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Аннотация
Adriana Villa is a master thief. But she doesn�t keep what she steals. Her expertise is in recovering priceless art that was lost during World War II.
Now someone wants to use her skills for their own ends. And they�ve taken her father to ensure she does exactly they want.
Adriana must scour the globe in search of three lost paintings by some of the greatest masters in history.
But danger lurks around every turn and Adriana isn�t the only thief in on the game.
Another mysterious woman is working for someone else who also wants the paintings for his own collection.
Follow the two thieves on an epic race full of adventure, action, and suspense that travels from the canals of Amsterdam to the deserts of Mexico.
Who will be the one to figure out the location of the first painting and when they do, will they be able to retrieve it?


Ernest Dempsey
The Mexican Connection
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Beirut, Lebanon
Adriana ran harder than she ever had before. While her peripheral vision took note of the other cars and obstacles in the parking lot, her eyes never left her target: three men in windbreakers and ski masks ushering a fourth person toward a white, windowless van. They all carried Heckler & Koch submachine guns. The hostage�s head was covered with a pillowcase. She didn�t need to see the face to know who it was, though. That knowledge forced her to twitch her leg muscles to maximum speed.
She�d drawn her pistol but didn�t have a clear shot. The group was moving fast, dragging the prisoner along with his hands bound behind his back. They were still fifty yards away, and only fifteen from their goal. As if reminding her of that, the driver�s side door slid open, and another masked man popped his head out, ready to receive the cargo.
Adriana rounded the last car in the row and tilted her body forward to increase her velocity. Forty yards and closing. They were still ten from the van. It was going to be close, but she couldn�t ignore the reality. She wasn�t going to make it.
Thirty yards. As the man in the van reached out to seize the prisoner, he saw Adriana sprinting down the straightaway toward them with a pistol in her hand. He pointed and yelled something to the others. The last man of the three carrying the hostage spun around and swung his gun from behind his back. He opened fire from the hip, sending a barrage of hot metal across the breadth of the parking lot.
She�d learned a long time ago not to zigzag when running at a gunman, especially someone who wasn�t a good marksman; the threat of a fearless target running straight at the shooter caused inaccuracy to increase. Running back and forth would slow her down and increase the likelihood of a random round catching her.
One bullet whizzed by her head, sailing safely past to strike an old Toyota compact ten yards behind her.
The other two men threw the prisoner into the van, pulling him to the back and out of view. She pointed her weapon at the shooter, aiming low so as not to accidentally strike the van. The hollow points in her 9mm could easily pierce the vehicle�s thin siding and seriously injure someone on the inside.
Adriana squeezed the trigger, still moving at a rapid pace and only twenty yards from the van. The gun�s barrel burst over and over again. Several rounds missed, striking the concrete with orange flashes of spark. One found the gunman in the thigh, another in his abdomen, and a third in the shoulder. He doubled over and then toppled onto his back. She ignored the dying man, jumping by him in full stride.
The van�s door closed, and the tires squealed, spewing out a pungent white smoke. Adriana took aim and fired her last bullets at the tires. It wobbled left then turned right, out of the parking lot and onto the vacant street. She�d missed.
She stood for a moment in the searing Lebanese sunlight. Her shoulders and chest heaved as she gasped. She holstered her weapon, turned, and walked back over to the twitching body on the concrete. Adriana removed a dagger from her belt as she neared the man. His hands were covered in blood; the right still clung to the wound in his abdomen, but it couldn�t stop the red liquid from seeping out.
She bent down and grabbed his chest, putting the knife close to his neck. �Who are you? Where have they taken him?� She tried English first. She yanked the mask off the man and noted Slavic features to his face: pale, broad, striking, with a thick nose and strong forehead. �Who are you? What do you want with him?� she asked again.
The man winced in pain. A bullet to the gut was an excruciating thing; at least she�d heard it was. There wasn�t much else she could do to torture the man into a confession. She needed information � and fast. He would probably be dead within fifteen to twenty minutes.
Adriana wasn�t too concerned about the police. In a town that had seen its fair share of strife over the decades, a few gunshots in this part of the city would probably go unnoticed.
Blood had started to pool underneath the gunman�s lower back. She realized she was running out of time. If the bullet had nicked the artery, he�d be dead much sooner. He coughed and his body shuddered, but he said nothing.
�Answer me,� she said in French then repeated the order in Spanish and German. Still no response.
He suddenly began to shake violently. His strained breath quickened, and his muscles tensed. The man�s eyes widened as if a train was speeding toward him. Then he went limp. The eyes stayed fixed on a spot in the sky, somewhere beyond Adriana�s head.
She let go of the collar and let the dead man�s head hit the pavement. She stood up straight and looked around. Other than the odd assortment of beat-up old cars, the lot was vacant.
For the moment, Adriana stemmed her frustration and grabbed the man�s collar again. While the local authorities might not respond to the sounds of a few guns going off, they would certainly take an interest in a dead body lying in a parking lot.
Dragging the body off to the side of the lot took a great deal of effort, and while it only required ten minutes, it seemed like an hour. Her eyes flashed back and forth, scanning the area to make sure no one was watching. When she reached a concrete barrier on the side, she yanked the corpse behind a few empty cardboard boxes, effectively concealing it for the time being. By the time it was found, she�d be long gone, without a trace.
She sifted through the man�s pockets and found a wad of cash, a passport, and a hotel key. She recognized the hotel; it wasn�t far from her location. First things first, though. Adriana stuffed the man�s belongings into her back pocket and headed for the side entrance to the dilapidated, tan brick building.
When she reached the door, she found the area around the lock had been incinerated. Black scarring wrapped around a one-foot radius on the door. Whoever had done this knew they would probably be unable to crack the key-coded locking mechanism.
She looked around for any trace of explosives or wiring, anything that could give her an insight as to who the men were, but there was nothing but charred and melted scraps. She put the tip of her dagger into the door�s burned-out crater and swung it open. One of the hinges creaked. Inside, a long hallway stretched a hundred feet to the left. Another door waited at the other end. From the looks of it, the intruders had given it the same treatment. It hung wide open, and sunlight poured through onto the polished concrete floor.
Overhead, cool air pumped into the open space from exposed air ducts that ran from one end of the room to the other, disappearing in a sharp right turn into the next part of the safe house.
She scoffed at the phrase now. Safe house. It hadn�t been safe enough. They�d picked Beirut because of the obscurity and, in no small part, because disappearing there was fairly easy to do.
Some of the buildings were still bombed-out husks of their former selves, remnants of the conflicts that had raged through the better part of the last few decades. Even with intermittent periods of peace, strife always seemed to lurk right around the corner.
Adriana remembered walking into this abandoned building three years before and paying cash for it on the spot. She owned the entire structure, even the empty floors above. The front doors on the main street were barricaded to keep out any curious passersby or the occasional vagrant. Local rumors among the younger populace kept any other curious eyes from taking too much interest in the property.
She�d put security measures in place, measures that would keep out some of the top thieves in the world � and she knew of several. But this wasn�t a thievery operation that had gone down; it was something else. Looking at the burn marks on the second door, whoever had broken in knew what to do, how to take out the alarm system along with the backup, and get in and out in a short amount of time.
Her heart pounded in her chest. Not from the physical exertion of the firefight outside but from the realization that the person she was trying to protect was gone. She scanned the space, a studio apartment with a kitchen, bedroom, and office all in one place. The only separate quarters in the immediate area was the bathroom. Of course, there was more below. Adriana wondered if the villains who�d broken in had made their way to the more secure lower levels. Her pace quickened as she neared the corner. Once she�d rounded it, Adriana saw that the door to the armory and information hub in the basement was still intact, completely unmolested.
She frowned despite being slightly relieved. If they weren�t here for guns and top secret information, what else could they have wanted?
The thought escaped her when she turned and stared at the tidy little workstation on the side. It was tucked against the outside wall. A sheet of paper rested on the glass top, along with something small, slender, and black. Her eyes narrowed, and she stepped with renewed vigor, striding across the distance until she reached the desk.
The note was written in sloppy print. A black Sharpie, apparently the writing tool of choice for the intruders, lay nearby, next to the wireless keyboard. Resting beside the computer was a note with a black flash drive sitting on top of it. The message simply read, Watch the video on the disk.
She tossed the paper aside and plugged the drive into the side of the enormous flatscreen computer. A couple seconds later, the device icon appeared on the monitor,and she clicked it. There was only one file listed, an MP4 video. She clicked the video, and the file expanded into a larger window. The still image featured a white background with a dark silhouette of a man. Adriana clicked the play arrow and sat down in the desk chair, watching and listening intently.
�Hello, Adriana. Since you are watching this, you know what has happened. You do not know who I am, and I intend it to stay that way.�
The man�s voice had been slightly altered. Even so, the accent was bizarre. She thought French, Dutch, maybe Belgian. But with the voice modification software, she couldn�t be sure.
�I have need of your services,� the man continued. �I collect extremely rare pieces of art. You find and recover the same sorts of items. There are three works that I am desperately in need of adding to my collection. If you do as instructed and are successful, you will be paid ten million dollars in U.S. currency for each piece. In addition, the prisoner will be returned to you safely, but only upon delivery of all three paintings. Of course, if you fail, the prisoner will be executed.� This sent a chill through her body, raising the hair on the back of her skull.
�I realize that we are dealing with items that quite possibly may have been destroyed decades ago. If that is the case, I will need to see proof. However, we have enough information to believe that the three works are still in existence somewhere.�
A lump caught in her throat. Whoever this guy was, he was ready to pay a ridiculous amount of money for three paintings, which meant his worth was probably in the high hundreds of millions. More likely, billions. Her mind involuntarily started filtering through Europe�s elite who fit that bill. There were more billionaires now than ever before, but it was still a small group. Her own assets were nearing half a billion, which gave her access to social functions and networks commoners couldn�t have. Still, there were too many faces to consider. For now, she needed to focus on what this guy wanted.
�The first piece you are to retrieve is a Bellini, known as Madonna and Child.�
Adriana frowned upon hearing this. Setting the bar low, huh? The sarcastic thought flitted through her head. That painting was one she�d researched before but only found a few cold leads.
The video continued. �The only name we have to get you started is Sonya Zaragova. She�s an old woman who lives in Moscow. Rumor has it, her father was one of the Russian soldiers who took the painting. It disappeared near the end of World War II.�
She shook off the distracting thoughts and tuned back in to the shadowy figure.
�After you bring in the Bellini, we will fill you in on the details of the second painting. As you may or may not know, the Madonna and Child disappeared, we believe, into Russian hands in the final days of the war. It was reportedly seen being held by Russian soldiers in a tower outside Berlin. However, finding any sort of helpful information as to its whereabouts has been difficult.�
Yeah. That�s because it�s a stolen piece of priceless art.
The man went on. �In addition to your search, you�ll have one additional hurdle. Another collector is after the same three pieces of art. He has employed one of your contemporaries, a thief known as the Chameleon. I wish I knew more about this person,but unfortunately, details are thin at best. Just be aware that at any moment you could potentially run into this other thief. It is highly likely that they also know about you. Good luck. I sincerely hope you succeed. There is a screenshot of the drop-off point on the last screen of this video. I�m sure I don�t need to remind you of the price for failure. Again, I wish you luck.�
The screen blipped for a second and then froze on an address in Marseille. A few other details had been typed out below the address as to how she was to deliver the painting.
Adriana clenched her teeth, staring at the monitor. The image of the man in the video was burned into her memory. He asked the impossible. The Bellini he wanted had been missing for over half a century. She remembered giving up on the same quest a few years ago, opting instead to follow a promising lead with a Monet that disappeared at the onset of the war.
Now, giving up wasn�t an option. Her father�s life hung in the balance.
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Beirut
A loud bang sounded outside the building. It wasn�t a gunshot; something more mechanical, probably a dump truck unloading its cargo at one of the nearby construction sites. Adriana brought her mind back to the task at hand. She sat at the computer, scouring the Internet for information on the missing painting. Her cell phone sat next to her on the desktop, the timer counting down the five days she had left to deliver it.
She was accustomed to being in tense situations, working against the clock. The difference was that most of the time, she set the deadlines. This time, the stakes were much higher. Her father was the only family she had left.
Adriana�s mother had died years ago, leaving her father, Diego Villa, alone and depressed. He�d immersed himself in his work, sometimes spending twelve hours at a time doing remote intelligence work for various governments of the world. Their family vineyards and other sparse businesses basically ran themselves. They provided both legitimate income and the perfect cover for what he did.
Doing intelligence mercenary work had never seemed like a job to him. It was more like a mission he felt was penance for sins of his earlier life, sins Adriana never knew about nor needed to. She had her own thoughts about why her father was riddled with regret and guilt, but she never bothered him about it. It was his burden to bear, and if he wanted to unload a little of it, she would be happy to listen.
He�d withdrawn � preferring not to admit to retirement � to Ecuador in recent years. Everything seemed to be fine. He was happy and keeping busy. Then yesterday, she got a message from him. It was a text message. The words on the screen simply read safe house. Had it been a trap? It sure felt like it. But at the moment she had more pressing issues to worry about.
She drew in a deep breath and entered in a few more keywords. While the mysterious video man had offered a name to get her started, Adriana trusted her own sleuthing abilities over some person she�d never met. That being said, the web didn�t have much to offer on the missing painting. She forced herself to go through her process, taking everything one step at a time in her usual, mechanical fashion. It was the best way to ensure she missed no details and became as familiar as she could with the target. Adriana treated jobs like this in an almost scientific manner.
An image of the painting popped onto the screen,and she zoomed in. She studied the picture with the greatest of care, analyzing it as much as possible. The untrained eye would have no idea what she was doing or why, but that didn�t matter to her. Adriana knew what she was doing. The more she could familiarize herself with the artwork, the less chance she could be fooled by a counterfeit placed as a decoy.
Though never experiencing that kind of failure before, she�d heard of other thieves who had. One particularly unlucky fellow attempted to steal a Renoir from a private owner in France. He�d succeeded with greater ease than expected, but when he took the painting to the buyer, they discovered it was a fake. The thief�s body was found floating in the river a few days later � the painting strapped to his back.
At least that was the way she�d heard the story. Only the killer knew for sure what actually happened.
It paid to be meticulous, in more ways than one.
She clicked to the next page and continued to scroll through the links that led to other pages supposedly containing more information on the missing Bellini.
Finding the painting would be hard. If she could actually home in on its location, breaking in and taking it would no doubt be equally as challenging.
People who were able to acquire and keep such things secret typically did so at great expense. There would be security measures in place to guard it that would rival those of the richest banks in the world. And then there was the possibility that the artwork could be kept in an actual bank, though that was doubtful. One of the fascinating things she�d learned during her life as a thief was that the people who held onto forbidden things loved to show them off. Of all the works of art she�d recovered, almost all of them had been on display in plain sight within the illegal owner�s residence.
She snorted at the title thief. Adriana detested the term in relation to what she did. Her expertise was recovering things that were stolen, taken from the rightful owners and never returned. Most of the cases she worked didn�t involve the original owners. With the passage of time, most of them had since died. Often, their children or grandchildren were the ones she contacted about things she was able to retrieve. And almost always, they were shocked by her revelations.
Something on the screen caught her eye,and she stopped. Her eyelids narrowed to slits,and she clicked the link. A gray web page opened on the screen. It looked so old it may well have been the first page to ever be published on the Internet. The fonts were ugly, and the images were oddly placed, but there was no question that whoever had created it knew about the Bellini. The website�s author drew some fairly ridiculous conclusions, but he also had some interesting ideas as to what could have happened, including an eyewitness account from a soldier who claimed they knew where it was. The soldier was surely dead by now. A couple of additional searches revealed that to be true. He�d died nearly thirty years before, leaving behind some children and grandchildren. Only one of his children remained alive: a daughter who was getting on in years. Sonya Zaragova�the name the man in the video gave her. Adriana remembered the woman�s name.
Next, she sent a text message to a couple of young research assistants in Atlanta. While Tara Watson and Alex Simms were employed by Tommy Schultz�s International Archaeological Agency, he�d told her she could call upon them any time she needed. Right now seemed to fit that description perfectly.
The two, affectionately known as the kids due to their being in their twenties, were some of the best and fastest when it came to digging up hard-to-find information. While Adriana chased down one lead, maybe they could uncover another.
Once the message was sent, she slid the phone back in her pocket and performed another search online, this time for the other thief the man on the video had warned about. Know thy enemy. She finished pecking the keys and hit enter.
The results were scattered. A few headlines topped the first page while more random items graced pages two and beyond. The Chameleon, it seemed, was a woman. Adriana couldn�t help but feel a little patronized that whoever was running this little game thought they needed a level playing field based on sex. She was one of the best in the world at what she did, man or woman. Additionally, she despised the thought of being a pawn in someone�s sick game. For the time being, however, she had to accept it.
She kept reading.
The Chameleon was like a ghost. No one knew her real name or where she was from, though there were a few reports that she was American. One website was dedicated to a sort of cult following of her, like the bandits from the old American West; she had a substantial collection of fans and potential suitors. In one article, several people had declared their fanciful, romantic wishes for the woman. Adriana passed through the comments quickly, shaking her head at some.
She left the site and scrolled through a couple more. It was clear that no one knew much about the mysterious thief outside of myths and the things she�d stolen, or attempted to steal.
The Chameleon had somehow slipped through the authorities� fingers in Paris, London, Beijing, and several other major cities; all they could get on her was a rough sketch and minimal description. And those were never the same.
Thus the name, the Chameleon.
It seemed her greatest skill was being able to blend in and change her appearance. The narrow escapes she�d managed were, according to the reports, out of necessity due to unsuccessfully navigating security measures.
That was good to know, Adriana thought.
The other thief was sloppy, unskilled at her craft. Usually, those types were sitting in a concrete cell somewhere, rotting away for several years surrounded by metal bars. The fact that this�Chameleon hadn�t been caught in spite of her inability to pinch her targets was a tribute to her strengths, disguise, and stealth.
Adriana scrolled across another report, this one more troubling than the others. During a botched attempt, the Chameleon had killed a private security officer and severely wounded another. In that instance, she�d used a gun, but it was safe to assume the woman was proficient in hand-to-hand combat as well. Good to know, just in case.
While Adriana specialized in a very niche market of stolen art, the Chameleon was all over the map, both literally and figuratively. She�d stolen artwork, relics, lost treasure � pretty much anything she could get her hands on. The woman was a veritable high-end kleptomaniac.
She also went by an assortment of aliases: Joan Ritchey, Jennifer Vandenborg, Allyson Webster, and Delia Smith. Those were just the ones the authorities knew about.
Adriana had seen enough, at least for now.
She stood up and strode around the corner and over to the unmolested interior door. This one featured a biometric lock, one she�d personally recommended to her father. She pressed her thumb against the panel and waited three seconds while the device scanned the unique, minuscule grooves in her skin. A second later, a heavy click from within the door signaled it was open.
Adriana pulled on the latch and stepped through into a nondescript freight elevator. She hit the lower of the two buttons,and the machine began its descent. It only went down two stories into the bowels of the building. When it reached the bottom, she stepped off into an antechamber surrounded by eight-inch-thick concrete slabs. A shiny metal door was the only distinct feature in the ten-by-ten space. It was locked with a key code device. She stepped to it, entered her five-digit code, and twisted the latch when the light turned green. Beyond the threshold, another concrete room opened up. This one was larger, about two hundred square feet. It stretched out in a rectangular shape, and each wall was lined with black steel shelving and racks. Pistols, shotguns, automatic rifles, and submachine guns hung around the room. One counter featured a dozen different kinds of knives. On the other side, magazines, boxes of ammunition, scopes, specialized targeting attachments, sound suppressors, grips, and stocks hung from designated places.
At the far end, four high-definition computer screens sat dormant, each connected to a small black box that was no larger than a standard hardcover book. They were some of the fastest computers in the world, capable of processing information and commands at a speed twice that of the best the public could purchase.
The room looked like something a wealthy doomsday prepper would have concocted in his wildest imagination. For Adriana and her father it was the armory. A place they could go if things on the outside world got a little too hot under the collar.
She grabbed a rucksack and a duffle bag and started taking what she needed. Two pistols, one of the Heckler & Koch submachine guns, and four throwing knives already sheathed in a nylon belt. After eyeing all the weapons, Adriana took everything out except the pistols and one knife. It was one thing to be prepared. It was quite another to carry enough weapons for a small army.
She made her way over to a shelf that housed a wide array of tools. To an ordinary person, the objects might seem odd or random, but to her, they were keys to almost every door on the planet. She stuffed some of the manual lock picks in the rucksack, along with a digital combination decoder, a wall scanner, and a pair of night vision goggles.
Adriana eyed the items on the counter next to her. It was the ordnance shelf. While having some explosives on hand could be useful, it could also be dangerous. Not to mention getting them across borders was often more complicated. In her experience, guns and blades were much easier. Bringing a block of C4 or some grenades seemed to raise eyebrows.
Four half-dollar-sized discs were propped against the wall, leaning at an angle. They were small enough to fit in the palm of her hand. Those, she would take. Her father had procured them from a friend at DARPA, the Pentagon�s above-top-secret research arm: an experimental flash bang grenade that was small and alien enough to not cause concern when crossing international borders. She scooped them up carefully and slid them into a side pocket in the rucksack. The devices required the user to press multiple times on a button that was flush with the rest of the disc, so there was no danger in them going off by accident.
Satisfied she had everything she needed, Adriana reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone again. She made a note of the time. It would take several hours to reach Moscow. The man in the video said she only had five days. That meant she couldn�t misstep anywhere along the way, or precious time would be lost.
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London, England
Allyson Webster stared unwaveringly at the man holding the gun. The barrel aimed at her head did nothing to change her demeanor. The menacing expression on his face would have crumpled a weaker person, but she was not weak. If she�d been weak, Allyson would have died years ago.
�You know you can�t scare me with that thing,� she said. She raised one leg and crossed it over the other, showing just a small amount of smooth tanned skin above the knee. �Besides, you more than anyone know the best way to get me to do something is to pay me.�
The man was older. His gray, slicked-back hair revealed that truth to anyone who met him. His four-thousand-dollar suit screamed wealth, as did the sprawling study in which they sat. Mahogany panels wrapped around them with a few shelves showing off a collection of priceless first editions he�d probably never read.
His sinister gaze softened and gave way to a toothy grin, the brightness of which was a stark contrast to his tan, leathery face. �Nothing fazes you does it?� he asked in a North London accent.
She shook her head. �Not really, Frank. Not even you. And I know what you�re capable of.�
�Do you?� He set the gun on the table and leaned back in the high leather chair. His arms crossed, bending the pinstripes on his sleeves.
Frank Shaw�s reputation was coated in dirt, washed in mud, and then splattered in filth. On the outside, he looked like a legitimate billionaire businessman. His path to those heights, however, was layered in underworld dealings, shady networking, and illegal activity that would make a drug lord blush.
None of that frightened Allyson. She knew as well as he did that if it came down to it, crossing her would be the last mistake he ever made. No amount of muscle or money would be able to keep her from having her vengeance. It was something he both feared and respected about her.
�Please, you've called on me to do some of your dirty work for you, so do me a favor and get to the point. My time isn�t cheap.�
One side of his face twisted in a grin. He liked the American brashness she always carried. It was almost endearing.
�My dear, if I were twenty years younger��
�I�d cut you in a way that would make you wish you weren�t,� she finished his sentence abruptly and passed him a mischievous grin.
He snorted a laugh. �I believe you would.� Frank eyed her for another second. �A colleague and I have a little bet going.�
�Little?� She interrupted again. �Frank, I�ve known you a long time. You don�t do little.�
�True. It�s a hundred-million-pound wager.�
She swallowed at the sum but remained calm. That was an enormous amount of money for almost anyone, even a billionaire like Frank.
He continued. �This colleague and I are searching for three lost pieces of art. They went missing during World War II. I want you to find them before he does.�
Allyson was dubious. �Frank, you�re the richest man I know. And one of the top one hundred in the world. You couldn�t have that many colleagues. Who is the other guy?�
He smiled and cocked his head to the side. �I�m not at liberty to say. But I can tell you this: He has his own thief. Although I highly doubt his methods of hiring that person are as straightforward as mine.�
She raised an eyebrow.
Before she could ask, Frank answered. �You think I�m dirty. This colleague has more dirt and blood on his hands than I ever could. The things he�s done make me look like a choir boy.�
�So he�s not just paying this person?�
Frank shook his head. �I�m sure he is. But he�s probably also trying to leverage his employee into doing what he says.�
A sincere curiosity crept onto her face. �Leverage?�
�He�s a power monger.�
�And you�re not?�
�Touch�. However, he uses force when there could be other means of motivating those with whom we work, which brings me to my offer for you.�
�I was wondering when we were going to get to that.�
Frank stood and took one step over to a nearby shelf. It was empty save for a thick, yellowish envelope. He tossed it over to her, and she snagged it out of the air with one hand. She gave it a mildly interested glance and set it in her lap.
Frank returned to his seat. As he sat down, he pointed at the package as if he was shooting a gun with his finger. �That�s half a million dollars to get you started.�
She pursed her lips. �Not a bad start,� she said. �But for something like what you�re asking, it�s going to take a hell of a lot more than that.�
He smiled, knowing something she didn�t. �Like I said, that�s just to get anything you need to begin, which needs to happen today. I�m fairly certain my colleague�s asset has already begun. As far as payment, each painting you bring in will earn you fifteen million dollars, American. Get all three, and I�ll pay you a bonus of an extra ten. The total haul for you will be fifty-five million, should you complete the triple.�
Allyson�s face contorted. �Should I complete it? You don�t have faith in me?�
It was Frank�s turn to raise an eyebrow. �I have plenty of faith in you, my dear. It�s why you�re sitting in that chair this very moment. I know, however, that my colleague will have brought in someone as good as you.�
�There is no one as good as me.�
He rolled his eyes to the side but didn�t dispute her comment. �You�re the best I know of. But if there�s one of you, there�s bound to be two. Maybe more. So you�ll need to watch your back.�
�A race against another thief. And you don�t know who this person is?�
�Sadly, no.� His answer was honest. �We�ve tried to obtain information on who it might be, but so far, nothing has turned up. It�s as if she�s a ghost.�
�She?� This piqued Allyson�s attention.
�Yes,� Frank nodded. �I�m basing that comment on an assumption, but it is reasonable to think that he would select a woman since he knows that you are my logical choice.�
Her eyes twitched at this last revelation. �So he knows about me, but you know nothing about who he brought in? That doesn�t sound like a level playing field.�
�Since when has that mattered?� he asked. �And besides, like you said, you�re the best. I have no reservations about the circumstances. More likely than not, you�ll be a step ahead of whoever she is the whole time.�
Allyson took a deep breath. She preferred to know more about her competition than a few scattered details. She would make do for now, but eventually Allyson would have to do a little research. And she knew just where to start. Her friend Jude would be the guy to go to for that information. If someone were working a high-end job like this, surely he would know. Jude had his fingers in a lot of pies, and he always heard anything of note in the underworld of black market dealings.
She let go of the issue with the other thief and refocused. �What�s the job?�
�The first painting is a Bellini: Madonna and Child.� He paused for effect, and to let his words sink in.
She raised both eyebrows. �Bellini?�
�Are you familiar with that piece?�
�Vaguely.� She wasn�t lying. She�d come across bits and pieces referring to the painting, but nothing substantial. �I do know who Bellini is. You guys are really swinging for the fences on this one. What about the other two?�
�You only get to know one painting at a time. Once the first is retrieved, or you have delivered proof of its destruction, you will obtain the title of the next target.�
His comment gave her a second thought. �What do you mean, proof of its destruction? How am I supposed to do that?�
Frank shrugged. �That, my dear, is not my problem. And don�t try to get slick with me. I�ll know if you fake any evidence.�
She nodded. �Fair enough.� Allyson pondered asking her next question for a moment before speaking again. �I have to ask, what's in this for you? You gonna hock these paintings or something? Make a few hundred million?�
A laugh escaped his mouth, and his eyes rolled around the room. �Oh my goodness, no. I�m a collector, dear. This is a friendly competition between me and a peer. Nothing more.�
�It�s friendly until the bullets start flying. And when they do, I�ll be the one in the sights.�
�Which is why you�re receiving such a handsome fee for your services.�
Frank was offering an enormous sum of money, which told her he didn�t intend to lose.
She considered the offer. Her eyes wandered to the pistol resting on the massive, heavy wooden desk. The gesture was more a result of attention deficit than threat. �Okay, Frank. I�ll do it. But no matter what happens, I�m keeping this half million. Got it?�
�That was my intention all along.� He held his hands out as a show of good faith that he had nothing to hide.
She nodded. �All right then. You have yourself a deal. From the sound of it, I need to get moving. So if there�s nothing else you need to tell me, I�ll be on my way.�
He stood at the same time she did. �I would wish you good luck, but I know you don�t believe in such things.�
�Make your own luck, I always say.� Allyson winked at him. She spun around, causing her skirt to whirl a little as she walked out the door.
When Frank heard the door in the antechamber close, he sat down and grabbed a cigar from the box on his desk. He�d always had an affinity for the finer things in life, and a good cigar was no different. His favorite was the Padron 80thAnniversary Edition. It was long with a torpedo tip. Of all the cigars he�d smoked through the years, the Padron was always the one he came back to. It was pricey but for someone of his means, money wasn�t an issue, especially when it came to having the best. He picked up a black butane lighter and clicked the button. A blue jet shot out of the device, and he held it close to the cigar, spinning the stick slowly to get an even, orange burn. Twenty seconds later, he put the cigar to his mouth and started puffing. His mouth filled with an earthy, robust flavor just before he spewed the smoke into the air.
