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Аннотация
The final installment in the trilogy from the #1 New York Times bestselling author.

Dinaric Alps, Bosnian region of Austrian Hungarian Empire, 1918

After four Allied soldiers stumble across a biological weapon that could bring devastation to the world, they take a vow to keep it from falling into the wrong hands. Ever since, the deadly substance � code-named Kestrel � has been guarded by the descendants of those four brave men, each with the mission of keeping its existence a secret.

Chesapeake Bay, August 2003

The wife of former CIA director Jonathon Root has been kidnapped, and no one except Root himself knows who carried out the crime or why. His grandfather had been one of the soldiers responsible for stealing Kestrel, and now a group of Bosnian terrorists are trying to force Root to hand it over.

Enter agent Briggs Tanner. His mission: follow a trail through the Alps, to the heart of where it all began. At risk: Millions of lives lost, starting with his own.

First published July 29th 2003


Grant Blackwood
Echo of War

For my father.
Flying his Mustang, Tatsee his wingman.


Prologue

January 1918, Dinaric Alps,
Bosnian region of Austro-Hungarian empire
The man who was about to take the fate of the world into his hands stopped suddenly and dropped into a crouch beside a fallen tree. He raised his fist, signaling a halt. Behind him, his three squad leaders simultaneously dropped to their bellies in the snow, using hand signals to disperse the rest of the men into the underbrush alongside the trail.
Simon Root closed his eyes and listened. In the distance an owl hooted, then went quiet. Then, faintly, he heard voices muttering in German. Ahead, the trail sloped upward and disappeared into the trees. Root glanced back and gave a second signal: Enemy ahead.
Though dusk was still an hour away, the alpine forest was dim and hushed, the freshly fallen snow absorbing even the chirping of the birds. Root could feel the cold seeping through his woolen pants, chilling him. Wisps of ice swirled around him and frost blended with the snow to create ghostly shapes that floated among the trees.
He pulled his scarf closer over his mouth and forced himself to breathe evenly. Wouldn�t do to let your own breath give you away, he thought. With only fourteen men on his team, any enemy they encountered would likely outnumber them. Surprise was the key; if they got that, Root knew his boys could handle anything.
As the term �commando� had not yet been coined, Root and his team had been dubbed �irregular troops� by the Allied higher-ups � specifically General Blackjack Pershing.
Under orders from Pershing, Root had arrived in France in mid-February 1917, a full two weeks before the U.S. declared war on Germany and four months before the American Expeditionary Force was to come ashore in Saint Nazaire and join the war in earnest. His orders, though dicey in execution, were straightforward: Assemble a multinational squad of soldiers to slip behind enemy lines, conduct reconnaissance, and as Pershing put it, �wreak hell and havoc with the Huns and their ilk.�
For the past ten months Root and his �Havocs� had done just that, fighting at Messines, Passchendaele, Cambrai, and a dozen other equally bloody skirmishes about which history books would never know. The day after Christmas they�d been ordered into the Dinaric Alps on a two-fold mission: One, scout the way for a possible Allied landing in Albania; and two, hunt down Bulgarian irregulars rumored to be lurking in the area, destroying depots and rail heads.
We�ll give them something to think about, Root thought.
His squad leaders were superb: Ville-john, the Frenchman; Pappas, a Greek; and Frenec, a Hungarian anti-Hapsburg Monarchy freedom-fighter and Root�s second-in-command. The most skilled fighter of the lot, Frenec claimed his family was not only the most renowned breeders of Komondor dogs in Hungary, but that his grandfather had fought alongside Lajos Kossuth�s Magyar rebels during the Revolution of 1848.
For all his ferocity, however, Frenec was also the most lighthearted of them all, a trait which Root found both endearing and unnerving. At Passchendaele, Frenec had picked up the severed head of a German soldier, proclaimed it was in dire need of a haircut, then punted it out of the trench and laughed like a jackal. �� Need a haircut � get it? Ha!�
We might be needing some levity soon, Root thought. He had a bad feeling about this job. These Dinarics, with their towering limestone peaks, thick pine forests, and dizzying gorges, were a devilish place. With only a handful of men under his command, if they got into trouble here, this is where they would die.
Root turned and signaled for their scout. A few seconds later the boy appeared. Anton was all of fourteen, lanky and tough, and grave beyond his years. Above all, he was fiercely loyal to Root. They�d been together since the beginning and the boy adored Root as though they were blood. �Yes, sir?�
�Enemy ahead, Anton,� Root whispered.
�Yes, sir, I heard them.�
�What, didn�t smell them this time?�
�Too much snow, sir.�
�Think you can find them?�
Anton grinned. �I know so.�
�Good boy. Be quick and quiet. Off you go.�
Anton stripped off all his gear, gave a choppy salute, then crawled off the trail and disappeared, burrowing through the underbrush like a hare. Good lad, Root thought. He often worried he�d no business bringing the boy into this; though Anton claimed to be eighteen, Root knew better. Anton hadn�t even seen his first whiskers. Old enough to kill and be killed, though.
Root turned and signaled Frenec and the others: Scout out; relax at the ready; full quiet.
* * *
Thirty minutes later Anthony returned, emerging like a ghost from the trees alongside the trail. He crawled up beside Root and took a gulp from the proffered canteen. He wiped his sleeve across his forehead. �Bunker, sir.�
�Bunker or cave?� Of the many surprises the Dinarics had shown them, the most troublesome had been the hundreds of caves and sinkholes that pocked the landscape. You never knew if your next step would send you to the center of the earth.
�Bunker,� Anton replied. �Half a kilometer up the trail, built into the side of the hill at the mouth of a ravine. Good camouflage, too. I didn�t spot it until I was almost on top of it.�
�Signs of life?�
�Eight soldiers guarding the entrance and both ends of the ravine.�
�What kind?�
�German regular army, standard uniforms. Very good � quiet, no smoking.�
Disciplined fellows. What were Germans doing here? Root wondered. The Balkans were lost to them. The closest thing Bosnia had seen to a Hun in six months was some scattered Austro-Hungarian troops. What were they doing guarding a bunker here, this late in the war? �Very mysterious, eh?�
Anton smiled. �Maybe they�ve got treasure.�
Root smiled back. �If so, it�s all yours.� Root turned and signaled Frenec forward.
�Huns, Simon?� the Hungarian whispered in guttural English.
�Indeed.� Root recounted what Anton had found then said, �Here�s the plan: Have Pappas and Villejohn each take a Lewis team � put one on the slope overlooking the ravine, the other at the outlet.� The Lewis Gun was a tripod-mounted .303-caliber machine gun. Manned by a trigger man and a feeder, the Lewis�s rate of fire would provide cover if things went sour. The rest of the team was armed with bolt-action Enfields and German Mausers. �No shooting unless absolutely necessary,� Root finished.
Frenec grinned. �Knives and wires?�
�Right. If any of them makes a peep, who knows how many Huns�ll come running out of that bunker. We go slow and quiet. With any luck, we can get inside and surprise them.�
* * *
As was his habit when going face-to-face with the enemy, Root ordered Anton to stay behind. All the boy could do was watch helplessly as Simon and the others disappeared into trees, their trench knives and garrotes held at the ready. Twilight was falling now. Full darkness was only minutes away.
I could help them,Anton thought. I know I could.Of course, that didn�t matter. What mattered was that his commanding officer had given him an order. Anton loved Root with all his heart. Having lost his mother, father, and sisters two years earlier, he�d come to see Simon, Frenec, and the team as his family.
Anton closed his eyes and listened, waiting for the birdcalls that would mean Root and the others were in place and ready. The fifth call would be the go signal. Anton coiled his legs beneath him, waiting. Orders or not, if even one shot rang out, he�d be at Simon�s side.
Careful, Simon, please be careful�
Ten long minutes passed.
Hoot-hoot... Then, three more calls: hazel grouse, wood pigeon, rock dove � Frenec, Pappas, and Villejohn in place and ready for action.
Anton closed his eyes, imagining what was happening below: As one, Root and the others rising from the underbrush � each man slipping like a ghost toward the German soldier � knife or garrote coming up and finding its mark � the dead man crumpling �
Ten seconds passed. Twenty. No shots came.
Come on, Simon�
Hoot-hoot. The all-clear signal.
Anton leapt up, sprinted up the trail, and skidded to a halt at the crest of the slope. In the ravine below, Simon Root stood over a soldier�s body. He gave Anton a wave and smile, then signaled him to come down.
* * *
Just as Anton had described, Root found the bunker disguised as part of the hillside, complete with overhanging sod and foliage sprouting from holes in the concrete facade. They put some effort into this one, Root thought, and again wondered what could be so important. Time to find out.
He put his ear to the steel door. After a few seconds he heard the scuff of a boot and a murmured German voice. Just one, sounds like. That meant the door itself was probably locked from the inside. We�ll have to wrangle an invitation.
Root signaled to Frenec, who nodded then began stripping off his clothes, as Villejohn and Pappas began doing the same to one of the German bodies. A minute later Frenec was wearing a greatcoat and wool pants. He placed a coal scuttle helmet on his head and pulled it low over his eyes. In his right fist, tucked out of sight against his pant leg, was his trench knife.
�Let�s pray there�s no password, eh?� Frenec whispered to Root.
�If so, improvise. Try �I love the Kaiser.��
Frenec grinned. �And you know I do.�
Root and the rest of the team spread themselves along the hillside, knives and wires at the ready. Frenec stepped to the door and pounded on the steel. �Offnen Sie! Ich muss scheise!�
Root smiled to himself. Nothing said �open up� like urgent bowels.
There was a metal clank-clank as the door�s latches were thrown. The door swung open. Frenec stood bent at the waist, adjusting his boot strap.
�Gekommen auf,� the guard said. Come on.
�Ja, ja �,� Frenec muttered. Helmet still shielding his face, he lifted his head slightly, checking for other guards inside. �Warten Sie eine minute��
Frenec�s hand shot up, grabbed the guard�s coat, and jerked hard. The guard stumbled forward. Frenec�s knife shot upward. There was an explosive grunt and the man crumpled forward. Frenec hefted him over his shoulder, then waddled off into the trees. He reappeared moments later, wiping the knife on his pant leg. He grinned. �One less ugly in the world.�
Root pointed to Villejohn. �Your team�s on point, Reni. Room by room, knives and wires.�
* * *
The bunker�s interior was dim, the passageways lit only by sputtering oil lamps. Shadows danced off the walls and Root could smell mildew in the chill air. Lining each side of the main passage were two doors; at the far end lay a T-turn. Somewhere in the distance Root could hear voices singing in German:
Es braust ein Ruf wie Donnerhall, wie Schwertgeklirr und Wogenprall: Zum Rhein, zum Rhein, zum deutschen Rhein, wer will des Stromes H�ter sein?
�What is it?� Frenec whispered.
� �Die Wacht am Rhein.� The Watch on the Rhine.�
�Happy bastards, aren�t they? I�ll give them another mouth to smile out of.�
�You�re an angry fellow, Frenec, anyone ever tell you that?�
�Only you.�
Ahead, Villejohn and Pappas each had his team waiting beside a door. Frenec took the third and Root, with Anton taking up the rear, the fourth. Once everyone was ready, Root gave the signal. As one, each team slipped through its door.
Root found himself face-to-face with a German soldier. Dressed in woolen long underwear and a gray T-shirt, the man froze, a steaming mug lifted halfway to his mouth. His eyes went wide. Root stabbed the tip of his knife into the hollow of his throat, bundled him in a bear hug, and dragged him to the floor. Root�s other men rushed past him and dispatched the other three soldiers where they lay in their bunks.
�Stash them,� Root ordered, rising to his feet. �Tidy up. Anton, you okay?�
�Yes, sir.�
Root stepped back into the passageway. Frenec, Pappas, and Villejohn were already there. Each gave a thumbs-up. Root nodded and pointed at Frenec: Next passage.
* * *
Fifteen minutes later they were done, having cleared the remaining rooms. The bunker was shaped like a T, with the main entrance at the base. At each end of the T�s crossbar they found a pair of wide ladders leading downward. Strains of �Lili Marlene� continued to echo up the shafts.
In all, there�d been thirty soldiers, all fit, well fed, and well equipped � if a little green. Root knew they would�ve had a harder time with seasoned troops. Of course, that didn�t change the facts: The Huns had stuck a lot of men in a bunker that was not only strategically obsolete, but hundreds of miles away from the nearest German units.
He and his squad leaders gathered in the main passage and crouched in a circle. Frenec puffed on a red hussar. The backs of his hands were slick with blood. Pappas coughed once, then stifled a sneeze. �Bloody weather�s giving me the grippe,� he grumbled.
�Doc, heal thyself,� Villejohn said with a smile. Pappas was the team�s corpsman.
Root asked, �Documents?�
Each man shook his head. �Just bunkrooms, a crapper, and a kitchen,� Frenec said. �Most of the idiots were asleep � probably just got off watch.�
Makes sense, Root thought. Germans had a habit of changing watches at dusk and dawn. �Uniforms?�
Pappas shook his head. �They�re all stripped � no unit insignias, patches, ribbons � nothing.�
�ID disks?�
�Gone.�
A genuine mystery, Root thought again. What was so damned important about this place? Though he didn�t have that answer, he had an idea where he might find it.
�Okay, then,� he said. �Down we go. If there�re any secrets to be had, that�s where we�ll find them. Frenec and I�ll go first and have a look.�
Root and Frenec stood up, handed their rifles to the other two, then walked to the head of the ladder. A gust of air blew up the shaft; Root shivered. He drew his Webley pistol � he�d given up his Colt after it jammed three times at Messines � checked the cylinder, reholstered it. He looked at Villejohn and Pappas and the rest of the men arrayed behind them. He gave them a smile, clapped Anton on the shoulder, then said, �Mystery awaits, boys.�
Root placed his foot on the rung and started downward, unaware he was stepping into a nightmare that would consume the remainder of his life.
Einach, Austria, 1993
Istvan was wondering if he�d made a mistake. So certain of his decision just hours before, now, in the quiet shadows of his berth, the words of his friend echoed in his mind. The rhythmic clacking of the train�s steel wheels lulled him into drowsiness. Moonlight streamed through the window, casting shadows against the wall as the train started its climb into the foothills of the Steiermark Alps.
A heavy snow had begun falling outside Salzburg, and now the landscape was a pristine white, the trees bushy with powder. In the distance Istvan could see the twinkling lights of Paal.
Better to leave it be, my friend � It�s worked well for us all these years � In a few years perhaps, but let�s wait and see�
Should he have listened? Istvan wondered. There had been times over the years when it could have easily been lost, but still it remained safe and hidden from the world. Through wars and upheaval, Tirol had been good to them.
He looked up at the luggage rack and the case strapped there. It vibrated with the train�s motion, the catches ticking like an old-fashioned telegraph machine. Istvan smiled ruefully: Sending me a message, are you, old friend?
What have I done? he thought. I�ve been stupid, that�s what. And suddenly he found himself decided. That�s it, then. It wasn�t too late.
He would get off at Graz, catch the next train back to Innsbruck, and by morning the case would be back where it belonged. Yes, good. He felt as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He took a deep breath, then rolled over and drifted off to sleep.
* * *
He was jolted awake by the grinding of steel on steel. The train�s whistle shrieked once, then twice more. The car lurched. Istvan tumbled from his bunk, rolled across the floor, and slammed into the wall. Pain flashed behind his eyes. He shook his head clear, crawled to the window, pulled himself up to the pane.
�Oh my God �,� he gasped.
Outside the window, the ballast slope gave way to a partially frozen lake, the ice shimmering dully in the moonlight. As he watched, the water seemed to rise toward the window.
We�re rocking! he thought. The walls shuddered as the car slammed back onto the tracks, then tipped in the opposite direction. The entire train was rocking from side to side as though it were being swattted by giant, unseen hands. The case! He glanced up. He saw the glimmer of the case�s steel side, still strapped in place.
From the passageway he heard an explosive crash, followed by more grinding, followed by a whoosh of air. His door began rattling wildly. Voices screamed in the distance, �Mein gott � mein gott!� Istvan dropped to his belly, scrambled toward the door, grabbed the latch, and jerked it open.
The wall across the passageway was gone, a jagged floor-to-ceiling hole in its place. Through it he could see rocks and trees flashing past. Snow streamed through the opening, creating a small blizzard in the passage. The emergency lights on the walls flickered yellow.
�Mutter � Mutter, wo sind Sie!� a child screamed. Mother, where are you!
�Gott, helfen us �!�
God can�t help us, Istvan thought, staring transfixed at the cliff face.
The car lurched again. He felt himself stumbling backward. He crashed into the window. The glass shattered. Cold air rushed in. He felt himself falling. He grabbed the pane first with one hand, then the other, then heaved himself back into the compartment. He dropped to his knees and glanced over his shoulder.
Oh, no, oh please no �
The lake�s surface loomed before the window. Instinctively, he knew the angle was too great. The train wouldn�t right itself this time. He threw himself toward the bunk, grabbed the frame. Jaw set against the pull of gravity, he dragged himself to his feet. He stretched his fingers toward the case.
As his fingertips touched the handle, he heard a roar. He turned around. A wall of icy water rushed toward him.
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Rappahannock River, Virginia, 2003
Briggs Tanner awoke to scent of rain blowing through the open window. His first thought was coffee, which was quickly followed by first swim, then coffee. The exercise habit wasn�t entirely welcome this early in the morning � especially on this, his first day of a week�s vacation � but it was ingrained and he knew better than to fight it. There were worse habits, he knew.
He sat up, placed his feet on the floor, and peeked out the window. On the horizon lay a dark line of squall clouds, their bottom edges feathered with falling rain. Below his window, a wooded embankment swept down to the cliff-enclosed cove over which his home � a vintage lighthouse he�d adopted from the Virginia Historical Commission � stood, and beyond the cove, through a notch in the cliff, lay the river proper � though this offshoot of the Rappahannock was more lake than river, measuring five miles from shore to shore.
Tanner opened his closet, took his wet suit off the peg, slipped it on, then trotted down the loft stairs to the living room and into the kitchen. He prepped the coffeemaker, set the timer for forty minutes, then grabbed his cell phone and stepped out onto the deck.
The cell phone trilled; he flipped it open. �Hello.�
�Briggs, it�s Walt.�
�Morning, Oaks.�
�You busy?�
�Not especially.�
�Mind if I come by on my way to the office? I need � some advice.�
There�s a switch, Tanner thought. Aside from subjects of an outdoor nature, Walter Oaken�s knowledge was encyclopedic. That which he didn�t know, he learned. Whether trivial, vital, or somewhere in between, Oaken absorbed it and filed it away for future use. He was, Tanner had decided long ago, an information pack rat.
�Sure,� Tanner said. �Come down the pier when you get here.�
�You�re swimming? You�re going to catch pneumonia.�
�It�s always possible.�
�Want me to bring coffee?�
�It�ll be brewing when you get here.�
�See you in a while.�
* * *
Tanner sat down on the edge of the pier, cupped the drag floats to his ankles, then lowered himself into the water. He gasped at the chill. Though it was already mid-June, his cove saw little current, so the winter chill tended to linger until early August.
The urge to climb back out was strong, but he quashed it and kept treading water, waiting for the chill to subside. At forty, Briggs had noticed his what the hell are you doing voice wasn�t as faint as it used to be. Whether the voice was that of wisdom and maturity or just the complaints of early middle age he wasn�t sure. First swim, then coffee, he told himself.
He pushed off and began stroking toward the gap.
As with every swim, within a few minutes his mind cleared, the blood began to surge through his limbs, and he slipped into a rhythm. He felt the drag of the float behind him and stroked a little harder, enjoying the exertion. Getting stronger, he thought. Better than even a week ago.
Three weeks earlier his doctor and physical therapist had proclaimed him healed � though on occasion he still felt a twinge from the wounds. The worst of them had come from a pair of AK-47 bullets fired by a squad of very angry Chinese soldiers. The first bullet had torn through his buttock and blasted out the front of his thigh; the second had punched through his back, rupturing his diaphragm and spleen.
If not for a combination of dumb luck, a touch of hypothermia, and a battle-hardened Russian field surgeon, it would have ended much differently. But it didn�t, Tanner reminded himself. Good to be alive.
After twenty minutes of swimming he stopped and glanced over his shoulder. A mile away, through the gap in the cove, he could see a lone figure standing on the pier: tall, gangly, blue blazer hanging from his frame like a lab coat � Walter Oaken�s silhouette was unmistakable.
Tanner gave him a wave, got one in return, then turned and began swimming back.
* * *
When he reached the pier, Oaken leaned down, cautiously offered a hand, then backpedaled as Tanner levered himself onto the planks. Oaken wiped his hands. �Wow � it�s cold.�
�Yes.�
�You�re an idiot, you know that, don�t you?�
�So I�ve been told.� Tanner dried his hair then tucked the towel into the collar of his wet suit so it formed a hood. He gestured to the other towel he�d laid on the planks. �Sit down.�
Oaken did so and handed him a cup of coffee. �How far did you go?�
�Couple miles; give or take.�
�I see your Rudbeckia Hirta is coming in well. I think Bev�s got some of them planted somewhere.�
Tanner smiled. Only Walt, a man who wouldn�t stick his hands in the soil on a bet, would be able to name black-eyed Susans by their scientific name. �I transplanted them in May; they were getting a little too much sun. How�s Charlie?�
�Hairy and loud.�
Charlie, a yellow labrador puppy, which had been rescued from the pound, had been Oaken�s Christmas gift to his daughters. The idea of Oaken, avid indoorsman that he was, dealing with a rambunctious puppy never failed to amuse Tanner. �Admit it: You love him.�
�I like him.�
�Uh-huh.� Tanner sipped his coffee. �So, what can I do for you?�
�Yeah, well �,� Oaken started. �Bev and the girls want to go camping.�
Tanner did his best to suppress his smile. �I see. With you?�
�Yes.�
�And Charlie.�
�Yes.�
�Camping.�
�Yes.�
�Can I come watch?�
�Very funny. What am I gonna do? Camping � Jesus, I�ll probably kill myself setting up the tent.�
�No problem,� Tanner said. �I�ll give you a list. Have you got a notebook?�
�Sure.� Excited at the idea of having something to pigeonhole, Oaken took out his notebook, uncapped his pen, and nodded. �Ready.�
�First � and this is crucial��
�Okay ��
�You�re going to need a flannel shirt.�
Oaken started scribbling.
�Something checkered � red and black. And a hat � coonskin, preferably, with earflaps.�
Oaken stopped writing and glanced sideways at him. �That�s not funny.�
Tanner clapped him on the shoulder. �Don�t worry about it. I have everything you need. A couple hours from now you�ll be a regular Danger Don.�
�You mean the guy on TV? The adventure nut with the death wish?�
�That�s him.� Tanner�s cell phone trilled and he answered. �Hello.�
�Briggs, it�s Gill.�
Gillman Vetsch was a friend from Tanner�s precivilian days. Once a month they got together for coffee or lunch. �Gill, how are you?�
�I need to see you.�
Something�s wrong, Tanner thought. Despite the tragic turns Vetsch�s life had taken, he was one of the most upbeat people Briggs had ever known. The tone in Gill�s voice was anything but upbeat now. �Sure, give me an hour. Can you give me a clue?�
�Not over the phone.�
The line went dead. Tanner disconnected.
Oaken said, �Bad news?�
�I don�t know,� Tanner replied. Yes, definitely bad.
* * *
Gill Vetsch and Tanner had been two of the original members of ISAG, or the Intelligence Support Activity Group, Vetsch having been recruited from the Secret Service, Tanner from the Naval Special Warfare community. Founded by the CIA, ISAG was an experimental program designed to address what was seen as a gap in the U.S. intelligence community � namely, special operators who could act not only as commandos, but also as hands-on intelligence gatherers.
Culled from all branches� military and civilian elite units, ISAG operators were put through a grueling two-year course that turned them into what insiders called �warrior spies,� men and women as comfortable hunting terrorists through the jungles of South America as they were running agents in Bratislava. Disbanded due to Pentagon politics shortly after its conception, ISAG produced only sixty graduates � the only sixty to survive the program�s 90 percent attrition rate.
Shortly before the ax fell, Tanner was prepping for an overwatch job � ISAG�s term for a standoff bodyguarding assignment � when his late wife, Elle, fell ill and miscarried their baby. Vetsch stepped in, took over the job, and sent Tanner home to be with her.
Three days later in Bucharest, Vetsch was gunned down by a sniper on a street outside Cotroceni Palace. Left for dead, Vetsch watched helplessly as the kidnappers bundled his charge into a van and sped away. He survived, but barely, as the bullet missed his heart by inches and severed his spinal column at mid-lumbar. When he emerged from surgery he was paralyzed from the waist down.
Surprising no one, Gill rebounded with gusto and adjusted quickly to what he termed �a little bump in the road of life.� Tanner had visited him shortly after his release from the hospital. Gill immediately saw the guilt in Tanner�s eyes.
�Don�t even think it, Briggs,� Vetsch told him. �It was plain bad luck, nothing more. You had no business being in the field. Elle needed you, you needed her. Hell, you would�ve done the same for me. Don�t forget: I�m luckier than you are. Whoever was behind the trigger, he was aiming for the heart. A couple inches either way and goodbye. Big picture: I�m alive.�
�I know, Gill, but Christ��
�If it makes you feel any better I�ll let you come over once a month and wash my wheelchair. Deal?�
Despite himself, Tanner smiled. �Deal.�
�Now I�ve got a favor to ask.�
�Name it.�
Though he wasn�t going to let Bucharest ruin his life, Vetsch explained, it had set him thinking about his then fifteen-year-old daughter, Susanna. �Mary died before we had a chance to choose godparents for Susanna. I know it�d make Susanna happy; she loves you. What do you say?�
Tanner opened his mouth to speak, but no words came.
�And no,� Gill continued, �I�m not asking because I think you owe me anything. I�m asking you because you�re the most loyal, trustworthy son of a bitch I know. If anything happens to me, or if Susanna needs you, you�ll be there. Am I wrong?�
�No.�
�You wanna think about it?�
�There�s nothing to think about, Gill.�
�Good! Now go get the hose � there�s some dirt on my wheels.�
And with a mutual laugh, it was done. In the space of five minutes, Tanner had not only gained a goddaughter, but had seen courage and forgiveness epitomized by a man who had every right to hate life.
* * *
Vetsch lived in Willowbrook, Virginia, in a two-story saltbox he and Mary had bought shortly before Susanna was born. Vetsch had always been a woodworker by hobby, and after the accident he�d had a wheelchair-accessible shop built behind the garage. Filled to the rafters with equipment that would have made Bob Vila envious, the shop was Vetsch�s haven.
An hour after leaving his home, Tanner pulled into Gill�s driveway, got out, and walked around to the shop door. �Over here,� Briggs heard. He turned.
Vetsch was sitting on his deck, staring into the distance. Tanner walked up the ramp. Vetsch didn�t turn. His eyes were unfocused and red-rimmed. His face was covered in stubble.
�Gill?� Tanner placed a hand on his shoulder. �Gill?�
Vetsch turned and looked up at Tanner. �She�s gone, Briggs.�
�Who?�
�Susanna. She�s gone.�
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Royal Oak, Maryland�s eastern shore, Chesapeake Bay
The weather was cooperating, Risto was pleased to see. A good omen.
Given the target�s secluded location, they hadn�t dared risk surveilling it from the ground, having had to instead rely on copied maps, aerial photographs, and blueprints they�d obtained at the Wicomico County Courthouse. This would be their first true glimpse of the house. Now, as the boat glided toward shore, a fog began to settle over the water, obscuring all but the house�s yellow porch light, which seemed to float in the mist.
�Stop here,� Risto whispered.
At the wheel, Grebo eased back on the throttle. The electric trolling motor went silent. The other men waited, watching their leader, who stood staring into the fog. After thirty seconds, one of them whispered, �Risto?�
Risto held up his hand for silence, then cocked his head. The eerie bong of a navigation buoy echoed over the water. In the distance, a dog barked. Then silence. Tendrils of mist swirled over the water.
�Anchor,� Risto ordered. �Quietly.�
One of the men crept to the bow and gently lowered the anchor over the side. As it took hold, the current swung the stern around. Risto grabbed the rail to steady himself, then raised his binoculars, waiting for a gap in the fog. After a few moments, a breeze swept over the water and the fog parted momentarily.
There �
Surrounded by a low flagstone wall, the two-story Cape Cod was situated on five wooded acres at the tip of a peninsula fifteen miles from the center of the bay. The only access points were through the main gate on the landward side, and through a second gate at the head of a boat dock on the north side. On the south side were a swimming pool and a tennis court.
Risto could see light glowing through one of the second-floor dormer windows. As he watched, a man-shaped shadow passed before the curtains then disappeared from view. There you are, he thought. Safe and snug. Not for long.
�It must cost a million dollars,� whispered Boric, the youngest member of the team.
�One point nine,� Risto replied. He felt a fleeting pang of sadness for Boric. The necessities of war, Risto reminded himself. He laid a gentle hand on Boric�s shoulder. �Now be quiet, boy.�
Risto continued scanning with his binoculars until he spotted a lone guard patrolling the eastern wall. There would be three more, he knew. He kept scanning, picking them out one by one, until each guard was accounted for. He watched for another ten minutes, until certain each one�s route was unchanged.
He lowered his binoculars. He was surprised to feel his hands shaking. Calm yourself; you�ve planned well. He turned to the other men. �It�s time.�
* * *
Raymond Crohn dearly loved his dog Pumpkin � more so than he�d ever admit to his wife � but the Welsh Corgi could be a true pain. Not only did Pumpkin have a bladder the size of a lima bean, but she was maddeningly fussy about where she did her business. Potty breaks were never a simple matter of opening the door and letting her roam the yard. No, Pumpkin had to be walked. Pumpkin needed to be encouraged.
It was shortly before eleven P.M. when Crohn pulled on his coat, hooked the leash to Pumpkin�s collar, and stepped outside. If he hurried, he might make it back in time to catch the start of the news.
�Come on, Pumpkin,� Crohn called as he started down the driveway. Fog swirled across the road, clinging to the trees and ditches. The treetops swayed and creaked in the wind.
After fifty yards, Pumpkin stopped beside a fern and lifted her leg. �Good girl,� Crohn cooed. �Are we done?�
Pumpkin snorted and kept walking. After another hundred yards Crohn reached the flagstone wall that separated his property from that of his neighbors. Beyond the wall he could see the vague outline of the Cape Cod. Light glowed through one of the upstairs windows.
That�s odd, Crohn thought. He�d never known them to be late-night folks, but rather early risers. Must be catching a movie or something, he reasoned. I wonder what�
From over the wall Crohn heard a moan. Pumpkin stopped in mid-sniff, cocked her head, then let out a low growl and trotted behind Crohn�s legs.
A leaf skittered across the gravel and disappeared into the darkness. There were a few seconds of silence, then another moan. What in god�s name? Crohn thought. Legs trembling, he bent down and picked up a stick off the ground. He crept toward the wall.
�Who�s there?� he called. �Is someone there?�
The bushes rustled. Crohn froze. Pumpkin growled.
�Quiet, Pumpkin.�
Crohn�s heart pounded. He gulped air, took another step. Pumpkin tugged at her leash. Crohn pulled her back, took another step. He drew even with the wall and raised the stick. He peeked over.
�Oh, good God ��
A man lay sprawled beside the hedge. As though sensing Crohn�s presence, the man swiveled his head toward Crohn and rasped, �Help � get help.�
* * *
Crohn�s panicked call to 911 was routed to the nearest Wicomico County sheriff�s deputy, who was performing DWI stops outside Catchpenny twelve miles away. Eight minutes after receiving the call, Deputy Jay Meriweather pulled onto the gravel road bordering the flagstone wall. Headlights picked out a man frantically waving one arm as he tried to rein in a dog with the other. Meriweather stopped the car, radioed �on scene� to his dispatcher, then got out. �Sir, did you��
�He�s there � on the other side of the wall.�
Meriweather glanced at the wall. His hand instinctively went to the butt of his gun. �Calm down, sir, and tell me what the problem is.�
�There�s a man there. He�s hurt. I didn�t � I couldn�t ��
�All right, sir, just stay put.�
Flashlight held before him, Meriweather stepped up to the wall and shined his light on the ground. As Crohn had described, the man lay on his left side in the grass. His face was covered in blood. An embroidered patch on the shoulder of his windbreaker read, �Rhodes Point Security.� Though Meriweather had seen only one gunshot wound before, the ragged hole over the man�s eye was unmistakable.
He grabbed his radio. �Dispatch, Victor Two-nine. I need backup and rescue at my location. Ten thirty-three!�
* * *
Meriweather�s call of �Officer needs emergency help� drew every available police unit, from fellow sheriff�s deputies, to nearby local cops, to a Maryland State Trooper on patrol nineteen miles away in Salem. Accidental discharges notwithstanding, gunshot victims were a rarity in this wealthy part of Maryland�s eastern shore.
Once the property was cordoned off and the security guard was bundled into an ambulance, Meriweather and five other cops divided into pairs, then climbed over the wall and began a search of the grounds.
Meriweather was approaching the pool patio when his radio crackled to life: �We�ve got a body � north side by the dock.�
Another call: �Here, too. Main gate.�
�Make it four,� came another. �Sidewalk, by the front door.�
Jesus Christ, Meriweather thought. If there�s four out here, how many inside? �All units, find an entry point and stand by. Break: Dispatch, Victor Two-nine. Get me a supervisor out here. Break: All units, enter house.�
* * *
The interior search went smoothly. The Cape Cod�s lower levels were cleared. There were no signs of forced entry, nothing out of place, no signs of struggle � and no more bodies. Meriweather led the other officers up the stairs.
On the second floor he found a bathroom and two bedrooms. Using hand signals, he directed the other teams to take the bedrooms as he searched the bathroom. He was approaching the threshold when one of the officers called out.
�Meriweather! End of the hall!�
Meriweather rushed down the hall and into the bedroom. Lying on the bed under the glare of four flashlights was a man in his late sixties or early seventies. He was bound hand and foot with plastic flexi-cuffs. His mouth was stuffed with a red ball-gag. Wide-eyed, he stared at them and mumbled into the gag.
Meriweather stepped through the circle of cops, loosened the ball-gag, and removed it.
The old man let out an explosive whoosh, then gulped for air.
�Sir, are you injured?� Meriweather said. �Can we��
�My wife,� he panted. �They took my wife!�
* * *
Seventy-five miles away in Gloucester point, Joe McBride was enjoying one of his favorite hobbies: late-night vintage horror movies. Tonight he�d lucked out and found the 1960 Vincent Price version of The Fall of the House of Usher. As far as McBride was concerned Price was the king of what he liked to call �creepy campy.� Humor and terror all in one.
The phone jangled on the end table. McBride started, nearly spilling his popcorn. He glanced at the clock: three A.M. Who the hell � �Yeah, hello.�
�Hey, Joe, it�s Charlie Latham. Sorry to call so late.�
�Charlie � Jesus. You scared the hell out of me.�
�Lemme guess: Horror movie?�
�Yep�House of Usher.�
�Good one. Listen, we need your help.�
This caught McBride off guard. He knew Charlie from having worked with the FBI on several cases, but they�d never worked together. Latham�s bailiwick was counter-espionage; McBride�s, kidnapping. �Who does? You?�
�No, the higher-ups. They know we�re friends, so��
�They thought you�d have more luck getting me to say yes.�
�That and lure you out this late at night.�
�I�m retired, Charlie.�
�Consultants don�t retire � they just take longer vacations.�
McBride chuckled. �What�s going on?�
�A big one, something up your alley. We�ve got an agent on the scene who�ll explain everything.� McBride hesitated. There was some truth to Latham�s jibe: Being freelance, he could slip into and out of retirement as he chose, and he�d done so several times in the past few years. That was the problem with doing what you loved for a living: What was the point in retiring?
�Okay. I�ll take a look,� McBride said. �No promises.�
�Fair enough.�
�Where am I going?�
�A little town called Royal Oak on Maryland�s eastern shore. A helicopter will be waiting for you at Fleeton.�
* * *
McBride hurriedly got dressed and drove the thirty miles up the coast to the Fleeton airstrip. As advertised, a Maryland State Police helicopter was waiting, its rotors spinning at idle. The pilot stuck his hand out the window and waved him aboard. Five minutes later they were airborne and heading east across the bay to Whitehaven, where they landed in a farmer�s field. From there a Wicomico County sheriff�s deputy drove him three miles to the scene.
Through the wrought-iron gate McBride could see a dozen unmarked and marked police cars lining the driveway to the two-story Cape Cod. Figures milled about the open front door. McBride could hear the overlapping crackle of radios and murmured voices. Yellow police tape fluttered in the breeze along the stone wall.
McBride felt that old familiar swell of excitement in his chest. He took a deep breath to quash it. Big case, big stakes. Retirement be damned. Still, there was part of him that wanted to turn around and go home. Exciting as they were, kidnapping cases took their toll on him, dominating his every thought and emotion until the case was resolved � and sometimes beyond that when things finished badly.
McBride had come to the �hostage talker� business largely by accident, having stumbled into it during his junior year at Notre Dame as he watched a police negotiator secure the release of three bank tellers taken during a robbery gone awry. This one man, standing in the midst of a dozen armed cops, a coked-out and twice-convicted felon with nothing to lose, and three hostages who didn�t know if they would live to see their families again, had turned an impossible situation into a miracle. The robber went to jail and the hostages went home to their loved ones.
The next day McBride changed his major to criminal justice.
To fund his undergraduate degree in psychology, after Notre Dame he joined the army reserves and trained as an armored intelligence scout. On those weekends he wasn�t bouncing around inside a Bradley fighting vehicle, he made pocket money by giving golf lessons at nearby courses and flipping steak at a local diner.
Time flies, Joe thought. From short-order cook to free-lancer for the FBI and the CIA. Time had also brought him some unexpected gifts, including a wonderful wife and a pair of sons � Joe Jr., a radiologist in Oklahoma, and Scott, an attorney in Ohio. Life was good � for him at least, watching the cops milling around the driveway. Something bad had happened here tonight. The question was, could he do anything to make it right? One way to find out.
The deputy escorted him to the front door, where he was met by a man wearing a blue blazer. An FBI badge dangled from his front pocket. The agent extended his hand to McBride. �Collin Oliver.�
�Joe McBride. You�ve got every cop within fifty miles here. What the hell happened?�
�Three dead security guards, one who�s probably on the way out, a bypassed alarm system, and a missing woman. A neighbor walking his dog found one of the guards and called it in.�
�The husband?�
�He�s inside. Shaken up but unhurt.�
�Any calls yet? Anything left behind?�
�Nothing.�
McBride frowned. �Agent Oliver, I�m not sure why I�m��
�You�ll see. Come on.�
Oliver led him inside, through the living room, and into the kitchen. An elderly man with disheveled gray hair sat at the dining table. He stared into space, his hands curled around a steaming mug. Standing a few feet away a pair of State Troopers nervously shuffled their feet.
Oliver stopped in the doorway and gestured for McBride to wait. He walked up to the man, whispered a few words to him, then gestured toward McBride. The man looked in McBride�s direction then nodded.
The face looks familiar, McBride thought. As he tried to place it, Oliver waved him over.
�Joe, this is the owner of the house, Mr. Root.�
Root � Jonathan Root. That was it, that�s why he looked familiar, McBride realized. Jonathan Root was the former director of the CIA. Oh boy.
Root looked up at him. �You�re McBride?�
�Yes, sir.�
�You�ve got to help me. They�ve got my wife. They told me they�ll kill her.�
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Tunis Mills, Maryland
Even before Vetsch began recounting the few details he had of Susanna�s disappearance, Tanner had made his decision. There was nothing to think about, really. He was Susanna�s godfather; she his surrogate daughter. Gill could not go after her himself � which was tearing him apart � and Tanner refused to simply sit back and hope for the best. Even so, there were arrangements to be made before he could do anything. His work complicated matters.
Not long after resigning his commission with the Navy and leaving ISAG, Tanner was approached with an offer by his late mentor, Chief Boatswain�s Mate Ned Billings. Billings was a part of a quasi-civilian intelligence group called Holystone. Run by Leland Dutcher, a former deputy director of intelligence for the CIA, Holystone was what is known in the espionage business as a �fix-it company,� a small collection of special operators and intelligence gatherers who handled the riskiest of jobs.
Pitched to Dutcher by then President Ronald Reagan in the early eighties, Holystone was designed to address a blank spot in the U.S.�s intelligence community � namely, a group that could follow bad guys into the gray areas where military action was too much, diplomacy was too little, and standard intelligence measures were indefensible � in other words, a group that worked by �deniable methods.�
For Holystone, this arm�s-length relationship with the CIA and its many spinoffs was both a blessing and a curse. Due largely to Dutcher�s universal reputation as the most even-keeled and trustworthy DDI of his generation, Holystone operated with a fair amount of autonomy, both in budget and in methods. It also operated at a fraction of the CIA�s cafeteria allotment, had full access to the U.S. intelligence system, and was exempt from the political and budgetary squabbles the CIA had to fight at every turn.
Holystone�s curse came from its raison d��tre: deniability. Holystone, its people, and its mission didn�t exist. If caught somewhere they shouldn�t be, doing something they shouldn�t be doing, operatives were on their own. As Dutcher explained it when Tanner had first come aboard, �It�s a brutal necessity � brutal for us, necessary for the president.�
Tanner didn�t have to think long about the offer. Not only did he trust in Billings�s judgment, but like anyone who spent any time in the intelligence business, Briggs also knew of Leland Dutcher�s reputation. If he was at Holystone�s helm, it had to be something special.
Dutcher was an old-school spook, having learned the business first with the OSS as a member of a Jedburgh Team dropped into occupied France to assist the Resistance against the German Wehrmacht, then with the CIA as it fought tooth and nail against the KGB and the East German Stazi in Cold War Berlin.
As an agent controller, he�d won and lost both battles and people the world had never heard of and never would. He�d seen the CIA go from a small collection of case officers that succeeded through improvisation, dedication, and guile, to a premier intelligence agency armed with technology that had been unimaginable even twenty years before.
Through it all, Dutcher had learned an unforgettable lesson: It was people, not technology, that drove the intelligence business. Cameras, microphones, and computers are a poor substitute for �eyeballs on the ground��the impressions of a trained and seasoned spook.
Soon after joining Holystone, Tanner realized he�d found a home, something he�d missed since leaving the tight-knit community of ISAG. In addition to Dutcher, there was Walter Oaken, his second-in-command � or as Dutcher often called him, �the oil that keeps the machine running��and Tanner�s oldest friend, Ian Cahil, whom Tanner had recruited into Holystone a few years before. They were good people. He counted himself lucky.
After leaving Vetsch, Tanner took 95 north to Washington, then 301 over the bridge across the bay and south to Tunis Mills. Holystone�s office, a Frank Lloyd Wrightesque building surrounded by Japanese maples and gold-mound spirea, sat perched above the banks of Leeds Creek, one of the hundreds of inlets along the eastern shore.
Tanner pulled into the parking lot, walked up the path, and swiped his card key in the reader. At the muted click he pushed through the door into the foyer. Holystone�s layout was uncluttered, with high, vaulted ceilings and offices lining a sunken conference room. He walked back to Oaken�s office, poked his head in, and said, �Got a minute?� then continued on to Dutcher�s office.
Dutcher looked up from a file and peered at Tanner through the pair of half-glasses perched on his nose. �I seem to recall you�re on vacation.�
Briggs sat down on the sofa. �I love my job.�
Oaken walked in, handed Tanner a cup of coffee, and took the seat before Dutcher�s desk.
�Glad to hear it,� Dutcher said with a smile. �Now go home.�
�I�ve got a situation.�
Oaken asked, �Vetsch?�
Tanner nodded.
Dutcher laid aside the file. �Gill Vetsch? What�s going on?�
�He called me this morning. His daughter, Susanna, went missing in Paris.�
�When?�
�Two weeks ago. She�s with the DEA, but beyond that, he doesn�t know much.�
�FCI,� Oaken ventured, referring to the Drug Enforcement Agency�s Foreign Cooperative Investigations branch.
�That was my guess,� Tanner replied. �Gill got the call from the DEA�s public affairs officer, who sounded like he was reading from a script. That, and something else Gill said makes me think she was working intell � undercover, probably.�
�What�s that?� asked Dutcher.
�She was home for a few days at Easter. Gill said she�d changed � her hair was dyed, she had piercings and tattoos, her clothes were bordello ratty. She was withdrawn, distant ��
Dutcher nodded. �Makes sense. I know the DEA�s been cozying up to the French SDCB the last few years. A lot of heroin has been streaming into Paris.�
�The French connection lives,� Tanner said. Since the SDCB � the Sub-Directorate, Criminal Business � had begun cracking down on organized crime�s monopoly of gambling machines, the underworld had returned its attention to more traditional sources of income. And with heroin having again become chic in the U.S., the market was booming.
�Since when is the DEA putting people on the ground in Europe?� Oaken asked.
�Good question,� Dutcher replied. �What else did Gill know?�
�Not much,� Tanner said. �He pushed it, made a lot of phone calls, but got nowhere.�
�No unidentified bodies over there?�
�No.�
�Unfortunately, that doesn�t mean much.�
While overseas DEA casualties had increased dramatically in the past five years, few bodies were ever found, as European drug organizations took a page from the Mafia�s book and started making sure their victims disappeared forever � especially U.S. agents, who were particularly despised. The dictum in the french underworld was Non all�, pas compl�tement�Not gone, not dead. The victim is not fully dead until they disappear.
Thinking of that, Tanner felt his heart pound a little harder. She�s alive, he told himself. On the drive from Willowbrook he�d had time to think about Susanna Vetsch. Though she was now a woman of twenty-five, part of him would always see her as a bright and happy fourteen-year-old girl. Tanner had come to think of Susanna as the daughter he�d never had, and in return he�d become the uncle in whom she confided and relied.
Tanner�s wife had died years before in an avalanche on a mountain in Colorado. Before then he�d never given much thought to the saying �Better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all,� having accepted it with the wisdom of ignorance. In the years that followed Elle�s death, during those times when he let himself think too much, he decided the phrase was at best cavalier, at worst cruel. The pain had faded with time, of course, but it never quite disappeared, a dull empty ache in the pit of his chest.
Not that life was bad. In fact, life was pretty damned good most of the time, but Briggs now knew happiness wasn�t the sure thing he�d once thought it to be. You had to work at it, open yourself up, be ready to lose and to hurt, and never take anything for granted. In that respect, Elle�s death had been a positive for him.
Dutcher asked Briggs, �Does Gill know the odds?�
�I suspect so,� Tanner replied, �but he doesn�t care. It�s his little girl, Leland.�
�Yep. So: He asked you for a favor.�
Tanner nodded.
�Does he know you�re still on the inside?�
�I suspect so, but he�s never brought it up. Bottom line: His daughter is missing, the DEA isn�t talking, and he can�t go himself. He needs help.�
Dutcher smiled. �I can see you�ve already made your decision.�
�Not much to think about.�
�I suppose not. Briggs, if you get into trouble��
�I know.� If he got into trouble, he would truly be on his own. Semiautonomous as Holystone was, Dutcher still had people to whom he answered and boundaries he could not cross. If it came out that Holystone was applying its resources to an operator�s personal agenda, heads would roll � starting with Dutcher�s. While this in itself didn�t worry Leland, the idea of Holystone being shut down did.
Dutcher stared hard at Briggs for a few seconds, then said, �What we can do is have Walt do a little digging��Tanner opened his mouth to protest, but Dutcher held up a hand and kept going��into open sources and see what we come up with. Maybe we can give you a trail to follow. What do you think, Walt?�
Oaken smiled. �You�d be surprised what you can learn on the internet these days.�
Tanner smiled back. �Thanks.�
�One condition, though,� Dutcher said.
�What�s that?�
�If you turn up anything dicey, hand it over to the right people and step aside.�
�I�ll step back, not aside.�
Dutcher shrugged the concession. �How�s your French?�
�Ce n�est pas grave.� No problem.
�J�esp�re ainsi,� Dutcher replied. Here�s hoping so.
* * *
After leaving Holystone, Tanner ran some last-minute errands before driving home. He pulled into the garage, then mounted the wraparound deck and walked toward the rear French doors. Slouched in an Adirondack chair, his feet propped on the deck railing, was Ian Cahil. A black duffel sat on the deck beside him.
�About time you got here,� Cahil called. �Our flight leaves in an hour.�
�Our flight?�
�You didn�t think I�d let you jaunt on over to France without me, did you? One condition: We make a stop at that little boulangerie in the � uh �� Cahil snapped his fingers rapidly. �Where was it?�
�Latin Quarter � off Saint Germain.�
�That�s the place. With the spicy bouillabaisse.�
Tanner chuckled. He didn�t need to ask Cahil how he�d found out about the trip. Either Dutcher or Oaken had called him. Good ol� Mama Bear, Briggs thought.
Like Tanner and Gillman Vetsch, Cahil was also a former member of ISAG, but his and Tanner�s friendship was older still, having been cemented during what was then called BUD/s, the Navy�s Special Warfare six-month selection course. Early in the grueling program Cahil�s protective nature earned him the nickname Mama Bear.
Cahil was Tanner�s finest friend � reliable, stubborn, and fiercely loyal. Standing five-eight and weighing 220 pounds, Bear was a half-foot shorter than Tanner and thirty pounds heavier, with a physique somewhere between that of a brick and an Olympic wrestler.
Noting the expression on Bear�s face, Briggs knew better than to argue with him. Besides, Cahil also counted Gill and Susanna Vetsch as near-family. Moreover, Bear would argue, Tanner needed him. He�d be right Tanner could think of no one he�d rather have at his side when diving headfirst into the unknown.
�They told you everything?� Tanner asked.
�Yep. How�s Gill taking it?�
Tanner sat down in the other Adirondack. �Not very good. She�s all he�s got.�
Cahil nodded solemnly. �How�re you doing?�
�We�ll find her.�
�That�s not what I asked.�
Briggs smiled, shrugged. �Tell you the truth, I think I�d started thinking of her as my own. I�ve got this hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach that isn�t going away.�
Cahil was silent for a moment, then he clapped Tanner on the shoulder. �It will when we find her. Somebody, somewhere, knows where she is. We�ll find them, then we�ll find her.�
Tangier, Morocco
Three thousand miles away, the only man who knew what had become of Susanna Vetsch was walking along the Rue de la Marine toward the city�s main harbor. In the distance, through the waves of heat shimmering off the ocean, he could see the jagged cliffs of Gibraltar. A group of four imdyazn came marching down the street, the lead man singing as the other three cavorted around him, somersaulting and prancing for passing tourists who tossed coins and applauded.
�Too shah rif na! Shokran!� You honor us! Thank you!
The man stopped across from the Grand Mosque and pulled out a handkerchief to mop his face. The imdyazn pranced over to him, dancers spinning. �Sbah I�khir...�
The man shook his head. �Seer, seer!� Get lost!
�So sorry, so sorry � Allah akbar!�
He watched the group turn the corner and disappear onto Dar el Baroud, then he unfolded a map and perused it. Down the block a vendor knelt over a brazier of lamb�s meat. A customer in a bright red fez walked up, haggled briefly over the price, then purchased a slice. He paid the vendor and then strolled to where the man was standing.
�You�re Stephan?� the customer asked.
�Nafed?� the man replied in German-accented English.
�Indeed. I was told you are looking for a boat.�
�That�s right.�
�Well, my friend, you�ve come to the right place��
�Save the sales pitch. If you supply the right vessel, you�ll be well paid.�
Nafed smiled and bowed his head submissively. His newest customer was a giant of a man with fish-belly white skin and a puckered scar on his cheekbone that twisted his eyelid downward. Here�s a face that hasn�t seen a smile in years, Nafed thought. A very serious, very dangerous man. The broker in Sarajevo had told him as much, but Nafed had dismissed the warning. He�d dealt with men from all walks of life, from the very dangerous to the very stupid. But now, looking at the man calling himself Stephan, Nafed reconsidered his attitude. This man, with his dead eyes and Teutonic accent, reeked of violence.
�Massena beef,� Nafed said with a broad smile. �Whatever you wish. We will take a stroll and you shall point out the kind of boat you want. Allah willing, we will find one that suits your needs.�
They spent the next hour walking among the slips in the marina, Stephan pointing out vessels that interested him and Nafed reciting each one�s specifications: speed, cruising range, cargo capacity, and, most importantly, availability.
Once they�d accumulated a dozen candidates, they walked to the Hotel Continental and found a table on the terrace overlooking the harbor. Nafed pulled a notebook from the pocket of his robe and began paging through it, making notations as he went. Finally he looked up. �Of the twelve you chose, four would be quite easy to obtain; six difficult but not impossible; two would be out of the question.�
�Why?�
�They are owned by prominent Moroccans � one a politician, the other a staff-level officer in the national Gendarmerie. I have resources, my friend, but I�m not stupid. These are men I will not cross. Let me ask you this: How far do you plan to travel?�
Stephan stared hard at him for a moment, then said, �The Adriatic.�
�I assume you would prefer to make as few fuel stops as possible?�
�Yes.�
�Cargo? Passengers?�
�No cargo you need to worry about. Eight to ten passengers.�
Nafed consulted his notebook again, scribbled a few notes, then nodded. �I think I have the boat for you.� He reached under his robes and withdrew a pair of compact binoculars. He handed them to Stephan and pointed into the harbor. �Find the gare du port on the peninsula road; she sits in the second anchorage from shore.
Stephan tracked the binoculars over the water until he saw the one Nafed had indicated. �I see it.�
�She�s called the Barak. Forty-two feet, flying bridge, accommodations for twelve. She can cruise at nineteen knots with a range of thirteen hundred miles. As luck would have it, my sources tell me her owner � has financial troubles. For the right price, I�m sure he would be happy to report her stolen � and even happier to collect the insurance.�
Stephan scanned the yacht for a few more moments, then nodded. �She�ll do. I�ll need her no later than six days from today. A few days before, I�ll send one of my people to make the final arrangements.�
Nafed smiled. �Massena beef. Now, let us dispose of the unpleasant business of my fee��
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FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C.
McBride had never liked FBI headquarters.
It wasn�t the Hoover itself that bothered him, but rather the connotation he�d come to associate with it: rules, regulations, stolid tradition. In some irrational part of his brain he worried that such conditions might be contagious. As far as he was concerned when it came to hostage negotiation, formulaic thinking tended to get people killed. Whether it starts out that way or not, a kidnapping eventually becomes an emotionally charged event for both kidnappee and kidnapper. Trying to fit that kind of situation into a box rarely worked.
Given the seeds from which he was sprung, Joe wasn�t surprised by his independent, slightly rebellious attitude. In fact, his family history was rife with it. According to legend, in the 1850s his great-grandfather was one of the original members of the Robert Emmit Literary Association, the precursor to the Irish Republican Army. During World War Two, a distant cousin working with the French Resistance to smuggle Jews out of the country was captured by the Nazis and summarily executed. On the maternal side of his family, he claimed a long line of relatives in France�s Savoie region, where fierce independence � if not downright orneriness � was the regional pastime.
Besides, McBride reminded himself as he walked into the lobby and headed toward the receptionist desk, whenever he walked the Hoover�s halls, he could almost feel the implacable gaze of J. Edgar on his back. He absently wondered if they had a file on him stashed in a warehouse somewhere: In sixties, subject McBride known to have chased bra-less hippy girls and listened to Jimi Hendrix albums. Categorize as marginal deviant and continue observation.
�Good morning, sir, can I help you?� the receptionist asked him.
�Joe McBride. I have an appointment.�
The receptionist typed on her keyboard, then nodded. �Yes, sir. I�ll need two pieces of identification.� McBride handed over his driver�s license and social security card, which were both examined, then photocopied, then handed back. �And sign here, sir.�
McBride signed the clipboard. The receptionist compared his signature with the photocopies, then handed him a visitor�s badge. She signaled to one of the blue-suited escorts standing nearby, who walked over. �This way, sir.�
The escort glanced at McBride�s badge, then lifted a portable radio to his mouth: �Guest McBride, ninth floor, coming up.�
�Roger, waiting,� came the reply.
That�s new, McBride thought. The last time he�d been here there�d been no lobby escorts, let alone two. Then again, much had changed since 9/11. In hindsight, it seemed ridiculous that such measures hadn�t always been pro forma.
When the doors parted on the ninth floor, a second, similarly dressed escort was waiting. He gave McBride a curt nod, said, �This way, sir,� then turned and started down the hall. Halfway down he stopped at the door. �You can go in, sir.�
Through the looking glass again, Joe. He took a breath and pushed through the door.
There were eight people milling about the conference room, most of whom McBride recognized: the bureau�s director, the attorney general, Collin Oliver, and Charlie Latham, who was sitting at the oval table nursing a cup of coffee. Latham gave him a shrugged smile that seemed to say, Sorry, buddy, then got up and walked over.
�Morning, Joe. How�re you doing?�
�Thinking I should make a run for it. Why�re you here? Is there a terrorist angle I don�t��
�Nope, but these days you never know. Harry Owens asked me to sit in. Plus, Jonathan Root isn�t exactly what you call an everyday citizen. You know everyone here?�
�Most.�
Latham nodded toward each attendee, whispering names as he went. �You probably recognize Len Barber.� He pointed to a bald, middle-aged man with a marathoner�s physique. �Unless he gets derailed in confirmation, he�ll land Sylvia Albrecht�s old spot at the CIA. Across from him is Carolyn Fitzpatrick.�
McBride knew the name. Fitzpatrick was the president�s chief of staff, which, according to most Washington pundits, made her the third most powerful person in the capital. �Big fish,� McBride said.
�Unavoidable. Root�s name still carries a lot of weight. Love him or hate him, everybody respected the man. You met him?�
McBride nodded. �At the house.�
�How was he?�
�Just like anybody else, Charlie. Scared, numb, frantic � a husband who�s worried his wife is dead. That kind of thing tends to be a great leveler.�
�That it does.�
The FBI director walked up. �You�re Joe McBride.�
�Yes, sir.�
�Heard a lot of good things about you. I appreciate you coming. I�m sure you�re going to be of great help.�
Coming from any other bureaucrat, McBride might have discounted the pep talk, but something in the director�s gaze told him the words were genuine. �Let�s hope so.�
�I talked to Mr. Root this morning. He likes you � trusts you. That�s not something he passes out on a whim.� The director checked his watch, said, �Time to start,� then walked to the head of the conference table.
The rest of the attendees took their seats. McBride found a spot next to Oliver, who leaned over and whispered, �Stick around after we wrap up.�
McBride nodded.
�Okay, folks,� the director began, �we�ve got a lot of ground to cover, so let�s get started. Though I doubt it needs to be said, I�m going to say it anyway: The loop on this investigation is closed. Only those in this room and those you�ll find on the distribution list are cleared for what we�re going to discuss.
�Special Agent Collin Oliver of the Baltimore field office is heading the investigation for us. He�s going to walk us through the details. Agent Oliver?�
Oliver got up and walked to the podium, where he used a remote to dim the lights. A recessed projector beamed an image on the wall. It showed an aerial view of the peninsula on which the Root estate sat. The house, tennis court, and pool were surrounded by the flagstone wall and a windbreak of trees. On the seaward side were the creek and estuary that led into the Chesapeake proper.
�Last night at approximately ten-twenty eastern time, four intruders entered the home of Jonathan and Amelia Root outside Royal Oak, on Maryland�s eastern shore. They incapacitated Mr. Root, bound and gagged him, and then left the residence with Ms. Root. According to Mr. Root, from start to finish the operation lasted less than four minutes. The intruders did not speak during the incident.
�At approximately eleven P.M., while walking his dog, a neighbor found a security guard lying semiconscious near the stone wall on the property�s eastern perimeter. The first police unit on the scene found the guard had been shot once in the back of the head, with the bullet exiting over his right eye. He was transferred by ambulance to Salisbury Memorial Hospital, where he�s in critical condition.
�When backup units arrived, a search of the property was conducted. Three other security guards � a number we now know is standard for the estate � were found dead, each shot in the back of the head. We found impressions in the dirt that indicate each man was made to kneel before being shot.�
�Christ,� Carolyn Fitzpatrick muttered.
Len Barber, the CIA�s acting deputy director of intelligence, spoke up. �You said three guards was the standard complement. Why were four on duty?�
�Good question. We�re looking into it. Upon entering the house, the police found the Roots� alarm system � which was linked by microwave to a monitoring center in Cambridge � had been bypassed. They found Mr. Root in the upstairs master bedroom, shaken but otherwise uninjured. Upon his release, he informed the police that his wife had been kidnapped.
�There was little physical evidence left at the scene, but we�ve been able to determine the intruders entered the Root property from the seaward side by boat � here.� Oliver used a laser pointer to indicate a spot on the rocky shoreline. �Once inside the wall, they incapacitated the guards � taking all of them by surprise, it appears � then bypassed the alarm system and entered the house. Though Mr. Root claims to have seen only four intruders, we have reason to believe there were six involved in the operation.�
�What are you basing that on?� asked Len Barber.
�Physical evidence,� Oliver replied.
Barber chuckled. �What, John, don�t trust us?�
Oliver smiled back but didn�t answer. The FBI director spoke up: �Agent Oliver�s following my orders. Go ahead, John.�
�We�re still processing the scene, so more evidence might turn up, but I�m not hopeful. This was a professional operation; it was well planned and expertly executed. As of thirty minutes ago, no ransom demands have been received and no contact has been made. In the event that does happen, we�ve brought in Joe McBride. Joe specializes in hostage negotiation and kidnapping. He�s consulted with both the CIA and the Bureau in the past. We�ve slaved his cell phone to Root�s home telephone number as well as Mr. Root�s cell phone. If the kidnappers make contact, Joe will hear it in real time.�
Oliver raised the lights and looked around. �Questions?�
�Any idea how the intruders were armed?� asked Len Barber.
�Mr. Root only got a glimpse, but he described the weapons as �short-barreled assault rifles.� None of the neighbors reported hearing shots, so we�re guessing the weapons were noise-suppressed.�
�That narrows the list, at least.�
�What do we know about these guards?� the director asked.
�They�d been contracted from a company out of Baltimore. Their employees are firearm qualified and heavily screened. With the exception of the guard found alive, all four had been working for the Roots for several years. Two were ex-military, one a retired police officer. The fourth had recently graduated from Wake Forest with a criminal justice degree and had applied to the Maryland State Police. We�re digging into each man�s background � bank accounts, credit problems, affiliations.�
Carolyn Fitzpatrick asked, �The fourth man, the one that�s still alive � do you have anything to suggest he was involved?�
�We�re working on it, but my initial impression is no.�
�What do you base that on?�
�Three things: one, the physical evidence at the scene; two, my gut feeling. As I said, this was a professional job. These kind of people don�t hire outsiders unless absolutely necessary. And three, the alarm system. Of all the obstacles the intruders faced, that would have been the biggest. If they�d chosen to coopt one of the guards, it would have been to gain access to the house.�
�I�m not following,� said Len Barber.
�The system wasn�t disengaged; it was bypassed � basically tricked into believing the house was still secure. Chances are, if one of the guards was involved, the system would have simply been turned off.�
�Unless it�s a ruse: One of the guards turns off the system, they bypass it for a red herring, take Ms. Root, and reengage the system on the way out.�
�We checked that,� Oliver replied. �The monitoring center logs each time the system is turned on and off. It was engaged at seven thirty-seven in the evening and stayed that way until we called one of their technicians out at two A.M.�
�Still ��
Oliver nodded. �Which is why we�re taking a hard look at the guards. If one of them was involved, it�d be for money, in which case we�ll find telltales: odd spending patterns, credit problems that suddenly disappear � But, as I said, I think we�re going to find this was an outside job.�
Carolyn Fitzpatrick said, �Which brings up the question, Who are they and what do they want?�
�And why the Roots?� added Charlie Latham. �The kidnappers had to have known who they were dealing with. Why a former DCI? I can�t imagine it�s money; there are richer targets out there � not to mention less well guarded.�
Bingo, thought Joe McBride. Latham has just asked the question. Though McBride had nothing to support it, his instincts were telling him the kidnapping had everything to do with Jonathan Root�s background and nothing to do with money. What was it, then? Information? Root�s tenure at the CIA had ended a decade ago; what could he possibly know that would be of interest today? If in fact it was information the kidnappers were after, it had to be something earth-shattering to warrant a gamble like this.
Concentrate on Root, McBride thought, then scribbled on his pad: What are they going to ask for, and what will they really want?
�Joe, you have something?� asked the director.
McBride glanced up. �Pardon me?�
�You�ve got a light bulb hanging over your head.�
�Oh � yeah. Most money-driven kidnappers make contact very quickly, usually with a note at the scene or a phone call within hours. Their focus is on getting the money, losing the hostage, and slipping into the woodwork. Charlie said it: This is about Root. If these people are smart enough to mount this kind of operation, they�re smart enough to know exactly who they�re dealing with and what kind of heat it�s going to bring down on them.�
There was silence around the table for a few moments. Len Barber of the CIA said, �We�re checking our side of the house right now. Here�s the problem: Professionals or not, the kidnappers might have bought into the popular view of DCIs � that they know every secret in the kingdom. Truth is, the need-to-know rule extends all the way to the top; DCIs rarely get down-and-dirty briefings.�
�Explain that,� said Carolyn Fitzpatrick.
�The DCI takes his policy cues from the White House, sets the agenda for the directorates, then turns them loose. How exactly things get done is decided by the deputies, division heads, station chiefs, and ultimately the case officers on the ground. Squeezing Jonathan Root for operational details would be like asking a former Procter and Gamble executive for the chemical formula for toothpaste � he just wouldn�t know.�
�The question is,� Latham said, �do the kidnappers know that?�
The discussion continued for a few more minutes before coming around to the media storm the kidnapping was sure to create. Oliver told the group, �We�ve assigned an FBI spokesperson to Mr. Root; she�ll pose as a family attorney. For his part, Mr. Root�s agreed to not speak to the press without checking with us first. Whoever these people are, they�ll be watching the television.�
The FBI director nodded and looked around. �Any questions?� There were none. �Mr. Barber, Ms. Fitzpatrick, Charlie, thanks for coming. I�ll be sure to keep you updated.�
Once the room was empty except for McBride and Oliver, the director leaned back in his chair and sighed. �Jesus.�
�Yeah,� said Oliver.
�What�s this about physical evidence?� asked McBride.
�We�ve got boot prints,� Oliver replied. �Inside and out. Whether they�ll be enough to point us somewhere, I don�t know. The lab�s working on them.�
�What about the bodies?�
�The coroner should have something for us this afternoon, but his first impression was the bullets used were soft-nosed. We�ll be lucky to recover anything bigger than a sliver.�
Score another one for the bad guys, McBride thought Oliver was right � these people were professionals, from top to bottom. An image popped into his head: One by one, each of the Roots� guards ambushed from behind, made to kneel in the dirt, feeling the cold steel of the barrel against the back of his head � Joe suppressed a shiver.
Oliver�s cell phone trilled. He answered, listened, then hung up. �They�ve found something near the scene,� he explained, then looked at McBride. �You up for a ride?�
�Let�s go.�
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Paris, France
Knowing time was against him, Tanner booked a pair of tickets on the Concorde. Flying at Mach 2 and sixty thousand feet, the supersonic plane would make the Atlantic crossing in half the time of standard commercial flights. Whether an extra five hours would make a difference, Tanner wasn�t sure, but with Susanna�s trail two weeks old he needed every advantage he could get, real or notional.
Three hours and twenty minutes after leaving New York, the Concorde began a banking descent, circling Paris and heading northeast toward Charles de Gaulle. Tanner glanced out the window, picking out landmarks below: the Arc de Triomphe surrounded by its wagon wheel of radiating streets; Notre Dame cathedral with its Gothic flying buttresses jutting from the middle of the Seine; the Institut de Monde Arabe, its glass wall of sixteen hundred photosenstive irises winking in the sun like a sheet of faceted diamonds; and of course the ubiquitous Eiffel Tower and its gridwork of brown steel rising a thousand feet above the skyline.
Paris is split roughly in half by the Seine, with the Left and Right Banks � the Rive Gauche and the Rive Droite � serving not only as geographical dividers but also cultural, though such differences have faded into clich� over time. Where the Left Bank was once traditionally home to struggling artists and the poor and the Right Bank was reserved for the well heeled and socially elite, the lines have blurred. Prostitutes are as likely to be seen strolling the steps of the Louvre as they are in a back alley of the Latin Quarter.
Surrounded by a ring highway called the Peripherique and divided into twenty arrondissements, or municipal wards, which begin at the city�s center and spiral clock-wise outward, Paris is in many ways twenty cities within a city, as each arrondissement has its own mayor, police, and fire department, as well as its own web of customs and traditions.
For Tanner, of all the European cities he�d visited, none had the same feel of Paris, a finely balanced ambiance that was at once medieval and modem. One minute you can be wandering the dim back alleys of the Marais � literally, the Swamp Quarter � the next emerging into clamorous, bumper-to-bumper traffic on the Rue de Turenne. Turn another corner and you�re eating a lunch of pastrami and borscht at a Jewish-Algerian cafe overlooking the Place des Vosges, a park that centuries ago served as a jousting ground for knights of rival houses.
Somewhere down there, amid the labyrinth of alleys, the glass and chrome skyscrapers, and the thousand-year-old boulevards, Susanna Vetsch was lost. She�d turned herself into a chameleon, slipped into the underworld of Paris, and disappeared.
* * *
Once on the ground, they went through customs, picked up their bags, and found a taxi at the curb. �Bonjour,� the driver said. �O�?�
Tanner said to Cahil, �You have a preference?�
Bear looked up from his phrase book. �Huh?�
�Never mind. Hotel Les Ste. Beuve, s�il vous pla�t,� Tanner told the driver. �Rue Ste. Beuve.�
�Trois cent.�
�Non,� Tanner said, wagging a finger at him. �Deux.�
�Oh, monsieur, je proteste! Un surcharge sp�ciale��
�Non,� Tanner repeated. �Deux!� From hard-won experience Tanner knew Parisians loved to barter and argue, and considered it all nothing more than good-natured sport. Quoting an inflated fare had simply been the driver�s way of engaging them. If he�d gotten the price, all the better; on the other hand, had Tanner pushed the matter � and done so with admirable flare � he might have even finagled a discount. As he�d read in a travelogue once, �There�s no better compliment than to be singled out for an argument by a Parisian.�
The driver gave a Gallic shrug and smiled. �D�accord.�
As they pulled into traffic, Cahil was riffling through his Berlitz phrase book. �What was that, I didn�t catch that.� Of Bear�s many skills, a long-term memory for languages was not one. He picked up phrases well enough to travel discreetly, but he promptly forgot them once back home.
Tanner owed his ear for languages to his parents, Henry and Irene. From the age of seven until he entered high school in Maine, Briggs lived in a dozen different countries and saw a dozen more as his father, a teacher with a cross-cultural outreach program, led them around the globe. Employing some maternal magic Tanner had never quite understood, his mother had always managed to make their house, flat, bungalow, or tent into a home. By the time Tanner became a teenager, he was well rounded, tenaciously curious, and self-assured, having seen and experienced things his peers had only read about in books.
�What was he saying?� Cahil asked.
�He was trying to pad the fare. Have you learned anything useful with that?�
�It�s a fount of knowledge. Here try this: Pouvez-vous traiter mon animal contre les tiques et les vers? There, what do you think of that?�
Before Tanner could answer, the driver barked over his shoulder, �Aucuns animaux ont permis!� No pets allowed!
�What did you say to him?� Tanner asked.
Bear consulted his dictionary and recited, �Can you treat my pet for ticks and worms?�
�Very handy.�
�You never know.�
* * *
Tanner had been in Paris in half a dozen times before, but never for more than three days at a time, so his memories of the city were disjointed, bits of recollections and remembered landmarks which he used to reorient himself whenever he returned. He navigated the city like a coastal sailor, taking his bearings from nearby landmarks and adjusting his course accordingly. Once down to the level of alleys and side streets, it became a matter of trusting that his mental compass would return him to the familiar. Each time he came to Paris as a transient, he vowed to return when he had more time, turn off his mental compass, and wander the quarters without worrying about getting somewhere.
Tanner chose the Hotel Saint Beuve from memory as well. Tucked into a warren of quiet side streets overlooking the sixty-acre Luxembourg Gardens, the Saint Beuve�s exterior was that of a Gothic mansion, while inside it was appointed with baroque furniture, open-hearth fireplaces, and a muted color scheme of tapestries that lent the rooms a medieval flair. Few tourists recognized the Saint Beuve for what it was, let alone bothered to venture inside. Parisians treated the Saint Beuve as a well-kept secret, a country retreat in the center of the city.
The front desk receptionist happily reported she had a double room for them. �And how long will the messieurs be staying?� she asked. She was in her early twenties with bobbed black hair and a disarming smile.
Tanner replied, �A week, perhaps two.�
�Very good, sir.� She signaled for a bellhop, who walked over. �This way, messieurs.�
Once they were settled into their room, Cahil headed for the shower while Tanner called Holystone. Oaken picked up on the first ring. �Where�re you staying?� he asked Briggs.
�Hotel Saint Beuve, the Luxembourg Quarter.� He gave Oaken the address and phone number and heard the tapping of computer keys.
�Okay, here � There�s a FedEx office three blocks away on Toumon; give them a call, they�ll deliver your package.�
�Package� was Oaken�s own code for what was known in tradecraft jargon as a �dump�: spare phones, a pre-loaded laptop, sanitized credit cards, emergency communication procedures. As this was a personal mission, Tanner hadn�t expected it. �Oaks, I don�t��
�No arguments, just take it. Check in when you can.�
�Thanks, Walt.�
�No problem. One other thing: I�ve got a lead for you. His name is Frank Slavin; he works for DEA Intell out of the embassy.� Oaken recited Slavin�s phone number, then said, �He�ll know you by Dan Watts; he�s expecting your call.�
�Another member of the Walter Oaken Secret Friends Network?�
�Not after this. When I mentioned Susanna�s name, he clammed up; I could feel the chill through the phone. I had to twist his arm pretty hard.�
�How hard?�
�Very. Whatever she was into, Briggs, it was dicey.�
Tanner agreed. There were only a few reasons why the DEA would be so miserly with information about Susanna, and none of them were good: One, whatever her assignment, it was potentially scandalous; two, digging into her disappearance might jeopardize an ongoing operation they�d decided was more important than a single agent�s life; or three, they had reason to believe she was still operational. If this were the case, the DEA was pushing her too far out on the limb. In Tanner�s experience, the only time you let an agent vanish was when you�d established a network capable of tracking him or her down the rabbit hole.
Was someone watching out for Susanna? he wondered. He hoped so. Either way, he was going to find out for himself.
�What does Slavin know about me?� Tanner asked Oaken.
�You�re a retired DOJ investigator and an old friend of Gill�s.�
�He�s going to try to snow me.�
�Probably,� Oaken replied with a chuckle. �Something tells me it won�t work.�
�Do me a favor: Keep Gill up to speed; I don�t want him sitting around wondering. I�m a little worried about him.�
�Already talked to him. Between Leland and me, we�ll be talking to him every day until you find her.�
�You�re a good man, Oaks.�
�Ah, yes, but a bad camper.�
�Better that than the opposite,� Tanner replied.
�True enough. Good hunting, Briggs.�
* * *
Tanner called the FedEx office, and twenty minutes later the package was delivered to their door by the hotel�s concierge. Inside the box they found two Motorola satellite phones, a Sony Vaio laptop, a pair of Visa cards for each of them, and a short note:
PHONES YOU KNOW; CREDIT CARDS FRESH AND FULLY BACK-STOPPED; LAPTOP PRELOADED WITH BRIEF AND COMM PROTOCOLS � READ ALL BEFORE FIRST MEETING; MIGHT COME IN HANDY. SEE JPEG 1 ON DESKTOP: PIC OF YOUR CONTACT.

