He walked in the front door, asking for you.”

JC heard the sounds of his squeaky chair in the office above the store’s showroom. Guessed
Coletti was looking out through the window to check on his partner. “We told him you weren’t
here, but then he recited all three answers.”

“You asked him the questions?” JC said, surprised. Whenever someone inquired about
selling the chosen vintage bicycle, Coletti and Mercier would direct them to JC.

“No,” Coletti said, “that’s where it gets weird. He just rattled off the answers.” The chair
squeaked again in the background as Coletti sat down.



“Was he right?” JC asked, turning the television off, moving to the balcony in order to avoid
waking Joan.

“Dead on,” Coletti said as JC closed the balcony window behind himself.
“Is he a shooter?”
“Money man,” Coletti said, “best I can figure.”
“Put him on.”
“Up here?”
“Yeah,” JC said, concerned about the possible danger his friends might be in. “Have Killian

bring him up and then sit in on the meeting. You know where I keep that shotgun?”
Coletti grunted. “In my hand right now.”
“Good,” JC said, knowing the vision of the five-foot ten muscular man with a short-barreled

shotgun would cause most any man to pause. Plus Killian’s former linebacker’s physique. “He
gives you the willies, cut him in half and have Sparks burn the body.” Not joking.

Coletti grunted again. JC heard him call down to Killian to bring the money man upstairs. He
waited, hearing the occasional sound that made him miss his home and office. The creaks on the
third and eleventh stairs. The door that always made the same horror-show sound no matter how
much he oiled it.

“Hello?” the man said into the phone. There was no squeaking of the chair which meant he
was standing. A child of five would make the chair squeak.

“Put me on speaker,” JC said. Looking down at the city below but his mind entirely in his
office in the suburb of Boston. The sound changed on the telephone, expanding and becoming
tinny, indicating the man followed the unkindly given order. “Do you see what my friend holds
in his hand?”

“Yes,” the man said.
“His orders are to cut you in half if you look at him sideways,” JC said. “Now sit down

slowly in the chair and place your hands on the armrests.”
JC heard the squeak in the chair as the man did so. He knew he was being overly cautious.

But in his six years of running the bike shop and the five years of having the code in place, not
one person had ever come into the bike shop to hire him. There had been a lot of callers who
were right, more than a handful who got the code wrong and even one or two federal agencies
sniffing around.

But this man was the first person to walk into the store and it made JC very nervous.
“I understand you have a bicycle you want to get rid of?” JC said.
“Yes,” the man said, “it’s a Royal Enfield Revelation, the folding type, with a serial number

161,334.”
The man had just rattled off the answers like it was nothing. JC ground his teeth together.
“Who the hell are you?”
“My name is Herbert Daniels,” the man said. Pausing as JC’s head began to swim. “I am

Stella Daniels’ father,” he continued. “I understand you’re a fixer. A solutionist.”
JC opened the balcony door, going back inside, wanting to sit down.
“Are you there, Mr. Bannister?”
“Yes, I am,” he said, sitting down on the office chair in front of the glass and steel desk,



taking the hotel’s pad of paper and pen. “Coletti, Killian,” he said, “wait downstairs.”
“You got it, boss,” the two said, the door squeaking as they left, a slight thud as it closed.
“Mr. Daniels, please pick up the phone.” He did. “I apologize, sir, for the manner of the

conversation, and I deeply apologize for your loss.”
“Thank you, Mr. Bannister,” Mr. Daniels said. “Now, you do not strike me as a man who

wastes time, so I won’t waste yours.” Paused. “I want you to find the man responsible for my
daughter’s death.”

I will, JC said to himself, thinking of The General. Just give me a little time.
“I don’t understand how I can help you,” he said out loud. “London police investigated and

determined Nathan Rudd was the man who killed your daughter, but he committed suicide.”
JC waited for Mr. Daniels to respond. Heard his breathing getting louder. It was a dodge. He

was right. Rudd killed Stella. But nobody on JC’s team believed the body found in Rudd’s rent-
by-the-week hovel was actually him. Or that it was his idea to begin with. Khaled’s dying
confession backed them up.

“Mr. Bannister, I built an oil company with ten billion dollars of annual revenue out of
nothing. Navigated my way through people telling me not to do it, it couldn’t be done, through
mountains of regulations, through multiple countries, cultures and governmental corruption so
pervasive it would make your head spin.” Paused. “And I didn’t do that by believing everything
people put in front of me.”

JC said nothing. There had been no question or anything requiring a response.
“I believe Nathan Rudd died in that explosion about as much as you do,” Mr. Daniels said.

“CLP putting the case to bed tells me they either don’t want to investigate further or they’re
being told to stop.” Paused. “Rudd was a dog ordered by his master. I want the man holding the
leash.”

JC stood from the desk. Joan was watching him, awake from the combination of antibiotics
to fight the infection in her body and medicine to make her sleep. He nodded her and smiled,
trying to put her mind at ease until he could explain what was going on.

“I’ll say it one more time,” Mr. Daniels said. “I want you to find the man responsible for my
daughter’s death. The one who ordered it, no matter how high up the chain it goes.” Paused.
“And I want you to kill him, Mr. Bannister.”

JC turned and looked out of the balcony window again, his eyes on the horizon far away.
“Please Mr. Daniels,” he said, “call me JC.”