�What do you think, Evan?� he asked as he leaned back in his chair, propping his feet on the desk. The heels of his Italian leather shoes rested on the edge.
A slightly younger man, probably in his forties, with gray-streaked black hair and a matching, neatly trimmed beard, stepped out of the shadows in a room off to the left of the study. Frank�s primary use of the alcove was to allow his right-hand man to hear everything that went on in the study and then give his opinion. He was Frank�s general, one of the few people on the planet he trusted. They both had blood on their hands, and because of that, it was in both of their best interest to trust one another.
Evan didn�t sugarcoat his answer. �Obviously, she�s not to be trusted. The second she gets a chance, she�ll sell that or one of the other paintings and concoct some harebrained story that it was destroyed. For the right price, she�ll even make the evidence look convincing.�
Evan crossed his arms, showing off his bulging biceps. He was the muscle behind Frank Shaw�s money, and he always made sure they got what they wanted.
Frank puffed on the cigar, releasing rings of smoke into the air. �Yes. You�re right, of course. But she�s the only one good enough for the job.�
�Maybe. We could try to find someone else. There are plenty of good thieves to be found for the right price.�
�No.� Frank shook his head. �I�ve used her before and with good results. Plus, we don�t have that kind of time. Our counterpart has, no doubt, already made his play.�
�What would you like me to do?�
Frank tapped the end of his cigar on a nearby black ceramic ashtray. The inch-long finger of ash dropped into the bowl, and he resumed smoking. �Follow her. Make certain she doesn�t try anything fishy.� His eyes narrowed. �As for our friend�s asset, if she gets in the way, feel free to use whatever means necessary to slow her down.�
�You want me to take her out?�
�That would be against the rules. Then again,� he paused, �accidents do happen.�
Evan nodded. �They certainly do.�
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Moscow, Russia
The random, occasional times Adriana had visited Moscow were during the winter months when the brutal Russian weather was at its fiercest. Freezing temperatures, cutting wind, and more snow than she cared to deal with kept her travels there to a minimum that time of year. The summer, it turned out, wasn�t so bad. Leaving the airport, she was pleasantly surprised to discover warm sunshine, green trees and shrubs, flowers, and a gentle breeze that tickled her skin.
She�d opted to rent her own car rather than hire a driver. There was no way of knowing the quality of a hired wheel, and her experience told her that it was best to rely on the one person she knew she could trust: herself. In situations that required fast getaways, Russian drivers could sometimes be fickle, slow to react, or just downright drunk.
Finding the black Mercedes sedan in the rental lot took virtually no time. The luxury auto stood out like a dandelion in a field of grass. She opened the rear door and deposited her bags in the back seat, preferring to keep her weapons close by as opposed to in the trunk and out of reach.
She slid into the driver�s seat and closed the door. The smell of rich leather filled her nostrils, something she never got tired of. She opened the map on her phone and pinpointed the address of the woman she�d researched earlier. Zaragova lived on the edge of the city where the rolling Russian countryside met the expanding concrete sprawl. Traffic was relatively light at that time of day, though that still meant a good number of cars and pedestrians until she got farther from town.
After the fall of Communism, Russia experienced an extremely difficult transition. Unemployment was unspeakably high. Poverty was rampant. There wasn�t enough energy or fuel to keep citizens warm in the bitter cold of winter, and food was sparse. During the worst of times, many Russians called for a return to Communism. After all, while the people weren�t necessarily happy, they�d at least had work, food, and a warm bed.
Eventually things began to turn around. New businesses sprang up, unemployment declined, and while the Russian economy still struggled to gain a foothold, there was, at least, light on the horizon. New apartment buildings and skyscrapers sprang up from the cold ashes of the old city. Beautiful architecture began to replace the drab, faceless structures from the Cold War. A city initiative to bring in more plant life had given a greener look to a place that, for decades, only appeared industrial at best.
Adriana was impressed with the city�s progress, in spite of the country�s enigmatic leader and constant rumors of corruption. Russian was one of the languages Adriana didn�t know well, but she knew enough to ask a few key questions, order food, and find her way around.
Twenty minutes after leaving the airport, the city�s buildings gave way to thicker stands of trees, parks, and subdivisions. The home she was looking for was on a small farm. Fortunately, driving was made easier with GPS to guide her.
Following the directions, she exited the freeway and turned left onto a two-lane road. In another five minutes, Adriana found herself surrounded by dense forest with a lush green canopy blocking out the piercing sunlight. She double checked the screen on her phone to make sure she hadn�t missed the turn. It was coming up, but sometimes these devices had a habit of missing country roads and driveways. She�d often wondered how many man-hours it took to map every little nook-and-cranny address in the world. It was an undertaking Adriana respected but would rather not be a part of.
The Mercedes zipped by a gravel driveway with a post displaying the number of the home. The next one would be the one she was looking for. During the drive into the country, she�d been watching the rearview mirror closely, an act that had become second nature through the years. Now she didn�t even think about it. Experience had taught her to always watch for a tail, to never let anyone sneak up on her.
She laughed at the thought. On more than one occasion, Adriana had found herself checking out the cars behind her as she drove to a menial location like the grocery store or a coffee shop. Such was the habit she�d developed.
Better to be too careful, she thought. Another involuntary glance revealed what the previous ones had: the road behind was empty.
Another numbered post appeared up ahead, this one with a blue mailbox attached. Adriana slowed the sedan. Her eyes narrowed, making sure she had the right address. The numbers matched those on her GPS, so she turned the car onto the gravel driveway. The tires made a crunching sound on the packed rocks.
There was no home to be seen, not yet anyway. The driveway stretched out fifty yards, cutting into the forest and then curving left. The trees were so thick that if there were a home on the other side, it was obscured from view.
She kept the speed low and steered the car around the curve. The driveway straightened out for thirty yards then bent back to the right. Whoever had originally laid out the path must have had a thing for snake-like patterns. After another short straightaway, the gravel road started to incline. Once she reached the crest, a meadow opened up beyond the forest. A moderately sized, two-story home stood in the middle of a grassy field. Its brown walls were drab and looked like they needed some care and a good painting. Several tall trees dotted the front and backyards, providing shade in the hot summer sun. Beyond the home, around a hundred feet away, a matching brown barn stood in a field, surrounded by aged wooden fencing. Some of the fence rails had fallen down and never been repaired.
Adriana rapidly scanned the property, assessing points of entry to the home aside from the front door. A rickety wooden porch extended out from a pair of doors on the second floor, where she assumed the master bedroom was located.
A shadow passed over her car as she slowed to stop. She looked up and noticed a dark cloud drifting across the face of the sun. Several more like it lurked on the horizon.
There were no animals roaming around, though it appeared there probably had been at some point in the past. Weeds and tall grass sprang up around the acreage, a telling sign to the state of neglect and disrepair into which the farm had fallen.
The sole car on the property, a rusted-out old �koda, sat near the front steps, though from its appearance, Adriana wondered how far the poorly cared for vehicle would get.
She got out and looked around. Birds chirped in the treetops, joining in nature�s symphony with the rustling of the breeze as it passed through the branches. Adriana could see why someone picked this spot. It was serene, relaxing, far away from the troubles and rat race of the city. She wondered why the current tenant didn�t do a better job of keeping up the place, but that was none of her business. It was likely because the woman was advancing in years and didn�t have the desire to put the time or money in anymore.
Halfway to the front steps, Adriana saw the front door open. A stout woman with thick gray hair tied up in a bun stood in the doorframe. She wore a purple robe over pink silk pajama pants. With a glass containing a clear liquid gripped tightly in her right hand, she peered at Adriana suspiciously.
�What do you want?� she asked in Russian.
Adriana responded with the limited words she knew, asking if the woman knew English or another language they could speak.
�You come to my home and ask me to talk in another tongue that is not my own?� Sonya Zaragova responded in perfect yet heavily accented English.
�I do apologize,� Adriana said, stopping at the bottom of the steps. �I speak several languages and can read many more, but Russian is one I�ve yet to master.�
Zaragova sized her up quickly. �Your accent sounds Spanish. And you look like a Spaniard.�
�You are correct, Miss Zaragova.� Adriana bowed low. �My name is Adriana Villa.�
During her quick research of the woman, she�d learned Sonya Zaragova had never married. She�d been courted by several men who believed her to be a wealthy heiress, but when they found out she wasn�t rich, they�d conveniently made their way out of the relationship. Some of the other stories claimed that she�d been a little too intrusive into their past, or sometimes secret, lives. Her actions, one way or the other, always drove men away.
�I do not usually receive many visitors out here,� the older woman said. �I wonder�what is a Spaniard like yourself doing out here? Perhaps you are on some silly quest?�
Adriana nodded. �I am on a mission of sorts, yes. Though not by choice.�
�Oh?� Zaragova seemed genuinely curious at the last remark. �I see no one here with a gun to your head.�
�The gun isn�t pointed at me.�
The old woman�s eyes widened. Adriana knew she didn�t have to say anything else. She�d already decided the Russian was savvy, quick with her wits, and extremely intelligent. She could translate the meaning immediately, maybe not all the details, but enough to know the general idea.
�I see.� She looked around the forest for a second as if she�d heard something unusual, but the birds continued singing and the wind was blowing harder. When her gaze returned to Adriana, it was as sympathetic as the hardened woman could make it. �Come in. Looks like a storm is coming.�
The home�s interior was a smorgasbord of clutter and junk. Cardboard boxes towered over the worn hardwood floor in nearly every room. Knickknacks, trinkets, souvenirs, and items from all over the world poured out of every nook and cranny. Heavy curtains hung over the windows, keeping out most of the natural light. A few lamps burned here and there, casting a dingy yellow glow into the rooms. Adriana�s nose was overcome by a toxic combination of dust and mold. She wondered how anyone could live in such conditions, yet the woman seemed to be in somewhat decent health, considering.
From the looks of it, Zaragova had been hoarding for decades. Adriana wanted to ask what was in some of the boxes, but her host beat her to it.
�I do not get many visitors here. The few that do come wonder why I keep all these things. I tell them it is none of their business what I keep and what I do not keep.� She waved a finger around at all the clutter then took another sip of the clear liquid. She swallowed and raised the glass. �Would you like some vodka? It is good stuff. Better than what they sell outside of Russia.�
�No, thank you. I appreciate the offer, but I have to drive and need to keep my wits about me.�
�Ah, yes. The gun pointed at someone you care about. Who is it? Lover? Friend?�
�My father.� Adriana cut her off.
The older woman nodded slowly with eyebrows raised. �Yes. I could see how that would trouble you.� She spun around dramatically, her robe whirling a little as she did so. �Someone is holding your father hostage, and they sent you here to see if I could tell you where the missing Bellini is.� She spoke to Adriana as she set the drink down on an end table. When she turned back around, Zaragova straightened her robe and stared intensely at her guest.
Adriana fought off the onslaught of emotions just as she�d done her whole life whenever they tried to force their way onto her exterior. �Yes. From the sound of it, I�m not the first person to come asking for that information.�
Zaragova�s eyes narrowed, and she nodded approvingly. She changed the subject momentarily, still sizing up the younger woman. �If I had to guess, I would say you are from Madrid, yes? Or perhaps around that area?�
The question threw Adriana off guard, but she nodded. �Si. I grew up there. My father was a businessman.�
�And your mother?�
Adriana gnashed her teeth. What was this woman�s deal? Why the strange line of questioning? She reminded herself that she was the guest and acquiesced. �My mother died several years ago.�
�I see.� No apology. No sympathy. Just a curt and understanding comment. It was the way many older Russians interacted, so Adriana didn�t take it personally. �Your father is all you have left.�
�I also have some friends I can count on.�
�No need to get defensive. It was not an insult. The point remains, you are desperate to find the Bellini to save your father�s life. That is a far better reason than anyone else has ever given me.�
Adriana rubbed her nose with the back of her hand. The dust was getting to her, but she stayed on task. �How many people have been to see you about it?�
Zaragova laughed. �Since my father died in the 1980s? More than I can count. Hundreds. Maybe more. Each one of them looking to solve the mystery of the missing painting. Treasure hunters.� She spat the word out. �All they care about is riches and taking things that never belonged to them. They are no better than vagrants begging for scraps.�
She twisted around and grabbed a pack of cigarettes from the end table. She tapped the package, releasing one of the white paper cylinders into her fingertips, and then offered one to Adriana.
The guest shook her head. �Thank you, no.�
�I figured you did not smoke.� Zaragova placed the pack back next to her vodka and fished a lighter out of her robe. She flicked it to life and touched the flame to the end, drawing in a few puffs until the tip glowed a fiery orange.
�I don�t mean to be blunt, Miss Zaragova, but if I don�t find that painting within the next four and a half days, the men who took my father are going to kill him.�
The host took a long, dramatic drag and then let out a spew of smoke through her puckered lips. She shrugged, putting her hands out wide. �The painting is not here. Like I said, many have come here seeking it.�
�Did your father have it at one point?�
Zaragova stuck a finger at Adriana. �Yes. He most definitely did.�
�You�re sure?�
The older woman raised an eyebrow. �Of course, I am sure.� She faked being insulted.
�Did he still have it when you were a child?� Adriana crossed her arms. It was time for her to go on the offensive. Whoever Zaragova was, she clearly enjoyed playing games from a position of power, and that simply didn�t suit Adriana�s style.
�I do not believe so. But I have seen pictures of him with it.�
It was Adriana�s turn to raise an eyebrow.
Zaragova waited a moment before continuing. She took another puff before saying, �I have still got the pictures if you would like to take a look.�
�You don�t mind?�
�Of course not. Unless you are lying to me.� She reached into one of the robe�s pockets and withdrew a small pistol, aiming it at the Spaniard�s chest. It looked old but was smaller than most weapons Adriana had seen from that era. Still, with the right placement, a shot from nearly any gun would be fatal. �Are you lying to me?�
Adriana shook her head evenly, but her face remained statuesque, never giving way to panic. �No. I am not lying. I am who I said I am. I�m only here to try to get some answers so I can find my father. I�m no treasure hunter, but I am a thief.�
The answer stunned the Russian woman. Her wrinkled face curled into a frown. �A thief?�
�Yes,� Adriana nodded. �Normally, I steal from those who have stolen and return the property to the rightful owners. I�m not here to steal anything from you. Like I said, I�m just here for information.�
Zaragova pondered the response for ten seconds, still analyzing whether or not the younger woman was telling the truth. Finally, she said, �So it is information you want? Then I will tell you something I have never told anyone else.�
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Adriana followed the woman down a dark hallway and through an open door into what appeared to be the only clutter-free room in the entire house. Zaragova stepped aside and let her guest take a quick inventory of the surroundings.
�This was my father�s office. He spent a great deal of time in here, writing about the war, the things he had seen, the things he had done, and what happened after.�
It was a sobering moment.
A little wooden writing desk sat in the corner. Its deep brown stain had faded with time, and it would now be considered an antique. A matching, simple wooden chair was parked underneath, looking as if it hadn�t been moved in decades.
�I have pretty much left everything alone in this room since my father died,� Zaragova said, breaking the reverent silence. �I wanted it to look the way it did when he was alive.�
Adriana stepped deeper into the room. The closet to the right was closed with folding, shutter-style doors. On the wall to the left, several pictures hung as a silent tribute to times long gone. More than a few black-and-whites featured young men in Red Army uniforms. She assumed the person in multiple pictures with different people was Zaragova�s father. A wedding picture of the same man and a striking young woman with jet-black hair and pale skin mingled with images of family, children, and one or two older people.
�Your father seemed to put a great deal of importance on family and friends.�
�Da,� Zaragova said in her native language before returning to English. �Times were different in those days.�
Adriana turned and examined another wall, this one with a medal hanging in a picture frame.
The older woman noticed what had caught Adriana�s eye. �For bravery in battle,� she explained.
Adriana acknowledged the comment with a nod. �I don�t mean to be rude��
�But you want to know why I am showing you all this.�
Few things caused Adriana to blush, but in this case, she did a little. The woman was clearly not a trusting person, and the fact that she�d allowed the Spaniard into her home was beyond fortunate. She didn�t want to push the woman�s gracious attitude. Like a deer, Zaragova could just as easily startle and close down.
The Russian gave a nod. �I understand. You are in a hurry. It is okay.� She floated over to the desk and stopped, staring down at it for a moment. �My father was a good man. There were many things that happened during the war that he never talked about. I do not judge him for that. He was an excellent marksman and did his duty for Mother Russia whether he agreed with the Communists or not.�
�He didn�t believe in the Communist government?�
Zaragova shook her head. �Nyet. He believed in a world where people shared their possessions with others, where no one was richer than another, and where everyone helped each other. In many ways, he was a pure Communist, a believer in people working together for the greater good of the community.�
�But that changed.�
�Da. He realized that in a world full of greed and selfishness, that way of life could never truly exist. There is no such thing as perfect Communist society.�
�It�s like that on the other side, too.�
�True.�
The older woman sighed. �My father had to keep his opinions to himself. If he spoke out to anyone about his thoughts on the government or its leaders, he would have been taken into the woods and shot. Our family�s land and possessions would have all been stripped away, and we would have been sent to work in the factories.�
�So he kept quiet.�
The host shrugged. �Mostly,he spoke to my mother about things. But sometimes, he would tell me what he told no one else.�
She pulled out one of the drawers on the left side. It was empty. Zaragova bent down, wedged a fingernail into a narrow seam on the top right side, and pulled. The thin panel dropped down to the bottom, revealing a hidden storage compartment only a few millimeters wide. For what was stored inside, it didn�t need to be much wider. A photograph was stuck to the inner wall. She carefully slid her finger behind the picture�s backing and pried it off, careful not to tear it where the adhesive was attached. After a few tenuous seconds, the photograph was free of its hiding place. Zaragova held it gently in her fingertips and presented it to Adriana.
The guest leaned in close but didn�t touch the picture, instead viewing it from several inches away.
�You see there,� Zaragova pointed.
Behind the image of her father shaking hands with a man with baggy eyes, dressed in a black suit and tie, a painting hung on a wall a few feet away. The photograph was black and white, and it displayed years of aging in less than optimal conditions. Nonetheless, the artwork behind the two men was easily identifiable. Adriana had no doubts it was the missing Bellini.
�When was this picture taken?�
�Three months after the war,� Zaragova�s voice lowered to a whisper. �And if you are wondering where it was taken, it was taken in the basement of this very home.�
That was going to be the next question, but it didn�t really matter. The woman had said before that the painting was no longer here.
�Is this photograph the only thing you were going to share with me, or was there something else?�
The host stood up straight, looking surprised at the bluntness of Adriana�s question. She grinned.
�I like the way you operate,� she said. �No fooling around. Yes, there is more. I wanted you to see the picture so that you would know I wasn�t lying. The painting was here for a short time, but a few days after this photograph was taken, my father sold it.�
Now they were getting somewhere.
Zaragova continued. �He knew that if any of the Communist leaders discovered he had the painting, they would confiscate it and claim that all spoils of war belonged to the government.�
�That�s what governments typically do.�
�Correct. So he did the only thing he could think of. He sold the Bellini to an esteemed collector in Amsterdam. It was a difficult process to find someone worthy of the art, let alone shipping it to them during a time when getting in and out of Russia was a complicated matter. Through several channels, my father was able to make the connection and get the painting safely out of the Soviet Union. He believed that if the government discovered the Bellini, they would destroy it as they had so many other works of art taken during the war.�
Adriana had heard about some of the things the Soviets did to precious artwork during and after the war. It was unclear if the soldiers were obeying orders or simply acting as vandals, burning things as they swept through Northern Europe. Zaragova�s father had, no doubt, witnessed many of those kinds of activities. It was a small miracle he�d been able to get the painting back to his home, which brought up Adriana�s next question.
�I�m sorry to ask so many questions, but I�m curious. How did your father get the painting back here without any of the other soldiers reporting him to higher-ups?�
�Father was in a particularly industrious unit.� She shrugged. �He knew that several of the other men looted homes, businesses, even a bank or two, though I am not sure why. The German currency was essentially worthless at that point. He made a deal with the others to let him bring the painting back. As he described it, they had found it in a German gallery. Many of the paintings there were stolen works of art the Nazis brought in and put on display. The Bellini was one such painting. Soviet soldiers were setting the place on fire and tearing paintings out of their frames. Most of them were simple men who did not know the difference between a finger painting and a van Gogh. The Bellini was the first one he came to that had not been ripped or burned, so he took it, rolled it carefully, and managed to convince the other men it was worthless but would make a good souvenir for his mother.�
She drew in a long breath before continuing. �Getting it into the country was not as difficult as getting it out. The Soviet Union was still reeling from the cost of the war, both in human and financial terms. The Nazis were no longer a threat, but the leaders were already closing the borders off to the west. For members of the Red Army, however, getting in was not much trouble. So many men had been lost in the battles outside of Moscow that people were just happy to have some of the soldiers returning.�
The story made sense, at least according to what Adriana knew of the time line. She felt fortunate that this woman trusted her enough to reveal all this information. Her instincts were to still question why, but she decided to keep her mouth shut and take the good fortune. She wanted to believe the rest of the search would go so well, but she knew better.
�You don�t happen to know the man�s name who bought the painting, do you?�
She nodded. �Of course. It was one of the secrets my father told me before he died. He made me promise not to tell anyone who came looking for it. His name was Arjen van der Wahl.�
Adriana�s eyebrows knit together. �Why tell me all these secrets? What makes me any different?�
Zaragova laughed. �Because, my dear, there is something about you I trust. I do not know what it is. Your brute honesty. Your energy. Or maybe it is the fact that you are trying to save your father.� A sly grin slid across her face. �And on top of all that, you are the first woman to ever come to my home seeking the Bellini.�
Adriana smiled. �Well, there aren�t many women in my line of work.� She looked at the photograph one last time then back into the older woman�s eyes. �Thank you for your help. I truly appreciate it.�
The Russian held up a dismissive hand. �You are welcome. I am not getting any younger. Sooner or later, I would have to tell someone. A secret like that is not one that should be taken to the grave.� She gave a just-between-us-girls wink.
�This information will be very helpful. I�m sorry, but I really must be going. I only have four days left to track this painting down.�
�I understand. Please, be on your way. I hope you are able to find it in time.� Zaragova paused for three seconds and then spoke again. �If I may ask, what do you plan to do once you have found the painting and taken it to the person who took your father?�
Adriana�s face remained icy cold. �I�m going to kill him.�

6

Moscow
Allyson watched the Mercedes leave the driveway. As soon as it was out of sight, she pulled her car out from the driveway across the street a hundred feet away. She�d arrived at Zaragova�s home to find the old Russian woman had a visitor. Allyson couldn�t be certain who was there, and she made a split-second decision to retreat, hide, and wait.
From her vantage point on the other side of the road, she�d been unable to see who the driver of the Mercedes was and was now faced with another quick decision. If the driver of the sedan was her competition, going to see the woman could put her exponentially behind. On the other hand, if it was just a family friend, she could waste precious time chasing down the car. By the time she got back to the woman�s home, the other thief could already be there.
She was no stranger to a fight, with guns or otherwise, but Allyson would prefer to outrun the other person if given the option. If it came down to it, she knew how to kill. She�d become quite proficient at it over the years. Beauty on the outside � cold, hard killer on the inside. It was a combination that had caught many victims off guard over the years.
One victim had been, at one point, one of the best secret agents for the American government during his tenure with the ghostlike Axis agency. She�d met Sean Wyatt while tracking down a lead on what she believed would be a massive treasure haul. Frank Shaw heard through his sources that a few Americans were searching for a lost Native American trove of gold worth billions. In the end, Allyson was able to steal a few valuable trophies, things that brought her a hefty price from her employer � but nothing like what he�d expected. He�d been disappointed with his return on investment, but after she explained it was a wild goose chase and that they would be better served pursuing other avenues, he seemed satisfied.
She�d managed to fool Wyatt and his friends, making them believe she was working for the same agency he once worked for. Based on one night of romance, she knew that when she left, he�d been hurt by the whole escapade. In her opinion, Wyatt got off easy. Allyson toyed with the notion of killing him in his sleep, but she figured, why leave a trail of blood if she could just take some of the loot and disappear? With her slew of identities, it was doubtful they would come after her. Besides, she�d left them the majority of the treasure. Just a few items for her time would barely be noticed.
Allyson watched the sedan disappear around the curve and made her decision. She steered her rental car into the driveway and followed the gravel path through the woods. When she reached the house in the clearing, she stopped halfway around the gravel circle and turned the key. The address had been easy enough to find in spite of its obscure location in the countryside.
She didn�t appreciate the fact that Frank had been skimpy on the details as to the whole purpose of this little contest, but from what he�d said, Frank had some kind of wager going on with a peer. Uber-wealthy types like that had an honor system she�d never understand. For men who quite often cheated their way to the top, being honest with something as trivial as some missing paintings seemed ludicrous.
Whatever the reason, she was happy to take on the task. It paid well, and it was exciting.
Allyson let her irritation at Frank die down as she stepped out of the car. He�d been good to her. When she was a poor kid living in an abandoned apartment building in South London, Frank Shaw was the one who�d pulled her out of the gutter and given her life a purpose. Until she met him, she was nothing more than a grimy, teenage pickpocket.
Her parents were low-income factory workers. Their lot in life had been a struggle to just reach the middle class. With most of their debts paid off and things beginning to turn around, it seemed that they would finally achieve their goals of escaping poverty once and for all. Then, at their moment of triumph, they were struck down in a car accident. Allyson�s mother died on impact. Her father lingered in the intensive care unit for a week before he succumbed to his injuries.
They�d moved to London when she was young to build a new life for themselves away from the problems they�d forged in the United States. It was the cruelest form of irony.
With no relatives nearby and no way to get home, Allyson ran away from the authorities and fell into a life on the streets. Now her assets were valued in the millions thanks to the work that Frank Shaw provided � along with some of her own freelancing.
She closed the car door and started toward the front steps but halted when a woman appeared in the doorway above the entryway steps. The woman was older, haggard, and wore a strange combination of colors and fabrics that gave the appearance she�d not be leaving the premises anytime soon.
Allyson spoke a good amount of Russian, enough to have a decent conversation with just about anyone, and greeted the woman with the customary afternoon greeting, �Dobroye ootro.�
The woman crossed her arms and frowned. �What do you want?� she asked in English.
�Oh, you speak English. Great. My name is Darlene Mabry. I�m a journalist from the United States.� She told the lie without cracking in the least. �I�m doing a story on missing artwork from World War II, and I was told that Sonya Zaragova or someone in her family might know the whereabouts of a particular piece of interest. Would you happen to have a few minutes to spare so I could ask a few questions?�
�I am Sonya Zaragova.� Her lips creased into a right-side grin. �It is not often I get visitors asking about such things.�
�Well, not many people know about the specific pieces that were taken during the war. Those stories are starting to come out more frequently, but a lot of the details are still missing.�
�I suppose you are here to inquire about the Bellini, Madonna and Child.� She raised an eyebrow.
Allyson�s face brightened. �Actually, yes. We�re hoping that you have information as to what may have happened to the Bellini. If we can help uncover some of the clues, we might be able to retrieve the missing artwork and once again let the public enjoy its beauty.� She was laying it on pretty thick and hoped the woman couldn�t see through her lies.
Zaragova sized her up in five seconds, but she decided to play along. It couldn�t be a coincidence that this young woman and Adriana both showed up on the same day within twenty minutes of each other. There was something going on between the two of them. Zaragova�s instincts told her right away that whoever this new girl might be, she was completely untrustworthy.
�I am sorry, my dear. But I believe you have been misinformed.� Her face still sported a smile, although now it seemed cynical. �People used to come by all the time twenty years ago, all of them asking about the same painting. Finally, they all got the hint. I will tell you what I had to tell them. I do not know anything about the missing Bellini. If my father knew something about it, he never told me or my siblings. At least, not that I know of.�
Allyson didn�t try to hide her frown. She�d done her research. All of Zaragova�s relatives were dead. But something wasn�t right with the older woman�s story. She claimed to know nothing about the painting, but it was the first thing she mentioned when Allyson arrived. The Russian also said there weren�t many people that came by to ask about the Bellini. Her claims didn�t add up. So she was either crazy or lying. From her quick and dirty assessment, Allyson didn�t think she was the former. Which meant she was lying. But why?
Her brain kicked into overdrive as she attempted to make rapid sense of what was going on. Whoever was in the Mercedes had been there for nearly half an hour. Zaragova seemed ready to get rid of Allyson inside of five. That meant it was either a friend that had just left, or she�d told her competition more than she was letting on. Allyson decided to set a trap.
�Okay, I�m sorry to have bothered you.� She turned to leave, heading back to her car but spun around suddenly. �I apologize, but I was just wondering; this property is so beautiful and secluded. How long have you lived here?�
�All my life. It is a family estate.�
Allyson nodded. �Being out here in the countryside, I guess you don�t get many visitors.�
�The only people I see are when I go to the market to get groceries or other things I need. Now, I have work to do, so I bid you good day.� Zaragova started to turn and reenter the house, but Allyson stopped her.
�So you don�t have any friends or anyone that checks on you from time to time?� She took a few cautious steps toward the house.