Oakes
Reading over Tanner�s shoulder, Cahil said, �He�s a good man.�
�That�s what I told him.� Tanner powered up the laptop, then clicked on the file labeled �JPEG 1,� which was a copy of what Tanner assumed was Frank Slavin�s embassy ID card. �Think you can spot him?� Tanner asked.
�Handsome devil like him? No problem.�
Tanner clicked on the �Brief� folder on the desktop. They started reading and finished twenty minutes later. As usual, Oaken�s attention to detail shone through. Where he�d gotten his information, Tanner wasn�t sure, but it certainly wasn�t from open sources. Bless him, Iceland was bending the rules to help.
�This guy is going to wet himself once you start talking,� Cahil said.
�Let�s find out,� Tanner said and reached for the phone.
* * *
If Frank Slavin was reluctant with Oaken, he was evasive with Tanner, citing a busy schedule as his excuse. It was only after Briggs suggested he come down to the embassy and wait for Slavin�s schedule to clear that the DEA man agreed to meet for lunch at the Bistro Cote Mer on Saint Germain overlooking Ile the Seine.
He and Cahil left an hour before the meeting, walked through the Luxembourg Gardens, past the Sorbonne, and into the Latin Quarter. Saint Germain Boulevard lay within view of the river�s quai streets, following the contours of the shoreline. As though floating in mid-channel, Notre Dame cathedral rose from its island, buttresses arcing out and downward like the legs of a giant crab.
�Spider-leg house,� Cahil said, staring at the cathedral.
�What�s that?� Tanner replied.
�That�s what Lucy called it when she first saw a picture of it,� Cahil said. His daughter had just started second grade. �Humpback spider-leg house.�
Tanner laughed. �Who knows, maybe that�s the real translation.�
�And they�re just too embarrassed to admit it?�
�Could be.�
When they reached the block on which the Bistro Cote Mer sat, they parted company. Tanner continued on and found the restaurant under a blue awning. Inside, the motif was French countryhouse, with whitewashed brick walls, undressed wooden columns, and walls painted in golds, blues, and reds. Above each table hung a wrought-iron hurricane lamp.
Tanner gave his name to the hostess then found a seat at the bar and ordered mineral water. Five minutes later, the bell over the door tinkled and Frank Slavin walked in. He said something to the hostess, who pointed in Tanner�s direction. Slavin walked over.
�Watts?�
�Dan,� Tanner replied, extending his hand. Slavin was in his early fifties, paunchy, with a rosy face. He smelled of cigars. �Thanks for meeting me.�
�Yeah.� Slavin took the stool next to Tanner. �Ain�t got much time.� The bartender wandered over and Slavin ordered a bourbon, neat.
�Lunch?� Tanner asked.
�No time.�
�Pain aux noix et pomme, s�il vous pla�t,� Tanner told the bartender.
�What�s that?� Slavin asked.
�Rye bread with walnuts and an apple, sliced thin.�
�Huh.� Slavin gulped his drink; his hands shook.
A drunk, or just nervous? Tanner wondered. �How long have you been stationed here?�
�Two years. Get along okay with just English, I figure.�
That told Tanner something. Either Slavin had no interest in France or no interest in his job. Tanner found the attitude mind-boggling. Slavin was living in a completely different world about which he wasn�t remotely curious.
The bartender returned with a oval-shaped loaf of rye surrounded by wafer-thin slices of apple. At that moment, the door chimed again. From the corner of his eye Tanner saw Cahil walk in. He chatted with the hostess, then followed her to a table. In his left hand he carried a copy of Le Nouvel Observateur. The signal told Tanner that Slavin hadn�t been followed. However unlikely, Briggs had half-expected Slavin to report this meeting to the embassy�s security division, if for no other reason than to cover himself. That he didn�t have an escort could mean several things, but Tanner�s gut told him Slavin wanted this encounter over as quickly as possible.
�Listen,� Slavin said, �I don�t know what I can do for you.�
�Do you know Susanna Vetsch?�
�Heard her name, that�s all.�
�In passing or in reports?�
�Both.�
�When�s the last time anyone saw her?�
�Two weeks ago, give or take.�
Give or take? Jesus. �Do the gendarmie know about her disappearance?�
�Whoa, nobody said she�d disappeared.�
�This drop-out was expected?�
Slavin shrugged.
�Did they get the dump from her phone? Interview anybody � check out her apartment?�
�I don�t know.�
Tanner felt a knot of anger tighten in his chest. Left alone, Slavin was going to give him as little help as possible. Unless someone had dropped the ball, there was no way a controller would allow two weeks to pass without a check-in from an agent � especially from someone under deep cover.
Tanner took a deep breath, then turned on his stool to face Slavin. He put his hand over Slavin�s glass and slid it away from him. �Here�s what I know, Frank: Susanna Vetsch was working deep cover for your FCI division under the alias of Susanna Coreil, probably posing as an American with links to wholesalers in the U.S. heroin market; the SDCB has been playing catch-up with organized crime since it started switching from gambling back to narcotics; ten days ago, there was a flurry of traffic between the embassy here and DEA headquarters in Washington talking about an agent code-named Tabernacle � Susanna Vetsch.�
Slavin�s mouth dropped open. �Christ almighty, how do you know that?�
�That�s not what you should be worrying about. Your worry, Frank, is me � me and a distraught father back home who�s willing to do anything to get his daughter back. Here�s how it�s going to work: If I walk out of here feeling like you haven�t done your best to help, I�m going to start making some calls. Within the hour, the State Department and the DEA are going to start getting phone calls from reporters asking about a missing agent and a DEA bureaucrat named Frank Slavin who doesn�t seem to give a damn.�
�You can�t do that. You can�t blackmail me.�
�Think of it as incentive. There�s a young woman lost somewhere out there. This is your chance to help. Don�t misunderstand me: I�m not looking for the DEA�s deep, dark secrets � just something that will help me find Susanna Vetsch.�
�I already told you, I don�t know anything.�
Tanner shrugged. �Have it your way.� He stood up, pulled some franc notes from his pocket, and dropped them on the counter. �Good luck to you.�
�Wait, wait � Okay, listen, I�ll give you what I know, but the truth is, this thing is way above my pay grade. She�s missing, I know that, and it�s got a lot of people scrambling.�
Tanner sat back down. He signaled the bartender to refill Slavin�s drink. �Let�s start at the beginning: Who first pushed the panic button, and when?�
* * *
Tanner questioned Slavin for another thirty minutes, until certain the man was holding nothing back. In fact, Slavin didn�t know much; his knowledge had come secondhand as he routed messages between FCI command and DEA headquarters in Washington. Tanner�s hunch about Susanna�s assignment involving French organized crime was correct, but Slavin had no specifics.
�Last question,� Tanner said. �The only address I have for her is a blind DEA mail drop. Can you get me her address?�
Slavin nodded. �Yeah. You planning on going there?�
�Yes.�
Slavin gulped the last of his bourbon. �Watch yourself. She lived in the armpit of Paris.�
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Royal Oak, Maryland
An hour after leaving Washington McBride and Oliver arrived at a waterfront ranch-style house in Dames Quarter, three miles across the bay from the Root estate. Oliver pulled into the driveway and stopped behind the ERT � evidence response team � van. Standing on the porch were an elderly man and woman; beside them a chocolate lab paced back and forth, whining and sniffing the air. The man pointed his thumb up the driveway. Oliver nodded his thanks and they walked on.
At the head of the driveway they found a meadow of knee-high Broomsedge grass and wild rye; beyond that, a rickety dock surrounded by cattails. McBride caught the scent of rotting bait fish in the air. One of the ERT technicians met them at the foot of the dock while two more agents in yellow chest waders stood in the water, peering through the reeds and under the dock. The mud along the shore was as dark as coffee grounds, with a hint of red, stained by the tannin in the cypress roots. A fourth technician knelt in the mud photographing something there.
�What�ve you got, Steve?� Oliver asked.
�About an hour ago the owner called the Somerset Sheriff�s Office and reported his boat missing � a fourteen-foot Lund with a trolling motor. They called Wicomico and they called us � they figured the timing coincidence was worth a look.�
�Was it?�
The technician grinned. �There�s boot prints all over the place, Collin. Three men, I�m guessing.�
�Good enough to cast?�
�I think so. My gut reaction: They�re the same as the one�s at the Root place.�
�How about the boat?�
�Coast Guard�s looking for it, but I wouldn�t hold your breath. About a hundred yards from shore the bottom drops to a couple hundred feet.�
McBride looked around. �How about nearby roads?�
�There�s a fire road and a boat ramp about three hundred yards to the southeast. I�ve got a couple guys looking around.�
�What kind of motor did the boat have?� Oliver asked.
The technician frowned. �Uhm � electric, I think. Why?�
�They�re quiet.�
�Oh, gotchya. I�ll call you when I get the casts compared.�
�Thanks.�
Oliver and McBride walked a few feet away. Oliver plucked a cattail, brushed his index finger over the nap, tossed it away. �Smart SOBs. Odds are, they didn�t pick this boat by chance.�
McBride nodded. �Agreed. They did their homework: Steal the boat across the county line and hope the Somerset and Wicomico sheriffs aren�t big on information sharing. One thing that bothers me, though: Why scuttle the boat?�
�I was wondering the same thing.�
�They grab Amelia Root, put her in the boat, cross the bay to the fire road � Gotta figure it�s about two A.M. by then, which means they could�ve had the boat cleaned up and back here by three � long before the owner would wake up and notice anything. So whatdya think? Either they got behind schedule and had to scuttle it, or they didn�t think it through.�
�Neither makes sense,� Oliver said. �They put a lot of preparation into this. We know they were out of the house by midnight, and the trip across the bay�s only a few miles. Even with a small trolling motor it wouldn�t have taken more than an hour. Then again, who knows? Maybe they got lost in the fog.�
�Or they scuttled it to lose physical evidence.�
Like blood, McBride thought. This wouldn�t be the first time a kidnapping had gone bad right out of the gate. Blood in the boat would likely mean Amelia Root was dead; otherwise there would be no reason to hide the evidence, for if pushed during negotiations the kidnappers could provide proof she was still alive. In fact, McBride had found a little blood left at the scene tends to put the spouse or parent in a more � malleable state of mind for a ransom call.
�They don�t strike me as either sloppy or crude,� McBride said. �She�s too valuable; they wouldn�t have let anything happen to her.�
�I agree. Then what the hell is the deal with the boat?�
�I don�t know.� Something else, maybe, something we�re not seeing, McBride thought.
* * *
Twenty minutes later, the lead technician called them over to the dock. The team on the fire road had found something. With Steve in the lead, they walked across the meadow, through a copse of maple and oak, and emerged onto the fire road to where another of the technicians was kneeling in the dirt.
�Tire tracks,� he called. �A van or truck, probably. We�ll get elimination casts from the neighbors.�
�How far�s the boat ramp?� Oliver asked.
�About a hundred yards that way.�
�So, let�s put it together: They park here and split up. Three go to the dock to steal the boat, three more to the ramp to wait. They link up, do their business at the Roots�, come back to the ramp with Mrs. Root, and put her in the vehicle.�
McBride picked up the narrative. �While they�re doing that, a couple of them take the boat into the bay, scuttle it, and swim back.�
Oliver looked to the tech who�d found the tire tracks. �How soon will you know something?�
�There�s not enough to cast, but I can high-res the digital pictures. By the end of the day I should have a generic match. I�ll take grass samples, too. See how it�s crushed along here?�
�Yeah.�
�Depending on the rate of drying, I might be able to nail down the time.�
�How close?�
�No more than an hour.�
McBride whistled through his teeth. �You can do that?�
�Quamico�s got a greenhouse with over six hundred varieties of grass. If you mow it, we�ve got it. Between weather conditions, soil type, chlorophyll content, we can tell a lot.�
�Can you help me get rid of my dandelions?�
�Sorry.�
Oliver�s cell phone trilled. He answered, listened for a minute, then disconnected. �Quantico. The boot casts from the Roots� are ready.� He turned to Steve. �How long do you need for your casts?�
�Another half hour and they�ll be ready to move.�
�We�ll meet you there.�
* * *
Three house later they were standing in one of the FBI�s laboratories at Quantico staring at a computer monitor. Displayed side-by-side on the screen were digital pictures of boot print casts taken from the Root estate, the dock in Dames Quarter, and the fire road.
�No doubt about it,� said Steve. �Same boots. We were even able to match the stride pattern and heel pivot on most of them. These are our guys.�
�Did you match them against the guards?� asked Oliver.
�Yeah, they�re all eliminated. Here�s the interesting thing: See how the tread patterns on the first five look random � chaotic?�
�Yeah.�
�They cross-hashed the soles � my guess is with a hacksaw blade. It�s gonna make identifying them a bitch.�
�You said five,� McBride replied. �What about the sixth?�
�The sixth is a whole different story. It was cross-hatched like the others, but not as heavily, and the underlying tread pattern is different. It looks new, too.�
�How new?�
�A couple weeks, I�d say.�
�And the tread pattern?�
�A gem. See the overlapping dollar sign shape to them? That�s pretty uncommon.�
Oliver said, �Uncommon enough to��
�Yep,� Steve replied, then tapped the keyboard. A website�s homepage popped up on the screen. In the center was an animated GIF of a rotating boot. �Meet the Stone walker, gentlemen, the Cadillac of hiking boots. Starting price: three hundred bucks. Number of retailers within a hundred mile radius: twelve.�
Oliver clapped Steve on the shoulder. �Great work.�
�Now what?� McBride said.
�Now we canvass and pray our guys did their shopping locally.�
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Paris
Whether by choice or by assignment Tanner didn�t know, but Susanna Vetsch had chosen to live in Paris�s worst neighborhood. Called the Pigalle, it was located in the Montmartre quarter, north of Rue de Provence and south of Boulevard de Clichy. Though safer than it once was, the Pigalle was still considered the city�s red light district, with block after block of burlesque clubs, sex shops, and heavily made-up � and often heavily medicated�putain only too happy to service customers in the Pigalle�s warren of shadowed alleys and deep doorways.
However Susanna had come to the Pigalle, the choice did make sense. Not only was it the home of all things carnal, but the Pigalle also boasted the city�s highest rates in street narcotics traffic, strong-arm robberies, burglaries, sexual assaults, and gang violence. If Susanna had been trying to submerge herself in the underworld of Paris, this was the best place to do it.
As dusk settled over the city, Tanner and Cahil left the St. Beuve and boarded the 13 Metro at the Sevres Babylone exchange and rode it north across the Seine to the Gare St. Lazare exchange, where they got off. They were at the southern edge of the Pigalle and Tanner wanted to walk the area as evening fell. Nothing spoke better of a neighborhood�s subculture than how its character changed from day to night.
They walked up Rue St. Lazare to Square de la Trinite then turned north onto Rue Blanche. One by one the streetlights began to flicker on, casting the sidewalks in pale yellow light. Garish neon signs above the clubs and taverns glowed to life. The apartment buildings were tall and narrow, looming over narrow sidewalks and blackened doorways. The alleys were dark slits between the buildings, most no wider than a man�s shoulders. Trash and empty bottles littered the gutters. Echoing up and down the streets, voices called to one another, mostly in French but with a smattering of Arabic, Chinese, and English thrown in.
As Tanner�s eyes adjusted he could see movement in the darkness of the alley two figures joined together, pressed against the brick; the scuffed tip of a gold sequined boot. From behind the glowing dot of a cigarette a voice called, �Veut quelques-uns?� Want someone?
�Je n�ai pas envie,� Tanner called back and kept walking.
�What�d she want?� Cahil asked.
�I�m not sure she was a she.�
�What did it want?�
�I think it liked the cut of your jib.�
Cahil grimaced. �Oh, man.�
Tanner chuckled.
As they turned right onto Rue Pigalle proper, a half dozen smiling and waving Gypsy teenagers skipped across the street toward them. �Don�t let them put their hands on you,� Tanner whispered to Cahil. �They�re the best pickpockets in Europe.�
�Allo, allo,� one of the teenagers called.
�Four le camp!� Cahil growled at them. �Casse toi!� Beat it! Piss off!
The group stopped in its tracks, was silent for a moment, then turned and trotted back across the street. Tanner glanced at Bear in surprise. �Been practicing, I see.�
�Only the vulgar stuff.�
The street began curving upward. Here the streetlights were farther apart At the edges of each pool of light Tanner could see figures in huddled discussion; hands would come together then part, and the figures would go their separate ways � money into one hand, drugs into the other.
�Notice the taxis?� Cahil said.
�You mean that there are none?�
�Right.�
Regardless of the country, taxis are often a bellwether of dangerous neighborhoods. Tanner recalled seeing a line of five or six taxis sitting along Rue St. Lazare. Evidently, if residents of the Pigalle wanted a ride, they had to walk to the frontier to find one. �Haven�t seen any gendarmes, either.�
�You know,� Bear mused, �you always take me to the nicest places.�
�I do my best.�
Now in the heart of the Pigalle, they turned onto Rue Blausier, the block on which Susanna�s apartment was located. The building facades were painted in shades of sun-faded pastels and covered in graffiti, most of which Tanner couldn�t decipher.
�Gang sign,� Cahil said. �Last year I ran across a report from the Renseignements Generaux � the gendarmie�s intell division. Seems the ETA and the FLNC have been moving north. Looks like we�ve found their new stomping grounds.�
The ETA was the Spanish acronym for the Basque Separatist Party, a terrorist group that generally operated in southern France and northern Spain. The FLNC, or the National Front for the Liberation of Corsica, also operated in southern France and had gone in recent years from bombing government buildings, banks, and military installations to assassinating French officials in Corsica.
�Christ, Briggs, what the hell was she doing here?�
�Her job.� Tanner replied. With every step they were slipping deeper into the world in which Susanna had chosen to live, and with every step Briggs could feel the dull ache in his chest expand a little more. Perhaps it was best he�d never had children, he decided. To protect them from the dangers of the world, he might have been tempted to lock them in their bedrooms. Of course, there�d come the point when you had to let go, but how could that be anything but gut-wrenching?
Briggs looked sideways at Cahil. �I don�t know how you do it, Bear.�
�For one thing, my girls aren�t dating until they�re thirty-five.�
Tanner laughed. �Does Maggie know that?�
�We�re debating it.�
They reached Susanna�s apartment building. Eight stories tall and no wider than two car lengths, it was painted a robin�s egg blue; in places the plaster and brick had been badly patched and repainted in dark blue. They looked like scabs, Tanner decided. An ancient Citroen sat listing at the curb, its wheels missing, one axle perched on the curb.
�You see him?� Tanner murmured.
�Yep. Ugly fella.�
Sitting on a stool just inside the apartment�s foyer door was a man with great, sloping shoulders, no neck, and a square head. His oft-broken nose looked like it had been reset with a ball-peen hammer. He was, Tanner assumed, the apartment�s informal doorman/concierge/bouncer. It was common in some of Paris�s seedier neighborhoods for residents to donate a percentage of their rent money toward the upkeep of such gatekeepers.
�Let�s see if we can get an invite,� Tanner said. Across the street a pair of prostitutes had been sizing them up. Tanner nodded at one of them, a mid-forties platinum blonde in a clear plastic miniskirt. Her panties were lime green. She cocked her head and jerked a thumb at her chest. Tanner nodded again and she strolled over.
�Emmener Popaul au cirque?� the woman said.
It took Tanner a few moments to dissect the words and reassemble them. He chuckled. �Mon �l�phant est tr�s particulier du cirque,� he replied.
�What?� Cahil asked.
�She wants to know if I�d like her to take my elephant to the circus.�
�Interesting way of putting it. Popaul is the name of your elephant?�
�Evidently.�
�And Popaul enjoys the circus, does he?�
�She seems to think so,� Tanner said.
�What�d you say?�
�I told her my elephant was rather particular about his outings.�
Bear muttered, �Welcome to the nastiest circus on earth, I�d say.�
�Parlez-vous Anglais?� Tanner asked her.
�Non � attente.� She turned and called across the street to the other woman, �Trixie, venir ici!� Trixie, a redhead in a pair of denim shorts the size of a handkerchief, trotted over. �Anglais,� the first one told her.
�Where�re ya from?� Trixie asked in a Cockney accent.
�Canada,� Cahil replied.
�Dog�s bollocks! Canadians are cheap.�
�We�re different,� Tanner replied.
�Care for a bonk, then?�
�I�d rather talk about it off the street, if you don�t mind.�
�Right.�
Trixie and the other woman, whom Trixie called Sabine, led them to the foyer, muttered something to the gatekeeper, then led them up to the second-floor landing. Trixie pushed through a door and gestured them in. The room was lit by a single hanging bulb. In each corner of the room was a bare mattress. A pair of stained and torn armchairs sat before a coffee table made from stacked bricks and planks.
�What�s your pleasure, gov?� Trixie asked.
�Something tells me you�re not from here.�
�Liverpool. Pay�s better here. What�s your pleasure?�
�Information,� Tanner replied.
�Core love a duck!� Trixie turned to Sabine and fired off a few sentences in French. Tanner caught the phrase �Nancy boys� before Trixie turned back. �Information or shaggin�, you still pay.�
Tanner pulled a hundred-dollar bill from his pocket and held it up. �U.S. okay?�
Quick as a snake, Trixie snatched it from his hand. �Brill! Ask away.�
�We�re looking for a friend of ours � Susanna. She lives on the fourth floor.�
�Suzie? Sure, we know her. She your old lady?�
�Family.�
�Haven�t seen her about for a while.� Trixie translated for Sabine, who shook her head. �Non.�
�When was the last time you saw her?�
�A fortnight or so.�
�Anyone with her?�
Trixie frowned, scratched her head; flakes of dandruff swirled in the glare of the lightbulb. �Not that I recall.� She put the question to Sabine, listened to her answer, then said, �Right � now I remember. There was a bloke we saw around. Tall, off-color skin. Had this one eye, too, like somebody�d taken a blade to the corner.� Trixie used her index finger to pull down the corner of her eye. �You know?�
Tanner nodded. �Does he have a name?�
�Not that I heard. Nom, Sabine?� Sabine shook her head, then fired off a reply. Trixie nodded, then said to Tanner, �Sabine heard them arguing once and thought he sounded German.� Trixie grinned; one of her teeth looked like a lima bean. �Sabine�s an international girl, ya see.�
�I can see that. He sounded German � how? Accent, words, what?�
Trixie listened, then translated, �Words, she says. Curse words. She knows those.�
�Did he drive a car?�
�Didn�t see one. Would�ve noticed that.�
Cahil asked her, �What about the guy downstairs? Would he know anything?�
�Ren�? Worth an ask, I guess.�
�Thanks,� Tanner replied. �Has anyone been in her apartment in the last couple weeks?�
�Couldn�t say for sure. We�re out a lot, ya see. I�ll ask Rene that, too.�
Tanner pulled another bill from his pocket and handed it across. �We�re going to have a look around her place. Do you have any problem with that?�
This time Sabine was quicker than her partner, as she snatched the bill away. Trixie glared at her then said, �Long as you don�t nab off with nothin�.�
�We won�t.�
�Have at it.�
* * *
Susanna�s apartment was only slightly more welcoming than Trixie and Sabine�s. The undressed brick walls were painted a bright yellow, which improved the mood of the space, but the furniture was equally sparce and soiled. In the corner was a futon frame and mattress covered in a black comforter. A withered houseplant sat on the windowsill, its stalks drooping down the wall. Tucked against the opposite wall were two cardboard boxes Susanna had obviously been using as a chest of drawers. A side door led into a small kitchenette. Tanner walked through, flipped on the overhead light, and watched as dozens of cockroaches scurried for the baseboards He opened the fridge and found it empty.
�Wow,� Cahil murmured.
�Let�s get started,� Tanner replied.
Fifteen minutes later they were done. The search turned up nothing. If Susanna had disappeared voluntarily she�d taken pains to cover her trail. If she�d been taken, someone had sanitized her apartment. Of course, the apartment�s anonymity may have simply been good tradecraft on her part: Without the trappings of daily life to exploit, anyone digging into her identity would have little to pursue.
Being this careful takes a tremendous amount of mental and emotional energy, and Tanner found himself wondering how Susanna had borne the stress. He�d been in this position before. If you lose your way for even a short while or let your self-discipline waver, the lines between the real you and the character you�re playing begin to blur. Beyond that lay paranoia and depression, and quick on their heels come the mistakes and lapses of judgment that got you killed.
My god, Susanna, where are you? Tanner wondered. �Anything?� he asked Cahil
�Clean as a whistle.�
�Here, too. Let�s go downstairs and check on Trixie.�
Tanner took a final look through the kitchen cupboards, then turned to leave. He stopped. He turned back and opened one of the cupboards. Drawn on the inside of the door in blue ink was what looked like a cartoon dog; beneath it were twelve digits: 774633998127.
Cahil walked into the kitchen and peered at the cupboard. �What�s that?�
Tanner smiled, chuckled. �That�s my girl.�
�What?� Cahil repeated. �It�s a dog.�
�It�s a goat � Susanna�s goat.�
�A goat. Wonderful. What�s that do for us?�
�If we�re lucky,� Tanner replied, �it�s going to tell us where she went.�
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Royal Oak
It had become something of a morbid tradition for Joe McBride, this watching of the clock as the forty-eighth hour passed and a case tipped down the slippery statistical slope. He�d started the practice ten years before in Minneapolis as a desperate mother and father waited for a ransom call that had never come.
Now he sat beside Jonathan Root at the kitchen table as the wall clicked over to 11:58. Root wasn�t watching it, but was staring into space as he�d been doing for the better part of two days. His hands were wrapped around a long-cold cup of coffee.
Statistically, most ransom-driven kidnappers make contact within a few hours of the abduction. The wilier and/or cruder the perpetrator, the longer they wait, but after twenty-four hours the likelihood of contact begins to drop until the forty-eight-hour point, at which time the odds plummet. In the history of kidnapping, ransom demands made outside the �golden forty-eight� are rare.
Having learned the hard way to never lie to a client � even to save them some heartache � McBride had given Jonathan Root the statistics, but he�d also added a caveat: �Rules are made to be broken. Nothing is set in stone.�
Root had simply stared at McBride, then nodded blankly, said, �Sure, sure,� and turned away.
The former DCI and Washington powerhouse was withdrawing into himself, McBride could see, and he imagined the nature of Root�s profession was working against him. As a spook, it had been his job to envision worst-case scenarios and come up with contingency plans. Problem was, there was no contingency plan for this, no manual or committee Root could consult if the worst came to pass and his wife was found dead � or never found at all. Root had seen the worst of humanity: images of atrocities in Rwanda; suicide bombings in Haifa; public executions of captured American soldiers in Afghanistan � It was all there in his memory, a sieve through which his hope was being filtered.
Unbidden, McBride felt his mind switching gears. If the worst happens, he�s going to need help. He won�t ask for it. He�ll have to be pushed into it � coaxed back into life. Left alone, he�ll sit here alone in the dark and let himself die.
After parting company with Oliver at Quantico, McBride had driven back to the Root estate to walk the grounds. As much for Root as for himself, he�d guided the former DCI through the event again, trying to pick out a thread of something useful. Together they walked through the house, Root giving him a running monologue of the sights, smells, and sounds of that night. Occasionally Root would stop beside a knickknack or a photo and relate its story to McBride. Without exception, Amelia Root was the main player in each tale. She was the nexus of Root�s life, McBride realized.
Root picked up a picture of him and Amelia standing in a fishing boat, smiling. His arm was around her waist as she struggled to hold aloft a Coho salmon. �She was so proud of that thing,� Root murmured, tears in his eyes. �She wouldn�t let anyone help her � she even netted it herself. You know, just the other day she was �� Root trailed off, blinked a few times as though coming back to reality, then walked on.
There had been one positive sign, though. Earlier in the day Root had accepted a lunch invitation from his next-door neighbors, Raymond Crohn and his wife � the people that had sounded the alarm after the kidnapping. Root had been reluctant, but then agreed at McBride�s urging. When Root returned, McBride could see some of the tension had melted from his face.
The clock began bonging. As if on cue, McBride�s cell phone trilled. He walked into the living room and answered. It was Oliver: �We�ve got something, a hit on the hiking boot.�
�Where are you?�
�Salisbury. We rousted the store owner; he�s going to meet us.�
McBride copied down the address, said, �I�ll meet you,� then hung up.
�What is it, Joe?� Root said from the doorway. �Did you find her?� he whispered.
McBride walked over and laid a hand on his shoulder. �No, but we�ve got a lead. We�ve got our foot in the door. Try to get some sleep. I�ll call you the second I know something.�
* * *
The town of Salisbury, population 23,000, was nine miles from the Root estate. Twenty-five minutes after leaving, McBride pulled into a parking space in front of Norwich Camping Outfitters. Ten minutes after that Oliver pulled in beside him. A man in pajama bottoms, slippers, and a red sweatshirt emblazoned with �Salisbury State University� got out of the passenger seat and hurried to the store�s front door.
McBride asked Oliver, �What�s up?�
�The company that makes the Stonewalker asks its retailers to send in the names of customers. They use it for direct mail promotions, customer satisfaction surveys � that sort of thing.�
After obtaining a copy of the list, Oliver sorted it by state and time frame, taking only those purchases made within the last month in D.C., Maryland, Delaware, and Virginia. He then filtered the list through the FBI�s database. Of the sixty-seven Stonewalkers sold in the last month, two were bought with credit cards that had been reported stolen; of these, one report turned out to be a case of misplacement, the other genuine theft.
As Oliver�s team went to work on the lead, the report on the footprints found on the Dames Quarter road came in. The tires were identified as Bridgestone 225/75R14s, standard equipment for 1999 Ford Econoline vans. A regional check showed theft reports on fourteen Econolines, none more recent than two months ago. All the vans in question had either been recovered or had been identified as having been disassembled at chop shops.
�Rental?� McBride guessed.
�Right,� said Oliver. �However good these guys were with the kidnapping, they got sloppy with their logistics. We checked rental agencies that handle Econolines. Two days ago a Hertz office in Ellicott City outside Baltimore reported one of theirs overdue. The credit card used was reported stolen later that day.�
�Stolen how?�
�That�s the interesting part. Both cards were lifted by pickpockets.�
�You�re kidding me.�
�The Baltimore and Ellicott City police are looking for the van. We�re working on getting the credit slip from Hertz.�
�So what now?�
�Now we hope our luck holds and we get a match on the signatures. Fingerprints would be better, but � Well, hell, if we get prints, I�ll start going to church regularly.�
McBride understood. The chances were good that Amelia Root�s kidnappers had arrest records. Generally, kidnapping is a learned behavior, not something your average law-abiding citizen dives into on a whim. If this lead turned up a suspect�s name, they�d be back in the race. �Jesus, could we be that lucky?�
�A little good luck on our part, a little stupidity on their part � Who knows.�
A minute later the store owner poked his head out the door and waved at them. They went inside. The owner had turned on the lights; lying on the glass counter was a credit card receipt.
�I only touched the edges like you said,� the owner offered.
Oliver pulled a clear plastic evidence bag from his coat pocket, laid it flat on the counter, and nudged the receipt inside. He looked at McBride. �Follow me back.�
* * *
The agent from Elucott City arrived at Quantum twenty minutes behind McBride and Oliver, who sat together in a conference room, sipping coffee and staring at the walls as technicians from both Latent Prints and Questioned Documents processed the receipts. Shortly after two A.M. the conference room door opened and the techs walked in. The man from QD laid the two evidence bags on the table and slid them across to Oliver.
�You�re golden,� the tech announced. �Both signatures were forged by the same person. I make him male, right handed, early to mid-twenties � I can give you more once I get it into the computer.�
�And the prints?�
�Eight point match on each,� the Latent man replied. �Same person handled both slips.�
Oliver slapped his palm on the table and whooped. �Hot damn! Did you��
�Already fed it into IAFIS,� the Latent tech replied, referring to the Integrated Automated Fingerprint Identification System, pronounced �ay-fis.� The Latent Print Unit and IAFIS � which contains over 38 million individual fingerprints � form the FBI�s Disaster Squad, which responds to both man-made and natural disasters to help local and federal authorities identify victims. �If he�s in the database, we should have a hit by mid-morning.�
�Thanks, guys, you�ve made our day.�
They talked for a few more minutes and then everyone left except for Oliver and McBride.
Joe glanced over at his adopted partner. �So, what�s your denomination?�
Oliver laughed. �You name it, I�m joining it.�

9

St Malo, France
Founded in the seventh century by a vagabond Welsh monk named Maclow, the city of St. Malo has been sitting astride the Ranee Estuary on France�s Emerald Coast for over fourteen hundred years, during which time it has been a nexus for war, rebellion, and independent spirit, a history which Malouins and the people of Brittany proudly guard to this day.
During the League Wars of the late 1500s the people of St. Malo rejected the local governor, a protestant, then stormed the castle, routed the local garrison, and declared their independence as a sovereign nation. In the seventeenth century St. Malo grew into one of the richest ports in Britanny, a haven for merchants, pirates, and corsairs plying the trade routes of India, China, and Africa. In the late 1600s Britain�s William of Orange, hoping to break the city�s economical hold on the Emerald Coast, let loose his fleet on the port, but St. Malo escaped nearly unscathed behind its ramparts and thick stone walls.
Finally, after weathering centuries of conflict, St. Malo felt its first defeat as in August 1944, when the German Wehrmacht, unwilling to abandon this critical part of the Adantic Wall to the Allied invasion force, razed it to the ground. The twelve thousand troops garrisoned in St. Malo destroyed the quays, locks, breakwaters, and harbor machinery, then set fire to the town center before retreating to Citadel at St. Servan.
After the war the independent spirit of Malouins reasserted itself as they chose to salvage what remained of the demolished city center. Bricks and cobblestones and timbers were picked from the wreckage and used to lay the foundations for a new St. Malo. Today the skyline is virtually indistinguishable from its medieval self, with narrow, canyonlike cobblestone streets, mansions of sloping granite slate roofs and peaked dormer windows, and castle-like ramparts and baritzans that sit perched atop the 1.5 miles of wall that encloses the intra muros, or �old walled city.�
Though he didn�t yet know the reason behind her flight, Tanner felt certain it was to St. Malo that Susanna Vetsch had come after leaving Paris, and it was toward St. Malo that Tanner and Cahil headed in the early morning hours after leaving the Pigalle, a trip inspired, according to Cahil, by �a cartoon goat and a teenager�s secret code.�
The cryptic graffiti Tanner had found scribbled on the inside of Susanna�s kitchen cupboard was not only a clue to where she�d gone, but also he hoped, a sign that the Susanna he�d once known hadn�t completely lost herself in France�s underworld.
As do most toddlers, when Susanna was a child she�d mangled her share of unpronounceable words and phrases, but the one that found its way into the Vetsch family lexicon was her smushed-together version of the words �go� and �to.� �I want goat the zoo,� she would announce, or �I want goat the park.� The abbreviation stuck and eventually mutated into a simple drawing of a goat. From then on, it became their shorthand for any destination or trip.
As a teenager, the rebellious and inventive Susanna, certain her overprotective parents were spying on her, had developed a code she�d once revealed to Tanner on one of their �uncle/niece� outings. Boys� phone numbers, rendezvous times with her girlfriends, and party addresses were all veiled from prying eyes by subtracting from them her favorite number, four. Like �goat,� the practice became second nature for her, a fond attachment to her childhood.
If Tanner was correct � if he wasn�t groping for something that wasn�t there � the twelve digits on Susanna�s cupboard � translated as 330299554783. Following his hunch, Tanner regrouped them: 33 0 2 99 55 47 83�the twelve-digit arrangement of a French phone number.
Once back at the St. Beuve, Tanner called Oaken and brought him up to speed. �Was Slavin any help?� Oaken asked.
�As little as possible.�
�I was afraid of that. He�s coming up on retirement. The last thing he�s going to do is put himself out on a limb. Sorry, Briggs.�
�Don�t worry about it. We paid a visit to her apartment. We might have something.� Tanner recited the decyphered number and explained his theory. In addition to the code, they�d also gotten a lead from Trixie�s questioning of Rene the Gatekeeper, who�d also seen Susanna�s mysterious German. Rene was certain the man�s name was Stephan. It wasn�t much, Tanner realized, but perhaps enough to shake the tree.
�I�ll see if I can get Susanna�s cell-phone LUDs,� Oaken said, then hung up. He called back twenty minutes later. �You might be on to something. That phone number belongs to a tavern in St. Malo called the Sanglier Noir.�
�The Black Boar?� Tanner translated.
�Downright medieval, isn�t it? Susanna�s cell-phone dump shows five calls there in the last month. I�ve got an address.�
Tanner copied it down, then said, �One more question: Could you tell whether there�d been any other requests for her cell-phone dump?�
�I thought of that. There weren�t, not in the last six months, anyway. You�d think that�d be one of the first things the DEA would have checked � if they were trying to find her, that is.�
Oaken�s information told Tanner something. Whether Slavin knew it or not, the DEA was in fact not looking for Susanna, a fact which probably had little to do with apathy, and everything to do with hope. In the shadowy world of special operations, undercover work is the grayest; there are few rules and fewer still were unbreakable. Susanna�s controllers were probably hoping her disappearance was simply her way of burrowing deeper into France�s drug culture and that she�d soon resurface and make contact
Maybe yes, maybe no, Tanner thought. Either way, it was no way to run an operation. He�d worked both as an undercover operative and as a controller. Of the two, the controller is in a better position to play devil�s advocate, to recognize pitfalls to which the operative may be blind. Chances were, Susanna�s disappearance had been foreshadowed by her own behavior: vague reports, missed check-ins, impulsive behavior. Seeing the signs, her controller should have either pulled her in, or put a tighter leash on her.
�I�m hoping they haven�t written her off,� Oaken said.
�Me, too,� Briggs replied. He thanked Oaken, hung up, and turned to Cahil. �St. Malo.�
Bear checked his watch. �It�s after ten; let�s hope we can find an all-night Avis,� he said and reached for the phone book.
* * *
As it happened, they found no rental agencies open, but a better arrangement presented itself with the train a grande vitesse, or TGV, France�s high-speed train. They checked out of the St. Beuve, boarded the 11:10 train at the Montparnasse station, changed trains at Rennes, then continued north to St. Malo, arriving two hours and ten minutes after leaving Paris.
From habit, Tanner had kept peripheral tabs on their fellow passengers. Of those that boarded at Montparnasse, nine changed trains with them at Rennes for the final leg to St. Malo. Of these, two boarded their car: a blond-haired man in his middle thirties and a teenage girl with magenta hair, a black leather jacket, and square-tipped biker boots. Twenty minutes into the ride, the girl ambled over to the blond-haired man, exchanged a few words, then accepted a franc note from him and walked down to them. �Aide une fille hors?� she said. Help a girl out?
Tanner handed her a few notes. She flashed a dingy smile, then returned to her seat.
As they disembarked at St. Malo, the teenager started walking in the opposite direction, and the man hailed a taxi that took him around the corner to Quai Des Corsaires. Tanner and Cahil rented a locker, stuffed their duffel bags inside, then started walking.
The Black Boar was inside the walled city on Place Vauban, so they walked across Avenue Louis Martin, which spanned the three-hundred-meter canal separating the intra- and extra-muros. Across the canal they could see the lighted ramparts and watchtowers perched atop the ancient wall, which was lit from below by amber spotlights, lending the battlements a Disneyland-like appearance. Tanner suspected the lighting had been installed in anticipation of the upcoming tourist season. By this time next week, St. Malo�s population would swell to five times its normal size as visitors from Great Britain and urban France descended on the �City of the Corsairs.�
As they reached Grande Porte, the city�s main gate, Tanner caught a glimpse of a taxi pulling away from Porte St. Louise down the quai. A lone figure disappeared through the gate.
�Blondie from the train?� Cahil asked.
�Couldn�t tell.�
It was nearly one-thirty, but Tanner was hoping the Black Boar would still be open. The deserted cobblestone streets glistened under the glow of gaslights long ago converted to electricity. It took little for Tanner to imagine them hissing and sputtering with the flow of natural gas. Houses crowded the street, dormer windows looming over them. Hanging from every dark balcony were flower boxes and hanging pots, tiny blooms of color in the darkness.
�Talk about lost in time,� Cahil murmured. �I feel like we�re heading to a meeting of the resistance, listening for jackboots on the cobblestones.�
Tanner nodded. �It�s eerie.� Of course, it was precisely this atmosphere that drew hundreds of thousands of tourists every year. On its face, St Malo was frozen in the 1930s.
They followed the winding streets for another twenty minutes until they reached a cul-de-sac at the end of Place Vauban. There, tucked between a pair of alleys, was the Black Boar. Hanging from a rusty chain above the oaken door was a neon sign: �Sanglier Noir.� Light flickered through the tarnished windows. Tanner could hear raucous laughter coming from inside.
�Something tells me we�re not going to be able to slip in unnoticed,� Cahil said.
�Maybe that�s good.�
�Gonna shake the tree?�
�I was thinking about it It�s hard to tell what kind of reaction we�ll get though.�
�One way to find out�
Tanner grabbed the door latch and pushed. In keeping with its appearance, the door let out a rusty shriek. They stepped through and were hit by a wave a cigarette smoke. The tavern�s interior went quiet. Two dozen faces turned to them and stared.
�Thank god there wasn�t a piano to stop playing,� Bear murmured.
�Amen.� Tanner nodded at the patrons and raised a hand. �Bonjour.�
No one replied. After a few seconds� silence the patrons returned to their drinks and conversations. The Black Boar�s furnishings were nearly as medieval as its name, with trestle tables, long benches, and a horseshoe bar whose front had seen more than its fair share of kicks and gouges � as had most of the patrons, all of whom Tanner assumed were locals, an assortment of sun- and wind-burned fisherman and oyster bed workers. There were no women to be seen.
Incongruously, the bartender was dressed smartly, in a royal blue, tab-collar shirt with a red tie.
�Bonjour,� Tanner repeated.
�Bonjour, messieurs.�
�Deux bi�res, s�il vous pla�t.�
The bartender brought them a pair of draft beers, then moved on to other customers. Tanner could feel eyes on his back, but he fought the urge to turn around. Probably just curious, he thought. His French was passable in Paris, but too urban for Brittany. The patrons were probably cursing them as early tourists invading their favorite night-spot.
Amid the babble Briggs thought he heard snippets of German. He focused on the voices and tried to filter out the rest until certain of what he was hearing. He turned around, hiked his foot on the kick rail, and began scanning the room, trying to pinpoint the voices.
Four men, huddled around their mugs at a table in the corner, seemed to be arguing.
Long shot, Tanner thought. But, as Bear had said, there was only one way to find out. He turned to Cahil and explained. �In the corner by the window, four men.�
�I see �em. What�re you thinking?�
�We don�t dare mention Susanna�s name; if she�s still under, it could burn her.�
�Stephan it is, then.�
�Find a table within earshot of them. I�ll be back.�
Tanner found the bathroom, killed three minutes, then walked back out. He strode to the center of the room and called, �M�excuser � M�excuser!� He waited until the voices died away and all eyes were on him. �Je cherche un ami, un homme a nomm� Stephan.� I�m looking for a friend, a man named Stephan.
There were five seconds of silence and then, as though he hadn�t spoken, the patrons returned to their drinking. In the corner, the German group put their heads together and began muttering between one another. Tanner glanced at Cahil, who gave an imperceptible nod: Reaction.
After a few minutes, the Germans finished their beers, stood up, and headed out the door. Cahil rejoined Tanner at the bar. �You got their attention,� Bear said. �I only caught bits of their conversation, but the gist of it was they wanted to know who the hell you were and how you found this place.�
�Good enough for me,� Tanner said. �Let�s go.�
They stepped out the door and onto the street. It was dark, deserted. A wind had come up; mist swirled in the air. Beyond the stone wall Tanner could hear the roar of waves. He tasted salt.
�Either they ran or they�re still around,� Cahil murmured.
�I vote for the latter. We�ll know soon enough.�
They started walking. They�d traveled less than a block when they heard footsteps clicking on the cobblestones behind them. Tanner glanced back. �Two,� he said. Ahead lay the mouth of an alley. As they neared it, the second pair of Germans stepped from the darkness to block their path. Briggs wasn�t surprised by this, but still he felt his heart pound a little harder. He and Cahil stopped and took a few circling steps into the street, now shoulder-to-shoulder.
�Looks like something fell out of the tree,� Cahil murmured.
�Hope it�s worth it,� Tanner replied. �I�d hate to get mugged for nothing.�
The Germans joined ranks before them. �How do you know Stephan?� one of them said in heavily accented English. He wore a black, waist-length leather coat and a green turtleneck. His compatriots stood with their hands deep in their coat pockets.
Probably not guns, Tanner thought. Knives, then.
�Pardon?� Tanner replied in French.
�Your French is like shit. Who are you? How do you know Stephan?�
Tanner switched to English. �I should ask you the same question.�
�No, you shouldn�t. Answer me.� The man took a step forward. His hands, clenched into fists, hung at his sides. His knuckles were crisscrossed with scars. Streetftghter, Tanner thought.
The other Germans were spreading out, flanking them.
�I said, who are you?� the man repeated.
Tanner smiled at him, shook his head. �Go to hell.�
The fist came up startlingly fast, arcing toward Tanner�s head in a roundhouse punch. Tanner ducked it and stepped forward, snapping a short jab into the man�s solar plexus. The man let out a gasp, but closed in and clamped a hand on the back of Tanner�s neck, drawing him in. To his left, Briggs saw a pair of the men rushing toward Cahil.
Tanner�s assailant drew back his head, snapped it forward. Tanner turned his face, took the butt on his cheekbone, and felt the skin split. Warm blood gushed down his face. The butt had been delivered with expertise; had it found its mark, Tanner�s teeth would�ve been sheared off at the gumline.
Tanner stomped down, driving his heel into the man�s foot, then swung a tight uppercut that caught the man on the point of the chin. As he stumbled backward, Tanner shoved him into the next man. They collapsed together in a heap. A few feet away, Cahil had one of his men on the ground as another German rushed him from behind. Tanner saw the man�s hand arcing down, saw a glint of steel in the light.
�Knife!� Tanner called. Cahil glanced up, started moving to meet the assault.
Tanner�s attackers had recovered and were closing again. The one in the leather jacket held a knife in his fist, the blade angled low. His partner circled left. As though exhausted, Tanner let his arms droop. The first man rushed in, knife slashing up and across. Briggs straightened, let the blade sweep past, then grasped the man�s fist in both of his and twisted hard. The wrist bones snapped, sounding like walnut shells crushed under a boot. The man cried out. The knife clattered on the cobblestones. Tanner kicked it away and kept twisting the wrist, walking the man around and blocking his partner�s advance.
From the corner of his eye he saw a shadow rushing toward him. He turned, instantly realized the German was too close, and readied himself for the blow.
�Hey!� came a voice. The German paused, looked over his shoulder.
As though levitating, a steel garbage can rose into the air above the man�s head, stopped for a moment, then slammed down. Even as the man fell, the can-wielding figure barreled through him and charged Cahil�s second assailant. Cahil backpedaled as the can crashed down onto the man�s head, knocking him to his knees, where he teetered for a moment before toppling over.
Chest heaving, the mystery man dropped the mangled can and turned to face them. It was their blond-haired companion from the TGV. He grinned at them. �Hope you don�t mind the interruption, but it looked like you could use some help. No offense, of course.� His English was American.
Tanner smiled back. �None taken.�
�Good. Now: Why don�t you tell me who the hell you are, and why you�re looking for Susanna Vetsch.�
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FBI headquarters, Washington, D.C.
At ten a.m., Oliver got the Word: a fingerprint match. The fax was on its way from Quantico. He called McBride at the Root house then spent twenty minutes bending paper clips and sipping cold coffee as McBride drove over.
Joe appeared in the doorway, panting, his hair disheveled. �Well?�
Oliver jerked his head toward the fax machine where a lone sheet of paper sat in the tray.
�You haven�t looked at it?�
�Waiting for you.�
�I applaud your self-discipline, Collin, but read the damned thing. Jesus, you�re killing me.�
Oliver sprang from his chair, snatched the fax from the tray, scanned it. He shook his head in disbelief. �I never thought I�d say this, but there�s one good thing that came from nine-eleven.�
�Huh?�
Oliver handed over the fax. McBride read. The match had come from the Immigration and Naturalization Service. After the World Trade Center and Pentagon were attacked, one of the first changes the FBI and the Office of Homeland Security had lobbied for was an integration of IAFIS at both the state and federal levels. Agencies that had before kept their own in-house fingerprint database joined IAFIS. Of these, the INS maintained a watch list of countries with known links to terrorist groups.
The man who had rented the van and bought the Stone-walkers was named Hekuran Selmani, a twenty-two-year old Albanian national who�d entered the country on a work visa three months earlier.
�Shit,� McBride said.
Oliver nodded. �Took the word right out of my mouth.�
Given his nationality, the chances were good Selmani was a terrorist affiliate, and given how long he�d been in the country he and his cohorts had likely come here with the Root kidnapping in mind. But why? McBride wondered for the hundredth time. Why Jonathan Root?
�We gotta get these guys before it gets any uglier,� Oliver said. �Is there an address listed?�
�Westphalia.�
Oliver reached for the phone.
* * *
Westphalia was twelve miles from Downtown Washington. Selmani�s apartment building, a three-story house that had been converted into a quadplex, was on Brown Station Road across from the Oak Grove Electrical Substation.
An hour after Oliver started making calls, he and McBride pulled into the substation�s parking lot followed by an evidence response team van. Already waiting were three squad cars from the Prince Georges County Sheriff�s Department and a rapid-response team from the FBI�s Hostage Rescue Unit. Grim faced and all-business, they milled around the van, donning body armor and checking weapons. The sheriff�s deputies stood off to the side, arms folded. McBride read their collective expression: Federal prima donnas.
Whatever the perception, McBride knew the HRT was universally respected as one of the finest tactical units in the country, if not the world. They trained hard and knew their business. The last thing any criminal wanted to see was an HRT team crashing through the door.
Oliver got out and started toward the group. His cell phone rang. �Oliver.� He listened for a few moments, then hung up He took off his sunglasses and squeezed the bridge of his nose.
�What, Collin?� McBride asked.
�The fourth guard from the Roots��the college kid � he died a few minutes ago.�
�Ah, man.�
Oliver took a deep breath, muttered �Okay, okay,� then walked over to the sheriff, shook his hand, and exchanged a few words. McBride collected a pair of blue windbreakers with �FBI� emblazoned on their backs. He handed one to Oliver who donned it and then turned to the HRT.
�I know you guys already had a look at the quad�s blueprints, so here�s the scoop: We�re looking for a single suspect, adult male, white, aged twenty-two,� he said, passing out photos of Selmani. �The subject is a foreign national. His grasp of English may or may not be tenuous. According to the subject�s landlord, he hasn�t been on the premises for five days. Don�t count on that. Assume he�s there; assume he�s armed � and though it�s unlikely, assume he has a hostage.�
�Who�re we talking about?� asked the team�s commander, a fortyish man named Gene Scanlon.
�Have you been reading the papers?�
Scanlon thought for a moment, then groaned. �Aw, jeez. Root?�
�The CIA guy?� another said.
�That�s the one,� Oliver replied. �The landlord will meet us on Brown and lead us to the quadplex. We�ll be entering through an alley behind the apartment; there are no windows facing the alley. We�ve confirmed the rest of the occupants are gone. Selmani�s apartment is the first unit on the second floor.
�We�ve got keys, so we�re gonna go in quiet. If Selmani is gone, the HRT will withdraw and clear the area while myself and these agents execute the search warrant. We�re hoping to find evidence that�ll lead us to him. Failing that, we�ll set up surveillance on the off chance he returns.
�Finally � and this is crucial � if Selmani�s in the apartment, we need him alive,� Oliver said. �He may be the key to recovering the hostage.�
�And if he�s disagreeable?� one of the HRT men asked.
�Do you really need me to answer that?�
�Guess not.�
�Right now, he�s our only suspect. Get him alive if you can, but get him.�
* * *
Following the directions of the Quad�s landlord, an elderly Mexican man, who sat in the van�s passenger seat, the convoy rolled down the alley and coasted to a stop at the back door. The landlord handed the keys to Oliver then hurried down the alley, feet crunching on the gravel, and disappeared around the corner. Sheriff�s cars had taken up stations at either end of the alley.
Oliver nodded to Scanlon, who led his team through the back door. Oliver and McBride followed. Inside was a cramped foyer. Linoleum stairs led upward. Oliver turned to McBride.
�You want to wait here? I�ll call you once it�s clear.�
�You don�t have to tell me twice. Last time I touched a gun was at the county fair.�
�Water balloon game?�
McBride nodded, and Oliver muttered, �I hate those things. Thanks, Joe. If you got killed it would really ruin my day.�
McBride chuckled. �Me, too.�
Oliver crept up the stairs. The team�s four-man entry train was already in position, crouched single file against the wall, each man�s hand on the next�s shoulder, weapons held at ready low. Behind them, two team members stood in reserve.
Lying on his belly before Selmani�s door, an HRT man slipped a fiberscope camera into a slit he�d cut in the carpet. He studied the monitor for thirty seconds, then gave a thumbs-up over his shoulder. Scanlon crept forward and slipped the key into the lock. He paused, then looked down at the camera man. Another thumbs-up. Scanlon motioned him clear, waited for him to join the reserve, then hand signaled to the team, Prepare to enter,
Oliver drew his Smith & Wesson 10mm, flicked off the safety, and tucked it against his thigh.
Scanlon turned the knob and pushed open the door.
With only the sound of shuffling feet, the train charged into the room and fanned out. Ten seconds passed, then: �Clear � clear � clear � all clear.�
One of the HRT men poked his head out the door. �Nobody home.�
* * *
Oliver, McBride and the four techs from the ERT stood in the hallway while the team searched the apartment for bombs and booby traps. Once done, they filed out and Oliver�s team went in. Scanlon lingered in the doorway. �It�s a flophouse,� he said. �No telephone, no TV. He probably just needed a mail drop, someplace to crash. Need anything else, Collin?�
�No thanks, Gene. Tell the guys thanks, will ya?�
�Yep.�
Hekuran Selmani�s apartment was a two-room affair with a half bath, yellowing wallpaper, and warped hardwood floors. The living room contained four couch cushions, a small transistor radio, and a stack of newspapers in one corner. In the bedroom they found a bare mattress on the floor, a telephone book, and a loose-leaf notebook. The bathroom smelled of stale urine and toothpaste. The shower curtain, black with mold, hung stiffly from the rod.
�This guy was here on an operation,� Oliver declared. �He didn�t bother getting comfortable.�
�Agreed,� McBride said.
Oliver turned to the ERT: �Dust everything. Get hair, fibers, piss splatters � all of it.�
* * *
As the ERT went about its business, Oliver and McBride paged through the notebook in the bedroom. Most of the sheets were covered in random scribbles: grocery lists, phone numbers. Similarly, the dog-eared telephone book was tattooed with doodles, but nothing else.
Oliver said, �I can picture him sitting here: killing time, waiting for the call.�
Kneeling beside the mattress, McBride studied the notebook, flipping pages with a gloved index finger. �If he was a scrounger, he�s probably got a storage locker somewhere,� he said. He was about to turn another page when something caught his eye. He lifted the notebook up to the overhead light. �Huh.�
�What?�
�Get me some print powder.�
Oliver went into the living room and returned with a vial. McBride laid the notebook on the floor, uncapped the vial, and sprinkled some powder onto the page. Using the tips of his fingers he jiggled the notebook back and forth, spreading the dust into every corner, then gently blew off the surplus. He lifted the notebook to the light again. In the center of the page was a ghostly scribble:
Bob 7.5. 9

Oliver knelt beside McBride and peered at it. �What the hell is that?�
�Not sure,� McBride replied. �But I�ve got an idea.�
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St Malo, France
�Never mind,� the stranger told Tanner. �Not here.� He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and tossed it to Tanner. �Your cheek is bleeding.�
The stranger knelt beside one of the unconscious Germans, pulled back his sleeve, studied the skin briefly, then dropped the arm and started frisking him. Tanner and Cahil searched the others but found nothing � no IDs, no credit cards, no paperwork. A few feet away, the man whose wrist Tanner had broken groaned and began crawling away. The stranger placed a foot between the man�s shoulder blades and shoved him down.
�Bewegen Sie nicht!� he ordered. He heel-kicked the man in the back of the head and he went limp.
In the distance came the wail of police sirens.
�Follow me,� the stranger said, and took off jogging.
Tanner and Cahil exchanged glances, shrugged, and followed.
* * *
He led them southeast through the streets, moving confidently through the alleys and empty courtyards. Twice they ducked into the shadows as police cars swept past, blue strobes flashing. After twenty minutes� travel they reached the Hotel du Louvre on Rue des Marins.
He led them through a back entrance and down the hall to his room. Once inside, he tossed the keys onto the credenza, opened the liquor cabinet, and poured himself two fingers of bourbon, took a gulp. He dropped into an armchair beside the window. �Help yourself,� he said.
�No, thanks,� Tanner replied.
In better light, Tanner realized their rescuer�s hair was not blond, but white. The man was in his mid-forties. His face showed a week�s worth of stubble and his eyes were bloodshot. As he lifted the glass to his lips, his hand trembled. Whoever their rescuer was, he was on the edge of exhaustion.
�The truth is,� the man said, �you didn�t look like you needed help, but I figured what the hell. It seemed like the thing to do.� He gave a weak, almost manic, chuckle. �Sit down, sit down.�
Tanner and Cahil sat on the edge of the bed.
�So, who the hell are you?� the man asked.
�We�re friends of Susanna�s,� Tanner replied.
�Not just friends. Friends would�ve talked to the police, friends don�t wander around Paris�s nastiest neighborhood; friends don�t serve themselves up to four German knuckle-draggers hoping to find a lead. Friends, maybe, but that ain�t all you are. You�re on the job, aren�t you?�
�After a fashion.�
�Yeah, who? DEA? Nah, you don�t look it.�
Interesting, Tanner thought. The tone of the question sounded exclusionary. He�s not DEA, either. Who then? �We know her father,� Briggs said. �He�s worried about her.�
The man gave another chuckle. �Yeah? Well, he can join the club. What do I call you? No, forget it � I don�t wanna know.� He took another gulp of bourbon. �You can call me Jim. Okay, so we�re all looking for Susanna. How�d you end up here?�
�Something we found in Susanna�s apartment. What about you?�
�I picked you up in the Pigalle.� Jim noted Cahil�s frown and said, �Don�t feel bad. I�ve been here for two years. I�ve learned how to blend in. I�d been staking out her neighborhood, seeing if she�d turn up. Instead, you guys did. It was the only lead I�d gotten for a week, so I followed you.�
�You already had a hotel here,� Cahil stated.
�Susanna had mentioned St Malo before, so I came here last week, but couldn�t find her. I hopped the TGV back to Paris. I had something I wanted to try.�
�What?� Tanner asked.
�Nope. Your turn. You guys are damned resourceful for concerned friends. What�s your story.�
Tanner thought it over. It seemed unlikely they knew anything Jim didn�t. Maybe some good faith on their part would break down the wall.
He gave Jim the same pitch he�d given Slavin: Susanna�s assignment with the FCI, her alias, her code name, the flurry of coded radio traffic between Paris and Washington around the time of her disappearance. �And now I�m getting the feeling she wasn�t DEA.�
�I didn�t say that�
�You implied it�
�Big leap.�
�It�s all we�ve got Look, we don�t know where she is, you don�t know where she is. Maybe between the three of us, we can do what none of us has been able to do alone.�
Jim exhaled heavily, then tugged at his lip with his thumb and index finger. He got up, refilled his glass, and plopped back down in the chair. �Jesus, I�m tired. You know? Really tired.�
�I can see that,� Tanner replied. �Jim, sometimes you�ve got to trust somebody � sometimes you�ve got to make that leap. That�s what I�m asking you to do.� Tanner waited until Jim met his gaze. �You can trust us.�
Jim squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again. �Okay � yeah, okay. I guess you could say I�m her � supervisor.�
Closer, Tanner thought, then went with a hunch: �Case officer, you mean.� Jim simply stared at him. He�s CIA... a goddamned CIA case officer. They had stumbled into a CIA operation buried within a DEA operation. Wheels within wheels. Briggs said, �Are you telling me Susanna was moonlighting?�
�Yeah. For a good cause, believe me. You have no idea.�
�Give me an idea.�
�You know who those four Germans were?�
Cahil said, �Cohorts of Stephan�s?�
�Jesus, how�d you��
�A couple friends we met in the Pigalle.�
�Yeah, I saw them: Trixie and Sabine. Susanna mentioned them a couple of times.�
�What about the Germans?� Tanner asked. �What were you looking for under his sleeve?�
�A tattoo � a wolf�s head superimposed on a parachute canopy. You know it?�
�I know it. Spetsialnoye Nazranie.�
Jim nodded. �Spetsnaz.�
Cahil groaned. �Oh, boy.�
Spetsnaz soldiers � literally, �troops of special purpose��were the cream of the Russian special forces community. Trained and commanded by the GRU, the intelligence branch of the General Staff, Spetsnaz were trained in weapons handling, tracking and camouflage, surveillance techniques, hand-to-hand combat, sabotage and demolitions, prisoner interrogation, and combat swimming. Tanner had encountered his share of Spetsnaz on both friendly and unfriendly terms. Of the two, he preferred the former. They were superbly trained, ruthless, and dedicated.
In the early eighties there had been rumors that the GRU, anticipating a major ground war in Europe, had started expanding the Spetsnaz program and were recruiting soldiers from all corners of the Soviet bloc for inclusion in divisions that had thus far been restricted to native Russian troops.
If the mystery man named Stephan and the four Germans from the Black Boar were Spetsnaz, Tanner�s search had just taken a disturbing tack. What in god�s name had Susanna gotten herself into?
�All four � five, including Stephan � are from the same unit,� Jim said.
�Present tense?� Cahil asked.
�Past. They�re freelance now.�
�Maybe you better tell us the whole story,� Tanner said.
�Right. It started about ten months ago. Susanna was on a��
Behind Jim, the window shade bulged inward slightly. Tanner caught the scent of cigarette smoke. Backlit by the streetlamps, a man-shaped silhouette filled the shade.
Cahil saw it: �Light!�
Tanner leapt forward, reached for the table lamp.
Jim looked around. �What�s��
There was a deafening roar. The shade blew inward. The lamp exploded. Tanner dove for the ground. The back of Jim�s head dissolved in a halo of blood. His face frozen in an expression of confusion, Jim toppled face-first onto the carpet.
�You okay?� Cahil called from the floor.
�Yeah, you?�
�Uh-huh.�
Tanner craned his neck upward. The window was empty.
From the street, voices began shouting. �Faites attention � Au secours,police!�
�We�ve gotta go, Briggs.�
Tanner thought he saw a brief flicker of movement in Jim�s dead eyes, then nothing. The man was gone. Briggs tore his gaze away and looked around. Did we touch anything?�
�No, no, we�re okay. Come on!�
Tanner pushed himself upright and ran for the door.
* * *
They left the way they�d come in, sprinted across the street and into the adjoining alley. As they came out the other end, a police car screeched around the corner and slowed beside them.
�Hotel Louvre! Un homme avec un fusil!� Tanner yelled in French, pointing.
The officer in the passenger seat nodded and the car sped away.
They slowed their pace to a stroll and headed northwest toward the Bastion and Porte St. Pierre, one of the main gates on the seaward side. Once outside the gate, they walked to Chaussee Boulevard and hailed a taxi.
Tanner focused on putting some distance between themselves and the murder scene. He ordered the driver to take them to Quai Solidor a few miles down the coast. Once there, they walked five blocks to the ferry terminal, where they bought a pair of tickets for Dinard, St. Malo�s sister city across the Rance Estuary. Forty minutes later they disembarked, walked downtown, and checked into a discount hostel.
With the door shut and locked behind them, Tanner plopped down on the bed, flipped open his cell phone, and dialed. It was shortly before ten P.M. in Washington. Oaken was awake, watching CNN.
He said, �You�re up late, or is it early?�
�Feels like both,� Tanner replied. �I need a conference with you and Leland.�
�Now?�
�No, office.� What he had to report was best said over a secure line. �I�ll find a pay phone and call you. How long do you need?�
�One hour.�
* * *
Tanner found the hostel�s lobby deserted. The house phones were of the traditional European style, each an enclosed cubicle with a glass door. Tanner sat down on the bench, closed the door, then reached up and twisted loose the fluorescent bulb before it could sputter to life. He dialed the long-distance prefix, swiped his credit card, then waited through sixty seconds of clicks as the call was routed first to the U.S., then to Fort Meade, where Holystone�s secure encrypted lines were maintained. There was a brief squelch as the call was electronically scrubbed. The line started ringing.
Dutcher answered: �Holystone.�
�It�s me. Sorry for waking you.�
�No problem. I was tinkering.� Dutcher�s hobby was restoring antique pocket watches.
�Which one?�
�German, circa 1750.�
�Sun and moon flyback?� Tanner asked.
�That�s the one. Actually, you saved its life. I was about ready to take a hammer to it. What�ve you got?�
�A mystery,� Briggs replied, then recounted his and Cahil�s movements since leaving Paris, ending with their meeting of the mysterious Jim and his murder. �I think Langley just lost one of its own.�
�You suspect the Germans?�
�Unless he had other involvements we don�t know about. The timing is too coincidental.�
�Could they have followed you to the hotel?�
�When we left they were all semi-unconscious. They might have come around before the police got there, but they were in no shape for pursuit.�
�If so, it means they were on to Jim before you met him,� Oaken said.
�I agree,� said Dutcher. �Are you safe?�
�So far,� Tanner said. �We�re going to move again after I hang up.�
�Good. I�ve got some calls to make. Give me ninety minutes, then call back.�
* * *
They left the hostel, hailed a taxi back to the TGV station and recovered their duffels.
In the distance, from within the walls of the intramuros, Tanner could still hear the warble of sirens. They saw no gendarmie in the station, however, which meant the authorities were still trying to sort out what had happened at the Hotel du Louvre and the Black Boar. A connection would be made, of course.
Petty crime in St. Malo was rare; assault and murder would set the town ablaze. While their departure from the hostel had been clean, the Black Boar was another matter. They had to assume their descriptions would soon be circulating. With any luck, one or all of the Germans would be detained for Jim�s murder, perhaps averting a manhunt beyond St. Malo. Until that was confirmed, however, they would assume the worst.
As Cahil waited outside, Briggs went to the station�s gift shop, bought a short-brimmed fedora and a pair of nonprescription reading glasses, then proceeded to the Avis counter. He rented a Renault using his backup credit card and passport, then proceeded to the car.
He pulled to the curb and Cahil climbed in. On the eastern horizon they could see the faint glow of sunlight. �Remember the panhandler from the train?� Cahil asked. �The girl?�
�Yes.�
�Look in your rearview mirror.�
Tanner did so. Standing at the curb, staring after them, was the magenta-haired girl. As Briggs watched, she turned away and walked back inside the station.
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Washington, D.C.
Once the evidence response team was done processing and returning the apartment to its original condition, Oliver called in the surveillance team, made sure everything was in order, then called ahead to Quantico with news of the indented writing from Selmain�s notebook. When he and McBride arrived, a technician from Questioned Documents was waiting.
McBride had worked with his share of QDs before, most of which had come in the form of ransom notes and bogus statements, so he knew the process well.
For indented writing, there are two primary recovery methods. The most complex, which is reserved for indentations too faint for the human eye to see, is ED, or electrostatic detection. The document in question is covered with a transparent Mylar sheath which is drawn tight to the paper with a vacuum and then exposed to repeated high-voltage charges that allow static to accumulate in microscopic indentations. Once done, the Mylar is �misted� with powdered toner which settles into the charged indentations. The document is then photographed and converted into a negative image to highlight the indentations.
The second and simpler method is called oblique or graze lighting. Angled lamps of varying intensities are shined onto the document�s surface from various angles to better reveal furrows and shadows. Finally, multiple photographic exposures are taken and fed into a computer which creates a matched collage.
Though Oliver and McBride suspected the indentation from Selmani�s apartment had been beneath only a single sheet of paper, Oliver requested the former method be used since ED leaves the document undamaged and unchanged. If this case ever went to trial, he wanted to make sure the evidence was above reproach.
As they waited, McBride called the agent-in-charge at the Root estate. Mr. Root, McBride learned, was taking a nap. As he did most of his waking hours, the former DCI passed the time by alternately staring at the phone and into space. Every time an agent�s cell phone trilled, Root wandered around the house until he found the source, stared hopefully at the agent, and then wandered off again.
�How�s he doing?� Oliver asked when McBride disconnected.
�Not good. I wish we had something solid to give him. He needs it.�
�Maybe this�ll be it. We�re getting close.�
�Is that intuition or a professional opinion?�
�Both,� Oliver replied, then added, �More of the first, though.�
An hour after arriving, the Questioned Documents expert returned with the results. �Good news, bad news.�
�Bad news first,� Oliver said.
�We could only lift one more number.�
�Good news?�
�We found an apostrophe and an extra letter.� He placed the negative image photo on the table before them:
Bob�s 7.5. 94