EPILOGUE 2

The General knew.
Forced into retirement when he felt he was in his prime, he spent his entire adult life being a

hunter, relying on his instincts and senses as much as the real information he had in front of him.
And his instincts right now were telling him JC knew. Beyond the confrontation in the tea shop,
which he obviously could have handled better, JC knew that Khaled’s actions were directed and
coordinated and financed by The General. Did Khaled tell them? Could they have heard the
phone calls?

Sure, Secretary Grey was involved. Grey’s panicked call to The General after the meeting at
Meier’s office confirmed that JC knew the two were connected. But JC wasn’t the type of man
to go to the top of the organization and cut its head off. He’d start at the immediate problems,
the ones that were directly connected to him and start the killing there.

Which means me.
Part of his mind was working overtime to create excuses and justifications to explain away

everything.
But the bigger part of his mind, the part that focused on self-preservation and had made him

the man he was today, focused on what he needed to do to make this problem go away.
There really was only one solution.
He picked up his phone. The one programmed to scramble the signal and bounce it off

fourteen different relays before connecting, then continue to cycle through relays every nine
seconds during the call. It was untraceable.

Dialed a number he’d memorized.
The call connected but nobody made a sound. The General could tell it was active because he

could see it on his phone’s display. He could also hear background noises. Muffled like inside
an office.

“Do you recognize my voice?” The General said. Tired of waiting.
There was a very long pause, then the man said “No.”
The General wasn’t surprised. He turned his chair around to look out the window at London,

lit up and brilliant in the dark of the night.
“The man who brought down your boss,” The General said. “How would you like to take a

crack at him?”
More silence. The man was thinking.
“Who is this?”
“The one giving you JC Bannister on a silver platter,” The General said.
He stood and walked to the window. Looking down from his seventeenth story office to the

city below him. Identifying landmarks. The Tower Bridge was still cordoned off. The news said
it would take months to ensure the integrity of the hundred and twenty-plus year old structure.

“So,” The General said. “Interested?”
“Expenses?” the man said.



“Provided,” The General said. “Plus a million dollars for each successful hit.”
“Each?”
“I want you to take out his entire team as well.”
The General waited as the man was counting the numbers. It didn’t matter. He’d never pay

him everything. Track him, maneuver him out in the open then kill him soon after the first hit,
maybe the second. It would be the cheapest way to get rid of this problem once and for all.

The General caught his reflection in the window. Hated seeing his reflection in windows at
night. Didn’t like the way there were several images of himself superimposed on each other.
Looked at his eyes to see multiple copies of his own eyes staring back at him. Windows to the
soul, he said to himself, waiting. Focused past the window to the city beyond.

“Well?” The General said. Confident in the app’s ability to hide the source and destination of
the phone call but irritated at the man taking so long to agree to such a magnificent opportunity
for revenge and wealth being laid at his feet.

“Yes,” the man said.
“Excellent,” The General said, neither happy nor conflicted about the result. JC needed to be

taken out. His whole team as well, starting with Joan. Duke and Theo would be no real threat
once those two were taken care of. He made quick arrangements with his current caller then
hung up the phone.

Went back to his desk, crossing the name off his mental list. Dialed the next number.
He had several calls to make. JC taught him in Bolivia to never rely on one man to get the job

done.
And one way or another, he was going to make damn sure JC Bannister was dead.
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recommend finding and reading the absolutely fascinating The Underground Empire: Where
Crime and Governments Embrace by James Mills. Cheap paperbacks can be found on Amazon
or AbeBooks.com for a buck or less. My copy is well-worn and were I to ever lose it, I would
promptly buy another.

In Chapter 93, Duke quotes a classic line from Scarface. Mr. De Palma — many of your
movies have marked me deeply. And Mr. Pacino — there aren't enough words created to
properly praise your talent. I include the quote here as homage and because the character of
Duke loves your works as much as I.

In Chapter 121, Duke references Mr. Ventura’s superlative performance and line from
Predator. Mr. McTiernan and Mr. Ventura, I watched the film in the theater when it was
released and possibly hundreds of times since then on DVD. It was included only as praise
because the character Duke admires it as much as I do.

In Chapter 124, Duke’s “There’s no money here for you to steal / Really? Then why are you
people here?” exchange was lifted from The Dark Knight Rises. Mr. Nolan your work has depth
and complexities I can only dream of and is included because Duke’s admiration of your work
matches my own.

I think most other references were mentioned in text or obvious, but if not, or if there are any
things I have missed, please email me at rex@rex-carpenter.com.

TWO QUICK NOTES:
While much of this story takes place in Bolivia, it was written for a primarily English-

speaking audience. As such, I have taken certain artistic liberties with a few things, chief
amongst them being the school bus system in Bolivia. Although I presented it as somewhat
similar to how things are in much of North America, in truth, most school children in Bolivia do
not ride buses to school. Generally, they walk. However, that wasn’t quite as dramatic as I
wanted or needed, so I created a fiction.



Another thing for the realists. Gunshots are loud. Extremely loud. If Del did actually fire a
gun in an enclosed space with no hearing protection, the only thing JC would be able to hear
would be ringing. Definitely not soft footsteps coming up the stairs.
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