�Nyet. I am alone and have no friends.�
Allyson feigned empathy. �That must be awful, being alone out here with no one ever checking on you. When was the last time someone came to visit?� She was at the base of the steps now. Her right thumb hooked on her belt and began to slip around to her lower back where her Glock was wedged into her pants. The woman didn�t notice the movement, too irritated at the pressing questions and the visitor�s approach.
�I have not had any visitors in quite some time,� she answered. �Now, I must be going.� She waved a hand meant to shoo Allyson away.
The front door slammed shut behind her; a flake of peeling paint flapped from the thud.
Zaragova stood inside her front door for a moment and sighed. Now she knew for certain that the second woman was not to be trusted. She made her way over to the phone on the kitchen countertop and picked it up. Her friend, Boris, worked for the police in Moscow. She�d not spoken to him in years but kept up via the occasional phone call. She wasn�t lying when she said she had no friends that came to visit. Boris barely qualified as a friend. He was more of an acquaintance she�d met during a particularly reckless time in her life right after her father died.
She wasn�t sure if this woman was who she claimed to be or if she was a threat, but Zaragova didn�t want to leave anything to chance. She started pressing the numbers on the phone, recalling Boris's number from memory with a little effort.
As she hit the fourth number, a bang sounded from the front of the house, and the door burst open. The woman appeared in the doorway with a gun in hand and instantly swept the room, stopping with the barrel pointed at Zaragova�s chest.
�Put the phone down,� she commanded.
The older woman froze in place, the cordless phone still in the palm of her hand with fingers hovering over the numbers.
�I said put it down!� Allyson shouted the order.
The volume and sudden staccato of her voice sent a shudder through Zaragova, nearly causing her to drop the phone to the floor. She recovered and slowly set the device on the receiver.
�That�s better.� Allyson let out a sigh, keeping the weapon trained on her target�s chest. �You know. I really wanted to do this the easy way, but you didn�t want to. You wanted to make things hard.�
Zaragova shook her head. �I don�t know what you are talking about, American.�
�Shut up!� Allyson snapped. �I don�t have a lot of time, and you�ve already wasted plenty with your lies. Who was the person visiting you before me? And where did she go?�
The Russian woman�s lips creased ever so slightly. �She didn�t tell me her name.�
Allyson twitched the gun an inch to the left and pulled the trigger. The barrel flashed, and Zaragova�s right palm exploded into a bloody, tangled mess with a crater in the middle.
She screamed a second later and gripped the wounded hand�s wrist with her good hand. Her face twisted in agony amid the howls, and she dropped to her knees. Tears streamed like little rivers down her face. The hardened woman softened instantly with the squeeze of a trigger.
�It�s amazing what hollow points do to the human body. Much messier than regular bullets. And a lot more painful.� Allyson spoke loudly so the wounded woman could hear her. She took three long steps over to the Russian and put the gun to her head.
Zaragova collected herself as best she could and looked up into Allyson�s eyes. �If you kill me, you will never find the painting.�
Allyson pouted her lips and looked up at the ceiling for a second, pretending to ponder what the woman said. �Yeah, I already knew you�d say that. Traffic at this time of day will be slowing things down. I�m guessing I could probably catch up to your friend if I hurry.�
�She will be long gone by the time you reach the city. She�s twice the woman you are, and smarter.� The fear in Zaragova�s eyes had been replaced with a staunch resolve.
�Maybe,� Allyson scratched the side of her head, still keeping the weapon aimed at the older woman�s head. �But I�m guessing I could probably get what I want out of you before I kill you.�
Zaragova�s eyes narrowed. �You may try.�
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Moscow
Allyson waded through the boxes, papers, trinkets, souvenirs, and junk that cluttered Zaragova�s house. The older woman lay dead on the linoleum floor in the kitchen, a pool of blood congealing around her.
Torture wasn�t Allyson�s favorite thing to do. She preferred quick, clean kills. It was more time efficient, and she didn�t exactly enjoy seeing people in pain. The Russian woman, on the other hand, had pissed her off. So she made an exception.
Allyson went through her usual process of getting a prisoner to give up information: a bullet through the top of each foot then the knees, elbows, stomach, and after all that if they wouldn�t talk, a shot to the head.
Typically, if a victim wouldn�t give up the information she needed by the time she got to the second kneecap, they weren�t going to. It was something she�d learned over the years.
Early on in her career of thievery and the occasional murder, she�d actually felt bad for one of her victims. She�d shot the man in the foot, and he�d told her what she wanted to know. In a moment of ridiculous mercy, she told him to go on his way and turned to take her leave. As soon as she did, he pulled a gun out from an ankle holster and pulled the trigger. The weapon misfired, but Allyson heard the click. When she turned around and saw the man pointing the gun at her, she unloaded her entire magazine into his chest. From that point on, she didn�t take any chances. Her victims always had to die. Unless, of course, they told her what she wanted up front.
She would have left Zaragova alone if she�d just come clean from the beginning. But the old woman wanted to hold onto her secrets for whatever reason. A thought occurred to Allyson as she stepped over another box and returned to the narrow hallway. If the Russian told the other thief about where the painting might have gone, Allyson would already be significantly behind. The bluff about catching up to her competition didn�t work. Zaragova saw right through it.
Allyson turned down the dimly lit corridor and stopped at the first door. It was open and revealed a room that dramatically contrasted the rest of the home. It was neat, almost clean save for a little dust here and there in the corners. She took note of the photographs on the walls and the medal hanging just to the right of her shoulder. She kept her weapon drawn and at the ready next to her side just in case the old woman wasn�t home alone. Allyson figured that if there were someone else there, she would have already seen or heard them. She also knew to always keep on full alert, especially in a situation like this.
She slid her feet across the creaky wooden floor to the desk where one of the drawers on the left side had been left open. Allyson scanned the room for anything else that might be helpful but saw nothing. All that was out of the ordinary was the open drawer and an old black-and-white photograph of two men. A few feet away, the closet doors were closed. She immediately raised her weapon and took two cautious steps over to the folding doors. Pulling on one of the knobs highlighted its lack of use as rods and wheels scratched along rusty tracks. She stepped back and kept the gun pointed into the closet, but the only thing she found inside was an old Red Army uniform, a World War II-era rifle, a pair of black shoes, and a box of shells.
Allyson frowned and lowered her weapon. She took a deep breath and calmed her nerves. Her eyes darted around the room, returning to the desk and the photograph on the surface.
She picked it up and stared at the image. Immediately, she recognized the man on the right. He was in several of the pictures on the wall. She assumed he was related to Zaragova, probably her father. The other guy, however, she didn�t recognize. Her eyes narrowed, and she peered at something in the background behind the two men. Allyson�s heart picked up a tick as she realized what she was looking at. It was the missing Bellini.
Knew that old woman was lying to me.
Out of sheer curiosity, she flipped the photograph over and looked at the back. The writing was sloppy and the ink had faded over the decades, but the name on the surface was unmistakable.
Arjen van der Wahl.
Allyson lowered the picture and stared out the little window at the barn beyond the lawn. Tall grass blew in the wind, and heavy raindrops started pecking at the glass.
Van der Wahl. She thought about the name. She�d seen it somewhere before but couldn�t place it right away. It was clearly of Dutch descent. Her mind rolled through the possibilities. If this was a picture of Zaragova�s father � and from all the other images in the room, it was reasonable to assume so � then perhaps this van der Wahl was the one to whom he sold the painting. Of course, this also assumed that Zaragova�s father sold the painting to begin with. Based on her limited knowledge of the situation, that made sense.
Time was short, and with a dead body in the kitchen, the necessity to leave of greater importance.
She stuffed the picture into her pocket and headed for the door. She shoved her other hand into the opposite pocket and withdrew her phone. Her fingers flew across the touch screen and entered the name of the man on the back of the photograph. A few seconds later, the search provided links to several different articles and websites containing information on Arjen van der Wahl.
Allyson reached the door and opened it but then realized she�d just left a contaminated crime scene. Her fingerprints would be all over the place. Hopefully the Russian authorities wouldn�t be as vigilant as in other countries. She tapped the first link to save it and then took a quick inventory of the room. With all the boxes lying around, the place would burn easily. All she needed was to ignite it.
The barn out back would likely have fuel.
She hopped down the front steps and ran to the outer building. The door hung open,and she stepped inside. An old tractor that looked like it hadn�t been used in twenty years sat rusting away in the middle of the building. Off to its side were a few metal fuel tanks. Allyson checked the first but found it to be empty. The second was half-full, more than enough to take care of her needs. She just hoped the diesel wasn�t too old. Fuel went bad over time and if it had been sitting around for more than a year might not ignite the way she hoped.
Back inside the building, she hauled the canister to the kitchen and opened the lid. She poured the fuel liberally around the body first and then doused a good number of the boxes in the adjacent room until the container was empty. She walked back to the kitchen, stepping carefully around the blood and fuel, and opened one drawer after another. In the third drawer, she found a box of matches and moved back over to the door where she�d ended the trail of diesel.
Allyson struck the match and squinted as she set it to the pungent, damp box nearby. It took a second,but the fuel took the flame and came to life, creeping along the floor to the body and branching out to the other boxes in the home. Ten seconds later, the place was filled with black smoke, the fire consuming everything it touched. She turned and ran to her car. A blaze like that wouldn�t take long to be noticed by someone, and she had no intention of being noticed.
She slid into the car, turned the ignition, and pounded the gas. Gravel shot out from behind the vehicle and she guided it back through the woods to the main road. Once on the asphalt, Allyson retrieved her phone once more and glanced at the article she�d pulled up on van der Wahl. Her eyes alternated between the road and the screen, carefully navigating the twists and turns leading back to the highway.
According to the article, van der Wahl was a wealthy businessman in the 1940s and �50s. His primary residence was in Amsterdam, but he owned properties in several places in Europe. His businesses included textile mills, granaries, cocoa processing plants, and a few cheese factories.
Sounds like this guy had his fingers in a lot of cookie jars.
Allyson tapped on one of the other links and kept reading between making sure she wasn�t speeding and not weaving into other lanes. Traffic began to pick up as she drew closer to town, so she had to be careful. Last thing she needed was to rear-end someone and have to deal with the police after committing a murder.
The second link gave her what she wanted.
Arjen van der Wahl had two sons. They split the inheritance when their father died in the 1970s. One of the sons had a daughter named Monique. She was born in 1974 and still lived in Amsterdam. It seemed she was the last remaining van der Wahl.
The story started to fall into place. Monique�s father lost the family fortune with some bad investment decisions. Her uncle had similar bad luck and nearly lost everything. When her father died, Monique did all she could to save the familial home and keep up appearances that she was still one of Amsterdam�s elite. She became a treasure hunter and was able to retrieve a rare piece that enabled her to retain the lifestyle to which she�d become accustomed after selling the item for a hefty price.
Allyson looked up and slammed on her brakes. A delivery truck lumbered along in the lane ahead of her, barely moving.
She switched lanes and passed the truck, leaving it safely behind. Her heart thumped in her chest. That was close.
She put the phone in the passenger seat and sped toward the city. Amsterdam seemed like the logical place to visit next. This Monique van der Wahl might have answers as to the whereabouts of the missing Bellini. Allyson tried not to get her hopes up, but it was entirely possible that the Dutch woman still possessed the painting.
Now Allyson�s only problem was the other thief. She had a bad feeling she was behind in the race, which meant she was going to have to start playing dirty.
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Amsterdam, The Netherlands
Adriana stepped out of the car. She�d parked it on the side of the street near one of the many canals that snaked their way through the old city. Amsterdam had always been one of her favorite places to visit. The colorful houses, unique Dutch architecture, the charm of the little canals between walkways and roads, the cafes, shops, and restaurants, and the vibrant people all combined for one of the world�s most unique destinations.
She�d arrived late the night before and found a hotel with a clean, comfortable room not far from where she was headed. A quick breakfast and a hot cup of coffee from a nearby shop fueled her for the unexpected.
The walk from her hotel to the white, two-story mansion on the canal took only six minutes, which was worth the effort since finding a parking spot in the city could prove to be an exercise in frustration. Five minutes into her walk, she spotted the mansion on the other side of the canal and hurriedly crossed the arched bridge leading over to the other side.
The morning air brushed through a loose strand of hair she�d missed when scooping it into a ponytail. She calmly tucked it behind her right ear and pressed on. She could redo it all after she met with Monique van der Wahl. Right now, she was in a hurry.
Adriana turned left after crossing the bridge and strode underneath the overhanging tree branches that lined the water�s edge. She reached the intersection at the next street and paused, taking a second to look around and make sure no one was following her. A man in a black polo and white pants had been behind her for a block or so, but now he was nowhere to be seen. She was probably just being paranoid, but a little paranoia had saved her neck on more than one occasion. She finished surveying the immediate area, and when the light changed, she trotted across the street to the white mansion�s front entrance.
Black shutters and trim framed the windows and doors, contrasting the creamy walls. The roof was different from the typical Dutch high angle that dominated most of the dwellings in the city. This mansion�s roof sloped up less dramatically, ending in a flat top that stretched the length and width of the building. A pair of sconces guarded both sides of the front door. Gas lamps burned, flicking orange flames within the glass and iron framework.
Adriana took a step up onto the landing and stuck a finger out to press the doorbell. Before she could, the heavy wooden door creaked open like something out of a predictable horror movie.
Just inside the entrance, a gray-haired butler in a black suit smiled and nodded. �Hello. May I help you?� he asked, folding his hands in front of his waist in a formal manner.
Adriana was thrown off. �I�m sorry. Were you expecting someone?�
His grin stretched across his face. �We are always expecting someone, my dear.� He pointed at a tiny camera in the overhang just above the door�s archway. �Sensors tell us when someone approaches. I just happened to be dusting nearby when you arrived.�
�Oh,� she said. �I guess one can never be too safe.�
�Quite,� he agreed. His accent was clearly English, though which part of the country she couldn�t pin down.
�I don�t mean to be blunt, but I was wondering if the lady of the house was available to take a visitor.� She passed the old man her cutest puppy dog expression.
He coughed a short laugh. �Ms. van der Wahl doesn�t take many visitors, not without an appointment. While I appreciate your charm, I�m afraid you will need to go through her personal assistant.� He fished a business card out of his inner jacket pocket and handed it to her.
She didn�t have time to schedule an appointment. The clock wasn�t on her side, and on top of that, she could have a run-in with the woman known as the Chameleon at any moment. The faster she could get in and get out, the better.
�I�m sorry, but I am only in town for a day. It is extremely urgent that I speak with her.�
The man sighed; this was a part of the job he clearly hated. His humble smile disappeared, and he raised his hand and snapped his fingers. The door opened wider and a muscular man with deep ebony skin appeared next to the butler. He wore a skin tight white T-shirt, gray pants, and an expression that warned her not to cause trouble.
�That escalated quickly,� she said, sizing up the man she assumed was some kind of bodyguard.
�It doesn�t have to,� the butler added quickly. �If you need to speak to Ms. van der Wahl, go through the appropriate channel. Should she find that you have something interesting to offer, she might offer you the chance to meet.�
Adriana smirked. �Doing things the easy way has never been my style. I�ll tell you what, why don�t you call Ms. van der Wahl down from wherever she is, and I don�t break both your arms.�
The bodyguard had heard enough. He stepped in front of the butler and crossed both arms over his bulging chest. �The man said to leave.�
�It�s about the Bellini her grandfather bought from a Russian soldier.� Adriana spoke loud enough to ensure her voice carried through the home�s cavernous interior.
�Gerald, take care of her,� the butler ordered.
The bodyguard took another step toward her and uncrossed his arms. She stepped back down off the landing without taking her eyes off the man as he drew near. He stuck out one hand to push her away as if he were a bull swatting at a fly: a mistake that caused him a great deal of pain.
Adriana stepped to the side and grabbed his forearm with both hands. Using gravity and his momentum, she jerked him down off the landing and jumped. In an instant, the man�s elbow snapped awkwardly over her shoulder, bending in half and rendering the appendage useless.
He shrieked, but his cry of pain ended when Adriana�s forearm struck him in the throat. The bodyguard�s right knee bent, and he dropped to the ground, clutching his neck with the one good hand he had left.
She walked by him without so much as a glance and stalked toward the door. The butler�s white face and wide eyes gave away his immediate shock and fear. He attempted to close the door, but Adriana was already on the landing. She launched out and planted her heel close to the door handle, striking it with enough force to knock the old man onto his back. The door swung open and hit the stop as she walked through the opening.
The butler sprawled like a beetle on its back, kicking and wiggling in an effort to try to get away. �You won�t get away with this,� he spoke as if he was trying to convince himself of the fact.
�I told you. All I wanted was to speak with your employer about a painting. You had to go and make things difficult.� She stood over the man. There was no menace in her voice, no anger. She spoke as though she were talking to an infant she�d had to spank for disobeying.
Something clicked at the top of the staircase to the left. Only now did Adriana bother to take in her surroundings. The home�s opulent decor belied how much the owner valued appearances. It would have suited a minor king two hundred years ago. She�d seen similar interior design while visiting various palaces in Europe. It was as if Sans Souci�s ornate hallways, sitting rooms, bedrooms, and tea chambers were miniaturized and all put into a smaller home. Gilded molding lined the tops of the walls. Expensive paintings hung every six feet, between windows. The receiving room�s walls were coated in a hunter green, offset by slightly lighter olive green stripes. The next room, just beyond the load-bearing wall, featured maroon walls, plush couches, chairs, shiny wooden end tables, and a massive coffee table that looked like it had been pilfered straight from the White House.
Her eyes shot up toward the noise. At the top of the stairs, a striking woman with lightly tanned skin and shoulder-length blonde hair stood pointing a long, silver hand cannon. Her golden locks draped over the shoulders of a white silk blouse. The woman wore a black skirt that would have been suitable for a business meeting, cut just above the knee and showing off her strong, slender legs. The clicking sound Adriana had heard was the hammer being pulled back on the revolver.
�What have you done to my men?� the blonde asked in a nearly casual tone.
�She killed Gerald,� the butler yelped. He finally found his balance and was able to push himself onto his feet.
�I didn�t kill him,� Adriana said, casting a sideways glance back through the door.
The bodyguard was hunched over, hacking a cough every five or six seconds and still clutching his throat, but he was alive. His broken arm dangled awkwardly at his side.
�I could have killed him, though. But I felt like that would send the wrong sort of message.�
The blonde�s eyes became slits. �And what message is that?�
�I don�t want any trouble. I just needed to ask you some questions about a painting your grandfather may have purchased.�
�Yes, I know,� she answered shortly. �The Bellini. I don�t have it. You�re not the first person to come around looking for it.�
From the sound of the blonde�s voice, Adriana could tell it was a touchy subject. �You must be Monique van der Wahl, yes?�
�And you are?�
�Adriana Villa. I specialize in recovering lost art.�
�Sounds like a dangerous line of work.�
She shrugged. �It can be, which is why I know how to take care of myself.�
�So it would seem,� Monique waved the barrel at the door, motioning at her fallen bodyguard. �Gerald is going to need medical attention. Are you going to pay for that?�
Adriana raised a questioning eyebrow. �Technically, he attacked me, so�no.�
�You were trespassing.�
�I was on the sidewalk. Where he�s kneeling on the ground right now will prove that.�
Monique stared at the woman in her foyer. Adriana could sense she was trying to decide what to do. The blonde could shoot her right then and there and claim the Spaniard had broken in. But something about the look on her face said that wasn�t what she wanted to happen.
�You are a thief, no?� Monique said after careful deliberation.
�In manner of speaking. I don�t steal for personal wealth.�
The answer caught the blonde off guard. �Are you some kind of Robin Hood?�
�Not really,� Adriana crossed her arms. �I don�t give to the poor if that�s what you mean. I return items to the rightful owners. From time to time,the rightful owner cannot be located, so I take the art to a museum or a research facility.�
�How noble.�
�It has its moments.�
Monique flicked her head and tossed her golden hair back behind her shoulders. �Well, you�ve asked your question, and I�ve given you your answer. You may leave.�
�I�m sorry, but I need to know what happened to the Bellini. You say you don�t have it and for some reason,� she rolled her eyes around the richly decorated room, �I believe you. Still. I need to know where it is.�
�Why do you want it so badly?�
Adriana sighed. �I can�t get into all the details right now. But I don�t have much time.�
�That doesn�t seem like it�s my problem. What interest do you have with my grandfather�s painting?�
Adriana relayed the story as quickly as she could though she knew the Dutch woman didn�t care about her plight. She was entertaining the Spaniard for a different reason, perhaps an ulterior motive.
There was movement in the doorway, and Adriana spun around, ready to fend off another attack, but the bodyguard was in no shape to fight. He could barely stand. He leaned against the doorsill, still grasping his neck.
Monique lowered her weapon. �Terrance,� she looked at the butler, �take Gerald to the hospital. Have them mend that arm. Tell them I sent you.�
�But madam�� he started to protest but she cut him off.
�Don�t question me, Terrance. Take him now. He�s in dire need of pain killers and probably surgery.�
Terrance flashed a ferocious glance at Adriana. She merely smiled back, which only served to enrage him further.
�Very well,� he said reluctantly. �Come, Gerald. We�ll take the Jaguar.�
The butler put his arm around the wounded man and ushered him through the next room and around the corner to somewhere in the back of the massive home. Adriana assumed there was a carriage house or garage in the rear that housed the lady�s vehicles.
�So,� Monique interrupted her thoughts and began descending the stairs, �we need to talk business.�
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�Would you like something to drink?� Monique offered as she poured a snifter of cognac for herself. She stared at the golden brown liquid as it splashed into her little glass.
�For breakfast? No thanks,� Adriana shook her head and stole a glance at the grandfather clock against the nearby wall. It�s not even 10:30 local time, and this woman is already drinking. �Like I said, I don�t have a lot of time.�
�Yes.� Monique pressed the corked lid back into the crystal decanter and floated over to one of the thickly cushioned chairs across from her guest. She eased into the seat and took a sip from her drink. �You mentioned that,� she said after swallowing the warm liquid. �You need to rescue your father. I can understand that. Well, as much as someone like me could understand it.�
�Someone like you?�
Monique took another draw and swallowed again. �I wasn�t very close to my father. All he cared about was his legacy. He never spent time with me or the rest of my family. I was basically raised by the hired help. Terrance was like an older brother, though sometimes I still have to remind him of his place.�
�Sounds difficult.�
�Meh,� she shrugged, sloshing the drink in the glass. �Being in this family has its advantages.� She motioned to the room. �And my father wasn�t wrong. Taking care of this legacy was the most important thing, and still is. It cost him his marriage to my mother, but he was right to protect what our family had built.�
�From what I�ve read, it was almost lost.� Adriana prodded but didn�t want to tear open a wound that would shut down their conversation. This woman was testing her patience, but the Spaniard had to work it carefully.
The host snorted derisively. �Yes. My uncle was mostly to blame for that. He talked my father into making some financial decisions that were less than scrupulous. Did what you read tell you that my father tried to talk my uncle out of it?�
Adriana shook her head.
�Father was a good businessman, just as his father before him. What my uncle did nearly ruined the family fortune. It cost my father his health, and he died before his time. My uncle did what I wish he�d done years before: put a noose around his neck.�
She took another sip while Adriana waited, and then she began again. �I was basically alone. I had to liquidate many of our unnecessary assets. Several works of art were auctioned off to pay my father�s considerable debts. I was able to raise enough money to keep this home, a few of the cars, and I have a little left over to get me started in my own ventures.�
�Which are what, exactly?�
�That�s my business, not yours.�
Adriana didn�t push the point.
�The Bellini you�re looking for was one of the paintings I sold � though not at auction for obvious reasons. Had it been taken to one of the houses, they would have surely requisitioned it under a claim that it was looted during the war.�
�Well, it was.�
The point wasn�t lost on either woman.
�Looted, rescued, when we�re talking about priceless art, the two are often the same. Besides, my father isn�t the one who took it. He bought it from the one who did.�
�Yes, Zaragova. I know all about that.�
�Which is how you ended up here, I�m sure.�
Adriana�s patience was getting razor thin. �I don�t mean to be rude, but if you sold the painting, I need to know who you sold it to.�
Monique�s head rocked back as she laughed at the idea. �So you can what, go steal it and take it to this man who abducted your father? I don�t think that will go well for you. The person I sold it to is�how should I say, not one with whom you meddle.�
�Like you saw earlier, I can handle myself.� Her face looked like stone as she spoke.
�True. But this man is ruthless.�
So it�s a man. First slip.
Monique kept talking. �Besides, I don�t see what�s in it for me to help you.� She cocked her head to the side, and a strand of blonde hair snuck loose and dangled by her temple. She held the glass near her lips as if teasing the drink.
There it is. She wants something in exchange for information. Adriana had worried about that.
�What do you want?�
Monique�s lips parted. �Well, I�d love to have the Bellini back in my possession, but I suppose that�s out of the question.�
Obviously.
�But,� she continued, �I am willing to make that concession if you can bring me something to replace the void it left in my family�s gallery.�
Adriana had been concerned she would request something along those lines. �Like I said before, I�m on a tight schedule. There�s no way I can take on something else until after I get my father back.�
The host�s smile widened, causing her eyes to squint ever so slightly. �Oh, not to worry. This task won�t take you away from your little time line. Well, not much anyway.�
Adriana didn�t like the way the woman said the last sentence. It meant there was a catch to whatever she was getting at. Right now, she didn�t need any fine print. She waited patiently to hear what the request would be.
�The man I sold the painting to is a wretch, a scoundrel of the lowest kind. He�s the head of a major drug cartel in Mexico. His drugs flow into the United States and other countries across the world. Because of the corrupt Mexican government, no one will touch him. And anyone who tries ends up with his head cut off.�
Adriana definitely didn�t like where this was going. �I�m sorry, Monique, but I don�t do murder for hire. It�s not my thing.�
�Interesting. I�m sure you�ve killed before.�
�Only out of necessity.�
�Who�s saying this isn�t necessity? A drug lord�s life for your father�s?�
She made a good point,but Adriana couldn�t go down that path. Once she did, there was no coming back, and she knew it. On the other hand, once the fighting began, lethal measures were often the only way out.
Before she could answer, Monique spoke again. �I�m not asking you to kill this man, Adriana. I�m not in that business either. I was merely pointing out that people who meddle with his affairs end up dead.�
�What do you want me to do then?� Adriana asked, putting her elbows on her knees.
Monique�s smile reached its boundaries, and she paused a second before standing up. She twisted around, set her nearly empty glass on an end table, and walked over to a bookshelf on the other side of the room. She removed a thick, dusty hardcover and sauntered over to where Adriana sat watching.
She pulled another chair up close and eased into it. She propped the book on her legs and opened it to a marked page. �If you�re going to steal a painting, you may as well get something else while you�re there.�
Adriana gazed at the picture. �Wait a minute. That painting was stolen in 2002. No one has seen it since.�
�I know. It was taken from a museum here in Amsterdam in 2002. I searched for many years, desperately trying to find it.� Her voice trailed off.
Adriana studied the picture and the words below it. �You found it?�
Monique nodded, giving away the information her blank expression did not. �Yes. And the man that has it is the very same who has the Bellini you seek.�
The image in the book featured a small, round church with autumn leaves hanging from scraggly trees. A group of mourners was gathered out front; dressed in black and their heads bowed. The painting was Vincent van Gogh�s Congregation Leaving the Reformed Church in Nuenen.
�Are you certain?�
�Completely. I was in the man�s home as a guest. He likes to have various aristocrats from around the world visit his estate. I think it feeds his ego and makes him feel like more of a legitimate businessman rather than just a drug peddler.�
�And you went?� Adriana leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms.
�One does what one must to survive. This particular individual doesn�t take no for an answer. Besides, he didn�t need to know the real reason I accepted his invitation.�
Then it all made sense. �You were doing reconnaissance.�
�Yes,� Monique said with a nod. She closed the book with a thunderous clap. �Unfortunately, I am not a master thief. I�ve been filtering through the ranks of the underworld to find someone who is capable of breaking into this man�s mansion and stealing the painting, but until now everyone I�ve vetted came up short.�
�What makes you think I can do it?�
Monique�s mouth curled slightly. �Because I�ve never heard of you. And if you are someone who does what you say you do, and you�ve managed to stay anonymous, you�re either very good or extremely bad. I�m willing to wager it is the former.�
Good line of thinking. �I do have a few more questions, though.�
�By all means.�
�Why this painting? The van Gogh. Why do you want it? Because he was Dutch? Can�t be that simple.�
�Call it a case of national pride if you wish. The painting belongs here in Holland not in some Mexican drug lord�s home.� Monique paused. �It�s funny�� She stared at the floor and didn�t finish her thought.
�What?�
Monique roused from her pensive moment as if waking from a far-off dream world. �The van Gogh. It makes no sense that he wanted it. This man is not a lover of cultural art. He is no aficionado. The main reason he wanted the Bellini was for religious reasons.�
�Religious reasons?� Adriana repeated.