�My guess,� the tech said, �Bob isn�t a person. It�s a given name � probably a business. Not a lot of people jot phone numbers like that��Bob�s house,� or �Bob�s cabin.� Based on the decimal groupings you can assume some blanks. Fill those in and you get ten digits.�
�Area code and phone number,� said McBride. �We�re just about the only country that uses parentheses and dashes. In Europe its mostly decimal points or spaces.�
�Right,� said the tech.
Oliver asked him, �How about Albania?�
�I�ll check, but I�d say yes. You�re lucky, actually. Aside from getting a complete number, you got the next best thing � last digit in the area code, first in the prefix, and the final two numbers. Combine that with a place name and the computer should be able to make short work of it.�
* * *
And it did.
Working from the area code digit, the computer spit out a list of thirty-nine candidates, ranging from Wyoming to Florida to dozens of points in between. The first digit in the prefix further narrowed the list, the eight and ninth digits further still. For the sake of thoroughness, Oliver asked first for a printout of all residential numbers that were listed for men named Robert or Bob, but as the counter on the computer screen swept past the 9,000 mark, he halted the search and switched to business listings with �Bob�s� in the title. This narrowed the field to nearly fourteen hundred.
�Still too many to cover,� Oliver said. �We�d be at it until Christmas.�
With the Golden 48 gone and still no contact from the kidnappers, Oliver and McBride agreed they had to make some assumptions, the first being that the indentation Selmani had left behind wasn�t an innocent note, not the telephone number to Bob�s Ice Cream Parlor or Bob�s Supermarket As the HRT commander had described it, Selmani�s apartment was a flophouse, a logistical staging area for the kidnappers. Following that logic, anything they found there had to serve the operation.
�So let�s narrow it geographically,� Oliver said. �Try D.C., Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland, Delaware, and Pennsylvania.�
The computer tech, a blonde in her early twenties, punched some keys, waited for the results to come up, then said. �Two hundred twelve businesses with �Bob�s� in the title.�
�Still too many.�
�Okay, how about this,� McBride said. �Think before and after. What did they need before the kidnapping to get it done, and what did they need after to get away? First, transportation.�
�All kinds, or just ground?� the technician asked.
�Everything.�
She punched keys. �Done.�
Oliver said, �Hardware stores, army surplus ��
�Got it What else?�
�Camping outfitters.�
She punched more keys, men looked up. �Anything else?�
�No, give it a shot,� said McBride.
She hit enter. Ten seconds passed, then the results popped onto the screen. �How about twenty-seven?� she said.
Oliver grinned. �Better.� He looked at McBride. �Back to canvassing.�
* * *
Oliver called in every available body he could find and rammed them into the conference room. Between agents and administrative personnel, the group numbered fifteen.
�The sheets you�ve got are a list of businesses in a five-state radius that we believe our suspect may have visited either shortly before or shortly after the kidnapping. Work the phones. Best case, fax the attached photo to the local cops and have them take it to the store; have them talk to the owner and every employee they�ve got. Failing that, fax the photo directly to the store. Lean hard on them. We need a break and we need it fast.
�The subject has shown a fondness for stolen credit cards and pickpocketing. The credit cards he used to buy the Stonewalker boots and to rent the Ford Econoline were not only stolen the same day they were used, but within a ten-mile radius of the stores. Use that as a red flag; ask the local cops for any reports of pickpocketing. If you get a report and a possible sighting of Selmani at one of the stores on the list, that�ll be our guy.�
�You hope,� one of the agents said.
�Hope, hell,� Oliver replied, shooting a glance at McBride. �I�m praying. It�s worked so far.�
There was general laughter.
�Another thing,� McBride said, �Our guy�s from Albania, so his grasp of English may be shaky; he may have a heavy accent.�
�If you get anything � even a faint maybe�call me. If a credit card was used, get a copy of it and send it to QD; they�re standing by. Any other questions?� There were none. �Okay, let�s get to it.�
* * *
Seventy minutes later they got their first nibble.
Earlier that day a man in Quaker Hills, a suburb of Lancaster, Pennsylvania, reported a credit card missing to the local police. Upon leaving a movie theater the night before, he found his car open, but found nothing missing or disturbed, so he assumed he�d simply forgotten to lock the door. The next afternoon he remembered the emergency credit card he kept in the glove compartment, went to check on it, and found it missing.
�If that was all, I might have let it pass,� the agent named Kathy Berelli told Oliver, �but there�s also a Bob�s Boat Rental in Erbs Mill, a town on the Susquehanna about thirteen miles southeast of Lancaster.�
Oliver�s head snapped up from his notepad. �And?�
�I�ve got the Lancaster County Sheriffs on their way there now. Said they�d get back to us � and I quote��lickety-split�� Berelli shrugged.
Oliver looked at McBride. �How long is��
�No idea, John. Somewhere between real quick and not too long, probably.�
Oliver exhaled heavily. �God almighty.�
* * *
As it turned out, lickety split turned out to be thirty-four minutes.
An agent popped his head in the door, pointed to Berelli, then to the phone. As if on cue, it rang. Berelii pressed the speakerphone button. �Agent Berelli.�
�Yes, ma�am, this is Deputy Sheriff Lewen.�
�I hear you, Deputy. I�ve got you on speakerphone with two other agents.�
�Uh-huh. Okay then. I drove out to Bob�s and showed them the picture. Bob�s wife Eunice recognized him right away. He�d been in as soon as they opened this morning at seven. She said he had a funny accent; thought he might be Russian, but wasn�t sure.�
�Did he rent something � buy something?�
�Both. Bought some grocery items and such, and rented a pontoon boat for a week.�
�Credit card?�
�Yep. I�ve got the original slip. Our secretary�s puttin� it on the fax now.�
�Thanks, Deputy Lewen. You might have just broken our case.�
�Yeah? Well, that�s great Listen, is this guy dangerous? What�s his deal?�
Berelli looked at Oliver, who hesitated, then said, �Deputy Lewen, this is Special Agent Collin Oliver. If this pans out, we�ll probably be meeting in person before the day�s out. I�m not going to lie to you, the man we�re looking for is a suspect in a multiple murder and kidnapping. We don�t think he�s a threat to the general public, but if he�s sighted, don�t try to apprehend him. He may be holding a hostage.�
�Holy cow.�
�We�d like to get to him without ripping him off.�
�Well, yeah, I can see that, but I gotta tell somebody about this.�
�I understand. We�re on the line with the Pennsylvania State Police right now.� Oliver looked at Berelli and formed a phone with his thumb and pinky finger; she nodded and hurried from the room. �We�ll have them contact you directly.�
�I guess that�ll work.�
�Until then, we need to make sure we don�t spook this guy. Don�t go looking for him.�
�Gotchya.�
Oliver disconnected. As he did so, the technician from Questioned Documents walked in. He was holding the fax of the credit card slip. �Same guy,� he said. �I�ll need the original to be sure, but it�s a ninety percent match. Same loops and baseline drops as the other slips. It�s him.�
Oliver sat still for a long five seconds, then chuckled. He looked up at McBride. �I�ll be damned. That�s it, mat�s what we needed. Now we just have to find out how the hell we get to Erb�s Mill.�
�That�s the easy part,� McBride replied. �What I wanna know is why the hell he needs a boat, and where he�s going with it.�
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CIA headquarters, Langley, Virginia
Dutcher had his choice of people to wake up at the CIA, but as Tanner�s report involved not only a missing agent, but one who�d been juggling undercover roles for both them and the DEA, he decided to go straight to the top.
The new DCI, the first woman in the history of the agency to hold that post, answered her home phone on the first ring. �Hello,� said Sylvia Albrecht.
�Sylvia, Leland Dutcher, sorry if I woke you.�
�Evening, Dutch. You didn�t; I was on the phone with the FBI.�
�The Root business?�
�Yes. It�s got everyone uptight.�
�I believe it. Did you ever meet Jon Root?�
�Once, in a ceremony. As I recall, he said a few words to me but all I can remember is nodding like an idiot. Back then, he was one of the gods � still is, for that matter. I hope to hell they find her.�
�Me, too. I worked with him before he retired; he was a tough SOB, but Amelia was his rock. Without her � Well, I hope it doesn�t come to that.�
�Amen.�
Dutcher had liked Sylvia from their first meeting a decade earlier. She was razor-sharp, decisive, and open-minded. She�d climbed to the top of a profession that had been dominated by men since its inception over fifty years earlier. As far as Dutcher was concerned, Sylvia�s tenacity alone qualified her for the job.
As the deputy director/Intelligence under the now retired Dick Mason, Sylvia had had a heavy burden to bear with word of Mason�s retirement and her possible ascendancy becoming public. Not only was the CIA itself still under the microscope since its alleged failures involving 9/11, but every eye in Washington was on her personally. Feminists and chauvinists, Republicans and Democrats, Defense contractors and Pentagon hawks � whether they wanted her to succeed or fail, all were scrutinizing her every move.
If anyone could shoulder the load, Dutcher believed, it was Albrecht, As a divorced mother of three, she�d returned to Yale at the age of thirty-eight, finished her master�s degree in international relations, then joined the CIA as an entry-level analyst in 1982 during the final years of the Cold War.
�Heard anything from Dick?� Dutcher asked.
�Last I heard he and Marjorie were in Alaska. He was hooking Coho and she was birdwatching. So, tell me: Did you just call to shoot the breeze or is there something on your mind?�
�The latter. I�ve got somebody in Paris on a personal matter. He came across something that might belong to you.�
�Oh? Whose side of the house?�
�George�s.� George Coates was her deputy director/Operations.
�It�s almost eleven now. How about my office in forty minutes?�
�I�m on my way.�
* * *
When Ditcher�s escort from the Office of Security dropped him at the door to the French Room � the nickname-of-old for the DCI�s private conference room � Sylvia, George Coates, and Len Barber, who�d taken Sylvia�s role as DD/I, were already there.
Albrecht said, �Dutch, I don�t think you�ve met Len.�
They shook hands. Barber said, �Good to meet you. Heard a lot of good things about you.�
�How�s life under the new boss?�
Barber shrugged. �No scars yet.�
Sylvia gestured to the coffee carafe. �Help yourself, Dutch.�
Dutcher poured a cup then took a seat at the oval table. �Sorry to roust everybody so late, but as I told Sylvia, one of my people have come across something that might interest you. It�s not good news, I�m afraid.�
�First of all, who are we talking about?� Sylvia asked.
�Tanner and Cahil.�
�Why do those names sound familiar?� Barber said.
Albrecht replied, �The Chinese thing two months ago��
�Night Wall?� Barber replied. �That was them?�
�And the year before, Symmetry/Dorsal.�
�That doesn�t ring a bell.�
Coates said, �I�ll get you the file; it�s interesting reading. Trust me, they�re reliable. Dutch, what�re they doing over there?�
In answer, Dutcher asked Sylvia, �You remember Gillman Vetsch?�
�I think so � Intelligence Support Activity. Something in Bucharest?�
�He was shot by a sniper and paralyzed. Tanner is godfather to Vetsch�s daughter. She disappeared in France. Gill asked Briggs to find her. George, her name might ring a bell with you.�
�Sorry, no.�
Dutcher wasn�t surprised. The �need to know� rule extended all the way to the top at Langley; the number of people who knew Susanna�s name probably numbered less than half a dozen. �How about Tabernacle?� Dutcher asked. �The double agent you�ve got inside the DEA?�
Coates arched an eyebrow. �Go on.�
�Tanner came across her controller in St. Malo. He identified himself as Jim.�
�Jim Gunston. Okay, back up. Start from the beginning.�
Dutcher recounted Tanner and Cahil�s movements from their arrival in Paris to the melee outside the Black Boar and their meeting of Gunston. �George, he�s dead.�
Coates bolted forward. �What! When?�
�A couple hours ago, at his hotel.�
�Tanner and Cahil were there?�
�Yes. They�re on the move now; they should be calling shortly. Did Gunston report Susanna missing? The DEA did � almost two weeks ago.�
Coates glanced at Sylvia, who nodded her approval. �The last time he checked in he said her reports were getting spotty. She was withdrawn � on edge. He was worried about her. Though he never said as much, I think he was worried she�d gone native.�
Dutcher knew the term. A �native� is a deep cover operative who becomes so immersed in his or her legend they lose touch with reality � and their mission. As with the Stockholm Syndrome, where a hostage comes to sympathize with his or her captors, undercover operatives often come to see the people in their alternate life as genuine; informants become friends, killers become lovers, and the operative�s mission becomes lost in the fog. Tanner had described Gunston as haggard. Was this why? Dutcher wondered. Had he realized his agent had gone over the edge?
�Maybe you better give me the whole story,� Dutcher said. �What was she doing for you?�
Again, Coates looked to Albrecht. She said, �Go ahead. If we decide to pull her in, Tanner and Cahil will have to do it. If we decide to keep her in play, they�ll have to take over.�
Coates nodded. �About ten months ago, Susanna approached us. She�d come across something she didn�t think the DEA could handle�.�
* * *
When Coates finished talking, Dutcher realized they�d crossed into completely new territory. If Tanner had been anxious about Susanna�s disappearance before, this new information would be agonizing for him. Dutcher said, �How sure was she about this � Stephan?�
�She was sure. Over time she�s managed to catch snippets of conversation between him and his pals � the four Spetsnaz Tanner and Cahil tangled with. We�ve been able to piece together a history on him. He�s either who Susanna claims, or he�s somebody pretending to be him.�
�Which is nonsense,� Len Barber said.
�Agreed,� Dutcher replied, then said to Coates, �Does she have any idea what he�s up to?�
�No, but he�s moving toward something. His pace is picking up.�
Sylvia said, �What do you think, Dutch? Will Tanner take it? We need somebody to lay eyes on her � and pull her out if she�s gone over.�
Will he take it? Dutcher thought. Try to stop him. �He�ll take it.�
The speakerphone on the table rang; Sylvia pressed the button. �Yes?�
�Director Albrecht, I have a call for Mr. Dutcher. It came in land line, secure from Fort Meade.�
�Put it through.�
There were a few seconds of clicks and squelches, then Tanner�s voice: �Leland?�
�I�m here. We�re in Sylvia�s office with Len Barber and George Coates. Are you safe?�
�I think so. We�re in a Mainotel in Plancoet, about twenty-five kilometers from St. Malo. So far we haven�t seen any Wanted posters bearing our faces.�
�That�s a plus,� Dutcher replied. �Your guess about Gunston was right. He was a case officer, and Susanna�s controller.�
�A double in the DEA,� Tanner said. �Sylvia, not only are you getting lovelier with age, but you�re getting bolder.�
�Always the gentleman,� Sylvia replied. �I think when you hear the details you�ll understand our approach.�
�I�m listening.�
Dutcher said, �First of all, you need to know who you�re dealing with. The name Stephan is an alias. It�s Litzman, Briggs. Karl Litzman.�
* * *
Three thousand miles away, Tanner heard the words, but it took several moments for them to register. He gripped the cell phone a little tighter and squeezed his eyes shut. Litzman � Good god.
�Briggs, are you there?�
�I�m here. We�re sure about that?�
�We�re satisfied it�s him,� Sylvia replied.
�Give me the story.�
�Last fall Susanna was working undercover on distributor-level heroin,� Dutcher said. �She was laying the groundwork for a seeding purchase of about a thousand kilos. Her customers were a pair of soldiers from the ETA who were looking to convert the heroin into cash or arms. When Susanna arrived at the meeting she got a surprise. The ETA had brought along some bodyguards � Litzman and his team. He was going by the alias Stephan Bolz.�
Coates said, �The theory is the ETA had hired Litzman to make sure the shipment got where it was going,�
A solid theory, Tanner thought. For years both Spain and France had been tightening the noose around ETA cells operating in southern France and northern Spain. In the last year alone the French Navy�s GCMC, or Close Quarters Combat Group, had successfully boarded three ETA freighters and seized hundreds of thousands of dollars in weapons; at the border, Spain�s Grupos Antiterroristas Ruales, or GAR, had been successfully interdicting the ETA�s traditional overland supply routes.
Litzman�s background in Spetsnaz made him and his team superbly suited to protecting an ETA ship at sea. Compared to the loss of the heroin, Litzman�s fee had probably been incidental to the ETA.
�What happened at the meeting?� Tanner asked.
�Litzman�s appearance threw a wrench in the works,� Coates replied. �They were heavily armed and ready. Susanna aborted the sting; the French decided to hit the shipment as it left the country. Unfortunately, it didn�t work out. Litzman, the ETA, and the heroin disappeared.�
�Are you saying Susanna recognized Litzman on sight?�
�So she said, and her interactions with him later confirmed it. She didn�t think the DEA was set up to handle somebody like him, and the French had their own agenda, so she approached us.�
Sylvia said, �We weren�t keen on poaching a DEA operation, but the chance was too good to pass up. To get Litzman I�d step on every damned toe in Washington.�
Tanner shared her conviction. Though his face had never appeared on any public wanted poster, Karl Litzman was one of the U.S.�s most wanted terrorists, and Briggs knew only too well why the German held that honor.
In December of 2001, as the focus of Operation Enduring Freedom was on the caves of Tora Bora along the Afghani-Pakistani border, a light company of fifty-eight Marines had been dispatched to Zibak, a village in Northern Afghanistan�s Hindu Kush, about twenty miles from the border with Turkistan, to investigate reports of an Al Qaeda redoubt.
As the company entered a ravine ten miles north of town, it came under heavy sniper and mortar fire. The first targets were the radiomen and their equipment, followed by the company commander, then the platoon and squad leaders. Leaderless and cut off from the outside world, the decimated platoon tried to retreat, but was boxed in.
Over the next ten hours the snipers whittled away at the Marines until, as night fell, those left alive were able to slip away under cover of darkness and link up with battalion headquarters in Eskatul. Of the fifty-eight that went into the ravine, only nine escaped.
A pair of Blackhawks dispatched to the area caught up with the sniper team outside Darwan, two miles from the Turkistan border. Four Taliban fighters were captured and eight were killed, but one � the team leader � managed to slip across the border. Interrogation of the prisoners revealed the man was a mercenary whom the Taliban had hired to lure U.S. troops into the Hindu Kush and ambush them. A week later, through informants and captured documents, investigators came up with a name: Karl Litzman.
In March of 2002, Tanner led a team of five men into Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, to investigate a reported sighting of Litzman. On their second night in the city, an informant directed them to an apartment near the Great Chuysky Canal. Tanner and his team raided the apartment. There was an explosion. Only Tanner and one other man survived.
Months later Tanner learned that Litzman had not only been tipped off about the team�s presence in the city, but that he�d fabricated the information that led them to the apartment. Instead of simply fleeing, Litzman had again laid a lethal trap.
And now he�s back, Tanner thought. And he�s got his hands on Susanna.
�Point me in the right direction,� Briggs said. �I�ll find Susanna, then I�ll find him.�
�As I understand it, you�ve got some history with Litzman,� Coates said.
�That doesn�t make me unique. He�s had a busy career.�
�And what about Susanna?� Len Barber asked. �Are you sure you�re not��
�I�m sure.�
Sylvia said, �I don�t suppose it matters. Something tells me with or without us, you�ve made up your mind.�
�Yes.�
There were a few seconds of silence, then Coates said, �Gunston had a dead drop in Dinard; that�s why he was in St. Malo, he was trying to set a meeting with her. Whether he�d already checked the drop, we don�t know.�
�It�s a place to start,� Tanner replied. �Where is it?�
* * *
It was behind a loose brick in an alley off Rue des Lilas.
In his slouch hat, glasses, and windbreaker, Tanner looked like any other middle-aged businessman on his way to work. It was just past seven in the morning and the streets were mostly deserted, with only a few delivery trucks and shop owners visible. He reached Rue Lilas, crossed the street, bought a paper from a machine, then slipped into the alley. The brick was exactly where Coates said it would be. Tanner slipped it free, palmed the square of paper inside, replaced the brick, then turned and walked out of the alley.
Forty minutes later, back at the hotel, Tanner handed Cahil the note, then shrugged off his disguise. �Well?� Briggs asked.
�It�s her. The Lorient docks, midnight, day after tomorrow.�
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Erbs Mill, Pennsylvania
Following confirmation of Selmani�s appearance at Bob�s Boat Rental, events moved quickly.
Within hours of Deputy Lewen�s report, Oliver, McBride, Gene Scanlon, and a full squad of HRT descended on the town of Quarryville, about nine miles east of Erbs Mill, where they were met by contingents from the FBI�s Pittsburgh Field Office, the Pennsylvania State Police, the Lancaster Sheriff�s Department, and, finally, arriving in a black Lincoln Town Car, Pennsylvania�s lieutenant governor. In the space of two hours, Quarryville�s population of eighteen thousand had increased by thirty souls.
In the town hall Oliver and McBride sat at the conference table and watched the attendees file into the room and take in their respective seats. The murmuring grew until it became a cacophony of overlapping voices.
The Quarryville police chief, a laconic man of sixty, had long ago retreated into his office wearing a �let �em have their fun� smile. Conversely, Jerry Nester, the Erbs Mill chief of police, stood in the corner, his mouth agape. Rumor had obviously reached him that his little corner of the world was about to be overrun.
�Poor guy,� McBride said.
�He�ll recover,� Oliver said. �Besides, before this is all over, he�ll probably end up being the hero. He probably knows every nook and cranny of the Susquehanna. If Selmani�s on his turf, he�ll find him.�
�Then what�s with the hordes? It�s overkill, for god�s sake.�
�It�s CYA, Joe � Cover Your Ass. They�re covering their asses by showing up and making sure we don�t screw up, and I�m covering my ass by inviting them so they can say they�re doing their duty.�
�God save us from politics.�
�Yep, but with a case like this, our little invasion wasn�t going to stay secret for long. Better to get this out of the way now so we go get the son of a bitch.� Oliver looked around. �Well, I think the gang�s all here. Time to play diplomat.� He stood up. �Can I have your attention please � Everyone, your attention, please.� Once all the voices had gone silent and all eyes were on him, Oliver said, �My name is Collin Oliver. I�m with the FBI. We�re a little pressed for time, so I�m going to be brief.
�In case you don�t know why we�re here, a few days ago, the wife of Jonathan Root, former director of the CIA, was kidnapped from their home in Maryland. We�ve tracked one of the suspects to this area. Whether he has Amelia Root, we don�t know, but at the very least he may have information about his accomplices and Mrs. Root�s possible whereabouts. We don�t believe our suspect is a threat to the general public, nor do we believe he knows we�ve tracked him here.
�Once we�ve captured him and recovered Mrs. Root, the agencies in this room will receive the lion�s share of the credit. Whatever you�ve heard about the FBI swooping in, wreaking havoc, kicking shins, then grabbing all the glory is crap.� Oliver smiled, then added, �At least in this case.�
There was general laughter.
�I don�t give a damn about credit. What I do give a damn about is getting our guy and returning Mrs. Root to her husband. Everybody clear on that?�
�And if you mess it up?� one of the State Troopers asked. �What then?�
�Then it�s on us � on me. Now for that bad news: This is an FBI operation. I�m not going to keep each and every one of you informed of our every move; I�m not going to brief everyone on every detail of this case; I�m not going to allow your people to beat the bushes looking for this guy. And finally, I am not going to tolerate anyone jeopardizing either this woman�s life or this subject�s capture.�
Oliver paused for a long three seconds and scanned the room. �Questions?�
The lieutenant governor stood. �You�ve got a lot of balls, Oliver, coming in here��
�Sir, if you�d like to talk this over with my boss, he�s easy to find.� Oliver pulled out his cell phone, and laid it on the table. �Press one on the speed dial; it�ll take you straight to the director of the FBI. I guarantee you two things: One, he will have already talked to your boss; and two, your conversation will be brief.�
Looking as though he�d been slapped, the lieutenant governor sat back down.
�I�ll say it again: As long as it�s ongoing, this is an FBI case. When it�s over, it�ll be trotted in front of the media as a superb example of local, state, and federal cooperation � with the emphasis on state and local. If that�s not good enough for everyone here, too damned bad.�
Again Oliver paused, scanned the room, and said, �Any more questions?�
No one spoke.
�Okay, then. Thanks for coming. If all goes well, we should be out of your hair in a day or so.�
The attendees stood up and began shuffling out, some muttering to one another, others casting glances back at Oliver. Once the room was empty save Chief Nester and the Lancaster county sheriff, both of whom Oliver had asked to stay behind, McBride turned to Oliver. �Collin, just when I think I got you pegged, you surprise me.�
Oliver shrugged sheepishly. �What can I say? Sometimes you gotta play the bastard.� He turned to the two cops. �What I told the rest of them � it wasn�t meant for you. I just needed to clear the deck a little, you know?�
Both men nodded.
�If we�re going to catch this guy, it�ll be because you and your people know the area, its citizens, its patterns. Our subject�s an outsider; somebody will notice that.�
�What do you want from us?� asked Nester.
�How far could that pontoon boat have gotten by now?�
�Give or take, thirty miles either way.�
�Between the two of you, how many people can you put in the field?�
The two cops exchanged glances, then the Lancaster sheriff said, �Whatdya think, Jerry? Eighteen, twenty?�
� �Bout that.�
�And I�ve got about the same,� said Oliver. �That gives us about forty. Here�s what I�m thinking: We pair them up � one agent, one local � put them in plainclothes, then canvass every launch, dock, and camping site within thirty miles. Somebody has to have seen our guy. Thoughts?�
The sheriff nodded. �I like it.�
�Me, too,� said Chief Nester. �Sundown�s in about two hours. We can get all the fishermen coming off the river. That�s a lot of eyes.�
�Good,� Oliver said. �Let�s get to it.�
�One question,� said Nester. �Now that we�re all friends and such, how about the real scoop? I mean, how dangerous is this guy?�
�Three days ago he and his cohorts murdered four security guards � shot each one execution style in the back of the head. Does that answer your question?�
�Oh, lord.�
�Tell your people if they see him, stay away. If this guy gets even a whiff of trouble, we could have a mess on our hands.�
* * *
As Nester predicted, their first tip came twenty minutes after dusk from a pair of fishermen who�d spent the afternoon jigging for bass near Bair Island. �They�re sure,� the chief told Oliver and McBride. �It was a pontoon boat, one guy at the wheel.�
�And it was coming downstream, not up?� Oliver asked.
�Yep. He came around the bend at House Rock Creek doing a good eight knots. They were pissed; he had water slopping over their gunwales.�
�I don�t get it,� McBride said. �If it�s him, he�s had all day to get a head start. Why come back?� And then a reason occurred to him. He glanced at Oliver. �You don�t think ��
Nester said, �What?�
�Maybe he dumped her,� Oliver explained.
�Aw, shit.�
�Did they see where he was headed?�
�Duncan�s Thumb,� Nester answered. �It�s a little spit of land that sticks out between Reed Creek and Brubaker Creek; it forms kind of an inlet. Last they saw, he was heading for the mouth of it. That don�t make much sense, though.�
�Why?� asked McBride.
�After about a mile it dead ends, narrows down to nothin�. Hell, with a pontoon, he wouldn�t get more than a couple hundred yards before he�d be stuck.�
Oliver grabbed the map from the table and started unfolding it. �How far is it?�
* * *
It was fully dark when Oliver and McBride pulled their rented Lumina to a stop behind Nester�s cruiser. In the driver�s seat Oliver pressed the dome-light overide and they climbed out. Behind them a pair of GMC vans, headlights dark, pulled up, gravel crunching softly under the tires. Without a word, Scanlon and his team began piling out and unloading equipment.
Though they were only two miles upriver from Bob�s Boat Rental, it had taken forty minutes of backtracking and circling to reach the spot. The forest bordering the Susquehanna�s eastern shore was thick and the roads weren�t as much roads as they were dirt tracts. Even Nester, a lifelong resident of Erbs Mill, had to stop several times to consult his map under the glow of his dome light.
A half mile to their west lay the bank of the inlet and, according to the report they�d received just before leaving, a dilapidated fishing shack Which an unidentified man was seen entering earlier that afternoon.
Whether it was Hekuran Selmani or not was anyone�s guess, but the fluttering in McBride�s belly was telling him they were close. Whether that was imagination or premonition he couldn�t tell. The report of Selmani�s mysterious trip upriver before returning to Duncan�s Thumb troubled him, but if it had been a dump job why would Selmani have come back? No, McBride told himself, if she were dead, he�d be on the run, not holed up in a shack.
Now outside the car�s air-conditioned interior, the heat enveloped McBride like an electric blanket. The humidity hovered in the mid-nineties and he could feel the damp clinging to him. Cicadas buzzed in the brush along the tract. He felt the sting of a mosquito bite on his cheek and slapped at it.
Walking up, Nester tossed him a can of bug repellant. �Coat yourself. Without it an hour from now you�ll be one big welt.�
�Thanks.�
Oliver stood staring at the tree line. �Please don�t tell me we�ve got to chop our way through this,� he said to Nester.
�There�s a trail around here somewhere; it should take us to the water. The bad news is, if you wanna reach the spit we�ve got two choices: wade across the inlet, or go upstream and pick our way through the swamp.�
Oliver had earlier assumed they would take a boat and put ashore on the other side of the peninsula, but Nester had advised against it: The fishing shack in question sat on a rise with an unobstructed view of the river. Unless Selmani were deaf and blind, they wouldn�t get within fifty yards of the shack before being spotted.
Oliver asked McBride, �Gotta preference, Joe? Swamp or swim?�
�Whatever�s got less mosquitos.�
�Better to wade,� Nester told them. �Unless your commando boys are gluttons for punishment, I�d steer clear of the swamp � it�s just a good way to get ass-kicked before they even get there.�
Scanlon�s commander walked up. �This swamp � would it give us a better approach on the shack?�
�A little, but if we�re quiet it won�t make much difference.�
�I say wade,� the HRT commander said.
Oliver nodded. �Whenever you�re ready.�
* * *
After fifteen minutes of searching, Nester found the right trail and the group set out. McBride could see little in the darkness, but he could sense they were moving downhill into the river bottom. He kept one eye on the trail and another on the green glow of the chemlight one of the HRT men had clipped to the back of Nester�s shirt. It hovered in the trees ahead of him, winking like a firefly.
After fifteen minutes they reached the inlet. McBride could hear the lapping of water and the croaking of frogs. The air was heavy with the tang of algae and something else McBride couldn�t quite put his finger on. Rotting something, he thought. Sun-baked dead fish.
Scanlon gestured for them to wait, then he and three HRT men continued to the water�s edge, where they began loading their equipment onto a life raft they�d borrowed from the Erbs Mill Fire Department.
Crouching beside McBride, Oliver said, �Not just a job, it�s an adventure.�
�Uh-huh. Damn, I hate mosquitos. If this turns out to be some dopehead using the shack to get high, I�m gonna be unhappy.�
�I don�t think it is. Neither does Jerry.�
Nester said, �It�s a regular stop on the game warden�s route. Nobody�s been in the shack for years.�
McBride said, �That still doesn�t answer the big question: What�s Selmani doing here? If she�s dead, why stay? If he�s still got her, why here? Why travel only a couple miles?�
�All good questions,� said Oliver. �We�ll know soon enough.�
They watched as Scanlon and his team ferried the raft across the inlet. Once on the opposite bank, Scanlon disappeared into the foliage, then reappeared a few minutes later. At the double wink of his red-hooded flashlight, the rest of the HRT waded across then vanished into the underbrush. Another double red blink appeared.
�That�s us,� McBride said, and started crawling toward the water�s edge.
Nester put a restraining hand on his shoulder. �Uh, when you get to the other side, you might wanna check yourselves,� he said.
�What for?� asked Oliver.
�Leeches. Best to get �em off quick before they get burrowed in too deep.�
McBride sighed heavily. �Mosquitos, leeches � better not be a dopehead.�
* * *
They were met by Scanlon, who helped each one climb up the muddy bank then waited with a patient grin as each one examined himself. Oliver won the overall leech count with thirteen, but McBride drew collective shivers as he plucked a fat one from what Nester delicately called �the giblets.�
They huddled around Scanlon who said, �Shack�s about fifty yards to the east. We�ll walk the first forty, then crawl the last ten. Haven�t seen anybody yet, but there�s light coming from one of the windows and we heard footsteps inside. Once we get into position, there�s no talking unless you�re mouth-to-ear. If you need something, double click on your transmit button; I�ll come to you. Questions?�
There were none.
Scanlon led them inland on a winding, overgrown trail, his flashlight beam pointed at his feet. As he had with the green chemlight, McBride kept his eyes fixed on the floating red circle as it skimmed over the ground.
After a few minutes, Scanlon halted then dropped to his belly, waited for the others to do the same, then started crawling. The rocks bit into McBride�s forearms. A mosquito buzzed into his nose. On impulse he snorted it out, then mouthed �sorry� at Scanlon�s backward glance.
Joe saw the trees thinning, and through them a faint pinprick of light. Scanlon crawled left off the trail and they followed. After another ten yards they came to a small clearing of foliage, a natural cave in the underbrush. Scanlon�s communication man sat in the center, his face pressed to a rubber hood attached to a monitor the size of a paperback book. McBride could see faint blue light seeping from around the hood�s edges.
Scanlon gathered them in a tight circle. �The shack�s about twenty yards out,� he said, pointing. �I�ve got one of my snipers trying to get a peek in the window.�
�What�s he looking at?� Nester asked, nodding toward the comm-tech.
�Something new we�re trying out. Our night vision scopes are tied to the monitors.�
�Bluetooth?� Oliver asked.
�Yep, working out pretty good, too.�
McBride had read about Bluetooth in Popular Mechanics a few months earlier. Though still in its infancy and far ahead of the hardware it was intended to support, Bluetooth was the generic name for truly wireless networking. Running on a personal area network � or piconet � of coordinated radio signals that change frequency up to sixteen hundred times per second, Bluetooth was able to link devices that had once been incompatible: cell phones to computers; computers to printers; sniper scopes to monitors.
Instead of having to string cable and worry about maintaining line-of-sight infrared connections between his lookouts, Scanlon could place them exactly where he needed them and let Bluetooth worry about synchronizing communications. With a single monitor he could see exactly what his snipers had in their crosshairs. Moreover, he could transmit to his snipers images from fiberscope cameras planted around the scene, giving them a multiple-angled view of the target.
Scanlon pressed a palm against his headset, listened for a few moments, then whispered, �Roger, stand by.� Then to the others: �He�s in place and transmitting.�
McBride watched the comm-tech. The man cupped his hands around the monitor hood, then turned and nodded to Scanlon, who took the monitor. After ten seconds Scanlon pulled his face away; his eyes shone in the blue glow. �Two subjects,� he whispered. �One looks like our boy. The other is � well � Joe, why don�t you take a look? Maybe you�ll know better.�
McBride wriggled forward and pressed his face to the hood. The rubber was warm and slick with sweat. It took his eyes several seconds to adjust to the display. What McBride had thought was blue light was actually the washed-out green of the sniper�s night-vision scope. The image swam into focus. Every few seconds, it pulsed slightly � the sniper�s heartbeat, Joe realized.
Through the shack�s window he could see the torso and head of a man sitting against the far wall, his arms wrapped around his knees. It was Hekuran Selmani. A semiautomatic pistol dangled from his right hand. Beside him was a red-and-white cooler, in the corner a five-gallon plastic pail. Food, water, and latrine, McBride guessed.
A few feet away was another figure � a woman, Joe assumed, seeing the lace hem of her nightgown. She lay on her side, a black hood covering her head. She stirred slightly and the nightgown shifted, displaying her calf.
�Can you have your guy zoom in?� McBride whispered to Scanlon. �Right ankle.�
�Stand by.�
A few seconds passed as Scanlon relayed the message, then the picture shimmered slightly before refocusing on the woman�s lower leg. McBride squinted, looking � There. A crescent moon-shaped scar on the knob of her ankle. He was about to pull his face away when his eye caught something else.
�Scan up to her neck,� he ordered.
The sniper made the adjustment and the picture skimmed up her body. McBride studied it for a few seconds more, then pulled his face off the hood. He blinked his eyes clear.
�It�s her,� he whispered. �The first night I asked Mr. Root for distinguishing marks. Three years ago she twisted her ankle in the garden and tore a tendon; they had to do surgery. This woman�s got the right scar.�
Oliver and Scanlon exchanged relieved glances. �Thank God,� Oliver said.
�Not so quick,� McBride replied. �There�s a wire around her neck.�
�What?� Oliver said. �Like a garrote?�
�Like an electrical wire. I couldn�t see all of it, but it leads over toward Selmani.�
�Goddammit,� Scanlon said.
�I don�t get it,� said Nester. �What�s going on?�
McBride said, �He�s got her wired up to something. And whatever it is, I�m willing to bet there�s a button attached to it.�
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Plancoet, France
Tanner knew staying in one place for long was a risk, but he judged it safer than traveling during the day, so he and Cahil lounged about their room at the Mainotel and waited for nightfall.
Using a butterfly bandage, Bear had managed to close the cut on Tanner�s cheekbone, but the bruise and swelling had nearly closed his eye. If the police were looking for someone with a similar injury, only darkness could give him adequate disguise.
Though the unanswered questions about Susanna�s involvement with Litzman weighed on Tanner�s mind, there were more immediate issues to consider � namely, the murder of Jim Gunston. Though an assumption on his part, he had little doubt Litzman�s men from the Black Boar were responsible. The question was, How? How did they know where to find Gunston? Incapacitated at the Black Boar, they couldn�t have followed them to the Hotel du Louvre. They must have already been aware of Gunston�s presence in St. Malo. If so, did they also know who and what he was? Again, how?
There were two possible answers, neither of which he found comforting: Either the magenta-haired teenager from the TGV � if in fact she was anything more than a drifting panhandler � had followed Gunston, or Susanna had burned her own controller. Of these two, Tanner desperately wanted to believe it was the former, but that still wouldn�t explain how Litzman had been tipped to Gunston in the first place. No, the original tip had to have come from Susanna. Had she in fact gone native? Through either choice or a break with reality, had she allied herself with Litzman? Or was it coercion? Imagining Susanna as Litzman�s puppet left a dull ache in Tanner�s chest. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to shut off his imagination. Stay focused, Briggs, he commanded himself.
Back to the teenager at the TGV station: If she�d been a tail for Litzman, it was best to assume the German now knew the make, model, and license of their rental car. With the right connections he could easily track them.
Tanner kept one eye on the sun as it dropped toward the horizon, the other on the door, half-expecting it to come crashing in at any moment.
* * *
At nine o�clock they left the hotel and headed southeast, exiting and rejoining the highway to check for tails until they reached the town of St. Meen le Grand, where they traded their Renault for the only car the office had available, a three-cylinder, 60 horsepower Peugeot.
�I feel like a clown in a circus car,� Cahil muttered, hunched over. �My legs are falling asleep.�
�Let�s hope we don�t run into many hills,� Tanner agreed.
�Wanna flip a coin to see who gets out to push?�
They toured the town�s narrow streets for thirty minutes and then, confident they were alone, rejoined the highway to Lorient.
They were in the heart of the Morbihan region of Brittany now � Bretagne to the locals � France�s borderlands between the inland and the rugged coastline along the Bay of Biscay. Covered with green fields, apple orchards, and forests of beech and oak, Morbihan�s interior was broken by rolling hills, sunken rivers, and ancient stone walls separating checkerboard farmland.
Seven kilometers northeast of Saint Servant, Cahil was perusing the map when Tanner cast a glance in the rear-view mirror and saw a pair of headlights rounding the bend behind them. It was the first vehicle they�d seen since leaving St. Meen le Grand.
�We�ve got a fellow traveler,� Tanner said.
Cahil glanced back. �He�s moving fast.�
As Tanner watched, the pinpricks grew until the car was only a hundred yards off their bumper. The headlights were widely spaced, and between them Briggs caught a glimpse of heavy chrome and a three-pointed star. Mercedes, he thought. Big engine.
The Mercedes hung back for a minute, then began accelerating again, until it was within arm�s reach of their bumper. The headlights blazed through the rear window. Tanner squinted against it. He stuck his arm out the window and waved them to pass. The Mercedes clung to their bumper, matching the Peugeot�s speed.
�What do you think?� Cahil said. �Just a little road rage, perhaps?�
As if in response, the Mercedes�s headlights flipped to high, casting the Peugeot�s interior in white light. �Doesn�t look like it,� Tanner replied. He began slewing the Peugeot from side to side. Left unchecked, he knew the Mercedes would have no trouble overtaking them and forcing them off the road. �Where are we?� he called. �Anything on the map?�
Cahil peered at the map. �No, I don�t��
The Mercedes accelerated and crashed their bumper. The Peugeot lurched forward. Tanner felt the back end slipping sideways, the tires stuttering over the gravel. He spun the wheel to compensate and the Peugeot righted itself.
�He�s trying to pit us,� Briggs called, referring to what the police called a precision immobilization technique. If the Mercedes�s driver could jam the corner of his front bumper into either of the Peugeot�s rear quarter panels, the little car would lose traction and spin out of control. �What about the map?�
�No, there�s noth � Wait a second�� Cahil peered out Tanner�s window, shading his eyes against the glare, then glanced back down at the map again. �Yeah, that�s it! Right turn!�
�Now?�
�Now!�
Tanner slammed on the brakes. The Mercedes�s headlights loomed in the rearview mirror. Just before their bumpers touched, Tanner downshifted, punched the accelerator, cranked the wheel over, then tapped the brake, sending the Peugeot into a skidding turn. The steering wheel shuddered in his hands. The glovebox popped open and papers began fluttering around the car�s interior. From the corner of his eye Briggs saw a crack appear in the corner of the windshield.
�I�d say we�ve found her stress limits,� he called.
�Well, hell, it�s a clown car, not a tank!�
The Peugeot�s headlights washed over a grass-covered tract. Two hundred yards beyond that Tanner saw a man-made structure of some kind and got the fleeting impression of a crenellated wall. He glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the Mercedes flash past the turn-in. Its brake lights flashed on and it skidded to a stop in a cloud of dust.
Wheels pounding over the ruts, the Peugeot rocked from side to side. Tanner�s head bumped against the roof; he tasted blood. Through the windshield he caught a glimpse of a white sign with red lettering. The Peugeot�s lights picked out a concrete wall, ten feet wide, twenty tall, and topped with grass and brush. Flanking the wall were a pair of concrete towers, each three stories tall. Sitting atop each was a small dome with horizontal slits. Fifty yards to his right Tanner could see the vague outline of another tower, and another beyond that.
The wall rose before the windshield. Tanner slammed on the brakes. The Peugeot slewed sideways and came to a stop before the wall. In the side mirror he saw the Mercedes backing down the main road, its powerful engine whining. It stopped, made a Y-turn, then started down the tract.
�Time to run!� Cahil called. He jumped from the car and began sprinting toward one of the towers. Tanner grabbed the backpack into which they�d stuffed all their gear, then followed. At the base of one of the towers they found a pair of eight-foot steel doors. The latch was secured by padlock and chain. Tanner looked around, pointed. �Hammer.�
Cahil ran over, hefted the concrete block, then raised it above his head and let it crash down on the chain. The padlock held firm. Behind them came the skidding of tires. Headlights pinned them. Cahil lifted the block again, raised it, let it drop. The chain clattered to the ground. They put their shoulders to the doors and pushed.
Behind came the sound of car doors opening, then a shout: �Halt!�
If Tanner had had any doubts about the identity of their pursuers, they were now gone. Litzman�s cronies from the Black Boar hadn�t given up.
Cahil grunted. �Let�s hope they don�t have��
From the Mercedes came three overlapping cracks. Dust and concrete shards rained down on them. �Guns?� Tanner finished.
�Yeah, that. One more time!�
In unison, they gave one final heave. The doors gave a screeching groan, then shuddered open a foot. Through the gap Tanner saw blackness. �Go,� he ordered.
Cahil began squeezing through. Tanner glanced over his shoulder, saw six figures sprinting across the uneven ground. Cahil wriggled through the gap, then grabbed Tanner�s arm and began pulling. Briggs shoved his head and shoulders inside, then exhaled all the air from his lungs, coiled his legs, and pushed off. Together they tumbled into the darkness.
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They fell together in a heap, then scrambled on hands and knees back to the doors, and jammed their shoulders against the steel. As the doors swung shut, Tanner saw figures rushing toward them. A trio of muzzles flashed. Bullets thunked into the doors, sounding like hammer strikes on the steel.
�Push!� Tanner yelled.
The doors slid shut with a reverberating gong. They were engulfed in blackness. The doors began bucking as boots and fists pounded from the outside.
�The duffel,� Cahil whispered. �There�s a penlight.�
Tanner felt around in the darkness, hand groping over the rough concrete until it found the duffel. He pulled it to him, opened the side pocket, fished around for a moment, then came out with the flashlight. He clicked it on. A small pool of light enveloped them.
From outside, voices: �Helfen Sie mir!� Help me!
Tanner shined the light about. Above their heads the doors were fitted with steel L-brackets; to the right, mounted on a hinge in the jam, was a cross brace. It was held in place by a loop of wire.
�Can you hold?� Tanner asked Cahil.
Bear grunted. �Not for long.�
�Five seconds.�
With his back pressed to the door, Tanner slid upward, dug in his pocket for his folding knife, then opened the blade. He slipped the blade beneath the wire and began sawing.
The doors bucked inward a few inches. Cahil slammed them shut.
With a twang, the wire split. Tanner pulled the cross brace down into the brackets. �Okay, let it go.�
Cahil did so. The doors bucked again, but the brace held. The pounding and shouting continued for twenty seconds, then stopped. Briggs could hear murmuring from the other side.
�Looking for another way in,� he whispered.
Cahil nodded. �If we found one, they will.�
Tanner shined the flashlight around. �What is this place?�
�The Ligne de Fant�me,� Cahil replied. In the relative quiet, their voices echoed off the walls. �The Ghost Line.�
The Ghost Line, Tanner thought, trying to recall where he�d heard the phrase before. �Another tidbit from Fodor�s?� he asked.
�Baedeker�s.�
Then Tanner remembered: The Ligne de Fant�me was the nickname for the Quily portion of the Maginot Line � or at least that had been the original intention when France and Great Britain had begun its construction prior to World War Two.
In 1929, with memories of the First World War fresh in its collective mind, the French government began building an underground line of interlinked bunkers, gun emplacements, and fortresses, or ouvrages, along its eastern frontier, where they were certain another German invasion would eventually come. Each ouvrage consisted of gun cupolas, artillery turrets, underground power plants, barracks, and rail lines for transporting troops and munitions to adjoining forts.
The main Maginot Line, which stretched from Switzerland to the Ardennes in the north and from the Alps to the Mediterranean in the south, was to be France�s answer to Germany�s advantage in manpower and equipment.
However, in the spring of 1940 the Maginot Line was rendered obsolete as Hitler�s blitzkrieg went over, around, and on occasion through the line, battering France into submission in a matter of months.
The little known Ghost Line, a joint venture between France and Great Britain, had been envisioned as not only a fallback position for the French Army, but also as an unassailable beachhead for British reinforcement troops crossing the channel. With the collapse of France, construction of the Quily Line ceased, and for the past sixty-three years the three-kilometer-long redoubt had sat deserted in the middle of the French countryside.
�According to the article,� Cahil whispered, �it never saw any action.�
�Until now,� Tanner replied. �I don�t suppose the guide had any �you are here� maps.�
� �Fraid not.�
On either side of the doors a steel ladder ascended the side of one of the towers � which Tanner now recognized as 75mm gun cupolas � and ended at the opening to the dome itself. At the base of each ladder was a hatch which Tanner assumed was a munitions elevator. Down the tunnel to their right, they would find the next cupola and another set of doors. To their left lay the entrance to a catwalk ladder shaft.
The floor was littered with piles of shoring timbers, cement blocks, and the occasional hand tool, as though the workers had dropped what they were doing and run � which, given the speed of the German invasion, may have been exactly what happened. Somewhere in the distance came the sound of water dripping.
�What�s the plan?� Cahil asked.
�Find a way out, steal their car, and run,� Tanner replied.
�Just like that?�
�I�m an optimist.�
In truth, Tanner wasn�t hopeful about grabbing the Mercedes. Nor did the idea of taking on six armed Spetsnaz soldiers appeal to him. Their best chance was to elude the Germans, find an exit, and slip undetected into the French countryside while their pursuers scoured the complex for them.
�Do you remember how many levels in the complex?� Tanner asked.
Cahil thought for a moment. �Six � eighty feet from ground level to the bottom. Munitions magazines on the lowermost level, then the power plant and sewer system, then barracks and supplies on the ones above. What�re you thinking?�
�Go all the way to the bottom and start running. We get ahead of them, then climb back up and find another exit. It�s three kilometers to the end; multiply that by six levels and they�ve got a lot of ground to cover.�
Bear made a flourish toward the stairwell. �After you.�
They jogged to the ladder and started down. As Tanner�s foot touched the third step, he felt a tremor run through the steel. He froze. With a wrenching sound, the catwalk began swaying. After a few moments it stopped. Slowly, gingerly, Tanner lifted his flashlight and played it over the walls.
Steel bolts connected the ladder to the wall. Without exception, the head of each was a misshapen lump of rust. Tanner touched one with his fingertip. It trembled, then slipped halfway from its hole, exposing rusted threads. The catwalk shuddered.
�Please don�t do that again,� Cahil muttered.
�Sorry.�
�What�s your preference?� Cahil asked. �Fast or slow?�
From above, they heard a crash and a reverberating gong. �They found your cinder block,� Briggs said. �I vote for fast.�
�Me, too.�
Tanner took a deep breath, shined the flashlight ahead of him, then began running. He took the steps two at a time, one hand on the rail for support. With each footfall the ladder trembled and groaned. Briggs felt a momentary wave of dizziness, but shook it off and kept going. At his back, he could hear Cahil panting out a mantra: �Hold together, baby, hold together��
As they passed the fourth level, Tanner cast a glance upward and immediately regretted it. The upper catwalks were swaying from side to side, banging into the walls. Concrete dust drifted down like fine snow. Bolts and chunks of railing bounced down the ladder, clanging as they fell.
Tanner saw the bottom of the stairs come into view. He called �Jump,� then leapt off the top step. He hit the concrete floor, curled into a ball, and let himself roll to a stop. A few feet away, Cahil was rising to his knees.
�Okay?� Tanner asked.
�Yep.�
Up the ladder shaft, voices called out: �Wo sind sie?� Welcher Weg?�
A circle of light appeared at the top of the shaft. Tanner could just make out the dim outline of a face peering down at them. �Hier!� a voice called.
Tanner clicked off his flashlight. He and Cahil backed into the shadows. �We�ve got to move,� he whispered. �They�ll try to cut us off.�
�Ready when you are.�
Footsteps pounded on the catwalk, which gave out a groan. The footsteps stopped. A panicked German voice called, �Ach, Gott!�
Tanner and Cahil crept down the tunnel a few feet. Tanner clicked on his flashlight and played it ahead, looking for obstacles. There were none. He clicked off the light. �When we get past the next shaft, I�ll check again,� he whispered.
Cahil nodded. �Pray the rest of the ladders are bad.�
�I am.�
They waited for twenty seconds for their eyes to adjust, then took off running.
* * *
They made it past eight ladder shafts � about a quarter mile � before being spotted. A powerful beam of light suddenly pierced the shaft ahead, creating a pool on the floor. Tanner saw it too late, tried to veer into the darkness, but wasn�t fast enough. Cahil stumbled around him and dove into the shadows along the opposite wall.
Rifle cracks echoed down the shaft; bullets sparked on the concrete. Above came the click of footsteps on the ladder. The pool of the light jiggled as the owner tried to keep it focused on the floor.
New plan, Tanner thought. They weren�t going to be able to outrun Litzman�s men. Not only were the topside tunnels wider, but the Germans had better flashlights and no reason not to use them. He and Bear had at least two kilometers to go before they reached the end. Sooner or later they would stumble into an ambush.
He gestured to Cahil his idea. Bear nodded then trotted down the tunnel and ducked behind a pile of timbers. Tanner sidestepped the pool of light and ducked around the corner. He dropped into a crouch. He listened, trying to gauge the German�s descent. When he estimated the German was near the bottom, he yelled, �Run, Bear, go!�
From the ladder there was a moment of silence, then �Scheisse!� Shit! Footsteps began pounding. Tanner peeked around the corner just in time to see the German leap the last few steps to the floor. The man spun, his flashlight dancing off the walls. He carried a 9mm H&K MP-5.
Tanner pulled his head back, held his breath. Come on, Bear.
Down the tunnel there came the scuff of shoes on concrete, then a crash and a moan of pain from Cahil.
The German took off in pursuit. As he passed, Tanner stepped out and palm-punched him. Stunned, the German stumbled sideways, dropping the flashlight. Tanner rushed forward and heel-kicked the man�s wrist, spinning him away. The MP-5 clattered to the ground. Tanner stepped forward, wrapped his forearm around the man�s throat � thumb knuckle pressed into the hollow beneath the ear � and levered his other forearm against the back of his head, compressing the carotid artery. The German struggled for several seconds, then slowly went slack. Tanner lowered him to the floor, then grabbed the flashlight and clicked it off.
Cahil trotted up and collected the MP-5. �Next time you play the hare,� he whispered.
From the shaft a voice shouted, �Johann!�
Tanner muffled part of his mouth with his hand, then called, �Sie laufen!� They�re on the run!
He gestured to Cahil, who fired a short burst down the tunnel.
�Werden Sie voraus von ihnen!� Tanner shouted. Get ahead of them!
They waited until the footsteps retreated up the ladder, then dragged the German�s body into the shadows. �Time to backtrack,� Tanner said.
They were turning to leave when Tanner stopped and returned to the body. He quickly searched the man, but found nothing but a cell phone. He turned it on, called up the address book, and scrolled through the entries. When he found the number he was looking for, he set it to memory, then dialed �0,� listened for ten seconds, and replaced the phone.
Cahil looked at him questioningly.
Tanner said, �Tell you later.�
* * *
They retraced their course, pausing at each shaft before continuing. When they reached the shaft they�d started from, Tanner felt his heart rise into his throat. The ladder was all but collapsed, twisted to one side and swaying like a child�s defunct mobile.
�How�re your shimmying skills?� Cahil asked.
�What?� Tanner turned. Bear wasn�t looking at the ladder, but at the far wall and the hatch to the munitions elevator. �Maybe,� Tanner said. �It�s going to depend on the cable.�
They slid open the hatch, revealing a box three feet deep, three feet tall, and two feet wide. Tanner craned his neck so he could peer through the gap between the box and the wall. They were in luck. The box was supported not by a steel cable, but by a rope. It was as big around as a man�s wrist and appeared intact. Cahil reached in and gave it a tug. �Seems solid.�
�Not that we have a choice,� Tanner replied. It wouldn�t take long for their pursuers to begin backtracking. �I�ll go first. If it breaks, you can catch me.�
�Uh-huh.�
They pulled the box down until Tanner could squeeze through onto its roof. He clicked on his flashlight, clamped it between his teeth, then grabbed the rope and began climbing.
* * *
Protected by the enclosed shaft, the rope had weathered the decades in surprisingly good condition. They took turns climbing, one of them braced in the shaft as the other shimmied upward, alternating until the uppermost hatch came into view.
Feet and back pressed against the walls, Tanner slid open the hatch. Below him, Cahil inched upward until he was braced in position. �Go ahead.� Tanner placed his feet on Cahil�s shoulders, clicked off his flashlight, then stuck his head through the hatch and looked around. The tunnel was deserted. He closed his eyes to listen. Silence.
Tanner boosted himself through the hatch, rolled onto the floor, then helped Cahil out.
Down the tunnel they saw a glimmer of light. It panned left, then right, then winked out. Faint German voices called to one another. With Cahil following, Tanner crept down the tunnel to the second set of doors, which lay open.
Compared to the relative dark of the complex, the moonlight was painfully bright. Tanner blinked his eyes clear. The Peugeot sat as they�d left it; beside it, the Mercedes. None of Litzman�s men were visible. Tanner was only marginally surprised. With only six to cover the complex, they�d decided to abandon the Mercedes and concentrate on making sure he and Cahil didn�t make it out alive.
Hunched over, they ran to the Peugeot. All four of its tires had been slashed. They moved to the Mercedes. Unsurprisingly, the doors were locked. �Hotwire it?� Cahil whispered.
�We wouldn�t get ten feet,� Tanner replied. Litzman�s men were traveling in style; they�d chosen a brand-new E-class. �Use anything but the ignition key and the fuel system shuts down.�
�Lovely. I don�t like our chances in an ambush.�
�Me neither.� They�d already pushed their luck to the edge. With only one weapon between the two of them, an ambush wasn�t worth the risk. Coming out alive was triumph enough. �I say we retreat.�
Bear said, �Then we�re on foot.�
Tanner smiled. �And so are they.�
He took out his knife, jammed the blade into the rear tire, then the front, then tossed the knife to Cahil who did the same on the other side.
As the air hissed from the Mercedes�s tires, Tanner glanced around, trying to get his bearings. They had to be near Saint Servant, not more than five miles. He picked out a stand of trees he assumed was in the right direction and they started jogging.
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Erbs Mill, Pennsylvania
Oliver, McBride, and Scanlon�s HRT maintained their vigil throughout the night, watching the shack�s interior through the night-vision scopes and listening to the remote microphone they�d slipped between a pair of warped planks in the rear wall.
Both Selmani and Mrs. Root had dozed fitfully, she curled in a ball, he leaned against the wall, instantly awake at her every movement or sound. Scanlon�s snipers were unable to get a better angle on Selmani himself, so all they could tell of the wire around Ms. Root�s neck was that it seemed to lead to the area of Selmani�s left hand.
At four A.M., a cell phone rang inside the cabin. Selmani fished the phone from his pocket, listened for a few moments, then replied in what McBride and the others assumed was Albanian. Selmani�s tone was plaintive, his cadence hurried. McBride knew the linguists at Quantico would give them a translation of the conversation, but it was clear Selmani was agitated. About what? McBride wondered
�If I had to guess,� Oliver said, �he�s not happy about being out here alone. We know there were at least six of them involved � where the hell are the others? What are they waiting for?�
Thirty minutes before dawn Scanlon ordered his team back to the inlet, where everyone waded to the opposite shore and trudged back through the forest to the road.
The daytime plan was to be one of containment. Scan-Ion�s men would stand rotating shifts in blinds along the inlet�s bank and in the swamp to its north, while FBI agents from the Pittsburgh Field Office and Lancaster County sheriff�s deputies would reprise their roles as local fishermen and spend the day cruising the Susquehanna River between Reed Island and House Rock Creek.
If Selmani tried to move, they would be ready to take him. If he stayed put, Oliver and McBride had until nightfall to decide how to best rescue Mrs. Root. Whatever the plan, McBride assumed FBI headquarters would push for action before another day passed.
* * *
As Scanlon arranged to have the surveillance tapes hurried to Quantico, Oliver and McBride drove back into Erbs Mill in Chief Nester�s cruiser, stopped briefly at the station so Nester could check in with his secretary, then drove to his house, a modest ranch perched on the banks of Tuequan Creek. Nester was divorced and lived alone except for a five-year-old basset hound named Betty.
He showed Oliver and McBride where the shower was, then laid out a breakfast of bacon, eggs, sausage links, hash browns, toast with fresh butter, and strong black coffee. After three helpings McBride pushed his plate away and groaned. �Thanks, Jerry, that was great. I can feel my arteries hardening.�
�Harder for the mosquitos to draw blood that way.�
McBride glanced at his watch. �Collin, how long for Quantico, you think?�
�We should hear something by noon, I hope. Till then, let�s get some sleep.�
�I�ve got couches in the basement,� Nester said. �Come on.�
�I�ll be down in a few minutes,� McBride said. �I�ve got a call to make.�
�Root?� asked Oliver.
McBride nodded. �It�s time he got some good news for a change.�
* * *
McBride awoke to the sound of a cell phone trilling. He rolled over and glanced at his watch: 11:00 A.M. Sunlight streamed through the blinds covering the basement windows. On the other side of the room Oliver lay propped up on one elbow, his ear pressed to the phone. �Okay, thanks. I�ll call you when we�re there.�
�Something?� McBride asked.
�Maybe. They saw something on the video. We need a computer.� Just then, Nester came down the stairs. Oliver said, �Jerry, I need a computer, something with a fast internet connection.�
Nester grinned. �Boy, jeez, computers � I�ve heard of �em��
�Yeah, yeah. Smart ass.�
Nester laughed. �We�ve got a two-gig Dell down at the station with a DSL connection.�
�Wow. What do you use that for?�
�Oh, you know, hick stuff. Goat porn.�
�Jesus, Jerry.�
McBride asked Oliver, �What else, Collin?�
�They�re still working on tracking the call Selmani got, but Linguistics finished the translation. They�ll beam us the transcript. One interesting thing: Either Selmani�s a polyglot or he isn�t Albanian.�
�What?�
�The language he was speaking � it wasn�t Albanian. It was fluent Bosnian.�
* * *
Twenty minutes later they were at the police station. With Nester and McBride looking over his shoulder, Oliver sat down, typed the FBI website�s URL into the browser and hit enter. On the home page he clicked the link for �Laboratory Services� and entered his password.
He flipped open his cell phone and speed-dialed a number. �It�s Oliver; I�m there. Which file?� He listened for a moment, then hung up. He turned to Nester. �This thing have a microphone?�
�Yeah, a built-in. It�s in the control panel.�
Oliver clicked into the Dell�s control panel and activated the microphone. Next he called up the website�s directory, threaded his way into a subset, then clicked on a file labeled SUSQEHANNAI. The screen went to black except for a line of PLAY/PAUSE/STOP icons along the bottom. In the upper right corner a small loudspeaker icon appeared, indicating a voice macro was running.
�Agent Oliver, are you there?� the Quantico technician said.
�I�m here.�
�Okay, here�s what we found: You had a lot of video to cover, so we pulled in another duty shift and divided it up between us.�
�I appreciate that.�
�No problem. We got our break at about one-nineteen in the morning. I believe it�s when you had the sniper zoom in on Mrs. Root. I�m putting it on your screen now.�
After a moment, the blackness on the monitor dissolved into the familiar green-white image of the cabin�s window, through which Selmani and Mrs. Root could be seen in their usual positions. The video counter read 01:18:06 A.M.
�We had to invert the colors and wash them out,� said the technician. �But I think you�ll be able to see it. I�ll slow it down when the camera starts zooming in.�
As advertised, the screen turned to a black-and-white negative image; the images of Selmani and Mrs. Root were ghost-like, hazy. They reminded McBride of those new-agey aura photos he�d seen on some occult show on the Discovery Channel.
The counter clicked to 01:19:01. The camera began zooming in, focusing on Mrs. Root�s ankle and the crescent-shaped scar there. After a moment it began panning upward to her head, where it paused again. The wire around her neck was clear now, a black band across her throat. Now the video slowed again, moving jerkily, frame-by-frame as it panned across the black hood covering her face.
The video froze.
�There,� the technician said. �Over her shoulder � where the wall meets the floor. See it?�
Oliver and the others leaned toward the screen, squinting.
The technician said, �The black stripe that runs along the baseboard ��
�I see it,� said McBride.
�Okay, now keep your eyes on it.�
The video began moving again, pausing at each frame as the camera swept toward Selmani. As McBride watched, the black stripe along the floorboard diverged from the wall, then joined the wire leading to Mrs. Root�s neck before finally disappearing around Selmani�s knee.
Oliver was the first one to understand what he was seeing. �Oh, God. It�s under the floor.�
The technician said, �We worked with the scale and shading then had an explosive guy come over and take a look. He�s pretty sure it�s electrical det cord. Collin, your guy�s got that shack wired to blow.�
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Saint Servant, France
Tanner and Cahil jogged cross-country, sticking close to tree lines and winding their way through the creek bottoms until they reached the outskirts of Saint Servant. It was nearly two A.M., and the little town was dark and quiet.
They found a park, chose a picnic table near the center pavilion, and sat down. They pulled out their cell phones, conferenced them together, and dialed. Oaken answered on the first ring. �Where are you?�
Tanner recounted their movements since leaving Plancoet.
�Well, you�ve made headlines. After you left St. Malo, I started monitoring the news over there. About an hour ago sketches of both of you began popping up on TV. Witnesses claim to have seen you leaving the hotel after Gunston�s murder.�
Makes sense, Tanner thought. Realizing he and Cahil had escaped the Ghost Line, Litzman�s men had gone to plan B: Let the French authorities do the hunting for them. The witness statements were of course a sham; no one had seen them leaving the hotel, of that Tanner was certain. He wondered how long it would be before the police would be tipped to their presence in the Saint Servant area.
�How good are the sketches?� Tanner asked.
�Yours is pretty good; Bear�s not so much. They�ve got him slimmer, with darker hair.�
Cahil said, �I�m flattered.�
�I thought you might be,� Oaken said. �You�re headed to Lorient?�
�Yes,� Tanner said. �Gunston�s meeting was with her tonight.�
�Okay, on the chance you�ll have to stay in-country, I�ll work on getting you clean passports. You�ll have to do something about your appearance. Anything else I can do?�
�I pulled a cell phone off one of the Germans. I�m hoping you can track a number.�
�Whose?�
�Litzman. He was listed in the speed dial under the Bolz alias.�
�You�re kidding.�
�No.� Such was the double edge of technology, Tanner knew. Even those who knew better often overused such conveniences, recording information into their PDAs, telephones, and computers that�s best kept only in memory. The German had not only ignored good tradecraft, but he�d assumed no one knew about Litzman�s alias. �I put it back the way I found it; with luck they won�t toss the phones.�
�I�ll get on it,� Oaken said. �What kind of phone and what company?�
Tanner told him, then said, �Do what you can.�
Aside from the obvious benefit of knowing who and where Litzman had been calling, Briggs was hoping to make Susanna�s continued participation unnecessary. He�d like nothing better than to put her on the first plane back to Gillman Vetsch.
Since learning of Litzman�s involvement, a knot had been building in Tanner�s chest, and he knew what it was: rage. Litzman had lured a company of Marines into an ambush then slaughtered it; months later, he did the same to Tanner and his team in Bishkek. And now he had Susanna � doing God knew what to her � using her for�
Briggs stopped himself. Don�t, he commanded. Litzman was too dangerous, too ruthless, to pursue without a clear head. In his mind, Tanner opened a box, stuffed all his worry and anger into it, then shut the lid. Get to Lorient; find Susanna, then find Litzman and put a stop to him.
Oaken asked, �What�s your plan?�
�Renting a car is too risky; same with hitchhiking,� Tanner said. �On the way here I saw a sign for a quarry. A few months ago I thought I read something about Saint Servant and Lorient � a waterfront project?�
�Hold on, I�ll do a Google search.� Tanner could hear the tapping of keyboard keys. After thirty seconds, Oaken said, �Yep. They just broke ground on a new airport. The first phase is backfilling some marshland.�
�Which means gravel,� Cahil said.
�Which means a quarry,� Oaken added, then tapped more keys. �Yep � good memory, Briggs. Looks like the Saint Servant quarry is the main supplier for the project.�
�The joys of trivia,� Briggs replied. �Oaks, you work on Litzman�s phone. Bear and I have a date with a dump truck.�
* * *
The quarry was only two kilometers outside town but, wary of running into Litzman�s men, who could have easily guessed Saint Servant was their destination, they took it slowly. They arrived at the quarry shortly before dawn.
The crews were already at work. The pit, which measured almost a mile in length and half that in width, was ringed with spiral roads � one for trucks descending, another for trucks departing with loads. Mounted on scaffolding at the quarry�s edge, stadium lights bathed the pit in bright white light. The air was thick with gravel dust and the stench of diesel fumes. In the pit, backhoes scooped up loads of gravel and dirt then dropped them into mechanical separators which in turn dumped them into waiting trucks, which then began grinding their way up the spiral road.
Lying at the pit�s edge, Tanner and Cahil watched for a few minutes before settling on a plan. Tanner pointed to the outlet road and a line of trees that bordered it. �See any guards?� he asked.
�Nope.�
�Let�s go catch our ride.�
It took fifteen minutes to make their way to the opposite side. Crouched in the trees they watched truck after truck grind up the grade, turn onto the service road, and head toward the highway. To the east, the upper rim of the sun was peeking over the horizon.
At the right moment, they sprinted from cover and leapt onto a truck�s bumper. Tanner scaled the ladder, rolled himself over the edge, then reached over to help Cahil up. Together they lay back in the gravel. �How far to Lorient?� Bear asked.
�An hour at most.�
* * *
The sun was fully up when the truck pulled into the backfill pit at the Lorient construction site. Tanner could smell the tang of saltwater in the air. In the distance he heard the cawing of sea gulls. Their ride had been uneventful save for a few tense minutes outside Hennebont when the truck stopped at a roadblock.
Seeing flashing blue lights on the passing tree, Briggs crawled to the front of the bin and peeked over the edge to see a pair of gendarmie cruisers sitting astride the road, with a line of a dozen cars stretched back along the road. A trio of officers questioned each driver and inspected the vehicle�s interior before waving it on.
Whether or not the roadblock was intended for them Tanner couldn�t know, but he wasn�t about to take a chance. Working quickly, he and Cahil buried themselves in the gravel, leaving exposed only their mouths surrounded by a crater of pebbles. With the weight of the gravel heavy on his chest, Briggs listened as the truck pulled up to the roadblock and stopped. He heard muffled voices speaking, followed by the clank of footsteps on the steel ladder. He took a breath, held it. After thirty long seconds, a voice called out, �Il est clair�aller,aller.� The truck�s gears engaged and they lurched forward again.
Now Tanner felt the truck descending. With a hissing of air brakes, the truck slowed to a stop. Tanner glanced over the rear lip. On either side lay a dirt berm beyond which he could see trees backlit by the morning sun. The nearest truck was half a mile behind, but closing the gap quickly. They jumped down, sprinted across the road, and scrambled up the embankment. At the top, they hunched over and headed for the trees.
Twenty minutes and three taxi switches later they checked into a motel in Caudan, one of Lorient�s suburbs. Tanner called Oaken and gave him an update; Dutcher got on the other line. �I can�t be sure about the roadblock,� Briggs said, �but no one gave us a second glance in town.�
�Reports still have you in the Saint Servant area,� Dutcher replied. �Sylvia�s people are looking at ways to encourage that.�
�That would help,� Tanner replied. Though it was nothing new to him and Bear, the sensation of being hunted was one Briggs had never gotten used to. Every random glance, every police car, every lingering gaze was enough to set the heart pounding. Even now, he could feel his muscles twitching with excess adrenaline.