�Yes.� Monique shook her head and tried to pass it off with a dismissive hand. �He believes that having the Bellini will bring him protection from above.� She pointed to the ceiling with a wavering finger. �This in spite of being a horrible person. I guess there�s no accounting for sin in his mind.�
�It�s a pervasive culture in Mexico. Even the worst of the worst feel a connection to their Catholic roots. In many ways, the wicked are more religious than those who seem like saints.�
�Go figure.�
Adriana flashed a dubious glance. �I suppose that once it�s in your hands, you�ll return it to the museum and proper authorities.�
Monique�s booming laugh resonated through the house. �Of course not. Those fools are the ones responsible for it being stolen to begin with. If I give it back to them, they�ll probably lose it again. No, this time it will stay with someone who can protect it.�
�I suppose that someone is you.�
�Of course,� Monique shrugged. �Why not?�
�Well, for starters, it doesn�t belong to you.�
�Very well,� the hostess set the book aside and stood suddenly from her chair. �We have nothing else to discuss. Good luck finding the painting. I�m sure you�ll find someone who can help you.�
Adriana held out a hand. �I didn�t say I wasn�t going to do it. I was simply asking who would get it. You say you want it?� She paused. �If the museum doesn�t know where it is, I suppose it won�t hurt if I help you. What is his name?�
Monique eyed her warily. �Do I have your word that the van Gogh will be brought back to me unharmed and without you telling any of the authorities?�
�I work in a world where threats are around every corner. I don�t need to invite any more trouble. I assume that if I were to double-cross you, you would take whatever actions you deemed necessary to make sure I paid.�
�That�s true.�
�I�d rather it be easier on both of us and not take that route. So yes, you have my word. Although now you are doubling the amount of time I�ll need to get out, especially if this man knows anything about security.�
�Yes.� Monique put her hands on her hips. �That will be, unfortunately, your most difficult part of the task. His home is like a fortress. At any given time, there are thirty armed guards patrolling the grounds and another dozen or so inside the mansion. There are cameras, alarms, and the house is a labyrinth of confusing hallways and corridors.�
�Any dogs?�
The question caught the hostess off guard, and she had to stop a moment to think. �Actually, no. I don�t believe he likes dogs.�
�That�s good news.�
Monique shook her head. �Besides all those things I just mentioned, none of that includes the security system he has protecting those paintings. They are in a sealed room that is essentially a vault. There�s no way in or out.�
Sounds like a challenge. �Is it ventilated?�
�Yes, but the vents are too small to fit through. You will have to go in through the door.�
�I want to make sure I understand you. This drug lord has all of these measures in place to protect his home and property, but you think that I, a person you�ve never met before, will somehow be able to get in and steal not one, but two paintings from him? Why?�
�Because I can help you get in.�
Adriana raised a curious eyebrow. Finally, she was getting somewhere.
�And how are you going to do that?�
�I have an invitation.� Monique said in a matter-of-fact tone as she flitted over to the bar to pour another drink.
�An invitation? To what?�
The Dutch blonde finished pouring her drink and sealed the decanter again. �He�s having a large gathering of people. It�s something he does fairly often. As I said, he desperately wants to fit in with the aristocracy of the world in spite of how he attained his wealth. This particular engagement is rumored to have over a hundred people attending from all over the world.�
�Sounds like it will be a little crowded. Might make a clean getaway sketchy.�
�Or�it could provide the perfect opportunity. Lots of drunk, wealthy people milling around. Even if an alarm goes off, they won�t know what to do.�
�That�s true. An alarm causes confusion. But it couldn�t be the alarm for the gallery. That would cause the guards to keep people inside. What we need is a fire alarm. Then they�ll have to get everyone out.�
�A good plan.� Monique smiled, but there was something in her eyes that told Adriana she hadn�t heard the whole story yet.
�But?�
The hostess cocked her head to the side. �But when the fire alarm goes off, the vault will close automatically. If it isn�t timed correctly, you will be locked in, and when the door opens, it won�t be me waiting on the outside.�
Adriana knew about such measures. They were fairly typical, especially in a situation where someone was protecting an extremely valuable asset.
�I guess it�s fortunate for you that I showed up,� Adriana said with a hint of suspicion. Her mind quickly ran through a set of possibilities. Could Monique be behind this whole thing? Was she the one, posing as a man, who took her father? It was doubtful but certainly possible. On top of that, it certainly seemed convenient that she was showing up on Monique�s doorstep right when the opportunity to get into this drug lord�s estate was presenting itself. Or was the person pulling the strings already aware of where the painting was and that was why they chose this time? It was too simple. No way was it a coincidence.
�Yes, how fortuitous,� Monique replied.
Adriana stood and walked over to the bar. She eyed a few of the decanters and came to one with a color she recognized. She grabbed the neck and popped the lid then poured a short drink into an empty glass.
�Whiskey?� Monique asked.
�I didn�t want to be rude.� She raised the glass to her lips and knocked it back, swallowing it in one gulp. After placing the empty container back on the bar, she said, �What were you going to do about the painting if I hadn�t magically showed up here today?�
Monique shrugged and poured the liquid down her throat. After she twitched her head, she answered. �Nothing. I would have attended the event and left. I don�t have the skills to pull off a job like that.�
This woman knew very little about Adriana. Or was that truly the case? It had all the makings of a setup. Either way, the Spaniard had few options. Adriana also had her suspicions about Monique�s relationship with the drug dealer. Amsterdam�s drugs had to come from somewhere. It was entirely possible that this woman was one of the major players bringing illegal narcotics into the country.
She refocused on the matter at hand. �How�s this going to work?�
�The party is in two days. I�m flying out first thing in the morning. I will book an extra room for you. You may fly with me if you like. It may be difficult to get a plane at this hour.�
Adriana decided not to comment. The less this woman knew, the better.
�When we arrive in Mexico, we will make our plans at the hotel.�
The Spaniard didn�t like the idea.
�So you�re not going to tell me who we are seeing or how I�m supposed to get into this place?�
Monique passed a wry smile. �If I tell you all that now, how do I know you won�t leave Amsterdam tonight and try to break into the compound on your own?�
�You already said it is nearly impossible to get into this man�s home. I�m going to need whatever intel you can give me. I�ll agree to go to Mexico with you, but I�m going to need a sign of good faith. I need his name.�
The Dutch woman thought about it for a minute, pondering whether she could trust her guest. �Very well, but if you double-cross me��
�I won�t.�
�Fine.� Monique crossed her arms. �His name is Francisco Espinoza. That is all you will get out of me right now. Here�� She produced a piece of paper from a nearby table and grabbed a pen. Twenty seconds later, she�d written down a sequence of numbers with the letters MVW above them. �This is my number. Meet me back here in the morning at six o�clock. If you�re late, I will go without you.�
�And you�ll not get your painting.�
Monique�s eyes narrowed. �And neither will you. So don�t be late.�
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Adriana walked out the front door and down the steps to the sidewalk. She looked at the phone number again and then folded the paper and stuffed it into her bra. Safer there than a pocket, she thought.
The breeze had died down,and the air along the street hung around like a stagnant soup. Off in the distance, a child screamed, playing with another of similar age. She looked down the length of the street to the right and back to the left, the way she�d come. Nothing to do now but wait until morning.
She noticed a young woman with curly blonde hair sitting on a park bench on the other side of the street. The woman propped a magazine on her lap with both hands. It looked like something produced by a local press from what Adriana could tell.
The Spaniard took a breath, sighed, and started back toward her hotel when she realized something peculiar about the woman on the bench. Adriana fired another sideways glance in the stranger�s direction and realized she�d seen correctly. The woman had an earpiece in her left ear but nothing in the right. As Adriana moved, the woman shifted the magazine to the right, as if trying to keep whatever was behind it obscured from view.
A sickening thought streaked through her mind. The other thief. Adriana froze in place and patted her pants pockets, pretending to make sure she had everything. All the while, she watched the blonde out of the corner of her eye to see what she would do. Adriana slid her phone out of her pocket and pretended to tap the buttons to look like she was texting someone.
The other woman stood up and turned away, strolling casually toward an arched stone bridge that spanned the canal. Her demeanor appeared lackadaisical,but her pace was rushed. Adriana knew the woman realized what she was doing. The Chameleon was already near the foot of the bridge. Adriana darted out onto the street. In her peripheral vision, she noticed a black, shiny mass appear out of nowhere, accompanied by the sound of a roaring engine and tires squealing on the street. Her reflexes were fast but not fast enough. She jumped into the air as the black sedan�s hood clipped her heel. Her body spun a split second before her left side struck the windshield. She rolled over the car�s top, down the back window, and over the trunk to the hard street. She landed with a thud, but her left arm took the brunt of the fall. Her head spun as she looked up to see who�d hit her, but the car sped away, turning down the next street and disappearing around the corner.
Adriana did a rapid check over her arms, legs, and torso. How she�d not hit her head was a minor miracle. Her hip was throbbing a little, either from striking the windshield or the street. Either way, she�d have time to hurt later. She pushed herself off the ground and started toward the bridge. Sprinting hard, the adrenaline coursing through her veins kept any other pain at bay for the moment.
As she crossed the crest of the bridge, she could see the other woman turn a corner and run down a side street. Adriana pumped her legs harder, motivated by the visual and by the fact that a car had just ambushed her. There was no question in her mind about that. The whole thing was planned. The Chameleon had let herself be seen. Then, knowing she would pursue, the car tried to take Adriana out. The scheme almost worked. If she�d not glimpsed the approaching vehicle, she could have been caught underneath it and dragged under the motor, a death that would have been excruciating.
The thought only served to fuel her anger, and as she rounded the bottom of the bridge and crossed the next street, her feet flew faster than ever.
The blonde ducked around another corner into an alley, probably hoping to disappear in the maze of streets and alleyways the city had to offer. Adriana started the chase about fifty yards behind the other woman,the impact with the car creating most of the space. She�d recovered, though, and had closed the gap to less than thirty. Her years of physical activity and rigorous workouts kept her strong and fit. During her high-intensity interval training, it wasn�t uncommon for her to sprint two hundred yards or more in one interval. And she did twenty of those.
She arrived at the side street and skidded around the corner into the alley, but the other woman wasn�t there. The sound of footsteps down a narrow corridor on the left told her what she needed to know, and her feet did the rest, instantly taking flight and carrying her to the next passage. Adriana was glad she�d worn comfortable shoes. Heels looked good, but this mission required something a little less glamorous. She�d closed the gap to twenty yards and knew the other woman was wearing down. Adriana still had another hundred yards or so left in her at this pace, and plenty more if she took it down a notch.
The blonde looked back and saw the Spaniard giving chase. Her expression was one of panic, something Adriana learned not to show a long time ago. Her quarry�s arms flailed, and her running form loosened, both telling signs to the fact that she�d soon be overtaken.
Then the woman made a critical mistake. She turned right on a side street Adriana knew, based on her keen sense of direction, would run right into one of the canals. Sure enough, when she rounded the corner, she found the blonde at a halt on the edge of the water.
She spun around, her eyes flashing with rage and fear, but the gun in her hand showed she meant business. The extended barrel muffled the four shots she fired. The brick wall next to Adriana�s head stopped the volley, shattering into red dust and debris.
Adriana reached down and grabbed the pistol attached to her lower back. She was relieved when her fingers touched the weapon. Part of her wondered if it had fallen out when she was struck by the car, a ridiculous notion since the weapon was buckled in as a safety precaution.
She poked her head around the corner again,and the other woman fired again, this time five shots. Based on the gun model and the type of magazine she�d glimpsed on her first and second look, Adriana knew the girl would only have three rounds left. Using her own weapon wasn�t ideal. It didn�t have a sound suppressor on the end, and firing it would draw a lot of attention. She�d brought it for emergency use only. The two knives she had strapped to the inside of her pants were her preferred method of killing. They were silent and could be used without anyone noticing � anyone except the victim.
Adriana gripped the pistol with both hands and executed a quick dive across the opening to the other side of the corridor. As expected, the other woman fired again, this time using only two of her remaining three shots. Why she didn�t use the last one, Adriana didn�t know, but she doubted the maneuver would work to draw out the final bullet. She�d have to attack.
She crouched against the wall and waited for ten seconds, which seemed like ten hours, before she noticed a dented tomato sauce can sitting next to a garbage bin. An idea popped into her head, and she picked up the object with her right hand. The distance from the opening to the edge of the water was about thirty feet. Forty at most. From that distance, her accuracy with the knife would be good enough, but if the handle struck, it would be wasted. The sauce can, however, had some weight to it and could at least buy her an extra few seconds to cover the distance and maybe throw off the other woman�s aim.
Gripping her gun in one hand and the can in the other, Adriana stood, sliding her back against the smooth brick. She took a deep breath and leaped out of her spot. The blonde tracked her with her pistol, taking careful aim as Adriana planted her left foot and launched at the far wall. The Spaniard jumped hard and extended her right foot as she lifted off the ground, careful to keep the knee bent to absorb the impact.
Her foot struck the wall,and she reared back her arm. An instant later, she flung the can at her target and pushed off the wall in the other direction. The blonde�s gun barrel popped, but the bullet whizzed by Adriana�s right leg into the brick.
Adriana landed on the ground with her left foot and rolled to a crouching stop just ten feet away from her prey. Both hands clutched her gun and kept it trained on the woman�s heaving chest.
�Put your weapon down,� she ordered in English first.
The blonde resisted, keeping her pistol aimed at Adriana�s head. �Not a chance. You put yours down.�
Adriana replied with one shake of the head. �You are out of bullets. I still have all of mine, and I have no problem using them on you.�
�You sound pretty confident.�
�If you had more, you would have fired them by now. So like I said, drop the weapon.�
Checkmate.
The blonde sighed, frustrated and angry. She loosened her grip on the gun and let it drop to the ground where it clacked on the hard stone. She slowly raised her hands and waited for a second before speaking again. �You know, I don�t see why you and I can�t just��
�Not gonna happen.� Adriana cut her off. �Now turn around, and get on your knees.�
�So what? You�re just going to execute me here in broad daylight? I don�t think so. Besides, that thing will bring down every Amsterdam cop within ten blocks of here.�
She was underestimating the power of the many buildings to muffle the sound of gunfire, but she wasn�t wrong. And the people in the crowded park across the way wouldn�t be able to ignore it.
�Get on your knees,� Adriana commanded. �I don�t want to say it again.�
�Fine,� the blonde answered and slowly lowered down to both knees. �Now what?�
Adriana hadn�t thought that far ahead. She needed something to tie the woman�s hands and feet, but she didn�t see anything in the alley. The last thing she needed was to let the blonde know she didn�t know what to do next. �Now turn around, and face the canal.�
The captive�s eyes flared, but she did as told and wiggled around so she was facing the other direction. Beyond the canal, a quiet street wrapped around a small park with strategically placed trees and benches. Young people sat around on blankets, drinking cans of beer, nibbling on picnic snacks, and laughing.
Adriana stepped close, keeping her gun aimed at the back of the other woman�s head. �What is your name?�
The blonde laughed. �Really? You have a thing for knowing the names of the people you kill? Odd practice for a thief.�
�You know nothing about me.�
�And you obviously know nothing about me. Otherwise, you wouldn�t have to ask, ghost.�
Adriana wondered about the nickname but said nothing about it. She was more curious about her prisoner. �I know that you�re called the Chameleon, but you have many aliases.�
�Pick one of those. It doesn�t matter to me.�
�You�re American.�
�So?� The blonde risked a sideways glance.
�Eyes forward, Allyson.�
Allyson laughed. �How did you come to settle on that one?�
�It sounds American enough.�
�Like I said, I don�t care what you call me. Just kill me, and get it over with. Good luck with getting out of here, though. You�ll be hemmed in like a stray goat.�
Adriana rapidly scanned her surroundings but couldn�t find even a shred of string, much less rope or cord to use in binding her prisoner. That left only one solution. She�d have to knock the other woman out and leave her here. Adriana was no murderer. Allyson was right about that. Most thieves weren�t killers. They steered clear of that whenever possible. While Adriana had killed before, and she suspected Allyson had as well, executing an unarmed human being wasn�t her style. She�d hit her on the back of the head and leave her unconscious. Whatever happened after that was up to Allyson and the city of Amsterdam.
She raised the butt of her gun and was about to strike when a male voice shouted from the other side of the canal. The man was wearing the standard navy blue pants and white, button-up shirt of the Amsterdam police. He�d yelled for her to halt in Dutch, which essentially exhausted her ability to understand the language.
�Don�t move!� he repeated in English. He held a Walther P99Q in both hands, pointed straight at Adriana.
From that distance, she doubted his accuracy with the weapon but wasn�t willing to take the risk. �Okay,� she said. �I�m putting it down.�
She raised the weapon a few inches and then extended the hand slowly away from her body. Her fingers let go of the grip, and the gun dropped to the ground near her feet.
Allyson took advantage of the moment, kicked her right leg out behind her, and then swept it around. Her calf struck Adriana�s heels and sent her toppling over. In the same movement, Allyson rolled to the pistol and scooped it up. She brought it up and fired off five quick shots at the stunned policeman, catching him in the leg with one round. He dropped to the ground, clutching the wound before he landed.
Adriana regained her footing and pumped her legs hard, driving at Allyson,who was still facing the canal. She spun around,but it was a second too late as Adriana plowed her shoulder into the other woman�s ribcage and drove her to the stone. The landing jarred Allyson momentarily, and Adriana used the window to straddle her, squeezing her opponent�s abdomen with her knees. She raised her fist and smashed her knuckles against Allyson�s cheek and then raised the other hand to repeat the assault.
The first blow hurt, but it brought Allyson�s senses back and she raised both arms to block the second punch. The deflection caused Adriana to lose her balance, and Allyson used that momentum to kick up her legs and throw Adriana forward, sending her rolling head over heels.
Allyson struggled to get up for a second, still reeling from the shoulder to the ribs and the sudden impact with the street. She forced herself through the pain and managed to stagger over to the canal�s edge. A man was shouting amid a woman�s screams across the waterway. Sirens blared in the distance, echoing through the canyon of old Dutch dwellings. Either the cop or a bystander had called for help. Didn�t matter which. Backup would be there soon, and that was something Adriana didn�t want to deal with.
Fueled by anger, adrenaline, and pain, Allyson stepped close. Adriana jabbed with her left,but the blonde grabbed her wrist and pulled her close, smashing her other fist into Adriana�s jaw. She brought her knee up toward the Spaniard�s abdomen, but Adriana recovered fast enough to grab it with her free hand and flip Allyson backward. Instead of hurting her, Allyson deftly completed the somersault and landed on her feet. The next second, she took two steps and jumped through the air, aiming to strike her target in the chest with the sole of her shoe. Adriana saw the attack coming and stepped aside in the nick of time as Allyson flew by. The blonde realized she�d overcommitted to the jump and lowered her feet in a futile attempt to land and stop before going over the edge. It was too late though, and she barely dragged her toes before toppling into the water with a splash.
�Stop right there!� a man yelled from the alley�s entry. Adriana turned her head slightly to see who was yelling at her. It was another city cop, dressed in the same navy blue pants and white, short-sleeved button-up shirt. He kept his Walther pointed at her with both arms extended.
She eased her hands into the air, keeping her back to the policeman. Meanwhile, she searched the water for any sign of the other thief. The surface rippled and undulated from the splash, but the woman was gone.
�Hands on your head!� the officer shouted.
Adriana did as instructed and lowered down to her knees, assuming that was what the policeman would order next.
�I�ve got her over here!� he yelled at another officer on the other side of the canal.
He was alone. At least for the moment. But reinforcements were on their way.
She watched the other cop nod and say something into his radio before sprinting off to the right toward a bridge forty yards away. The officer behind her scuffed one of his shoes on the street. From the sound of it, he was only a few feet away. She heard him remove the cuffs from his belt, and they clanked together as he brought them near.
Her mind calculated the risks. If she was arrested, her chances of getting the Bellini and saving her father were almost nil. If she took out the cop, she�d have the whole of the Amsterdam police looking for her, which would make getting out of the city nearly impossible.
The officer slapped the cuff over her right wrist and grabbed the other. Her decision was made. She spun around, sweeping her leg just as her former captive had done a few minutes earlier. The cop didn�t take the attack as well as she had: He tripped and fell hard to the street. His face smacked against the surface, knocking him out cold.
Adriana pressed two fingers to his neck to make sure he was still alive before standing up. A quick look across the canal told her no one saw what had just happened. She crouched down and sifted through the cop�s belongings, producing the keys she needed. A second or two later, and she was free of the bonds. She dropped them on the man�s chest and looked around again. She could hear footsteps coming down the side street; they were approaching fast. She glanced back at the water and then off to the side. A narrow ledge ran along the water just behind the house. It was about five inches wide, more than enough to hold her as long as she kept her balance. A twenty-foot houseboat with a dark green hull and black cabin was moored to the wall just behind the rear of the house.
The footsteps drew closer.
She acted fast and rushed over to the corner of the building. Her feet shuffled along the ledge almost involuntarily, moving faster than was probably safe, but at this point, she had to hurry. On the other side of the wall, she realized the boat was docked next to a patio with a rear door leading into the home. It wasn�t uncommon for Dutch homeowners to maintain houseboats on the water for pleasure, or more often, for the use of relatives or friends when they came to visit. Suddenly, Adriana was presented with two options.
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Allyson kicked her legs as hard as she could. Her arms paddled hard, using a breaststroke under the water�s murky surface. She tried not to think of how dirty the water might be and what could be in it. The only thing that mattered right now was getting away alive. Visibility was minimal at best,but she could see outlines and shadows above, which she used as a guide. She�d already been under for about thirty seconds, and Allyson knew that she was going to have to come up for air soon. Putting as much distance as possible between her and the police was of equal importance, though. Not to mention the other thief who�d nearly put a bullet in the back of her skull.
The silhouette of a large oak loomed overhead � eerie, black, and monstrous. To the left, she saw the outline of a boat hull and could faintly make out its underwater portion. Her lungs started to squeeze tighter, desperately pushing the last bits of air through her body and crying out for more. She kicked hard three more times and rounded the front end of the boat and then with all her strength pulled with both arms toward the surface. Her head shot through the gently rippling water, and she gasped for ten seconds, gulping down as much air as possible. Allyson was at the tip of the boat�s stern on the port side and clear from view of any onlookers in either direction.
She free stroked over to the lip of the canal and found a ladder carved into the side. She pulled herself up onto the edge where a small patio sat behind a brick home. The seating area was empty, the home�s residents probably at work for the day. Water dripped off her nose and trickled from her soaked clothes. Her body desperately cried for a moment�s pause, but she didn�t have time to rest; fifty yards away, she could hear several loud voices shouting in Dutch. Police. She moved quickly, stepping over to the short gangway that led onto the houseboat and crossed it in one leap. The door to the boat�s cabin was closed, and when she tried the knob, realized it was locked too. In three seconds, she examined the cherry wood and determined it wouldn�t stand up to much force. She leaned back and kicked her heel into the door at the point nearest the knob. Her assessment proved correct, the door splintering easily from the power behind her heel. Her inertia carried her into the boat�s cabin, out of sight from any police. If anyone were home, though, they would have surely heard that noise.
Then again, she thought, they would have probably heard the gunshots earlier and been out on the patio looking around to see what was going on.
She twisted around and eased the door shut. Her sopping wet clothes still dripped freely onto the floor. In the back of the cabin, she noticed a bed. Where there were beds, there were usually bathrooms and closets. She stepped lightly to the rear of the boat, hoping her movements didn�t cause the vessel to rock back and forth too much in the water. Allyson felt safe for the moment, but that could change in a matter of seconds.
In the boat�s rear compartment, she found a full-sized bed and a small closet with folding doors. There were several old sundresses and ladies� pants inside but nothing she felt she could wear. Fortunately, there was a stack of blue towels just outside the little bathroom. At the very least, she could dry off before heading back to her room.
She grabbed one of the thick towels and started to dry her hair, realizing that when she ventured back out into the city, her hair would look wilder than ever. That didn�t matter. Soon, she�d be on a plane to Mexico to find Francisco Espinoza. The name didn�t ring a bell, but why would it? She wasn�t in the drug game, and she�d always stayed away from that world, partly because of the life her parents had led. They�d made drugs look so unappealing that she made a silent oath to herself that she would never use them. So far, she�d stayed true. The idea had never even tempted her in the slightest.
Now she was going to look for a way into the home of one of the biggest drug dealers in the world; at least that�s how van der Wahl made it sound. Allyson could research the guy�s background on the plane.
Allyson had been listening to the entire conversation between the other thief and Monique van der Wahl. She�d placed a bug on the external wall of the Dutch woman�s home. It was a device Allyson had used a few times before. The receiver was able to receive clear sound from a small area without much interference, and it didn�t require her to drill into the wall, something she wouldn�t have had time for. On the black market, this sort of technology would go for thirty- to forty-thousand dollars each. She�d got it for almost nothing. Well, nothing and a ten-thousand-dollar Bvlgari Diagono. The underworld dealer she used had an affinity for the finer things in life, though most of the time he refused to pay retail for them.
She pulled the tiny wireless receiver unit out of her front pocket and set the device on a slender white dresser. The piece of high-end tech was ruined now. Shame. It wasn�t like they grew on trees. She could get another one at some point, but it would cost her.
Discarding any nostalgia about the unit, Allyson started formulating a plan to escape the city. The police would be looking for her but as far as she knew, they didn�t know her name. Of that, she was fairly certain. They may have captured the other woman, but without knowing for sure, she had to assume the thief was still out there � in spite of the circumstances in which she�d been left.
Allyson had watched from a safe distance as the Spaniard entered the van der Wahl home just minutes before she could. She was furious at herself for not getting there first, but she�d brought along her little electronic backup plan. She�d also taken a picture with her phone of the other thief as she left the residence. Good thing I just upgraded to the waterproof version, she thought as she struggled to get the device out of her soaked pocket. She tapped the home button and was relieved to see that the promise the phone�s maker made had stayed true. The screen lit up and revealed her home page full of apps. She�d look at the picture of the woman later and run it through her database. There was probably nothing there, but Allyson had other ways to find people�s identities.
Out of nowhere, the boat suddenly shuddered and bumped hard into the side of the canal. Allyson wavered and nearly fell over sideways but caught herself against the wall near the bedroom door. A deep rubbing sound resonated from the starboard side of the boat, and she stepped out of the bedroom to see what was going on.
A boat of similar make but different colors was grinding up against hers as it passed by. It wasn�t going very fast, and she wondered how someone who was accustomed to navigating the narrow canals could be so careless. For a brief second, she was able to see through one of the windows in the other boat and caught a glimpse of the steering wheel. No one was there.
She frowned. Where was the driver?
Then it occurred to her. The boat was coming from where the altercation had happened. Either the boat�s owner had carelessly stepped away from the steering wheel for a minute, or the other thief had used it as a diversion to draw away the police.
Sure enough, she saw a man in uniform traversing the side of the boat in an attempt to gain access to the cabin. Another one was on the roof and crawling forward.
�Clever,� she whispered to herself.
She admired the creativity but at the same time knew that if the other thief was still out there, that could mean more trouble in the future.
For now, Allyson had to get out of there without being recognized. She looked back at the clothes in the closet and groaned. The outfits were much too girly for her tastes, but at this point, she didn�t have a choice.
She slipped out of her wet clothes and underwear and grabbed the least offensive flowery dress available. She wasn�t about to look for replacement underwear. That would have to wait until she got back to the hotel. The only problem was getting out of the area without looking suspicious. For the moment, Allyson was safe. Well, safe enough. But once the police checked the other boat and realized their suspect wasn�t aboard, they might start checking other boats, including this one. Her eyes wandered into the closet. There were several boxes stacked on a shelf, each about the size of a milk crate. She glanced into the bathroom at the toilet, a standard size in spite of it being on a boat. She then shifted her feet and peeked through the doorway into the kitchen. The cabinets were fairly small, too small for a person to fit inside, which was exactly what she was hoping. She took one more look at the bed and then set into motion.
This kitchen better have a knife.
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Adriana checked the door to the boat�s cabin and found it to be unlocked. Not surprising. The only way to get in, other than the ledge she�d just used, was to go through the home. The owners probably figured that to be an unlikely danger.
She stepped inside the wheelhouse and checked the ignition. The keys weren�t there. She checked the obvious places first: a nearby drawer, an overhead cabinet, and a bowl with loose change and a few nuts and bolts in it. Nothing.
She didn�t have time to override the electrical ignition. That could take anywhere from two to three minutes, maybe more. She had to go now. Exasperated, she was about to leave the boat when she saw her salvation sitting on a dining table near the door. She�d walked right by them.
Adriana stepped over and grabbed the keys then hurried back to the dashboard and shoved them in the ignition. She turned the key and heard the motor grumble underneath her in the rear of the boat. She turned the wheel slightly, pointing the vessel into the center of the canal and then pulled the lever into gear. She had to act fast. The slack on the moorings would be gone in seconds if she left the boat in gear, and getting them unhooked would be nearly impossible if they went taut. Her hand pushed the lever back into idle, and she turned toward the entrance.
She ran out the door and hopped back onto the landing, first undoing the ropes on the front and then hurrying to the back. The boat�s motor had already tightened the mooring,but with a little effort, she pulled enough slack into it to let it loose. Five seconds later,she was back in the boat and pulling the lever back again, this time a little farther to make sure it had enough speed to make it look like someone was trying to get away. The boat lurched forward, and she sprinted back for the exit. Adriana jumped and landed on the patio, sure to stay out of the line of sight from the opening on the other side of the home where the unconscious policeman was being attended to by his comrades.
Easing back slowly, she moved away from the canal, carefully watching the other side and along the ledge where she�d just crossed. No one had noticed her yet. Then she heard the voices of the first officers to arrive at the scene. They were yelling in Dutch so it was difficult to understand, but she figured they were pointing at the boat as it skimmed by, narrowly missing a boat of similar style with a reddish wooden cabin.
She didn�t need to stick around to watch the cops try to jump aboard. Her distraction would work. It had to. She spun around and clasped the door handle. A slight twist revealed it was unlocked, and Adriana cracked it open and slipped inside.
The room was close to twenty feet wide, stretching from a dining nook on one side to a study on the other. It appeared to be a sitting room. An antique wooden coffee table sat in the center, with a beige cloth couch and two matching chairs on either side. A grandfather clock in the corner ticked loudly, the only sound in an otherwise perfectly silent room.
The home�s decor was a mishmash of current trends and something out of a 1950s American rancher. She closed the door and padded into the foyer, a narrow sort of antechamber with a staircase rising up to the next floor, lined by a cherry wood banister. Pictures hung from the wall, ascending along the stairs. A young man with short brown hair was in most of them. He looked like he was in his twenties. A few featured an older woman who looked to be in her seventies. She�d have to send them some money for any damage done to their boat.
Next to the door, two windows with white curtains lined the doorsill. She could hear more men running by outside and saw their shadows as they clopped down the side street and disappeared, turning into the alley to meet the others. Adriana turned the dead bolt and pulled back the edge of one curtain to make sure the street was clear. No one else was out there. Not yet anyway. She had to make a break for it.
She turned the doorknob and wedged through the opening, pulling the door closed quietly behind her. Her head snapped back to the right just to make sure all the cops were gone. She heard a splash echo through the corridor. One of them had probably tried to jump aboard the moving boat and missed the landing. Her lips parted in a thin smile, but she knew it wasn�t time to celebrate just yet. Only one option now. Adriana pulled the door shut and sprinted back the way she�d come earlier.
When she reached one of the main streets, she dashed across it and over the bridge near where the black sedan struck her a few minutes before. Arriving at the scene of the hit-and-run, she veered right and ran back in the direction of the hotel. Even though it had been from a distance, the cop Allyson shot in the leg had seen her. And the arresting officer, while not having seen her face, did see her from behind. She was going to need a change of clothes. And worse, she was going to have to change her hair. They�d be looking for a young woman with brown hair in a ponytail.
On the way to Monique�s, she�d passed a salon in a strip of cafes and bars. Changing her appearance was one of the hazards of being in her line of work. Coloring her hair wasn�t so bad. This time, however, she�d have to cut it too.
She reached an intersection and gave a quick look in both directions to make sure she didn�t repeat the previous mistake with the black sedan. The last thing she needed was to be hit by another car.
The thought renewed the pain in her left shoulder. Adrenaline had been coursing through her for the last ten to fifteen minutes,and now it was beginning to wear off. After all, the human body only had so much of it. She cut across the street and slowed her pace to a jog as she entered an area where the residential district merged with a more commercial area. When she reached the next street, she reduced her movement to a brisk walk and tried to blend in with the crowd of tourists, shoppers, and commuters. She saw the salon up ahead on the left, just a few blocks from her hotel. Hopefully, the place wouldn�t require a reservation.
Adriana walked behind a group of Japanese and American tourists as they crossed the street at the light. The mass of people was halfway across when she noticed a policeman stroll up to the stoplight and halt. He stood tall,and his head pivoted back and forth as he surveyed the surrounding area. She hoped he wasn�t looking for her, but she knew that had to be the case. By now, the police would have stopped the boat she�d used as a diversion and were on their radios to the rest of the cops in town. Shooting a policeman was a universally unforgivable crime to men and women in uniform. While Adriana hadn�t been the one to shoot him, they didn�t know that. And if they hadn�t found Allyson, the authorities would be more than happy to slap the charges on her. Instinctively, she reached up and took the band out of her hair, letting it fall loosely around her face, covering the side the officer could see.
Through the strands of brunette hair, she watched as the policeman�s eyes passed over her and the other pedestrians. She stayed tucked in behind the tourists, keeping tightly to the group, desperately trying to blend in.
The cop�s eyes came back around for another pass and stopped on her for more than a second, which meant he probably realized she was the person they were looking for. Her hair covering her face had bought her a few extra seconds, but she was still wearing the same clothes and it wouldn�t take them long to realize what she�d done.
Suddenly, someone�s voice rang out over the noise of the traffic and the hundreds of people. The man was saying something in Dutch, and from the volume, he sounded angry. She glanced at the corner cafe and saw the source of the issue. A server in a red shirt and white apron was yelling at another man, who turned back and then took off running. The server noticed the cop by the light and shouted at him, something about the man walking out on his bill, from what she could tell. Most of that assertion was due to the fact that the waiter was violently waving the check around in a raised hand.
The officer clenched his teeth, made a split-second decision, and took off on foot after the freeloader.
Adriana watched him disappear into the horde of people,and she sighed deeply. Momentary relief spilled over her, but she knew she wasn�t out of the woods yet. Up ahead, the salon called to her. She broke away from the tourists and picked up the pace again, walking hurriedly to the front door and swinging it open.
Inside, three women and a man turned to see who had just opened their door so abruptly. Two of the women and the man were busily working on other customers. One was standing by her station, checking her smartphone.
Adriana reached into her back pocket and fished out a fold of money. She looked at the free stylist, who had a streak of blue through her platinum blonde hair, and held up the money. �Want to make a quick two hundred?�
The girl raised an eyebrow and smiled.
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The two police officers checked every room in the boat as well as the sides and the little deck on the front end. They found no sign of either suspect. By now, Allyson was certain the cop she�d shot had alerted the others to the fact that there were two women on the loose, not just one. If she could have hit him in the head with a round instead of just the leg, the authorities would only be on the lookout for the other woman.
She listened closely from her hiding place as the two policemen finished up their search. Their footsteps echoed through the houseboat as they clomped to the front door. A few seconds later, she heard them close the door, their voices fading until they were finally gone.
Allyson yanked the sheets, pillow, and blanket from over her face and took several deep breaths. She�d given herself a little space with which to breathe, but even so, her hiding spot would make even the bravest person claustrophobic.
She sat up and climbed out of the hole, finally able to relax a little. A piece of foam stuffing stuck to her face, and she swiped it off unconsciously.
Criminals either tried to run from a crime scene too soon, or they picked a terrible hiding place. In this case, Allyson had created her own.
Time was short, so she�d been forced to hurry. She�d grabbed the largest kitchen knife she could find and speedily but carefully cut into the mattress. It was one of the newer springless styles, so cutting out the innards was much easier than she'd expected. It was a good thing too, because no sooner had she wedged herself into the hole and pulled up the sheets than she heard the policemen�s voices outside on the patio.
She�d made use of as much space as possible to dispose of the mattress cushioning. The boxes in the closet were stuffed with it, as was the toilet and the cabinet in the kitchen. With no chance of someone hiding in such small areas, the cops had bypassed them completely, choosing instead to check out the more obvious hiding places: shower, closet, and a big storage box on the deck. As they were looking in the closet, she feared they would hear her heart pounding; knowing the police were only inches away from the boxes that would give away what she�d done was an unsettling moment.
Getting away with such an escape plan required a certain level of thoroughness. She had to make sure that all the wet spots she�d tracked into the boat were dried up. So after using a towel to dry her hair, she walked around and mopped up any other traces of moisture on the wooden floor.
They had left after their search, none the wiser their target was only inches away.
She wiped off a few extra pieces of mattress foam from her clothing and skin.She moved over to the window and peeked around the curtain. As she�d suspected, the police were gone. They could always double back, but that was doubtful. At least for now.
The smart play would be to wait for dark, but that was a good ten hours away, and doing so would put her further behind in the race for the Bellini. She considered the idea of stealing the boat; however,that had the potential to draw more attention. She decided to give it a few hours, which wasn�t exactly optimal, but there were things she could do in the meantime to make it less of a waste.
She checked the messages on her phone but hadn�t received anything from her friend as yet.He was a world-class hacker based in London. The guy could dig up information on almost anyone, and she made sure his existence was kept secret from her employer.
The screen displayed zero new messages.
She wasn�t surprised. Finding anything on such a person would take a little time. She�d only been hiding for the last thirty minutes or so. Whoever the other thief was, she�d done a good job of remaining anonymous. That would change soon.
Allyson found a seat on the little couch in the corner of the living room and opened her web browser. While she waited on a response from her hacker friend, she could do a little investigative work of her own.
Her fingers flew across the digital keyboard, and when they were done, she tapped the search button.
The screen flicked for a second then brought up a list of links relating to Francisco Espinoza. Some of the first results were from Mexican news outlets. One was a report on charges that had been dropped in a murder case. There were side stories about governmental corruption and bribery that had occurred during the case, but nothing substantial was ever found. What had been found were the headless bodies of the prosecution, naked on a street in Guadalajara.
Such executions were commonplace in some of the larger Mexican cities such as Juarez and Guadalajara, though they were uncommon in the nation�s capital. The drug cartels chose those measures of execution because they thought it terrified anyone thinking about interfering with their affairs. Allyson thought it barbaric and primitive. Sure, she�d killed people in gruesome ways; the recent execution of the Russian woman came to mind first. But that was out of necessity, not to make a statement. She needed information out of the woman, information Zaragova seemed intent on not releasing. At least that�s how she justified it. The more she thought about it, the more Allyson realized that killing, whatever the reason, was the ultimate means of self-preservation.
She�d never really thought of it that way before, and the epiphany made her pause.
A moment later, she was back to researching Espinoza. The biography on him was scattered at best; however, several sources seemed to point to the same upbringing, past, and present.
Francisco Espinoza was born in a small town on the Mexican Pacific Coast. His father was killed in the drug war when he was little, a casualty of a rivalry that had been going on for decades despite not being involved with the narcotics trade. By the time he was fifteen, Francisco had already committed murder and several other crimes, one of which was running drugs between cities. At the age of twenty-two, he�d killed more than a dozen people and had climbed the ranks of one of the most powerful cartels in the region. By the time he was thirty, Francisco was second in command and had a reputation for being one of the most ruthless men in the country.
It only made sense that he tried to cover up his sins by showing the other corrupt people of the world how hospitable he could be; thus the invitation to Monique van der Wahl to attend a party at his home.
Allyson wondered what demons she must have hiding in the basement to be associated with someone like him.
She went back to reading the history on Espinoza and found that he took over the cartel when its head died from a heart attack at sixty-one. Fairly young but not out of the question for someone who probably didn�t eat well, likely didn�t exercise, and definitely didn�t live a healthy lifestyle. Still, whenever that sort of thing happened, she always assumed there was some kind of foul play at work.
Espinoza took over the cartel at forty-two and had been in charge ever since. He was fiercely loyal to those who worked under him and only rarely, according to the bio, killed one of his own. But by the very nature of the underworld, sometimes it had to happen � especially to someone who was dishonest or running off at the mouth too much. Such is the honor among thieves!
All of this happened right under the nose of a corrupt Mexican government.
Allyson couldn�t ignore the irony. The Internet knew this guy was a villain of the first order, but for some reason, he was running free, living in his posh mountainside mansion.
Espinoza�s home was a veritable palace. She wasn�t sure of the square footage, but it had to be in the neighborhood of twenty thousand. She flipped through the different images, apparently taken from helicopters, and noted the enormous infinity pool perched on the side of a cliff. Small outcroppings of trees dotted the rocky terrain around the house. The home itself looked as if it were created from an old Spanish mission. Two bell towers guarded each side of a wide iron gate leading into a rectangular courtyard. A circular fountain with a stone sculpture of a woman stood in the center.
For a few more minutes, Allyson continued her search for information about Espinoza and his home. It seemed, however, she�d exhausted most of what was readily available to the public.
She sighed and lowered the hand holding the phone for a moment. Waiting was something Allyson hated doing. She could when necessary, but in this instance it was difficult to know what to do. She flitted into the little bathroom and found a rubber band. Her hair was still wet even though she�d towel dried it earlier. A few quick flicks of her wrists and hands had her hair up into a tight bun. A girl walking around with wet hair might draw attention, and that was something she wanted to avoid.
An idea popped into her head.
Stepping lightly, she walked over to the window and peeked out. A crowd of people still loitered around the area in the park near where the officer had been shot, but the ambulances and most of the police had fanned out, covering a broader area in their search for the shooter. Allyson moved around to the front of the boat and looked out the window. The police had secured the other boat and tied it to the canal�s edge a hundred yards away, just before the waterway disappeared around a curve.
Plenty of space for what she had planned.
She padded back to the control console and searched for a key in all the usual places but found nothing. In her line of work, Allyson had learned many useful tricks when it came to vehicles. One of them was how to hotwire a car. She�d never tried it with a boat, much less a houseboat.
It had to be somewhat similar.
She rummaged through the drawers until she found a utility drawer under the sink that contained a red toolbox. She opened the lid and sifted through the wrenches, a hammer, pliers, and other tools until she found a flathead screwdriver.
It only took her four minutes to remove the screws securing the metal ignition panel. She set down the tool and unscrewed the ignition wire housing with her fingers. It was on fairly tight and took a little more effort than expected, but eventually it came loose. She found the two wires she was looking for and separated them from the others. She spun around on her knees and grabbed the needle-nose pliers. A moment later, she�d carefully stripped away the wire coating and exposed the copper.
She took a deep breath and swiped the wires together. Orange sparks flashed, and the engine grumbled beneath and behind her. It only took two tries before the motor caught and smoothed out to a nice, even moan.
There was no need to put the ignition panel back as Allyson only intended to be onboard for a few seconds.
She flitted across the living space to the door and pried it open cautiously. A quick peek around the doorsill told her the coast was clear,and she stepped onto the patio, hurrying to the mooring in the front first. She freed that rope and then the one in back and then returned to the boat�s control console. She didn�t like the idea of using another thief�s idea, but desperate times called for desperate measures. If the other woman�s gag was good enough to work once, it would probably work again. Perhaps even better the second time. And the only way she was going to get to the other side of the canal without getting soaked again was with this boat.
Allyson shoved the lever forward, and the transmission clunked a few times until the gears caught. The boat lurched forward at a snail�s pace, which was perfect. Too fast wouldn�t buy her enough time. She spun the wheel just enough to guide the boat over to the far side of the waterway while keeping an eye out the front windshield.
It only took fifteen seconds for the boat to reach the other side. Carefully, Allyson maneuvered the craft into a parallel position with the wall and made sure it stayed on course as it lumbered forward. She eyed the gap to her target. It was sixty yards away and closing. She eased the wheel back into a position that would keep the vessel going straight, as much as possible anyway, and ran around to the back deck. The starboard side of the boat bumped into the canal�s edge but didn�t make much noise other than a slight grinding of the protective rubber on the craft�s sides as it rubbed the wall.
She took a step back and jumped hard, pushing off with her left leg, up the six inches and across the narrow span between the boat and land. She landed amid several bushes and stayed on her feet. A quick look back revealed the boat was staying true to course, meandering along down the canal. It was only seventy yards from the confiscated craft now. She waited patiently and watched. The boat stayed to the right for a moment and then started drifting left, taking a course that would send it right into the back of the other boat.
That should get the cops� attention.
Trying to look as normal as possible, Allyson used both hands to flatten out her dress and strolled casually out from behind the bushes. She put her arms behind her back and put on her best girl-out-for-a-walk face, smiling and looking around at the scenery. Suddenly, voices started yelling from down the canal. The commotion was followed by a deep thud. Some of the police milling around the park noticed the trouble and took off at a sprint toward the runaway boat. Allyson risked a glance back and saw her diversion had worked perfectly. Her vessel had rammed the rear of the other boat and was now wedged between the canal wall and the other boat�s hull. Police scrambled to curtail the chaos and bring the second boat under control. One uniformed officer lost his hat as he jumped from one craft to the other.
Allyson turned her head back around and picked up the pace, stalking steadily away from the park and back into the thick of the city. She needed to get to Mexico. How she would get into Espinoza�s place was a whole other matter, but perhaps her counterpart would provide exactly what she needed. Her mind started forming a sinister plan as she disappeared down a city street.
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London
Frank�s phone rang in his suit jacket�s inner pocket. He�d been sitting in a board of directors meeting for the last hour, listening to accountants drone on about profits, losses, and taxes. One of the things he loved about his underworld ventures was that all he had to do was worry about making money; the rest was just details. For the authorities, however, he had to keep up certain appearances.
He glanced at the screen on his device and excused himself from the stereotypical and overly expensive conference room. People who ran big businesses loved to surround themselves with the fanciest things no matter what the purpose. In the case of conference rooms, Frank had been in dozens that looked the exact same way: long mahogany tables, red-stained oak paneling on the walls, ornate light fixtures hanging overhead, and plush high leather back seats. He figured they were decorated in such a fashion because it made the people in the meetings feel powerful. Truthfully, only one thing brought power, and it wasn�t a room full of expensive objects.
Frank opened the door and stepped out, hitting the green button on the phone as he did so. He was in a corporate building in the north end of London,and it looked like so many he�d seen before. Wall sconces cast unnecessary light into an already well-lit corridor. The ceiling lights provided more than enough illumination. A few lower-level employees walked his way, a man and a woman. The man held a few papers that the woman eyed carefully.
Putting the phone to his ear, Frank smiled as if he were talking to a business partner. �Hello,� he said in a pleasant tone. �How are you?�
The two employees walked by without paying much attention to him.
�I slowed down the competition, but she was able to get away.� Evan�s steady voice reported the news Frank didn�t want to hear.
He remained calm. �Well, I didn�t expect the competition to be eliminated. If they were slowed down, then that�s good enough for now.�
�She�s quicker than I anticipated. She must have seen me at the last second and jumped clear. If I had to guess, I�d say she has to be hurting right now. Took a pretty bad blow from the windshield and road.�
�That�s great,� Frank said, pretending to be happy as an overweight blonde woman in a white blouse and black skirt walked by carrying a cup of coffee and a tart. �What�s her status now?�
�I�m waiting outside her hotel. When she comes back, I�ll know it.�
Frank wasn�t sure he liked that plan. �What if she doesn�t come back?�
�She�ll have to. Her stuff is in the hotel room.� Evan paused for two seconds. �By the way, there was an incident.�
The older man didn�t like the sound of that.
Evan went on before his boss could ask. �There was some sort of scuffle not far from here. I saw a bunch of police heading in the direction your girl went. At first I thought someone saw me hit the other woman. But it wasn�t that. I asked someone what was going on, and they said a woman had shot a cop. Not sure if it was your girl or not, but I thought you might be interested. If I had to guess, I�d say she was involved.�
Frank ground his teeth. His jaw clenched,and if he had been near a mirror, he would have seen a little vein popping out on his forehead. He�d taken a chance using Allyson for this particular mission. He knew that she could be a bit of a wild card at times,but she was also one of his best and most trusted thieves. She was very good at her job, though occasionally sloppy with other aspects of it. Of course, she�d shot the cop. Who else would it be? He quickly calculated the odds of someone else committing the crime while she was in the vicinity, in a town that rarely had shootings of that nature. To say the odds were long would be an understatement.
�What would you like me to do?� Evan asked.
Allyson would never turn on Frank. The older man knew that much. If she got pinched somewhere, she knew the protocol. She�d be on her own, and there would be no connection made to him or his empire whatsoever. He�d brought her out of the gutter and made her a very wealthy woman. For that, he�d earned her respect and her loyalty. But shooting a Dutch policeman? That was getting too sloppy. There must have been extenuating circumstances.
�The other woman,� Frank said suddenly, �you said she was hurt. How badly?�
�I couldn�t say. I sped out of there, but I know she hit the windshield fairly hard. Then she rolled over the top and hit the ground. If I had to guess, likely struck her head on the road. She was probably unconscious.�
Frank considered criticizing his employee, but the man had done exactly as told. An outright murder of the other thief was completely against the rules, and he knew that his peer would abide by the same standards. Killing other people who happened to get in the way was fine. But not the pawns who were in play. As he�d said before, though, accidents do happen. If Evan hurt the other thief, that would certainly play to Allyson�s advantage. If she were to be arrested, however, that would change everything.
He spoke quickly and directly. �I need you to make sure she didn�t get picked up by the authorities, and if she did, get her out.�
�What about the other pawn?�
�You�ll have to let her go for now. Make sure our girl is okay first.�
�And if she fails?�
�She won�t. But if she does, it might just be time to cut her loose. That�s a long way off, though. There are still two more paintings left. If she�s able to get one of them, I�ll be happy.�
Evan knew the older man had a weird father-daughter kind of relationship with Allyson, so he bit his tongue. �Very well. I�ll hang back and observe.�
�Yes, but slow down the other girl if she shows her face again.�
�Of course.�
Frank ended the call. He�d treated the conversation coolly just like he did with pretty much everything. One of his mantras was to never let your enemies see you flinch. More importantly, never let the people in your employ see it. That could be far worse.
In the world of organized crime, it wasn�t only commonplace, it was basically standard for underlings to rise up and overthrow their masters. Things had gone that way for thousands of years. Frank liked to think that in England, things were different. The harsh reality was that it was the same everywhere. Anywhere power was to be had, people would try to take it. It was partially about the money, but power was the thing that people craved.
He pondered the conundrum as he stepped back into the boardroom and returned to his seat. The accountant was going over a slide featuring a pie chart for the company�s earnings during the previous quarter.
Despite being a corrupt businessman, Frank knew the best way to suppress a potential mutiny was to treat his employees well, give them enough responsibility to make them feel important, and at the same time keep them under control.
He let out a sigh and looked over at the blond-haired man across from him. The man was in a navy blue pinstripe suit, pressed tighter than Frank believed humanly possible. Frank smirked. The man was pretending to be enthralled by the presentation, but Frank knew better. Deep down inside, he knew the man was wondering what the phone call had been about. Or was that what the Belgian wanted him to think? Either way, the game was on, and at least his asset was still in play.
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Amsterdam
Adriana stepped out of the clothing boutique and onto the sidewalk. She�d been in the salon for nearly fifty minutes and the clothier for fifteen. She desperately wanted to run back to the hotel but resisted the temptation, knowing that doing such a thing would draw the gaze of too many people.
She casually ran a hand through her hair. It had been transformed to a look that would make her almost unrecognizable. Her dark brown hair had been colored a dark auburn and cut shorter in the back. In the front, it dangled down to her chin on both sides. It was a striking look and a sharp contrast to her previous style. She briefly worried that it could cause problems when going through the airport, but people changed their hair all the time these days. It might result in a few extra glances from airport security, but inevitably, they would let her through. The light blue sundress was something she normally wouldn�t wear, but in this case it helped her blend in with the other women trying to look their best while staying cool in the warmth of the summer sun. The skirt cut off just above the knees, showing off her toned and slightly tanned legs.
After a quick glance in both directions, Adriana turned right and walked quickly down the sidewalk, passing a coffee shop and a cafe full of patrons enjoying an early lunch. No one paid her any mind, save for a few young men who gave longing gazes. She ignored them and kept walking at a brisk pace. She�d bought a small clutch,as the dress didn�t have pockets, and as she rounded the corner she unzipped the black leather bag and pulled out her phone. Adriana�s memory wasn�t quite photographic, but it was close. And when it came to numbers, she had no trouble remembering sequences, even European ones.
She tapped out the numbers Monique had given her earlier. After three rings, the woman answered. �Yes?�
�I�m going to have to leave Holland a little sooner than planned.�
Four seconds of silence preceded Monique�s response. �That is unfortunate. What will happen to your father?�
�Ran into a little trouble. Need to change plans. There�s another thief after the same painting. She was waiting outside your home. I saw her and started after her, but someone hit me with their car.�
�So that was the noise I heard outside.�
�Yes. I�m okay, thank you for asking.�
�My apologies.�
Adriana walked steadily. Three blocks away, her hotel rose above the residential buildings and shops. �I�m fine. A little banged up,but I�ll be okay. I chased her down and cornered her, but she shot a police officer. Now they�re after both of us.�
The Dutch woman thought silently for a moment before speaking again. �I thought I heard some sirens going by. They�ll be looking for you.�
�Not a problem. I�ve taken care of that. No one will recognize me.�
�I can get you a plane out of the country in the next two hours.�
Adriana appreciated the offer but didn�t need it. �I�m good. I have my own,and my pilot is on standby. You can reach me at this number. I�ll meet you in Mexico. Just give me the rendezvous point, and I�ll be there when you say.�
�I knew you were the right person for the job. You won�t let a little problem with the police get in your way. Very well. I will send you the details about when and where to meet me. If you are late, I will go to the party without you.�
Adriana couldn�t help but feel like the woman was trying to shake her a little. Without her, Monique wouldn�t be able to get the painting she wanted. And if it wasn�t important, she wouldn�t have even brought it up. She had an investment in this too. Monique wouldn�t leave her. At least not without waiting a little while. But this whole thing also relied on good timing.
�When I meet you in Mexico, we�ll need to go over every single detail,� Adriana said. �I want to know the whole layout of the house, the kind of security system Espinoza has in place, how many armed guards, what their rotations and patrols look like, the whole nine yards. Understand?� Her tone was direct,but she wanted the Dutch woman to know she wasn�t screwing around. This wasn�t some shoot-from-the-hip operation. It was real. And the consequences of failure would be painful to say the least.
�I�ll have everything you need in place. You�ll have to provide your own tools, but I doubt you�ll need them.�
Right. Because we�re just going to walk right in through the front door. Adriana knew it was better to be safe. She�d have to have a way to take in at least a small packet of things in case she ran into something unexpected.
�Oh,� Monique halted for a second and then spoke again, �Wear something nice. This is a high-end party, after all. Nothing from one of those department stores, either. If you need me to bring you a dress, I can��
�I�ll be dressed to the nines. You just try to keep up.�
Adriana had plenty of expensive clothes. Keeping up with the latest and most luxurious fashions wasn�t really her thing. She�d happily trade a $4,000-dress for a pair of tight jeans and Converses any day. From time to time, however, her line of work and her social obligations required her to dress appropriately. She resented the fact that the other woman thought she might be too cheap to have anything nice. At the same time, Adriana resented having to wear such things.
�Good. See to it you are. Nothing too flashy, though. You should be gorgeous but not flashy. Don�t want too many people to look at you for too long.�
�Classy and subtle. I got it. Anything else?� Adriana crossed an intersection and continued past a bakery and a butcher shop. Her hotel was only a few blocks away now.
�That�s all for now. I�ll send you the location and time for our rendezvous as soon as I confirm it. It will likely be in thirty-six hours.�
�Perfect. See you then.�
Adriana didn�t wait for Monique to say goodbye. She ended the call, and when she reached the next street, ran across as soon as the walking sign signaled that it was safe. She waited for a few seconds on the other side and then cut left and crossed the perpendicular street.
When she arrived at the corner across from the hotel, she looked down the road in both directions, making sure there were no police around. There was a cop a few hundred yards away to the right, but he was walking in the other direction and didn�t seem to notice she was there amid the throngs of other people and cars.
The sign changed and signaled for the pedestrians to walk across. She tucked into the herd as they hurried through the crosswalk. The hotel was one of the older ones in the city. Newer, more up-to-date places had been built in some of the newer sections of town,but this one had a convenient location that was close to almost everything. The gray stone structure reminded her of old castles built hundreds of years ago. Of course, the gables on the highest windows mimicked the traditional Dutch style that seemed to pervade 85 percent of the city�s buildings. A narrow, single row of hedges wrapped around the outer wall and stretched down the length of the structure until it reached a side door a hundred feet away. The front of the building featured a red-and-blue-striped awning that almost appeared to be purple from a distance. Adriana wondered if that was the intention since the color purple had royal roots. A doorman in a uniform, white gloves, and matching hat stood just outside the entrance, welcoming new visitors and waving goodbye to those who were checking out. At this time of day, it was more of the latter.
Adriana continued walking toward the front entrance until something froze her in place. A siren blared from down the street ahead of her. She couldn�t see its source yet, but the vehicle was definitely coming her way. Her muscles tensed as she quickly considered what she should do. If she pushed forward, the police would certainly see her. Maybe that was why they were coming this way. Someone had recognized her despite her disguise. It was the only explanation. She huddled close to some of the other pedestrians until they reached the other side. The group split into four groups, all going in different directions. She made a quick decision and went left to the side of the building. Once she reached the corner, Adriana stopped and leaned against the wall as if she were waiting to meet someone.
The sirens closed in, their screaming whine piercing her ears as the vehicle approached. She took an unconcerned look around the corner and watched as two police cars stopped in front of the hotel, blocking in a gray luxury sedan. Another police car zipped by Adriana, surprising her momentarily. She�d not heard the third vehicle approaching. The car�s lights were flashing, but there were no accompanying sirens. That vehicle whipped around the corner, narrowly missing a few people walking across the street, and parked in front of one of the other vehicles. The three cops got out of their cars quickly and hurried to surround the gray sedan, pistols drawn as they did so. Another siren echoed through the canyons of old buildings, and within seconds, a high security police truck appeared on the scene, joining the other police vehicles in front of the hotel entrance.
Their focus seemed to be on whoever was in the sedan, and after waiting another hour-long minute, Adriana saw the man exit the vehicle with his hands on his head. He wore a silvery suit with a black tie. If she had to guess, she�d say he was from an Asian country, but it was hard to tell because of the distance and his sunglasses.
The police swarmed instantly. They spun the guy around and pressed him against his car windows, yanked his arms behind his back, and slapped handcuffs on his wrists. The entire ordeal took less than ten seconds. The authorities marched the man over to one of the police cars, stuffed him in the back seat, and then slammed the door shut.