�How was the ride?� Oaken asked.
�Bear liked it; said it reminded him of one of those beaded seat covers. What did you find on Litzman�s phone?�
�I�m still working on it. He�s layered himself under multiple plans. So far all I�ve managed to get is billing codes, most from over there, but some in the U.S.�
�Where exactly?�
�Some to Paris, some to Marseille, a couple to Morocco. As for here, in the past ten days he�s made six U.S. calls: one to Virginia, one to Maryland, two to New York City, and two to somewhere in southern Pennsylvania. I�m working on narrowing it down, but don�t hold your breath.�
�How long were the calls?�
�The longest was two minutes; the shortest, forty seconds.�
Tanner doubted Litzman was big on keeping in touch with friends, so the calls were probably business related. Nor would he leave anything significant on an answering machine, which seemed to suggest he�d been talking to a person on each of those calls. Under two minutes � just enough time to exchange information, and to give and/or receive orders.
�I crosschecked Susanna�s phone records against his,� Oaken added. �No matches.�
Dutcher asked Tanner, �When�s your meeting with her?�
�Tonight, the Lorient docks. Leland, how bad does Sylvia want Susanna to stay on Litzman?�
�Pretty bad. Unless Susanna�s gone over the edge, Sylvia sees her as their best chance to get him. His own crimes notwithstanding, he could be a gold mine. He�s got more info on the European terrorist community than Interpol. Either way, it�s your call.�
The surrogate father in Tanner had already made his own decision: Grab her and send her home. If only it were that easy. If only Susanna hadn�t managed to get herself entangled with one of the world�s most wanted terrorists. What was the best course? Rescue Susanna and let Litzman slip away, or keep her in place and pray Litzman doesn�t find her out?
�I hope I�ll know,� Tanner replied.
�You�ll know,� Dutcher replied. �Until then, keep your heads down and stay out of sight.�
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Erbs Mill, Pennsylvania
Oliver had been on the phone to FBI headquarters for much of the afternoon. McBride had little trouble guessing the topic: Did they negotiate with Selmani or attempt a rescue? Having come to know his temporary partner fairly well over the past week, McBride assumed Collin was arguing for the former. It would be in vain, McBride feared.
Selmani was a foreign national, ostensibly Albanian but probably Bosnian; his apartment in Westphalia was obviously a safehouse/maildrop; his connection to the attack on the Root estate was clear; and finally, he�d murdered four U.S. citizens and kidnapped the wife of a former DCI. In Washington�s eyes, Hekuran Selmani was a terrorist. There would be no negotiation.
At five in the afternoon, a red-eyed Oliver wandered into the break room at the Erbs Mill police station, where McBride and Nester were sharing a cup of coffee. He plopped down in a chair and sighed. �They want to go,� he announced. �As soon as it�s dark.�
McBride nodded. �I know.�
* * *
Thirty minutes after nightfall, with Oliver and McBride watching on and waiting for their turn, Scanlon and his team waded back across the inlet and began moving into position around the shack. Oliver and McBride were crawling toward Scanlon�s command post when a red flare arced into the sky above their heads. They froze. The flare hung in the dark sky for a few seconds, then sputtered and died. They hurried into the command post.
Scanlon crouched over the monitor, earphones pressed to his head. McBride snatched up his own pair and put them on. �Command, Sierra One � Subject is at window � I have a shot. Request permission to � disregard, disregard, he�s gone.�
�Roger,� Scanlon replied. �All units hold position. Report any movement.� He slipped a headphone off one ear and turned to Oliver and McBride. �Trip wire,� he explained. �He must�ve done it during the day. One of the scouts stumbled over it.�
�Can anyone see Mrs. Root?� McBride asked.
�No, he dragged her away from the window and doused his lantern. We�ve got shadows, but nothing else. He won�t go near the window again.�
If Selmani was going to press the button, it would happen now, McBride knew.
�Command, we�ve got movement � the front door is opening.�
�Anyone have a shot?� Scanlon called.
�Sierra One, negative � two, negative � three, negative.�
Then, from the direction of the cabin: �I know you are out there! Do not come any closer!� The voice was heavily accented � Slavic or.Eastern European, McBride thought. �If you come any closer, the woman is dead! Do you hear me?�
Oliver glanced at McBride. �Not much choice now. Whether Washington likes it or not, you�re on.�
McBride nodded. As he stood up, he could hear Scan-Ion on the radio: �All units, negotiator is in play. I say again, negotiator in play. Stay sharp.�
McBride was surprised to feel his knees trembling. He took a deep breath, cupped his hands to his mouth, and called out, �We hear you. No one will come any closer without your permission.�
�Who are you?�
�My name is Joe. I�m here with the FBI. May I come closer so we can talk?�
There were ten seconds of silence.
�Yes, but only you � anyone else and she dies. Come forward carrying a flashlight. Hold it in your left hand and shine it on your right. No weapons.�
�I understand. I�m coming now.�
McBride accepted a flashlight from Scanlon, who said, �Okay, listen: We�re working on the clock system. Approach from the front; keep the door at your twelve o�clock. Stay on that line and don�t stray. I�ll have snipers at your seven and five. If there�s any shooting, drop to your belly and don�t move. You�ll be covered.�
�Christ, Gene, lemme talk to the guy first. Maybe we can��
�I�ve got my orders. If we get a clear shot, I�m taking it.�
�On my call,� Oliver said. Scanlon started to shake his head. �On my call, Gene. Give him an earpiece.�
Scanlon grabbed an earpiece and portable radio, set the channel, then handed it to McBride, who fit it into his ear and clipped the radio onto the waistband at the small of his back. Scanlon keyed his microphone, �Hear me?�
McBride nodded.
Oliver said, �Nice and easy, Joe. No chances.�
McBride tried to smile; his mouth was so dry his lips stuck to his teeth. �Yeah, sure. Do me a favor?�
�Name it.�
�If you call for the shot, don�t warn me.�
�You bet.�
Five years earlier in Minneapolis McBride had been staring into the eyes of a knife-wielding crackhead when a sniper put a bullet into the man�s left eye. Not knowing any better, McBride had asked for a pre-shot warning; instead of making it easier, the foreknowledge had made the event unimaginably worse.
Scanlon said, �You and I are the only ones on the channel.�
�Okay.�
McBride stood up, clicked on the flashlight, and walked out of the bushes.
* * *
He followed the path to the front of the shack and stepped into the clearing. He stopped. It was eerily quiet. He could hear the blood rushing in his ears, and he realized he was holding his breath. He let it out and gradually became aware of the sounds around him: the scratching of crickets; the croaking of frogs; the crunch of the sandy soil beneath his feet.
Directly ahead of him lay the shack�s porch. Its overhang, long ago rotted through, sat canted to one side on tilting columns. McBride could just make out the dark rectangle of the door. As he watched, a sliver of light appeared around its edges. The door swung inward a few inches and stopped. Through the gap Joe could see a man-shaped shadow.
Scanlon�s voice: �Movement at the door, Joe.�
McBride felt his vision tunneling, constricting until all he saw was the door � the gap � Hekuran Selmani � Amelia Root. Nothing else.
Give him the power, McBride thought. He�s overwhelmed, surrounded. Give him some choice, something small. It�s you and him against them � Frightened men look for allies. Selmani would know McBride was the enemy, but the fear in him would win out. Put out your hand, he�ll take it �
Taking care to align himself as Scanlon instructed, McBride started forward.
A hand, ghostly white in the darkness, emerged from the door�s gap and waved him forward.
McBride kept coming. He was ten feet from the steps when a voice called, �Stop there. No closer.�
McBride stopped.
The door swung open, revealing the figure. It started forward. There was something odd about the gait � unsteady, shambling. McBride looked down at the legs; there were four of them. Walking in lock step, his left forearm wrapped around her waist, Selmani and Mrs. Root stepped onto the porch.
Smart, McBride thought. Very damned smart.
Selmani had fitted his hostage with a hood large enough to cover both of their heads. Joined with her, Selmani had made himself an impossible target. His right hand, resting on Mrs. Root�s shoulder, held a semiautomatic pistol. The barrel was pressed into what McBride guessed was the side of her head.
�You are Joe?� Selmani said, his voice muffled by the fabric.
�Yes, I�m Joe. What should I call you?�
�No games. You already know my name.�
�You�re right, I apologize.�
�How many men are with you?�
McBride offered a sheepish smile. �Too many for my comfort. Listen, Hekuran, I�m not going to lie to you. You�re in a tough situation. There�s a lot of nervous folks out there. I�m hoping you and I can figure out something that doesn�t get anyone hurt.�
�Such as?�
�First of all, do you have enough water? Food?�
�Yes.�
�Do you need medical attention? Are either of you hurt?�
�No.�
�Good. Can you do me a favor?�
�What?�
�I�d like your permission to speak to Mrs. Root. Her husband is very worried. If I could tell him I�d heard her voice��
�No.�
�It would mean a lot to��
�I said no!�
McBride held up his hands. �Okay, okay. This can�t be easy for you. What can I do to help?�
Selmani was silent for few seconds; his feet shuffled. �Help me? You�re FBI.�
�Actually, no, I�m a civilian. Truth is, all these guns scare the heck out of me. I�m sure you feel the same way. You�re out here alone, God knows where your friends are � Maybe if you and I can talk, we can figure something out.�
�You want this woman back, I want something in return.�
�What�s that?�
�Five million dollars in bearer bonds and transportation out of the country.�
Interesting, McBride thought. Ransom demands this late in a kidnapping were rare; moreover, Selmani�s profile � all the factors that made him a terrorist in Washington�s eyes � suggested money was an unlikely motivation.
�Is that what you want,� McBride said, �or is that what you�ve been instructed to ask for?�
Selmani didn�t answer.
�The way I see it, you�re the one taking all the risks here. We know there were others at the Root house. Why aren�t they here now?�
�Shut up.�
�Maybe you should start thinking about what�s best for you. I can help you. I can talk to the FBI. I think they�ll listen to me.�
�No, no. I would go to jail.�
Atta boy � think about it. �I won�t lie to you: You�re right, you�ll probably have to spend some time in jail. But there�s no reason you should pay for all this yourself. Hey, I�ve made plenty of mistakes in my life, so I know what it�s like. Let me help you. Let Mrs. Root go and I�ll do everything I can to help you.�
Selmani was silent for five seconds. Then, abruptly, his arm tightened around Mrs. Root�s waist and he took a step backward. �You are lying. You don�t want to help me. Without this hood, they would have already shot me. I know they are out there, I know they are!�
�No one wants to see you hurt. Let her go, give up, and you�ll be fine. You have my word.�
�You�re lying!� Selmani backed up another step.
�No, Hekuran, I�m��
�No more! Five million dollars in bearer bonds and a helicopter! You have two hours��
�Two hours isn�t long enough��
�Two hours!�
�Please, at least let Mrs. Root talk��
�Go away! Two hours!�
Dragging Mrs. Root along, Selmani backed through the door and kicked it shut.
* * *
Back at the command post, McBride lowered himself to the ground and plucked the earpiece from his ear. His hair dripped with sweat. He accepted a bottle of water from Oliver and downed half of it.
�He�s thinking about it, Collin.�
�I know.�
�He�s scared. He wants out. Give me a little��
�I can�t, Joe.�
�He�ll give up, I guarantee it.�
�That�s not how Washington sees it. We�re going in.�
�The hell with them. You�re here, you saw it.�
Oliver frowned, looked away.
McBride opened his mouth to speak again, then stopped. Oliver had no choice. If he refused to give the order, he�d be relieved and Scanlon would be given the go-ahead anyway. Oliver�s career would be over.
McBride turned to Scanlon. �You saw the hood?�
�Yes.�
�You won�t get a shot.�
�Not a head shot, no. But if we can get him back out on the porch, we can��
�You mean if I can get him on the porch.�
��one of my guys can put a bullet under his armpit. It�ll take out his spine and heart. He�ll be dead before he hits the ground.�
�Jesus Christ. And if you miss?�
�We won�t.�
* * *
Fearing that Selmani had laid more trip wires, the snipers took their time getting into their new positions. Their aiming point on Selmani�s torso would be the diameter of a coffee cup, the HRT commander explained. The right shot would be instantly fatal; anything else might give Selmani a chance to kill Mrs. Root before the rest of the team was able to rush him.
Two snipers were stationed thirty yards on either side of the porch, while a third, covered in a camouflage ghillie suit, lay in the brush in line with the front door. He would be McBride�s cover should Selmani turn the gun in his direction.
Small comfort, McBride thought, measuring your life by fractions of a second � praying your guy is faster on the draw. On this point, his sniper seemed supremely confident: �If he even twitches the gun in your direction, I�ll take his arm off at the elbow.�
* * *
Once his shooters were happy with their positions and lines, Scanlon ordered a scout to the shack�s rear wall. One of the snipers had spotted a loose plank through which Scanlon hoped to snake a flexi-cam. Though Selmani had not carried the detonator during his meeting with McBride, Scanlon wanted to be doubly certain he left it behind when he stepped onto the porch this time.
Covering the scout, one of the reserve snipers transmitted images from his scope to Scanlon�s monitor. Oliver and McBride watched the screen as the man inched his way through the brush toward the wall. Ten feet from it he stopped, dug in his pack momentarily, then started forward again.
The radio crackled to life: �HRT, this is comms,� the voice said. Scanlon�s communication people were parked in a van on the dirt road across the inlet.
�Go ahead.�
�We�re getting a signal on your bearing. Your boy�s making a call.�
Like most cell phones, Selmani�s likely had hundreds of frequencies from which to choose, so the chances of their tuning into his conversations was slim. Even so, the remoteness of the shack and Selmani�s fixed position made detecting individual transmissions � which generally ranged between 0.6 and 2.2 watts � much easier.
�Roger, stand by. Scout, hold position.�
There was a double click as the man signaled affirmative.
�All units, report any movement,� Scanlon ordered.
The silence stretched into ten seconds, then twenty. A minute passed.
Then, from the reserve sniper: �I�ve got movement at the rear wall.�
McBride and the others peered at the monitor. The sniper�s scope was moving, panning up from the scout�s back to the shack.
�Zoom in,� Scanlon ordered.
�Zooming ��
The image tightened on the planking until McBride could see the gaps in the wood. Behind them, a shadow moved, went still, then moved again.
�Reserve, do you have a shot?� Scanlon called.
�Negative.�
Suddenly two pops broke the stillness. From inside the shack there came a pair of muzzle flashes, white blossoms in the dark.
�Shots fired!� the reserve sniper radioed. �Permission to��
�Negative! Hold fire!�
Pop, pop, pop.
The scout called, �Command, he�s spotted me, I�m taking fire!�
�Withdraw! Get outa there!�
The scout rolled onto his back and began half crawling, half running toward the underbrush.
�What the hell is that?� Oliver said. From inside the shack there came another blossom, this one bigger and brighter. �What the��
McBride heard a great whooshing sound. Fire burst through the shack�s windows. The walls seemed to bulge outward, as though suddenly inflated from inside, and the shack exploded.
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Lorient, France
With nightfall, rain clouds rolled off the Atlantic and settled over the Bay of Biscay, blotting out the stars and moon. A blanket of fog enveloped the city�s waterfront. As Tanner and Cahil stepped out of their hotel and hailed a cab, a drizzle began to fall.
Their meeting with Susanna wasn�t for another ninety minutes, but with no way of knowing who or what to expect, Tanner opted for overcautiousness. He and Bear would use the time to survey the site until certain Litzman and his men weren�t lying in wait. Briggs was determined to make the meeting. This was their best, and perhaps last, chance to reach Susanna.
They�d spent the majority of the day in their room � a trend as of late, it seemed � except for one trip out to buy new clothes, toiletries, and hair clippers, which Bear used to give himself a buzz cut and shave off his beard. Tanner used diluted peroxide to lighten his hair and a razor to shape his stubble into a goatee. There was nothing to be done about the cut on his cheekbone, however, and he prayed the other changes would be enough.
Twenty minutes after leaving the hotel, the taxi dropped them on Quai Bellevue in Larmor Plage, one of Lorient�s waterfront suburbs. The meeting site, a warehouse, was at the end of Bellevue, on the industrial docks.
It was nearly eleven and the street lay deserted. Fog swirled around the dim streetlights, creating misty halos. In the distance, Tanner could hear the clanging of bouys and the occasional moan of foghorns. On their right a long row of vertical pilings stretched down the quai; to their left was the maze of alleys and streets that made up the warehouse district.
�It�s number forty-two,� Tanner said, pulling up his collar; he could feel rain trickling down the back of his neck. He suppressed a shiver.
Cahil craned his neck, scanning the warehouse�s roof lines. �I�ll see if I can find a way up top and get a look around. Usual signals?�
Tanner nodded. �Let�s go find our girl.�
* * *
Tanner spent forty minutes walking the alleys and streets, familiarizing himself with their nooks and crannies and picking out escape routes. He saw only a handful of people, mostly dock workers and late night revelers using the wharves as a shortcut to the pubs on Avenue Jules Le Guen.
At 11:45 he made his way to Warehouse 42 and took a seat on one of the pilings. Rain glittered in the pools of light cast by the streetlamps. A gust of wind flapped his collar against his face. He heard a soft whistle and looked up. From the warehouse roof, Cahil gave a wave. Briggs felt the tension in his shoulders ease. Good ol� Bear, he thought. Always there. It was good to have him.
Cahil patted his head three times: All clear.
Ten minutes passed. Then fifteen.
She�s late, Briggs thought. His imagination began working. He quashed it. Wait.
At twenty past midnight, Cahil signaled from the rooftop: Alley, one person.
As if on cue, down the alley, a garbage can rattled. Tanner heard the faint click of heels on concrete. A diminutive figure emerged from the shadows, paused at the mouth of the alley, then looked first left, then right, then toward Tanner. There was the brief flare of a match and the tip of a cigarette glowed to life. The figure started forward.
As the person passed under the streetlamp, Tanner felt his breath catch. It was a woman, but not Susanna. Eyes heavily blackened with mascara, she had ratty, bottle-blond hair and thick crimson rouge on her cheeks. She was dressed in an oversized black leather jacket and baggy cargo pants.
Looking for a trick, Tanner thought. He stood up to leave.
The woman reached up to wipe the rain from her face, then tucked her hair behind her ear.
Tanner froze. Oh, good god. He knew that gesture, had seen it a hundred times before. Susanna.
She glanced nervously down the quai, then strode up to him. She squinted at him for a moment, then turned away. �Pardon,� she said in perfect French. �I thought you were someone else.�
�Susanna.�
She stopped, but didn�t turn around. Briggs could see her legs trembling. She turned to face him. Her mascara had begun running down her cheeks. She took a puff on her cigarette, blew out a stream of smoke, then cocked her head, appraising him. Briggs saw no hint of recognition in her eyes.
What happened to you? Tanner thought. This was not the Susanna he knew, not by any stretch of his imagination. Gone was the bright and vibrant young woman he remembered; in her place was a grim-faced girl with the eyes of a caged animal. She looked indistinguishable from any one of the prostitutes he and Cahil had seen in Paris�s Pigalle.
�Do I know you?� she asked.
�Susanna, it�s Briggs.�
She blinked, took another greedy puff from her cigarette. �Briggs.�
�Briggs Tanner.�
She flicked her cigarette away and jammed her hands into her pockets. �What the hell are you doing here? You shouldn�t be here.�
Just like that. No surprise, no familiarity. �Your father sent me.�
�My father � I guess that figures. I gotta go � tell him I�m okay.� She turned to leave. Tanner stepped forward and grabbed her elbow. She jerked free and spun on him. �Don�t touch me! Understand? Don�t.!�
Tanner took a step back. �Okay, relax. Stay for a minute � talk to me.�
�I can�t. I was supposed to � supposed to meet �� Her words trailed off into a murmur.
�Gunston�s dead, Susanna.�
�No he�s not.�
�He was murdered in St. Malo two days ago.�
�You�re wrong.�
�I was with him.�
She chewed her lip for a moment then pulled out a cigarette and lit it. �Tell me.�
Not now, Briggs thought. She�s not ready. �We don�t know yet. They asked me to find you. A lot of people are worried about you.�
�They told you what I�m doing?�
�Yes. He�s dangerous, Susanna.�
She barked out a laugh; there was no humor in it. �Really? Gosh, that�s news.�
�What happened to you? Where have you been?�
�With him � doing my job.�
�You�ve done enough. Come back with me. I�ll take care of Litzman.�
�I�ll come back when I�m finished.�
�Susanna, you�re in trouble. I know you don�t think so, but you�ve got to trust me��
�I said no. Stay out of my way. I�ve almost got him. I�m close.�
�To what? What�s he up to?�
Susanna glanced at him, her expression puzzled. �Up to?�
Tanner got the impression his question had never crossed her mind before that moment. �Who�s he working for? What�s he doing for them?�
�I don�t know � I�m working on it.�
What the hell is going on? �You�ve been under for nine months, Susanna. What have you been doing?�
�Getting close to him.�
�How?�
She glanced down at her body, gestured to her face. �How do you think?�
Tanner felt like he�d been punched in the stomach. He reached out a hand to her, but she backed up. �Don�t.�
�Susanna��
�Just leave me alone. Go home, tell everyone I�m fine, and let me finish this.�
�What�s he done to you?�
�Nothing I didn�t let him do. What�s it matter? Once I get him, none of it will matter.�
�Yes, it will. I�ve been where you are. You�re in trouble. Let me help you.�
�Don�t need it. See you.� She turned and started walking away.
�Susanna.�
She turned. �What?�
�I�m not going to let you go.�
�Yeah? What�re you gonna do? Put me over your shoulder, take me home to Daddy?�
Tanner took a step forward, crowding her space. He put an edge to his voice. �If that�s what it takes. Either way, you�re done.�
She stared back at him for a few seconds. Her eyes began filling with tears. �Don�t, Briggs. Please. I can do this � I have to do it. Please � just a few more days.�
�Why, Susanna? What�s so important?�
She squeezed her eyes shut, raked her hands through her hair. �What�s so important?� she repeated. �You ever think about Bucharest? About my father?�
�Almost every day. What��
�No, I mean do you ever wonder what really happened?�
�He was shot, you know that. No one ever found��
�I did,� Susanna replied. �I found him. It was Litzman, Briggs. He�s the one.�
�What?�
�Litzman was the one who shot my father. And when this is all over, I�m going to kill the son of a bitch.�
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Lancaster, Pennsylvania
Selmani Hekuran and Amelia Root were dead.
The explosion had strewn pieces of the shack a quarter mile in every direction and left a truck-sized crater in the ground. Vegetation and trees around the crater were charred and stripped bare.
So far all that had been found of Selmani was a blackened chunk of hip bone. Mrs. Root�s body, however, had been found floating in the inlet, mostly intact but burned beyond recognition. According to the medical examiner, the hood she�d been wearing was a rayon/polyester blend and the heat of the explosion had virtually melted it to her skull.
Oliver�s team was shell-shocked. Having come to rescue a woman they�d never met, they�d nonetheless invested everything they had in securing her safe release. She was dead. They�d failed. A husband had lost his wife.
McBride in particular was heartbroken. He�d been within arm�s reach of her. She�d been right there�scared, alone, listening to the voice of a stranger pleading for her life � Her husband is worried. If I could tell him I�d heard her voice �
Again and again, McBride replayed his encounter with Selmani, second-guessing his every word and gesture until the incident became a blur. He wanted to go home, hug Libby, call his sons. He wanted to be sure his world was still intact.
Not yet, he told himself. There was one more thing to do.
* * *
After showering, shaving, and changing clothes at Nester�s house, McBride drove to Lancaster, thirteen miles to the north. He found the county morgue on the corner of East King and South Broad, tucked between an Irish pub and a pizza parlor. McBride hated morgues. For him, they were places of failure. For him, coming here had always meant a mother, father, husband, or wife wasn�t coming home safely.
He found a parking space and got out just as Oliver pulled in. �Get any sleep?� Oliver asked.
�Couple hours,� McBride replied. �You?�
�Nah. Things like this � I don�t even try anymore. I spent most of the night at the scene.�
�Did they come up with anything?�
�The device. Ammonium nitrate and diesel fuel residue.�
�Fertilzer bomb.�
�A big one � it was overkill. Either Selmani underestimated, mismeasured, or just plain wanted to make damned sure. They also found a chunk of what looks like a cell phone.�
�What about the others, his partners?�
�That�s going to be tough. My guess is, there�ll be a task force. This is Jonathan Root we�re talking about. They�re going to chase these guys to the ends of the earth.�
�I�d like to be in on that.�
�Me, too, but I doubt it�ll happen. Nobody�s blaming us, but the truth is, we�re bad karma now. We�ll consult, get debriefed, but the group�s gonna be at assistant director level.�
McBride sighed. �I�m sorry, Collin. I keep playing it in my head. Maybe if��
�You did everything right�we did everything right. Selmani panicked and pushed the button.�
�I guess.� McBride glanced at his watch. �How soon?�
�Anytime now. The governor�s picking him up personally and driving him over.� Upon hearing of his wife�s death, Jonathan Root had demanded to see the body. McBride and Oliver had done their best to dissuade the former DO, but the man had been adamant. �The ME�s done his best to make her presentable,� Oliver said, �but I don�t think Root realizes how bad it is. It just hasn�t registered yet.�
* * *
They sat in the waiting room sipping tepid coffee until Root arrived. Preceded by the governor and a ring of bodyguards, the former DCI stepped through the door and looked around. McBride and Oliver stood up. Root walked over.
He looks bewildered, McBride thought. His eyes were red-rimmed and vacant. It had taken every bit of strength he had to make it here, Joe realized.
�Good morning, Mr. Root,� Oliver said.
�Agent Oliver � Joe.�
�I�m sorry for your loss,� McBride said.
�Thank you.�
�I wish it would have turned out better.�
�As do I. You did your best, both of you. I know that. I�m sure Amelia knew it, too.�
Oh God, McBride thought. �That�s kind of you to say.�
�May I see her now?�
The Lancaster ME stepped forward. �Yes, sir, of course, but as I said, it�s not necessary.�
�It is for me � for her, too.� Root lifted his chin, took a deep breath. �Please take me to her.�
* * *
McBride winced at his first sight of the sheet-draped corpse. What had once been a living, breathing human being was now a misshapen lump of � nothing. The ME had done his best, of course, but there was no hiding the ravages of the explosion and fire.
Root walked stiffly into the small, windowless viewing room. The walls were painted a soft cream. The only furniture was the stainless-steel gurney. Overhead, a fluorescent light hummed. McBride caught the scent of heavy disinfectant; beneath it, the faint odor of decay.
The ME said, �Mr. Root, it�s important you understand the nature of your wife�s injuries.�
�Pardon me? It was a fire��
�Yes, but with an explosion � She�s largely intact, but the concussive force � damaged her. She was also wearing a hood, which melted under the heat��
Root�s head dropped. McBride could see his eyes squeezed shut.
�I�m sorry,� the ME murmured. �We�ve done our best to��
�I understand. Go ahead, please.�
The ME stepped up, grabbed the edge of the sheet, and drew it down the table.
Amelia Root was charred from head to foot, save a few patches of raw, weeping flesh. She lay curled in a fetal ball, her hands clenched into fists against her chest. Her legs were obviously broken, but the damage was unlike anything McBride had ever seen. The force of the explosion had pulverized the bones, tendons, and ligaments, leaving her legs flattened and tapered like a pair of deflated balloons. Her head was a patchwork of melted rayon and matted and singed hair. Her facial features were obliterated, either rendered smooth where the hood had melted or gnarled by the flames.
Root stared at the corpse for a long ten seconds, then let out a low moan and lowered his head.
The ME covered the body. �We recovered her wedding ring. It�s partially melted, but �� He held out a small glassine envelope containing a yellowish oval.
Root blinked at it, then took it. He cleared his throat. �Did she � Did she suffer?�
�No, sir. The explosion would have caused instant death. She never felt a thing. Of course, the autopsy will determine the precise cause of��
�No,� Root said. �No autopsy. She�s been through enough.�
�Sir, it�s standard procedure in cases like this. We need to compare dental records��
�I don�t want her put through any more.� Root pulled a card from his shirt pocket and handed it to the ME. �I�d like her transported to that funeral home. The director is expecting your call.�
�I�ll be happy to make the arrangements, but the law requires me to conduct an��
The governor stepped forward. �You�re authorized to waive the autopsy and release the body. My authority. I trust you don�t have a problem with that?�
�Uh, no, sir. If you authorize it��
�I do. Make the arrangements.� The governor cupped Root�s elbow and led him toward the door. Root paused at the threshold and turned back to McBride and Oliver. �Thank you both. I appreciate everything you did.�
* * *
Thirty minutes later, McBride and Oliver were through their second beer at the pub across the street. It was just past noon. Most of the stools were empty. McBride, surprised to find the jukebox well stocked with seventies tunes, had plugged it full of quarters. �Hey Jude� by the Beatles was playing.
�I love this song,� Oliver said, �but it always make me sad.�
McBride stared at his glass. �Yeah, but it�s a good sad.�
�I guess. So what do you think about the autopsy thing?�
�I don�t know. I might feel the same way if I were him.�
�Me, too.�
�What bothers me is � Ah, hell, never mind.�
�What?�
McBride took a sip. �I was watching Root�s face when the ME pulled back the sheet.�
�And?�
�Collin, I�ve seen dozens of loved ones go through the exact same thing. I�ve watched mothers who were just told their baby is dead; I�ve stood face-to-face with fathers suspected of brutalizing and murdering their daughters. If you look close enough � if you know what you�re seeing � their eyes will tell you everything.�
�What�s your point?�
�I saw something in Root�s eyes.�
�Me, too � shock, horror��
�You were looking at his face. I was looking at his eyes.�
Oliver shifted uncomfortably. He took a gulp of beer. �What�d you see?�
�Relief,� McBride replied. �There was a part of him that was horrified, but there was another part � something I can�t pin down � that was � overjoyed.�
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Lorient, France
Tanner heard her words, but they�d come so unexpectedly he couldn�t immediately wrap his mind around them. Her seeming obsession with Litzman now made sense. Right or not, Susanna had come to believe Litzman was responsible for the maiming of her father and for tearing their lives apart.
Briggs asked the first question that popped into his head. �Does he know?�
�Of course not.�
�How do you know all this?�
�Because the son of a bitch talked about it, that�s how.�
�Explain.�
�About a month after we hooked up, he and his cronies were drinking � sharing war stories. Litzman was talking about a snatch-and-grab job he�d taken in Bucharest. He said just before they moved in he spotted a minder � that�s what he called it, a minder. He shot the man. He was ready to finish him off, but changed his mind at the last second.�
�Why?�
Susanna paused, cleared her throat. �He said � and I remember his words exactly � he was feeling generous, so he decided to �let the wichser off with an old-fashioned crippling.� Those were his words. He was laughing; they were all laughing. They thought it was funny as hell.�
Tanner felt the skin on his arms turn to gooseflesh. �What else?�
�I wanted to get up and rip his face off, but I didn�t. God knows how, but I didn�t. Over the next month I brought it up a few times. The date, the street, the time of day � everything fits. It was him, Briggs. I�m sure of it.�
And still she stayed on him, Tanner thought. What must it have been like for her over the past nine months? Not only had she stayed with the man who�d crippled her father, but she�d given herself to him, hoping to uncover what he was up to. Anyone else would have broken by now. The war inside her psyche must have been gut wrenching. She was damaged, Tanner knew. Regardless of the outcome she was going to need help.
�I can�t let him get away,� Susanna said. �I won�t. I�ve come too far.�
Gently, slowly, Tanner reached out and laid his hands on her shoulders. She flinched, but didn�t back away this time. �Susanna, you�re hurting. I know you don�t see it, but��
�Of course I see it. Ifeel it. Every time he touches me, I feel it. Every time he �� Her eyes brimmed with tears. �Briggs, please��
�I�m taking you home. We�ll find another way��
Susanna shrugged of his hands. �I won�t let you take me. I�ll fight you every step of the way. You won�t get out of the country.�
It was no idle threat. Without her cooperation, he and Cahil had little chance of getting her out of France, especially now that every cop and immigration official from here to Paris was looking for them. Plus, as much as he hated to admit it, there was a part of him that agreed with her: She deserved to see this through.
Even so, there was no way he was going to send her back into the lion�s den alone. Nor was he going to let her kill Litzman. The man deserved it � Briggs knew that better than most � but he didn�t want that on Susanna�s conscience. Movie portrayals notwithstanding, taking a life isn�t something you simply shake off like a bad day at the office. Tanner had gone through it himself, and it never got easier. He�d met people who found the act trivial, and they scared the hell out of him. When the time came to finish Karl Litzman, he�d do it himself.
�Okay,� Tanner said. �You win. But we�re coming with you.�
�We?�
�Bear�s with me.�
�I should have guessed,� she said. �No. Forget it.�
�Either we�re coming with you or I�ll burn you.�
�What?�
�We found a conduit to Litzman � a supplier,� Briggs lied. �One phone call and he�ll know who and what you are.�
�You wouldn�t dare.�
�I would and I will. I�m not sending you back alone, Susanna.�
�So that�s your plan? You�re going to follow me around and play bodyguard?�
�More or less.�
�Christ,� she grumbled. Behind her anger Tanner saw a hint of a smile on her face. In that instant, she looked like the old Susanna. �You�re a pain in the ass, you know that?�
�So I�ve been told. You�re my goddaughter; it�d be bad karma for me not to watch over you.�
�I�ve done pretty well without you so far.�
�True, but now you need help. If it makes you feel any better, when I�m old and gray I�ll let you come over and cook and clean for me.�
Susanna laughed. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. �Is my dad � Is he okay?�
�He�s worried about you, but he�s okay. He�ll be better once he hears you�re alive.�
�I couldn�t tell him, Briggs. If he�d known what I was doing ��
�I know. You can explain it all when you�re home.�
She exhaled and nodded. �I guess I better fill you in. We haven�t got much time.�
* * *
Wary of being seen together, they followed Cahil�s hand signals to an unlocked fire ladder and climbed up to the roof. Susanna and Cahil hugged. Tanner asked him, �Anybody around?�
�No.�
Tanner explained Susanna�s suspicions about Litzman, then said, �We�ve decided on a compromise. We�re tagging along with her.�
�Good.�
Tanner turned to Susanna. �First, I need the wheres and whats of what Litzman�s been doing since you met him. Do you have any idea what he�s up to?�
�No, but it�s coming. In the last week they�ve been busy. He�s made a few trips to Marseilles in the last month. I overheard a name�� She paused for a moment. �Zukic, I think. Yeah, that�s it: Fikret Zukic. Hard name to forget, actually. I don�t know if it�s real or an alias.�
�What about stateside?� Cahil asked. �Any trips there? New York, Pennsylvania �?�
�No, not that I know of.�
Tanner asked, �Where is he now?�
�Here. A couple days ago he chartered a ship � a small freighter called the Sorgia. She�s anchored off Port Louis right now. I told him I was seasick, so he told me to take the launch ashore and kill some time. I have to be back in �� She glanced at her watch. �Forty minutes.�
�Why?�
�We�re leaving, I assume. Where or why, I don�t know, but he was adamant about the time. He�s on some kind of schedule, that�s for certain.�
* * *
Susanna�s information warranted a change in plans. They would split up. Cahil would go to Marseilles in search of Fikret Zukic. Tanner would stick close to Susanna, either as a stowaway aboard the Sorgia, or by shadowing her movements along the freighter�s course, whatever that might be. Of these two options, Briggs preferred the former. If Susanna were right about Litzman�s job nearing its final phase, the German would be ramping up his security measures, which might make communication problematic. Having finally found her, Tanner was reluctant to let her go again.
He and Bear divided their gear and money between them, said their goodbyes, then parted company. Susanna led Tanner to the end of Quai Bellevue, then down a set of old stone steps. At the bottom was an outboard runabout. They climbed aboard and Tanner cast off the bow line. Susanna cranked the engine to life. Through patches in the fog Tanner could see lights twinkling across the harbor. �How far to the anchorage?�
�About two miles.�
�You can find it in this soup?�
�Haven�t you heard? Women make the best navigators. It�s the whole intuition thing.�
�I�ll remember that next time I need directions,� Tanner replied. �When we�re about a quarter mile from the ship, I�ll go over the side.�
�The water�s pretty cold.�
�Better cold than shot. I doubt they�ll invite me aboard. I�ll have to find my own way.�
�Have it your way. Hold on.� She shoved the throttle forward.
* * *
Fifteen minutes later she throttled back. The runabout coasted to a stop and began wallowing. Crouched beneath the dashboard, Tanner could hear the waves lapping against the hull.
Susanna said, �We�re almost there. I can see her mast light.�
�Coast forward until you can see the decks.�
She eased the throttle forward, guiding the boat through the fog for half a minute. �Okay.�
�Anyone on deck?�
�Not that I can see.�
Tanner peeked through the windshield. As Susanna had described it, the Sorgia was a squat coastal freighter about eighty feet in length. A loading crane sat perched on the forecastle. Above it, the bridge windows were lit from within. He could see men moving around inside. The afterdeck was stacked high with crates of varying sizes.
The freighter�s size and layout left him little choice. It was neither complex enough to offer many hiding places, nor big enough to allow any freedom of movement. His best chance was to stay topside. Not only would contact with Susanna be easier, but if discovered he didn�t want to find himself trapped belowdecks.
He explained his plan to her and they settled on a recognition signal. �I�ll try to find out where we�re headed then come find you,� she said.
�Don�t push him too hard. If you�re right about the timeline, he�s going to be on edge. Try to get a look at the navigation charts; chat up the bridge crew.�
�Got it.�
Tanner crawled to the gunwale, rolled his legs over the side, and lowered himself into the water. He felt the cold envelope him. He gritted his teeth against it.
�Cold?� Susanna asked.
�Not too bad.�
She placed her hands over his. �I almost hate to admit it, but I�m glad you�re here. I guess I didn�t realize � Sometimes I thought I was going crazy � I�d try to remember things from before all this started and it was � fuzzy. Does that make sense?�
�Yes. You�re not going crazy. Hang in there. I�ll get you home.�
�Right now, that sounds pretty good.�
Tanner released the gunwale and pushed off the hull. �Get going. I�ll be right behind you.�
�Okay.� She settled into the driver�s seat, engaged the throttle, and started forward. The runabout faded into the fog. Tanner started swimming.
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Gloucester Point, Virginia
McBride would have been perfectly happy to forget his suspicions about Root�s reaction at the morgue, but they continued to haunt him � on the highway from Pennsylvania; as he sat through the debriefing at FBI headquarters; on his way home; and now, in the middle of the night as he stared at his bedroom ceiling.
While Oliver hadn�t dismissed his impressions, neither had he been encouraging. �People are strange, Joe. She and Root had been married for over fifty years. That kind of loss can do weird things to people. Hell, maybe a small part of Root was relieved to have it done with. Maybe he�d already resigned himself to losing her.�
Was he right? McBride wondered. It was true: Human beings were strange beasts. Ask a hundred people how they describe happiness and you get a hundred different answers; the same goes for grief, anger, sadness � More importantly, Root didn�t strike him as a man who�d arrange his wife�s kidnapping and murder. On the contrary, the former DCI had cherished his wife.
Then why the hell can�t you get this out of your head? Why couldn�t he shake the feeling that Jonathan Root was somehow involved in what had happened to his wife?
* * *
At two A.M. he gave up on sleep and went out to the garage, where he tinkered with a chickadee house he was building, until Libby got up for work. He made her coffee and a bowl of cinnamon oatmeal, then sat down to read the paper.
He could feel her staring at him. He lowered the paper. �What?�
She smiled and said, �What�s on your mind?�
�Nothing.�
�You�re a bad liar, Joe.�
He folded the paper and laid it aside. �This thing with the Roots. I can�t figure it out.�
�You did the best you could.�
�I know. It�s just �� He hesitated. Did he tell her or not? Not, he decided. Until he settled it one way or another he would keep his mouth shut. �I really thought we were going to get her back.�
�I know,� Libby replied. �You always think that � and you�re usually right. You�ve got a good track record, Joe. Don�t forget that.� She downed the rest of her coffee and stood up. �Now give me a kiss; I�ve gotta go to work.�
* * *
McBride filled his thermos with coffee, got in his car, and started driving. He tried to tell himself he was just wandering, but he knew better. He headed north up Highway 17 past Tidemill and Whitemarsh. At Tappahannock he crossed over to 360, then met the ferry at Ophelia and took it across to the Delmarva Penninsula. Three hours after leaving his house he pulled into the Roots� driveway.
As he approached the front door, it opened, revealing a man in a sports coat and sweater vest. �May I help you?� he asked.
�I�m Joe McBride. I�m looking for Mr. Root.�
The man flashed a too-polished smile and extended his hand. �Steve Stanley. I�m the Roots� family attorney. Mr. Root mentioned your name; he�s very grateful for everything you did.�
�That�s very kind. Is he at home?�
�He�s out of town.�
What�s this? McBride thought. �Pardon me?�
�Mrs. Root had family in Europe. He wanted to tell them in person about her death and bring them back for the memorial service.�
�I didn�t realize she had family out of the country. Where?�
Stanley�s smile wavered ever so slightly. He scratched his eyebrow. �Belgium.�
�Do you know when he�ll be back?�
�No. Is there a message I can relay?�
McBride shook his head. �That�s okay. I just wanted to see how he was doing.�
�That�s very thoughtful. It was my understanding the case had been handed over to a task force. Are you part of it?�
�No, this is a personal call.�
�I�ll be sure to let Mr. Root know you stopped by. If he needs anything, I�m sure he�ll call.�
Translation: Don�t call us, we�ll call you, McBride thought. Okay, let�s check your geography, Counselor. �You know, I have relatives in Belgium myself. Where are Mrs. Root�s?�
�I�m not sure. Brussels, I think.�
�Lovely city,� McBride replied. �Well, thanks for your time.�
�Don�t mention it.� The door closed.
McBride stood in the driveway for a few moments, not sure what to do next. His eyes roamed around the property, taking mental inventory: The first guard was found over there, by the wall; another two on the path along the creek; the kidnappers used that door to gain entry �
His eyes fell on Mrs. Root�s garden. Weeds had overtaken the zucchini patch, and the tomato plants lay on their sides, their support stakes uprooted. She adored that garden, Root had told him. Despite their wealth, Amelia had insisted on tending it herself, getting her hands dirty, kneading the soil. She�d even kept her own compost heap �
McBride caught himself. He was drifting. He walked back to his car, got in, and drove a hundred yards down the road. He pulled over and stopped. He dialed his cell phone. Oliver answered on the second ring. �Hey, Joe, I was just about to call you.�
�What�s up?�
�You first.�
�I just stopped by the Root house. Guess who�s out of town?�
�Where�d he go?�
�According to their George Hamilton look-alike attorney, he�s in Belgium visiting relatives.�
�Could be,� Oliver said.
�You don�t find that curious? The day after he identifies his wife�s body he�s on a plane out of the country.�
�Maybe � hell, I don�t know. How soon can you be at Quantico?�
�An hour.�
�I�ll meet you there. We�ve got something on Selmani�s cell phone.�
* * *
McBride was met in the lobby and escorted to a conference room where he found Oliver paging through a manila folder. Sitting on the table was a pair of clear evidence bags, a larger one containing bits and pieces of what McBride assumed was Selmani�s cell phone; the smaller one held what looked like a thumbnail-sized circuit board.
�What�ve you got?� McBride asked.
�Right before the explosion, Selmani got a call. The first signal we picked up was 1.9 watts � very weak. It lasted sixteen seconds.�
�Wait a second. You said thefirst signal. Was there��
�Ten seconds after Selmani disconnected we picked up another signal, this one incoming at 2.1 watts � a little stronger.�
�But the explosion��
�Right. Selmani never had a chance to answer; the detonation came at almost the exact same moment.� Oliver pointed at the bag containing the circuit. �Know what that is?�
�A potato peeler? It�s a circuit of some kind. Beyond that, I don�t know.�
�Me neither until our tech people told me. It�s a signal converter. Did you know that cell phones are nothing more than very sophisticated radios?�
�No.�
�They are. They transmit radio waves just like walkie-talkies, but they have a wider range of frequencies. Know what else works by radio waves?�
�Tell me.�
�Remote, electronic detonators.�
�Huh? You think someone other than Selmani detonated the bomb?�
Oliver shrugged. �It�s just a hunch, but yeah, I do. I think Selmani did exactly what he was told to do: Call the boss when the good guys come charging in, which he does. He hangs up, ten seconds later his phone rings, and then � boom. I think either the boss was worried Selmani would lose his nerve, or Selmani never had control of the bomb in the first place.�
�They wanted to make sure we didn�t get her back alive.�
�Her or Selmani � or both. Whichever it is, these are some sophisticated folks we�re dealing with. They went to a lot of trouble to set this up.�
�And for what?� McBride replied. �Five million dollars? That�s nothing. How do you know about all this? I thought all this had been handed off to the task force.�
�I have sympathetic friends. What�s this business with Root? You don�t believe the lawyer?�
�I�ve got no reason not to. The timing just seems odd. Two days ago Root was distraught; he could barely function. Today he�s flying halfway across the globe.�
�I admit, it�s a little strange, but hell, everybody�s strange.�
McBride shoved his hands into his pockets, wandered to the windows and looked out. On the sidewalk below a groundskeeper was planting marigolds. Joe watched the man�s hands work the soil, digging holes for each plant, setting the ball into the hole �
Back to gardening, he thought. What the hell was going on?
The groundskeeper stood up and brushed the dirt from his hands.
Hands � Dirty hands.
Unbidden, McBride found himself back at the shack on the Susquehanna. In his mind�s eye, he watched Selmani shuffle onto the porch with Amelia Root held before him, his arm wrapped around her waist, her hand dangling by her side, fingers clenching and unclenching�. Fingers �
�She tended her own goddamned garden,� he muttered.
�What�s that?� Oliver said.
McBride turned. �Root told me his wife insisted on tending her own garden � zucchini, tomatoes, broccoli � all that. She was a practical woman, a homebody. They weren�t socialites. Hell, the day of the kidnapping she�d been out until dusk staking up the tomato plants. He said she came inside, they watched a little TV, then went to bed.�
�So?�
�So why did Selmani�s hostage have painted and manicured fingernails?�
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Lorient, France
Tanner drew abreast of the Sorgia�s beam and stopped swimming. The swells were rolling heavily, and he could feel the current swirling beneath him. At the Sorgia�s accommodation ladder a crewman tied off Susanna�s runabout, helped her over, then the two of them climbed the ladder and disappeared on deck.
Tanner ducked underwater and swam hard until he felt his hands touch the runabout�s hull. He surfaced, peeked over the gunwale to make sure the way was clear, then eased around to the platform and crawled up. He paused, listened. On deck, a man�s voice laughed. A hatch banged shut, then silence.
Eyes fixed on the railing above, Tanner pressed himself against the hull and crept up the ladder. A few steps below the deck he paused and poked his head up. The deck was empty. On the bridge a man passed before the windows, then out of view.
Tanner crab-walked the last few steps onto the deck. Fully exposed now, he sprinted aft on cat feet, heading for the nearest stack of crates. He was ten feet from them when a spotlight washed over him. He dropped to his belly.
�Sie sind zur�ckgekehrt!� a voice called from above and behind him. They�re back!
Tanner crawled a few feet to his left and scrambled behind the crates.
Off the port beam he heard the grumbling of an outboard engine. It rose in pitch until a speedboat materialized out of the fog and drew alongside the accommodation platform. Four men were aboard: one at the wheel, and three seated around a coffin-sized crate on the deck. The light was too faint for Tanner to make out facial features, but one man stood out from the rest. Standing nearly six and a half feet tall, he had white-blond hair and sickly pale skin. Karl Litzman.
Tanner watched him, unable to tear his eyes away. He imagined his hands on Susanna and�Stop, he commanded himself. Now wasn�t the time. He had to concentrate on staying clear of Litzman and his men. If caught, he had no doubt about his fate: a bullet in the back of the head and a burial at sea.
Litzman cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted. A moment later two of the crew came trotting down the ladder. Tanner caught a glimpse of a white cast on the second man�s hand � one of their attackers from the Black Boar. The gang�s all here.
On the platform there was a few moments of hand shaking and back slapping. Litzman barked an order. The men stooped down, lifted the crate off the deck, and slid it onto the platform. Judging from their grunts, Tanner guessed the contents weighed several hundred pounds.
�Beeilen Sie sich!� Litzman growled. Hurry yourselves!
With two men at each end of the crate, the group climbed the ladder, maneuvered around the railing, then through the hatch in the superstructure. Litzman crouched beside the boats, cut each one free, waited until they began drifting away, then tossed an object into each. There was a muffled double crump. Each boat began settling into the water. Thirty seconds later they slid beneath the waves.
Litzman turned and climbed up the ladder.
* * *
After a few minutes of searching the afterdeck, Tanner found a stack of crates that formed a small alcove. Once certain he hadn�t missed any telltale gaps, he crawled inside and tried to get comfortable. He was cold and wet and starting to shiver. He wrapped his arms around his calves and curled into a ball.
From the forecastle he heard the whine of a generator starting up, followed by a rumbling as the anchor came up. A voice shouted from the forecastle: �Alles ist bereit!� The deck trembled and then settled into a throbbing rhythm.
Underway, Tanner thought.
But to where? And what was in the crate?
* * *
His alcove blocked much of the wind, but as the Sorgia moved first into the Bay of Biscay then into the Atlantic, tendrils of cold air slipped through the crannies and set him shivering again. He tried to concentrate on warm images: a roaring campfire, a steaming cup of coffee � Whether the exercise did anything for his body temperature he wasn�t sure, but it occupied his mind.
Some time later � three A.M. by his watch � he heard the clomp of footsteps outside his cave. They paused for a moment, then continued on and faded away, only to return a few minutes later. Tanner lay still, waiting. A voice began whistling; the tune was rough, but recognizable: the theme from I Dream of Jeannie.The signal had been Susanna�s choice; as a child, the show had been one of her favorites.
Tanner smiled, then whistled back. A hand appeared through one of the gaps. Tanner gave it a squeeze. �You okay?� he whispered. �Any problems?�
�No, I�m fine. Everyone but the bridge crew is asleep. I brought you something.� Her hand withdrew and the corner of a woolen blanket appeared. �There�s a cap in there, too.�
Tanner pulled the blanket through, wrapped himself in the blanket and slipped the knit cap on his head. Almost immediately he felt a flood of warmth course through him. �Thanks, Susanna.�
�I�ll try to find you some food, too.�
�Any idea where we�re headed?�
�South. I got a look at the chart. Unless I read it wrong, we�re headed for the Straights of Gibraltar. I didn�t notice anything beyond that.�
Into the Mediterranean, Tanner thought. �Where are we now?�
�Somewhere off La Baule.�
Tanner tried to visualize France�s coastline. They�d traveled roughly fifty miles in four hours, which made the Sorgia�s cruising speed about twelve knots. �Litzman brought a crate aboard.�
�I saw it. They�ve got it locked in the forward hold; he�s got the only keys.�
�I need to get a look at it. What kind of door to the hold?�
�Most of them are steel, I think,� she replied. �No, that�s not right; they�re too thin. Aluminum, maybe?�
�Guards?�
�I�ll try to find out.�
�I may need some tools.�
�Briggs, I�m starting to get scared. I was scared before but it was fuzzy, like I was watching it all through a camera.�
This was both a good sign and a troubling one, Tanner realized. He�d been through it himself. His sudden appearance in Lorient had jarred her. Reality was slipping back into focus. With it, however, would come an awareness of what she�d gotten herself into. There was little Briggs could do to forestall it.
He reached through the gap and gripped her hand. �It�s okay. I�m here, and I�m not going anywhere. We�ll get through this. Before you know it, you�ll be back home.�
�I hope you�re right.�
�I am. You can do this, Susanna.�
�Someone�s coming,� she rasped. She pulled her hand free and slipped away.
* * *
Just before dawn she returned, shoved a cloth bundle, through the gap, then disappeared again.
Inside the bundle Tanner found a bottle of water, three slices of bread, two apples, and an empty liter bottle he assumed Susanna intended as a latrine. Tanner found himself smiling; this was the Susanna he knew: always thoughtful, always pragmatic. He ate the apple, took a few sips of water, and set the rest aside.
The day passed without incident. Several times he heard footsteps outside his cave and voices speaking in German, but they never lingered for more than a few minutes. By mid-morning the sun had risen high enough that patches of sunlight found their way into the cave. He adjusted his body to take advantage of the warmth and spent the rest of the afternoon dozing and watching the sky pass overhead.
By mid-afternoon they�d been at sea nearly sixteen hours. By his calculations they were probably somewhere off Bordeaux, approaching the northern coast of Spain. A sharp breeze had kicked up and the air seemed warmer.
As darkness fell, Susanna returned. �How are you?� she asked.
�Couldn�t be better,� Tanner replied. �Thanks for the supplies.�
�I got a look at the door to the hold. The padlock on it is bigger than my fist. I don�t see how you can get through it.�
�That�s what I was afraid of.�
�Something else: We�re making a stop later tonight. I overheard the captain and Litzman talking. I think we�re picking someone up near Saint Sebastian.�
�Any idea who?�
�If I had to guess I�d say Jurgen. Litzman sent him on an errand a few days ago. He�s the only one missing.�
�Where�d he go?�
�That much I know: Tangier. I also stole another look at the chart, but there�s still nothing marked beyond Gibraltar.�
�That�s fine,� Tanner said. �You�re doing great.�
�Can I get you anything else?�
�A pillow?�
�I�ll try��
�I�m kidding, Susanna. I�m okay. Worry about taking care of yourself.�
* * *
Shortly after midnight, Tanner came awake. The freighter�s engines had changed pitch, then died, followed a minute later by the clatter of the anchor chain running out. Above, the sky was clear. He could see a slice of white moon.
In the distance he heard the sound of a motorboat approaching. The engine faded to an idle off the port beam, where it puttered softly for a few minutes before revving up again and speeding away. Footsteps clanged on the accommodation ladder.
�Willkommen, Jurgen!� Briggs heard, followed by a quick exchange he couldn�t follow.
Another voice said, �Ist es bereit?� It�s ready?
�Ja, es ist unten.� Yes, it�s below.
The conversation tapered off as the men walked away. A hatch slammed shut.
* * *
A few minutes later footsteps approached Tanner�s cave and stopped. One of the crates shifted. Tanner�s heart leapt into his throat. He heard the flick of a lighter, then smelled cigarette smoke. A pair of voices began murmuring in German.
The Sorgia began wallowing. Before Tanner could react, an apple slipped from his bundle, rolled across the deck, and slipped through one of the gaps.
�What�s that?� a voice said in German.
No, no, no �
�Someone must have dropped it,� the other man replied. �It�s yours now.�
�My lucky day.�
Tanner let his breath out.
With a crash, the crates tumbled around him. Tanner found himself staring into the glare of a flashlight. To his right he could make out the tip of a rifle barrel leveled with his head.
�Stehen Sie auf!� voices shouted. �H�nde hoch!�
Tanner raised his hands and stood up. From out of the darkness he saw a rifle butt arching toward his head. He tried to duck, but was too slow. He felt himself falling backward. Everything went dark.
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Marseilles, France
Courtesy of Walter Oaken, FedEx, and the all-night internet cafe Cahil used to transmit updated photos of himself back to Holystone, sixteen hours after parting company with Tanner in Lorient, he was armed with a new passport and international driver�s license.
He caught the afternoon AOM shuttle from Lorient to Marseilles�s Marigane Airport.
Oaken�s search for the name Fikret Zukic had turned up only one hit in Marseilles, which didn�t surprise Cahil. Aside from the basics � name, address, and nationality (Zukic was a naturalized French citizen, having emigrated from Sarajevo three years earlier) � Oaken found little information on the man. Zukic had no arrest record in either France or Bosnia; he wasn�t on any Western intelligence agency�s watch list; and he had no credit history.
According to Oaken, Marseilles had a significant Balkan immigrant population, many of whom lived in near-poverty conditions. Several Marseilles neighborhoods well known as enclaves for immigrants bore the names of their home countries: Little Sarajevo, Zagreb City, Ville Tirana. These were tight-knit communities that mixed little with the rest of the city � let alone the police � so for Fikret Zukic to be something of a mystery wasn�t surprising.
Oaken arranged for Cahil a meeting with a U.S. naval commander assigned to the consulate�s NCIS, or Naval Criminal Investigative Service, which wore a lot of hats for the consulate, including that of counterintelligence. If anyone had a feel for the shadowy side of Marseilles�s Balkan community, Oaken explained, it would be this man. How he knew the Navy man or how he�d finagled the meeting, Cahil didn�t know. It was, he suspected, yet another example of what Briggs had long ago named the �Walter Oaken Secret Friends Network.�
As Cahil stepped off the jetway, a man standing beside the cordon raised a single finger and gave him a nod. Cahil shook the extended hand. The man said, �Alex?�
The name caught Cahil off guard for a moment before he remembered Oaken had renamed him for the passport. �Right. Thanks for meeting me.�
�No problem. Call me Bob.�
Bob was dressed in blue jeans, a gray sweatshirt, and hiking boots. His hair, Cahil noticed, extended well below his collar. Whatever role Bob played at the NCIS, Bear guessed it rarely involved the wearing of a uniform. �Got any luggage?� Bob asked.
Cahil nodded to his duffel. �Just this.�
�Good, come on. I�ve got a car waiting.�
* * *
Bob drove him into Marseilles proper and parked in the Old Port, near the Panier, a collection of medieval-esque neighborhoods between the Town Hall and the Vieille Charite. As he climbed out of the car, Cahil could see the Panier�s tightly packed and colorful houses rising up the hillside, seemingly stacked one on top of the other.
�Some of the brick in there is over three hundred years old,� Bob said as they started walking.
�The streets are narrow.�
�Twenty feet on average. Aside from about an hour on each side of noon, they�re in constant shade. Very cozy.�
�And that�s where all the Balkan immigrants settle?�
�Not all, but most. Truth be told, the city loves it. Whatever else anyone might say about the immigrants, they know how to take care of their neighborhoods. You get a pothole in the street and the locals have it repaired before the city workers even hear about it.�
They were walking uphill now, the tall houses closing in around them. The streets were crowded with vendors hawking food from hastily erected stands. No one paid them much attention, but Cahil caught a few oblique glances and the occasional smiling nod with a �Dobar dan.� Good day.
�I assume they know we�re outsiders?� Cahil asked.
�Oh, yeah. It�s nothing official, of course, but there�s a network here. Not much happens without word spreading. Don�t worry about it; they love tourists. Most of the business here is strictly cash-based, and tourists have plenty of cash.�
�How about crime?�
�Very little. During the day is really the only time this place sees any tourists. At night �� Bob shrugged. �Word has it that a lot of these neighborhoods police themselves. They either deal with the criminal by ad-hoc council, or they turn the accused into the police. In fact, last week a man from Ville Tirana was found lying on the steps of a precinct house. He was bound and gagged with a note taped to his forehead reading, �Thief.��
Cahil chuckled. �Good for them.�
�Other times, it�s not so good,� Bob replied. �Rapists and murderers usually just disappear.�
They walked in silence for a few minutes. �Where�s Zukic live?� Cahil asked.
�The address Walt gave me is in Little Sarajevo,� Bob replied, pausing at an intersection. He pointed up a winding street of shops and apartment buildings, all painted in faded rainbow shades. �That way. It�s easy to get turned around in here. Little Sarajevo is mostly Bosnian, with some Serbs and Croats thrown in. For the most part, they all keep to themselves. They�re friendly enough, but you don�t see a lot of block parties, if you know what I mean.�
�So I take it there�s not much of a Muslim-Christian problem here?�
�Not like back home, that�s for sure,� Bob replied. �You get a few street brawls, but nothing major. The last Serb-Bosnian murder was over two years ago.�
�Sounds like they don�t care much for politics.�
�Oh, no, they care. It�s one of their favorite pastimes, debating everything from U.S. involvement in Bosnia, to the elections in Pristina, to where Milosevic dies.�
�What�s the consensus on that one?�
�Surprisingly, most Serbs and Bosnians alike think he�ll be cooking. The difference is, Serbs think he�s going there because he raised their taxes.� Bob stopped walking and pointed to a peach-colored apartment building across the street. He frowned. �Huh. I�ll be damned.�
�What?�
�I didn�t recognize the address, but now that I�m here � That building � the one Zukic lives in � also happens to be the headquarters of the Bihac Istina�the Bihac Truth. It�s one of the more popular dailies here.�
�Bihac?� Cahil repeated. �Isn�t that a village in northern Bosnia? Why��
�It�s also where a lot of Bosnians believe the largest mass grave in their country is � over three thousand and counting. Back in �they claim a Serbian death squad came in and slaughtered the whole town.�
Cahil grimaced and shook his head. �Is it safe to assume the Istina isn�t exactly a conservative paper?�
�It�s about as militant as they comes. Anti-Serbian, anti-U.S.�� anti-anything they see as against Bosnia.�
�What�re the chances Zukic�s living there is just a coincidence?�
�Slim to none.�
�Maybe Walt got the address wrong.�
�No, I checked it with my local sources. This is the place.�
�So, does the Istina just talk tough or��
�As far as I know, nobody�s got anything concrete, but ��
�But what?�
�Don�t quote me, but my grapevine says the Istina�s been spreading its wings: tunneling money, providing safehouses, handling stringer agents � those sorts of things.�
�What�s your gut tell you?� Bear asked.
�I say the rumors are true. The Istina�s about as much a newspaper as I am Irish � and that�s only about a quarter. Most of what they do is beneath the surface.�
Interesting turn, Cahil thought. Litzman�s contact-of-choice in Marseilles was neck deep in a militant pro-Bosnian group. Though far from proof of anything, it was perhaps the first inkling of an answer to their �who-what-where� question. The problem was, if Susanna were right and Litzman was close to finishing his job, the �who� of it didn�t help them much. If they were going to shut Litzman down, they needed to know the what and where.
Gloucester Point
Joe McBride had broken one of his unbreakable rules.
For as long as he�d been married to Libby he�d never shared any details of the cases he worked. Sure, he talked about them in general terms, but he�d always spared her the nitty-gritty stuff. It wasn�t that she couldn�t handle it � she�d worked as an ER nurse, after all � but rather his own protective caveman instinct that kept him from sharing.
The Root kidnapping was different. He needed her counsel. If he went through with what he was considering, he would be stepping off a very tall cliff.
Libby listened in silence as he laid out the case, from start to finish. He ended by sharing his admittedly nebulous suspicions. She toyed with her coffee cup for thirty seconds, then said, �What�re you saying, Joe? Jonathan Root arranged the kidnapping and murder of his wife?�
�No, that�s not the feeling I get. He�s involved, though. How exactly, I don�t know, but he�s up to his neck in it.�
�Did you talk to the FBI � Oliver?�
�He�s skeptical, but I don�t think he�s dismissed it. As far as the bigwigs, the law has been laid down: Aside from chasing down the remaining kidnappers, the case is closed. You know, Jonathan Root has been out of Washington for over a decade, but even today, when he talks, people snap to.�
�Where did his lawyer say he went?�
�Belgium, to break the news to relatives.�
�Could be plausible.�
�I guess.�
Libby sighed. �Well, this much I know: I�ve worked with a lot of doctors who have almost uncanny intuition. They can just look at a patient and know what�s wrong with them, and not one of them � not a one � comes even close to having your instincts. Joe, if you�ve got a bad feeling about this, you can�t ignore it. The question is, what do you do? If Root�s as powerful as you say, and everybody from the FBI to the White House is watching this, it doesn�t leave you much room.�
�I know. First thing�s first, I want to find out if he�s really in Belgium. If we could check his credit cards��
�Could you do that?�
�No. Collin could, but he�s��
The doorbell rang. Libby patted his forearm, and walked to the foyer. McBride heard the door open and her say, �Just a minute � Joe, for you.�
McBride walked down the hall. Standing in the foyer, a suitcase sitting beside his feet, was Collin Oliver. His expression was one of equal parts excitement and dread. �Hey, Joe,� he said.
McBride stared at him for a moment, then said, �Lemme guess: Not Belgium?�
�Not Belgium.�
�Where�d he go?�
�Trieste, Italy.�
Joe glanced at Libby, who gave him an indulgent shrug. McBride said, �I�ll pack a bag.�
The Sorgia, off the coast of northern Spain
Tanner came back to consciousness, his brain slowly piecing together the sounds and smells and sensations around him. Bits of memory flashed across a screen in his mind: boarding the freighter � Litzman coming aboard � a crate � hiding in his alcove � the glare of a flashlight in his eyes � a rifle butt rushing out of the darkness toward his face.
He could hear the lapping of the waves against the hull, could feel the deck rocking beneath him. His forehead throbbed and his eyelids felt caked in � what? Blood, he decided; his own blood. His wrists were bound by rope.
�Er ist wach,� he heard. He�s awake.
Briggs felt the tip of a boot nudge his shoulder, followed a moment later by a sharp kick to his ribs. He groaned and forced open his eyes.
Standing above him in a semicircle were six men.
�Wer Sie sind?� Litzman said. Who are you?
Tanner squeezed his eyes shut, opened them again. No German, Briggs. Don�t give them anything. �What?� he rasped. �I don�t understand.�
�Wer Sie sind?�
Tanner shook his head. �I don�t � Nein... nein Deutsch.�
�Who are you? Why are you here?�
There wasn�t much he could say. At least one of these men was from the group at the Black Boar, so while Litzman probably didn�t know who Briggs was, it would be obvious � at least superficially � why he was here. Briggs decided to gamble. There was little chance his story would hold water, but at the very least he could draw suspicion away from Susanna.
�I�ve been looking for you,� Tanner replied.
�What�s your name?�
�Bakken � Sam Bakken�
Litzman glanced at Cast � Tanner�s name for the one from the Black Boar � who shrugged. �Why are you looking for me?�
�I want to hire you�we want to hire you.�
�Who�s we?�
�We�re a group in Oregon. We heard you did a job for the ETA � drugs. We want you to do the same thing for us.�
Litzman grinned, but there was none of it in his eyes. They were dead, emotionless. �What kind of group?�
�A militia.�
�And you want drugs so you can sell them for guns?�
�That�s right.�
Litzman knelt at Tanner�s feet and studied his face. �Stand up,� he said, then extended his hand. Tanner took it. Litzman jerked him to his feet as though he were a rag doll and pushed him backward onto a nearby stool.
Briggs looked around. He was on the Sorgia�s bridge. Gray moonlight streamed through the windows. In the far corner, above a chart table, glowed a red lamp. Three men � members of the freighter�s crew judging by their clothes � stood near the bridge wing hatch watched nervously. Susanna stood beside the helm console. Her face was neutral, but Briggs could see the glimmer of fear in her eyes.
He forced himself to look away. Not a word, Susanna. Regardless of what happened here, if he could keep her alive, Bear would find her.
Using his index finger Litzman reached out and tipped Tanner�s head to the side, studying the cut on his cheekbone. He turned to Cast and said, �Ist dies das eine?� Is this the one?
Cast nodded. �Ja.� He held up his hand for Tanner to see. �I don�t forget.�
�So, Mr. Bakken,� Litzman said, �you are with a militia group who wants to hire me.�
�That�s right.�
�And you thought the best way to meet me was by stowing away aboard my ship.�
Tanner shrugged, didn�t answer.
Litzman said, �Yes, no?�
�Yeah, I guess.�
�Too bad for you.�
�What�s that mean?�
�Even if I believed you � which I don�t � you�ve picked the wrong time and wrong place.� Litzman turned to Cast. �Gunter, take him on deck, kill him, toss him overboard.�
* * *
They dragged him down the udder to the afterdeck. Litzman and Susanna trailed behind. Her eyes, desperate and brimming with tears, were fixed on Tanner�s. His heart pounded in his chest; he could hear the rush of blood in his ears. They�re going to kill you, Briggs. How long to live? He�d been in this position before, but no matter how many times he�d lived it or imagined it, the reality of it was overwhelming. Shot dead and rolled overboard like garbage. Nothing magnificent or spectacular or dignified. Just dead. He felt a ball of nausea surge into his throat He clenched his jaw and swallowed it. She�ll be okay, he told himself. Bear will catch up with her, get her away from Litzman, and take her home to Gill.
When they reached the fantail they shoved him belly-first to the deck. A booted foot pressed his face against the steel. Footsteps scuffed as the others backed away. In his peripheral vision he could see their boots, a circle of faceless witnesses.
It would�ve been better to die among friends � family, Briggs thought idly. Abruptly he felt a wave of calm wash over him. It�s okay � okay. It would happen fast.
Above him came the click-clack of a gun�s slide being drawn back. He rotated his eye upward and saw the barrel descending toward his temple. He took a deep breath, let it out. He closed his eyes.
�Wait!� Susanna shouted.
* * *
Tanner opened his eyes. The barrel hovered over his temple.
No, don�t, Susanna, he thought. Let it go. Goddammit, don�t�
�Karl, stop him!� Susanna barked. Now her voice had changed: sharp, commanding.
Back into character, the twisted and grim girlfriend.
�Why?� Litzman said.
�You promised me. You said I could do it someday, that you�d let me. This is the perfect chance.�
�No.�
�We�re out in the middle of nowhere; nobody knows he�s here. It�s perfect. He disappears � the end. You promised me, Karl. Let me do it.�
There were five seconds of silence, then he said, �Gunter, let him up. Give her the gun.�
�Nein! He�s mine! Look at what he did to my arm��
�I said, let him up!�
�Scheisse!�
Gunter�s boot lifted from Tanner�s neck. Briggs rolled onto his back and saw Gunter handing the gun to Susanna. She turned it over in her hands, staring at it as though hypnotized. �It�s heavy,� she said.
Tanner watched her. Her face, her voice, the way she carried herself � all of it was distinctly not Susanna. To save him she�d let herself slip back into the nightmare.
Litzman said to her, �The safety is by your thumb. Flip it so the red dot shows and you�re ready to shoot.�
�How? Where do I ��
�Put him on his knees. Aim for the back of the head. Careful not to get too close.�
�Why?�
�It won�t be neat, Susanna. This isn�t like one of your Hollywood movies. There will be blood.�
She glanced at him. �Really? His brains and blood and stuff?�
�If you�re having second thoughts��
�No, no, I want to.� She hefted the gun in her hand, then pointed it at the horizon and squinted down the barrel to the sight. She lowered the gun and asked Litzman, �Shouldn�t I do it at the rail? It�ll be easier to throw him over afterward, right?�
�Whatever you prefer. Gunter, take him to the rail��
�No,� Susanna said. �I want to do it. I�ll do it.�
Using her free hand, she flicked off the safety. She circled around Tanner until she was standing before him. Gun trained on his face, she knelt down so her body was blocking Litzman.
Litzman said, �Careful, Susanna��
�I want to see his eyes, I want to see if he�s scared.�
Eyes shining, she cocked her head, studying him. For a moment her face was a mask, then she blinked and suddenly the mask was gone. She blinked several more times as though coming out of a trance. �Knock me down and go over,� she whispered. �Make it look good. Trieste, five days. If you understand, say, �Please don�t.��
Tanner stared at her, debating it, then blurted, �Please don�t, lady. Please��
�Shut up!� Susanna stood up, then toe-kicked him in the stomach. He gasped and doubled over. She pointed the gun at his head. �Get up! Go to the railing.�
Tanner climbed to his feet. Pain throbbed behind his eyes and his vision sparkled. He started walking toward the railing. When he was ten feet from it, Susanna called, �Stop there. On your knees.�
Tanner knelt, left knee on the deck, right leg bent forward like a hurdler. Have to be quick, Briggs. Very quick. Litzman and his men would be on guard, guns at the ready.