Adriana had no idea who the man was, but she was thankful for the coincidence. A growing mob of onlookers gawked from the corner of the street, the stragglers of which were standing only ten feet away from her.
Two officers stayed at the entrance to the hotel, taking down notes as they spoke to the guy Adriana figured was the establishment�s manager. The assumption was based on the man�s blazer and pants, along with the way he appeared to be trying to defuse the situation. Having an arrest made on the premises of someone who was clearly a high-profile patron had to be bad for business.
�Who is the man they arrested?� she asked, careful not to make eye contact, instead watching as the police convoy sped away down the street.
A brunette with her hair in pigtails turned around. She had a star tattooed on her neck, and her lipstick was fire engine red. �Willie Tran,� she answered.
Adriana thought about asking another question, but she didn�t have to. The girl could see she didn�t know who that was.
�He runs illegal gambling operations all over Europe. They say he smuggles cocaine too.�
That explained the whole sting operation that just went down. The timing was perfect for Adriana � well, other than the fact that she�d just had the crap scared out of her. A major arrest for an international criminal would keep their guard down for at least a little while. Busy day for the local cops, she thought. It would only be a matter of time until the search for her and the other thief spread all over the city, which meant getting out within the next hour or so was paramount.
She took out her phone again and decided to enter the hotel through the side door rather than walking by all the commotion in the front. No need to give the police an easy two for one.
The phone rang twice before her pilot answered. She used her room key to open the side entrance and stepped into the air conditioned, clean-smelling air within the hotel�s corridor. Adriana explained to the pilot that they needed to leave within the next two hours and requested a flight plan for Las Vegas. Before heading to Mexico, she�d need to make a quick stop at her home in the desert mountains to pick up a few extra things. If Monique were true to her word, she�d send Adriana information about what kind of security system they�d be dealing with at Espinoza�s mansion. His setup would determine the kinds of tools and devices she�d need to take with her across the border.
That was another thing she had to consider. Crossing the border in a plane with any weapons or special equipment would draw curious eyes, despite the slack security policy for going from the US into Mexico. She�d have to cross by car and then catch a plane from Tijuana. Adriana could fly a small plane easily enough. She�d learned how to pilot aircraft long ago. But for something like this, she�d rather have someone else in the cockpit with her, a person who knew the little nooks and crannies of the Mexican countryside. She had a feeling that her connections in Atlanta might be able to pull a few strings and locate just such a pilot.
She hung a sharp right and opted for the stairs instead of the elevator. Her room was on the fourth floor, but Adriana didn�t mind the exercise so long as it kept her from being trapped in a box where being a target could present mortal danger. In a stairwell, at least there were movement options.
By the time she reached the fourth floor landing, her thighs had started to burn a little, but she could easily make it up another fifteen or so flights if she had to. She pulled down on the shiny metal latch and hurried down the hallway to her room.
Inside, she found all her belongings in order, which helped allay some of her fears. Her expectations were to find the hotel room trashed and some of her things missing: typical concerns of her occupation that today remained unrealized. As far as she could tell, no one had gone through her stuff, and the room was just as she had left it.
Adriana went through the room like a whirlwind. She grabbed the small collection of travel gear and went out the same way she came in. Once she was back downstairs, she pulled out her phone once more and dialed. After several rings, a man�s voice answered on the other end.
�Hello? Adriana? What�s up?�
�Tommy. I need a favor.�
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Las Vegas, Nevada
As expected, the security officer at the airport had given her passport an extra glance due to the different hair color and style. He�d asked her when she got her new hairdo and she explained that a week ago she�d decided to try a different look on a whim. He accepted the explanation and let her pass after she playfully bit her lower lip and gave him a short up and down stare. Men like that were easy. When in doubt, flirting would usually buy her time or get her out of a sticky situation.
Adriana�s jet cut through the sky over the ocean and the continental United States, speeding toward Las Vegas.
While onboard, she knew that sleep would be at a premium and was able to nap for an hour or so while over the Atlantic Ocean. Her phone dinged twice on the side table next to her beige leather seat and roused her from the short slumber. She picked up the device and blinked a few times to rid her eyes of blurriness. It was a message from Monique. Before leaving Holland, Adriana sent one of her email addresses to the Dutch woman via text message. This would allow for larger files, images, and schematics to be sent.
Adriana tapped the screen and scrolled through the explanation of the images that followed. She was pleasantly surprised at Monique�s thoroughness. The woman provided everything short of a full-on blueprint to Espinoza�s mansion. Every exit was clearly marked. Photographs detailed almost every inch of the interior, along with notes attached to every point of interest.
After a few minutes of scanning through the images, Adriana found those depicting Espinoza�s private gallery. She couldn�t help but wonder how Monique might have acquired them, but those questions didn�t matter right now. She had them. That was what counted.
The gallery images were taken from three points of view. The circular room displayed several paintings, one every three or four feet. In the first picture, Adriana noted the van Gogh Monique wanted. Trying to scoop two paintings was an irritation, but there was no getting around it. If Adriana didn�t nab the van Gogh along with the Bellini, Monique would probably blow the whistle on her. In this case, that would undoubtedly involve telling Espinoza. Of that, she was certain.
Adriana peered at the next image but didn�t see the Bellini until she scrolled to the last picture. To hope that the two paintings would be next to each other was too much, but finding that they were hanging on almost completely opposite sides of the room would complicate things.
On top of that, there were cameras in four different positions. Monique�s message noted their locations. This meant there was a security room somewhere in the mansion. Before she could make a play for the paintings, Adriana would have to take out those security guards and switch off the cameras. There was no way of knowing how many guards might be in the control room, which could also present a problem.
Her eyes went back and forth, looking over the home�s layout until she found an outbuilding that had way too many lights on to be a shed or maintenance structure. From the looks of it, the square wooden building sat about fifty feet away from the west end of the pool, on the edge of a cliff that descended down the small mountain.
Having a control room away from the main building could have its advantages for the owner. While it posed potential problems for Adriana�s mission, it also gave her a window of opportunity. A plan formulated in her head as she analyzed the estate�s layout.
After the long flight, it felt good to be back in one of her homes, even for the briefest of moments. Adriana had properties in a few locations around the globe. The one perched on the edge of the Sierra Nevada mountains was one she�d bought as a result of a fascinating discovery. She stood in front of the enormous window, staring out across the foothills that rolled into the oasis of Las Vegas. She remembered the blistering hot day when she stumbled her way into the cave, now surrounded by her palatial modern cabin and a securely locked steel door.
She�d deciphered a riddle that led her to this spot. Following the clues, it was here she found a secret diary of Francisco Coronado, tucked away in a shallow cave. Coronado had been one of the early Spanish explorers who�d searched desperately for the lost city of gold that many called El Dorado. When he died, he was nearly bankrupt. But he�d left behind a small, leather-bound book that eventually aided Adriana and her new friends in uncovering one of the greatest mysteries of all time.
Building the cabin around the cave had, at first, seemed like an extreme measure, but she felt an almost spiritual connection to the place after what was an exhausting search.
She wished she could stay longer,but time was running out. Her deadline was less than forty-eight hours away, and she�d be cutting it close. She turned and gazed at the sparse collection of tools she�d laid out on the table: her favorite lock picking tool, a compact utility knife that folded into the shape and size of a credit card, a Springfield XD .40 subcompact, and of course, her black-handled dagger.
The pistol was for emergency use only. The last thing she wanted to do was alert every armed guard on Espinoza�s property to her location and motives. Stealth was absolutely paramount. Her mission, her father�s life, depended on it.
She packed everything into her rucksack and stuffed in a couple of extra fully loaded magazines just in case things turned nasty. Along with all the tools and weapons, she tucked a few tiny metal discs into one of the side pockets. She�d received the objects from Sean, a gift to him from a friend working for a weapons research and development sector of the government. He claimed to have used them in a narrow escape from an Italian train station. She didn�t see how, dubiously eyeing the little discs. They didn�t look like much, about the size of a silver dollar. Looks were deceiving, however, since the objects were essentially a miniaturized version of a flash bang grenade with enough power to blind an enemy for at least fifteen to twenty seconds.
With all the straps buckled down and all the zippers tightened, Adriana turned her attention to a napkin next to the bag on the table. It was all she�d had when Tommy called her back to give her the details of how to find the pilot she�d requested.
She�d answered the phone quickly. Tommy�s voice sounded odd, as if he was trying to hide something. A few minutes later, she found out why.
�This pilot is great, and he�s exactly what you need for this kind of job. He�ll get you in and out and won�t ask too many questions about it. He doesn�t come cheap for stuff like this, though. Just so you know.�
�Money isn�t a problem. You know that.�
Tommy chuckled. �I know, but it�s rude to assume those kinds of things. I always like to be informed so there are no surprises. Besides, you�re going to need to make a significant withdrawal to pay this guy.�
Her lips parted in a slick grin. �I keep an extra stash around just in case I need it for such things. How much?�
He paused a second. �My guy told me for something like this he wants twenty grand. And that�s a discount rate for a friend. He said he�d have charged a stranger double that.�
It was an expensive proposition. Then again, there was hazard pay to consider. She�d never paid that amount of money to anyone for such a service. Still, the number didn�t even make Adriana flinch. �Works for me,� she said without hesitation. �If he�s fast, I�ll even tip him.�
�You�re pretty desperate to get to this place, huh?�
�Don�t even ask what it�s about, Tommy. This is a personal thing, and I have to take care of it. I don�t want you or Sean getting involved.�
The truth was, she wouldn�t mind if Sean got involved. He was always good in a fight. But this was her deal, her father�s life on the line. Adriana had always been independent. Depending on someone else for help was something she actively avoided. If the situation arose where she didn�t have a choice, Adriana would make the call.
�Okay. I understand. You want to handle it yourself.� He paused for a moment before speaking again. �This wouldn�t happen to have anything to do with your father dropping off the radar would it?�
�It�s not your concern, Tommy, though I appreciate you asking. I have it under control.� Truthfully, she didn't, but she was doing all she could.
Deep down in the pit of her stomach, she felt like a pawn in a high-stakes chess match. Never in her life had Adriana felt so trapped in a situation. Not even when she�d been kidnapped by a madman in Greece.
Questions fluttered through her mind. She wondered, if the man holding her father knew the location of the Bellini, why he would go through all the trouble of setting up this whole scenario. It seemed as if strings were attached to her and the other players involved. If that was the case, she wanted to know when the strings would be cut or what she could do to cut them herself.
�You still there?� Tommy interrupted her thoughts.
�Yeah. I�m here. Tell me about this pilot.�
Tommy gave her the contact information for the pilot and how to find him. With all her stuff packed and ready to go, she picked up her phone and made the call to the pilot, an older man named Jackson Kennedy. She hoped that he was all Tommy cracked him up to be.
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Guadalajara, Mexico
Allyson stared across the bar at the bartender. According to her sources, he was the guy to talk to about getting in with Espinoza�s inner circle. She knew simply walking up and asking for an introduction wouldn�t work. Getting an audience with one of the biggest drug lords in the world would require something a little more subtle.
As the sweaty, balding man stared at her cleavage from the other side of the counter, she reconsidered the term subtle. She�d dressed as provocatively as possible, wearing a tight black dress with a white belt and bright red lipstick. The skirt only went halfway down her thighs and showed off her sleek, toned legs. Every guy in the bar noticed when Allyson strutted in, and not a single one bothered to question what a pretty blonde girl like her was doing in a dump like this.
Getting out of Amsterdam hadn�t been as difficult for her as she thought it would be. Her friend in London pulled a few strings and put out false reports that the woman responsible for the shooting had been wearing a disguise. They were to be on the lookout for a brunette with a cropped, short cut. The report spread quickly, and several women that fit the description were taken into custody for questioning. Most of them would be set free, at least Allyson assumed as much. It was unlikely any of the women were found with a weapon or could be put at the scene of the shooting.
A bead of sweat rolled down her neck, trickling into her dress between her breasts. The bartender�s eyes followed it every inch of the way.
�I�ll have a Tecate,� she said, pretending to ignore his lustful gaze.
�Sure.� He reached under the bar and grabbed a semi-clean mug. Then he turned around and pulled a can out of the refrigerator. He opened it and set it next to the mug, still enamored by the strange woman�s sexuality. �First time in Guadalajara?� he asked.
Her lips curled just enough to make him even more curious. �No.� She tilted the mug and poured the beer, slowing it enough to get a nice even head of foam. She took a long sip and set the mug down. The bartender watched every move as if he was hunting a wild animal, assessing her with every passing second.
�I don�t remember seeing you in here before. And I think I would remember a flower as beautiful as you,� he winked as his eyes wandered to her breasts once again.
The line was beyond cheesy. She wondered where the man learned to speak such good English, and how to so poorly hit on women. This guy had sleazeball written all over him. She sized him up immediately as the type who liked to be slapped around a little.
Allyson took another sip of the beer. �No. I haven�t been in this bar before.� She took a quick glance around at the dingy surroundings. Gray paint peeled from the walls. She noticed the old wooden floor creak in several places when walking in. Taking another look now revealed the worn planks were on their last legs, some prying themselves free of the flooring and sticking up a half inch from the others. The mirror behind the bar had a thin layer of dust coating it. She didn�t want to know how long it had been since the thing was cleaned.
�Like I said, I�d remember��
�I heard what you said,� Allyson cut him off and took a big gulp of beer, taking the contents down to less than half the mug. �And to answer your other questions, no, I�m not from around here. Obviously, I�m American. Oh, and if you were wondering if I might hang around for a while, that answer is also no. I�m looking for someone and came in here to get a beer.�
The bartender smiled, revealing a crooked set of teeth underneath his black mustache. It was hard to tell which needed to be cleaned more, the teeth or the mirror.
He placed both hands on the counter and leaned forward. �I like a woman with some spirit,� he said, rolling his words together with his thick accent.
I figured you would, creep.
�I�m a guy who knows how to find people,� he continued. �Tell me who you�re looking for, and maybe I can help. If you�re nice to me.� He raised an eyebrow after finishing the last sentence.
One of the drunks at a corner table chuckled.
Allyson twisted her head and fired darts from her eyes at the loner. �Find something amusing?� He wasn�t sure how to take her and for the moment quieted down. She returned her attention to the bartender. �As for you, I thought you liked a woman with spirit. Sounds to me like you don�t want someone to be nice to you.� She reached over the bar and grabbed his collar. Her fingers squeezed the shirt tight around his neck, and she yanked him closer. Two other men off to her right both jumped up from their chairs, ready to pounce if she made another move.
The bartender�s wide eyes spilled over with fear and arousal. She could smell the stench of his sweaty body as she held him close to her face for a few dragging seconds. Then she shoved him back behind the bar and let go.
He took in several breaths and grinned, holding up a dismissive hand to the men on her right. �It�s okay, friends,� he said in Spanish, not realizing Allyson knew enough to get by and then some. �This white girl likes to play rough. We might have a little fun with her after she has a few more drinks, if you know what I mean.� The two laughed and nodded, sliding back into their seats.
Allyson played dumb as if she didn�t understand what had been said. �I hope you said nice things about me.�
�I thought you weren�t a nice girl.� The bartender�s dialogue was as predictable as his bar was dirty.
�Oh, I�m bad. But like I said, I�m looking for someone. I don�t have time to play right now.�
�And like I said, I�m good at finding people. So again I ask, who are you looking for?�
He was eating out of her palm, playing along just as she thought he might. �You probably don�t know him.� She rolled her eyes over the surroundings. �I seriously doubt he would ever show up in a place like this.�
The bartender forced a laugh. �What, my bar isn�t good enough for you?�
�I�m here drinking your beer, aren�t I?�
He crossed his arms and cocked his head to the side. �So what are you doing in here if you don�t think your friend would come to a place like this?�
�Because I know what happens here. I know what you�re doing out of the back of this place. And I know that if I ask nicely, you�ll tell me where to find him.�
The bartender's eyes narrowed to slits. �And what is it you think you know?�
She could sense the two men to the right and the one alone at the table in the corner slide forward a little in their chairs.
On the long flight, Allyson not only researched Espinoza, she dug deep into his known associates. One of which was a man named Jorge Sanchez. He ran most of the Guadalajara operations and had a reputation for Espinoza�s particular brand of cruelty. The police had plenty on him, but they wouldn�t dare touch him. They knew he was Espinoza�s guy, which made him even more untouchable. Even the local citizens knew who Sanchez was, and from the things Allyson read, they almost cowered in his presence.
�I know you run cocaine out of the back of this place. From what I understand, you�re moving about a quarter million in inventory every month through here.� She looked around again. �Which makes me wonder why you don�t clean it up a bit. You know, throw some new paint on the walls or something.�
She heard the men on either side ease out of their seats. They tried to be stealthy about it, but her senses were on full alert. She would have heard an ant walking.
The bartender stared at her stoically. He didn�t let what she said cause even the faintest flinch. �I don�t know what you�re talking about. And what business is it of yours, American, what we do here in Mexico?�
She shrugged and finished the last of the beer, pounding the empty mug down hard on the counter. Her fingers remained on the handle, gripping it lightly. �It�s none of my business. If you want to deal drugs or not, I honestly don�t care. It�s not the drugs I want. It�s the drug dealer. Jorge Sanchez. Where is he?� She blurted out the direct question without considering it. She knew what was about to happen. One of the men on the right had already come into view in the dusty mirror. A second later, the other one was right behind him.
The bartender held his breath at the sound of the man�s name. �What business do you have with him? Are you an assassin from one of the other cartels? If so, that�s not going to end well for you, white girl.�
Her peripheral vision kept watching the men on both sides approach as they carefully navigated the creaky floorboards, desperately trying not to step on the wrong one.
�I don�t want any trouble.�
�Then you came to the wrong bar.�
One of the floorboards to her left creaked suddenly. She�d seen the man�s reflection in the mirror and knew he was less than ten feet away. In an instant, she gripped the mug�s handle firmly, stepped off the stool, and flung it hard at the approaching threat. The heavy glass tumbled through the air and struck the man squarely in the nose with enough force that his head jolted back. He collapsed to his knees, grabbing his newly broken nose. Blood seeped through his fingers as he howled in pain.
Allyson learned a long time ago that if you had attackers coming from two different directions, eliminate the smaller threat from one direction first. Never fight a war on two fronts. She whirled around in time to see the next attacker charging at her with a raised fist.
He yelled and swung clumsily. She stepped aside, easily missing the wild punch, and put out her foot. He couldn�t react fast enough and tripped, stumbling at first and then crashing into the guy with the broken nose. She didn�t wait for the second man from the right to attack, instead quickly spinning around, taking two hard steps to the men on the floor, and finishing them off. The bleeding man was first. He received a knee to the jaw as parting gift to consciousness.
The second rolled over and tried to scramble up on all fours,but she grabbed him by the back of the shirt, hefted him up,and swung her foot around hard, planting the hard bone squarely into his cheek. His head snapped sideways, and he collapsed to the floor, out cold.
Only the bartender and one other man remained. The bartender took a cautious step to the side, his fingers feeling along under the counter. Allyson knew what he was doing, but for the moment, her focus had to remain on the other guy.
He had long hair, pulled back into a ponytail. His dark brown skin was covered in pockmarks, and he had a scar on the right cheek. A wild fury shot out of his eyes. He wouldn�t be as easy as the other two.
The man pulled a long buck knife out of a sheath attached to his belt and flipped it around in his hand as he crouched, inching ever closer. His other hand was out wide like a wrestler about to pounce on the competition.
�So we�re playing with knives now?� Allyson asked. Not an ounce of fear laced her voice.
He didn�t answer. Instead, he swayed side to side, creeping forward steadily but careful not to overcommit like his unconscious companion had. Allyson set her feet shoulder width apart at a sideways angle, her left hand out in front of her shoulder and the right cocked near her neck.
The man with the knife kept moving back and forth, sizing her up, looking for an opening. She decided to give him one.
She faked a step forward with her left foot and raised the right as if to kick. He responded by reaching for her leg with his free hand while simultaneously pulling the knife back to strike. Allyson dropped the foot and instead snapped the left foot like lightning. The attacker had a firm grip on the blade�s handle but not firm enough to hold it from such a hard blow. The knife flew into the air and flipped end over end. Allyson used his surprise to her advantage. She dropped her left foot and brought her right knee into the man�s groin. He grunted and doubled over, trying to wrap both arms around her. She struck again, bringing her elbow down hard on the back of his neck. He dropped to the ground at the same time the tip of the knife sank into the wood next to him.
Allyson grabbed the knife and in one motion pummeled around the man�s back and yanked on his ponytail, pulling his head back. She put the sharp edge to his throat and was ready to pull it through the skin and into his artery when she heard a familiar click from behind the bar.
�Drop it, gringa.�
The bartender stared at her with wide eyes filled with fear and rage. He�d just seen her take out three of his men in less than thirty seconds. In his hands he held a black, stockless 12 gauge, and the barrel was pointed right at her head.
She smiled in spite of the situation. Allyson had seen worse. �Your men started it,� she said. Her breath was barely above its normal pace.
�And I�m going to finish it,� he added. �Drop the knife. Do it now!�
�If I drop it, you�ll kill me. If I kill him, you�ll kill me. Seems like I may as well take one when I go.�
�I�m going to count to three. If you don�t put the knife down, I�m going to blow your crazy gringa head off. Entiendes?�
She understood, but she wasn�t about to let the bartender off that easy. Her mind rapidly calculated the distance and angle. The man behind the bar was only about twelve feet away.
�One.� He started counting. She remained still.
�Two!�
She jerked her human shield to the right and whipped the knife through the air.
The shotgun blasted its dozens of tiny rounds into ponytail�s chest. His head twitched back, and he grimaced just before she felt his body go limp. The knife zipped through the air and plunged deep into the bartender�s left shoulder, slicing muscle until it struck the bone.
He yelped and instinctively grabbed at the blade, dropping the shotgun onto the floor with a clack. His left arm had gone completely dead, and he staggered backward until his lower back hit the rear counter.
Allyson dropped the dead man to the floor and launched forward. She took a huge step and then jumped hard, using a stool for a boost, and catapulted at the injured bartender. She was on him in less than two seconds, not nearly enough time for him to remove the weapon from his bleeding shoulder.
The collision drove both of them to the floor as she grabbed onto his shirt before impact. His head smacked the rubber overlay, probably the only thing that saved him from unconsciousness or death. She reached over and grabbed the knife handle then twisted it ever so slightly. She could feel the blade�s tip grinding on the bone within.
He screamed in agony. �You crazy puta! Who are you?�
�Now,now, now. Is that any way to talk to a woman with a knife sticking into you? All I wanted was to find Jorge Sanchez. You had to do things the hard way. We could all be sitting around drinking cervezas right now.� She tweaked the blade again, sending a new shock of pain through his body.
He yelled louder this time. �I don�t know where he is. He only comes through once a week. It�s always a different day. I swear I don�t know when he�ll come through again.�
She searched his eyes for a lie but found none. Just to be sure, she twisted the knife another quarter inch to the left.
The screams resumed. The veins in his neck bulged. If she thought he was sweaty before, a virtual waterfall of perspiration poured down the back of his head now.
His voice trailed off to quivering lips.
�Is all that really necessary?�
A new voice entered the room. Allyson�s eyes shot up instantly as she crouched over her prisoner. A man in white linen pants, powder blue shirt, and the shiniest black shoes she�d ever seen stood at the other end of the bar. She noted the pistol in his hand, a SIG Sauer 45. Two men in black button-up shirts and gray pants stood at either side. They both held 9mm handguns with sound suppressors attached.
�He wouldn�t tell me how to find you, Se�or Sanchez.� She said the name with sultry zest.
�And why would you be looking for me?� He smiled, the same way a rattlesnake might to a mouse that wanders too close.
�Because I know who is the brains and the muscle behind Francisco Espinoza�s empire. If I thought it was him, I�d have asked for him instead.�
The response pleased him, as evidenced by the twitch on the right side of his lips. He�d received flattery before, though. �And what would a woman like you want with Se�or Espinoza�s empire? You�re American. DEA? FBI? CIA? From the looks of it, you�re here to cause trouble.�
She shook her head slowly, making eye contact every second. �No. I�m here to do business.�
He looked around at the mess. �One dead man, two unconscious, and I�m curious to know what you�re going to do with my friend, Juan, here.� He held out his hand with the palm up, pointing at the bartender.
�You�re screwed now, puta,� Juan spat through clenched teeth. The statement earned him another twist of the knife and a fresh surge of pain.
He moaned again, but this time his cries were quieted by Sanchez. The man stepped forward and put a finger to his lips as he knelt down. �Shhh, Juan, you�re making a scene. And I try as much as possible not to make a scene.�
Allyson knew that to be false. From what she�d read, Jorge Sanchez had butchered people in cold blood right in front of dozens of witnesses, none of whom would ever say a thing.
He stood up again and surveyed the room. Blood pooled under the man with the ponytail. The other two were in a heap closer to the door, still breathing but beaten up. �Juan, I told you to get some better men in here to help. Why do you never listen to me?�
�I listen, jefe,� Juan whimpered.
�No you don�t. If you did, you wouldn�t be lying there with a knife sticking out of your shoulder. How did she get the best of you? Huh?�
�She�s the devil,� Juan said in Spanish.
Sanchez clicked his tongue and shook his head. �Now, now, Juan. You are saying such mean things about our new friend here. Didn�t you hear her? She said she wants to do business with us.�
He raised his weapon and pointed it straight at her forehead. �Unless, of course, she�s lying.�
She stared hard into his eyes. �Death is worth the risk,� she said evenly. �With the volume your empire can do, I�m willing to do whatever is necessary.�
His lips parted on one side. �Whatever is necessary?�
Allyson nodded slowly.
�Then kill my friend, Juan, here.�
Juan�s eyes opened wide. He swallowed and started jabbering. �No, jefe. Please don�t kill me. I�ll hire new men. I swear. I won�t mess up again.�
Allyson jerked the knife out if his shoulder and flipped it over in her hand. She pressed the edge to Juan�s throat and waited. His head trembled, and he gazed into her eyes like a frightened animal.
She locked eyes with his as she spoke to Sanchez. �If I kill him, you�ll have to find another bartender to replace him. He�s clearly incompetent, but can you trust him? Has he ever stolen from you?�
�Not that I know of. In this business, there are very few people you can trust. Juan is trustworthy but like you said, incompetent.�
Allyson raised the knife and twirled it around in her hand. She raised it high over her head and then brought the tip down hard. Juan yelped, knowing he was half a second from death.
The blade plunked through the rubber mat and into the wood beneath, only inches from his head.
�You can train the incompetent,� she said, looking up at Sanchez. �You can�t train a thief.� It was a huge gamble. She�d directly disobeyed an order from one of the most feared drug kingpins in the Western Hemisphere. In her heart, she knew it was the right play.
Sanchez raised an eyebrow, pleased with her answer. �You�re brave to disobey me like that. It means you don�t fear death. And it shows me you mean business. You make a good point.� He looked down at the quivering bartender. �Juan, get off the ground. You look like an idiot. And thank this woman for saving your life. If it were up to me, you�d be dead like your men.�
His two guards stepping over to Juan�s unconscious men accentuated his point. They raised their weapons and pulled the triggers. The muffled pops sent rounds into the back of the men�s skulls, and fresh blood soon spilled onto the floor.
Juan struggled to his feet and turned around to see what the guards had just done. He didn�t offer a protest. It was the way things were done. Truthfully, he knew he was lucky to still be alive.
�You�ll probably need to close down and get this mess cleaned up.� Sanchez waved his gun recklessly at the bodies near the doorway.
�Of course. I�ll take care of it.� Juan�s shirt was soaked in crimson from his wound.
�No, get someone else to do it. You�ll need to get that cut cleaned up. See to it the next guys you hire aren�t imbeciles. Or my next visit won�t be so merciful.�
�Yes, boss. I understand.�
Juan slinked away and locked the front door before disappearing through a doorway in the back.
Sanchez watched him leave and then returned his attention to Allyson. He shoved his weapon into the back of his pants. �So it�s me you want, not Espinoza?� he asked, still dubious.
She reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. Sanchez was three inches over six feet tall. His striking black beard and slicked-back matching hair made him quite the handsome man. If this job required a little extra effort on her part, Allyson wouldn�t have any complaints.
�No disrespect to your employer. He obviously knows what he�s doing since he hired you. But I always like to go straight to the source.�
He tilted his head back, hiding any emotion. Sanchez was accustomed to women throwing themselves at him. With his vast wealth, such things came easily, especially in a country ravaged with poverty.
�Francisco is having a little get-together tomorrow night. Perhaps you would like to accompany me.� He gave one more look at the bodies on the floor. �After all, one can�t have enough protection, hmm?�
Her lips curled teasingly. �A party at Espinoza�s?� She feigned surprise. �I�d be delighted.�
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Tijuana, Mexico
Jackson Kennedy�s reputation as a reckless, carefree pilot had carried through the Western Hemisphere. He was a retired Navy pilot, having entered the service in the late 1970s. Jackson did twenty years for the US Navy before deciding to hang it up and try his hand in the private sector. He ran a few unsuccessful businesses out of Los Angeles until he ended up depressed and very nearly bankrupt. At the age of sixty-one, he moved across the border to Tijuana and went back to the only thing he ever really knew how to do: flying airplanes.
Last she�d heard, he was flying crop dusters during the growing season. Between harvest and planting time, though, he could usually be found at the bottom of a bottle of cerveza.
Jackson was a good guy, or so Tommy said. But he�d had a rough go of it through the years. His wife had left him for another man, an aspiring golfer who was trying to go pro at the age of forty. Last Jackson heard, the man had left her for a younger woman. When the ex came crawling back to see if Jackson would let her back in his life, all she found was an empty home. He knew his limitations. And even though the divorce crushed his spirit, he also realized that he was weak. He probably would have taken her back if he�d stuck around. So he went to the one place he knew she�d never go: Mexico. She was too prim and proper for the rough-and-tumble outskirt towns beyond America�s southern border.
Right now, the only thing that mattered was that Adriana could trust him. Her boyfriend, Sean Wyatt, met Jackson four years ago when he was planning a trip into the Sierra Madre mountain range. He'd been sent to recover some artifacts, and the mission required a certain level of what Sean called discretion.
Apparently, the corrupt local government wanted to acquire the artifacts for personal gain. In most cases, Sean and the International Archaeological Agency did what the respective governments requested. There were occasions, however, where the best interest of preserving history didn�t always line up with what certain government officials wanted.
According to Sean and Tommy, Jackson was a bit of a crazy guy, but if she wanted a pilot who would do a little dirty work, Adriana could do no better.
She pulled her rucksack snug over her shoulder and stared at the notes she�d scribbled on the napkin the day before. Her eyes drifted up slowly to the rusty sign hanging over the building�s entrance. Time and the weather had taken their toll, fading some of the letters to the point where they were faint shadows. There was still enough of the original paint for her to make out what the sign said. Pedro�s.
Adriana pushed open the red door and stepped into a dark, dusty saloon that looked like a place Pancho Villa might have visited once or twice during the earlier part of his infamous career. The only things missing were the swinging wooden double doors and tables full of desperados. In the dim light of a few iron chandeliers, she took in the surroundings. An L-shaped counter wrapped around the front end of the bar�s liquor shelves, refrigerator, and taps. Three men wearing mechanics' outfits huddled together at the bar�s farthest end, drinking bottles of Pacifico. They must have been having a beer on their lunch break, or so Adriana figured. Two more men sat together at a table to the right, near the hallway leading into the bathrooms. The corridor was marked with a white sign that read, Ba�os.
And there, sitting at a table for two against the wall, was the man she came to see, Jackson Kennedy. He fit the description: a bushy white beard and matching hair capped with a red bandana. He wore a Hawaiian-style shirt with flowers and trees printed all over it in bright yellows, greens, blues, and whites. His shorts were the old-style camouflage, before they started making the newer digital kind. His darkly tanned feet were wrapped in leather sandals. Jackson looked less like a pilot and more like a member of the Jimmy Buffet Fan Club.
He was reading a book,a beer sitting to his left, almost against the wall. A pair of Ray-Bans sat next to the bottle. The sudden light beaming in from the doorway and her subsequent appearance had drawn the attention of everyone in the room. Knowing the other patrons were of a less than reputable cut, Jackson spoke up quickly.
�Adriana,� he said in a rough tone. �Over here.�
She nodded and strode over to the little table. Jackson stood and extended his hand. �Jackson Kennedy. �Course, you already knew that.�
According to his dossier, Jackson was from Fort Worth, Texas. Even though he�d not lived there in decades, his accent still came through. �I guess you didn�t have any trouble finding the place.�
He motioned for her to have a seat across from him.
�No,� she said, easing down and tucking her rucksack under the table at her feet. �Nowadays, there aren�t many things that are hard to find thanks to the wonders of GPS.�
He let out a hearty chuckle. �I suppose you�re right. Back in the old days, we didn�t have those kinds of things to get us around. If you wanted to find a place, you better have a map and some good directions.� He closed his book and set it aside.
She eyed the title on the cover. �Count of Monte Cristo? That was one of my favorite stories in school. Still is.�
�Yeah, I�ve read it a few times; it�s always fun to go back to the classics.� His eyes wandered around the room, making sure no prying ears were listening in on their conversation. �So,little lady, tell me about this job you�ve got. I mean, Tommy gave me a few brief details, but I want to make sure I understand correctly.�
Adriana brought Jackson up to speed on what she did with her spare time, stealing stolen artwork and returning it to the rightful owners. He made the comment about that being a dangerous hobby, which she blew off. Everyone said the same thing.
Then she told him about what was going on with her father. She figured Jackson to be a guy who appreciated full disclosure.
�So,� she finished up, �I have to steal this painting from Espinoza�s mansion and return it to a port in Marseille.�
�France?�
�Yes. If things go according to plan, I should make it there with a few hours to spare.�
Jackson snorted and drew in a long sip of beer. He wiped his beard and mustache clean and set the mug down. �Things never go according to plan. Especially here in Mexico.�
She grinned at his comment. �Yes, that�s why I need an expert like you.�
He squinted at the compliment. �I can get you to Ameca, though not by plane. There are some fields nearby where I could land, abandoned farms and such, but it wouldn�t go unnoticed. Or we could fly into Guadalajara. That�s as close as I can get you to Ameca by air. After that, we�d need to go by car.� He stopped for a moment and looked around again. �If this goes off like you planned, you won�t have much time to get out of there.�
�Which is why you�ll need to have the plane ready to fly. How about we do both? Land in Guadalajara, refuel the plane, and then meet me on one of those abandoned farms you�re talking about. If you show me how to get there on a map, I can manage.� She reached down to the rucksack and unzipped one of the compartments. Her fingers felt the paper she was looking for and pulled out the envelope. The package was a few inches thick, and when he saw it, Jackson wondered how she�d got all that cash in one envelope.
�Thanks. And I like the plan, so long as you can get to where I say. Timing on this will be critical. If I sit around too long, someone will see me. There are always curious eyes lingering about.�
She slid it across the table, close to the wall, making sure no one else noticed. �I�ll be there on time. Just be ready.� She tapped the burgeoning envelope. �Count it if you like.�
He waved his hand, dismissing the comment. �I trust you. Any friend of Tommy�s is all right by me. I hope you don�t think I�m being greedy for requiring this much money. Truthfully, the reason it�s so much is that if this goes like I think it might, old Sarah might need some repairs.�
�Is that the name of your plane?�
�Yes,ma�am. She�s old, but she runs good and has never let me down, unlike other women in my life.�
Adriana chose not to address the barb at his ex-wife, instead offering a smile. �I trust you when it comes to that stuff. Tommy wouldn�t have recommended you otherwise.�
Jackson�s eyes beamed. �I guess we have a good amount of trust at this table, then.� He pulled the envelope back and tucked it into a canvas messenger bag next to his feet. �When do you need to leave?�
�This afternoon, early if possible. I�m meeting someone in Ameca who�s getting me into Espinoza�s compound. She�s made this whole thing possible.�
Jackson�s eyebrows knit together. His voice hinted at concern. �That�s an awfully tricky thing you�re planning. Espinoza isn�t someone to take lightly. You won�t be able to just walk in there, take the painting, and leave. He�ll have armed guards, alarms, everything including the kitchen sink.� He stopped. �I�m sorry, I�m sure you�ve thought about all this stuff. I didn�t mean to suggest you hadn�t.�
�It�s fine. And I appreciate your concern. The whole operation isn�t one I�d normally take on. But as you can tell from my story, I don�t have a choice.�
�Yeah, that�s quite the pickle you�re in.� He leaned back and took another gulp of beer. He sighed after swallowing. �I can have Sarah ready to fly in the next two to three hours. You just come by this hangar when you�re ready, and we�ll head out.�
On the edge of her field of vision, Adriana noticed one of the three men at the bar get up and start walking toward her. Her eyes twitched in his direction, and she knew immediately that if they were on their lunch break, they did not intend to go back anytime soon. He stopped a few feet away, still holding a bottle in his hand. The other two lingered at the bar, watching him from a distance.
�Hey,� he said in slurred Mexican Spanish, making it obvious that the beer wasn�t his first. �What�s your name?�
She glared at him, her eyelids lowered. �Don�t worry about it,� she responded elegantly in her native tongue. Adriana spent most of her early life outside Madrid on her father�s land. They�d always heard that the mother tongue language in Spain was different. Whenever possible, she tried to speak it the way she�d learned as a child.
The mechanic�s eyes widened slightly, and he burped out a laugh. He took a wary step forward and started to reach for her when Jackson snatched him by the wrist and jerked him close. Jackson used his other hand to grab the man�s coveralls at the chest.
�The lady said not to worry about it. I�d suggest you leave unless you want to meet the devil.�
Jackson was no stranger to a bar fight. He�d won more than he'd lost. He didn�t use any sort of martial arts or special technique; Jackson was a brawler, plain and simple. His massive frame, a couple inches over six feet tall and easily pushing 250 pounds, made him an imposing figure.
He pushed the man away and sent him stumbling back toward his friends at the corner of the bar. Two men who�d been watching from the safety of their table decided it might be a good time to check out. They both stood and walked toward the door.
The mechanic�s two companions stood up and started toward Jackson and Adriana, causing them to stand as well.
�Now,boys,� Jackson said, putting his hands out, �we don�t want any trouble. The lady said she didn�t want anything to do with your friend here,and that�s that. It�s a free country. Or is it? I don�t really know, and I�ve lived here a while.�
�Shut up, old man.� The one Jackson had shoved spoke with growing anger. �It was none of your concern. And now it is.�
�What are you doing with an old white guy like that anyway?� one of the others, a runty-looking guy barely a few inches over five feet, asked.
�Now that�s just rude,� Jackson said. �I�m not that old. In fact, last I checked, I�m young enough for your mother.� Jackson�s Spanish was rough around the edges but clear enough that the insult landed perfectly.
Adriana knew what was coming next.
Incensed, the recipient of the joke rushed past his two comrades. He let out a yell and put his shoulder down. His plan must have been to tackle Jackson, but if that was the case, it was a miserable failure. Jackson stepped to the right, swung up and forward, and clotheslined the guy with a big forearm. The attacker�s eyes bulged for a second before he felt his body lifted off the ground and flipped over onto his back. His head struck the tile floor with a sickening smack, sending him into unconsciousness.
Seeing their amigo knocked out should have served as a warning to the remaining two instigators. If they�d apologized and carried their friend away, all would have been forgiven. Instead, seeing their buddy on the floor only fueled their anger. The one with a bottle still in his hand smacked it against the nearest table and shattered the bottom half, leaving a jagged, sharp weapon for him to wield. His eyes flared, leaving no doubt as to what his intentions were.
The other one, standing opposite of Jackson, was weaponless,but he was much larger than the one who�d run into the older man�s forearm. He was still smaller than the American, but only by three or four inches, and his muscles bulged underneath the rolled-up sleeves of his coveralls. The vapid look on his face reminded Jackson of some of the soulless creatures he�d encountered back in the 1970s in a jungle.
�I�ll take the one on the right, I guess,� Jackson said. �Unless you don�t want to deal with a broken beer bottle of course.� He spoke in English, assuming neither of the other men understood.
�I�m fine,� Adriana said.
She stepped to the left to open up space between her and Jackson, moving steadily toward the area in front of the entrance. The man with the bottle inched his way toward her. His face portrayed rage-fueled confidence. His body, however, acted carefully, as if he was herding an animal into a corner.
The bar fell into a still silence. It was the calm before the storm. The bartender watched intensely with both hands on the counter. Evidently, this wasn�t the first bar fight he�d seen, and in a joint like this, it wouldn�t be the last.
Suddenly, the quiet was interrupted as the front door burst open amid a cacophony of laughter and joking. Two young couples stood in the doorway, obviously Americans, who were probably making the rounds of the town�s drinking establishments. Their raucous conversation came to a shuddering halt as they stared inside at the unfolding drama. They saw the body on the floor, the muscular mechanic facing off with a beastly old man in a Hawaiian shirt and sandals, and another mechanic with a broken beer bottle staring at a woman in black shorts and a white tank top.
�Best find another bar, y�all,� Jackson said, peeking out of the corner of his eye at the tourists.
One of the girls screamed, and the door slammed shut as they disappeared into the street.
�Now, where were we?� Jackson said in Spanish. He looked at the name tag on the coveralls. �Jos� is it? Oh, yeah. You were about to join your friend here.�
Jackson went on the offensive. He stepped over the unconscious man and approached with both fists up like a boxer. His opponent mirrored the stance somewhat but kept his body a little more open. It was a style Jackson had seen often in Mexico. While the country had produced some of the best boxers in the world, it had also created many who thought they were good but were actually terrible. This guy was clearly the latter.
They circled each other, kicking tables out of the way as they moved until some space opened up for the battle to begin.
Jackson struck first. A quick jab and then another, feeler bets to see what the young mechanic could do. The punches were parried easily, knocked aside with open palms. Then Jos� countered with three quick jabs of his own, two with the left and one with the right. Jackson blocked them easily enough, swatting them away with his forearms. While Jos�'s stance suggested he wasn�t defensive enough, his counterattack was solid.
�Watched a bit of boxing on television, Jos�?� he taunted.
The mechanic�s response was another jab, a fake right hook and a left jab. Jackson blocked the first but fell for the fake, dipping his head a little too far to one side and overcommitting with his left hand. The short punch caught him squarely in the mouth, and a second later, his lip dripped blood from a fresh cut. Jackson took a step back and wiped his face with his forearm. He looked at the blood for a second and then smiled. �Not bad. That�s gonna cost you.�
On the other side of the room, Adriana waited as the other mechanic, a guy named Angel, based on his name tag, circled her with his makeshift weapon.
�I�m going to cut you bad. Then I�m going to have a little fun with you. Then I�m going to kill you.� His menacing words did little to frighten her, but he was dangerous nonetheless and had to be handled with caution.
He lunged forward, swinging the sharp edges of the bottle at her abdomen. She jumped and arched her back, dodging the weapon by a foot. She spun around and took up a new position in the space near the corner of the bar. Angel pivoted and squared with her again. His eyes squinted, and he took another step at her, whipping the bottle through the air multiple times like a drunken tennis player.
When he swung a backhand, it opened up his body. Adriana took a step back and dodged the cuts then jump kicked straight ahead with her boot. The sole struck the man in the chest and sent him stumbling backward. He managed to catch himself on a table before he fell to the ground, stabilizing his balance. Renewed fury filled his face. He growled and charged forward again.
Back on the other side of the room, Jackson jabbed a few more times then tried a right hook of his own. Jos� stopped every shot and countered again with two jabs to Jackson�s face. The older man was able to turn his head slightly so that his cheek absorbed the blows. He retreated another few steps to collect himself. This mechanic was proving to be a tougher fight than he thought. His swollen lip continued to leak blood onto the floor, and some of it splattered on his shirt, adding splotches of crimson to its colorful Hawaiian design.
Frustrated, he pushed forward again, faked a jab,and went straight to the right. Jos� bought the fake,and Jackson�s right fist snapped two inches behind the target. The mechanic�s head rocked to the side, and he wobbled back, but there was no time to recover. Jackson sent another powerful jab into the man�s nose, and a third then a fourth blow to the cheek and jaw.
Jos� stumbled back and struggled to keep his hands up as the onslaught continued. He blocked one punch and partially stopped another, but the damage had been done. Once Jackson�s massive paw landed the first blow, the fight was over. The mechanic continued backward until he ran into the wall and could go no farther. Desperate, he swung a wild roundhouse, and another, but Jackson swatted the attacks aside and thrust his fist into Jos�s gut.
The mechanic doubled over, just in time for his face to meet an uppercut. His feet came off the ground a half inch as Jackson�s powerful shot struck him in the jaw and sent him to the ground. The older man stood over the unconscious man and spat some of the blood onto Jos�s coveralls. �I guess you never heard that song about calling the old man out.�
A table scuffed the floor over near the entrance, and Jackson turned his attention to Adriana.
Angel lunged at her again, swinging the bottle more wildly than before. She ducked to the side and then jumped back again with her arms out wide to maintain her balance. One swipe came dangerously close to cutting her side open, and as she stepped back, she tripped over a chair she�d not accounted for.
She tumbled to the floor, and Angel pounced instantly. He jumped on her and straddled her torso with his legs. He smacked her face with the back of his hand and then again with the palm, sending a shocking sting through her skin. The next blow was much worse, delivered with the side of his hand and blinding her with pain for a brief second.
The mechanic leaned over her, putting his face close to hers and pressing the edge of the bottle against her neck. He pinned one of her wrists against the floor and smelled her skin then licked the side of her face. �Now I�m going to take what I want,� he grunted into her ear.
His lust was his undoing. The pause in Angel�s attack gave her the two seconds she needed to recover. A sudden move could force the broken glass through her skin and puncture an artery, so she feigned unconsciousness and waited for the disgusting creature to move it away from her neck. Sure enough, he started to drag the bottle across her skin until it reached the lower part of the tank top. Her breasts heaved with every breath, and Angel stared at them ravenously.
A sharp thud on his right temple sent everything black. The heel of Adriana�s hand drove into the side of his head and sent him sprawling to the floor. She rolled over on top of him and drove her fists and elbows into his face over and over again until exhaustion started to stem the blows. Angel was out cold. The broken bottle rolled out of his limp fingers, coming to rest against the base of the nearest table. His face had been pummeled so badly it was unrecognizable.
Adriana breathed hard, as if she�d just sprinted half a mile. Footsteps approached to her right, and she sprang up to meet the next threat. It was Jackson�holding a chair.
She wiped her face with the back of her hand. �What were you going to do with that?�
He sheepishly looked down at the chair and grinned. �Was going to hit him across the head with it, but looks like you took care of him.�
She nodded, still breathing heavily. �I�ve fought tougher than him before.� Her foot shot out and kicked the chair she�d tripped over. The thing tipped and slammed onto the floor. �Didn�t see that there, and I fell. Only way that idiot could ever get the better of me.�
Jackson stared at Angel�s destroyed face. �Do you always get that angry?�
She glanced back at the mechanic. His chest rose and fell slowly. He wasn�t dead, which was good. The last thing they needed was to have the cops looking into a homicide. �He licked my face. Why do creeps always do that?�
Jackson smiled and shook his head. �I don�t know.� He put the chair back on the floor and walked over to their table.
He picked up his mug, finished off the last of the beer, and then picked up his and Adriana�s bags. He returned to the bar where the old bartender still stood with his palms on the counter.
�Sorry about the mess, Pedro,� Jackson said in Spanish. He reached into his bag and thumbed through a few bills in the envelope Adriana had given him. He took out two and handed them to the bartender. �This ought to cover it,� Jackson winked.
Pedro smiled and scooped up the two hundred-dollar bills. �I�m just glad you didn�t break anything this time,� the old man said. �I�ll call the police after you leave. Tell them they got into it with some gangsters or something. The usual.�
�Gracias, amigo,� Jackson replied with a grin.
He sauntered over to Adriana and handed her the rucksack. �We should be going. Got a plane to catch.�
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Guadalajara
Landing in Guadalajara had been easy enough. A small plane flying from one Mexican city to another didn�t raise any alarms. Jackson went through all the protocols to make sure every regulation was obeyed. When they left Ameca, those regulations would have to be largely ignored. When any control towers asked their origin and destination, he�d explain they were delivering farm supplies to one of the local farmers. It was a ruse he�d used several times, and it had proved to work well.
Sitting on the edge of the airport near a rusty, beaten-up hangar, Jackson turned off the plane�s single turboprop engine and exited the cockpit. Adriana grabbed her bag and followed him around the side of the empty metal building. She noted two areas where the tin roof was peeled away, barely hanging on by a few determined rivets. The late afternoon sun blazed in the west, baking the tarmac under their feet. She drew in a long breath and noted the smell of pine mingled with sage in the dry air.
Parked next to the hangar, in the shade of a pine tree, a tan 1978 Toyota Land Cruiser waited silently. The worn paint and rust spots on the doors and along the lower edges showed its age. The tires seemed in decent condition, with several thousand miles of tread still left on them.
Adriana walked around the vehicle, admiring it as she ran her fingers along the surface. �Where�d you dig this up?�
�I�m sorry I couldn�t do better. My guy down here said it was the best he could do. He said it runs fine and won�t give you any trouble. It�s got a full tank of gas, which is more than enough to drive the fifty or so miles out to Ameca.�
�Are you kidding? It�s perfect.� She wasn�t lying. Back in the US, enthusiasts all over the country sought these kinds of vehicles. There�d been a resurgence of restoring old vehicles over the past decade, and Land Cruisers had been one of the most popular. �I have a friend who works on these in Vegas,� she explained. �He�d love to get his hands on this one. I can�t believe it�s still in pretty good shape, other than some of the rust here and there.�
�Yeah, my guy takes care of his vehicles. He has a car lot here in the city. Loans me one every now and then when I end up in these parts. I told him you�d need an SUV, and this is what he had. Well, this and an old Ford, but he said it wasn�t running right and needed some work.�
�This thing is awesome. If we weren�t in a hurry to fly back, I�d offer to buy it from your friend straight up.�
Jackson�s smile beamed proudly. �We might be able to arrange that down the road.� He reached in his messenger bag and pulled out a map. His hands worked quickly to roll it out on the hood of the SUV.
Holding down one edge with his arm and letting Adriana pin the other side, he pointed to the city of Ameca. �Here�s where we�re going to meet. It�s a farm about two miles outside the city�s downtown area.� His finger moved over to another spot. �This is where Espinoza�s estate is. That�s about four miles as I figure it, give or take a hundred yards. When you leave there, you�ll have to really step on it, unless of course they don�t realize what you�ve done.�
�That�s the plan,� Adriana said, staring at the map. She pulled out her phone and tapped the screen a few times, opening up the maps application. Next, she found their current location and the one Jackson was pointing at on the map. She marked it with a waypoint and slid her phone back in a front pocket. Adriana had a remarkable memory, but having a digital backup wasn�t a bad thing.
�You know as well as I do it�s always best to plan for the worst.� She thought for a second and then spoke again. �If I�m not there by 10:30, leave without me. I don�t want you hanging around too long. If one of Espinoza�s men or some random police happen to see you, they�ll think something�s up.�
�I�ll be fine,� Jackson said. �And I�ll give you as much time as I can. I don�t think too many people wander out to that area, but you never know. There�s a barn on this property. It�s old, basically falling apart, made from brown wood with a metal roof. If you follow that road out of Espinoza�s and turn here,� he tapped the map, �you shouldn�t have any trouble finding it, even in the dark. It�s going to be a clear sky and a bright moon, so that should help.�
Adriana nodded and stuck out her hand. �I�ll see you tomorrow night,� she said. �I appreciate your help, Jackson.� Her eyes narrowed. �Your lip okay?�
He shook her hand and then let go, rubbing the cut on his mouth with his forefinger. �Yeah, it�s a little sore, but I�ll be fine in a day or two. Might have to lay low on the coffee. Hot liquid on cut, not good.� He laughed. �Keys are in the ignition. Be careful.�
�I will,� she nodded.
Jackson walked around the front of the SUV and returned to his plane while Adriana got in the vehicle, found the keys, and started the engine. Even though Jackson said the Toyota ran fine, she had her doubts until she heard the motor rev to life. Truly, she would have taken whatever car she could get her hands on. Getting a truck or an SUV was being a tad picky, but she thought it might be necessary in case a road chase turned into an off road one.
She waved to the pilot and stepped on the gas, steering the vehicle away and toward the nearest exit on the other side of the airstrip.
The drive to Ameca took a little over an hour. The slowest part of the journey was getting through the rush hour traffic in Guadalajara. People, cars, trucks, buses, and motorcycles clogged sidewalks and roads all over the place. When she eventually got out of the mess, she found the country roads outside the city to be ghostlike. The long straight asphalt snaked its way through the flatlands and farms, stretching out for dozens of miles with only a few outcroppings of homes popping up every now and then. Seeing another car was just as rare. In the distance, the massive outline of the Tequila Volcano � she laughed at the name � rose dramatically from the earth, stretching to the sky like a giant natural pyramid.
Adriana had memorized the location of the rendezvous before leaving Tijuana, but just to be sure, she�d also stored it in her phone. Based on what she�d learned, the city of Ameca was small, with a main square and a few other major buildings downtown before it thinned into the suburbs and eventually the farms of the surrounding area.
The sun was creeping its way below the mountains on the horizon when Adriana passed a sign indicating she was only fifteen miles from Ameca. Behind her, a few of the stars were already peeking through the dark blanket above. The moon would follow shortly.
She squinted as something caught her attention on the road ahead. About half a mile away, it looked as if a car had stopped on the road. She let off the gas pedal, anticipating that someone was in need of help then realized as she drew closer that it wasn�t a broken-down vehicle. Two pickup trucks were blocking the lanes in both directions. She�d noticed them too late to turn off road and go around. They�d seen her. And while this sort of problem was why she�d requested the SUV, she didn�t want to have to use it just yet.
A hundred yards away,she tapped on the brakes and slowed down. From her vantage point, Adriana could see a man in the back of each truck holding an assault rifle. There were two men on the road as well, both holding similar weapons. She was sure to keep the low beams on, and when she was forty yards away, the light revealed they were AK-47s. Unsurprising. Those were the weapons of choice for most people who didn�t have the money or patience to get something more accurate, or more reliable. The guns were intimidating weapons � and deadly in the right hands � but too problematic for Adriana�s tastes.
She had her suspicions when realizing it was a roadblock, but her hopes were that it was just a rural police department running a DUI checkpoint or looking for a specific criminal. Now it was clear these were no police, no federales. These guys were part of the drug ring, possibly Espinoza�s. She�d heard how people were sometimes stopped in their cars outside the cities. Usually, they were asked for a toll of some kind to pass through. The underlings of the drug trade used it as a means to collect extra income, a kind of tax that the cartel leadership allowed as long as they didn�t do anything too stupid. Occasionally, a stop like this one resulted in a murder, or worse. Multiple scenarios ran through Adriana�s mind. Her rucksack was in the passenger seat, and she reached over, unzipped it, and stuck her hand inside as the truck rolled down the road.
Twenty yards away, one of the men standing on the road, wearing a white undershirt and a long gold chain, put up a hand, signaling her to stop. He stepped forward as she slowed the Land Cruiser to a halt. The lights from the other trucks shone brightly through her windshield, making it easier for the gunmen to see into any approaching vehicles. It also served to blind the oncoming driver, the man approaching her SUV appearing only as a silhouette until he stepped around the mirror. His assault rifle dangled loosely from a shoulder strap. Adriana could now see he had a pistol in one hand.
�Open the door,� he ordered in Spanish, raising the weapon and pointing it directly at her face.
She stared out at him for a moment. I don�t have time for this. Her face displayed a look of fear and confusion, but inside, Adriana was assessing the situation. The two men in the back of the trucks were almost invisible due to the headlights. The only thing that kept them in sight was the fading orange sunlight spread across the sky behind them. The other guy on the road stood with his legs apart and his weapon at his side, aimed at her SUV.
Adriana opened the door slowly and slid out of the driver�s seat, careful to stay facing the man. The cold ceramic and metal against her lower back had to remain hidden until she could get them closer together. As things stood, winning a shootout with the four men was highly unlikely.
The man�s face eased a little as she stepped away from the door and slammed it shut. He kept the weapon aimed at her but lowered it slightly as his eyes wandered from her face to her chest and then down to her legs. �What are you doing out here all alone? It�s dangerous for a pretty girl like you.� He spoke loud enough for the other three to hear. The one in the truck bed on the right laughed.
She smiled sheepishly, careful to still appear somewhat frightened. She tilted her head down a little to enhance the effect. �I�m driving to Ameca to see my mother,� she said. It was difficult for her to use the regional accent, but she pulled it off, ensuring she sounded as local as possible.
He eyed her suspiciously. �Why are you traveling this late in the day? Doesn�t your mother go to sleep early if she�s an old woman?�
Adriana stared at the pavement. �My sister takes care of her during the day. I have to take care of her during the night. She sleeps, mostly, but sometimes I have to help her use the bathroom in the middle of the night.�
The man stared at her intensely, seeking the truth in her story. His weapon remained pointed at her chest. �What�s your mother�s name? How come I�ve never seen you here before?�
�There are many people I�ve never seen before in Ameca and in Guadalajara. Have you seen everyone?� She looked into his eyes as she spoke, the smallest of flames burning in her pupils.
He grinned. �You do have some spirit in you, uh? That�s good.� He waved to the other men with his pistol for a second and brought it back to her. �We work for Jorge Sanchez. Do you know him?�
Adriana recalled something about Sanchez in her research with Espinoza. Locals called him the bloody hand of Francisco Espinoza. Other than that, she didn�t find much. One cruel drug dealer was the same as any other.
�I have heard of him.�
His eyes searched her for truth once more. He cocked his head to the side. �We collect tolls on this road. It�s like a convenience tax.� He laughed, and the other three laughed with him.