Behind him, he heard Susanna�s footsteps clicking on the deck. He rehearsed it in his mind, watched himself moving. He felt the cold steel of the barrel against his neck.
Litzman called, �Not too close, Susanna! Don�t��
Tanner jerked to the side, then pushed off with his right foot, vaulting upright. Susanna�s gun slipped over his shoulder. He reached up, grabbed her wrist. The gun roared. The bullet sparked off the deck. In one smooth motion, Tanner jerked her forward and whipped his head backward. He felt his skull impact something hard. There was a wet crunching sound.
Even as Susanna screamed and stumbled backward, Tanner was on his feet and sprinting for the railing. He launched himself off the deck and into the darkness.
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Once over the rail, he felt a sudden wave of vertigo. He couldn�t tell up from down, right from left. He was vaguely aware of gunshots. He spun, trying to right himself. He glimpsed the sheen of moonlight on water and curled himself into a ball.
He hit the water nearly flat. The impact expelled the air from his lungs. Fighting the urge to surface, he flipped onto his back and opened his eyes. Above him he could just make out the curved outline of the Sorgia�s stern. Blurred figures leaned over the railing. Muzzles flashed. He heard the swish-hiss of bullets slicing into the water.
He flipped over again and kicked downward, aiming for the stern. His eyesight dimmed, sparkled. Don�t think � swim! He stretched out his hands until he touched steel, then walked his palms upward until certain he�d found the spot he was looking for. He kicked hard, broke the surface, and gulped air. After half a dozen breaths, his vision brightened. He looked around.
He was inside what was known as the �rudder hutch,� the cave where the curve of the ship�s stem met the rudder post. He ducked under, groped until he felt the propeller shaft, then crawled onto it and resurfaced. His foot brushed against something hard � one of the propeller blades. Above, he could hear the thumping of feet on the deck.
Now what? He was alive, but in serious trouble. First, the ropes.
He took several deep breaths, then slipped off his perch and ducked underwater. Using the propeller shaft as his guide, he kicked until his hands touched the rudder post. He felt along it until he found a barnacle large enough for his purposes. He began sawing at the ropes. Thirty seconds passed. His lungs began to burn. With a muted snap, the ropes parted. He swam back to the rudder shed.
He heard the distant buzzing of an outboard motor. Had the launch that ferried Jurgen returned? If so, perhaps he could work his stowaway ruse one more time. He cocked his head, listening. No, this wasn�t the launch, he decided. The pitch was too high. What then?
He slipped under again and followed the curve of the hull until his head broke the surface. Above him, a figure stood at the railing shining a flashlight over the water astern. Had they assumed he was swimming for it?
�See anything, Gunter?� a voice called in German.
�Nein. He�s dead. We hit him, I know it. He�s fish food.�
Gunter began playing the flashlight closer toward the ship. Tanner ducked back under, waited for the beam to pass over him, then resurfaced. From the starboard side he heard the buzzing of the motor. The pitch intensified. A spotlight cut through the darkness, followed moments later by the bulbous nose of a Zodiac raft. Kneeling in the bow, rifle in hand, was Litzman. As the Zodiac drew even with the stern, it banked suddenly and cut toward Tanner. Briggs snatched a breath and ducked under.
Trailing a wake of foam, the Zodiac passed overhead, then turned and headed forward along the hull, spotlight skimming over the surface. Tanner ducked back into the rudder shed.
For the next twenty minutes he listened to the droning of the Zodiac as it searched the water around the Sorgia. Every few minutes the motor would go quiet and voices would call to one another: �Anything?� �No, nothing.�
Finally the Zodiac�s engine died and didn�t resume. Tanner counted sixty seconds, then swam out and surfaced beneath the stern. He sidestroked around the curve of the hull. At midships, Litzman was climbing up the accommodation ladder as two crewmen hauled the Zodiac onto the platform.
Tanner pressed himself against the hull and waited. Five minutes passed. He felt the hull shudder, then heard a rumble. Beneath him the water began boiling as the propeller turned over.
He took a deep breath, flipped over, and dove. He swam hard for thirty seconds, resurfaced, snatched a breath, dove again. When he�d covered what he guessed was three hundred yards, he surfaced again and glanced back. The Sorgia�s stern light was fading into the darkness. He watched until he could no longer make out the curve of her stern, then turned toward shore.
The lights along the coastline seemed close, but he knew better. At best, he had a ten-mile swim ahead of him. On the plus side, the water was warm, the current negligible. If he paced himself and kept his bearings, he could make it in four or five hours.
Which way, then? He was somewhere off the coast of Spain�s border with France. Unless his geography was off, Saint Sebastian was the biggest city in the area.
He picked out the two biggest clusters of lights. The one to his northeast would be the French resort town of Biarritz, so the one south of him must be Saint Sebastian. Of the two, he preferred the latter. He had to assume the French authorities were still looking for him and Cahil. If the worst happened, he�d rather face the questions of the Spanish police. Saint Sebastian, then.
He started swimming.
* * *
Time passed smoothly, if slowly, as he fell into an easy sidestroke that steadily ate up the distance to shore. Every half hour he would stop, take another bearing on Saint Sebastian, then allow himself a few minutes� rest before resuming.
Twice he felt a curious surge in the water beneath him, followed each time by the fleeting brush of something against his leg. Heart pounding, he stopped swimming, tucked himself into a ball, and went still. He stayed that way, hovering motionless as his imagination conjured up images of ghostly gray shapes circling in the darkness beneath him. Was he bleeding? Had he cut himself on one of the barnacles and not realized it? No. If he were bleeding, sharks would have found him long before now � and they wouldn�t have announced their presence with a brush. You�re not bleeding; you�re okay; it was nothing.
He lowered his legs and began treading water. His every sense was piqued, waiting for another brush, a bump, anything. Nothing came. After another five minutes he started out again.
* * *
Four miles from shore he spotted a piece of driftwood and swam to it. It was roughly twice the length of his body and shaped like an outrigger for a canoe. Using it as a kickboard, he continued on.
Two miles from shore, exhaustion overtook him. Each stroke became a monumental effort, as though his arms were encased in lead and he was paddling through oil. His head began to ache, dully at first and then more sharply, spreading outward from the point where the rifle butt had struck him. Worried he�d suffered a concussion and might slip into unconsciousness, he took a few minutes to use his belt to lash his shoulders to the driftwood before swimming on.
After a time he heard the distant rush of waves. He lifted his head. Ahead he could see a faint line of churned water. Breakers � the beach. He dragged himself belly-first across the driftwood until he was astride it and began paddling.
After another ten minutes, a wave rose beneath him, lifted him onto its crest, and broke. He tumbled end over end into the shallows. Dragging the driftwood behind him, he crawled forward until his hands touched dry sand.
* * *
Mindful of Dawn�s approach, Tanner allowed himself five minutes to catch his breath, then unhooked himself from the driftwood, struggled to his feet, and headed inland.
At the top of the beach stood a chest-high stone wall and a set of stone steps. To his left was a sign. It took several seconds for his brain to register the words: �Accueillir � Corniche, Population 1,936.� He blinked, read the sign again.
�Accueillir � �?� Briggs murmured. The words were French. Welcome to � Oh no.
Whether from exhaustion, the concussion, unseen currents, or simply bad navigation, he�d missed Saint Sebastian altogether. He�d come ashore in Corniche. He was still in France.
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Corniche, France
He had two choices, neither of them pleasant, but one less so than the other.
He�d mistaken the lights of Hendaye Plage � which lay five miles to the south, around the Viscaya peninsula � for those of Saint Sebastian. By water he was twelve miles from the Spanish border. Assuming he had the strength for another five-hour swim � which he doubted � the sun would be up by the time he reached Saint Sebastian.
Having assumed the Spanish coast would be heavily patrolled at night by anti-ETA units, Tanner had intended to pick his way ashore under cover of darkness. Strolling out of the waves in broad daylight was certain to land him in the hands of military interrogators, who wouldn�t likely be burdened with the finer points of civil rights and due process.
Even so, his chances were worse here. That left one option: Go inland and try to slip across the border while it was still dark.
* * *
The street of Corniche were quiet. The homes were cottage style, with dormer windows, slate roofs, and rough-hewn bricks. Most of the shops � which ranged from bakeries and candle makers to a Nokia cell phone distributor � were fronted by canvas awnings in shades of blues and reds. Corniche was, Tanner decided, the essence of quaint; he found himself wishing he had time to linger.
Trying to maintain a generally eastern course, he headed up the main boulevard, then turned up the next side street. He saw a few lighted windows above the streets, but nothing was moving. He kept an unhurried pace � a local out for a stroll � but he was under no illusion: If he were seen up close, his appearance alone would raise suspicion: He was shoeless, soaking wet, and his hair had dried into a wild, salt-encrusted mop. Moreover, he had no identification and his French wasn�t good enough to pass muster under prolonged questioning. The sooner he could get out of Corniche and into the foothills of the Pyrenees, the sooner he could find a way across the border.
What had Susanna said? Trieste, five days. What was in Trieste? he wondered. Was the Italian-resort city just another waypoint for Litzman, or was it his ultimate destination?
He turned the comer and saw a figure standing at a telephone booth on the far sidewalk. It wasn�t a telephone booth, he realized, but a callbox � a police callbox. New millennium or not, many smaller towns in France still used such boxes for patrol cops. Parked beside the curb was a compact black-and-white Simca.
Wonderful, Tanner thought. Of all the people he could run into, it had to be a cop. Keep walking � act like you belong. Maybe Corniche had a healthy population of vagabond beach bums with Tina Turner hair; perhaps the cop�
�Bonjour, le monsieur!� the cop called. �Arr�tez-vous, s�il vous pla�t.� Stop, please.
The tone was polite but firm. Tanner kept walking.
�Vous devez vous arr�ter!�
Insistent now, Tanner thought. Decide, Briggs. Run or bluff it out?
He stopped and turned. �Pardon?�
The cop strolled over, hand resting on the haft of his truncheon. �May I ask where you are going?� he said in French.
�Eh?� Tanner replied.
�Where are you going?�
�I�m trying to find a friend. I think I�m lost.�
�What is his address?�
Tanner named one of the streets he�d just passed.
�You�re going in the wrong direction,� the cop replied, his eyes traveling up and down Tanner�s body. �Are you well, monsieur? Have you been injured?�
�No, I�m fine, thank you.�
�May I see your identification?�
�Of course,� Tanner replied. He rummaged in his back pocket and pretended to pull something out. He swiveled to his right, as though looking for better light. �I can�t see. Do you have a flashlight?�
On instinct, the cop reached toward the flashlight on his belt with his free hand.
Tanner�s hand shot up, thumb extended, and jabbed the man in the hollow of his throat. The cop let out a gasp and clutched at his throat while struggling to free his truncheon. Tanner stepped close, palm-butted him in the chin, hooked his heel behind the man�s foot, and swept his leg. The man collapsed onto his butt, then rolled onto his side, unconscious.
Tanner crouched beside him, looked around. Nothing was moving; no lights, no sounds. He checked the man�s pulse and found it strong and steady; he�d have a headache and a bruised trachea, but he�d survive.
Briggs hefted the man onto his shoulder and waddled across to the Simca. He opened the rear door, dumped the man inside, cuffed his hands behind his back, then shut the door. He collected the man�s cap from the sidewalk, tossed it through the window, then turned away.
He stopped. The kernel of an idea formed in his mind. He glanced back at the Simca, mulled over the plan for a few moments, then decided. Better to ride than walk. He trotted to the callbox and checked to make sure the cop had removed his key � he had � then climbed into the Simca�s front seat, settled the cop�s hat on his head, turned on the engine, and pulled away.
* * *
He drove west until he found the outskirts of Corniche, then pulled over. In the glovebox he found a road atlas, which he studied until certain of his course; then he drove on. Five minutes and two miles later he pulled onto the D658 and headed southeast until he reached the N10, which he followed to Bariatou, the last French town along the border.
After several missed turns and some backtracking he found a sign pointing to Chemin d�Oundidarre, which took him into the foothills of the Pyrenees. Soon the road turned into a narrow gravel tract. He pulled off the road into a stand of trees and doused the headlights.
The cop was still unconscious in the backseat. Tanner stripped off his uniform and donned it. The cop was shorter than he was and slightly plump, but the fit was close enough. He uncuffed one of the man�s hands, rolled him onto the floor, looped the cuff chain around one of the seat supports, and recuffed his other hand.
How much time did he have? Tanner wondered. How long before Corniche police headquarters realized they were missing a man, and how quickly would they sound the alarm?
He was in the heart of Basque-ETA territory now, the area of northern Spain and southern Aquitaine the terrorists called Euskal Herria. The frontier would be patrolled by the French border police, Spain�s civil guard, and GAR antiterrorism teams. He had two factors in his favor: First, ETA border crossings involved entire teams, their equipment and vehicles, whereas he was a lone man; and two, the terrain was rugged, which meant patrols were often conducted on foot and far from reinforcements.
If he chose his time and place carefully, he had a chance.
* * *
He drove for twenty minutes, following the road as it meandered deeper into the foothills and forests along the border. He passed two French patrols in Laforza SUVs, each time tossing a hand salute out the window and each time getting one in return.
At an ancient cobblestone bridge, he stopped the Simca, got out, took a quick peek over the edge, then climbed back in. He spun the wheel hard over, squeezed through a gap between the bridge�s piling and a tree, then shifted into neutral and coasted down the embankment. The Simca jerked to a stop as the front tires sank into the mud on the bank. He doused the headlights.
The cop groaned. His eyes fluttered open. He tried to sit up, but fell back. �You!� he said in French. �What have you done?�
�How are you feeling?� Tanner asked.
�You attacked me! I�m a police officer!�
�I know. How�s your head?�
�It hurts, damn you!�
�Apologies.�
�What are you going to do to me?�
�I�m not going to do anything to you.� Tanner climbed out, opened the back door, and began stripping off the uniform � save the boots � and putting his own clothes back on. �I�ll let someone know where you are.�
�Why are you doing this?�
Tanner stopped, thought about it. �I already told you: I�m trying to find a friend.�
* * *
He started jogging, following the creek southeast, which he assumed was an offshoot of the Bidasoa River, part of the natural border between Spain and France.
After a mile the creek split into three tributaries. Tanner flipped a mental coin, chose the left bank, and kept jogging. The creek continued to widen until, half a mile later, it merged with the Bidasoa. He climbed up the bank, stripped half a dozen branches from the brush, then tucked the ends into his belt so the foliage covered his torso. He waded back into the water until it reached his chest, then stroked out into the channel. The current took hold. He began drifting.
He floated for roughly two miles, then stroked to the opposite shore and crawled out onto a narrow beach headed by a tree-lined berm. To the east, the horizon was brightening into shades of orange. The river gurgled softly at his back.
Suddenly to the north came the chatter of automatic weapons, followed by a few seconds of silence, then more firing. Had either the French or Spanish border forces intercepted an ETA border crossing? Tanner wondered. If so, their timing couldn�t have been better. He heard the distant wail of sirens. Downriver a helicopter appeared out of the darkness over the treetops and swept toward him, rotors thumping and navigation lights flashing.
HU-21 Cougar. Spanish special forces. For me, or the ETA?
He had the sudden urge to scramble back into the water, but he forced himself still. Hold, hold � If the Cougar were here for him, he was caught; running would make no difference. He watched, heart pounding, as the helo thundered overhead, banked sharply, then disappeared around the bend in the river.
He leapt up, sprinted for the berm, dropped to his belly in the trees. Ahead lay a two-lane asphalt road with a yellow centerline. Civilization, Briggs thought.
A pair of military jeeps, each carrying half a dozen soldiers, screeched around the next corner, raced past the berm, and disappeared around the next corner. Tanner sprinted down the embankment, across the road, and into the trees beyond.
A quarter mile later he reached another tree line and yet another road, this one a four-lane highway. A sign on the shoulder read, �Autopista 121a/01aberria, 1 km.� An arrow pointed to an off ramp across the highway. Here the traffic was heavier, with clusters of early morning commuters passing every ten seconds or so. Over the treetops Briggs could see the glow of city lights; beyond them, the orange rim of the sun.
He couldn�t dash across the road unseen, so he opted for boldness. He stood up, brushed himself off, and straightened his clothes. At the next gap in traffic, he walked down the embankment and trotted across to the median. A Renault buzzed past him; the driver didn�t give him a second glance.
He strolled across the remaining two lanes, down the next embankment and into a meadow of knee-high grass across which stood a row of buildings with red tile roofs. When he reached them he found a road lined with shops. He picked the nearest one, a cafe fronted by a dark green awning, and walked over.
The elderly man sweeping the sidewalk smiled. �Buenos dias, se�or.�
�Buenos dias. Habla usted Ingles?�
�Yes, I speak English.� He glanced at Tanner�s clothes and hair, then said. �Are you tourist? Are you lost?�
�You could say that. May I use your phone?�
�Of course. And, senor, pardon if I insult, but I also have a bathtub.�
Tanner smiled. �No insult, se�or. I accept.�
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Trieste, Italy
McBride and Oliver�s plane touched down at Trieste�s Ronchi dei Legionari airport shortly after six P.M. local time. They collected their luggage and hailed a cab that took them into Trieste proper, thirty-five kilometers away.
According to Oliver�s source � a CIA analyst friend at the Intelligence Directorate�s Europe desk � Root�s last credit card purchase showed him having checked into the Grand Duchi D�Aosta two days earlier. There had been no activity since, which suggested to McBride he was either using cash or he hadn�t left his hotel since his arrival.
Oliver had initially balked at approaching his Langley friend, but his FBI contacts were out of the question. With the Root case now firmly in the hands of the FBI�s Criminal Investigative Division, any query involving Root would have brought the wrath of God down on him. Hearing this, the closet cynic in McBride wanted to cry conspiracy, but the truth was the FBI hierarchy was simply protecting Root�s legacy. From the White House down, the word was the same: The former DCI has been through enough; find those responsible, but leave the man to his grief.
Nothing beats grief like a hasty trip to Italy, McBride thought. What in God�s name is Root up to? With a little luck and a healthy dose of gall, they might soon find out. If this adventure of theirs proved folly and Root�s reasons for being in Trieste proved benign, they could only hope Root would be forgiving. If not � For McBride, the stakes were not as dramatic; Oliver, on the other hand, could find himself fired and charged with God-knew-what by a vengeful FBI.
The taxi dropped them off at the Hotel Italia, which Oliver had selected from the Fodor�s guide for its proximity to the downtown area�s train stations, taxi hubs, and airport shuttles. �Easier to move about,� he explained.
�Easier to gather our luggage and run home with our tails between our legs.�
�That, too.�
Bracketed by white limestone cliffs and the blue waters of the Adriatic, Trieste�s proximity to the Slovenian and Croatian borders � three miles and fifteen miles respectively � made it the last stop between �Continental� Europe and �Slavic� Europe.
Called Tergeste by the Romans who overran it in 178 B.C., Trieste was revived in the latter 1800s by the Austro-Hungarian/Hapsburg Empire, which needed a port to dominate trade in the northern Adriatic. Following World War One and the defeat of the Central Powers, Trieste fell into economic ruin and became a shabby-chic resort for poets, painters, and political extremists, as well as various armies, ranging from the German Wehrmacht to Tito�s Yugoslavs. Now, almost fifty years after the post-WWII allies returned it to Italy, Trieste boasted a population of 250,000 and was fast becoming a hub of technology in the borderlands between Europe and the Balkans.
The Hotel Italia�s entrance consisted of a modest arched door flanked on either side by a bay window trimmed in bright white and green paint. In halted Italian Oliver told the receptionist who they were.
�Yes, Signore Oliver,� the receptionist replied in accented English. �I have reservations for both you and Signore McBride.�
They signed in and the receptionist rang for a bellhop who escorted them up to their room, which they found decorated in varying shades of pink and lime green. McBride plopped down on the bed and stared at the walls. �I can already feel a headache coming on.�
Oliver laughed. �Why don�t you find out about the local fare; I�m going to rinse off the grime.�
* * *
They had a quick bite in a nearby taberna, then strolled about the city center and debated their next move. While neither of them was looking forward to the confrontation with Root, neither saw any reason to put it off. Unless they were willing to stake out Root�s hotel until he tipped his hand, the best course was the most direct one: Go to Root, lay out their suspicions, and see where it took them.
The Grand Duchi D�Aosta was a ten-minute walk away. Where their hotel was modest � save the lime and pink room decor � the Duchi D�Aosta was extravagant. Towering over a piazza along the sea front, it was fronted by white Svarto stone, arched doorways and windows, and wrought-iron balconies draped in flowering vines.
They walked through the lobby, boarded the elevator, and took it to the top floor. Root�s room was at the end of the hall. McBride knocked on the door. It jerked open.
Jonathan Root, his hair askew and eyes drooping with exhaustion, stood in the threshold. He blinked several times. �Agent Oliver � Joe � What � what are you doing here?�
Oliver replied, �That�s the same question we�ve come to ask you, Mr. Root.�
�Christ. Get in here.�
He shut the door. He brushed past them, strode to the bedside table, touched the phone.
As though making sure it�s still there, McBride thought. Interesting.
�Explain yourselves,� Root said. Gone was the meek and exhausted old man they�d seen standing in the doorway; in his place was the commanding and unassailable spymaster. �Why are you here?�
�Your attorney told us you were in Belgium,� McBride said. �Why��
�He was mistaken. Now, if that�s all ��
�No, sir, it�s not,� Oliver replied. �Tell us why you identified that woman in the Lancaster County Morgue as your wife.�
�What?�
McBride said, �Jonathan, the woman that died in that explosion was wearing fingernail polish. Amelia would no more paint her fingernails than she�d let someone else tend her garden.�
�For god�s sake � This is crazy. Go home. Everything�s fine.�
�What�s everything?� Oliver said.
�Listen, both of you, I appreciate your dedication, but I�d like to be left alone. Go back home and we�ll forget this ever��
Oliver cut him off: �Mr. Root, did you arrange your wife�s kidnapping?�
�God, no, I��
�Her murder?�
�What?� Root cried. His hands started shaking. �How dare you! I love � I loved Amelia. I could never hurt her. Never!�
McBride caught Root�s slip. / love Amelia. Love. Root was involved, but how exactly? The thread of an idea formed in his mind. Could it be? He decided to improvise.
�When did they contact you?� McBride asked.
�What?�
�When did they contact you � before or after the explosion at the shack?�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
McBride cocked his head, watched Root�s eyes. Before or after the explosion, it didn�t much matter. Either way, the call would explain Root�s opposition to the autopsy; he knew the body in the morgue was not his wife�s. The question was not when they contacted him, but how. Within hours of the kidnapping, Root�s home and cell phones were tapped and Root himself was under constant surveillance. Or had he been? McBride thought.
Root repeated, �I have no idea what you�re talking about.�
�It was the day you went to lunch at your neighbor�s � the Crohns, wasn�t it? How did it work? The kidnappers called them, told them to invite you. When you got there, they called back. That�s it, isn�t it?�
�Joe, come on ��
�They tell you about the explosion, tell you to put on a good show and identify the body, then, once things calm down, you�re to get on a plane and come here.�
�Joe, you have no idea what you�re doing. Let me handle this. If you�d just let me handle it, everything will be��
�Have they contacted you here?�
�Dammit, you�re going to get her killed!�
�Jonathan: Have they contacted you?�
Root exhaled heavily, then nodded. �This morning.�
�Did they let you talk to her?�
�My god, don�t you understand? They warned me. If I told anyone, they�d kill her. Why couldn�t you just drop it? Oh Christ �� Root began weeping.
Oliver said, �Mr. Root, whoever these people are, they�re sophisticated. They�ve gone to a lot of trouble � the stand-in for your wife, the trail leading to the shack, the explosion � Listen, I�ve been doing this a long time, and I tell you what I know for sure: There�s no way they plan to let either of you live through this. To them, you�re loose ends. Whatever they�re after, once they get it, you�re both dead.�
�I know. God help me, I know all that. I didn�t know what else to do. You�d think after thirty years at Langley, I would�ve been smarter than this, but it was like my brain was fogged over.�
McBride understood. Take the toughest son of a bitch in the world, stick him in a situation where a loved one�s in jeopardy and he�s powerless to stop it, and everything changes. Even with his own expertise, McBride wasn�t sure he would have weathered this any better than Root.
�They were counting on that,� Joe said. �Most professional kidnappers � the ones that do it and get away with it � know as much about human nature as any psychologist. They took your wife, threatened to kill her, offered you a way out, then followed it up with the murder of her stand-in. That�s powerful stuff. You can�t blame yourself.�
�I just don�t know anymore. God, I�m tired.�
Oliver asked him, �Did they set up the next contact time?�
�No, they just told me to stay by the phone.�
�What about the ransom? What�re they asking for?�
Root hesitated. �Pardon?�
�The ransom.�
�Oh � uh, twenty million.�
McBride said, �Cash?�
�Uhm, yes � well, in a way. Twenty million in bearer bonds.�
�You have the money here?� he asked.
�No, in a bank.�
�Smart,� Oliver said. �Which one?�
�Banca Triesta.� He looked at McBride and Oliver in turn. �What do we do? We have to get her back. I don�t know what I�ll do without her.�
�First things first,� Oliver said. �We call Washington. We�ll get the Italian police and Interpol involved��
�No,� Root said.
�What?�
�No police. They were clear about that. They�ll know; they�ll kill her.�
McBride said, �Jonathan, that�s a kidnapper�s standard line. Believe me, the Italian cops have forgotten more about kidnapping than most will ever know. They can handle it. We have to call them.�
Root shook his head. �I said no. If you call them, so help me God I�ll queer the deal and do it on my own. You can�t watch me forever.�
�Why are you doing this?� Oliver asked. �Without the police we�ve got no chance of getting her back. Do you understand? No chance.�
Root cleared his throat, lifted his chin. The indomitable spymaster again. �You can go or stay � help me or not � but I won�t change my mind. If we�re going to get Amelia back, we do it without the police.�
Olaberria, Spain
Tanner�s call to Holystone immediately put Dutcher on the phone to Sylvia Albrecht at Langley, who in turn started making her own calls. Four hours, a hearty breakfast, and hot bath after walking into the cafe in Olaberria, Tanner was sitting at one of the sidewalk tables with his benefactor, Se�or Ivara, when an attach� from the U.S. embassy in Madrid pulled up in a battered red Opel.
�Would you be our wayward tourist?� he said.
�That I am,� Tanner said, standing up and walking over. He extended his hand. �Briggs.�
�Keith Beaumont.�
�Good to meet you. I hate to borrow money on a first date, but I�ve run a tab with Se�or Ivara here.�
�No problem.� Beaumont pulled out his wallet and peeled off about fifty dollars� worth of lira. �The Euro hasn�t quite caught on in these parts.�
Ignoring his protestations, Tanner pressed the money into Ivara�s palm, shook his hand, then climbed into Beaumont�s Opel. As they pulled away, Briggs said, �One more favor: Can I borrow your cell phone?�
�Lemme guess: You�re gonna fire your travel agent.�
Tanner laughed. �No, I�ve got a French gendarme to set free before he starves to death.�
* * *
The rickety Opel was faster and tougher than it looked, and three hours later they arrived at the embassy. They were met in the lobby by the deputy chief of mission, a woman named Sandra Dorsey. Beaumont excused himself, and Dorsey escorted Tanner to a conference room where another attach� was waiting. �Toby Kirkland,� he said. �Economic Affairs Division.�
One of Sylvia�s boys, Tanner guessed.
Kirkland was probably the CIA�s station chief. His official title was merely a placeholder to give him diplomatic immunity should he get caught doing something he shouldn�t be doing � though Briggs couldn�t imagine what that might be. The last time Langley had anything but a passing interest in Spain was during the Franco regime.
Kirkland turned to Dorsey. �Sandy, would you mind collecting our other guest?�
�Sure.�
She returned two minutes later with Ian Cahil in tow. Laughing, he and Tanner embraced. Bear said, �You look like hell.�
�Nothing a long nap won�t fix. How was Marseilles?�
�Enlightening. Walt told me about your excursion. Yet another country we can�t set foot in.�
�I wouldn�t worry about it. Give it a year and you�ll be back at that little boulangerie in the Latin Quarter sipping bouillabaisse.�
Cahil laughed. �I think Leland�s expecting us.� He turned to Kirkland. �Are we ready, Toby?�
Kirkland nodded and gestured to the phone on the table. �Line one. You�re in the tank, so speak freely.� In spook-speak, a �tank� was an electronically shielded room that was swept several times a week and equipped with windows designed to deflect laser-directed optical bugs.
Kirkland shut the door behind him. Tanner and Cahil sat down and Briggs pressed the button for line one. A voice said, �Connecting you.�
Thirty seconds later Sylvia Albrecht�s voice came over the speaker. �Good morning, gentlemen. I�ve got Leland, Walt, and my two deputies here: George Coates and Len Barber.� Greetings were exchanged all around. �Briggs, I�m going to have Ian bring you up to speed on what he found in Marseilles, then we�ll hear from you.�
Cahil recounted his visit to Marseilles�s Little Sarajevo and his discovery of Fikret Zukic�s association with the Bihac Istina.
�What do we think about Bob�s hunch?� Tanner asked. �Is the Istina fronting for someone?�
Len Barber said, �The Balkans are rife with them, from charities to newspapers, all involved to varying degrees with one group or another. What exactly each does for whom and how much they know is the big question. We�re checking into the Istina, but my sense is Bob�s right: They�re certainly pro-Bosnia, and probably active. Folks like that aren�t satisfied with writing editorials in a neighborhood rag.�
Dutcher spoke up. �If we make a few leaps, we can assume that whatever Litzman�s up to, he�s doing it at the behest of a Bosnian group. Who, though?�
�And what and where?� Oaken added.
�I might be able to answer the where,� Tanner replied. He recounted his boarding of the Sorgia, Litzman�s return with the mystery crate, his own capture and escape, and finally his crossing into Spain. �Susanna mentioned two locations: the first, Tangier, which is where Litzman�s man had supposedly been before meeting the Sorgia; the second, Trieste.�
�Trieste?� Barber said. �She said Trieste?�
�That�s right; they�re due there in five days � four now.�
�What is it, Len?� asked Sylvia.
�Nothing, I thought � an administrative matter � but now I�m wondering.�
�Tell us.�
�This morning my CRE chief reported one of his analysts came to him with a guilty conscience. It seems an FBI agent � a buddy of his � called the day before and asked for a favor.�
�And?�
�He wanted a RAR/c done on someone,� Barber replied, referring to a recent activity report/credit. �Evidently the analyst is a real cave dweller. He didn�t recognize the name until later: Jonathan Root.�
�Aw, Jesus,� Sylvia groaned. �What�s the agent�s name?�
�Collin Oliver.�
�What the hell�s he up to?�
�Until a couple days ago he was leading the Root investigation. Here�s the interesting part: As of two days ago, Jonathan Root�s RAR/c showed him checked into a hotel in Trieste.�
�I�ve never been a big fan of coincidences,� said Duteher. �We�ve got a freelance terrorist from our Most Wanted list and a former director of Central Intelligence both showing up in the same city at roughly the same time. Is there something we�re not seeing here?�
Sylvia nodded. �Coincidence, complicity, or something in between, we need to get this sorted out � quickly. Len, George, two things: One, dig into the Bihac Istina and find out who�s pulling the strings; two, find the Sorgia and Karl Litzman. Walt, how�re you doing with his cell-phone records?�
�It�s slow going, but I�m getting there.�
�Whatever you need, ask. Also, I want to know what he picked up in Lorient. Whatever�s in that crate, he begged, borrowed, or stole it from someone.�
�Gotchya.�
�Dutch, with your permission, I�d like to send your people on one more trip.�
�No objections. Briggs, Ian?�
Tanner said, �You get us the flight, we�ll be on it.�
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Tanner and Cahil spent the rest of the first day and most of the next at the Madrid embassy, as Sylvia�s people put together their travel packages, which arrived by diplomatic pouch. Each contained a fresh passport, international driver�s license, sanitized credit cards, and a pair of encrypted Motorola satellite phones that were now standard issue for case officers working overseas. Both of them had used the commercial version of the Motorola before, but Langley�s version had been fitted with GPS (global positioning satellite) transceivers built into the nub antenna.
�As long as you have the phone,� the embassy�s science and tech expert told them, �we can track you to the nearest meter. Depress the nub into the case, give a right twist, and it comes free. Once off the phone�s battery, it can transmit four hours before the internal lithium gives out.�
Cahil frowned. �Down to a meter, you said?�
�That�s right.�
�Well, that�s a little creepy. Any way we can switch it off?�
�Why would you want to?�
�You ever hear of George Orwell? Big Brother?�
�Huh?�
Tanner said to the man, �Don�t mind him. He�s still not convinced the world is round.�
* * *
They boarded the afternoon shuttle to Milan, where they changed planes and continued on to Trieste. As Oliver and McBride had done with Root, Sylvia�s people had in turn tracked them by their credit cards, so after hailing a taxi Tanner and Cahil ordered the driver straight to the Hotel Italia.
Tanner had never been to Trieste, and out of habit he found himself picking out the city�s various landmarks as navigation aides: the Victory Lighthouse�s eight thousand tons of white Istrian stone soaring over the main harbor; the boxed turrets of Castle Miramare; the hybrid Romanesque-Baroque cathedral of San Giusto. On the surface of the city were the broad strokes of Italian culture, but underlying it all were touches of the Teutonic influences of the now dead Austro-Hungarian empire. It was as though some ancient and befuddled city planner had taken the best of Germany and Italy and crammed it into this outpost on the edge of the Slavic world.
From every shop window and balcony hung bright banners proclaiming, �Razza!� Race! Tanner asked the driver about it. �It is the Nations Cup Yacht Race,� the man replied. �It starts in four days.� He pointed out the window toward the harbor.
Now Tanner saw them, hundreds of rainbow-colored sails jutting from the blue of the bay. Darting amid the sleek racers were hundreds more small, square-nosed feluccas with truncated sails of hand-painted canvas.
�How many are entered?� Tanner asked.
�One hundred eighty, from all over: Italy, Slovenia, Croatia, Austria, Germany � We even have a boat from Japan this year. You already have a hotel?�
�Yes,� Cahil replied. �Sounds like we got lucky.�
�Ah, only about half those boats are racers; the rest come to watch. They are the die-hard arinaio; they sleep aboard their toys. Hey, watch for pickpockets, eh? The razza always brings them � especially at night when everyone comes ashore to drink.�
�Thanks for the advice.�
The taxi dropped them at the Italia�s entrance. They checked in, settled into their room, then walked to Oliver and McBride�s room. The door opened, revealing the man Tanner guessed was Joe McBride. �Can I help you?� he said.
�I�m hoping we can help each other,� Briggs said, then introduced him and Cahil.
�You�re American.�
�Yes.�
�Well, that didn�t take long. Hoover or Langley?�
�Both and neither,� Cahil replied. �Can we come in?�
McBride nodded. �Sure, come on in. Sorry about the color scheme.�
Tanner said, �Ours is the same. Agent Oliver isn�t here?�
�He�s � running an errand.�
�Give him a call. You�re both going to want to hear what we have to say.�
* * *
Oliver returned twenty minutes later. Seeing Tanner and Cahil, he hesitated in the doorway and glanced at McBride, who said, �The powers that be sent them. The good news is, they haven�t mentioned anything about us going to jail yet.�
Oliver strode in and leaned against the chest of drawers. �You�re FBI?�
�They�re a little cagey on that point,� McBride said, then made the introductions.
�Sorry, but cagey isn�t good enough,� Oliver said. �You�ll have to give me more.�
Tanner said, �You know the number to CIA headquarters?�
�Not off the top of my head.�
Tanner handed him the Motorola. �Call directory assistance. When you get through to Langley, give the operator your name and ask for Sylvia Albrecht. She�s expecting your call.�
Oliver did as instructed, got the number, then redialed. �Uh, yes, DCI Albrecht, please�.Collin Oliver calling.� A few seconds passed, then he said, �Yes, ma�am, good morning. Yes, they�re here.� The conversation lasted another sixty seconds, during which Oliver mostly listened. �Yes, ma�am, I understand. Thanks.� He disconnected and handed the Motorola back to Tanner. �Jesus.�
Cahil grinned at him. �So, what do you say? Can we be friends now?�
Oliver laughed back. �Yeah, we can be friends.�
* * *
Tanner started by giving them the highlights of Karl Utzman�s career, beginning with his induction into the Russian Spetsnaz, then on to his slaughter of the Marines at Zibak, to Tanner�s own encounter with him in Bishkek, and ending with his appearance at Susanna�s ETA drug buy.
�Sounds like a real gem,� McBride said. �This woman � Susanna � I get the feeling she�s special to you.�
�What makes you say that?�
�A hunch.�
Tanner smiled. �Remind me to never play poker with you. Her father and I are old friends. Susanna is my goddaughter.�
�Then I�d say the sooner you get her away from him, the better.�
�I know.�
Oliver said, �How sure are you that Litzman�s headed here?�
�Pretty sure. What we don�t know is why � nor do we have anything suggesting a link between him, Root, or the kidnappers.�
Oliver said, �Not yet.�
�Which brings us to you two. Why are you here? The newspapers say Amelia Root is dead.�
�The woman that died in that shack wasn�t Root�s wife,� McBride said.
�Pardon me?� Tanner replied.
Oliver described the trail of evidence that led to Selmani�s shack and Joe�s revelation about the fake Mrs. Root. �We have no idea who she was, but these are some thorough sons of bitches. They even went so far as to duplicate a scar. From start to finish, the whole thing was designed to take the heat off them and get Root out of the country. Whether Selmani knew he was being served up we don�t know, but he was.�
Cahil glanced at McBride. �Fingernail polish, huh? I�m impressed.�
�It would�ve been more impressive if I�d caught it earlier.�
Tanner found himself liking Oliver and McBride. Not only had they dedicated themselves to rescuing a woman neither of them had ever met, but when things took a bizarre and dangerous turn, neither of them had backed off.
�The question is, why here?� Tanner said. �Why Trieste?�
McBride replied, �We don�t know, and neither does Root��
Cahil snapped his fingers. �Joe, you said Pennsylvania? That�s were Selmani was holed up?�
�Yeah, a little town called Erbs Mill on the Susquehanna. Why?�
Cahil glanced at Tanner. �Litzman�s cell-phone records.�
�What?� said Oliver.
�We managed to get ahold of Litzman�s cell-phone records,� Tanner replied. �Most of his calls have been to numbers in France, with a few to the US: Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania.�
�Southern Pennsylvania,� Cahil added.
�Erbs Mill is about as southern as you get,� McBride said. �It�s ten miles from the Maryland border.�
Oliver asked Tanner, �You said you�re not sure who Litzman�s working for. How about guesses?�
�Some of his calls went to someone we�ve linked to a pro-Bosnian group in Marseilles.� Seeing Oliver and McBride exchange glances, Tanner said, �That mean something?�
�Selmani came into the country on Albanian papers. We later recorded him speaking Bosnian.�
�Coincidence number three hundred twelve and counting,� Cahil murmured.
�We�ve still got a lot of gaps to fill in,� Tanner said. �If Litzman was involved in the Root kidnapping, it couldn�t have been for anything hands on. At the time of the kidnapping, he was in France; Susanna�s confirmed it.�
�Maybe they hired him to consult,� Oliver replied.
�Kidnapping isn�t his forte. Plus, there�s the crate he picked up in Lorient and his side trips to Tangier. If there�s any connection to the kidnapping, I don�t see it.�
McBride said, �What we�ve got, gentlemen, is a wonderfully useless circumstantial case linking Litzman to Amelia Root�s kidnapping.�
�That�s the gist of it,� said Tanner. �Did Root say when they would make contact again?�
�No.�
�Then we wait, and we watch, and we keep digging, and hope something breaks before Litzman gets here. Whatever�s happening, it�s going to happen here.�
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The next day passed without incident. McBride and Oliver took turns staying with Root, who continued to show signs of fraying at the edges. Tanner and Cahil alternated shifts at the main harbor, waiting and watching for the Sorgia to appear. They blended perfectly with the throngs of binocular-toting spectators that had come to gawk at the razza yachts.
Shortly before ten P.M. Tanner was seated on a bench overlooking the harbor when his Motorola trilled. �Briggs, it�s Leland. We found the Sorgia.�
�Where?�
�Adrift about thirty miles off the Moroccan coast.�
�Litzman?�
�Nowhere to be seen. The reports we�re getting are sketchy, but it sounds like the crew is dead � their throats were slit.�
�Susanna?�
�Only the crew was aboard, Briggs. No one else. The ship was ransacked. The Moroccan authorities are leaning toward piracy.�
�Then they�ve never met Litzman,� Tanner said. �He�s covering his tracks.�
�Agreed. The good news is, we may have a lead.�
Assuming it had been Litzman�s plan all along to abandon the Sorgia, Sylvia�s people had speculated his interest in Tangier was somehow related to alternative transportation. If so, he had four options: buy, charter, lease, or steal. The DCI called the State Department, who in turn called its stations in Rabat and Casablanca with orders to probe their Tangier contacts.
Six hours later, word returned to Langley: The only ship-related incident that fit the time frame involved the theft of a forty-two-foot motor yacht called the Barak.
�We�re still working on the details, but according to the Tangier grapevine the boat belongs to a Safi businessman named Helou. From the way it sounds, he falls somewhere on the dark side of scrupulous.�
Why buy when you can steal? Tanner thought.
Given Litzman�s trade, it was unlikely he�d be bothered with sales negotiations, nor did it make sense to charter a boat in Tangier for a trip to Trieste. Litzman was more practical than that. How hard could it be? Tanner thought. Cash is paid up front, the boat is made available, then the owner waits a few days and cries hijacking. Meanwhile, Litzman is hundreds, if not thousands, of miles away, lost in the expanse of the Mediterranean.
�What�s the Barak�s speed and range?� Briggs asked.
�Range, thirteen hundred miles. Best speed, nineteen knots.�
�Fast boat.�
�We�ve got an edge: We know where she�s headed, and she�s going to have to refuel before she reaches you. We�re thinking Tunis or Cagliari. Sylvia�s sending a re-tasking order to the NRO right now,� Dutcher said, referring to the National Reconnaissance Office, which controlled when and where the CIA�s spy satellites hunted.
Tanner did a quick mental calculation. �The Barak�s been gone how long? Eighteen hours?�
�Roughly.�
�If you�re right about her refueling stop, we should be seeing her in the next six or so.�
�Right. Where do we stand with Root?�
�Still waiting for contact. According to McBride, Root is barely keeping it together.�
�I don�t blame him. By the way, Walt�s still working on Litzman�s phone, but he came up with something new: In the last two days he�s placed three calls to Austria; none longer than two minutes.�
They�re close, Briggs thought. The Austrian border was less than an hour�s drive to the north. Why there? �Can he narrow it down?�
�He�s doing his damnedest, but Litzman�s gone to a lot of trouble to insulate himself. Same with the Bihac Istina�Len�s people are digging, but so far it�s a tough nut.�
�How about the Lorient crate?�
�Nothing. Langley�s best guess is small arms � something ancillary to the job itself.�
�That doesn�t explain why they were wearing wet suits when they got back to the Sorgia.�
�You know the panic phrase as well as I do: WMD � weapons of mass destruction. The chances are good the crate wasn�t holding a nuke, so no one here is too excited about it.�
The argument had merit, Tanner decided. Maybe he was overthinking this, focusing on minutiae. He�d said it himself: Right now Trieste was the epicenter of whatever was happening. Once the Barak arrived � along with Susanna, he prayed � they�d start getting some answers.
Tanner said, �Have you talked to Gill?�
�This morning,� Dutcher replied. �I haven�t given him the whole story, but he knows you�ve found her.�
�I should�ve sent her home, Leland.�
�She sounds like a stubborn young lady. Anything short of stuffing her in a box and mailing her back wouldn�t have worked.�
Tanner couldn�t help but laugh. �True. How much trouble is the FBI going to make for McBride and Oliver? They�re good men.�
�The FBI doesn�t know, and Sylvia�s not inclined to change that until we�ve got more answers. Either way, she�ll go to bat for them.�
�They deserve it.�
�I�ll call you when we find the Barak. Unless Litzman�s plans change, she�ll reach you sometime in the next forty-five hours.�
* * *
True to his word, Dutcher called five hours later. The Keyhole picked up the Barak docked in Valletta, Malta. She must�ve been running on fumes to get there.�
�And running hard,� Tanner added. �Whatever it is, Litzman�s on a timetable. How long ago?�
�She left about ninety minutes ago. By now she�s probably entering the Ionian Sea.�
Next stop, us.
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Shortly before noon two days later the Barak sailed around the headland at Piran and into the harbor. Long and sharp-stemmed like the racing yachts around her, the Barak stood out in Tanner�s binoculars by what she lacked: sails. He scanned the decks, but saw no sign of either Susanna or Litzman, only crewman � two of whom he recognized from the Sorgia�hurrying about on deck.
The Barak drew even with Rive Tralana, the road bordering the spectator docks, and dropped anchor. Within minutes she was surrounded by three water taxis � dories with bench seating and long-shafted outboard motors.
A man appeared on the Barak�s deck. The cast on his hand immediately identified him as Gunter. He pointed to the nearest dory, then dismissed the others with a wave. The chosen taxi drew alongside and lines were tossed over the rails and secured.
Susanna walked out the aft door of the cabin. She wore a bright yellow summer dress and sandals. Tanner zoomed in on her face. A piece of white tape lay across the bridge of her nose and beneath each eye was a crescent-shaped bruise.
Tanner felt a pang in his chest, then thought, It might�ve kept her alive.
Accompanied by a pair of Litzman�s men, she climbed into the dory and took her seat. The taxi cast off, came about, and began heading toward shore.
Tanner reached for his phone and called Cahil, who arrived five minutes later. The dory was still waiting its turn to dock at the spectator pier. Cahil peered through the binoculars. �Just two escorts?�
�Yes.�
With plenty of time on their hands over the past two days, they�d come up with several plans for making contact with Susanna. That Litzman had ordered her escorted was unsurprising. At this late stage in the job � whatever that was � he was taking no chances.
�Let�s use that boutique on Via Rossi,� Tanner said. �You find the messenger, I�ll get a head start. It�s a safe bet her escorts would recognize me.�
* * *
Having changed into his planter�s hat, dark sunglasses, and Bermuda shorts, Tanner strolled up the street from the wharf, stopping frequently to snap a photo and check on Cahil�s progress.
As Susanna and her escorts � one of which he now recognized as Jurgen � climbed from the dory onto the pier, Cahil took up position behind them. Susanna walked up Via Cesare, stopping occasionally to peer into shop windows as her escorts loitered a few feet away.
Briggs saw Cahil gesture to someone across the street. A young boy of eight or nine scampered over. Cahil whispered to him, then pressed something into his hand. The boy sprinted down the street, then across to the opposite sidewalk, from where he came trotting back. Drawing even with Susanna he stopped and began tugging at the hem of her dress. �Money, signorina, please?� Pleadingly he clutched at her hands. �Please, pretty signorina ��
Jurgen stepped forward to shoo the boy away.
�Ah, pretty signorina, please �,� he said once more, then ran off.
Up the street Tanner watched through his camera�s viewfinder. Susanna covertly unfolded the note, read it, then stuck it into her pocket. She turned, said something to Jurgen, then started across the street with the two Germans in tow.
Walking fast now, Tanner got well ahead of them and turned onto Via Rossi. In the middle of the street he found the unisex clothing boutique he and Cahil had scouted the previous day. He pushed through the door.
At the tinkle of the bell, a young woman with jet black hair and pink hoop earrings walked over. �May I help you, sir?� she said in Italian.
�No, thank you, just looking.�
Tanner wandered the racks, selected several pair of shorts, then strolled back toward the fitting rooms. Through the front window he saw Susanna approach the door. She turned and said something to Jurgen, who shook his head. They went back and forth, Susanna gesturing angrily, until Jurgen shrugged. She pushed through the door.
Tanner stepped into the booth and closed the door, but left it unlatched. He hung his planter�s hat on the hook so the brim was visible over the top of the door, then dropped the shorts in a pile on the floor, covering his sandals and ankles.
A minute later Susanna slipped into the booth carrying a couple scarves and a hat. She shut the door and locked it. Without a word she took off her sunglasses, fell into Tanner�s arms, and lay her head against his chest. He could feel her trembling. She leaned back and brushed at her cheeks. �I thought you were dead,� she whispered. �There was so much shooting. Are you okay?�
�Just a little scuffed up.� He held her face in his hands and studied her bruises. �I�m sorry, Susanna. Does it hurt?�
She smiled back. �Of course it hurts; you broke my nose, for God�s sake. It worked, though. No one gave me a second glance.�
�What about your escorts?�
�They�ve done that before. It�s nothing. If something wasn�t right I would�ve felt a vibe. Believe me, I�ve lived on my wits with this group for nine months.�
Tanner nodded. �How�re you feeling?�
�I want this to be over, Briggs.�
�I know you do. Say the word and I�ll have you on a plane this afternoon. Bear and I can handle Litzman.�
�We�re back to this again? I already told you: I�m staying.�
�Stubborn like your father.�
�Stubborn like you � that�s what he used to say.�
�What can you tell me?� Tanner said. �We found the Sorgia, but we don�t know any details.�
�They killed the crew, didn�t they?�
�Yes.�
�Those poor men. The Barak met us just outside Tangier harbor and we all ferried over except for Jurgen and Hans. They came a few minutes later. I wondered what they were doing � something felt wrong about it. God, I want to get away from these people. I feel like I�m covered in this layer of... filth that�ll never come off.�
�Before you know it, you�ll be home safe. All this will fade.�
�We�ll be home, you mean.�
Tanner smiled. �Right. Anything else you can tell me?�
�I overheard a name, one I hadn�t heard before: Svetic.�
Another Bosnian surname, Tanner thought. Could this one be part of the Root kidnapping team? Briggs had decided to keep the kidnapping from Susanna; she had enough to worry about without adding a tangent he wasn�t even sure about himself. �Litzman�s been talking to this man � Svetic?�
�No, that�s not the feeling I get. I get bits and pieces � random snatches of conversations � rarely anything solid. A lot of this is gut feeling on my part.�
�Go on.�
�I have the feeling Litzman doesn�t really know Svetic,� Susanna said. �If he does, they�re not close. When they�ve talked about him, it�s somehow distant � unfamiliar.�
�How so?�
�For one thing, they use the formal version of �he� and �him.��
That was significant, Tanner realized. The German language is fussy about personal pronouns, using different forms of �he� or �she� for strangers and friends.
�What about the crate?� Briggs asked her. �Is it still aboard?�
�It was, but now I�m not sure. We took a detour, I think somewhere south of here. Litzman told me to stay in my cabin. When we started north again, the crate was gone.�
Litzman had either delivered it to someone, or left it somewhere for later pickup. �Do you have any idea if this is his last stop?�
�No.�
Tanner asked, �We think he�s been talking to someone in Austria. Could it be Svetic?�
Susanna shrugged. �Maybe. I don�t know. I�m sorry.�
They talked for a few more minutes, then discussed methods of communication, meeting places, and how they would signal her: a red chalk mark on a pillar along Rive Tralana. �You�ll be able to see it from the afterdeck,� Tanner said. �One diagonal line for a meeting; two vertical for the dead drop.�
�Got it.�
�One of us will try to keep an eye on the Barak when you�re aboard. If you go ashore, make your first stop one of the meeting sites. One of us will be there.�
She nodded.
He grasped her shoulders and stared into her eyes. �You�re okay?�
She smiled, and again he saw the bright and warm Susanna of old. �Stop mothering me. I better go.� She held up the scarves. �Which one?�
�The blue. It�s your color.�
�Good choice.� She kissed him on the cheek and went out.
Tanner waited until she�d paid for the scarf and disappeared down the sidewalk. As planned, he and Cahil met two blocks away at a corner pasada. He recounted the meeting.
Cahil said, �Svetic, huh? Yet another cast member in our little drama. I�m thinking it�s time we have a chat with Jonathan Root.�
�You read my mind.�
* * *
They returned to the Italia, collected McBride and Oliver, then walked separately to the Grand Duchi. Outside Root�s room Tanner stopped and turned to McBride and Oliver. �We�re running out of time, so I may have to push him.�
�You think he�s holding something back?� Oliver asked.
�Up until a few days ago, Root had been playing a shell game not only with you, but with the FBI. He�s been living on nerve, desperation, and pretense since the kidnappers contacted him. He�s also a retired spook. All this stuff � it�s what he did for a living.�
McBride said, �You can take the spy out of the business, but not the business out of the spy?�
Tanner nodded. �If there�s a connection between Litzman and his wife�s kidnappers, the sooner we find that out, the better chance we have of dealing with it.�
Both Oliver and McBride nodded. �One warning,� McBride said. �He�s wired tight. Be careful how and where you push, or it might backfire.�
�Understood.�
McBride knocked and Root opened the door. He looked apprehensively at Tanner and Cahil. �They�ve come to help,� McBride said, then made the introductions. �Can we talk inside?�
Root led them to the suite�s sitting room. It was painted in faux finish tones of amber and cream, with heavy brocade drapes, overstuffed chenille chairs, and an Eames rosewood coffee table.
Once everyone was seated, Tanner said, �Leland Dutcher asked me to send his regards.�
Root was unshaven, his face lined with exhaustion, but hearing Dutcher�s name, his expression brightened. �You�re one of Dutch�s?�
�Yes.�
�Well, then, you can�t be all bad.�
Tanner smiled back. �I hope you think so in a few minutes.�
�Pardon me?�
�Mr. Root, what you�re going through right now probably feels like a nightmare. I understand that. Whatever happens, you have my word we�re going to do what we can to get your wife back.�
�I appreciate that.�
�The problem is, her kidnapping may be a part of something bigger.�
�How so?�
�Before I answer that, I�d like to ask you some questions.�
�I�ve already told Joe and Collin everything I know.�
�Humor me.�
Root shrugged. �Go ahead.�
Briggs took a few moments to gather his thoughts. Working mostly in the dark, he would have only Root�s responses and reactions to guide him. �Do you know a man named Stephan Bolz?�
�No.�
�When was the last time you went to France?�
�What? France? I don�t know � ten, fifteen years ago.�
�How about Bosnia?�
Root frowned, thinking. He leaned back in the chair and clasped his hands in his lap. Something, Tanner thought. Root said, �It would�ve been back in the eighties while I was still at Langley.�
�Do you have any regular contact with anyone from Bosnia?�
�No.�
�Croatia? Serbia?�
�No.�
�Have you ever heard the name Karl Litzman?� Tanner asked.
�Yes � yes, I think so. His name came across my desk a few times. Who is he?�
�He�s German � former Russian Spetsnaz.�
�Yes � that�s right. Freelance, wasn�t he?�
�Still is,� Tanner replied. �How much money did the kidnappers ask for?�
�Why do I get the feeling I�m being interrogated?�
�Please answer my question.�
�Twenty million dollars in bearer bonds.�
�Do you have that kind of money?�
�Yes.�
�Where did you get it?�
�That�s none of your business.�
�It�s my understanding Selmani asked for five million, not twenty.�
�I can�t explain that. Joe said he was probably a patsy. Maybe he got confused.�
�Mr. Root, I�ve done a little checking. The truth is, you don�t have twenty million dollars.� This was a lie, but as with most of the questions, Tanner was more interested in Root�s body language than his words.
�You�re wrong,� Root snapped.
�How many times have the kidnappers made contact?�
�Here?�
�Yes.�
�Once.�
�You�re sure it wasn�t twice?�
�I�m sure.�
That�s the truth, Tanner thought. �Do you know a man named Svetic?�
Root pursed his lips, thinking. He unfolded his hands, refolded them. �I don�t think so.�
�You�re sure.�
�Yes.�
There it was, Tanner thought. Faced with a name he didn�t recognize, someone Tanner was pushing, Root, the desperate husband, should have asked the question: This man Svetic � you think he�s involved in my wife�s kidnapping?
�Think about it,� Tanner said. �Be careful with your answer. You�re sure you�ve never heard of, or met, or talked to a man named Svetic?�
�Christ, how many times are you going to ask me that?� Root growled. He stood up and began pacing. �Why are you doing this? My wife�s been taken, for god�s sake!�
�I know that.�
�Then act like it!�
Tanner stared at him, said nothing. Thirty seconds passed � a minute. Finally Root plopped down on the edge of the bed. �What do you want from me?�
�Tell me how you know Svetic, why he took your wife, and what he wants from you.�
Briggs could see Root�s lower lip quivering; the muscles of his jaw pulsed. �I�ve had enough of this. I�d like you to leave. Joe, get them out of here.�
�Jonathan��
�Dammit, this isn�t fair! I just want my wife back! Why can�t anyone understand that?�
Tanner leaned forward in his chair and waited until Root met his gaze. �I do understand, Mr. Root. I know you don�t believe that, but it�s true. Here�s what I think: You know who took your wife, why they did it, and why they made you come halfway around the world to get her back. The sooner you tell us what�s really going on, the sooner we can get her back.�
Root squeezed his eyes shut; tears dripped from their corners. �Oh, Jesus ��
�Tell me,� Briggs whispered.
�I know Svetic � Risto Svetic � and I know what he wants.�
�What?�
�Kestrel. God help us, he wants Kestrel.�
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�I assume you�re not talking about the bird?� Tanner said.
�No,� Root replied with a humorless chuckle. I�m talking about the Root family secret � the secret we�ve been keeping for over eighty years. Kestrel consumed my grandfather�s life, then my father�s, and now mine. Kestrel is what Risto Svetic wants, and it�s what I don�t dare give him.�
�You�ve lost me. Please explain.�
And Root did.
* * *
�My grandfather�s name was Simon Horatio Root, In 1917 he landed in France and was given command of a special unit that later became known as the Havocs. They were trained to fight behind enemy lines, conduct reconnaissance, gather intelligence � those sorts of things.
�In January, 1918, he and his team were in the Dinaric Alps in Bosnia. The Central Powers had mostly been driven out of the area, but there were reports of stay-behind units conducting guerrilla operations. Everyone assumed they were Bulgarians, since they�d done most of the fighting in the Balkans. At the time, the allies were considering opening a second front with landings along the Adriatic coast. My grandfather had been assigned to survey the area.
�He had sixteen men on his team: twelve soldiers, three squad leaders � Pappas, Villejohn, and Frenec � a Greek, a Frenchman, and a Hungarian. Their scout was a Herzegovinian boy named Anton. He was their unofficial mascot.
�On their ninth day in the mountains they came across a bunker. It shouldn�t have been there. None of the Bulgarians they�d come across had been holed up. Most were hit-and-run teams � always moving, sleeping in whatever hole they could find, nipping at the enemy but never fully engaging them. To find an occupied bunker like this was unheard of. Even stranger was who they found guarding it: Germans.
�Simon ordered in his team. The guards were dispatched and my grandfather led his men inside. On the upper level it was just like any other bunker: sleeping quarters, mess rooms. There was another level, though. As was his style, Simon took the lead. He went down first, followed by Frenec, Pappas, and Villejohn. The rest of the team stayed on the main level.
�They reached the bottom of the ladder shaft and started looking around, expecting to find more soldiers, more supplies � more of what they�d found on the main level.
�There wasn�t a soldier in sight. That section of the bunker was designed differently than any bunker they�d ever seen. It was laid out like three squares in a line, each square connected by a single passage. There were heavy, airtight doors, intricate plumbing, generators and backup generators, air pipes and hoses leading every which way �
�Eventually they found some men hiding in storage rooms � seven Germans and one Russian, all civilians, all unarmed. Simon rounded them up in the mess room, left Pappas and Villejohn to guard them, then took Frenec to have a better look around.
�The section they were in � the signs read �Der Bereich Eine��Section One � was mostly sleeping quarters, latrines, and larders. Der Bereich Zwei contained more storage areas, but they were mostly medical supplies like drugs, bandages, and surgical equipment. They�d found a hospital, Simon thought.
�The last area�Der Bereich Drei�was altogether different. It was divided down the middle by another passageway, this one wider than the connecting tunnels. To the left they found what looked to be laboratories with Bunsen burners, distillers, microscopes.
�To the right, set into the wall, were three windows, each ten feet long. Beside each of these was a steel door. The windows were dark, so Simon hunted around until he found a junction box, then started flipping switches. One by one, the lights came on.
�Behind each window were ten hospital beds � thirty total. All of them were full. There were old men, women of all ages, children � all chained to their beds. Most appeared to be unconscious, but when the lights came on a few of them stirred and looked toward the windows. Some cried out in Bosnian. The windows were thick and Simon�s Bosnian wasn�t very good, but it was clear they were pleading with him.
�On the wall of each room was a sign that read, �Keimfrei Krankenzimmer.�� Root paused and looked at Tanner. �Do you know what that means?�
Briggs searched his memory, trying to piece together the words. When he did, he felt a chill on his scalp. �Sterile Sick Room.�
Root nodded. �That�s right. All of those people had been quarantined. You know, by the time he�d found that bunker, my grandfather had seen the worst war can offer, but nothing had prepared him for what he found there.
�He was no doctor, of course, but it didn�t take one to know those people were very sick. Some were as thin as skeletons; others horribly bloated. Others were covered in running sores, tumors, or rashes that left them looking like hamburger. A few were seizing so violently their bodies arched off the bed until only their feet and heads touched the mattress. There was vomit and blood and feces on the floors and walls. It was a nightmare.
�My grandfather�s first instinct was to go in and try to help them, but he stopped himself. This was no ordinary hospital, and those were no ordinary patients. There was something very wrong with what was going on. He and Frenec returned to the mess room. Having realized the Germans and the Russian were doctors, he started asking questions. They refused to talk. He locked them in a storage room and went to find his own answers.
�The doctors had been meticulous in their documentation. The file rooms were filled with case histories, experiment notes, private journals � it was all there. Over the next day and a half they pieced together what the Germans had been up to.
�Eighteen months earlier a Bulgarian Army platoon came across a village in the foothills named Doljani. They found half the inhabitants dead, the other half deathly ill. Under questioning, the villagers claimed that a week earlier an illness had taken hold in the local elementary school. Two days after that it had spread to half the village: a day after that, everyone had it. The symptoms were routine � what we�d call a common cold � but none of the villagers had been able to fight it off. A week after the first case, the entire village was dead � nearly three hundred people, gone.
�The unit�s intelligence officer was actually a major in the Austro-Hungarian Army. He sent word back to his commanders in Graz, who dispatched a team of German specialists. You see, at that point in the war the Central Powers knew the tide was against them. Germany had already used gas attacks on the allies � mustard, chlorine, phosgene � and had been experimenting with cholera, anthrax, and smallpox, so this outbreak at Doljani caught their attention.
�By the time the team arrived, half of the Bulgarian soldiers were sick. Assuming the rest would follow, the Germans knew they had to find a place to quarantine whatever the illness was. The Bulgarian commander offered them a solution.
�On their way to Doljani, they�d come across an abandoned hospital bunker built years earlier by the Austrians. It was nearby, it was already partially equipped, so the German doctors and surviving Bulgarian soldiers retreated to the bunker. The soldiers were quarantined. The doctors went to work trying to understand what was making them sick, a report was sent back to Graz. The German High Command dispatched yet another team � an engineering company. Over the next month, the bunker was converted into the complex my grandfather found.
�By the time work was finished, all but a few of the Bulgarian soldiers were dead, as were four of the original twenty German doctors. To a man, the entire engineering company was stricken.
�Good Germans that they were, the doctors stayed put and kept working, trying to isolate the illness. Aside from special troops sent by Graz to act as security, no one came to or left the bunker. The bodies piled up. One of the empty artillery magazines was converted into a crematorium.
�Two months after the project began, all of the original soldiers and engineers were long dead, as were half of the doctors. Only two �hosts� remained � both doctors from the original team. The security soldiers started snatching civilians from nearby villages to use as test subjects. The experiments went on.
�Six months later Graz sent a new doctor to oversee the project, a Russian microbiologist named Nikitin who�d emigrated to Germany in 1902. The rumor was that Nikitin had been a rising star under Dimitri Ivanovski, the scientist who discovered the virus. He and Nikitin were the world�s first virologists.
�At that time, scientists didn�t even have the equipment to see something as small as a virus, but using procedures he and Ivanovski had honed, Nikitin determined the cause of the illness was a virus � a particle so small that two hundred million of them can fit on the head of a pin.
�There was a bigger mystery, though. As Nikitin conducted his autopsies, he found multiple causes of death. Some had died from smallpox, others from influenza, a few from pulmonary edema, and even a few from cancer, which wasn�t normally an acute disease.
�Even at his level, Nikitin realized he was out of his depth. He didn�t understand the mechanism behind the virus. Somehow it either coopted the host�s immune system or it bolstered whatever underlying disease already existed. It turned minor colds into fatal infections; it allowed cholera or cancer or tuberculosis to go unchecked in the body; if the patient had a fever, the brain virtually boiled; a minor case of ringworm swarmed the body and ate it away. Whatever the pathology � bacteria, virus, fungus, or parasite � the virus turned it voracious. What a normal immune system could easily fight off became fatal.
�Nikitin named the virus Kestrel. In the Ural Mountains, where he was from, a kestrel is not just a bird of prey, but according to Komi myth, it was also a shape-shifter. Nikitin thought the name fit.
�When Simon came across the bunker, Nikitin and his team had been working for eighteen months to incubate Kestrel. According to their notes, they�d succeeded. In fact, they were getting ready to return to Germany with six petri canisters filled with the virus.
�Simon and his squad leaders made a decision. Clearly they couldn�t let Kestrel fall into German hands, but the question they found themselves facing was, should anyone have it? Though pretty certain they had the only samples of Kestrel, Simon couldn�t be sure. What if the Germans already had some and decided to use it? Would these samples be the only hope for a vaccine? These were intelligent men, but they were lost. How Kestrel worked, what exactly it was, whether it could be stopped or destroyed � all questions they couldn�t answer.
�They made a pact: The four of them would take Kestrel, hide it away, and keep it safe. The concepts of friend, enemy, ally � all of them were irrelevant compared to what Kestrel could do if it got loose. They�d seen atrocities on both sides. Words like honor and mercy had little meaning in modern war. Whom could they trust with Kestrel? Could they be sure the allies would destroy it and not try to keep it? All it would take was a single, shortsighted general or politician to decide a sample should be kept for study.
�There were two things they had to decide before they could leave the bunker: first, what to do with the infected patients and the doctors. The patients were beyond help; half of the thirty had died over the previous two days. Simon wanted to put the rest out of their misery, but he didn�t dare go into the sterile rooms. He made a decision � the toughest one of his life.
�He rounded up Nikitin and his doctors, ordered them into the sterile ward with twenty-three lethal doses of potassium cyanide, then locked the door behind them.
�My grandfather, Pappas, Villejohn, and Frenec watched the end of it. Strangely, the doctors never once pleaded for their lives. They seemed resigned � as if they were glad it was over. Once they�d euthanized the surviving patients, they injected themselves, then sat down together and died.
�That left one final task: to make sure they themselves hadn�t become infected. According to the doctor�s logs, the longest incubation period they�d seen was six days. Simon and the others had been inside the complex for three days.
�So they stayed there, with the dead, watching and waiting for one of them to get sick.
�Frenec, the Hungarian, had a bleak sense of humor. I remember my grandfather telling the story � the four of them sitting around waiting for the barest hint of a sniffle or a cough, knowing it probably meant they were all dead. Frenec said, �We�re standing quite the dark watch, aren�t we?� The name stuck; from then on they referred to themselves as the Dark Watch.
�They waited until three more days had gone by, then another three just to be safe. None of them showed any signs of illness.
�A week after they�d entered the bunker, they gathered the six canisters of Kestrel, sealed the bunker entrance with explosives, and walked out.
�That was 1918,� Root finished. �My father was born three years later, in 1921; when he was twenty-five Simon passed Kestrel on to him. I was born two years later: In 1978, when I was thirty, my father passed it on to me.� Root looked up and studied each man in turn. His face was drawn and gray, as though he�d aged a decade telling the story. �That�s it. That�s what Kestrel is, and that�s what Svetic wants.�
Tanner and the others stared at Root with expressions ranging from shock to skepticism. Finally Tanner leaned back in his chair and exhaled heavily. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. �I�ve got so many questions I don�t know where to start,� he murmured. �First off, how does Svetic even know about Kestrel? Who is he?�
�You remember my grandfather�s scout I told you about?�
Tanner nodded. �The Herzegovinian boy.�
�That was Anton Svetic � Risto Svetic�s grandfather.�
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�Hold on,� Tanner replied. �You said the only ones who went down to the hospital level were Simon and his squad leaders.�
�You have to understand,� Root said �Anton adored my grandfather. The boy had lost his entire family to the war � his mother, father, and sisters. Until Simon came along, Anton had been wandering, only half-alive. My grandfather fed him, gave him some clothes and some kindness. From then on he followed Simon everywhere.
�When Simon first realized what they�d found, he called up the ladder and told the rest of the men it was a TB hospital and that they should stay topside until he and the others were sure they hadn�t been infected. That was good enough for the men, but not Anton.
�On the third night, Anton climbed down the ladder and started looking for Simon. Of course, when my grandfather found him, he knew he couldn�t send him back up. Anton was terrified; he didn�t understand what was happening. All he knew was that something invisible was killing everyone down there � including him and Simon and all the men he�d come to call his family. To reassure him, Simon explained everything.�
�Why didn�t they just burn the samples?� Cahil asked.
�Part of it was fear and part of it was uncertainty,� Root replied. �This was 1918. Look at it from their perspective: the idea of something so small that not even the most modern microscopes can see it? Something so tiny that it�s dwarfed by the very same �invisible bugs� Pasteur said were the cause of all disease? Imagine the average bacteria is the size of a football; in comparison, a virus would be a grain of sand. That�s what they were dealing with. It was completely alien.
�Not only didn�t they understand Kestrel, but they didn�t feel like they could trust anyone with it. They chose what they thought was the best course: Take Kestrel with them, hide it, and guard it with their lives until something could be done about it.�
�Something can be done about it,� said Oliver. �Why haven�t you told anyone about this? You were the DCI, for god�s sake. Couldn�t you have turned it over to the right people and made sure it was destroyed?�
�You really think the world has changed that much? We�ve dropped atomic bombs, used nerve gas and anthrax, tested hallucinogens on our soldiers. Short of doing it myself � which was impossible � how could I have been certain Kestrel had been destroyed? Besides, the truth is, we�ve kept Kestrel safe for almost a century. That might sound arrogant to you, but for me it�s pragmatism.�
McBride said, �I think we�re missing the big question here. Your grandfather took those samples out of that bunker over eighty years ago. Wouldn�t the virus be long dead by now?�
�When my father passed responsibility for Kestrel on to me, I was fascinated and horrified. I wanted to learn everything I could about it. I read every biology and medical textbook I could get my hands on. At the University of Kansas I got my degree in virology with a minor in biochemistry.�
Cahil whistled softly. �How many people know that?�
Root smiled. �It�s not a secret, but it is a private passion. I wanted to understand what I was guarding; I wanted to understand what had taken over my grandfather�s life, and then my father�s. I knew I couldn�t study Kestrel in a scientific setting. Something that lethal needs a level four biohazard facility; you don�t just walk into one of those, say �look at what I found� and go about your business. Word would have spread.� Root paused, then turned to McBride. �Sorry, I�m rambling. What was your question?�
�It�s been over eighty years. Wouldn�t Kestrel be dead by now?�
�Don�t count on it. By all scientific standards a virus isn�t even alive. Essentially it�s nothing more than a speck of genetic material inside a protein shell. Viruses can�t grow or divide on their own. They reproduce by hijacking another cell and rewriting its DNA to reproduce more virus. When a host infected by a virus dies, the decomposition process kills the virus as well. Without that, viruses go into a state of dormancy; in essence, they put themselves into suspended animation until some signal � so far, no one knows what that is � tells them to come to life again and start working.
�Another thing: Don�t forget how small a virus is, and how fast they reproduce. Two hundred million can fit on the head of a pin. In the space of eight hours, a single virus can hijack and reprogram enough cells to create ten thousand copies of itself. Multiply that by two hundred million and you�ve got trillions of viruses born in the space of an average workday.�
�Which most healthy human immune systems can deal with,� said Tanner.
�Sure. They do it every day, in fact. That�s what�s so damned scary about Kestrel. Instead of fighting off the invasion, an infected system just sits by and lets it happen.�
�Isn�t that what HTV does?� Oliver said.
Root shook his head. �HIV is an immune deficiency disease. With HIV � or any autoimmune disease for that matter � the body�s ability to defend itself is compromised, but it�s still there. With Kestrel, there is no defense. It�s as if the immune system doesn�t even know it�s under attack.�
�I�m lost,� Oliver said. �Are you saying Kestrel disables the immune system?�
�Without being able to test it myself, I can�t be sure, but I have a theory, something I�ve toyed with for the past ten years. Anytime there�s an infection in the human body, the first defender on the scene is what�s called a microphage � essentially a mutated white blood cell designed to hunt down invaders and eat them. Microphages distinguish between what�s foreign and what�s �us� by looking at its shell � its protein coat. If it belongs in the body, the proteins display the right chemical signature. Wrong signature, it gets attacked and eaten.
�I think,� Root continued, �the first thing Kestrel does on entering the body is hijack a host cell, decipher the signature of its protein coat, then change its own coat to match.�
�A disguise,� Tanner said.
�Aperfect disguise. The protein signature is all the immune system cares about. Now invisible to the host system, Kestrel latches onto a microphage and rides it until it comes across an infection.�
Cahil said, �A viral ambulance chaser.�
�An apt description. While the microphage is busy eating the foreign antigen � say for example, the bacteria that causes Legionnaires� disease � Kestrel hijacks one of them, rewrites its DNA, and tells it to start reproducing. Here�s the key: I don�t think Kestrel tells the cell to reproduce more of Kestrel, but more of itself � along with the protein disguise Kestrel adopted when it entered the body.�
Tanner said, �And so the next crop of baby Legionnaires are all wearing a coat that tells the immune system, �Don�t attack us�.�
Root pointed a finger at him. �Exactly! And so on and so on until the disease overwhelms the body. Whatever the disease, Kestrel allows it to go unchecked; as far as the immune system knows, it�s not even under attack.�
�You get a cold, the cold kills you,� Cahil said.
�Yes and no,� Root replied. �As the immune system gets overwhelmed, opportunistic diseases pop up � foreign bodies that were already present, but had been suppressed by the immune system.�
�And Kestrel does all this regardless of the disease?� McBride asked.
�It�s not picky. If it�s foreign, Kestrel will use it. I have a hunch it capitalizes on major infections since that�s where a lot of microphages congregate. To use Ian�s metaphor, the more ambulances at a scene, the better.�
Tanner suddenly felt very tired. In the space of twenty minutes they�d gone from a German freelance terrorist and a kidnapping to this � nightmare. He said, �I don�t mind telling you, Mr. Root, your story scares the hell out of me.�
�Good. It should.�
�I want to discount it, but I can�t. You have to know: Whatever it takes, we have to keep this thing away from Svetic � and anyone else for that matter.�
�I know. She�s my wife. I have to try.�
Tanner nodded. �Then we better come up with one hell of a plan.�
But of the two outcomes, which counts more? Tanner thought. There was nothing to think about, he knew. One life in trade for millions? Or more? By any measure, it was a fair trade.
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Langley
Tanner�s call went first to Dutcher and Oaken, who immediately drove to CIA headquarters. When they walked into Sylvia Albrecht�s office, Len Barber and George Coates were already waiting.
�What�s he got, Leland?� Sylvia asked.
�He didn�t say; but judging from his tone, it�s big,� Dutcher said, glancing at his watch. �It should be any time now��
As if on cue, Sylvia�s intercom buzzed. She pressed the button. �Yes.�
�Call for you on secure five.�
Sylvia disconnected and pressed another button. �Albrecht.�
�It�s me,� Tanner said. �I�m secure on my end.�
�Here, too. You�re on conference; everyone�s here. Where do we stand?�
�Neck deep in a swamp,� Tanner replied. �The Barak is here and so is Litzman. We made contact with Susanna.� He passed along her information about Svetic, then said, �We decided it was time to push Mr. Root for some answers. He broke down and gave us the whole story. To be honest, part of me wishes he hadn�t.�
Having rehearsed and distilled the story in his mind, Tanner highlighted Root�s tale, from his grandfather�s discovery of the bunker, to how Root believed Kestrel worked. �The kidnapping of his wife was never about money,� Briggs concluded. �It was about Root himself and Kestrel.�
Len Barber said, �This can�t be real. It�s just too � fantastic.�
�I believe him,� Tanner said. �I sat two feet from him while he was telling the story. Trust me, it�s real. Besides, can we afford to not believe him?�
�Good god,� Sylvia murmured.
Coates said, �He�s right. We have to assume it�s all true. Briggs, I�m not understanding something: Why the hell didn�t Root destroy Kestrel a long time ago? It sounds like he understands the thing fairly well, and given his power he could�ve done it twenty years ago.�
�Hard to say,� Tanner replied. �Part of it�s fear; part of it�s probably dedication. This legacy has been passed down through his family for eight decades. There also may be some complacency on Root�s part. He said it himself: Whether we agree with their methods, they�ve kept Kestrel safe for a long time. Until now, it�s worked.�
�My god,� said Len Barber. �The arrogance to think��
Sylvia cut him off. �Briggs, where are the Kestrel samples right now? Trieste?�
�Innsbruck, Austria. The Bank of Tirol.�
�Are you telling me this thing has been sitting in a vault for the past eighty years?�
�Safe-deposit box.�
Given the unusual nature of both his unit and his mission, Tanner explained, Root�s commanders had given him tremendous discretion in where they operated. Taking advantage of that, after leaving the bunker Root led his team east out of Bosnia, dodging Serbian guerrilla units until they reached the Dalmatian coast, which was by then controlled by the Allies. Leaving the men behind in Split, Root, Villejohn, Frenec, and Pappas boarded a freighter bound for Kerkyra, Greece, where Pappas�s family had been living for 150 years. Root and the others buried the canisters of Kestrel in the wine cellar of the Pappas house, then returned to Split, collected the rest of the team, then linked up with their division, in Brindisi, Italy.
Ten months later, on Thanksgiving Day 1918, as the last of the defeated German troops were pulling out of Alsace-Lorraine, Root, Frenec, Villejohn, and Pappas returned to Kerkyra, collected the Kestrel canisters, and traveled to Innsbruck, Austria, where they placed them in a safe-deposit box in the Bank of Tirol.
As Tanner finished, Sylvia said, �Unbelievable. To think Kestrel sat in that bank as the Nazis marched through Austria � It gives me a chill just thinking about it. Why in god�s name didn�t Root�s father move it?�
�According to Root, like most of the world, his father didn�t take Hitler seriously until it was too late. By the time he realized Germany was going to invade, there was nothing he could do but sit back and watch and pray the Nazis didn�t plunder the bank.
�Three months after World War Two ended, Root�s father and the other descendants of the Dark Watch met in Innsbruck to make sure Kestrel was safe � which it was � then parted ways again.�
�How many are left?� George Coates asked. �Of the original Dark Watch members, I mean. How many sons and daughters?�
�None,� Tanner replied. �Jonathan Root is the last one. Unless you count Svetic.�
�Which we have to,� Dutcher said. �Obviously Anton Svetic passed the secret down to his heirs just like the others. Problem is, this Svetic obviously has other ideas for Kestrel.�
There was a long ten seconds of silence, then Coates said, �We have to get this thing, bring it back here, and turn it over to Fort Dietrich,� he said, referring to the home of USAMRHD, the U.S. Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases. �I don�t especially like playing the bastard, but if we have to sacrifice Amelia Root to secure this thing, I say it�s a small price to pay.�
�Unless you�re her or her husband,� Tanner said.
�What�re you saying? We play Svetic�s game and hope it goes our way?�
�What I�m saying is, let�s try to save this woman. If in the end it comes down to a choice, I agree: better her life than give Kestrel to Svetic.�
Barber said, �I agree with George on this. Compared to what�s at stake, Amelia Root is a side issue. In fact, we can�t afford to delay; we need to start making calls.�
�To who, Len?� Dutcher asked. �Who do we trust with this? If it�s the authorities in Europe, how�re they going to react when they hear a former director of the CIA has been using their backyard to store a doomsday bug?�
�Who the hell cares how they react? If this thing gets loose, none of it will matter. At the very least we need to send some people over there to deal with these canisters.�
Coates said, �And how do they go in? In biohazard suits? Unless we�re prepared to turn Kestrel over to whoever�s got jurisdiction, we�ve got to do this ourselves � and do it in the gray.�
�He�s right,� Dutcher replied, then said to Sylvia, �Truth is, I can�t fault Root�s reasoning for keeping Kestrel secret. Whether it�s us, or Iraq, or some radical terrorist group living in a cave, we haven�t exactly been circumspect when it comes to WMD. Unless we recover these canisters ourselves � and destroy them ourselves � we can never be sure. Every flu outbreak, every flare-up of cholera or malaria or West Nile virus � we�d be wondering if it�s Kestrel, and whether it�s going to stop at a thousand people, or keep going to kill millions � or more. For my part, that�s not something I want hanging over my grandchildren�s heads.�
Barber opened his mouth to protest, but Sylvia raised a hand, silencing him. �First of all, we shouldn�t even be having this conversation. This belongs in front of the president.� She paused, sighed. �But God help me, I�m not sure. What would he do? Who would have his ear? Could I convince him to have this thing destroyed, or would he listen to some armchair warrior who thinks Kestrel should be kept alive and studied?�
Coates said, �If Root is right about how it works, there may be some merit to that. The medical implications alone could be enormous.�
Barber said, �Something to consider.�
�No,� Dutcher said.
�Do you have any idea what something like this could do for immunological research? For genetics? It could put us light-years ahead.�
�Some things are best left alone, George. If we start toying with Kestrel, where does it end? I�ll say it again: Who do we trust with it? All it would take is one accident, one slip-up; some idiot with an ax to grind or too many bills to pay so he decides to sneak a little out. We�re talking about hundreds of millions of Kestrel particles on the head of pin. There�s no inventory system in the world secure enough to handle something like that.�
Sylvia said, �Briggs, we haven�t heard your take on this.�
�As far as I�m concerned, there�s nothing to talk about. If you�re giving me a vote, it�s this: No matter what it takes � Amelia Root�s life, my life, Cahil�s life � we collect Kestrel and destroy it � all of it.�
�Then why not cut to the chase?� Barber said. �Forget Amelia Root. Go to Innsbruck, get Kestrel, and come home.�
�I doubt it would be that easy,� Tanner said. �Think about how much planning Svetic has put into this: the kidnapping, the false trail of evidence, the stand-in for Amelia Root, the sacrifice of his own man just for authenticity�s sake � I wouldn�t be surprised if Svetic�s had Root under surveillance since he landed in Trieste. When he walks into the Bank of Tirol, they�ll be watching.�
�Then leave it in the bank and wait it out,� Coates said. �We can hunt Svetic down, take him out, then retrieve the samples at our leisure.�
Sylvia considered this, then said, �Sounds reasonable. Briggs, you�re the man on the ground. What do you think?�
�The sooner we get this done, the better. Listen: We�ve been careful since we�ve been here; the chances are good Svetic believes Root is alone. Aside from Root, Svetic is the only man left alive that knows about Kestrel. We know where he�s going to be, and when. Let�s make that work for us.�
�Explain.�
�While Root is waiting for Svetic to call, we go on to Innsbruck, pick our place, lay an ambush, and hit Svetic when he comes for the exchange. In the space of a few minutes we can free Amelia Root, remove Svetic from the equation, and bring Kestrel home.�
�Bold,� said Len Barber. �And risky.�
Tanner replied, �We passed �risky� a long time ago, Len. There aren�t many words for where we are now. Sylvia, we can do this. More importantly, I believe now is the time.�
Sylvia looked across her desk at Dutcher, who simply nodded. She said, �Keep your phone handy, Briggs. We�ll be back to you within the hour.�
Trieste
Tanner disconnected, laid his phone aside, then leaned back in his chair and yawned. He looked across to Oliver and Cahil; McBride was still sitting with Root at the Grand Duchi.
�What�s the verdict?� Cahil asked.
�They�re debating. Barber and Coates want to wait.�
�What�s there to debate? We�ve got the guy here, right now.�
�I told them.�
Oliver said, �Sylvia�s got a lot of weight on her shoulders. Hell, by law the decision shouldn�t even be hers to make.�
�She knows,� Tanner said. �But Leland said it: How do we know anyone else would do the right thing? For my part, I�d rather be strung up for destroying Kestrel than not do it and always be looking over my shoulder.�
Cahil chuckled. �You know, I�m betting Typhoid Mary wasn�t very fond of her name.�
�A safe bet,� Tanner agreed. His sat phone trilled. �That was quick,� he said, then answered.
It was McBride: �Briggs, I�m at Root�s hotel. He�s gone.�
Tanner bolted forward in his seat. �What?�
�Root�s gone.�
The former DCI had given him the slip, McBride explained. An hour earlier the room phone had rung. Root answered, listened for a moment, then said, �Sorry, you�ve got the wrong room.� A few minutes later he asked McBride to go to the corner restaurant and get him something to eat, claiming the hotel�s room service was awful. When McBride returned he found a note from Root saying he�d gone down to the sauna room. Suspicious now, McBride hurried downstairs, but Root was nowhere to be found. �I checked with the concierge,� McBride finished. �Root came downstairs right behind me and hailed a cab. My god, I never thought he�d � What in god�s name is he thinking?�
He�s not, Tanner thought. He got the call, they scared him, and he panicked.
Better than anyone, Root knew what was at stake and had surmised Tanner�s orders would be prioritized accordingly: The recovery of Kestrel was paramount; everything else was incidental. In his desperation, Root had convinced himself he could not only rescue his wife, but also keep Kestrel safe in the process.
�I�m sorry, Briggs,� McBride said. �It never occurred to me that he�d try it.�
�Not your fault, Joe. We all missed it.�
He disconnected, hurriedly explained the situation to Cahil and Oliver, then dialed Langley. As the phone started ringing, he thought, Innsbruck � twenty minutes by air.
Root could already be on the ground.
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Tanner�s report of Root�s disappearance made further debate irrelevant, so while he and the others scrambled to leave Trieste, Sylvia Albrecht and Dutcher focused on contingencies.
If Tanner failed in Innsbruck and Kestrel fell into Svetic�s hands, they would have no choice but to press the panic button. If on the other hand he and his cobbled-together team succeeded in recovering the canisters, they needed a plan to spirit Kestrel out of Austria and transport them safely back to the U.S.
Tanner�s next call went to Trieste�s airport. As he�d feared, Svetic�s reputation for thorough planning was proving well deserved. The day�s last shuttle to Innsbruck had left forty minutes earlier. Root�s wrong number call had likely been instructions from Svetic, who, playing it safe, had assumed Root was under surveillance and ordered the hurried departure to shake off watchers. More importantly, by controlling Root�s arrival in Innsbruck, Svetic could keep Root under surveillance until the exchange.
�If we can�t fly,� Cahil said, �we drive like hell. With luck, we�ll be there in three hours.�
Tanner thought for a moment, then said, �Go down to Hertz, get a car, then leave a message for Susanna at the Piazetta drop; tell her we�ll be back in a few days.� Briggs didn�t like the idea of leaving her on her own, but he had little choice. �Meet me at Root�s hotel when you�re done.�
�Why�re you going there?� Oliver asked.
�I want to see how well he covered his tracks.�
* * *
Tanner took a taxi to the Grand Duchi, put on his actor�s face, and found the manager. Jonathan Root, he explained, was his father-in-law and they were in Trieste on a recuperative vacation following the death of his wife. Suffering from Alzheimer�s, Root was prone to wandering off on his own.
�We�ve searched the hotel from top to bottom,� Tanner said. �I�m afraid he�s somewhere out on the street, lost.�
The manager�s eyes went wide. �Good heavens! We should alert the police��
�My wife already has; she�s with them now. What I�m hoping you can do is show me his phone bill. He may have made some calls that would give us a clue where he was going.�
�Of course! Wait one moment.� The manager returned two minutes later with a photocopy. �What else can we do to help?�
�I�d appreciate it if you�d call me if he comes back,� Tanner said.
�Of course.� The manager took down Tanner�s number. �My good luck to you.�
Tanner found Cahil and the others waiting under the lobby awning. Cahil had rented an eight-cylinder Mercedes well suited to Austria�s autobahn. Tanner climbed into the front seat. As Cahil pulled away, Briggs handed the phone bill back to McBride. �Joe, you know him better than anyone. See if any of those numbers ring a bell.�
* * *
They drove north from Trieste until they reached Lidine, where the road joined the A23 and continued north toward Austria. At Pontebba they caught the B90, and followed it across the border and into the Carnic Alps and the province of Karnten.
Working in the backseat with his PDA and the phone bill, McBride announced, �I may have something. There�s a couple U.S. calls here. One to his lawyer, I think, the other to an 802 area code � that�s Vermont. Don�t hold me to this, but I think Root has a sister in Burlington.�
Could this be the break they needed? Tanner wondered. Root�s late departure guaranteed he wouldn�t reach the Bank of Tirol before it closed, which meant he�d have to check into a hotel. Tanner doubted he�d make the mistake of using his personal credit card again, which in turn meant he�d be looking for alternatives. The sister or the lawyer? he wondered.
�Let�s check,� Briggs said. He dialed Holystone, explained his theory to Oaken, then recited the names of Root�s lawyer and sister. �Can you run credit and phones for both?�
�Give me twenty minutes.� He called back in fifteen. �It�s his sister. Shortly after you lost Root, she placed an overseas call � Innsbruck, the Hotel Goldene Krone on Maria Theresien Strasse.�
�Bingo. One more favor � a big one.�
�Shoot.�
It took two minutes for Tanner to explain. Oaken whistled softly. �Long shot.�
�It�s all we�ve got. Without it, we�ll have to crash the meeting and hope it goes our way. I�d prefer better odds than that.�
�I�ll see what I can do. I�ll call you from Langley.�
The only edge they had, Tanner felt, was Litzman�s still-mysterious connection to Svetic. For whatever reason, Litzman had been calling either Svetic himself, or someone in his group, beginning in Maryland with the Root kidnapping, then continuing to Austria, where they were awaiting Root�s arrival. Whoever Litzman�s contact was, Briggs hoped to use him. First, however, Tanner had to lure him out.
* * *
Forty minutes later, as Cahil was skirting Lenz and heading north on the B108, Oaken called back. He�d arrived at the CIA�s audio lab. �Sylvia called in the Science and Tech chief. Hold on, I�ll put you on speaker.� There were a few clicks, then a woman�s voice: �Mr. Tanner, this is Stephanie Aguayo. Walt�s told me what you want to do. You realize that without a direct sample, we�re not going to get a perfect match.�
�I understand,� Tanner said. �I just need it to be convincing enough for a ten-second call.�
�We�ll give it a shot. Let�s use your voice as a base-line.� She had Tanner recite several phrases then said, �Let�s start with pitch: Deeper or higher?�
�Deeper.�
And so they started building from Tanner�s memory a simulation of Karl Litzman�s voice, from tone and inflection to cadence and clarity. With each addition or change, Aguayo would replay the computer-modified sample of Tanner�s voice, then adjust it before moving on to the next attribute. Finally, after thirty minutes, she played the accumulated sample. �How�s that?� she asked.
�Very close. A little more gravelly.� Aguayo made the adjustment and replayed it. �Good,� Tanner said. �Now all we need is the German accent.�
�We�ll add it when you make the call. It�ll be real time, but with delay of roughly a second.�
�That�s fine. If it goes as planned, I expect it to be brief.�
�Okay, give us thirty minutes to set up the software and the link and we�ll be ready.�
* * *
Tanner spent the time rehearsing his script with Cahil and the others until confident it would do the job. However, without knowing the nature of Litzman�s relationship with the contact, Briggs knew he�d have to be ready to improvise.
His phone trilled. Oaken said, �We�re set. When our mystery man answers, just talk normally. We�ll convert the signal en route. We�ve got two translators standing by just in case � Serbo-Croatian and German. If necessary, you�ll get an abbreviated running translation.�
�How much delay will that add?� Tanner asked.
�A few seconds.�
�I�ll try to force him into English. Okay, go ahead and dial.�
Tanner heard a click, a brief hiss of static, then the double-buzz of a phone ringing. On the fourth ring, the line opened and a voice said in Bosnian, �Zdravo?�
�It�s me,� Tanner said.
There was a long five seconds of silence. Briggs closed his eyes and held his breath. Then the voice said, �Da.�
�Speak English. Can you talk?�
�Where are you? Your voice sounds strange.�
�Milan, I�m on my way to the airport. We need to meet; there�s a problem.�
�What?�
�Not on the phone. I�m coming to you. Meet me on the steps of Schloss Ambras lower hall��
�Where?�
�Ambras Castle. It�s south of the Altstadt. Nine-thirty.�
�That might be difficult.�
�Why?�
�I�ll have to make some excuse��
Interesting answer, Tanner thought. One of the possibilities he�d considered was that Liztman�s contact was Svetic himself. The answer he�d just gotten seemed to suggest this man was a subordinate. That raised another question: If Litzman was partnered with Svetic�s group, why did his contact need an excuse to make the meeting?
�Then do it,� Tanner snapped. �Be there. Do you understand me?�
Another pause. �I�ll be there.�
Tanner disconnected, then redialed. Oaken picked up on the first ring: �It sounded good,� he said. �We had him on voice analyzer. He was stressed, but I think he bought it.�
�We�ll know in a few hours,� Briggs replied.
* * *
They arrived in Innsbruck shortly after six. Sitting astride the Inn River valley, the city lay nestled between the Stubaier Alps to the west and the Tuxer Alps to the east. For Tanner, the Tirolean landscape epitomized the word �alpine,� with ice blue lakes, jagged peaks, lush forests, and deep, hidden valleys. The road into the valley was dwarfed by rolling hills lined with chalets and ski resorts, their signs so plentiful they stood stacked atop one another, arrows pointing higher into the mountains.
�Makes me want to yodel,� Cahil said, keeping one eye on the road, the other on the scenery.
�Have at it,� Tanner said. �Just make sure your window�s rolled up.�
As planned, they drove straight to the Europcar office on Salurner Strasse, where they rented an Opel Astra and Hyundai Starex minivan, then proceeded separately � Tanner and Cahil first, McBride and Oliver following in the new rentals � to the Best Western Mondschein and checked in.
Once settled, they parted ways again, Cahil and Oliver on a shopping trip, Tanner and McBride to the Hotel Goldene Krone on the outskirts of the Altstadt, or Old City. After fifteen minutes of walking the area and watching for surveillance, Tanner decided they were clear. They entered the alley behind the Golden Krone.
Briggs found a door near the kitchen ajar for ventilation and they slipped inside. Somewhere a radio was playing Strauss�s �Alpine Symphony.� A chef working over the stove glanced up. �Kann ich Ihnen helfen?� Can I help you?
�Are you the manager?� Tanner demanded in German.
�Nein.�
�I need the manager!� Tanner growled and kept walking.
He strode past the reception desk, took the elevator to the third floor, and knocked on Root�s door. Root opened it and stared at them, mouth agape. �How did you��
�Dumb luck,� Tanner replied, brushing past him. McBride shut the door behind them. Briggs turned on Root. �What in god�s name are you thinking, Jonathan?�
Root sighed. He raised his hands to his waist, let them drop. �I�m trying to save my wife.�
McBride said, �Alone?�
�Of course alone! Do you really expect me to believe you give a damn about Amelia?�
Tanner stepped closer to Root and stared into his eyes. �As a matter of fact, I do.�
�But Langley��
�Langley thinks her life is a small price to pay to keep Kestrel safe,� Tanner finished. �And the truth is, all our lives are a small price to pay, but we�re not there yet. I think we can keep Kestrel safe and get your wife back.�
�How?�
�First, give me your word you won�t run again. It�s either that or I tie you to a chair.�
Root exhaled, then chuckled. �Damned if you wouldn�t do it, too. You have my word.� He sat down on the bed. �What�s your plan?�
�A good offense,� Tanner replied, then began explaining.
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Innsbruck
At seven-fifteen, Tanner left McBride with Root and returned to the Best Western. Cahil and Oliver were waiting. A pile of clothes lay on the bed; on the floor were four shopping bags, three from a local hardware store, one from an auto parts store. Briggs could see a length of radiator hose jutting from one of the bags.
�The clothes are secondhand,� Cahil said. �All local and well worn. Except mine; I�ll be the best dressed sicherheitsbeamte in town.�
�Been practicing again, I see. What about the hardware?�
�Not as good as guns, but I think I can come up with something.�
Tanner nodded. Improvised weapons would have to do. Besides, he reminded himself, if they found themselves in a firefight with Svetic�s men, they would have already lost. Amelia Root would be the first casualty.
Oliver cleared his throat. �I have a question.�
Tanner turned to him. �Yes?�
�What�s my part in this circus and how many years in prison will it cost me?�
Tanner smiled. �As for the second question, none if we do it right.�
�And the first?�
�That depends. How do you feel about being a getaway driver?�
�Nervous.�
�Good,� Cahil said, then clapped him on the shoulder. �Shows you�re thinking.�
�Let�s get moving,� Tanner said. �We�ve got an hour.�
* * *
If for Tanner the Tirolean landscape epitomized the word �alpine�, Ambras Castle epitomized Bavarian grandeur, with towering, whitewashed stone walls, heavy beam shutters and buttresses, and a pitched slate roof lined with parapets. Having been the home to Archduke Ferdinand II in the 1500s, Ambras Castle was now one of Tirol�s most famous museums, housing a vast collection of medieval weaponry and armor.
Tanner had chosen Ambras as the meeting location for three reasons. First, it was on the outskirts of the city, and second, the castle�s last tour was at 4:30, both of which reasons increased their chances of privacy. Lastly, the castle grounds were heavily wooded, offering plenty of concealment. Of course, that could work both ways, Tanner realized, as Litzman�s contact could station his own watchers around the meeting site.
There were too many variables for comfort. But then again, Tanner reminded himself, that was more often the rule than the exception. There was always the chance their facsimile of Litzman�s voice had been unconvincing, prompting Svetic�s man to call Litzman directly.
They could be walking into a trap.
* * *
Tanner was in place forty minutes before the meeting, having left his taxi a quarter mile away on Aldranser Strasse and then crossed the southeast comer of the castle grounds, where he picked his way through the woods behind the castle until certain there were no watchers about. He found a suitable spot at the southwest corner of the castle and settled down to wait.
Lying in the undergrowth, he had a clear view of the front steps and the U-shaped turnaround that connected them to the Schlossstrasse, the castle�s private entrance road. When the time came, he would have a ten-second run to the steps.
Miniature streetlights lined the drive, casting yellow pools of light on the sidewalk. The castle itself was dark, a towering shadow rising into the night sky. Crickets chirped in the grass. Across the lawn, a firefly winked.
Tanner felt his sat phone buzz. He cupped his hand over the mouthpiece. �Yes.�
�Oliver. I�m in place.�
Tanner craned his neck and parted the branches until he could see down the Schlossstrasse. �Show me your parking lights,� he whispered.
He saw the minivan�s orange lights wink on, then off. Oliver had chosen a good spot, having tucked the Hyundai behind the groundskeeper�s hut. Whether the contact came on foot or by car, it was unlikely he�d spot the van.
�Perfect, Collin,� Briggs said. �Did you have a look around?�
�Yeah. I didn�t see anyone. Where are you?� Tanner clicked on his red-lensed penlight and aimed it at the Hyundai. �I�ve got you,� Oliver said.
�When you see me move, count twelve, then come,� Tanner said.
�Right.�
Tanner disconnected, then dialed Cahil, who answered on the first ring. �I�m ready,� Bear said. �I timed the walk. Sixty seconds to the steps.�
�Good. Can you whistle in German?�
�No, but I can hum a polka.�
�I�ll page you when it�s time.�
He disconnected and returned his gaze to the steps. He checked his watch: twenty minutes to go.
* * *
At 9:20, Tanner�s SAT phone vibrated. It was Cahil: �A taxi just passed me, should be coming your way.�
Thirty seconds later the taxi appeared, turned off the Schlossstrasse and into the turnaround. As it passed, Tanner could see a lone figure sitting in the backseat. The taxi slowed beside the steps, its brake lights flashing red, then continued on to the end of the turnaround, where it turned out and disappeared back down Schlossstrasse.
Tanner dialed Cahil. �Coming your way.�
�I see him. The taxi�s stopping � Somebody�s getting out � one person, white male. Stand by.� There were ten seconds of silence, then, �He�s walking back your way. Two minutes if he keeps going.�
Tanner disconnected and wriggled a little deeper into the underbrush.
Ninety seconds passed. A lone figure appeared walking down the Schlossstrasse, turned into the turnaround, and headed toward the castle�s steps. The man paused at the bottom step, looked left, then right, then shoved his hands in his pockets and began pacing.
Tanner text-paged Cahil: Go.
Cahil�s timing was dead-on. Forty seconds after the signal, a flashlight beam appeared down the Schlossstrasse. Tanner could hear Bear humming faintly as he walked. He turned onto the driveway, his flashlight playing over the grass, keys jangling on his belt. In black pants, a crisp white shirt, black tie, and a homemade laminated ID card clipped to his pocket, Cahil looked every bit the castle�s sicherheitsbeamte, or security man. Whether or not Litzman�s contact knew there was no such thing, they would soon find out.
Tanner kept his eyes on the man, who had spotted Cahil and was showing signs of agitation: He glanced at his watch, looked around. Sensing the change in his demeanor, Bear called out a friendly �Guten abend, herr!�
The man hesitated, then replied, �Guten abend.�
�Anything I can help you with?� Cahil said in well-rehearsed German.
The man shrugged, then said, �Kein German.�
�Ah � English perhaps? Is there anything I can help you with?�
�No, thank you. I�m waiting for a friend.�
�Very good, sir.� Cahil said. �I�ll just check these doors and be on my way. Duty calls, of course. Have a nice night.�
�Sure. You, too.�
Cahil put two fingers to his brow in salute, then turned and started climbing up the steps.
Tanner got up, slipped out of the underbrush, and began sprinting on the balls of his feet toward the man, who, as expected, was watching Cahil. Bear reached the top of the steps, jiggled both door latches, then turned and started back down.
Tanner kept coming. Thirty feet � twenty � He pulled the improvised sap � a length of sand-filled radiator hose � from his jacket pocket.
Cahil called to the man, �Sure I can�t call you a taxi?�
The man turned to face him. �No, thank you.�
When Tanner was ten feet away, Cahil shined the flashlight in the man�s eyes.
�Hey, watch that! What are you��
�You don�t look well,� Cahil said. �Perhaps you��
And then Tanner was on the man, sap coming up and around and slamming into the base of his skull. He let out a groaning umph, then collapsed into Cahil�s arms. Tanner tucked the sap back into his jacket pocket, and together he and Cahil walked him to the curb.
Headlights off, the Hyundai raced out of the darkness, pulled into the turnaround, and stopped beside them. The side door was already open. They hefted the man inside, climbed in behind him, slammed the door shut.
�Go,� Tanner ordered.
* * *
The entrance to A31 autobahn was less than a mile away. Five minutes later they were outside the city limits and heading south. After a few minutes� driving, Oliver took the Villerberg exit, turned right at the bottom of the ramp, and pulled into the rest stop they�d chosen earlier.
As expected, it was all but deserted, with only two other vehicles visible in the lot. Oliver drove to the far end and pulled into a spot marked, �Ubernachtung Parkplatz��Overnight Parking. He turned off the lights and turned around. He stared at the unconscious man on the floor � who was now bound and gagged with duct tape � and said, �Christ, tell me he�s not dead.�
�He�s not dead,� Tanner said.
�You guys were pretty slick back there. Why do I get the feeling this isn�t your first kidnapping?�
�Such an ugly word,� Cahil said.
�Does he have anything on him?� Oliver asked.
�Just a passport,� Tanner said. �His name is Izet Grebo, from Sarajevo � probably an alias � and this.� Briggs held up a compact semiautomatic pistol.
�I don�t recognize it,� Oliver said.
�Sig Sauer P239.�
�He�s coming around,� Cahil said.
The man groaned into the duct tape, then his eyes flickered open. He focused on Tanner, then Cahil, then blinked a few more times. He began struggling. Tanner placed a hand on his chest. �Save your strength,� he said. �I�m going to take the tape off your mouth. Please don�t scream. I�ll only ask once. Do you understand?�
The man nodded.
Tanner peeled the tape off his mouth. �We want to ask you some questions. Answer them and everything will turn out fine. Do you understand?�
�Yes,� the man rasped. �What do you want with me? Why have you��
�According to your passport your name is Izet Grebo.�
�That�s right. Who are you?�
Tanner glanced at Cahil with a mock puzzled expression. Cahil shrugged. Tanner said to the man, �You have no idea who we are?�
�No.�
�The woman you kidnapped � do you know who she is?�
�What woman? I don�t��
Tanner held up his hand, silencing Grebo. �It would be best if you didn�t lie. Two weeks ago you kidnapped a woman in the United States. Four security guards were killed. You were involved; we know that. Whether you end up dead or alive and free is up to you. Yes or no: You were part of the team.�
The man hesitated, then nodded. �I was there, but I didn�t��
�Is she still alive?�
�Yes.�
�When did you last see her?�
�Earlier this evening�.�
�Did your boss tell you who she is?�
�No.�
Again Tanner glanced at Cahil, who shook his head and chuckled. �Amazing.�
�What?� said Grebo. �What�s amazing?�
�The woman you kidnapped is the wife of a former director of the CIA. Does that give you some clue about who we are?�
Grebo stared at Tanner for a few seconds. �You�re lying.�
�No.�
�I don�t believe you. She�s not � she can�t be��
�We�re giving you a chance to survive this. You can either swim free or sink with the others. Make your choice.�
�I can�t,� Grebo said. �You don�t understand��
�Give me the tape,� Tanner said to Cahil. �We�re done here.� Bear reached for the tape.
�Wait!� Grebo cried. �You�re not lying? About the woman � her husband?�
�You picked the wrong victim, Izet.�
�I didn�t pick her, I��
�That�s not really the point, is it?� Tanner replied. �You were there; you participated. I�ll say it one more time, so listen carefully: You have a chance to come out of this alive � the only one, in fact. It�s time to decide, Izet. You have five seconds.�
Grebo thought for a few moments, then nodded. �What do you want to know?�
�Everything,� Tanner replied. �Let�s start with Karl Litzman.�
* * *
They questioned him for nearly an hour, taking him backward, forward, and sideways through the same topics until Tanner felt fairly certain he wasn�t holding anything back � save one area. He claimed to know Litzman only by his alias, Stephan, and swore he was only a conduit between him and Svetic. Grebo�s earlier comment about needing an excuse to slip away contradicted this explanation. What was he hiding? Why was Litzman dealing with Grebo, and not Svetic, the leader of the group? Clearly, Litzman had a role in all this; what was it?
Regarding Amelia Root, Grebo knew neither why Svetic had kidnapped her, nor why they were in Innsbruck. Aside from �when, where, how� instructions, Svetic shared little with his men, citing the need for operational security. This Tanner could believe. Until a few days ago the only two men on earth who�d known about Kestrel were himself and Jonathan Root. Svetic understood Kestrel�s potential; to share that with anyone � even his own men � would be too risky.
Satisfying his own curiosity, Oliver asked Grebo about Hekuran Selmani. �Svetic served him up, dicing he?�
�It was necessary.�
�What was his real name?�
�Boric.�
�He didn�t know? He really thought you all were coming back for him?�
Grebo nodded. �Yes.�
Though Tanner had never doubted Svetic�s ruthless-ness, hearing Grebo describe it in clinical detail made his scalp tingle. Cold, cold people.
Finally Tanner asked about where Amelia Root was being held.
�A cabin outside Vogelsberg; it�s about twenty minutes from here.�
�How many men?�
�Three.�
Too few, Briggs thought.
From the front seat Oliver said, �He�s lying.�
�No, no, I�m not,� Grebo cried.
�We know there was at least six on Svetic�s team. Where are the others?�
�I don�t know. Svetic took Mirza and two of the others and left yesterday. He didn�t say where. I already told you: He�s secretive. He ordered us to stay at the cabin and wait for him to get back. When he did, we were going to finish the job and leave.�
Where was Svetic? Tanner wondered. Innsbruck was the focal point of everything. The kidnapping of Amelia Root, the false trail leading Oliver and McBride to Hekuran Selmani, the explosion � The entire scheme had been designed to bring Jonathan Root to Innsbruck, to Kestrel�s hiding place. Why, at this, the final stage, would Svetic leave?
Grebo said, �I�m telling you the truth!�
�We�ll see,� Tanner said.
He, Cahil, and Oliver exited the van and walked a few feet away.
�What do you think?� Oliver asked.
�He�s lying about his connection with Litzman,� Tanner replied. �Before we do anything, we�d better make sure there�s nothing else.�
�How?�
Cahil looked at Tanner. �Toolbox?�
Tanner nodded. �Toolbox.�
They returned to the van. Briggs said to Grebo, �We�ve got a problem.�
�What?�
�Parts of your story don�t ring true.�
Grebe started shaking his head. �No, no ��
His voice trailed off as he spotted Cahil moving to the rear of the van. Bear returned with a large steel toolbox and set it on the floor. Grim faced, Cahil opened the lid and began rummaging through the box, occasionally taking out an item and placing it on the floor out of Grebo�s view.
�What�s he doing?� he sputtered. �What�s that?�
�You have to understand,� Tanner said, �we need to be sure. It�s nothing personal.�
�I told you everything! I swear it.�
�We don�t believe you.�
Cahil muttered something indistinguishable and lifted a pair of locking pliers from the toolbox. He studied the spring mechanism for a moment, blew away an invisible piece of lint, then set it aside. Next he produced a rat-tail file. He tested the grate with the edge of his nail, shrugged, then laid it aside and went back to rummaging.
Eyes wide, Grebo looked imploringly at Tanner. �Please ��
�Sorry.�
�Oh, God��
Bear said, �I�m ready. I�ll need some privacy.�
Tanner nodded to Oliver. They both climbed out and shut the doors behind them. Oliver�s mouth was hanging open. He stared at the van for a moment, then back at Tanner. �Jesus Christ! You can�t � I mean � Is Ian going to��
�No.�
�I don�t want any part of this, Briggs. This has gone too far.�
Tanner placed a hand on his shoulder. �Collin: Trust me. He�s fine.�
Five minutes passed. Oliver paced, staring at the ground, until finally the van�s door opened. Cahil stepped out. �Everything�s true except for the Litzman connection,� he whispered to Tanner. �He�s still holding back on that.�
�God almighty,� Oliver said. �What did you do to him?�
�Not a thing.�
�Then how��
�He believed I would. That was enough.�
Oliver frowned, walked to the van, peered through the window, then walked back to them. �He�s fine.�
�Yes,� Tanner said.
�I feel like I�m in the goddamned Twilight Zone. So what now?�
Briggs said, �We�ll worry about Litzman later. We have a rescue to mount.�
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They dropped Oliver three blocks from the Hotel Golden Krone, then drove to a diner on Bergiselweg near the entrance to the autobahn and waited for his call. Per Tanner�s instructions, Oliver checked into the Goldene Krone, then walked to Root�s room, where Root phoned the front desk and asked the concierge to have all his phone calls anonymously routed to the new room. With Root now relatively safe, Cahil got on the autobahn and headed east.
Tanner planned as they drove. Their first hurdle was firepower. According to Grebo, the three men at the cabin were armed with H&K SL8s, an assault rifle based on the German Army�s infantry weapon. Aside from a high rate of fire, a laser sighting system, and a modular design straight from a science fiction movie, the SL8 was a compact eighteen inches long and was made almost entirely from carbon-fiber polymer, which made its covert transportation much easier.
Tanner didn�t relish the idea of going into that kind of situation with only an eight-shot pistol, but their other option was to involve the Austrian Bundespolizei, which would create more problems than it would solve. Moreover, they weren�t likely to get a better chance to rescue Amelia Root. With Svetic having disappeared and the guards around her depleted, now was the time. With a healthy dose of luck and improvisation, they could free her, collect Kestrel from the bank, and be out of the area before the sun had risen over the Alps. Anticipating this, Cahil sat on the van�s floor, working with the supplies from his earlier shopping trip. Grebo watched his every move from his curled-up position in the corner.
The trick with improvisation was balance. When it came to special ops, most jobs failed for one of two reasons: resources and planning � either you don�t have the people and tools to get the job done, or the plan itself is flawed. Of the two, the latter was the gremlin. Underplanning led to confusion; overplanning, chaos. A balance of the two � simplicity � was the cure.
At least the crux on the problem was simple: how to get into the cabin and dispatch the guards before they had a chance to turn their guns on either him and Cahil, or Amelia Root. The answer Give them something bigger to worry about.
* * *
Tanner took the Vogelsberg exit and headed southeast into the Tuxer Alps. According to Grebo, the cabin was on the eastern edge of the High Tauren National Park, near an abandoned silver mine, the Juns Silberwerken. Standing on his knees and peering through the windshield, Grebo directed Tanner off the main road and onto a series of switchback dirt roads that led them deeper into the forest. Briggs slowed down and turned off the headlights, relying only on the orange glow of the parking lights. The air grew noticeably cooler as the elevation increased. Through the canopy he could see patches of moonlight.
Realizing Svetic�s men might have posted an observation post into which Grebo was leading them, Tanner kept the Sauer tucked under his thigh.
�Stop here,� Grebo said. Tanner did so, and Grebo peered out each side window. �This is it. The cabin�s about a half mile that way.� He pointed down the road, which curved out of sight.
Tanner turned the Hyundai around, shut off the engine, coasted back down the hill a hundred yards, then braked to a stop. He climbed into the back, forced Grebo into his corner, then secured him hand, foot, and waist to the seat frame.
He dialed Oliver�s hotel room, said, �We�re here; you know what to do,� then hung up. He turned to Grebo. �If I don�t call them back in ninety minutes, the Bundespolizei will be on their way and you�ll get a chance to talk your way out of this with them. So: Is there anything else we need to know?�
�No, I swear it.�
�If you�re lying, my friend here is going to be unhappy.�
Grebo glanced at Cahil. �No, really, I told you everything.�
Briggs sealed his mouth with a strip of duct tape and patted him on the shoulder. �Stay put.�
* * *
With Tanner carrying the Sauer and Cahil a small duffel holding their improv props, they climbed the embankment bordering the road and into the trees beyond, where they dropped to their bellies and backtracked until they could see the Hyundai. After ten minutes, certain their arrival hadn�t alerted any watchers, they started climbing again.
They picked their way through the forest until Briggs guessed the cabin was below and to their southwest, which put them downwind. Given the chill in the air, he was hoping they�d smell the cabin before they saw it. They started downhill. After fifty yards, Briggs stopped. He touched his nose and pointed ahead. Cahil nodded. The tang of wood smoke was unmistakable.
Now they slowed down, stepping carefully on flat feet and pausing every few yards to watch and listen. Their progress was frustratingly slow, but Tanner knew better than to rash. Outgunned as they were, they could afford to be neither seen nor heard. With little cover and an uphill escape route, an unexpected hail of gunfire would finish them.
After fifteen anxious minutes, Tanner saw a sliver of yellow light through the trees. He dropped to his belly, as did Cahil. The smell of wood smoke was stronger now; Tanner could taste it on his tongue. They remained still, watching for a full five minutes, then began crawling forward again.
Tanner was reaching his palm forward when his breath misted the air around his hand.
He froze. In the moonlight his eye had picked out a threadlike glint of steel. He turned his head slowly, trying to find it again. There � Below his palm, suspended two inches off the ground, was a wire. Aside from the patch that had caught his eye, it had been expertly coated with dirt.
Grebo had been holding back after all. He�d counted on them stumbling onto the trip wire and being gunned down by his compatriots. It had almost worked � but not quite, which, Tanner decided, was good enough. But what else had he been lying about?
He gently retracted his hand, then signaled Cahil forward. Bear shimmied up. He peered at the wire and signaled, Wait. He crab-crawled sideways until he reached a nearby tree. With a cupped palm over the lens he flicked on his penlight, examined the ground in the red glow, then flicked it off again. He gestured Tanner over then cupped his hand around Brigg�s ear and whispered, �The wire ends here. RF transmitter.� He pointed to a nub of an antenna jutting from the soil.
Briggs took the lead again. They continued downhill.
It took another ten minutes to cover the last fifty feet, but at last they reached a small, bowl-shaped clearing. Through the tree line they could see the cabin, a single-story structure with a flagstone porch and a door flanked on each side by a curtained window. Sitting in the driveway was an Audi. An ivy-covered trellis snaked up the cabin�s wall to a chimney from which smoke drifted. From the trees they heard the flutter of wings, then silence.
They waited and watched. Nothing moved. From the cabin they could hear faint laughter. From either laziness or overconfidence in their trip wires, Svetic�s men hadn�t bothered to post guards. So much the better, Tanner thought. He signaled Bear to wait, then got up and circled the cabin, looking for gaps in the curtains. There were none. He returned to where Cahil was crouched.
�We�ll be going in blind,� he whispered. They had Grebo�s description of the cabin�s interior, but Tanner wasn�t about to count on that � especially after the trip wire, and especially if they were going to be shot at, which seemed likely. He�d have to use that first split second after he crashed the door to get his bearings, and pray no one was waiting gun in hand. Though the single car in the driveway tended to support Grebo�s count of the men inside, Briggs decided it was best to assume that, too, was a lie.
Cahil was peering at the chimney. �How old do you think that is?�
�Fifty, sixty years.�
�Old enough to not have a flue?�
Tanner realized where he was headed. He smiled. �Perhaps.�
�I may have just what we need. It�d mean you�d be going in alone.�
�We only have one gun.�
�Good point.�
Tanner glanced back up the hillside, thought for a moment. �How�s your shotput arm?�
�Didn�t know I had one. What�ve you got in mind?� Tanner explained, and Bear grinned. �You get me the shot, I�ll put it.�
* * *
Cahil scaled the Trellis until he was perched alongside the chimney. He took a deep breath, screwed his eyes into a squint, then shoved his face into the mouth of the chimney. He jerked it back, shook his head clear, then looked down to Tanner and gave a thumbs-up.
Tanner knelt beside the duffel and unzipped it. Unsure of what they were going to encounter, Cahil had cooked up an assortment of homemade smoke grenades and flash-bangs he�d hoped would make up for their lack of fire-power. This new plan, however, called for only one item, something Cahil lovingly called the �Bearabomb.� Comprised of two condoms � one filled with a napalmlike concoction, the other with a flour and cornstarch mixture-stuffed into a third condom and topped with a match-head detonator, it would hopefully provide Tanner with the diversion he needed.
From the cabin came a burst of laughter, then the sound of boots clomping on wood. Tanner stepped to the wall, pressed himself against it, and waited breathlessly for the sound of a door opening. It didn�t come.
Holding the loose end, Tanner tossed a ball of twine up to Cahil, then tied on their �shot,� a five-pound softball-sized stone. Cahil reeled it in, tucked into the eaves trough, then dropped the twine again and waited for Tanner to tie on the Bearabomb, which he retrieved. He turned his attention to removing the chimney screen; after a few seconds� work it came free. He gave Tanner another thumbs-up.
Tanner checked his watch, then signaled, Give me two minutes, and got a nod in return.
He crept to the tree line and followed it around to the rear of the cabin. Now he could feel the churn of adrenaline in his belly, the rush of it in his arms and legs. The air dried the sweat on his face; he shivered. Inexplicably, he suddenly found himself thinking of Susanna.
She�s fine, he told himself. She�d made it this far on her own First, Amelia Root, then Susanna. Once done here, he and Bear would return to Trieste, collect Susanna, and unravel Litzman�s role in all this.
He reached the far side of the cabin, crouched down to watch and listen for a count of thirty, then ran, hunched over, to the porch, where he dropped to his belly in the bushes. He peeked up one last time to check his firing line, then settled down and counted off the final seconds.
From the opposite side of the cabin there came a crashing of tree limbs, followed by a dull thud and the crunch of leaves as Cahil�s stone rolled down the hillside. It clacked against another stone, echoing, then rolled to a stop. Silence � then, from inside the cabin, Briggs heard a rapid beeping. Good shot, Bear. He�d dropped the stone on the wires.
Tanner peeked up. The cabin windows had gone dark. A muffled voice rasped, �Sto je... ?� Boots scuffed on the floor. The curtains on either side of the door parted briefly, then fell back into place.
Thirty seconds passed. One minute.
Suddenly the cabin door creaked open a few inches, then a few more. A lone figure stepped onto the porch. The door eased shut behind him, followed by a soft click as the lock was thrown. Smart boys, Briggs thought.
The guard raised his rifle across his chest, crept down the steps, and turned toward the hillside. He lifted the rifle � an SL8 as Grebo had promised � to his shoulder and pressed his eye to what Tanner realized was a night-vision scope. The guard began tracking the scope over the trees.
He stopped and raised a portable radio to his lips. �Nista stiglo.� Nothing yet.
That�s right, Briggs thought, nothing to see.
Rifle held at the ready-low, the guard started walking toward the hillside, until he disappeared from Tanner�s view. Briggs listened to the crunch of his footfalls, and in his mind�s eye he watched the man walking the tree line, stopping occasionally to peer through the nightscope, walking on �
It would go one of two ways now, Tanner knew. The guard would either make a complete circuit of the cabin � in which case Tanner would have to take him early then crash the door � or the guard would satisfy himself with a search of the hillside and return the way he came.
The footfalls grew louder and began moving back toward the front of the cabin. Tanner peeked up. The guard strolled past the Audi and down the driveway a few yards, where he paused to scan once more with his scope. He lifted the radio to his mouth. Limited as Tanner�s Bosnian was, he caught only one word��clear��but the guard�s posture said it all.
Shoulders relaxed and rifle held loosely in one hand, he started back toward the porch. Tanner ducked down.
So far, their ruse had done its job. Drawing one of the men outside had accomplished two things: First, it improved Tanner�s chances of not having to crash a locked door; and second, the psychological effect of first the trip wire warning and then the relief at finding the alarm false would put the guards at ease.
Of course, Briggs reminded himself, that was all theory. He�d have his proof in a few seconds.
He heard the guard�s foot click on the first step, then the next. He peeked up in time to see the guard raise his hand and knock once on the door. �Otvoriti.�
Tanner closed his eyes, took a deep breath, coiled his legs under him �
There was a click-clack as the lock was popped open.
Go!
Sauer extended before him, Briggs vaulted himself onto the porch and charged the guard. The door swung open. The guard turned, saw Tanner. His eyes went wide. He scrambled to bring his rifle up. Too late. From three feet, Tanner fired once into the man�s chest. As he fell, Briggs caught him by the collar and shoved him through the door.
The door flew inward. Backpedaling from the thresh-old, the second guard was bringing his rifle to his hip. Tanner shoved the first guard toward him. From the corner of his eye he saw movement near the fireplace.
At that moment, Cahil�s bomb landed in the fireplace grate. There was a flash of orange. A cloud of white powder billowed from the hearth and washed through the room like smoke. The guard nearest the fireplace screamed. Tanner sidestepped right, fired two rounds into the second guard, who stumbled backward and crashed over an armchair. Briggs spun left, saw a figure moving toward him through the smoke, fired twice more. The man crumpled to his knees and fell backward.
Behind Tanner, Cahil rushed through the doorway. �Briggs?�
�We�re okay; check that one.�
As Cahil did so, Tanner knelt beside the first two guards. Both were dead. �They�re done.�
�Here, too. Where is she? Do you see her?�
�No, I � Wait �� Tanner held his hand up for silence. The remains of Cahil�s bomb sizzled in the fireplace. Then, faintly, they heard a muffled cry.
Briggs walked the room, trying to locate the sound, until he tracked it to the bathroom. Tanner gestured for Bear to turn on the lights, which he did. Sauer extended, Briggs jerked open the closet door.
Lying on the floor, her wrists and ankles bound by clothesline, was an elderly woman. Jammed in her mouth was a tennis ball threaded with a leather cord. Eyes wide, she stared at them, tried to wriggle deeper into the closet. She mumbled something into the gag.
Tanner handed the Sauer to Cahil and knelt down before her. �Mrs. Root? Amelia Root?�
The woman nodded.
�My name is Briggs. You�re safe.� He extended his hand and smiled. �If you�re ready, we�ll take you out of here. You�ve got a very anxious husband waiting to see you.�
Amelia Root hesitated for a moment, then reached out and took his hand.
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Holystone
It was, Walter Oaken knew, both his blessing and his curse. For him nothing was as simple as it looked. Well, that wasn�t quite true, he reminded himself. Occasionally he found that what he saw was in fact what he got, but in most cases he found the opposite true � especially when it came to motivation. Living by the mantra �First know capability, men intention,� purists in the intelligence business tremble at discussing motivation, but Oaken wasn�t a purist. For him, it was, �First motivation, then means.� Understand the first and the rest will fall into place.
The forces that drive people, groups, and nations to do what they do are a m�lange of history, conviction, and vision. In Euclidean geometry the shortest point between two points is a straight line, but when it came to human motivation, the line was convoluted.
Knowing this, Oaken had for several days been wrestling with the unmistakable yet mysterious connection between Karl Litzman and Svetic�s group. Was Litzman involved in the kidnapping of Amelia Root? If so, how? As far as Oaken could see, Litzman�s movements in the last few weeks had been unrelated to those of Svetic�s. Did Litzman know about Kestrel or, as Grebo had told Tanner, had Svetic kept the secret to himself? Could it be Litzman was shadowing Svetic, waiting for a chance to steal Kestrel?
Too many questions, Oaken thought. He�d yet to find anything he could use to narrow the possibilities � that piece of the puzzle that would give him a glimpse of the whole. There had to be something.
Oaken raked his fingers through his hair, then stood up, walked to the windows and stared into the darkness. Below, the inlet was shrouded in mist. From the Chesapeake a foghorn groaned, then faded.
His computer beeped. He walked back to his desk and studied the message on the monitor. He smiled. �Is that you?� he murmured. He reached for the phone.
Innsbruck
Once certain Amelia Root was not hurt, Tanner helped her out of the closet, wrapped her in a blanket, and walked her onto the porch as Cahil sprinted down the road to retrieve the van. He returned a few minutes later, pulled to a stop beside the Audi, then marched Grebo, still bound and gagged, into the cabin while Tanner settled Mrs. Root into the van�s passenger seat and climbed behind the wheel.
Cahil came out with an SL8 in each hand and climbed in the back. �Done,� he said.
Mrs. Root spoke up. �That other one � he was one of them.�
Tanner nodded. �We know.�
�What are you going to do with him?�
On this Tanner was partially torn. Grebo had lied at least once to them, and part of Briggs wanted to know if he�d led them astray elsewhere. On the other hand, the sooner they could reunite the Roots, collect Kestrel and get it to safety, the better. They�d managed to keep Kestrel out of Svetic�s hands. Beyond that, little else mattered. More importantly, Briggs was anxious to return to Trieste and Susanna.
Tanner said, �We�ll give the Bundespolizei a call in a few hours; he can explain why he�s sitting in a room full of dead men. Meanwhile, we�ll be out of the country.�
Mrs. Root closed her eyes with relief and nodded. �I�d like that.�
* * *
They returned to the Goloene Krone just before dawn. Tanner entered first, to find Jonathan Root pacing in the center of the room, McBride and Oliver seated behind him sipping coffee. Root whispered, �Did you �?�
Tanner nodded, then stepped aside to reveal Amelia. Root stopped pacing, stared at her for a moment, then rushed forward and swept her into his arms. Amelia began weeping. Root sat her down on the edge of the bed and held her for several minutes.
Fearing it would sidetrack him, until this point Tanner hadn�t allowed himself to feel � truly feel�the depth of love the Roots had for one another, but seeing them together now brought tears to his eyes. Jonathan and Amelia cherished one another as much today as they had on the day they were married. McBride had been right: Losing Amelia would have destroyed the DCI.
And now they�re back together, Briggs thought. One more job and they can go home.
Root looked up at Tanner, then in turn at Cahil, Oliver, and McBride. �I don�t know what to say. I�ll never be able to repay you for what you�ve done for us.�
McBride said, �Go home and be happy. That�s enough for me.�
�Here, here,� said Cahil, and Oliver nodded along.
Tanner glanced at his watch. �We�ve got two hours before the bank opens. We need to move. Jonathan, Amelia, are you ready?�
They both nodded.
* * *
With Cahil trailing in the Mercedes and McBride leading in the Opel, Tanner stopped in front of the Goldene Krone, waited for Oliver to slip in the back with the Roots, then pulled away. In convoy they drove to the outskirts of Innsbruck and checked into the Austrotel Innsbruck, their third hotel since arriving. The measure was perhaps unnecessary, but this close to the end Tanner preferred to err on the side of prudence. If anything went wrong, he didn�t want the cause to be something they�d overlooked.
Once they were settled into the room and Root had Amelia sleeping, the four of them gathered around the table. Keeping it as simple as possible, Tanner laid out the skeleton of the plan, talked �what ifs,� then had Root, Oliver, and McBride repeat it back to him several times. As this was not his forte, McBride would remain at the hotel and watch over Amelia.
�Bear, you and Oliver will each have an SL8. I�ll take the Sauer,� Tanner said. �If we get company at the bank, no shooting unless I start. Ram them with the cars if you have to, but remember: One shot and we�ll find ourselves neck deep in Bundespolizei. Questions?�
There were none.
�Mr. Root, once Bear�s checked the bank and has given the all-clear, you�ll go inside and collect Kestrel. Page us when you�re thirty seconds from the door. If I�m not sitting at the curb when you step out, turn around and walk back inside. Don�t look around and don�t hesitate � just go back in. Understood?�
�Yes.�
�Find the nearest security guard and strike up a conversation. If it�s okay to move again, I�ll page you and we�ll try again. If it falls through a second time, walk back inside, redeposit the case, and wait until one of us or the police come to get you.�
According to Root, the case in which he�d sealed Kestrel was a specially made Zero Halliburton model with a brushed stainless-steel exterior, Lexan-lined interior, and a molded insert of visco-elastic foam into which the Kestrel canisters were fitted. While the case sounded impressive, Tanner knew he wouldn�t be able to relax until Kestrel was destroyed or, barring that, locked in a vault in the bowels of the army�s biostorage facility on Kalama Atoll.
�And if we make it outside without any trouble?� Oliver asked.
�We drive in convoy to the hotel, pick up Amelia and Joe, then get on the autobahn and head toward Salzburg. Halfway there is a town called Oberndorf. A security team from the Vienna embassy will meet us there. The security team will take everyone but Bear and I to the Salzburg airport, where an Air Force transport will be waiting. From there, with a few midair refuelings, it�s straight back to the U.S.�
Root said, �What about you two? Why aren�t you coming?�
�We still have business in Trieste,� Cahil said.
�Such as?� Root asked, then offered a smile. �I don�t like the idea of leaving my team behind.�
�We have another friend in need.�
Root nodded. �Then I�d say he or she�s in good hands.�
Let�s hope, Briggs thought.
* * *
The Bank of Tirol sat in a square dominated by a central fountain and ringed by small shops and boutiques. If not for the small brass plaque beside the entrance steps, the bank was indistinguishable from its neighbors, just another quaint Bavarian-esque building fronted by a modest awning and set against the backdrop of towering, snow-capped Alpine peaks.
Thirty minutes before opening time, everyone was in position, with Cahil and Oliver covering the square�s west and south entrances respectively and Tanner and Root in the Hyundai at the north. The east entrance, which was not only the widest, but also the most direct to the autobahn, they left open. Tanner was under no illusions, however: Autobahn or not, if they had to run they wouldn�t get far. Every cop between here and Salzburg would swoop down on them � which wasn�t necessarily a bad thing, Briggs knew. They�d be in jail, but Kestrel would be safe from Svetic.
Tanner sat in the driver�s seat, Root laying in the back on the floor, as the minutes ticked by. The square was quiet, with only a few shop owners and early morning customers milling about. Hissing softly, a fan of water arced upward from the fountain and splashed into the catch basin, sending up a plume of mist.
The square�s clock ticked over to 8:00 and began gong-ing. As if on cue, the Bank of Tirol�s doors opened. A short, bald man stepped out, looked up and down the square, then went back inside.
At the west entrance, Cahil climbed out of the Mercedes, walked across the square, trotted up the bank steps, and disappeared inside. Ten minutes later he emerged with a handful of what Briggs assumed were brochures. He paused at the base of the steps, stooped to tie his left shoe, then continued on to the Mercedes.
�We�ve got the all clear,� Tanner said to Root. �You�re on.�
�Right. You know, I�ve got to admit, I�m nervous.�
�I�d be worried if you weren�t. We�re almost done. Another two hours and it�s over.�
Root slid open the back door, stepped down, and started across the square. Tanner took the Sauer from under his seat and flipped off the safety. He began scanning the square, looking for loiterers, a turned face, movements out of sync with the crowds � At their posts, Cahil and Oliver would be doing the same.
Root passed the fountain, climbed the bank�s steps, and slipped through the door. Tanner glanced at his watch. He started his countdown. Based on his earlier visits, Root had estimated eight minutes from entrance to exit.
* * *
Six minutes passed. Then seven.
Tanner�s pager buzzed. He checked it: Root was on his way.
Tanner started the engine, shifted into drive, and started forward. As he passed Cahil, he heard the Mercedes�s engine rumble to life. A battered green Renault swung in front of Tanner, cutting him off. Briggs swung right, punched the accelerator, and drew even with the car. He glanced over. The driver, an old woman with thick glasses sat hunched behind the wheel. He accelerated the Hyundai again, passed her, and aimed for an empty spot in front of the bank.
He slipped into it, shifted into park, leaned back and slid open the rear door, then shifted into drive again. To his right, the bank door open. Root stepped out. In his left hand he carried a shining steel case.
Tanner glanced in his side mirrors, then the rearview. Two car lengths behind and to his left, Cahil�s Mercedes was pulling to a stop, blocking the road. Horns began honking. Ahead, Oliver had taken up station at the square�s east entrance. His hand dangled out the window, his fingers in an upside-down peace sign: All clear.
Root climbed into the car, slammed the door shut, and locked it.
�Lay down,� Tanner told him.
�Trouble?� Root asked.
�Not so far. Don�t get up until I tell you.�
Tanner waited for a gap in the traffic. Cahil pulled forward, blocking for him. Briggs swung out, accelerated toward Oliver�s Opel, and fell in behind his bumper as he, too, accelerated and turned the comer. With Cahil trailing, they headed toward the autobahn.
* * *
As planned, they drove in convoy around Innsbruck, on a tour that was designed not only to check for tails, but also to ensure they were never more than a few minutes from the nearest police station. Once certain they were clear, Tanner headed toward the Austrotel Innsbruck. One more stop and they were gone.
�You can get up,� Briggs said.
With a groan, Root straightened himself off the floor. He laid the case in his lap and draped his arms over it. �You�re sure?�
�Unless Svetic�s got a couple dozen men we don�t know about, there�s no way he�s been following us. We�re okay.�
�Thank God. I can�t believe it.�
Tanner heard the snick-snick of the case�s latches being opened. He glanced back. �What�re you doing?�
�Briggs, relax. If the canisters had leaked, we would�ve known by now. There wouldn�t be an Innsbruck.�
Or a Europe, Tanner thought. Or worse. �Good point.�
�And if they just started leaking, we�re already dead,� Root added.
�Thanks for that. You really know how to brighten��
�Oh, Jesus,� Root murmured. �Oh, God, no�.�
Tanner felt a punch of panic in his belly. �What?� he said. �What is it?�
�That stupid son of a bitch!�
Tanner flashed his headlights to get Oliver�s attention, then pulled over. Behind them, Cahil did the same. Tanner shifted into park and turned in his seat.
Root was sitting with the case in his lap, the lid open. He stared, ashen-faced, at its interior.
�Jonathan, what is it?� Tanner said. �Talk to me!�
In response, Root swiveled the case in his lap so Tanner could see. Inside were the six cylindrical slots cut into the foam for the canisters. Of these, only four were occupied.
Two canisters were missing.
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Tanner didn�t reply. He signaled Oliver and Cahil, Emergency, tighten up, then pulled out and started driving. His mind was spinning. They were in trouble, serious trouble. The whys, wheres, and hows were unknown. They needed to get to safety and regroup.
They arrived at the Austrotel five minutes later. Once they were locked in the room, Tanner told the group about the missing canisters. Everyone began talking at once, questions overlapping one another. Briggs held up his hand for silence, then turned to Root: �Explain.�
�I didn�t think he would do it. I thought I�d talked him out of it. He said he agreed��
�Stop,� Tanner said. �Slow down, start from the beginning. Who�s �he�?�
�Istvan. Until ten years ago, he and I were the only ones left from the group. He was Frenec�s grandson. You remember, the Hungarian partisan from my grandfather�s team?�
�I remember. Go on.�
�Istvan and I were a lot alike. When my father passed this on to me, I decided I wanted to know everything there was to know about virology and biochemistry. I wanted to understand Kestrel. Istvan was the same way, but he took a different course. He became a doctor. Being the last two of the group, we felt a special bond. It was our job to keep Kestrel safe � or the world safe from it, to be more accurate. We became good friends.
�In November of 1993 Istvan called and asked for a meeting. We met here in December. He wanted to take some of the Kestrel samples back to Budapest. The Soviet Union had collapsed, Hungary was going through a revolution � He was buoyant � flush with freedom. He thought it was time we took Kestrel out of its box and studied it. He�d been specializing in HTV research and had convinced himself Kestrel held the secret to a cure. If we could understand its inner workings, he thought, we could cure AIDS, cancer, multiple sclerosis � any number of the autoimmune diseases.
�I was tempted to say yes, but I couldn�t. I thought the risk was too great. We debated it for days. In the end I convinced him � or so I thought. We spent a few more days catching up and sightseeing, then parted company.�
Root sighed and shook his head. �The only thing that makes sense is that he changed his mind and came back. He waited until I was gone, then went to the bank and took two of the canisters.�
�You said you were the last one,� Tanner replied. �If Istvan�s dead, who�s got the canisters and where are they?�
�You don�t understand,� Root said. �Istvan never made it back to Hungary. On his way home his train derailed in the Steiermark Alps. If he had the canisters with him, they�re sitting at the bottom of a lake called the Neumvield See.�
* * *
The room was silent for a full minute. Finally Cahil said, �Fine, that�s the bad news. The good news is, we know where they are and we can be pretty sure they�re not leaking. Otherwise � well, we�d know.�
As Cahil had been speaking, Tanner was watching Root�s face. �What, Jonathan?�
�It might be nothing.�
�Your expression says something else. What?�
�Anton Svetic�s son � the father of the Svetic we�re dealing with now � and Istvan were friends. Their families had stayed in touch after the war � visited one another on holidays ��
�You�re not saying what I think you�re saying. Istvan wouldn�t have told anyone else about��
�I don�t know.�
McBride said, �Oh, God.�
Tanner strode to Root and grabbed him by the shoulders. �Jonathan, look at me.� Root did so. �Is there any chance � any chance at all � that Istvan told anyone else what he wanted to do with Kestrel? Could Svetic�s father have known about your meeting in �?�
Root hesitated. �There�s a chance.�
�Christ!� Oliver blurted.
Root said, �You have to understand: Istvan didn�t see things that way. He thought I was paranoid � a cynic who saw doom in everything. He knew Kestrel was dangerous, but it never occurred to him anyone would want it for anything but research. He was dedicated to helping people. In his excitement over the possibilities � who knows?�
Tanner walked to the window and stared out. My god, he thought. Could it be? Could this be the answer to where Svetic had gone? As a backup to the primary exchange, had Svetic gone after Istvan�s canisters? Abruptly Tanner realized it might already be too late. Despite all they�d gone through, Svetic might already have Kestrel.
�We have to assume the worst,� Briggs murmured. �We have to assume Svetic knows, and he�s either planning to go for them, or already has them.�
�What do we do?� Oliver asked.
�You, Joe, and the Roots go on to Oberndorf and meet the embassy people. Get on the plane and go home.�
McBride said, �Wait a second��
�Four out of the six canisters are safe,� Tanner continued. �We have to make sure they stay that way. You and Collin will see the Roots and the case home. Bear and I will chase the other canisters.�
�How?� Root said.
�You�re going to tell me the quickest and surest way to find this lake. If Svetic hasn�t already beat us there, we�re going to head him off at the pass.�

40

Neumvield See, Austrian Alps
Tanner�s instinct was to return to Trieste for Susanna, but he quashed it. Kestrel had to come first. He�d said it himself: If it became necessary, their lives were a fair price to pay for keeping Kestrel safe. In theory, it was an easy decision; in reality, much harder. If it were his life alone, Tanner would have little trouble with the sacrifice, but this was Susanna. He�d made a promise to see her home safely.
Sensing Tanner�s anguish, Bear did his best to reassure him: �I�ll take care of her. You worry about finding that lake and the train. We�ll be waiting when you get to Trieste.�
As with their hurried trip from Trieste to Innsbruck, Tanner had no timely transportation choices. The next flight to Graz, the largest city near Kulm am Zirbitz and the village closest to the Neumvield See, wasn�t until mid-afternoon. If he took the Mercedes, pushed the autobahn�s generous speed limits, and didn�t get himself lost in the labyrinth of Alpine roads between here and the Neumvield See, he could make the trip in three hours.
* * *
It took four, and would have taken longer still if not for the Mercedes�s powerful engine, as Tanner�s route took him deeper and higher into Austria�s eastern Alps with each passing mile.
It was shortly before four when he pulled into Kulm am Zirbitz. The sign on the outskirts��Hohe 2678 Meters��put the village at a dizzying nine thousand feet above sea level. Tanner had little trouble believing it as he stared at the peaks, jagged spires of black granite framed by snow-encrusted ridges. The lower slopes were an unbroken carpet of pine and spruce. Here and there Briggs caught glimpses of rivers, veins of silver-blue threading their way through the forests and into the valleys beyond.
As Kulm am Zirbitz was all but unknown to anyone outside of the Steiermark province, Oaken�s search for local amenities turned up little of interest to the typical tourist, but Tanner�s visit was anything but typical. As it turned out, the village was a favorite spot of local bergfisch, or mountain fish, a special breed of divers who preferred Alpine lakes to the oceans. According to Oaken, this village of only twenty-two hundred souls hosted three dive shops.
With daylight rapidly dwindling, Briggs chose the first shop he passed, found a parking spot, and walked inside. A middle-aged man with pale blue eyes and the sloping shoulders of a swimmer came out from behind the counter and smiled broadly. �Guten tag.!�
�Guten tag,� Tanner replied.
�Ah, English?�
Tanner smiled. �Am I that bad?�
�Not at all, not at all. How can I help you?�
Tanner had decided against an elaborate story to cover his search for Istvan�s train. It was probably a draw for local divers, so his interest was unlikely to arouse suspicion. Realizing this, Tanner was curious how Istvan�s canisters had remained undiscovered this long. Perhaps they hadn�t. Perhaps they were at this moment sitting on some diver�s souvenir shelf at home, that pair of curious cylinders they hadn�t yet gotten around to inspecting. The thought of it sent a tingle through Tanner�s scalp.
�I was hoping to do a little camping tonight, then some diving tomorrow. From what I hear, you�re the man to see about rentals.�
The man�s smile broadened with the compliment. �Very kind.� He extended his hand. �I�m Jurgen. What kind of equipment do you need?�
�Just diving. I have my own camping gear.�
The owner asked him a series of questions, trying to narrow his needs, before settling on a diving rig. As the owner gathered it from the back, he called, �Where are you headed?�
�Neumvield See.�
�Good choice. Do you need directions? I have good maps.�
�I�d appreciate it,� Tanner replied. �In fact, maybe you can help me with something else. A buddy of mine from Graz told me about this train that went into the lake a few years ago��
Jurgen walked out of the back room lugging a scuba tank; he slid it into the oversized duffel with the rest of the gear. �The Geist Zug.�
It took a moment for Tanner to translate the words: �The Ghost Train?�
�That�s what we call it around here. Officially it was the Salzburg-Paal number seven. The lake had started eroding a section of track ballast and none of the inspectors caught it. The whole section finally just turned to quicksand. When the train passed over it, the ties gave way. The railroad people thought she grazed the landward slope, started rocking, then rolled over and went in.�
�Survivors?�
�Oh, no. They guessed the time from when she started rocking to when she rolled over was twenty seconds. She sunk like a stone. Plus, it was December. At that altitude, the water runs at about zero Celsius.�
Thirty-two Fahrenheit, Tanner thought. The point where water is more slush than liquid. He tried to imagine the scene: the screams of the passengers, the pounding of the train�s wheels on the tracks, the shrieking of steel � And then the slow, unrecoverable roll toward the lake�s surface, icy water pouring through the windows, filling the passageways as the train spiraled into the deep.
�What I wouldn�t give to see her,� Jurgen said. �They took some pictures of her. She�s sitting perfectly upright, you know. Like she�s still chugging along the tracks. Ach, that would be a dive to remember.�
�Why haven�t you gone?� Tanner asked.
�Your friend didn�t tell you? The site�s off limits. Verboten by the government.�
�Why?�
�The spring after she went in, the railroad sent some divers down to survey her. About twenty minutes later they popped up five miles into the lake � dead.�
�Undertow,� Tanner said.
�Exactly so. It sucked them straight to the bottom and dragged them for five miles before letting them go. They were beaten to a pulp. So what did the government do? They sent a team from the navy. Two more divers go down, two more pop up. There�s an underground river, you see. It pumps into the lake and circles the shore like a �� The owner hesitated, then made a circling motion with his fingertip.
�Whirlpool?�
�Yes, that�s it.�
�How fast?�
�Four, five knots. No one goes near it. Even the bergfisch stay away, and they�re verruckt�crazy! Besides, since no one survived and no bodies were ever recovered. It has become a Heiligtwn�a sacred place. People say, let them rest where they died. It would be almost like grave robbing, you see?�
�Yes.�
�You�re not thinking about��
Tanner shook his head. �No. I�m not that stupid.�
Oh, but you are, Briggs thought. Without proof to the contrary, he wasn�t willing to believe the Salzburg-Paal�s reputation had deterred Svetic in his search for Kestrel. Somehow Tanner doubted a local ghost story would frighten off a man as driven as Svetic.
Now the question was, How did he make the dive and not end up like the four divers who�d gone before him?
�How deep is the water where she went in?� he asked.
�The deepest part is about two hundred fifty meters � for you, eight hundred feet.�
�Eight hundred feet?� Tanner repeated. �But��
�No, no, you misunderstand. The train hit a shelf at about sixty feet and stopped rolling. There�s a nice memorial at the spot she went in. The railroad stopped using that line about six years ago. I can draw you a map.�
Jurgen sketched the map, went over it with Tanner, then finished loading the gear into the duffel. As Tanner hefted the bag onto his shoulder and headed for the door, Horgan said, �It�s funny, you know, how thing�s happen.�
Tanner turned back. �How so?�
�No one around here talks about the Salzburg-Paal. It�s been years since anyone�s asked. Now in less than a week I�ve told the story twice.�
�Pardon me?�
�I had another customer � three of them, in fact��
�When, how long ago?�
�Three, four days.�
Briggs forced a smile. �I�m sure you talked them out of it.�
�I hope so,� Jurgen replied, then shrugged. �Well, at least I haven�t heard of any bodies popping up on the Neumvield.�
Too bad, Tanner thought. If these mystery customers had in fact been Svetic and his men, a few bodies on the Neumvield might have solved his biggest problem. Now he�d have to find out for himself.
* * *
The map took him two miles out of town, through a tunnel cut into the side of the mountain, and into the valley beyond. He turned off the main road and drove another mile before spotting the signs Jurgen had mentioned, then followed them to a small gravel clearing surrounded by forest. A sign with red lettering pointed down a trail: �Salzburg-Paal Zug Stelle.�
He got out and started unloading his gear. The sun was an hour from setting, but the surrounding mountains and thick canopy cast the valley in twilight. Briggs clicked on his flashlight and shined the beam into the tree line. He saw only blackness; it was at once beautiful and forbidding. Hansel and Gretel, where are you? he thought. With the forests of Germany and Austria as their inspiration, it was little wonder the Brothers Grimm had managed to conjure up such dark tales.
He put the duffel on his shoulder and started down the trail.
* * *
After two hundred yards he came to a wooden footbridge that led him over the old rail line, now partially covered in vines and foliage. Lengths of the old track, brown with rust, peeked through the greenery. Across the footbridge a platform had been built on the shore overhanging the water. At the railing stood a squat, black marble obelisk bearing a gold plaque. In German, it listed the names of the dead in alphabetical order.
The surface of the Neumvield See was perfectly calm, a mirror against which the surrounding mountains shined in the dying light. The air was crisp and still. Briggs stared at the trees along the bank, expecting to see them sway with a gust of wind, but they stood frozen, as though painted against the background. Somewhere an owl gave a double hoot, then went silent.
He knelt down and dipped his fingers in the water. It was cold, no more than sixty-five degrees. He did some quick calculations in his head. Given the temperature and depth, he could afford at most three ten-minute dives.
He was about to slip into his gear when something near the footbridge caught his eye: a chunk of gray amid the foliage. Flashlight held before him, he stepped over the tracks and knelt down. Half-hidden by the undergrowth was a cinder block. Curiously, it was in perfect condition, unblemished by moss or lichen. He turned it over and found the grass underneath still green.
Tanner glanced back at the shoreline, an idea forming in his head.
He rooted around until he found a branch long enough for his needs, then walked back to the memorial, slipped into his dive gear, and lowered himself off the platform and into the water. Stepping carefully, probing ahead with the branch, he waded out until the water reached his chest. Suddenly the branch plunged downward, almost slipping from his grip. Here was the shelf Jurgen had warned him about.
Briggs slipped the mask over his face, took a deep breath then clicked on his headlamp and ducked under the water. It took just five minutes to find what he was looking for. Driven into the rocky sand was a heavy steel stake; attached to this was a rope that trailed over the edge of the drop-off. Like the cinder block on shore, the rope looked brand-new.
Hand-over-hand, he began reeling in the rope. After six feet, the line jerked taught. Unless he was wrong, knotted to the other end he�d find a second, and maybe third, cinder block � and very close by the Salzburg-Paal Geist Zug.
Simple but effective. Tanner thought. Svetic and his men had simply rented a boat and, using the memorial as a starting point, gone fishing, trolling along the shore and dipping the block until they struck something solid. Then, like mountaineers on a fixed line, they had simply followed the anchor to the train and slipped inside � and out of the grasp of the undertow.
With his foot hooked beneath the stake, Briggs resurfaced, tested his regulator, then ducked back under. He grabbed the rope, gave the stake one last tug to be sure it was secure, then kicked once and slipped over the edge.
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Langley
The message on Oaken�s computer screen became the proverbial crack that shattered the dam. In the space of an hour, the puzzle he�d been pondering snapped into focus. He called Dutcher, who was already at CIA headquarters, and gave him the gist of what he�d found.
�Your theory explains a lot,� Dutcher said. �Get in your car and break some speed limits. I�ll round up Sylvia, George, and Len. We�ll be waiting.�
* * *
�Whether we�ve realized it or not, we�ve been making some assumptions,� Oaken told the group an hour later. �The biggest one is that Litzman and Svetic have been collaborating on something � that their goals are tied to one another. Two bad guys, moving from place to place like ghosts � It was a natural hunch.�
�What are you�re saying? It�s all a coincidence?� said Len Barber.
�No, we know better than that The man Briggs and Ian snatched in Innsbruck � Grebo � told them he had no idea what either Svetic or Litzman was up to. I believe him � at least partially. I doubt Svetic told anyone about Kestrel; he wouldn�t share a secret like that unless it were absolutely necessary. As far as Grebo goes, he was simply following orders. He was doing exactly what he�d been instructed to do: Keep Litzman updated on Svetic�s movements.�
Sylvia said. �Whose orders?�
�The Serbian SDB,� Oaken replied. The SDB, or Sluzba Drzavne Bezbednosti, was Serbia�s State Security Service, the country�s foreign intelligence service. �I think this man Grebo is either an SDB operative, or an agent they planted in Svetic�s group.�
�Hang on a moment,� George Coates said. �Serbia? Where did you come up with that?�
�It�s part guess, part deduction.�
The break had come from a single phone number, Oaken explained. Of all the encrypted numbers he�d been able to ferret from Karl Litzman�s layered cell-phone accounts, one had resisted all his attempts to crack it Until a few hours before. Realizing it was another Marseilles number, Oaken called Bob, his friend in the consulate�s Naval Criminal Investigative Service. It took Bob less than an hour to track down the lead.
�It�s an apartment block in Ville Tirana,� Bob had reported. �All these Balkan enclaves are crowded into a ten-block radius � Bosnians, Albanians, Serbians, Macedonians � they all live on top of one another.�
�What about this one?�
�Despite the name, Ville Tirana�s almost all Serbs. In fact, I did a little digging. Two months ago, the Marseilles police raided the building and arrested half a dozen Serbs. Word has it they were all former Arkan boys.�
Oaken knew the term. Arkan was the alias for Selijko Razflatovic, who in 1992 had been the commander of the Serb Volunteer Guard, a paramilitary force trained and equipped by the Serbian ministry of the interior � the parent agency of the State Security Service, or SDB � to serve as �special purpose teams� in Bosnia-Herzegovina.
�Death squads,� Oaken said.
�You got it,� replied Bob. �French intelligence is pretty keen on the neighborhood. My guess is, they think the SDB is using it as a way station for operatives heading into Germany and Great Britain.�
Sylvia Albrecht considered Oaken�s story for a few moments, then said, �And what about Litzman�s contact with the Bosnian enclaves in Marseilles � the Bihac Istina?�
�Window dressing,� Oaken replied. �Groundwork for investigators to follow.�
Coates said, �And Svetic?�
�The Bosnian scapegoat. That�s the one part of the theory that�s still sketchy, but I think we�ll find Risto Svetic�s been a bad guy on the Balkan scene for a while � somebody Serbia can easily paint as a terrorist.�
�If you�re right about this,� Len Barber said, �what�s the end game?�
In answer, Oaken pulled a sheet of paper from his briefcase. �I came across this in passing last week. After I heard back from Bob, I remembered it. It�s a wire story from Reuters.� He handed the sheet to Dutcher, who scanned it then read aloud:
� �Balkan Delegates Meet in Trieste.� Delegates from Kosovo, Slovenia, Croatia, and Albania rounded up a week of talks in the resort city of Trieste, Italy, today. Sponsored by Serbia and Montenegro, who last year signed a historic accord binding them into a single entity, the conference is to be the first step in restructuring Yugoslavia into a federation of semi-independent republics. Absent from the conference were representatives from the government of Bosnia-Herzegovina, which issued a statement condemning Serbia for continuing to wage a �covert war of genocide against the Bosnian and Herzegovinian people.��
Dutcher handed the sheet to Sylvia, who scanned it then passed it to Coates and Barber, who read it then looked up. �And?�
�The story behind the story is that Bosnia didn�t attend the conference because Serbia pressured its neighbors to hold back the invitation,� Oaken said. �Belgrade�s goal is the same as its always been: to put the Balkans back under Serbian control. It�s what started the war in 1990 and they�ve never wavered from it � diplomatic niceties or not. Bosnia, on the other hand, can see the handwriting on the wall. Today it�s a �coalition of republics,� tomorrow a Serbian-controlled nation-state.
�So what�s Belgrade up to? It needs an excuse; it needs leverage; it needs Bosnia surrounded by a sea of angry neighbors that won�t put up a fuss when Serbia marches in and starts carving it up.�
�Enter Litzman,� Dutcher said, picking up Oaken�s line of thought. �He�s going to give them their excuse: a Bosnian-backed terrorist attack against a gathering of delegates from every government except Bosnia.�
�So, let�s put it together,� Sylvia said. �Svetic is meticulous; we know that. Months ago, maybe longer, he begins planning the kidnapping of Amelia Root. What he wants is Kestrel, but he gives his team another reason � money, whatever. He lays out the whens and wheres and hows of the operation, which Grebo then forwards on to the Serbian SDB.� She glanced at Oaken. �Right so far?�
�Yes.�
�The SDB mulls over the information, realizes Svetic�s arrival in Trieste is going to coincide with the conference dates��
�Either that or they manufactured the conference itself,� Dutcher said.
�Right. And they decide to use it. They hire Litzman to lay the trail leading to Bosnia�s doorstep and arrange an incident.�
�Which is?� asked George Coates.
Oaken replied, �The delegates are all traveling home the same way: a ferry named the Aurasina. I�m guessing it�s meant as a show of unity � a week-long conference followed by a slow boat ride home with everyone standing arm-in-arm at the railing. From Trieste, the Aurasina will be heading down the Adriatic coast, making stops in Zadar, Sibenek, Split, Dubrovnik, and Durres.�
�And this is Litzman�s target?� Sylvia asked.
�Just a guess,� Oaken admitted. �Most of the pieces fit. And don�t forget: Litzman�s ex-Spetsnaz. Sinking ships is one of their specialties. The Aurasina goes down, dozens of diplomats die, hundreds of innocent citizens are killed, and a Bosnian pops up as the chief suspect.�
�Would they do that?� Barber said. �Would the Serbians really��
�We�re talking about the SDB bosses and a few hardliners in the government. That�s all it would take. To answer your question: Hell yes they would. A chance to put the whole region back under Belgrade�s thumb? They wouldn�t hesitate.�
Sylvia said, �Walt, if you�re right about this, we�ve got the worst damned coincidence in history. Svetic is trying to get his hands on the deadliest biological weapon the world has ever seen, Litzman is trying to pin a bloodbath on him, and neither one knows what the other is up to.�
Oaken gave a shrug. �Timing is everything. There is good news, however.�
�Please,� said Coates.
�The Aurasina isn�t scheduled to leave until tomorrow morning. We�ve got time.�
�Thank God for that,� Sylvia said, then turned to Coates. �Get the State Department on the phone. We need to alert the delegate countries��
�One last thing,� Oaken interrupted.
�What?�
�After I heard Root�s story about his grandfather�s patrol, the bunker, finding Kestrel � I got curious, so I did a little research. I wanted to find out what happened to the rest of the original Dark Watch members after they split up.
�The Hungarian, Frenec, was killed in action during World War Two; Pappas, the Greek, died of cancer in Athens in 1955; the Frenchman, Villejohn, died of influenza in 1918 at Camp Funston in Kansas.�
Barber said, �Walt, that�s interesting, but��
Dutcher held up a hand, silencing him. He leaned forward, his eyes narrowed. �Go on, Walt.�
�Villejohn was the team�s medic. He�d been transferred to Funston to train U.S. Army medics heading over to France.� Oaken looked from Sylvia, to Coates, to Barber. �Funston was part of Fort Riley. Do those names ring a bell?�
Sylvia shook her head. �No, should they?�
�Maybe not. The influenza epidemic of 1918 killed anywhere between forty and sixty million people. Somewhere along the line it got named the �Spanish Flu.� The name is misleading. It didn�t originate in Spain, but most likely came from a waterfowl virus in China. The second wave of the epidemic � the one that went back to Europe with American replacement troops then went on to kill another twenty million people � started here. Most historians agree about where exactly it started: the base hospital in Camp Funston.�
�Good Christ,� said Coates.
Sylvia said, �Say it Walt.�
Oaken nodded. �I think there�s a good chance Villejohn got infected with Kestrel while he was in that bunker, then brought it to the U.S. with him. I think Kestrel may have been the cause for the second wave of the Spanish Flu.�
Trieste
Five thousand miles away, the weather was about to erase whatever extra time on which Oaken and the others were counting.
On the Aurasina�s bridge, her captain, Ettore Bartoli, was sitting in his chair sifting through predeparture reports when his first officer trotted up the ladder well and walked over. �Captain, a bulletin from NAVTEX,� he said, referring to the primary weather reporting station for the Gulf of Venice and the Adriatic coast.
Bartoli took the report and scanned it. He frowned. �The devil�s come to call,� he murmured.
An old hand at Adriatic sailing, Bartoli knew well the vagaries of local weather. While generally predictable in spring and early summer, there were occasions when Mother Nature tried to fool you. This was one of those times.
The bulletin warned of something Bartoli had seen only four times in his twenty-year career. In the Adriatic, cold and dry northeasterly winds known as bora sweep down from the Dinaric Alps, blow through Croatia and then out to sea, producing abrupt squalls. Conversely, the jugo is a warm, humid southeast wind that boils its way north up the Adriatic, producing dense clouds and heavy rains. If these were the only conditions, Bartoli wouldn�t have been concerned. The bora and jugo often cancel one another out, leaving the sea lanes clear, if slightly choppy. It was the last paragraph of the bulletin that worried him.
The wind was called nevera. Born in the Apennine Mountains of Italy, the nevera sweeps with sudden and violent force down the foothills and over the coast, where it turns south into the heart of the Adriatic, trailing rain, vortex winds, and lightning in its wake.
Alone or in pairs such conditions were common, Bartoli knew. Combined, they were treacherous enough to endanger the sea lanes from the Istrian Peninsula in the north to Dubrovnik in the south.
The first officer said, �Shall we cancel tomorrow�s run?�
Bartoli gave him a sharp glance. He�d been the Aurasina�s master for five years and had been making the Trieste to Durres run for eight. In that time he�d never missed a ran and had never been more than a few minutes off schedule. �Cancel? My god, son, where have you been?�
Bartoli got up and walked over to the chart table. Using a grease pencil he plotted the patterns NAVTEX was predicting, then, using a compass and dividers, sketched in the Aurasina�s course. He grabbed a nearby calculator and began punching numbers, mumbling to himself and scribbling notes.
Finally he straightened and squinted at the chart.
�Well?� said the first officer.
�We can make it safely if we leave early. We�ll get ahead of the nevera and be in Durres by the time it gets there. Call the harbormaster and inform him I�m pushing up our departure to midnight, then do the same for the radio and television stations, the tourist bureau, and the major hotels. We�ll begin boarding passengers at ten.�
�We have the conference delegates, too.�
�Yes, yes. I�ll contact their hotel myself. They�ll be angry I interrupted their drinking, but it�s better than being stuck in Trieste for another week.� Bartoli clapped his first officer on the shoulder. �Get moving, boy! We have a storm to beat!�
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Neumvield See
The beam from Tanner�s headlamp cut away only a few feet of blackness around him.
Head down, he pulled himself hand-over-hand along the rope like an inverted climber. The water was surprisingly crystalline, with only the barest trace of debris swirling in his light. With each passing foot, the temperature seemed to drop a few degrees. The icy water seeped through the edge of his hood and into the cuffs around his wrists.
The chill was only half his problem, he quickly realized. As he passed the twenty-foot mark he felt the first draw of the undertow. With each tug downward the sensation increased, a suction pulling him toward the center of the lake. He tightened his grip on the rope and kept going. He glanced at his depth gauge: 30 feet. Halfway there.
And then he was tumbling. His legs were jerked downward by the suction. The line bowed under the strain. One of his hands slipped off the rope. As though caught in a wind tunnel, the rope was whipped into the current. The rush of water filled his ears. He could feel the slipstream tearing at his mask. He set his jaw against the strain, dragged his arm up, latched onto the rope, and pulled himself to it.
There�s your answer, Tanner thought. The skeptic in him had been wondering about Horgan�s story about Neumvield See�s deadly undertow, and how much was myth, an embroidery for the Geist Zug legend. None, it seemed. He�d assumed otherwise and it had almost gotten him killed. He idly wondered if that�s what had happened to the diving teams before him.
He took a few calming breaths, then tightened his grip, drew his legs to his chest, and wrapped his ankles around the rope. Careful to keep both hands on the line, he started downward again. Eyes alternating between the blackness ahead and his depth gauge, he caterpillar crawled past the forty-foot mark, then the fifty. He strained his eyes, trying to pick out shapes. Where are you �?
In the beam of his headlamp Tanner saw the dull glint of glass. Then it was gone. He shimmied forward another foot. A window swam into view, it�s pane half-shattered, the remaining glass tarnished with algae. The rope disappeared through the opening.
Drawing closer, Briggs noticed a shape behind the glass. Slim and white, it swayed with the current like a tendril of sea grass. He reached out, grabbed the window frame, and pulled himself closer. He froze, panic rising in his throat.
It was a human arm. Shriveled and fish-belly white, it was otherwise intact, the flesh having been preserved by the icy water. The fingers were tightened into a claw, and Tanner found himself projecting his own fear onto the gesture, imagining it as the victim�s final and desperate grasp at the window as the train rolled in the lake.
He poked his head through the window. Below him the aim trailed into darkness and was lost in a jumble of debris. Tanner wriggled through the window and slipped inside. Here the suction of the undertow was less, but still he could feel it sucking at him, surging through the car and rushing out the shattered windows.
As Jurgen had described it, the train was sitting upright, with only a slight list, as though resting on unseen tracks. In contrast, the car�s interior was a shambles. Seats, torn from the moorings during the crash, lay strewn about. Warped from either age or from the rollover, wooden floorboards jutted into the compartment at all angles. Here and there he could see mummified legs or arms or torsos jutting from under the wreckage.
Ahead, the rope trailed into the darkness. He began pulling himself along, until he reached the vestibule door, where he found the rope knotted around a support column. Here, too, he found another sign that someone had passed this way before: a smudged handprint on the vestibule�s glass door. Briggs felt his heart pounding. Getting close. He squeezed through into the next car.
Here the scene was nearly identical to that of the first car: jumbled wreckage and mummified body parts, ghostly white in the darkness. Algae whorled in the beam from his headlamp. To his right, a piece of seat fabric, snagged on a shard of glass, fluttered in the window like a pennant.
Tanner swam into the vestibule, which veered left, then right again into the next passageway. This one was a sleeper car, with individual staterooms running down the left side; opposite them lay the car�s outer wall � or what was left of it. It was as though a giant, clawed hand had ripped open the side of the train. Jurgen had said the train had grazed the hillside before plunging into the lake. Could this be where it happened?
Tanner leaned into the surge, clutched the rope with both hands, and began pulling himself forward.
The rope continued for another twenty feet then turned sharply through a cabin door. Briggs drew himself even with the threshold. On the wall beside it was a brass plaque. Tanner used his thumb to wipe away the grime until the cabin number, emerged: 7C. If Oaken�s research was correct, this was the cabin. Briggs braced his feet against the doorjamb and pushed through.
To his right, against the wall, were a pair of tiered bunks. Lying faceup on the floor was a body. Like the rest of the remains he�d encountered, this one was mummified, its pasty flesh shriveled to the bones beneath. A gold watch chain and fob shimmered dully against the belly skin.
Istvan, Tanner realized. My god. What had gone through the man�s mind in those final seconds? Had he regretted his decision to take Kestrel? Briggs felt sure of it. This must have felt like a curse, punishment for breaking the pact his grandfather had sworn so many years before.
Tanner grabbed the bunk�s railing and pulled himself toward the body. Istvan�s right forearm and hand lay under the bunk. Briggs reached forward and gently slid the arm outward. Wrapped around Istvan�s wrist was black plastic cable; patches of it had been scraped away, revealing steel beneath. Briggs grasped the cable and gave it a gentle tug.
From beneath the bunk something scraped against the floorboards.
Briggs snaked his arm under the bunk, fingers groping along the cable until he touched something solid. Curved, plastic � A handle. Moving with exaggerated slowness, he grasped the handle and began pulling. After a few seconds, the edge of a stainless-steel case appeared.
Heart in his throat, Tanner wriggled the case from side to side until it slid from under the bunk. It was slightly dented but looked otherwise undamaged. The latches were sprung. He opened the lid.
Like Root�s case from the bank, this one was lined with what had once been foam, now black and fuzzy with mildew. Also like Root�s case, into the foam had been cut two cylindrically shaped notches. They were empty.
* * *
With little Oxygen left, Tanner had no time for disappointment. Using the ropes, he finned back through the train out the window, and headed for the surface. Ten feet beneath the surface he felt the first hollow hiss from his regulator. He spit out the mouthpiece and broke into the air.
How long? Briggs thought. How much of a headstart did Svetic have, and where was he? The truth was, it was probably already too late. Having won his prize, Svetic would go to ground. But where? Bosnia? Somewhere else? He could be anywhere.
Tanner stroked to the platform, pulled himself up, then shrugged off his tank and removed his fins. It was fully dark now, the sky black and clear; stars glittered overhead. He checked his watch: almost eight o�clock.
The red message light on his sat phone was blinking. He picked it up and scrolled through the display. There were two messages. The first one � simply �Urgent, call me� from Cahil � came in a few minutes after he went into the water. The second one was from Susanna:
�Briggs, it�s me. Where are you? We�re leaving; he just told me. I don�t know what�s happened, but something�s changed. They�re in a hurry. I don�t know where we�re��
Suddenly in the background Tanner heard a male voice � graveled with a German accent: �What are you doing? Who are you talking to?� There were a series of thumps, followed by a sharp flesh-on-flesh crack. Susanna screamed.
The phone went dead.

43

Tanner laid the phone aside, stared dumbly at it a moment, then leaned his head back and gulped air. Susanna... What did it mean? Was Litzman on to her, or in his hurry to leave had he simply been rough with her? He prayed it was the latter. If not, Susanna was already dead.
Dammit, dammit, dammit � He should have been there; should�ve pulled her out and sent her home. Kestrel was gone, Susanna was gone � Briggs felt things closing in around him. He felt trapped, powerless.
Beside him, the phone was still blinking. He grabbed it and dialed Cahil, who answered immediately: �Where are you?�
�Neumvield See. They�re gone.�
�I figured as much. I think I know where they are.�
�Explain.�
Cahil recounted his movements after they parted ways in Innsbruck. Upon arriving in Trieste he went straight to the Piazetta dead drop. Inside was a note from Susanna: �Overheard L; Svetic here, staying Hotel Abbazia; L men watching, expecting Svetic departure.� Cahil penned a response, then left a chalk mark on the pillar along Rive Tralana.
�From there I went straight to the Abbazia. She was right: Svetic�s there with two of his men. Not for long, though.�
�Why?�
�There�s a storm brewing here, a bad one judging by the commotion. I trailed them a bit; they ate, did some shopping, then took a taxi to the harbor and booked three tickets on a ferry called the Aurasina. It was scheduled to leave tomorrow morning, but they�ve pushed the departure ahead to midnight.�
�Trying to outrun the storm,� Tanner said. Svetic�s choice of transportation made sense, he decided. Svetic wouldn�t dare risk Kestrel at a border crossing or an airport checkpoint. Ports had always been and always would be the first choice of smugglers. �Where�s it headed?�
�Zadar, Sibenek, Split��
�That�s how he�s getting home.� Any one of those ports would put Svetic within fifty miles of the Bosnian border and well within reach of whatever help he needed to make a covert crossing.
�My thought exactly,� Cahil replied. �You remember the description of Svetic we pulled out of Grebo?�
�Yes.�
�He wasn�t lying; it was right on the money. Problem is, Risto Svetic isn�t Risto Svetic.�
�You�ve lost me.�
�Svetic may be his real name, but he goes by something different: Trpkova.�
�That can�t be, Bear.�
�I was standing five feet from him. It�s him.�
In the early and mid-nineties Risto Trpkova was the commander of an ATU, or antiterrorist unit within the Kaznjenicka Bojna, or KB, a Bosnian paramilitary group known better by its later nickname, the Convict�s Battalion. Following the disintegration of Yugoslavia, waves of Serbian-backed anti-Muslim violence erupted in Bosnia. To combat this, the Bosnian government organized and dispatched the KB to protect heavily populated Muslim areas. Of all the parties involved, Bosnia alone wanted to maintain the diverse ethnicity of its country, so it recruited into the KB soldiers of all cultural and religious identities, from Eastern Orthodox, to Muslim, to Roman Catholic. Bosnian Serbs and Bosnian Croats served alongside Kosovoans, Macedonians, and Montenegrins. For several years the KB was effective, protecting Muslim enclaves from Serbian attack, intercepting Serbian weapons convoys, and gathering evidence of mass murders and concentration camp atrocities.
In 1995, realizing it had little chance of controlling the KB by force of arms, Serbia changed tactics and reverted to the same tactics it had used to incite its own incursions into Bosnia. Soon reports of KB atrocities began finding their way into the European press. Serbian enclaves were being attacked without provocation by Muslim-led KB units manned by prison inmates whose sentences had been commuted in exchange for their service. Like wild animals, the Convict�s Battalion roamed the Bosnian countryside, killing innocent Serbians, raping women and girls, and burning villages. The ruse worked.
Under pressure from the West, the Bosnian government ordered the KB disbanded. Most units complied and soldiers returned to their parent units. A few units refused, went to ground, divided into guerrilla teams, and continued their missions. One of these was commanded by a then little-known colonel named Risto Trpkova. Pressure to apprehend Trpkova mounted. Serbia denounced him as a terrorist, followed soon after by Bulgaria, Germany, and Macedonia.
Trpkova and his unit continued to operate in the highlands of Bosnia, harrassing Serbian forces, disrupting supply lines, and gathering evidence of Serbian �ethnic cleansing.� In July of 1997 a company of French UN peacekeepers was ambushed near Mostar, Bosnia. To a man the company was slaughtered. The first unit to reach the scene was Serbian. Predictably, evidence implicating Trpkova�s unit was found.
Two months later the UN�s Yugoslavia Tribunal in The Hague indicted Trpkova for crimes against humanity and called for his capture and extradition to stand trial.
Tanner asked Cahil, �How sure are you about this?�
�Very. He�s had some work done on his face, but it�s him.�
Tanner believed him. Not only was Bear as reliable as the setting sun, but he was even-keeled to a fault. Most importantly, he�d met Risto Trpkova.
Anxious to shore up the Bosnian government and assuming Belgrade was manufacturing evidence against the KB, in 1996 the CIA launched StrikePlate, an operation designed to gather evidence supporting claims of Serbian atrocities. Seconded to Langley from Holystone, Cahil had led a team through Albania and into southern Bosnia. After a few month�s work, they established contact with Trpkova�s unit outside Foca. Before any exchange of intelligence could take place, the situation deteriorated and Trpkova and his unit were forced to flee.
Cahil said, �Briggs, there�s one more thing: I tried to keep tabs on Susanna but��
�She�s gone, I know,� Tanner replied, then described the message she�d left him.
�I�m sorry,� Cahil said.
�Not your fault. Have you talked to Leland yet?�
�No.�
�I�ll do it. You stay on Trpkova. Keep your distance, Bear.�
�Will do.�
Tanner disconnected and dialed Dutcher�s cell phone. �Briggs?�
�Yes.�
�Call land line.�
Tanner redialed Langley�s operations center and was transferred directly to Sylvia�s office. �You�re on speaker-phone,� she said. �Everyone�s here. Where are you and what�s happening?�
Tanner brought them up to speed, starting with his arrival in Kulm am Zirbitz and ending with Cahil�s revelation about Svetic�s true identity. �The answer is yes,� Tanner said. �Bear�s sure; he�s met the man. Where are the Roots?�
�Safe � along with their luggage,� Dutcher replied. �By now they�re somewhere over the Atlantic. They�ll be landing in six hours. Walt�s got a theory you need to hear about.�
�I�m listening.�
Oaken laid out the same scenario he�d given Dutcher and the others: the Serbian SDB�s hiring of Litzman; the false trail designed to implicate Svetic and thereby Bosnia; the conference delegates and their trip home aboard the Aurasina.
Tanner was stunned. It all made sense, it all fit. Things had just gone from bad to worse: Risto Svetic, descendent of the Dark Watch guerrilla leader and fugitive were one and the same. Litzman and the Serbian SDB had chosen their scapegoat well. If the plan succeeded, Svetic/ Trpkova�s alleged involvement would be all the catalyst pro-Serbian factions needed to ravage Bosnia. And what of Kestrel? At the very least, Trpkova was a battle-hardened guerrilla who had eluded capture for over a decade; at worst, he was exactly what the Serbians claimed � a terrorist guilty of mass murder. Whatever the truth, it was a safe bet Trpkova had sought out Kestrel as part of a larger plan.
The worst case was unthinkable: Litzman succeeds in sinking the Aurasina; hundreds of people die; Trpkova is blamed and the Balkans descend into war � and behind it all, Kestrel is let loose. The next worst case was little better, if at all: Litzman fails, the Aurasina sails on, and Trpkova slips into the hinterlands of Bosnia with Kestrel.
�So Litzman never knew about Kestrel,� Briggs said. �Hell, he might not even know about the Roots, the kidnapping � none of it.�
�Could be,� Dutcher replied. �It�s clear Grebo was a mole for the SDB; whether he was planted specifically for this we don�t know. Either way, that�s what he�s been doing for Litzman � acting as a human homing beacon.�
�Letting Litzman stay two steps ahead of Svetic all the way.�
�Exactly,� said Oaken.
Len Barber said, �The question is, Did Litzman know Svetic would be using the Aurasina?�
�Doubtful,� Tanner replied. �Its just a happy coincidence for the SDB. All Litzman and SDB needed was Trpkova in Trieste at roughly the same time as the delegates. Litzman�s window dressing and Trpkova�s name would do the rest. Nobody would doubt he�s responsible.�
�This is a goddamned catastrophe in the making,� said George Coates. �There�s a thousand ways to lose this and only a couple to win.�
�Then let�s find them,� Tanner said. �The ferry leaves at midnight. Unless something changes, Trpkova will be on it. He�s heading home, trying to go to ground. We either take him now, or before he gets off the ferry. Do we have any guesses on how Litzman�s going to do it?�
Dutcher replied, �Either a bomb already aboard or an attack en route � which I think is the more likely of the two. I doubt he had either the time or opportunity to plant something aboard.�
�I agree,� said Coates.
Sylvia said, �Which makes me wonder about the mystery crate he picked up in Lorient.�
�There�s a French naval base there,� Tanner said. �Do they have��
�Working on it. We�re not expecting a quick answer, though. If they�re missing something they won�t be quick to admit it. The what doesn�t matter as much as the where and how.�
�Which brings us back to Litzman,� said Tanner. �You�re tracking the Barak?�
�We�ve had a Lacrosse on her since she arrived in Trieste,� Sylvia said, referring to a Lacrosse radar satellite. Unlike standard imagery satellites, Lacrosse platforms can see through rain, clouds, and camouflage, day or night. �She�s headed south. As of ten minutes ago she was coming up on Pula on the tip of the Istrian Peninsula.�
�I need to get ahead of him,� Tanner said. �Whatever he�s got planned, he�ll have to do it before the Aurasina reaches Zadar.�
Oaken said, �Start driving toward Graz. I�ll call you with flight arrangements.�
�Wait,� Len Barber said. �Let�s slow this down. We�re overlooking the most direct solution: Stop the ferry; have the Italian police grab Trpkova.�
�A bad idea,� said Tanner.
�Why?�
�First, that�s when he�s going to be most on edge; until he�s on that ferry and it�s underway, he�ll be looking for the net to drop on him. Once he�s headed home, he�ll relax. Secondly, departure�s only two hours away. Even if we get the Italians� cooperation, by the time we get done answering all their questions, they won�t have enough time to mount an operation worth a damn. The last thing we need is Trpkova in a standoff while he�s got his hands on Kestrel.�
�You have a suggestion, Briggs?� Sylvia asked.
�Bear follows Trpkova onto the ferry and keeps tabs on him. I go after Litzman. In the meantime, we�ve got eight hours to plan a reception before the Aurasina reaches Zadar. We take him the moment he steps onto the pier. If he sails on to Sibenek or Split, we do it there. There�s one thing I�m sure of: If we try to do this halfway and Trpkova gets wind of it, we�re done � Kestrel�s out.�
There was silence on the phone for several seconds, then Sylvia said, �Dutch?�
�Better to plan it out than stumble into it. Even if Briggs doesn�t catch up to Litzman, we�ve got Cahil. If worse comes to worst, he can disable the ferry. If not, we get a team to Zadar and wait.�
�George?�
�I agree. We don�t have time to bring in the Italians or anyone else. This is on us alone.�
�Okay,� said Sylvia. �That�s our plan. Briggs, get moving. Find Litzman; stop him.�
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Graz, Austria
As the Aurasina was steaming out of the Gulf of Trieste and turning south along the Istrian Peninsula with her cargo of 800 passengers and 290 passenger vehicles, Tanner was pulling into the parking lot of a small municipal airstrip on the southern edge of Graz. Through the hurricane fence he could see a single hangar. The double doors were open, revealing the pale glow of fluorescent lights.
Briggs climbed out of the Mercedes, shoved the keys under the seat, then locked and closed the door. He checked his watch; he had a few minutes. He dialed Cahil. Dutcher had called Cahil with orders to follow Trpkova aboard the Aurasina, but had told him nothing else.
�Hello,� Cahil answered. His voice sounded distant; static hissed in the background.
�How�s your weather?� Tanner asked.
�Lousy, leaning toward crappy. The waves are running about six feet with heavy wind. It hasn�t started raining yet, but it�s coming.�
�Didn�t I warn you about stowing away on strange boats?�
�I�m passive-aggressive.�
�Where�s our friend?�
�Stateroom 3-B-19, safe and snug. Where are you and where�re you headed?�
�Graz, about to catch the flight Oaks cobbled together for me; I�m headed into Croatia. Sylvia�s working on having a helo waiting for me in Rijeka,� Tanner replied. The timing would be dicey, since the helicopter would likely come from the remains of the U.S. Army�s Joint Forge bases at either Zagreb or Rimini, Italy. Whether Sylvia could get the unquestioned cooperation from European Command was yet to be seen.
�And while you�re sightseeing, what am I doing?� Cahil asked.
Tanner explained the rest of the plan. �Best case, I stop Litzman and they grab Trpkova in Zadar. Worst case, I fail, it all goes to hell, and you�ll have to find a way to stop the ferry.�
�No problem,� Bear said. �I�ll start�� His voice was lost in static.
�Say that again,� Tanner called. �I lost you for a second.�
�I said, I�ll start looking for my monkey wrench. How�re you going to find the Barak? It�s a small boat in a big damned ocean.�
�Luck and a Lacrosse. Listen, Bear, we�ve got no idea what Trpkova�s got planned for Kestrel, or how stable he is. If you recognized him, he may recognize you. Stay away from him and don�t take any chances��
�I won�t if you won�t.�
�Deal.�
�Besides, if he pulls the cork, where am I going to hide? Briggs, I hope you find Susanna.�
Whatever it takes, Tanner thought. And if she�s � Tanner caught himself before he could finish the thought. �I�ll find her. Take care of yourself, Bear. I�ll be seeing you.�
Tanner disconnected, then walked to the hanger. Inside he found a man in blue coveralls kneeling beneath the engine cowling of a single-engine Cessna Skyhawk. Bright yellow letters on its door proclaimed: �Goeben & Goeben Cargo Air.�
�Hi there,� Tanner said.
The man glanced at him, then stood up and turned around. He had white-blond hair and wore a patch over his left eye. �Dan Watts?� he asked in an American southern accent.
�Yes.�
�You�re lucky. I don�t usually take passengers, but your office manager had a deep checkbook.�
�He�s a resourceful fella. I can�t help but notice you�re not Austrian.�
�Born and raised in Houma, Louisiana. Name�s Filmore Gaines; call me Bud. A couple years ago me and the IRS had a little disagreement, so I came over here for a vacation. You got a problem with that?�
�Are you a decent pilot?�
�Damn right.�
�Then, no.�
�Let�s get moving. And before you ask � most people do � the answer�s yes, I can fly just fine with one eye � as long as it�s daytime, that is.� Tanner glanced at the blackness beyond the doors, then back at Gaines and opened his mouth to speak, but Gaines cut him off. �A joke, just a joke. Damn I love that. Never get tired of seeing that look on people�s faces. Okay, get aboard.�
* * *
Twenty minutes later they were crossing the border into Slovenian airspace. As though they had passed into another world, Tanner watched the sky go from clear to overcast. North of them a line of black, flat bottom clouds lay like a wall over Bosnia. Every few seconds the clouds pulsed with lightning.
Gaines checked in with Maribor control, which vectored him south toward Celje. As the Cessna banked over, a sudden gust of wind caught them broadside and flipped the wing up; Gaines corrected and leveled off.
�Damned bora,� he muttered.
�What�s that?� Tanner asked.
�One of the names for the hundred kinds of winds they got here. During the summer the bora blows down from the Dinarics in corridors � usually seven of them. We just passed into the Balkony Corridor.�
Tanner could feel the Cessna shuddering; wind whistled through gaps in the window�s weather seals. He gripped the armrests tighter. �Is this going to last all the way to Rijeka?�
�Gets a little worse, actually. Relax, I�ve made this run hundreds of times.�
�In how many planes?�
�This�ll be the fourth; the first three are down there somewhere,� Gaines said, then jerked his thumb toward the darkness.
Tanner stared at him. �Another joke?�
�Yeah. As long as we don�t get any shear, we�ll be fine. In fact, with this kind of tail wind, I�ll get you there ahead of schedule.�
Tanner checked his watch and made some mental calculations. The Aurasina would be well down the Istrian by now, perhaps as far as Rovinj � moving closer to Litzman and the Barak with every passing mile.
* * *
North of Ljubliana Tanner�s SAT phone trilled. It was Dutcher: �You might be on your own,� he said, his voice chopped with static. �Zagreb�s helos are grounded by high winds.�
�The bora,� Tanner said. �I�m in the middle of it right now.�
�Rimini said they�ll try, but their weather�s worse still. Evidently4this storm is something of an aberration, a once-in-a-decade confluence. The base commander�s got a couple Blackhawks standing by on the tarmac. If they get a break, they�re going to lift off. No guarantees, though.�
�I understand,� Tanner replied. Abruptly, an idea occurred to him. He glanced at Gaines, who was hunched over the wheel, his one good eye screwed into a squint. �Where�s the Barak?�
�The Karvner Gulf, steaming south about twelve miles north of an island called Unije,� Dutcher replied.
�Where�s the nearest airfield from Rijek?�
�Stand by,� Dutcher said. He came back in twenty seconds: �Losinj island, fifty miles to the southwest and eight miles from Unije.�
�I might have a solution. Have Sylvia call the Op Center and tell them to stand by for a call from a man named Bud Gaines.�
Gaines muttered, �Huh? You say something?�
�Who�s Bud Gaines?� Dutcher asked.
�The man who�s going to save the day, I hope.�
Tanner disconnected then turned to Gaines. �What kind of IRS problems do you have?�
�Why?�
�Tell me.�
�I owe a little back taxes. The auditors didn�t agree with my bookkeeping.�
�How much?�
�Forty thousand.�
�What would you say if I told you I could make that go away?�
�I�d say you�re full of crap,� said Gaines, then glanced at him. �Are you?�
�No.�
�What would I have to do?�
�I�ve got a friend on a boat somewhere in the Adriatic. She�s in trouble��
�Call the Croatian Navy.�
�It�s beyond that now. If you can get me to the airstrip on Losinj, I�ll have a fighting chance to reach her.�
�Lemme get this straight. I fly you an extra fifty miles and you fix my IRS quandary?�
�Fifty miles and a boat,� Briggs corrected. �I need a boat.�
Gaines thought for a moment �Maybe.�
�Maybe�s not good enough.�
�How do I know you�re not shining me on? I need some kind of proof��
�Give me the wheel.�
�What! You can�t fly!�
�Not as well as you, but well enough to keep us airborne. I�m going to fly; you�re going to call for your proof.� Tanner handed him the sat phone; Gaines hesitated, then took it. �Hold tight, the wind�s pushing us to port. Tanner grabbed the yoke and nodded. Gaines asked, �Who am I calling?�
�The CIA,� Tanner replied, then recited the number. �Give them your name and ask for Sylvia Albrecht.�
�That name sounds familiar.�
�It should. She runs the place.�
Gaines dialed the number, waited, then said, �Uh, yeah, Bud Gaines for Sylvia � Albrecht.� Ten seconds passed, then he said, �Yes, ma�am. Yes, he is, hold on.�
Tanner exchanged the yoke for the phone. �Sylvia, Bud�s got a problem and so do we. If we fix his, he�ll fix ours,� Briggs said, then explained the situation. �Can you make it happen?�
Sylvia snorted. �If he can get you to the Barak, I�ll pay it off myself. Hell, yes, I can make it happen. Put him back on.�
Tanner held the phone up to Gaines�s ear, and he listened for a moment, muttered a string of uh-huhs and yes, ma�ams, then finally said, �Whatever you say. I�ll get him there; you have my word.�
Tanner took the phone back. �Done?�
�Done,� Sylvia said.
�I�ll call you when I�m on the ground. I�ll need steering to the Barak.�
Tanner disconnected and glanced at Gaines. �You�ll be back in Houma before the week is out.�
Gaines shook his head in disbelief. �I�ll be damned. Hold on to something, I�m gonna try to pick up some speed.�
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Claiming a hydraulic malfunction in his landing gear, Gaines got clearance by Rijeka control to either go around for a second pass or to proceed to Losinj for an emergency landing. Gaines opted for the latter.
As they descended to two thousand feet and crossed the coast into the Kvarner Gulf, rain began peppering the windows. The wind increased, and into the Adriatic Tanner could see storm clouds roiling over the ocean. Here and there, lightning lanced downward, connecting sky and water.
The Adriatic Coast is one of the better kept tourist areas outside of Europe. With a climate rivaling that of the Caribbean and landscape to match, Croatia�s coastline is sprinkled with thousands of islands and reef-rimmed atolls ranging in size from three hundred square miles � Cres-Losinj � to tree-covered sandbars no longer than a football field.
Unije, the island toward which Litzman and the Barak seemed to be heading, is only one of twenty-five in the Cres-Losinj archipelago. Its northern tip begins ten miles from Rijek, extends fifty-five miles southwest into the Kvamer Gulf, and ends at Ilovik Island.
Twenty miles out from Losinj�s airstrip, Gaines changed frequencies, checked in with the tower, and happily reported his malfunction cured. He circled over Ilovik, banked in a tight circle, and began descending toward the airstrip near Mali Losinj, the island�s main city.
Five minutes later they set down on the tarmac and taxied toward a groundsman in a yellow rain slicker waving red wands, who directed them to a tie-down beside the main hangar. Once Gaines had the engine shut down, the man jogged up with a pair of wheel chocks. Tanner opened the door and climbed out. A wind gust tore at his face, filling his eyes with salt mist. He sputtered and squinted his eyes.
�Nice landing, Gaines,� the groundsman yelled over the rush in Croat-accented English.
�Damn straight!� Gaines shouted back.
�You�re lucky. Another ten minutes and they were going to shut us down.�
Tanner and Gaines knelt down to help secure the Cessna. The wings shuddered with the wind and rain sluiced off the leading edges like miniature waterfalls.
�How is it out there?� Tanner asked the man.
�Where?�
Tanner jerked his thumb toward the ocean, and the man said, �Nasty. Seas running about two meters, wind gusts to eighty kilometers.�
Six-foot waves and fifty-mile-per-hour winds, Tanner thought. He said to Gaines, �Where�s the boat?�
�Gimme your phone.�
* * *
The taxi dropped them at the Mali Losinj Yacht Club. The harbormaster�s shack and adjoining restaurant and bar were dark, closed early because of the storm. Beyond the gate Tanner could see slip after slip filled with sailboats and motor yachts, all battened down and tied tightly to their moorings. Over the rush of the wind he could hear the squeaking of rubber bumpers grinding against the pilings.
Five minutes after they arrived, Briggs heard the puttering of a small engine. A man on a Piaggio scooter swerved into the parking lot and skidded to a stop beside them. The driver got off, flipped open the kickstand, slid back his hood, and grabbed Gaines in a bear hug.
�Filmore, dobra veccer!�
�How�ve you been, Franjo?�
�Never better! You said you had an emergency?�
Gaines began speaking in rapid-fire Croat, gesturing to Tanner several times. Franjo asked a few questions, squinted at Tanner, then shrugged and said, �We�ll see. He can take a look, at least.�
Franjo opened the gate and the three of them walked along the planking until they reached a slip containing a twelve-foot mastless skipjack painted in battleship gray. The gunwales, gnarled by sea rot, had been covered in multiple layers of marine lacquer, and the hull showed several patched holes. A circa 1950s outboard motor jutted from the stern.
It wasn�t exactly what Tanner had in mind.
As though sensing his reservation, Franjo said, �Don�t be fooled. She�s fast and sturdy.�
�How fast and how sturdy?�
�Fifteen knots.�
�In this weather?�
�Eight. She�s got a keel stabilizer, though. Unless you broadside her, she won�t tip on you.�
Tanner thought about it. In this rain, he�d be bailing before he got out of the harbor. �Do you have a cover?�
�Of course, with a waist skirt. Like kayaks, you know? You�ll be snug and dry. All the equipment you�ll need, too.�
�How much?� Briggs asked.
�No offense intended, but somehow I am thinking I won�t be getting her back. Three thousand � U.S.�
It was outrageous, but Tanner didn�t hesitate. �Done. Bud, it�ll have to be on your tab.�
Gaines hesitated for a moment, then shrugged. �Sure. I�m sure our lady friend is good for it.�
Franjo said, �Wonderful! Congratulations. How soon do you need��
�Now,� Tanner said.
* * *
As Franjo and Bud scrambled to prepare the skipjack, Tanner found shelter under the eaves of the harbormaster�s shack and called Langley. �I�m on my way. Where�s the Barak?�
�Passing Unije,� Dutcher said.
Oaken added, �There�s only two other islands before she reaches you: Male Srakane and Veli Srakane, both tiny, mostly uninhabited. The second one�s got a game warden, but not much else.�
Why there? Tanner thought. What was Litzman up to? �I�ll find them. What�s his ETA?�
�If he keeps going, another hour.�
Dutcher broke in. �Briggs, turn on your GPS so we can track you.�
Tanner reached up, depressed the phone�s antenna, and gave it a turn. �Done. Where�s the Aurasina?�
�Just passing Premantura on the Istrian tip. Thirty miles north of you.�
�Speed?�
�Fourteen knots. Her captain�s pushing hard to stay ahead of the storm.�
Fourteen knots � just over two hours. No more time. �If you don�t hear from me or see the Barak disappear off the radar screen within two hours, assume I didn�t get it done. Tell Bear to stop the Aurasina.�
�Good luck,� Dutcher said.
* * *
Aboard the Aurasina, Bear was standing at the railing overlooking the vehicle deck when Dutcher called with the update from Tanner. Below, a pair of crewmen were walking from car to car, testing the tie-down straps. Most of the ferry�s decks were deserted, the passengers having retreated to their cabins.
�He�s leaving Losinj now,� Dutcher finished. �Unless Litzman changes course, they should meet near one of the Srakane islands.�
�I�m ready on this end,� Bear said. �I did some scouting. They�ve got two auxiliary machinery rooms; the locks are pretty flimsy. I shouldn�t have a problem slipping in.�
�And then?� Dutcher asked.
�A fire hose in the reduction gear,� Cahil answered. �It�ll either bum out the bearings or shear off a couple torque converters. She�ll be dead in the water.�
�Good enough. Don�t count on hearing from us; with the storm, communication is going to be dicey. Orders or not, two hours from now, work your magic.�
�Will do.�
Cahil disconnected. Behind him, he heard the distinctive click of a gun safety being disengaged. Instinctively, Bear turned on the sat phone�s GPS transponder, detached the antenna, and slid it into his waistband.
�Turn around,� a voice said. �Slowly.�
Cahil did so. Standing before him, a Sauer semiautomatic pistol held at waist level, was Risto Trpkova. Beside him, also armed, was one of his men. �What�s this about?� Cahil asked. �I don�t have very much money��
�I rarely forget faces. It took some time, but I finally placed yours. Foca, wasn�t it, 1996?�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
�No?�
�Sorry,� Cahil said with a shrug.
�Then why don�t we go someplace and talk about it,� Trpkova said. �We�ll share memories, talk about old times. Then you can tell me why you�ve been following me, and why I shouldn�t shoot you in the head and dump your body overboard.�
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Adriatic, Near Male Srakane
A quarter mile past the harbor�s breakwater, Tanner realized he was in trouble.
The skipjack was sturdy enough and her engine strong enough, but the winds were chaotic, backing and shifting with frightening irregularity. Backlit by flashes of lightning, waves slammed explosively into one another, sending up geysers of foam. Swells stacked up on one another, growing taller as the troughs deepened, until the crests reached a dozen feet or more. Tanner would find himself teetering atop a curling crest with no choice but to let the skipjack nose over into the trough, or gun the throttle and hope he had enough velocity to clear the gap.
Twice, as the skipjack soared from wave top to wave top, Briggs could only watch helplessly as another crest would appear from nowhere and slam into the hull with enough force to knock the wind from his lungs.
Rain and spindrift cascaded over the boat�s vinyl cover, drenching him and finding every gap in the elastic waist skirt. He could hear water sloshing around the boat�s bottom. Without the skirt he would have already capsized.
Tanner sensed that the sea was quartering, the swells lengthening, so he took the opportunity to throttle back and take a compass check. He pulled the sat phone from its Ziploc bag then matched his position against the GPS feed from the Lacrosse. It showed the Barak passing Veli Srakane and heading toward its sister island, Male Srakane. He double-checked his bearings, then throttled up and brought the bow around into the next crest.
* * *
Twenty minutes later Tanner was peeping through the spindrift when a double flash of lightning burst across the sky. In the strobe he glimpsed a strip of white sand backed by a line of trees. Another flash and he could make out a curve of the land off the port beam. Male Srakane. He brought the skipjack about to follow the shoreline.
Suddenly a white mastlight appeared off his bow. He let the skipjack drop into a trough then throttled down. He was close enough to the shallows that the waves were stacking, becoming more regular, so he jockeyed the skip-jack ahead, threading his way from trough to trough. After two hundred yards, he throttled up again, climbed the next crest, and snatched a peek.
It was the Barak. She was anchored at the mouth of a crescent-shaped cove enclosed by a pair of sandbars covered in scrub pine. On the Barak�s afterdeck, four figures worked under the glow of a spotlight. Tanner looking for other signs of life aboard, but saw none. Where are you, Susanna? he wondered. She was aboard, he told himself. She had to be. If not, it meant Litzman had already disposed of her.
He pulled the sat phone from his pocket, keyed in a pager message��Located Barak; pursuing��and sent it.
According to Oaken, Male Srakane was all but deserted, occupied only by a game warden who lived on the north side of the island. So why had Litzman anchored here? Unless � Unless he�d stashed something here. It would explain his delayed arrival in Trieste. Wary of a search by Trieste customs, had Litzman dropped his cargo here for later recovery?
Tanner turned the skipjack stern first into the breakers then let them drive him into the shallows, putting the sandbar between himself and the Barak. When he felt the keel scrape the sand, he hopped out, grabbed the painter line, and dragged the boat ashore.
He dug a pair of binoculars from the equipment pack Franjo had given him, then ran, hunched over, to the slope of the sandbar, where he dropped onto his belly and crawled to the top. He focused the binoculars on the Barak�s afterdeck.
The four figures had lowered a Zodiac raft into the water beside the stern. As Tanner watched, the last man climbed in. The Zodiac came about and headed toward shore. Briggs backed down the slope and began sprinting inland, using the sandbar as a guide. When it melded with the tree line, he turned again and began picking his way toward the cove.
He heard the whine of the Zodiac�s engine peak, then suddenly die. The trees thinned out, opening onto the beach. Briggs dropped into a crouch and raised the binoculars. At the waterline, the four men were pulling the Zodiac onto the sand. Each was dressed in a black wet suit One of them, easily half a foot taller than the rest, stood to one side and barked silent orders. Litzman. Tanner caught snippets of German on the wind: �Hurry it up � tie that off!�
With Litzman in the lead, the group trudged up the beach and disappeared into the trees. Tanner considered following, but decided against it. He picked his way back along the sandbar and closer to the Zodiac.
After ten minutes the group reappeared dragging what looked like an oversized toboggan made of curved, aluminum piping. Twelve feet long, four wide, and three tall, the sled�s upper rails were fitted with six orange pontoon floats, each the size of a beach ball.
Sitting atop the sled was the crate from Lorient.
Tanner focused the binoculars on the crate, hoping to catch any identifying words or markings. There, stenciled in bold black letters, were four characters: �MK90.� Tanner kept scanning until he found a second grouping: �CAPTOR.�
Oh, God. Litzman�s trip to Lorient now made perfect sense.
During the seventies and eighties, NATO�s plan for a conventional war with Russia in Europe depended on the resupply of ground forces via several ports on the French coast, the main one being Lorient, the Bay of Biscay. Accordingly, the French Navy had turned the coastal town into not only its hub for antisubmarine units, but also its primary depot for ASW weapons.
How exactly Litzman had pulled off the heist only he and the French government knew, but what he�d stolen was known as a Mark 90 CAPTOR, or encapsulated torpedo � essentially an antiship mine on a torpedo body.
CAPTOR was a drop-and-forget weapon that required little preparation beyond a short arming sequence and the calibration of the floats to ensure the sled landed upright on the seabed. Once there, it sat dormant until its rudimentary guidance/sonar system detected the acoustical signature of its target.
With a top speed of forty knots, a range of eight miles, and a four-hundred pound �keel buster� warhead, CAPTOR had been designed to surprise Soviet warships, chase them down, then punch through their heavily armored hulls and sink them.
Against an unarmored ferry like the Aurasina, the CAPTOR would rip through her hull as though it were tissue paper, shatter her keel, and send a shock wave of fire and superheated steam through the ferry�s interior. Whatever remained of the hulk after the explosion would sink within minutes, along with eight hundred people and both canisters of Kestrel � providing they survived intact.
Litzman�s team dragged the sled to the waterline, where they waited, obviously timing the breakers. At the right moment, they shoved the sled into the water, where the breakers lifted it off the sand. As two of them held the sled steady, Litzman and the fourth man grabbed the Zodiac, dragged it into the water, and affixed a tow line to the sled. The group began wading out. When the water was at chest height, each man adjusted a pontoon until the sled was half-submerged.
They climbed into the raft. Litzman jerked the starter cord and the motor sputtered to life. He pointed the bow into the next breaker, revved the throttle, and the Zodiac disappeared over the crest
* * *
With only the vague outline of a plan in his head and a hunch about where Litzman was headed, Tanner sprinted back to the skipjack, crawled through the waist skirt, and dug through his pack until he found the chart. Flashlight held in his mouth, he found Male Srakane on the map, then traced his finger westward, into what he guessed was the Aurasina�s general path.
Fundamental to Litzman�s and the SDB�s plan would be ensuring there was no evidence to contradict their Bosnian conspiracy theory, which required the Aurasina�s utter destruction and/or her disappearance. Tanner had a theory about the latter.
Seven miles into the Adriatic he found what he was looking for, the edge of the Kvarner Trench, the spot where the Adriatic and the Mediterranean meet. In the space of a mile, the inland waters plunge into the trench, going from an average depth of eighty feet to over eighteen thousand. The Aurasina�s course would take her over the trench�s northeastern corner. If she went down there, all chance of salvage � and thereby proof of her demise � would be lost.
Unbidden, Tanner found himself thinking of the Kestrel canisters. If by some miracle they survived the explosion, he doubted they would survive the pressure at eighteen thousand feet. Eight thousand pounds per square inch on each canister �
He forced himself back on track. He still had time � not much, but some.
Binoculars in hand, he scrambled up the side of the sandbar. Wind-driven sand stung his face. He wiped his eyes clear of rain and focused the binoculars on the Barak. Litzman and his men were back aboard. Standing on the dive platform, they dragged the sled up and onto the afterdeck, where they began lashing it to the cleats. Litzman checked the lines, nodded his approval. The team dispersed.
Tanner heard the muffled rumble of diesel engines. The water beneath the Barak�s stern boiled white as the propellers turned over. The bow came about and nosed into the breakers. With another growl, her engines pushed her over the next crest and toward the mouth of the cove.
Tanner watched for another two minutes, until certain of her course, then sprinted back to the skipjack, put his shoulder against the hull, and began shoving her toward the water.
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However aesthetically lacking Franjo�s color choice for the skipjack may have been, Tanner now found himself grateful for the battleship gray paint job and matching cover. Trailing less than a mile astern of the Barak, the little boat was all but invisible against the storm-churned sea. The rain fell in sheets. Foam and white water cascaded over the cover and poured through the waist skirt. Tanner could feel the chill water sloshing around his ankles.
With one eye fixed on the Barak�s mastlight and one eye on the ever-shifting waves, Tanner kept the bow doggedly pointed into the motor yacht�s wake. Sporadically, as the wind shifted and gusted, he could hear the faint grumble of her engines.
Three miles west of the Male Srakane, he felt the sea changing as the seabed dropped away. Though markedly larger, the swells stacked and broke with some predictability. Using their rhythm, he threaded the skipjack between the crests, darting from one trough to the next with short bursts from the throttle.
Slowly but steadily, he closed the distance to the Barak.
* * *
After and hour�s travel, a sudden gust brought the sound of the Barak�s engines. The pitch had changed, Tanner realized. She was throttling down, coming to a stop. He turned the skipjack�s bow into an oncoming wave, pushed the throttle to its maximum, and broke through the crest. He caught a glimpse of the Barak�s mastlight. She lay less than a half mile ahead, her bow tucked tight against the anchor chain.
It was decision time. Until now he�d been concentrating only on keeping the Barak in sight, not on what he would do if and when he caught her. He was exhausted; his mind felt sluggish. Having caught his prey, he suddenly realized how dire his situation was.
He was outgunned, outmanned four to one, and was sitting in a glorified rowboat that was slowly but surely sinking beneath him in the middle of the worst storm the Adriatic had seen in a decade. Could be worse, he thought. Could be dead. Without realizing it, Tanner found himself chuckling aloud.
Then, from the back of his mind, another thought: Perhaps he wasn�t unarmed after all. Maybe he had a weapon at his disposal. Of course, if he used it, there would be no turning back, no second chances, and no guarantee of success � which, he thought, would leave him no worse off than he was right now.
* * *
He spent twenty minutes maneuvering the skipjack around the Barak, until he was dead on her bow. He raised the binoculars and scanned her decks. There was nothing except the faint glow of the afterdeck�s spotlight
He ducked beneath the skirt, crawled to the bow, unzipped the cover, and pushed it back. He found the sea anchor � a garbage can-shaped piece of canvas designed to minimize drift � lashed under the gunwale. He unwound the painter line and tossed the anchor overboard.
His plan required little preparation. He found the skipjack�s emergency kit, removed the flare gun and three spare flares, and stuffed them into his jacket. Next he unbolted the spare fuel can from its bracket beside the motor. Judging by its heft, it contained about eight gallons. He wedged it under the front seat.
He cast a glance at the Barak. He�d drifted too close. He scrambled to the stern, started the engine, and backed up a hundred yards.
One more task to complete. Using his folding knife, he punched three holes in the bottom of the fuel can. Oily liquid began gushing into the bottom of the boat. The tang of petroleum filled his nostrils. Staring at the fuel lapping at his ankles, Briggs felt a twinge of doubt. This was not, he thought, the smartest thing he�d ever done. Then don�t think about it, he commanded himself. Do it. He pulled out the flare gun, loaded a flare into the chamber, and stuffed the other two into his pocket.
He cut the sea anchor free, then took his seat at the stern. He jerked the starter cord, then throttled up and turned for the Barak.
* * *
He ran her at full speed, pounding from wave top to wave top until he was twenty yards off her bow. He banked to port, ran for another ten seconds, then banked again. As he drew even with her beam he heard a shout. He glanced right. A figure was standing at the Barak�s railing.
�Karl!� the man shouted. �Eine boot!�
�Was?�
�Eine boot!�
�Auf scheissen! Wir sind fast fertig!� came another voice, this one Litzman�s. Shit! We�re almost done!
A second figure rushed to the railing. In his peripheral vision, Briggs saw both men lift objects to their shoulders. Overlapping cracks echoed over the water. A chunk of the skipjack�s gunwale splintered. Tanner hunched over. A bullet sparked on the motor housing.
He glanced right, gauging his distance to the Barak. On the afterdeck he could see the outline of the sled, its aluminum rails glinting under the spotlights. They had uncrated the CAPTOR and it now sat strapped in the cradle, a blunt-nosed cylinder of black steel six feet long and as big around as a sewer pipe.
Standing beside the CAPTOR�s access hatch was Litzman. As Tanner watched, Litzman�s hands worked inside the hatch for a few more moments, then slammed it shut. He began hurriedly working at one of the floats. Opposite him, another man was doing the same.
A pair of bullets tore into the skipjack�s hull. Tanner ducked down. He peeked over the gunwale to get his bearings. Now! He cut the skipjack sharply to the right, aimed its nose toward the Barak�s afterdeck, and jammed the throttle to its stops. Thirty feet to go.
Litzman glanced over his shoulder, turned back to the CAPTOR.
From the railing, the muzzle flashes were coming rapidly now. Bullets peppered the skipjack�s hull. Fist-sized holes appeared in the hull. Riddled, a three-foot section of gunwale tore free and disappeared into the water. The skipjack veered right. Water sloshed over the side. The motor whined, sputtered, bit down again.
Twenty feet. Tanner felt a bullet pluck at the shoulder of his coat, felt a sting in his bicep.
On the afterdeck, Litzman shouted to the other man, �Fertig � zuschieben!�
He and the other man ran to the rear of the sled, put their shoulders to it, and began shoving it toward the stern. Tanner was fifteen feet away. The Barak�s side loomed before him.
�Zuschieben!� Litzman screamed at the other man. �Zuschieben!�
Together they gave the sled one final shove. It slipped onto the diving platform, where it teetered for a moment, half on deck, half in the water, then tipped upright and plunged into the waves. Litzman and the other man scrambled toward the cabin.
Tanner pulled the flare gun from his pocket, pointed it into the bottom of the skipjack. He released the throttle, flipped his legs over the side, then pulled the trigger and rolled into the water.
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Diluted by the seawater, the fuel-oil mixture failed to explode, but simply ignited with a whoosh. In the split-second before impact a wave slammed into the skipjack�s bow. Rudderless and powerless, it veered right, slammed into the Barak�s gunwale, then started sliding aft along the hull.
Watching from the water, Tanner�s heart sank. It wasn�t going to work.
Then, as it had all night, the sea abruptly changed and gave him the break he needed.
A trough opened beneath the Barak. Her afterdeck dropped away. Above her, the skipjack rolled onto its side and skidded across the Barak�s gunwale, spilling flaming fuel oil as it went. Afterdeck ablaze, the Barak bucked upward. The skipjack rolled off the stern, wallowed for a few seconds, then capsized and sunk from view.
Tanner started stroking toward the Barak. He heard a shrill scream.
Engulfed in flame, arms flailing, a man appeared on the afterdeck. �Ach, Got � helfen sie!� The man spun in a circle, crashed into the gunwale, and fell to his knees. He reached up, grabbed the gaff pole jutting from the gunwale and pulled himself upright. He tipped over the side. The screaming stopped.
Tanner reached the Barak�s side. The afterdeck was still burning, but as he watched, the flames sizzled out as the rain flushed the fuel oil down the scuppers and into the water. Feet pressed against the hull in case he needed to escape a sudden roll, Tanner tried to gauge the rising and falling of the gunwale. At the right moment, he reached up and hooked both hands onto a cleat. The Barak heaved upward, dragging him out of the water and tossing him onto the afterdeck.
A puddle of burning fuel oil sloshed over his boot, igniting it. He slapped it out, then rose to his knees and looked around. Across the deck lay another of Litzman�s men; still smoking, the body flopped against the gunwale in time with the rocking of the deck.
To Tanner�s left was the door to the main cabin. It swung open, banged against the bulkhead. Tanner started, half-expecting to see a figure charging out at him. The doorway was empty; beyond it, the cabin was dark. The Barak rolled again and the door slammed shut.
Of Litzman�s team, two men were dead, which left two alive, including Litzman. How much time did he have? Clearly Litzman had armed the CAPTOR before pushing it overboard. Tanner was confident Cahil could stop the Aurasina as planned, but there was too much at stake to assume anything. How long before she was within range? What of the CAPTOR itself? Once overboard, it would have drifted as it descended, but in what direction?
On impulse, Tanner reached for the sat phone. It was gone, lost in the ocean.
Stop. Prioritize. Deal with Litzman; deal with the CAPTOR; find Susanna.
He looked around for a weapon. There was nothing. He jerked the gaff from its gunwale bracket. It was six feet long and tipped by a hook as big around as his thumb. Not as good as a gun, but it would have to do.
First, clear the main deck, then�
The cabin door banged open. Tanner spun, leveled the gaff. As before, the doorway was empty, dark. Nothing. Briggs lowered the gaff. A figure appeared in the doorway. Tanner glimpsed the outline of a rifle � an AK-47�in his hands. Confined by the door�s threshold, it took the man a precious two seconds to bring the AK�s barrel up and around.
Gaff held before him like a lance, Tanner lunged forward. He jabbed the tip of the gaff into the man�s sternum. He let out an explosive gasp. Tanner jerked the gaff downward, hooked the AK by the barrel, and yanked hard. Hand caught in the AK�s sling, the man staggered forward. Tanner sidestepped, let him pass, then reversed the gaff and brought the wooden end down onto the crown of his skull. The man pitched forward, skidded across the deck, and lay still.
Behind Tanner came another sound, a muffled cry. Briggs whirled around. Susanna stumbled through the doorway and onto the deck. On impulse, even as he realized his mistake, Tanner rushed forward and caught her in his arms.
Litzman stepped out of the cabin, AK held level at his waist. He gestured with the barrel. �Drop the gaff,� he ordered. Tanner did so. Litzman cocked his head, studying Tanner�s face. �Our stowaway from the Sorgia. Good swimmer.�
Tanner didn�t reply; there was nothing to say. Litzman was going to kill them. The only question was, how soon and which of them would go first? Realizing his escape plan was in jeopardy, Litzman was probably weighing options, deciding his best course. Cross him up; make him think; buy time.
�We�ve met before,� Tanner said. �Bishkek � an apartment off the Chuysky.�
Litzman nodded slowly. �That was you?�
�Yes.�
�Too bad I missed you. You lost a lot of men that day.�
�Yes.� Tanner felt the knot of rage tightening in his chest. He could feel Susanna shivering against him. He glanced at her face. Her lip was split and her chin was caked in dried blood.
Tanner looked back at Litzman. �Let her go, Karl. Put her in the Zodiac and let her go.�
�She�s outlived her usefulness.�
Tanner momentarily assumed the comment was a sexual reference, but something in Litzman�s tone said otherwise. What did he mean? Tanner wondered. From the back of his mind a word surfaced: groundwork. Like Fikret Zukic and the Bihac Istina, was Susanna nothing more than window dressing for the operation? If so, that meant �
�How did you find out?� Tanner asked Litzman. �Gunston?�
Litzman hesitated, then nodded. �After one of their meetings we followed him. He was sloppy. He went straight back to the embassy. From there it didn�t take much to realize who and what he was.�
There it is, Briggs thought. Having realized his new girlfriend was working for the CIA, Litzman had turned her into an unwitting conduit to the U.S. government. All the conversations she�d overheard, all the names, all Litzman�s side trips � all of it was meant to reach the CIA as eventual proof of Trpkova�s � and thereby Bosnia�s � attack on the Aurasina.
Having watched their exchange in silence, Susanna now spoke up. �You knew?� she cried. �You son of a bitch!� She pulled away from Tanner and took a tentative step toward Litzman, who followed her with the AK�s barrel.
Tanner reached for Susanna. She shrugged off his hands and kept sidestepping, her eyes fixed on Litzman. �You used me. My god ��
Litzman gave her a grim smile, but said nothing. Tanner watched his eyes, saw them change. He�s done talking. Which one of us first?
�Why?� Susanna murmured.
Her voice sounded distant, befuddled. Tanner knew what was happening. Faced with Litzman�s revelation, the walls she�d built up to protect herself had come tumbling down. In the space of thirty seconds, nine months of terror and humiliation came flooding back. And here standing right in front of her, was the cause of it all. Not only had Litzman driven her into the darkest parts of her psyche, but with a single bullet he�d crippled her father and swept away her childhood.
�You didn�t have to,� she muttered, staring at him. �I didn�t � I ��
Tanner saw Litzman�s hand tighten on the AK�s stock. Ever so slightly the barrel began drifting toward Tanner. Briggs readied himself. If he could wrap Litzman up, Susanna might have a�
�You bastard!�
Screaming, her arms flailing, Susanna charged Litzman. With a flick of his forearm, Litzman snapped the AK upward, the barrel catching her across the jaw. She went sprawling into the gunwale. Litzman took aim and fired. Tanner saw Susanna convulse with the impact, then slump to the deck.
Litzman spun on Tanner.
Briggs was already moving. Dropping into a crouch, he snatched the gaff off the deck and swung it in a short arc. The hook buried itself into the meat of Litzman�s calf. Litzman screamed, but kept turning, trying to bring the AK to bear. Tanner jerked the gaff. Litzman�s leg went out from under him. He crashed to the deck. He struggled to a sitting position and leveled the AK with Tanner�s chest.
Using both hands, Briggs heaved backward. The hook tore out of Litzman�s calf with a sucking pop and spun him onto his side. Litzman cried out. Tanner shortened his grip on the pole, rose to one knee, swung again. The hook smacked across the AK�s barrel, glanced off Litzman�s chest, and buried itself in the side of his throat.
Litzman let out a strangled cry. He dropped the AK. Both hands went to his throat. Blood gushed from the wound, drenching his forearms. His face showing a mixture of pain, surprise, and fear, Litzman swiveled his eyes toward Tanner. He gave a single, wet cough then rolled sideways onto the deck, dead.
Tanner snatched up the AK, tossed- it across the deck, then scrambled to Susanna.
He touched her face. She moaned. �Briggs ��
�It�s me, I�m here.�
Gingerly, he opened the front of her jacket. It was slick with blood. Litzman�s bullet had torn through her lower abdomen on the left side. He reached around her, fingers probing, until he found an exit wound.
�Is it bad?� she murmured.
Yes; honey, it�s bad. �No, not at all,� he replied. �You�ll be fine. Does it hurt?�
�Numb � sleepy. Litzman?�
�He�s gone. Let�s get you inside. Try not to move.�
Tanner picked her up, carried her into the cabin, and laid her on the deck, then spent a frantic minute looking for a light switch, which he flipped with no effect. Working from feel alone, he went from drawer to drawer until he found a flashlight. To his right against the bulkhead was a sofa. He moved her to it, found a blanket, and covered her.
�Briggs,� she murmured.
�I�m here.�
�There�s a � a � torpedo, or a mine, I�m not sure. Something about a ferry ��
�Don�t worry about that right now.�
Tanner ransacked the cabin and staterooms, collecting every sheet and towel he could find. He returned to the sofa, knelt beside Susanna, and began packing the wound. She gasped. �Hurts now.�
�I�m sorry. Can you hold that in place?�
She nodded and placed her hand over the dressing. �Where is it � the mine?�
�Don�t talk, Susanna.�
�How many people?�
�What?�
�On the ferry.�
�Eight hundred.�
Susanna�s eyes snapped open. She grabbed his hand. �You have to stop it.�
�Susanna, you��
�No. I�ll wait here, hold this in place. I�m fine. You have to stop it, Briggs.�
She was right. His life, her life � Even without Kestrel in the equation, two lives for eight hundred was a fair trade. With Kestrel? Two lives for millions?
�I don�t want to leave you,� Tanner whispered. Left alone, she would lapse into unconsciousness and bleed to death.
�You have to,� she replied, then smiled. �I promise to wait right here.�
He smiled back; he felt tears welling in his eyes. �I�m proud of you, Susanna. I�m so sorry.�
�No reason � be okay,� she mumbled. �Go now. Hurry.�
Tanner squeezed her hand once, then turned and walked out.

49

After a brief search he found a dive locker on the forecastle. He collected a tank, mask, fins, and headlamp then dumped the gear on the afterdeck and sat down on the dive platform. A rope, knotted to the platform�s rail, disappeared into the water beneath the platform. A second rope was knotted to the opposite rail.
�Guides,� Tanner said, realizing what he was seeing.
Litzman had never intended to simply shove the CAPTOR overboard and sail away. Wary of his proximity to the Kvamer Trench, he�d wanted to be sure of the mine�s placement. Tanner�s abrupt arrival had changed that. These ropes had been put in place to help Litzman guide the CAPTOR sled to the bottom.
Still a chance.
Tanner untied the first rope, tied it to the stern cleat in a figure eight, then did the same for the other rope. He finished donning the rest of the gear, tested the regulator, then slipped into the water. With an arm draped over each of the guide ropes, he flipped over and dove.
* * *
As his depth gauge passed seventy feet, the captor sled appeared out of the gloom. He followed the ropes to what appeared to be a pair of makeshift spooling mechanisms affixed to the rails.
Knowing he had neither the time, the tools, nor the knowledge to tamper with the mine, Tanner had decided on the only remaining option: drag the CAPTOR clear of the Aurasina�s path and dump it into the trench. Eighteen thousand feet beneath the waves, it would sit harmlessly on the bottom until its battery wound down and its sensors went blind.
Working in the narrow beam from his headlamp, Tanner cut both ropes at their spooling mechanisms, then spliced them together, threaded the joined end �through the CAPTOR�s hoist hook then tied it off. He gave the line several tugs, then finned for the surface.
The CAPTOR emitted a muffled poosh, followed by a series of ratchetlike clicks. Tanner stopped, looked back. At the CAPTOR�s propeller, a stream of bubbles hissed from a valve. Engine spool-up, Tanner thought. The CAPTOR was going through prechecks, which could mean only one thing: It had detected a target.
Pulling himself hand-over-hand along the guide rope, Tanner kicked the surface. The rope suddenly shivered in his hand. He heard what sounded like a pair of firecrackers going off as the cradle�s explosive bolts gave way. He glanced back.
The CAPTOR was enveloped in a cloud of billowing sand and white water. As though levitated by some magic, the nose cone appeared, followed by the body. With a high-pitched whirring, the propellers engaged, and the CAPTOR shot upward, trailing a column of foam.
The line snapped taut in Tanner�s hand. He let it go and broke the surface. The dive platform was ten feet to his left. With an audible twang, the guide ropes arched from the water. The Barak�s stern dipped and then began backing through the water.
Tanner stroked over, hefted himself aboard, stripped off his gear. He stopped and cocked his head. Over the rush of the wind, he thought he�d heard something. It came again, louder and more distinct this time: a ship�s whistle.
Half-skating, half-sprinting, Tanner moved up the port side, mounted the side ladder, and climbed to the flying bridge. The canvas awning whipped in the wind. Tanner spotted a storage box mounted to the dashboard. He threw open the lid and rummaged around until he found a pair of binoculars. He raised them to his eyes.
Half a mile off the Barak�s port quarter a pair of red and green running lights emerged from the darkness. The lightning flashed. Tanner caught a glimpse of a towering, blunt-nosed bow and white superstructure.
No more time, Briggs. He reached for the ignition key.
The deck lurched beneath his feet. He stumbled backward, reached out, and grabbed the railing. He looked aft. Fifty feet astern, the curved back of the CAPTOR breached the surface, hung there for a moment, then plunged back under. The deck lurched again. Tanner saw white water swirling around the stern. Even against the pull of the Barak�s anchor, the CAPTOR was steadily dragging her backward.
He cranked the ignition key. The diesels whined in protest, hesitated, then roared to life.
He scanned the dashboard, reading the switches. �Come on, where are you �� His eyes fell on a switch labeled �Emergency Anchor Release.� He flipped it. From the forecastle came the staccato grinding of steel on fiberglass. The anchor fell away.
Tanner looked over his shoulder. Fifty feet astern a rooster tail of water from the CAPTOR�s propellers arced into the air. Past that, three hundred yards distant, the Aurasina was clearly visible now, her squared bow ramp bulldozing the waves. Her whistle wailed once, then again.
She doesn�t see me, Tanner thought. The weather was too treacherous for lookouts, the seas too heavy for a clear radar picture. The Barak�s signal was likely lost amid the sea clutter, just another wave crest among thousands. Even if she�d spotted the Barak, the ferry�s maneuvering capabilities were limited. From her captain�s order, she would need a mile to reach a complete stop.
He punched the horn button. Nothing came.
The main generator�s down, he reminded himself.
He shoved the throttle to its stops. The Barak surged forward.
* * *
The Barak�s diesels were more than a match for the CAPTOR�S relatively small power plant, but it wasn�t that simple, Tanner knew. With its head start, the CAPTOR was running at full thrust and would do so until either her fuel was spent, or she struck the Aurasina.
Like a tugboat towing an ocean liner, the CAPTOR had slowly but steadily begun dragging the Barak backward through the waves. Reversing that momentum would take time Tanner might not have.
Oblivious to the disaster looming in her path, the Aurasina kept coming, closing the gap at a rate of five hundred yards a minute. The math didn�t lie. Unless Tanner could reverse the CAPTOR�s momentum and stay ahead of the Aurasina until the mine�s engines shut down, collision was inevitable.
* * *
The Barak�s engines changed pitch, began sputtering. Tanner scanned the dials, looking for some sign of the problem. He spotted a pair of gauges��Port RPM� and �Starboard RPM��and as he watched, the port RPM needle began dropping.
�No, no, don�t do that �,� Tanner whispered. �Don�t!�
The needle fell to zero. The port engine hesitated, roared back to life, then coughed and died. The Barak staggered, began slowing. Fifteen knots � twelve � eleven �
Tanner glanced aft. The CAPTOR was skipping along the surface now, plunging from wave crest to wave crest, sending up plumes of spray in her wake. A hundred yards off its nose came the Aurasina, plunging and heaving through the swells.
Tanner hunched over the wheel, trying to will life back into the port engine.
The gap dwindled to seventy-five yards, then fifty. The CAPTOR seemed to strain at the ropes as though desperate to reach its target. The Barak�s nose plunged into a trough. Her engine groaned, faltered. Tanner glanced at the speedometer and saw the needle fall off.
No, no, dammit!
The Aurasina loomed over the CAPTOR. Forty yards � thirty. The CAPTOR skipped over a wave crest, arced upward. The Aurasina�s bow swooped down to meet it.
Tanner cranked the Barak hard over. The port guide rope snapped. As if watching it in slow motion, he saw the CAPTOR�s nose slam into the Aurasina�s bow.
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In the end, the Aurasina�s survival came down to a few degrees of angle. While more a frantic, last-ditch impulse than a considered tactic, Tanner�s cranking of the Barak�s wheel nevertheless made the difference.
As the Barak heeled over, the sudden shift drew the CAPTOR�s nose cone off the Aurasina�s bow by a matter of feet. Instead of striking dead on, the CAPTOR�s warhead struck a glancing blow. The shock wave was diverted up the ferry�s stem and down along her hull. In a gout of flame and roiling smoke, the upper half of her bow ramp disintegrated, while the lower half was cleaved down to forefoot.
Raked by a wave of fire, superheated steam, and shrapnel, the forecastle was virtually peeled back, revealing the forepeak hold and part of the vehicle well. The wall of flame swept over the superstructure and bridge, shattering windows, melting aluminum bulkheads, and charring the white paint black.
The Barak faired better, but not by much. Though largely spent on the Aurasina�s bow and into the air alongside her, a portion of the shock wave bulldozed ahead of her, a roiling ball of compressed water that slammed like a freight train into the Barak�s stern, lifting and spinning her across the surface like a top.
On the flying bridge, Tanner�s hands were torn from the wheel. He felt himself hurled first left, then right, where he lost his balance and tipped over the railing. He reached out, grabbed a ladder rung, and slammed into the superstructure. Stunned, he lost his grip and tumbled to the deck below.
He pushed himself to his knees. Fifty yards off the beam the Aurasina was shuddering to a stop. Her alarm claxon began whooping. Tanner could see water pouring through the gash in her bow ramp. With a wrenching of steel, a ten-foot section of her forecastle tore away and plunged into the water. She began listing to port.
Through her shattered bridge windows, he could see figures running about. A pair of spotlights on each wing glowed to life, bathing the demolished forecastle in bright light. A voice began calling over the loudspeaker, �L�attenzione, l�attenzione � passeggero scialuppa di salvatoaggio �� Attention � passengers to lifeboats �
Tanner staggered into the cabin. Susanna had been thrown from the sofa and lay on her side on the deck. He felt for a pulse. It was there, but very weak. She needed a doctor, and quickly. He repacked towels against her wound, then wrapped her torso in a sheet and cinched it tight.
He sprinted onto the deck, up the port side, and climbed to the flying bridge. In the supply box he found a flare gun. He loaded a round into the chamber and fired it into the sky. Hissing it arced over the Aurasina and burst into a waterfall of red sparks.
He turned the ignition key, heard a dull click. He tried it again. Click. He squeezed his eyes shut. Dammit, please. He turned the key again. There was a brief whine. The starboard engine coughed to life. He throttled up and spun the wheel toward the Aurasina.
He circled her bow and down along her port side. Above, passengers milled around the railing, babbling and calling out to one another. Tanner scanned faces, hoping against hope he would spot Cahil. He was nowhere to be seen. Briggs loaded another flare into the pistol and fired it off. It had the effect he was looking for. Passengers began pointing and shouting. A few moments later a crewman in a white tunic appeared at the railing and shouted in Italian over the din, �Can you help? We�ve��
�No, no!� Tanner called back. �Il dottore! Lower you ladder!�
�Eh?�
Tanner hesitated, trying to think, his brain muddled. What was the word �? �La scala!� he shouted. �La scala!�
The crewman nodded and hurried off.
Tanner maneuvered the Barak alongside. The crewman returned with another member of the crew and together they rolled a rope ladder over the railing. Tanner hurried into the cabin, scooped up Susanna, went back out. As gently as he could, he draped her over his shoulder in a fireman�s carry and then, timing his movements with the rising and falling of the deck, mounted the ladder. Helped by nearby passengers, the crewmen began hauling them up. At the railing, hands reached for Susanna. They lifted her aboard and laid her on the deck. Tanner followed. He knelt beside her. �Il dottore!� he called.
One of the crewmen stepped forward; his nametag read �Marco.� �Si, si. Medico.�
�Do you speak English?�
�Yes.�
�She�s been shot.� Tanner opened her coat to reveal the blood-soaked bandage. �She�s lost a lot of blood.�
�I understand.� The crewman examined the wound. �I will take her to the infirmary.�
�Where�s that?�
�Deck three, forward of the dining room.�
�I�ll find you.� Briggs glanced around, spotted the other crewman. �What�s your name?�
�Belio.�
�Take me to the bridge. I need to see your captain.�
* * *
They rushed up two flights of ladders to the bridge as Tanner waited in the doorway, Belio ran to an elderly man in a white uniform, whispered to him, then gestured to Tanner. The man strode over. �What is going on?� the man demanded. �Who are��
�Are you the captain?�
�Yes, dammit! Ettore Bartoli. Who are you? What��
�You�ve struck a mine��
�A mine! What are you talking��
�Shut up and listen. Half your bow ramp is gone and the other half is split down to the keel. You�re sinking. Do you understand me?�
Bartoli blinked, then nodded. �Yes, I��
�How many cars do you have aboard?�
�Two hundred ninety. Why?�
�We�ve got ten minutes, maybe less, to make you stem heavy or she�s going under. Stack cars on top of one another if you have to, but we have to get your bow out of the water.�
Bartoli began nodding. �Si, si...� He turned and started barking orders. Crewmen began scrambling, calling to one another, relaying messages over the intercom system.
Tanner asked, �Are your pumps running?�
�Of course.�
�Can you transfer the output into the aft bilges?�
�Yes.�
�Do it. Have your crew herd the passengers aft. Every bit of weight counts.�
Bartoli shouted more orders, then turned back to Tanner. �Where did you come from?�
�It�s a long story. What�s the nearest land?�
Bartoli led him to the chart table and tapped a spot. �Susak Island. Four miles to the east.�
�I recommend you head there,� Tanner said. �Ground her if you have to, but get her into shallow water.�
�You think��
�We won�t be able to stay ahead of the flooding,� Tanner said. �The closer we are to land when she founders, the more of your passengers will survive. What�s the best speed you can manage?�
�If the damage you described is accurate, I don�t dare exceed six or eight knots. Anything more and I�ll swamp her.�
Thirty to forty minutes to Susak, Tanner thought. Not much time to search eight hundred faces. Once the Aurasina grounded, Trpkova would disappear in the commotion, taking Kestrel with him.
�I need a favor,� Tanner said.
�What?�
�I brought a friend aboard; she�s hurt. I left her with one of your crewmen � Marco.�
Bartoli nodded. �Our medical officer, yes.�
�Please see that she�s taken care of. Her name is Susanna.�
�Of course; you have my word. Are you going somewhere?�
�I have another friend to find.�
�Go on, then. When you return, be ready to answer my questions.�
* * *
As Bartou brought the Aurasina about and started her limping east toward Susak, Tanner went below. Passengers, their arms full of luggage and personal belongings, clogged the passageways, trying to follow the shouted instructions of crew members standing at intersections and ladder heads. Children cried and called for their parents. Somewhere a dog started yelping. From the vehicle decks Tanner could hear the honking of car horns and the echo of voices calling to one another in Italian.
Cahil had said Trpkova�s stateroom was 3-B-19�third deck, passenger area B, cabin 19. Tanner wasn�t hopeful of finding Trpkova sitting in his cabin as the ferry sunk around him, but it was a starting point he couldn�t afford to ignore. Briggs descended three levels and headed aft, pushing and weaving his way through the crush of bodies.
He paused at a T intersection. Arrows pointed left and right down the adjoining passageways: �La sezione A/B/ C/D.� Tanner turned left. He passed few people, the bulk of the passengers and crew having abandoned the lower decks on their way topside. He started jogging, reading cabin numbers as he went. A crewman coming in the opposite direction tried to grab his arm. �Signore � tornare!� Tanner shrugged him off and kept going.
The cabins flashed past: Eleven � twelve � thirteen. He skidded to a halt outside number nineteen. He stepped forward, put his ear to the door, heard nothing. He stepped back, braced himself against he bulkhead, and charged. The door crashed inward. Tanner rushed through.
The cabin was empty.
* * *
He hurried back to the bridge, to find Bartou in conference with another officer, the chief engineer, Tanner guessed, by his lapel pin. �How are we doing?� Tanner asked.
�We�ve moved a quarter of the cars. The bow is up by a meter, but the pumps are falling behind. The gash in the bow is too big, I fear.�
�How far to Susak?�
�Two miles. Three fishing trawlers off Ilovik heard our distress calls; they�re on their way. Others from Rijeka and Pula are going to meet us at Susak, but won�t arrive for another hour.�
�And the passengers?�
�So far we�ve moved roughly three-quarters of them aft.�
�What�s your plan for getting them off?�
�The bow ramp is out of the question. When we get nearer to the shore, I�ll bring her about and back her into the shallows. With some luck and prayer, we�ll try to drop the stern ramp right on the beach.� Bartoli offered a weak grin. �They can march off like Noah�s Ark. Tell me: What is your name?�
�Briggs Tanner.�
Bartoli extended his hand. �Ettore. You�ve been a great help. Now: Tell me what is going on. What happened to my ship? Who are you? You�re American, your accent tells me that. Are you some kind of police officer?�
�Your last two questions are complicated. As for your first, the boat I was on belonged to another man. He�s been shadowing your ferry. He laid a torpedo mine in your path.�
�My god, why?�
How to answer that? Clearly he couldn�t tell Bartoli the whole convoluted story; doing so would only raise more questions he didn�t dare answer. �Captain, we�ve got a bigger problem: I think he may have had accomplices aboard your ferry. The other friend I mentioned was looking for three men.�
�These men � they are still aboard?�
�I believe so.�
�Are they armed?� Tanner nodded and Bartoli said, �Give me their names and descriptions. We�ll search for them.�
�I only have a description of the leader.� Tanner gave him Trpkova�s description. �If any of your people spot him, tell them not to approach him,� Briggs said.
�Why not grab him immediately?� Bartoli asked. �Surely we could overpower��
�No,� Tanner said. �Let him get ashore.�
Though unlikely to make any difference if Kestrel were released, Tanner wanted to let Trpkova get away from the bulk of the Aurasina�s passengers before taking him. If the worst happened, there was a chance Dutcher and the others could step in and get Susak quarantined. Still, Tanner wasn�t hopeful � not with eight hundred passengers and an army of rescue vessels and personnel descending on the island.
�Let him get ashore?� Bartoli said with a frown. �He is that dangerous?�
Tanner nodded. �He�s that dangerous.�
* * *
Ten minutes later Bartou got a call from one of his crew: A man matching Trpkova�s description had been spotted on the main deck, aft. Bartoli arranged a meeting place with the crewman � a purser named Salvatori � and gave Tanner directions. Briggs found Salvatori near the rear stack overlooking the afterdeck. Tanner pulled him away from the rail.
�They�re down there,� Salvatori said. �I spotted him five minutes ago. There are four men in all.�
Four? Cahil, perhaps? �Describe them.� Salvatori did so; the fourth man matched Bear�s description. �You�re sure they�re together?�
�Yes. I saw them all talking.�
Trpkova must have spotted and recognized Cahil. �Here�s what I want you to do: Very casually, go to the railing and find them again. Directly ahead of you will be twelve � like on a clock. Come back and tell me where they�re standing.�
Salvatori did so and then strolled back. �Three o�clock. They are standing together in a group at the railing.�
Tanner stepped forward until he could see the edge of the railing below. Hundreds of passengers milled about the deck, some standing at the railing staring out at the passing sea or craning their necks forward to get a glimpse of the damage at the bow, others seated on deck, their backs pressed against the superstructure. Spotlights mounted every few feet on the superstructure cast the deck in stark light. The air was filled with the din of nearly a thousand overlapping voices.
The storm was abating, Tanner realized. The rain had quit altogether and the wind had lessened, now blowing from south to north. The waves, while still running high, had lost their chop and now rolled smoothly along the hull.
Tanner spotted Cahil. Standing to his left and right at the railing were two men. Directly behind Cahil, left hand in his pocket, right hand gripping a black briefcase, was Risto Trpkova.
Tanner stepped back to Salvatori. �You�ve got a good eye; it�s them. You saw the man with the beard?�
�Yes.�
�He�s with me.�
�What do we do now?�
�Nothing. Stay here and watch them. If they move, call your captain.�
Tanner returned to the bridge. Wind whistled through the shattered windows and the deck was damp with sea spray. Bartoli stood near the helm console, a pair of binoculars raised to his eyes. He noticed Tanner. �Well?�
�It�s him; my friend is there. Captain, do you��
�Here,� Bartoli said with a smile and handed across the binoculars. �Dead on the bow. You know, I think we may just make it.�
Tanner focused the binoculars on the horizon. A mile distant he could see a dark, jagged hump of land � Susak Island, he assumed. Closer in, he could see the jagged white line of reef and faint wisps of spindrift exploding into the air.
�How are you going to manage the reef?� Tanner asked.
�The water�s only a meter deep there. We�ll blow over it and drop the ramp in the shallows.� Bartoli grinned. �I don�t think anyone will complain about getting their feet a little wet, do you? Ah, here�s some help � our trawlers from Ilovik.�
Tanner followed Bartoli�s extended finger. To starboard Tanner could make out three sets of red and green running lights. He heard the faint wail of a whistle. From the lead trawler a light blinked out a semaphore code. Bartoli studied it through the binoculars, muttering, �Yes, yes, thank you.� He lowered the binoculars. �They�ll arrive shortly after we ground.�
�Good news,� said Tanner. �Captain, do you have any weapons aboard?�
�What? No; no weapons. Don�t concern yourself, Mr. Tanner. I�ve taken care��
�What?� Tanner said. �What have you done?�
�I alerted the Croatian police about our problem. They�re sending a team from Senj.�
�You shouldn�t have done that.�
�Nonsense! Don�t look so worried. We�ll keep an eye on your criminali, then let the Croats handle things; they are the experts, after all. I�m sure they�ll have questions for you, but��
�Captain, you don�t understand what we�re dealing with here. If the police��
Bartoli gave him a stern look. �Of course I understand. These men, they attacked my ship. Some of my passengers are dead, others injured. Did you think I was going to let them walk away? Of course I am going to call the authorities. Why would I not?�
Tanner realized it was too late. The Croatian police were coming; there was nothing he could do to stop it. As far as he was concerned, they could have Trpkova. Kestrel was another matter. He changed mental gears. He smiled, held up his hands in resignation. �You�re right. I�m sorry. Better to let the experts handle it. They�ll be coming to Susak?�
�Yes.�
�May I use your ship-to-shore phone? I need to call my family and let them know I�ll be a little late for dinner.�
Bartoli laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. �Of course! In the radio room.� He reached for the phone on the bulkhead. �I�ll call ahead and let them know to accommodate you.�
* * *
The radio operator showed Tanner how to place a call, then stepped out and shut the door. Briggs listened through two minutes of hissing clicks before getting through to the Langley Ops Center, which patched him through to Sylvia.
He brought the group up to speed, from his catching up to the Barak at Male Srakane to the present. �They�re still aboard,� he concluded. �Cahil�s with them; Trpkova must have recognized him.�
�You believe the canisters are in the briefcase?� Dutcher said.
�I do. He would have disguised them somehow before boarding, but they�re in there. It was the only piece of luggage the three of them took from their cabin.�
�We have to assume they�re armed,� Sylvia said.
�I agree.�
�How long before you reach Susak?� Dutcher asked.
�Another twenty minutes. The Croatian police should arrive shortly after that.�
�What were they told?�
�Just what I told Bartoli, I assume.�
�Hell, they can have Trpkova,� Sylvia replied. �But if Kestrel��
�I know, I�m working on it. If I can get Bear�s attention, we may be able to pull something off. How soon can we expect transportation?�
�There�s a Blackhawk waiting on the pad at Remini as we speak,� said Dutcher. �We�ll get it airborne and headed your way. Ninety minutes, give or take.�
�Send it loaded,� Tanner replied. �Trpkova�s not going to give it up without a fight.�
* * *
As Tanner disconnected, the PA loudspeaker crackled to life. The Italian was rapid-fire, so he caught only snippets: �Brace for shock � crew � stations ��
Tanner sprinted down the passageway toward the bridge ladder. The deck suddenly canted beneath his feet. He stumbled, regained his balance, but was thrown forward into the bulkhead. The Aurasina had either slowed suddenly, or had struck something. He pulled himself up the ladder to the bridge.
�What happened?� Tanner called to Bartoli.
�An outer reef! It wasn�t on the charts! We�re still five hundred meters out.�
�Depth?�
�Eighteen meters!�
Almost sixty feet, Tanner thought. And a quarter mile from the beach. The distances didn�t sound menacing, but Tanner knew better. If they lost steerageway and foundered, a lot of people were going to die. Of those that didn�t reach the lifeboats before the Aurasina went under, he doubted half would make it to shore.
The deck lurched again and began trembling as the engines struggled to push the ferry forward. From outside came the first tentative screams of panic.
The phone buzzed. Bartoli grabbed it, listened for a moment, hung up. �The keel is holed. We�re taking on water.�
�Engines?
�Still on line, but we�re too heavy,� Bartoli answered.
The helmsman called, �Six knots � we�re slowing. Depth beneath the keel, fifteen meters.�
Tanner glanced at Bartoli, who shook his head. �Still too deep. The main deck is only ten meters off the surface.�
�How far to the inner reef?� Tanner asked.
�Two hundred meters.�
The helmsman called, �Three knots.�
Walking speed.
Bartoli said, �Our best chance is to ground her there. If we can at least keep the main deck above water, we should be able to last until the Croatian Navy arrives.�
Tanner nodded and extended his hand. �Good luck.�
Bartoli shook it. �And you.�
* * *
Tanner hurried aft to where he�d left Salvatori; surprisingly, he was still there. �Shouldn�t you be at your emergency station?�
�Captain�s orders � Stay here, watch the criminali.�
�You�re a good man. They�re still there?�
�Si.�
Tanner peeked over the railing, spotted Cahil and Trpkova, then pulled back.
The first rescue vessels were arriving. Off the port beam the trawlers from Hovik had slipped through the gap cut by the Aurasina�s passage through the reef and were paralleling the ferry�s course toward Susak. Crewmen stood on their decks, watching and calling out to passengers. Off the starboard quarter was a red speedboat with a young couple standing in the cockpit. They saw him, and started waving. The man waved a coil of rope, obviously offering the only help he could think of.
The loudspeaker blared to life. Tanner recognized Bartoli�s voice, but again caught only a few words. Salvatori said, �Brace for shock, signore. We�re approaching the reef.�
Tanner gripped the railing with both hands and dropped to crouch on the balls of his feet. Salvatori did the same. He offered Tanner a wan smile. �Not so much fun, eh?�
�No, not so much fun. Can you swim?�
�Not so well.�
Tanner took his hand off the railing and patted his shoulder. �Don�t worry, you won�t need it. Your capitano is a magician.�
�Si, si ��
The deck lurched forward, then back, then began trembling. The engines groaned. Black smoke belched from the stack. From the bow came a low-pitched scraping sound that quickly rose to the shriek of metal on rock. The Aurasina gave one more forward heave and went still.
Salvatori stood up, raced to the side, and looked down the hull. �We�re on the reef! I can see the bottom!�
Tanner joined him, glanced around for Cahil. At that moment � Tanner would never know why � Trpkova turned and looked up. Their eyes met. Off guard, Briggs followed his first impulse: He quickly looked away. Too fast, too fast � He could feel Trpkova�s eyes on him. Had he seen something in Tanner�s eyes, a too curious gaze, a split second of suspicious hesitation?
�Stati!� came a shout from below. It was one of the few Bosnian words Tanner knew: Stop!
Tanner looked down. Whether he, too, had seen Tanner or had simply decided the time was right, Cahil was making his move.
In a jumble of bodies at the railing, Tanner saw one of Trpkova�s men stumble backward, his face bloody, hands clutched around his throat. The second man rushed Cahil. Bear lashed out with a straight jab, thumb extended. The man screamed and went down, both hands over his eye.
Screaming passengers began scattering. An open space opened on deck, with Cahil and Trpkova at its center. Cahil spun toward Trpkova, who backpedaled, right hand clutching the briefcase to his chest, left hand fumbling at his side pocket.
Tanner swung his leg over the rail, lowered himself until he was hanging, then let himself drop. He hit the deck, rolled, and got up. Ten feet away, Trpkova�s hand emerged from his pocket holding a semiautomatic pistol. Cahil was already charging. They collided and stumbled backward.
There was a muffled pop. Tanner saw Cahil convulse, then slump down. Trpkova backed away. Cahil pitched forward onto the deck and lay still.
Oh, Christ, Bear �
Trpkova spun toward Tanner, gun raised.
�Stati!�
Tanner froze. The semicircle of passengers went silent. Briggs glanced at Cahil, then Trpkova. �Risto, I know what�s in the case. Root told me everything. You don�t want it; trust me.�
�No!� he yelled in English.
�Put it down on the deck and go on your way. I won�t try to stop you.�
�Shut up!� Trpkova�s eyes darted left, then right. His face shined with sweat. �On your knees � get on your knees!�
Heart pounding, Tanner did as he was told.
�Cross your legs! Hands out to your sides.�
Tanner complied.
Trpkova jerked his gun around and pointed it at a man in the crowd; beside him stood a little girl of five or six. �You! Girl! Come here!�
Tanner said, �Don�t��
�Shut up!� Trpkova sidestepped, grabbed the girl�s arm, and jerked toward him.
�Don�t do this,� Tanner said.
�Down on your belly.�
Briggs gauged the distance between them. Twelve feet. Too far.
�Do it!� Trpkova shouted.
Tanner lowered himself to the deck and lay down.
�Don�t look at me!� Trpkova cried. �Turn your face.�
Tanner did so.
There was a long ten seconds of silence, then he heard the little girl scream, followed by footsteps pounding away. He lifted his head. Trpkova was gone. Half the assembled passengers were gaping at him, the other half craning their necks for a better view of the port side deck � staring after Trpkova, Tanner assumed.
There came three gunshots from somewhere forward. A woman screamed.
On hands and knees Tanner scrambled over to Cahil. The deck beneath him was stained red. Using his fingertip, Briggs found the carotid artery; there was a pulse.
�Bear, can you here me?�
Cahil groaned, then murmured something. Tanner leaned closer. �What?�
�� can hear you. Wasn�t shot in the damned ear. Turn me over.� Tanner did so. Cahil�s shirtfront was drenched in blood. �Shoulder,� Cahil rasped. Tanner found the wound. The bullet had shattered his collarbone; Briggs could see the white of bone jutting from the wound.
�Where is he?� Cahil asked.
�Running.�
�Get him, Briggs. I�m okay.�
Tanner glanced around him, pointed at the closest three passengers, and gestured them over. �Aiuto � per favore.� Two women rushed over, followed by a man. They knelt beside Cahil.
�Go,� Cahil commanded.
�Susanna�s aboard.�
�I�ll watch after her. Go!�
Tanner got up and started running.
* * *
Halfway up the deck Tanner came across one of the crew � the one he�d met earlier named Belio � lying at the center of a circle of passengers. He�d been shot in the forehead. A woman near the railing pointed forward.
Tanner kept running. Where the deck broadened into the forecastle, he skidded to a stop. Sitting against the railing was the little girl Trpkova had taken. Tanner rushed forward, knelt down. She was sobbing, but appeared unhurt. He picked her up.
He heard shouting, calls for help, followed by the growl of an outboard motor. Tanner stepped to the rail. Treading water alongside the hull were a man and a woman. A hundred yards away, trailing a rooster tail of foam, was their red speedboat. Standing in the cockpit was Trpkova.
As Tanner watched, the boat slipped through a gap in the reef, banked left, and disappeared from view.
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Tanner stood on the Aurasina�s bridge wing, alternately staring at the brightening sky for some sign of the Black-hawk and stepping inside to ask Bartoli for an update on Cahil�s and Susanna�s conditions.
Rescue vessels had been arriving steadily since the ferry grounded herself on the reef. Despite the damage to the bow, Bartoli�s chief engineer had managed to drop the remains of the ramp into the shallows. Led by crewmen, groups of passengers had started wading ashore, where they were directed up the beach and under the cover of trees. To the east the horizon was glowing orange with the rising sun. The storm had all but died, leaving behind only a thin layer of clouds overhead.
Trpkova was gone. Kestrel was gone. Susak was only five miles from Losinj, less than twenty minutes by speedboat. Once there Trpkova had his choice of transportation methods to the Croatian mainland then across the border into Bosnia.
Briggs leaned on the railing and let his head droop. He closed his eyes. Bear shot, Susanna near death � In the back of his mind, a small irrational voice was raging: It wasn�t fair. How in God�s name had it turned out like this? Despite everything, despite all their efforts, none of it had made a bit of difference. The worst had come to pass.
What did Trpkova have planned for Kestrel? Tanner wondered. A wave of exhaustion overtook him. He lowered himself to the deck and sat down. My god.
* * *
Bartou poked his head out the bridge hatch. �Mr. Tanner � Mr. Tanner!�
Briggs looked up. �Yes?�
�Your friend is awake and asking for you. He says it�s urgent. You�d better hurry; they are getting ready to transfer him to a boat.�
�What about��
�She�s already been loaded aboard. She�s still unconscious; Marco says if they are quick enough, perhaps � I�ll pray for her. Go see your friend.�
* * *
Tanner found Bear in the infirmary being strapped to a rolling gurney. �How�re you feeling?� Briggs asked.
�Like I�ve been shot,� Cahil replied with a weak grin. �Otherwise, just peachy. They took Susanna someplace.�
�Transferred to a boat; you�re going, too.�
�How long since Trpkova got away?�
�An hour.�
�Good. There�s still time.�
�What?�
�Trpkova�s got my GPS. I planted it on him.�
�Christ almighty. When?�
�Just before he shot me. Did you really think I was stupid enough to charge a man with a gun?�
Tanner shook his head, dumbfounded. �No, I��
�I stuck it in his coat pocket. Better hurry, though. The battery�s running down. You�ve got three hours, maybe less.�
* * *
Tanner rushed down to the radio room, called Langley, gave Dutcher and the others an update. Sylvia said, �Wait. I�ll check.� The line went quiet. Two minutes passed. She came back on: �Bear�s right; it�s transmitting.�
�Where is he?� Tanner said.
�Kruje, along the Croat-Bosnian border. He�s moving by ground, heading east. He�ll cross the border in about fifteen minutes.�
�I need that Blackhawk.�
�George is checking � hold on.� Thirty seconds passed, then: �It�s twenty miles out. Head to the beach and wait. We�ll start working on airspace clearance.�
* * *
Ten minutes later the Blackhawk set down in a flurry of sand. A hundred yards away passengers and rescue workers shielded their eyes and stared. The Blackhawk�s rear door opened and the crewman inside waved Tanner over. Hunched over, he sprinted over and leapt in the door. The crewman buckled him in then handed him a pair of headphones. �Can you hear me?� the crewman asked.
�Yes.�
�I�m Brady. You ready to go? If you have to barf, try to aim it at the door.�
Brady gave the thumbs-up to the pilot. They lifted off, banked hard, and headed southeast.
They flew for ten minutes, then slowed and began loitering. �We�re off Cesarica,� the pilot called to Tanner over the headset �Waiting for clearance.�
�Can�t we��
�Sorry, the Croats are edgy. We�d get a missile up our tail.�
Tanner nodded. He leaned his head back and waited.
Ten minutes passed. Fifteen. Then, from the pilot: �We�re clear to the Bosnian border.�
�And then?�
�And then we play it by ear.�
�Where�s the target?�
�He�s crossed the border. Bearing zero-seven-five, range fifty miles. We�re twenty minutes from the border.�
Eighteen minutes later, the Blackhawk slowed again. Tanner craned his neck until he could see forward out the window. In the distance he could see the spined back of the Dinaric Alps. The upper slopes and ridges were lost in fog; here and there were patches of snow.
Tanner waited, his hands clenched into fists. Strapped to the forward bulkhead was a camouflage pack; beside it, an M4 assault rifle. Tanner got the crewman�s attention and pointed. �Mine?�
The crewman nodded. He pulled the pack and rifle down and handed them across. Tanner checked the M4, pulled back the charging handle, and flicked on the safety. He rummaged through the pack and found four grenades � three fragmentation and a flash-bang � a first-aid kit, two spare M4 magazines, a compass, and a roll of �soldier�s fix all� matte black duct tape. Tanner pocketed the spare magazines and left the rest.
Over his headset the pilot called, �Sorry, mister, we�re still � Wait. Stand by.� He came back twenty seconds later �We�re cleared. That don�t mean much, though; most of the factions down there see us as target practice. If we start taking fire, sit tight and listen to Brady.�
�Understood. Where�s��
�He�s moving into the mountains thirty miles to our east. I�ll have you there in eight minutes.�
The pilot dropped the Blackhawk and banked sharply. Tanner glanced out the window. Tree lines and ridges swept past, a blur of green and gray.
�Crossing the border,� the pilot called �Six minutes to target.�
Tanner picked up the M4 and laid it across his lap. The Blackhawk bucked, then heeled over onto its side. Tanner grabbed the seat frame, grunting against the strain. Crouched on the deck, Brady braced himself against the bulkhead and grinned. From the cockpit Tanner heard a rapid beeping.
�Missile radar below,� the pilot called. �Russian Strela. Hold tight � I�ve gotta throw it off.�
The Blackhawk banked again, rolled nearly onto its back, then whipped upright and nosed over sharply. The engines whined in protest. The stench of aviation fuel filled the cabin.
�Two minutes,� the pilot called.
Tanner glanced out the window. A thousand feet below lay a broad expanse of trees broken by jagged ridges and peaks. Tanner suddenly found himself wondering how close they were to Simon Root�s bunker. Somewhere down there was where all this had begun eighty years earlier. There was still time, Briggs reminded himself. Not done yet.
�Target!� the pilot yelled. �Right side!�
Tanner unbuckled himself and crab-walked to the opposite window. Below he could make out a dirt road winding its way up the mountainside. He glimpsed a truck on the road, slipping in and out of view through the trees.
�On top!� the pilot called. �You got a visual?�
�I see him,� Tanner called.
It was a U.S. Army two-and-a-half-ton truck � a �deuce and a half��painted black, with an olive drab canvas cover.
�Can you put me down ahead of him?� Tanner asked.
�No problem. How far?�
�I�ll need five minutes.�
�You got it.�
The Blackhawk ascended and surged forward. Sixty seconds later they nosed over and began descending, until Tanner could see treetops flashing beneath the helo�s skids. He grabbed the pack, rifled through it, and tossed everything but the compass, the three fragmentation grenades, and the duct tape.
�What�s that for?� Brady asked.
�Tree trimming,� Tanner replied.
* * *
The pilot dropped the Blackhawk into a clearing a quarter mile northwest of the road. �You�ve got your five minutes,� he told Tanner. �The truck�ll be coming from the south,� the pilot said. �We�ll loiter up top and wait for your call.�
Brady handed Tanner a portable radio, then slid open the door. With a teeth-jarring thud, the skids touched down. Tanner jumped out. Brady slammed the door shut. The Blackhawk lifted off and disappeared over the trees.
Briggs started running.
He sprinted through a copse of birch and elder, over a ridge line, and into the draw beyond. Through a second line of trees he stumbled down an embankment, up the other side, and suddenly found himself standing at the road�s edge. To his right the road curved away and down out of view. In the distance he could hear the thumping of the Blackhawk�s rotors.
Tanner held his breath and listened. At first there was only silence, and then, faintly, the grinding of a truck�s engine.
Tanner looked around, chose a tree he thought would suit his purposes, and ran to it. From the pack he withdrew the fragmentation grenades and the duct tape. He clustered the grenades together on the front of the trunk and wrapped them in tape until only the spoons and pins were left exposed.
Down the road, the truck�s engine was coming closer, stuttering and coughing as it struggled up the grade.
He looped his index finger through each of the three pins and jerked them free. He sprinted across the road, threw himself belly first into the ditch, and rolled into a ball.
There was a stuttered crump, followed by the crackling of tree limbs. A wave of air washed over Tanner�s head. He looked up and found himself staring into the trees� canopy. He scrambled onto the road. Perched horizontally atop its shattered trunk, the bulk of the tree lay diagonally across the road. Tanner crouched behind the trunk, laid the M4 barrel across it, and peered over the sites.
A minute passed, and then another. He should have seen it by now He cocked his head and listened. Silence. No engine. He was lifting the portable radio to his lips when it crackled to life.
�On the ground, do you copy?�
�Roger, go ahead.�
�The target�s taken another road; we missed it.�
�Range and bearing,� Tanner called.
�Half a mile to your southeast � call it your ten o�clock. We�re heading for the clearing. We�ll pick you up��
�Negative, negative, I�ll go on foot. Stay on the target and steer me.�
�Roger.�
* * *
At a sprint, Tanner returned to the clearing, then turned southeast through the forest. Tree branches raked his face and arms. He ducked and skidded, fell, then got up and kept going. After three hundred yards, he stopped, radioed the Blackhawk, and gave the pilot his location.
�Target has stopped,� the pilot reported. �It pulled off the road and disappeared into a stand of trees.�
�Point me.�
�From the clearing, make it zero five zero. Use caution; we�re blind.�
�Roger.�
Tanner ran on.
* * *
He reached a tree line beyond which he could see a clearing. He dropped to his belly and crawled forward. The truck sat near the far edge of the clearing. The driver�s seat was empty. To the truck�s right was a cabin with a lean-to porch. Patchy moss clung to the roof; smoke trickled from a stone chimney.
Tanner raised the M4 to his shoulder and stepped into the clearing. Swiveling, scanning for movement, he crossed the clearing to the truck and peeked in the back. It was empty. He stepped onto the passenger-side running boards, peered through the window. Nothing.
The cabin door creaked open. Tanner ducked behind the front wheel. A figure emerged from the doorway, trotted down the front steps, and started toward the truck. It was Trpkova.
Tanner laid the M4�s site over Trpkova�s chest and rose up.
Trpkova saw him, froze.
�Don�t move,� Tanner said.
Trpkova met his eyes for a moment, then swiveled his head and glanced back at the cabin.
�Don�t do it,� Tanner whispered. �You won�t make��
Trpkova spun and started sprinting for the steps.
�Stop!� Tanner shouted.
As Trpkova�s foot touched the first step, Tanner fired. Trpkova lurched sideways, hesitated, then staggered forward. Tanner fired again. Trpkova crumpled.
* * *
From inside the cabin a voice called, �Risto? Risto � what�s happening? Answer me!� Tanner heard shuffling sounds. Something crashed to the floor. A voice began muttering. �Where are you � where are you ��
M4 held at the ready-low, Briggs walked forward. He knelt to check Trpkova�s pulse; there was none. Briggs mounted the porch steps, stepped to the left of the door, and peeked around the corner.
Sitting in a cane wheelchair by the fireplace was an old man. His white hair, what little remained of it, sprouted at wild angles from his wrinkled pate. A mat of beard lay against his chest. His legs and feet were draped in a red woolen blanket.
Tanner eased the door the rest of the way open. To his right was a kitchen counter made of rough planks. Stacks of canned food lined the shelves above it. In the center of the room was a rickety, handmade trestle table littered with plates of half-eaten food. Flies hovered and buzzed. A rat scurried along the baseboard and disappeared into a hole.
Lying in the middle of the table was Trpkova�s black briefcase. Tanner started toward it.
�Who are you?� the old man barked. He glared at Tanner through slitted eyes. �What are you doing here?�
Tanner could think of nothing to say. His eyes drifted to the walls. For the first time he realized that every inch of the wood was plastered with yellowed newspaper clippings and what looked to be journal pages covered in a tight scrawl.
�Answer me!� the old man barked. �Where�s my grandson?�
Grandson? Tanner thought, confused. He looked at the man. He did a quick mental calculation. My god, could it be? It was possible.
�You killed him, didn�t you?� the man said. �You killed Risto.�
�Anton Svetic �,� Tanner whispered.
�What?�
�You�re Anton Svetic.�
�Yes, dammit, I�m Anton. Who are you? Where�s Risto? Risto!�
�I�m sorry,� Tanner said.
�You killed him.�
�I didn�t have a choice. I��
�Get out! Go away!� Anton Svetic began weeping. He dropped his head into his hands. His shoulders started shaking.
Tanner felt the room spinning around him. As though in a trance, he let his eyes wander. He remembered the briefcase, walked to it. As he touched the lid, Svetic�s head snapped up.
�Don�t touch that! That�s not yours! It belongs to me.�
Tanner shook his head. �You should have left it alone.�
Tanner laid the M4 on the table. Using both thumbs, he slid open the case�s latches.
�I told you to leave that alone!� Svetic roared.
In his peripheral vision Tanner saw the red blanket sliding from Svetic�s legs. He glanced up. Draped across Svetic�s lap was a sawed-off shotgun. He lifted it in his bony hands and began swiveling it toward Tanner.
�Damn you, leave that alone!�
Tanner measured the distance to Svetic and instantly knew he wouldn�t be able to cross the gap in time. He looked left; the door was too far. He snatched the M4 off the table, jerked it to his shoulder. Svetic was moving surprisingly fast now, bringing the shotgun level with Tanner�s chest.
�Don�t!� Tanner shouted.
Hand trembling, Svetic reached up and jerked back the shotgun�s hammers.
�Put it down, put it down!�
Svetic kept turning, the shotgun�s black-mouthed barrels rising �
Tanner fired.
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Four weeks later
Tanner�s aim had been true, and for that he was both grateful and saddened � grateful that Anton Svetic had not suffered; sad that he�d let it happen at all. Had he not let down his guard, he might have been able to reach Svetic in time.
Tanner found both canisters of Kestrel still in their case, sealed and undamaged.
Lining the walls of the cabin were thousands upon thousands of journal pages and newspaper clippings. Svetic, whom Tanner would later learn was ninety-eight years old, had meticulously documented his life following WWI, as well as the madness that had slowly enveloped him.
Exploited and betrayed and carved up like so much slaughterhouse beef by the allies in both world wars, abandoned by Russia when the wall came down, and left to the savagery of Serbs by an uncaring modern world, the people of Bosnia-Herzegovina were owed retribution, Svetic had decided.
How exactly he�d planned to use Kestrel, the journals never said. Tanner suspected the awful reality of what Kestrel was and the devastation it might cause had never occurred to Svetic�s shattered psyche. Kestrel had become his Holy Grail, the panacea that would make the world right again, and he�d charged his grandson, the last of the Svetic family, with finding it and brining it home.
* * *
After leaving the Aurasin, Cahil and Susanna were taken to Mali Losinj, where they were transferred to a helicopter and flown to Rijeka�s main hospital. Aside from shattering Cahil�s collarbone and rupturing the surrounding muscles, Trpkova�s bullet had done surprisingly little damage. Three days after entering the hospital, Cahil was released.
Susanna�s wound was grave. By the time she reached Rijeka she had lost over half her blood volume and slipped into a coma. The AK�s bullet had entered her lower abdomen and then tumbled, slicing into her bladder, stomach, and colon before blasting out her lower back. Four days after surgery, she regained consciousness. The first person she saw was her father, Gillman Vetsch, sitting at her bedside.
Of the 836 passengers and crew aboard the Aurasina, twenty-two lost their lives.
Surprising no one, Sylvia Albrecht kept her word about making sure Kestrel was destroyed, taking her case straight to the president, who signed the order as she stood beside his desk.
U.S. Army Special Weapons Agency, Kalama Atoll, Pacific Ocean
Led by an Army colonel, the head of the Infectious Disease Containment Area, Tanner, Cahil, Joe McBride, Collin Oliver, and Jonathan Root walked into the control booth. A lone technician sat at a horseshoe-shaped bank of controls before a triple-paned Plexiglas window. As the door closed behind them, Tanner heard a hiss as the room was sealed and negatively pressurized. Chilled air began blowing through stainless-steel grates set into the floors. The air was thick with the tang of chlorine and disinfectant.
On the other side of the window stood what the colonel had called a group 4 pathogen disposal system. Burning at three thousand degrees, he explained, the incinerator utterly destroyed whatever entered its doors. �No ash, no residue, no trace,� he�d said. �You put a Buick in there and even its tire tracks disappear.�
Through a porthole in the unit�s side Tanner could see flickering white flames.
A series of green lights blinked across the technician�s console. He turned and said, �We�re ready. Burners show hot, all outlets closed.�
The IDCA chief leaned down and pressed a button. In the incinerator�s antechamber a green light appeared over a door, the door slid open. Wheeling a cart before them, a pair of technicians in yellow biohazard suits entered the antechamber. On the cart sat a Plexiglas case containing the six original canisters of Kestrel. Moving with exaggerated slowness, the technicians lifted the case and placed it on the conveyor belt.
They gave a thumbs-up through the window, then backed out of the antechamber. The door slid shut. The light blinked red. The technician pushed a button on the console. The conveyor belt rolled forward a few feet and then stopped.
The colonel turned to Jonathan Root. �Care to do the honors, Mr. Root?�
�Pardon me?�
The colonel nodded at a white light on the console. �That button. The incinerator will do the rest.�
Root stared at the button for a moment, then looked at Tanner and the others. �Strange, isn�t it?� he said. �You�d think it would be easy. Now that the time�s here � it seems unreal.�
Briggs smiled. �Think of it as your retirement from the Dark Watch,� he said. �You�re the last one alive. It�s only fitting you see it through to the end.�
Root considered this, then nodded. �You�re right. Time to be done with it.�
He reached down and pressed the button.
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More from Grant Blackwood

End of Enemies
#1 New York Times bestselling author Grant Blackwood introduces Briggs Tanner in a trilogy that Clive Cussler raves is �Pure fun, pure adventure.�
One Man.
Covert agent Briggs Tanner doesn�t like coincidences. In his business, they always mean trouble. So when a man is professionally assassinated right in front of him, Tanner wants answers.
One Mission.
Who pulled the trigger and why? And what is the mystery behind the key the man clutched in his dying hand � the key that Tanner now possesses?
One War Without End.
His search will lead him on an international trail, city to city, from the depths of the Pacific Ocean to the bullet-ridden back alleys of Beirut, all the way to a deadly secret � buried since the end of World War II � that only Tanner can keep from falling into the wrong hands.
Wall of Night
The second installment in the adrenaline-fueled Briggs Tanner trilogy, from the #1 New York Times bestselling author.
Ghosts of the Past.
Twelve years ago, Agent Briggs Tanner snuck into China to help strategic mastermind General Han Soong defect to the West. The escape went perfectly, until, somehow, the secret police interrupted them at the final rendezvous. Tanner barely escaped, but Soong and his family were arrested, and soon thereafter they disappeared�
Threats to the Future.
Now, Soong has resurfaced. He�s contacted the CIA with the message that he needs once more to try and escape � and the only person he trusts is Briggs Tanner. But even as Tanner prepares to confront the chaos of his own past and once again challenge the authority of China�s brutal secret police, forces around the globe are watching him, waiting for the moment that will lead the world to the brink of war, and seal Tanner�s fate once and for all.
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WITH ACTION.... Fans of international
po\i\ica\, military, and espionageé tales
will want to read B\ackwood’s novel.”
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