She knew exactly what to say next and led the conversation. �But I don�t have any money. My family is poor. I had to move to Guadalajara to find work as a waitress. Please, I need to get home to my mother.�
The man�s lips creased into a sinister smile. �That�s okay, pretty girl. There are other ways you can pay us. Right, boys?� The other three laughed again. Two of them howled like dogs. �Move the trucks off to the side over there. We�re going to have some fun with this one.�
He stepped close and pressed the gun to her heaving chest, pulling the tank top down until he could see the top of her breasts and the white bra covering them. �Don�t worry. We�ll let you go to your mother when we�re finished. As long as you do as you�re told, you won�t get hurt.�
Adriana swallowed hard, pretending to be terrified. She shook her head. A tear formed in the corner of one eye. �Please. Don�t. I can get you some money when I get to Ameca. It�s not much but��
�Shhh,� he said and ran the cold steel of his weapon down the side of her face, stopping at her chin. �There are some things that pay better than money.� With his free hand, he ran a finger down her chest, across her tight stomach, and stopped at the button on her shorts. �Don�t worry,� he nodded his head sideways at the other men who hurriedly hopped out of the truck beds and started up the motors to move the trucks to the side of the road, �they won�t take long. I, on the other hand, might be a while. Who knows, maybe you�ll enjoy it.�
She turned her head to the side, giving the appearance that she didn�t want to look at him, but really, she was making sure the road was clear. The other gunman from the road sauntered toward her. He wore a tight T-shirt and a similar gold chain but his had the Blessed Virgin hanging from the bottom, a strange bit of irony to say the least. A blue bandana covered his face from the nose down. As the two in the truck cabs finished their task, got out, and waited eagerly for more instructions, she could see they also wore similar disguises.
�How do you want to do this?� the approaching gunman asked. His weapon hung at his hip.
�I get her first,� tank top answered. �We�ll use the closest truck�s tailgate. You can go second.�
The other one snorted. �Why do I get seconds?�
�Because I found her first. Besides, no one wants to go after you.�
As they joked, Adriana subtly eased her hand to the weapon stuffed in the back of her shorts. She kept it there and waited for the right moment.
The two laughed, and tank top returned his attention to Adriana�s shorts. His fingers played with the button for a few seconds until it came loose. He licked his lips and started to pull on the zipper. As he did, his gun fell loosely to the side.
Adriana�s right hand moved like a flash of lightning. She whipped her pistol around and squeezed the trigger as the barrel passed in front of the man�s head. The blast splattered blood on the other gunman�s face. His reaction was immediate but hampered with shock at what had just happened. Before he could raise his weapon, she turned her gun to the right and put a round in the front of his skull from such close range that it exited out the back. The first victim dropped to his knees and toppled over on his side. The other fell backward, his head smacking against the asphalt.
In one, smooth movement, she tucked her pistol back in her shorts, stepped over to tank top, scooped up his weapon, and pulled the slide. The other men saw what happened, but one had left his gun in the truck and the other�s was propped against a tire.
The latter reached for the rifle, but Adriana was already taking aim as she stalked in front of the Land Cruiser�s headlights. Her barrel blazed with rapid, thunderous booms. Hot rounds sparked on the pavement, exploded in the dust, and pierced the tire and exterior of the truck bed. As the target lifted his gun, he spun around and took a round in the leg, stomach, and chest. He never got off a shot before falling to the ground prostrate, his face landing like a bag of sand.
Adriana trained the gun to the left. The last man had turned and started running for the cab of his pickup truck. She tracked him, keeping the sights a few feet ahead of him, and opened fire. The rifle blasted again. Metal rounds zipped by the man, one or two ripped through the side of the truck,but none of them hit the target before the weapon clicked, signaling the magazine was empty. She kept striding toward the parked pickup truck as the man started up the engine. Adriana reached back, grabbed her pistol from her shorts again, and took aim, nearing the third body as she unloaded the entire magazine in less than six seconds. One of the rounds pierced the rear window, sending a spiderweb crack through the glass. The other rounds struck the tailgate or the rear side of the cabin, but again, none found their mark.
Her quarry shifted the truck into gear and spun his tires on the gravel and dirt on the road�s shoulder. The vehicle fishtailed as he steered it out onto the asphalt, but he corrected it and gunned it, trying to make his escape.
Adriana kept walking, dropped her pistol on the ground in frustration, and leaned over while moving to pick up the fallen gangster�s weapon. She hefted it quickly and pulled back on the slide, taking aim at the truck as it sped away. He was almost out of range, thirty yards and gaining every second. She kept her sights on the headrest on the driver�s side and let out a deep breath before squeezing the trigger one more time.
The weapon thundered,and a split second later the rear window had a new hole, right behind the headrest. The driver slumped forward onto the wheel, and the truck jerked left, veering off the road and slamming into a sandy hill.
She took a few deep breaths and looked around at the carnage. Dropping the gun next to the body, Adriana picked up the pace and walked quickly back toward the SUV. She reached down, grabbed her pistol, and ejected the magazine, wishing she�d brought more than a couple extras after this encounter.
The sun was almost completely gone now, leaving a pale, peach-colored sky on the horizon. She stepped over the two bodies that lay close to the Land Cruiser, slid back in the seat, and sped away.
If those really were Sanchez�s or Espinoza�s men and they were on the clock, someone would be looking for them in the next few hours. If they were out there on their own just trying to pillage for their own pockets, it could be as late as the next morning before the cartel found out about what happened. Either way, Adriana knew that word would get back to him before the party. That would mean heightened security, and everyone going into the mansion would likely get an extra set of hands searching for weapons.
She�d have to find another way to get her gun and knife inside. Hiding the tools of her trade, the lock pick and the other items,would be easy enough. They�d fit in a bra and wouldn�t register on a metal detector since they were ceramic. Angrily, she mashed on the gas pedal, and the SUV lurched ahead faster. If those idiots hadn�t got in the way, this whole thing would be simpler.She knew she didn�t have a choice. They had to be killed. It wasn�t like she�d killed innocents. They were drug dealers, gangsters, murderers, and rapists. No trace of guilt or trouble touched her mind in that regard. The only regrets that lingered were that now the mission had just got a lot trickier.
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Guadalajara
Allyson sat on a plush couch next to a rounded edge of the pool behind Jorge Sanchez�s fifteen-thousand-square-foot art deco home. A pergola with white sail fabric usually covered the wooden beams, but with the sun gone for the evening, Sanchez�s men had pulled it away so they could get a better view of the stars. He sat close, propped up on one arm as he stared at her. She gazed up at the stars.
�Beautiful, isn�t it?� he asked, swirling a glass of red wine in one hand.
�It�s breathtaking,� she said.
Sanchez�s home was perched on a hillside around ten miles outside of Guadalajara. Off to the east, the city�s lights polluted the sky and blotted out many of the stars. Only the moon�s bright light could challenge the growing city.
Out here, though, in the countryside, away from all the faux illumination, the stars shone bright. Even a trace of the Milky Way could be seen above, a thin mist that stretched through the sky from one horizon to the next.
�It helps to be at a higher elevation,� he explained. �We are on a small mountain here, and Guadalajara is around five thousand feet above sea level. That elevation takes much of the pollution out of the air and clears the view.�
She was impressed with his accent and his appreciation of the scenery. She�d played him like a drum so far, being flirty enough to be attainable yet coy enough to keep him guessing. And Sanchez had moved to every beat. Allyson knew that moving too quickly into a conversation about drugs and bringing them into the United States would be hasty and could end in disaster. So she kept things casual at first, letting the evening�s discussions progress naturally.
�Growing up in the city, I didn�t get to see stars like this very often.� She volunteered a piece of her past with ease. It wouldn�t hurt to mingle her fake story with a little truth. She found doing so almost always made the entire ruse much easier to perform when some of the details were real. Occasionally, keeping a string of too many lies together could come unraveled with one misstep.
�Oh?� he grinned. �What city did you grow up in?�
�My parents were American, as you can tell.� He nodded. �They moved to London when I was very young. To this day, if I hang around someone with an English accent, I slip into it accidentally and start talking just like they do.�
�But you kept your American accent. Interesting.�
She raised a glass to her lips slowly and took a long sip, biting her lip teasingly as she finished. �Never forget where you came from and who you really are.�
�A motto to live by, for certain.�
She shrugged. �In a world lacking principles, one must have something to hang one�s hat on.�
�Very true,� he agreed and then sat up. �You know, you told me your name was Madelyn Winter. My men couldn�t find any information on that person except for a few images of you on the Internet.�
She smiled sheepishly. �I wonder: Would I find any information about Jorge Sanchez if I did a little searching?�
He tilted his head to the side and looked into the pool. Two escorts in bikinis frolicked in the shallow end as two of his bodyguards watched on, amused at their antics. �Many people know who I am. I�m sure the Internet is full of information about me, some of it true, some of it not.�
She straightened up and narrowed her eyes as if appraising him. �If I had to guess, all of the worst details are probably true.� She winked and took another sip of wine. �Someone in your position has to be ruthless. You can�t tame wild animals without being willing to deal out some discipline.�
His right eyebrow rose approvingly. �An interesting way of putting it. And I agree. This nation,� he waved a hand around at the darkness surrounding the estate, �is full of wild animals. Our corrupt government does nothing to tame them. People say the cocaine industry is evil. Cannot the same be said about real estate, oil, alcohol? Those things have ruined lives, killed people, and destroyed the environment. I run a business that gives people a product they want. Does it kill them? Sure, eventually. Sometimes, sooner than later, but is that my fault? Is the car maker to blame for someone who dies in a car crash? Usually, no. It�s the driver, no?�
She smiled. This guy really does believe this BS. �Finally,� she said emphatically. �Someone who understands the way I think. It�s just a business, like anything else. How people use our product is up to them. They don�t have to buy it, just like I don�t have to buy a motorcycle. Everyone knows those things are dangerous, but people buy them anyway.�
Sanchez set his wine down on the glass coffee table in front of them and put his arm around her shoulder. He reached out with his other hand and stroked her cheek. �Who are you really, Madelyn Winter? Or don't I get to know that?�
�You can call me anything you like if you can set up a good deal for me.�
His face creased in a broad smile. �Well, that all depends on what Espinoza thinks of you. He�ll want to know what your distribution chain looks like on the other end. And of course, he won�t touch delivery and transportation across the US border.�
�Of course not. Because he�s smart. There�s too much to risk. But if he has a new distribution chain��
�Francisco has a distribution chain in America. He has several. What do you have that�s any different to what he already has in place?� He had interrupted her with a good question, one that she wasn�t sure she could provide the answer for.
�I believe I can cut his costs by around 40 percent.�
Sanchez shuffled in his seat. Both eyebrows raised in surprise. �Really? How do you plan on doing that?�
She toyed with him. �Now, if I give away all the goods, why would you even need to introduce me to him? You could go and pull it off yourself. My numbers are solid. And I know I can do it. I have the money and the people in place to make it happen. All I need is the product. Espinoza�s cocaine is good, good enough for my high-end clients anyway. You get me the blow; I can make us all a lot of money for it.�
�We have money,� Sanchez said, putting both arms up to display the lavish surroundings.
Allyson leaned back with an are-you-kidding-me expression. �Yeah, you do, but if given the option of more money or less money, I�m going to take more money every time. Wouldn�t you?�
His smile returned. �Very true. There�s no such thing as too much of it.� He reached forward and picked up his glass again, raising it to his lips. He took a long sip and sighed. �This is $900 a bottle.�
�Tastes like it,� she said, grabbing her glass and taking another drink. �How many bottles do you have?�
�Ten, counting this one. There are only two hundred left in the world.�
�I�m honored,� she said, bowing her head. �But you were unwise to share it with me.�
�And why is that?�
�Because I�m clumsy.�
Sanchez blurted out a laugh and turned away for a minute. The girls in the pool had tossed their bikini tops on the coping, much to the delight of the bodyguards. �I like you,� he said, �but I don�t trust you.�
�I�m not offended. I don�t trust you either. You�re a drug dealer.�
He was in the middle of taking another sip when she made the statement, and he nearly coughed up his wine. When he recovered, he pointed at her. �That�s a good point, American girl.�
�Thank you. And you�re right not to trust me. I�ve delivered nothing for you yet. But I will.�
�And if you don�t?�
�Then kill me,� she shrugged.
�You�re not afraid of death?� He leaned forward. His face took on a serious expression.
Allyson blinked fast and swallowed. �Most people fear death. Why should I be any different?�
�True. But you�ve put yourself into a business where death lurks around every corner. If you make a mistake, you end up in a hole in the ground.�
She put down her glass and uncrossed her legs. �I�m not afraid of dying,� she said. �And I�m not afraid of you.� She reached out her hand, wrapped it around the back of his head, and pulled him forward. Their lips met and locked together for seven long seconds before she pulled away.
�I�m sorry,� she offered. �We shouldn�t mix business with pleasure. But there�s something about you��
�Perhaps you like something about wicked men.�
�It doesn�t hurt that you�re extremely handsome.�
The compliment rolled off him. �And you are quite beautiful. Like you said, however, we shouldn�t mix business with pleasure.�
She looked pensive for a moment as she pretended to consider what to say next. She�d planned the whole conversation, including what would happen after. Sex was something Allyson had been using to get what she wanted or needed for quite some time. Men were easily appeased by it, and more often than not let down their guard for it. She�d expected Sanchez to be a little more alert to the ruse, but to him she was exotic, a taste of something different in a world of fruits that had long turned bland to his palate.
�We shouldn�t,� she said in a sultry tone. �What we shouldn�t do and what we actually do sometimes tend to be two completely different things. Don�t they?�
His lips creased with pleasure. He could still smell the scent of her flowery perfume on his clothes. �We can worry about business tomorrow. I�ll introduce you to Espinoza at his party, and if he�s willing to talk, we can go over the details.� He reached out and pulled her close again, nearly whipping her head back. �But tonight, we can focus on pleasure.�
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Ameca, Mexico
Adriana looked into the mirror. She looked like a stranger to herself with the new hairdo. The long, black dress flowed around her legs about halfway down her calves. At the top, the fabric wrapped around her chest, just under her arms, leaving her upper chest and neck accentuated by a string of pearls hanging loosely atop her skin.
�You really are quite striking,� Monique said from just inside the doorway.
Adriana turned her head but offered no smile at the compliment. �Thank you. I don�t typically enjoy wearing things like this, though necessity calls for it on occasion.�
�Yes. And this time is certainly a necessity.� Monique padded slowly across the floor and stopped close. She took a piece of the skirt�s loose fabric in her hand. �I would have gone with a shorter bottom, though.�
�There�s a reason for that. I want the security guards� eyes up here.� She pressed her fingers to her chest. �That way,I can hide what I need to down here.� She raised the skirt and revealed a garter belt on each leg, overlapping a pair of thigh-highs. Her tools were clipped snuggly against the leggings.
�Good thinking.�
Adriana arrived at Monique�s rental condo the night before, after the harrowing altercation with the four gangsters. The Dutch woman acted almost surprised when she showed up on time. They decided to go over the details of the operation the following morning. Traveling had exhausted Monique, and she wanted sleep. Adriana was still running on a little adrenaline from the shootout, but she knew she needed some rest as well.
Waking up the next morning in one of the condo�s guest rooms, she was shocked to find she�d slept for nearly eight hours, something that almost never happened. I guess I was more tired than I realized.
After a breakfast of eggs, beans, tortillas, and fruit, they moved into the massive dining room where Monique had taken the liberty of setting up a series of papers and a map on the long table. For the next two hours, they pored over information, the layout of the mansion and property, routes in and out, and characters Adriana would need to remember. The most important of all was Espinoza.
She�d already studied up on him during her flight from Europe. A little refresher never hurt, though. She also saw a picture of Jorge Sanchez. Adriana had held off telling Monique about the previous night�s incident, but she thought it might be prudent to fill her in on the details.
�You killed four of his men?� She pressed her finger on Sanchez�s image. Monique was clearly not happy about this bit of news.
�I didn�t have a choice. They put a gun to my head and threatened to rape me. It was let them do it or kill them. I chose the latter � as I�m sure you would have if you were the one in my shoes.�
Monique drew in a long breath and sighed. She understood and agreed. She would have done the same. That didn�t change the fact that things would be considerably more difficult. �Security will be significantly higher as a result of this. You do realize that, yes?�
�It crossed my mind. But Espinoza knows you�re coming, right? Your invitation is still good?�
�As far as I know. Even something like this wouldn�t cause him to back out on a party or his guests. Besides, you said you killed some of Sanchez�s men, correct?�
Adriana nodded.
�Well, then we might be okay; if they were working directly for Espinoza, that would be a completely different story.� She crossed her arms and stared down at the floor. �These men are very egotistical, and it�s important that they always appear to be strong and infallible. If word got back to Espinoza that some of Sanchez�s men were killed out on the road to Ameca, it could lead to some serious questions as to his selection process and leadership. Sanchez has worked too hard to come across as weak now.�
The last statement gave Adriana an idea.
�It sounds like you just created the diversion we�ll need to escape.�
Monique frowned. �How do you mean?�
�If we can make Espinoza aware of the issue, it could cause a rift between the two. Throw a little gasoline on the fire and watch the mutiny begin. A little fight between drug dealers could be just the cover we need.�
�And you could get away while they quarrel,� Monique finished the thought. �That�s not an entirely awful idea. But how do we drop the news to Espinoza?�
�Leave that to me.�
Eight hours later, Adriana and Monique stared at their reflections in the mirror. �I have no doubts you will pull this off,� the Dutch woman said. �You have a good plan, and your idea about getting Sanchez and Espinoza angry with each other is a stroke of brilliance.�
Adriana had been waiting to say something and now she figured was as good a time as any. �The van Gogh,� she said. �Is that why you agreed to work with the man who took my father? That was your price?�
Monique tilted her head to the side and feigned confusion. She shook her head. �Why, whatever do you mean?�
�This whole thing was set up by the man who took my father. He knew you were the one with the connections to Espinoza. And he knew Espinoza would be having a party and you�d be invited. He knew all of this,and you agreed to play along, provided you got something in return.�
Monique looked around. She�d brought two guards with her, but they were in the other room, just far enough away that they couldn�t hear a whisper. She lowered her voice. �You act as if I had a choice.�
�Didn�t you?�
�No,� she shook her head slowly. �I am wealthy, and in Amsterdam I have a certain amount of influence, but the man who took your father is far more powerful than I. He has connections in nearly every government in Europe, probably even in the United States. He�s secretly one of the wealthiest men in the world, which is why you�ll never see an article about him in Forbes. He prefers to keep those details from the public eye.�
�Who is he?� Adriana crossed her arms.
Monique�s head rolled to one side and back to center. �No one really knows. He�s a ghost in some ways. I believe he�s Belgian, but that�s based purely on his accent. I�ve actually never seen his face.�
Adriana narrowed her eyes, dubious to the explanation. �So you�re telling me that you set up this whole thing for a guy that you�ve never met?�
The Dutch woman�s tone grew more serious. �I didn�t say I�ve never met him. I just wouldn�t know it. I�m certain that I have met him on more than one occasion, but in legitimate circumstances, places where we were talking about business or politics, a dinner party, or some other event. But if I did meet him, I didn�t know it at the time, and if you asked me to pick him out of a lineup, I could not. He is both in the public eye and not, keeping his identity a total mystery. Do not be fooled, though. He is extremely powerful and has many under his control.�
�Including you.� Adriana prodded.
Monique snorted. �And you as well. We are all pawns in his little game.�
�Sometimes, pawns can become kings and queens.�
Another laugh escaped Monique�s lips. �Good luck with that, my dear. For now, know that I did not have a choice in any of this. Yes, I am being compensated with a painting I�ve long desired to be in my possession, but he would have forced me to do this one way or the other. I�m fortunate that there is something of value I can take away.�
�Convenient.� Adriana didn�t attempt to hide her contempt.
�Yes, it is convenient,� Monique agreed, �but there�s no point in arguing over it now. We are here, and we have a job to do. If we fail, there will be no place either of us can hide. Do you understand that?�
Adriana said nothing. She just stared into the mirror.
�And your father will most assuredly die,� the blonde added.
She looked down at the expensive watch on her wrist and took a deep breath. �We�ll leave here in an hour. That should put us at the party as the sun is setting. Based on what you told me about your plan, you�ll need the cover of darkness to reach the security building.�
�There�s just one more thing I need to know.�
Monique had turned for the door but spun back around at the statement. �And what is that?�
�When I leave Espinoza�s, I�ll be in a hurry. The van Gogh. Where do you want me to leave your half of the booty?�
�Well, you�ll be heading back to the United States before you fly to the drop-off point. Bring it by my home after you�ve made the drop for the Belgian.�
�Sure. I�ll just swing by Amsterdam on my way to wherever this crazed guy is sending me next.�
�Well, I can�t have you mailing a priceless piece of art through the postal service. You�ll have time. I promise.�
Adriana felt like there was something else Monique was keeping from her, but she also knew that was all the information she�d get out of the Dutch blonde for now.
�Be ready to leave here in an hour,� Monique reminded. �Drive your Jeep or whatever it is,and follow us. You can leave it at the bottom of Espinoza�s mountain retreat. There are no cameras there, and I doubt any security will be that far out on the perimeter. He usually likes to keep them close by.�
Adriana nodded and watched the other woman leave. She stepped over to a wooden desk near the far wall. Some of her things were littered on the surface, including her phone. She picked it up and opened the camera app. Her finger flipped through one of the albums until she found a picture of her father and her in Budapest. They�d gone there on holiday and had a wonderful time taking in the sights and sounds of the Hungarian capital. No tears formed in her eyes. No sadness crept into her heart. Instead, a firm resolve welled up inside her. And the more she looked at the picture, the angrier she became.
She would get the painting to this wealthy Belgian, if that truly were his country of origin. Adriana would play his little game. And when it was over, she would kill him.
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Guadalajara
�What do you mean they�re all dead? Calm down, and speak slowly. Tell me everything.�
Sanchez sat up in his monstrous bed with a cell phone pressed against his ear. His weary face displayed immediate concern.
The device vibrating on the nightstand next to the bed had roused both him and Allyson from their late morning slumber. The night before had been long and satisfying. He anticipated the next day to be the same, both professionally and personally. Upon answering the phone, however, he realized in a second that today would be tenuous at best.
�We found the bodies this morning when the men didn�t report for their deliveries. They were supposed to be at the warehouse at seven o�clock. By then, the police had already been alerted by a random traveler. When we arrived on the scene, there were police everywhere.�
�Anything linking them to me?�
�No. You�re clean.�
He breathed a brief sigh of relief, but the honest truth was, even if there were evidence linking him to the dead men, he could almost always wriggle free of any legal trouble. They owned the government in this part of the country.
Sanchez�s greater concern lay elsewhere.
�Did another cartel do this? Is someone trying to send us a message?�
The voice on the other end paused. �Could be. But most of the other cartels stay away from this area. They know this is our turf. Would be stupid for one of them to make such a bold move. And why would they? The cartel war is in the north.�
�War spreads. Like a virus.�
�That�s true. But who would be so brave?�
Sanchez thought for a moment. The news was disconcerting. Allyson was awake and watching his reactions to the conversation, so he stood up and walked into the adjacent room.
�Could it have come from the inside?�
�You mean from some of our own men?�
�No,� Sanchez shook his head. �I mean from higher up.�
�Francisco wouldn�t do that. He wouldn�t order something like that unless he felt threatened by you or those men. And those men were nothing. They were low on the chain.�
Sanchez stepped over to a wide window and stared out. It didn�t matter that he was naked. Nothing but wilderness stretched out in front of him, reaching all the way to the Tequila Volcano. �Francisco has never really approved of what my men do on the roads with their tolls. I�ve always allowed it because it keeps the people in order and lets them know we are not to be messed with. Maybe his men did this?�
The line was silent for a second as the man on the other end considered the possibility. �I suppose there is a chance. But there is another component I failed to mention.�
�And what is that?�
�I spoke to one of the investigators, a man we pay handsomely every month. He passed some interesting information along.� He paused for half a second before continuing. �The first two men were lying close together, both shot up close, from only a foot or so away, with a handgun, 40 caliber.�
�Execution style?�
�No. One was shot in the face. The other in the forehead. They ran fingerprints but found nothing.�
�So what�s the mystery, other than the shooter�s identity?�
�That�s just it, se�or: They believe only one person did all this. According to the ballistics, whoever the killer was shot the first two men at point blank range. Then they turned their attention to the other two who were a good eighty feet away.�
�A long distance to kill someone with a pistol.�
�They didn�t,� the voice explained. �The killer used your men�s weapons against them. From the looks of it, the shooter picked up one of the men�s rifles, emptied the magazine on one, and then grabbed the other. The fourth man was found just up the road. He had a hole in the back of his skull, and the front of his head was blown out. It appears he was trying to escape when the killer shot him from a distance. The truck veered off the road and crashed into a small hill.�
One person? The details of the account were more bothersome than first anticipated. It sounded like a hit and had all the makings of a warning from one of the cartels. But one person? One against four well-armed men? Something didn�t add up.
�Someone capable of such a thing would have to be highly trained,� he said quietly into the phone.
�Perhaps. Our men are not very well versed in combat and tactics.�
�Yes, but four of them with automatic rifles?�
Sanchez ran through the scenario in his mind as if he were on the road the night before, watching the entire thing transpire. He imagined the four men, blocking both lanes as he�d seen them do before. They would have halted an approaching vehicle and demanded the driver get out. Probably at gunpoint. But what happened next? Something went wrong. Did one of the men get distracted? While not the most well-trained gunmen, they�d all been taught to stay focused.
He stepped back around the corner and glanced through the doorway at the blonde in his bed. She�d turned over and faced the other wall with her head on the pillow, probably to get a little more sleep.
�That�s it,� he said quietly into the phone.
�I�m sorry, sir. What�s it?�
�Whoever did this was a woman.�
A doubtful silence filled the conversation for two seconds.
�A woman?� the other guy asked, uncertain. �How could a woman have done all that?�
�It�s the only thing that makes sense. You said the first two were shot at close range with a .40 caliber, right?�
�Yes.�
�They would have been close to the driver when they stopped. Their guns would have been up in a threatening position. To get someone out of the car, you have to pose a threat.�
�True. But the other two? I�ve never met a woman who could shoot like that. Especially the fourth target. That would be a tough shot.�
Sanchez walked back over to the window and gazed outside. A vulture circled in the warm currents half a mile away. �I�ve met women who could shoot like that.�
�But with an AK? Those aren�t exactly easy to fire.�
�No. No, they are not. Which is why I�m afraid we could be dealing with a highly trained assassin, probably brought in by one of the other cartels, or worse.�
�Worse?�
�The Americans have been trying to shut us down for a long time. It would fit their style to send in an assassin like this. And it wouldn�t be the first time.�
�What would you like me to do?�
�Fleece everyone. If there�s a leak. Find it. Reach out to the other cartels, and find out what they know. If someone is trying to send a message, odds are the messenger is still here. We need to find them.�
�And what if they know nothing? What then?�
Sanchez anticipated that question and already had the answer. �If no one knows anything about it, that means it probably came from the outside. And if the United States wants to play rough, we can do that too. I�d rather it not come to that. So find out what you can.�
�Yes, sir.�
Sanchez ended the call and dropped the phone on a nearby writing desk. He stood with his hands on his hips, staring out across the scene. His hand involuntarily rose to his chin to rub it as he considered the situation. Espinoza doesn�t know about this yet. The realization set in. If he�d known about it, he would have already called. There was still time to cover all this up. He picked up the phone and called another one of his associates.
�Yes, boss?� the man on the other line answered.
�Tomas, shut up and listen. Some of our men were killed on the road to Ameca this morning. We can�t let Espinoza hear about it. Police are all over the place right now. I need you to make sure none of this gets out, understand?�
�You want me to kill the cops?�
Sanchez shook his head. These were the type of people he worked with.Their first inclination was to kill and ask questions later. Sometimes, that wasn�t a bad thing, but in the case of dealing with the police, honey always worked better than vinegar.
�No. Pay them. Give them whatever it takes. Just make sure they cover this up. No press. No leaks. Understood?�
�Yes, boss. I�m on it.�
Allyson�s voice echoed through the room. �Everything okay in there?�
He turned around and looked through the opening. She was in the bed, propped up on her knees in a beckoning way.
�Yes,� he stuttered. �Just taking care of some business. Everything is fine, though.�
He walked back into the bedroom and set the phone down on his nightstand. She ran her hand along his shoulder and spun him around, pressing him onto his back.
�Sounded like you were a little stressed out,� she said as she rolled on top of him.
He forced a fake smile. �Nothing I can�t handle. You know what it�s like in this business. Comes with the territory. Things happen that need to be taken care of. I have good people working under me.�
A wry grin eased onto her face, and her eyes narrowed. �You have someone good working on top of you too.�
He snorted. �You make a good point.�
She changed the subject, �What time do we need to get ready for the party?� She knew there was something he wasn�t telling her but also realized there�d be no getting it out of him.
�Not until much later. We have the rest of the day to do whatever we want.�
Her grin stretched into a full-on smile. �Well, in that case, I have an idea.�
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Ameca
The last sliver of the blazing orange sun dipped below the mountains in the west. Monique and Adriana exited the back of the luxury sedan with the aid of the driver, who hurried around the vehicle to open both doors for the ladies.
Monique wore a white 1940s-style dress with a top that wrapped around her neck and dropped down into a flowing white skirt. Her blonde hair was wrapped in a tight bun with a thick strand of it swooping across her forehead. She stepped away from the car, a matching white clutch in one hand as she reached up and patted the back of her head.
Adriana strode casually around the front of the car and joined Monique. The two approached the entrance to the twenty-five-thousand-square-foot mansion with an air of elegance and determination. Two men stood on either side of the front door underneath an awning made of steel pillars and wooden rafters. It was a style that had become more common in the Craftsman homes in the United States but seemed out of place in a house designed to look like a Spanish mission.
Behind them, the two bell towers at the front gate loomed high above the surrounding wall. The gate clicked, effectively locking them in. Or so Espinoza and his security team would have people think. They�d clearly never dealt with the best.
Adriana�s eyes carefully dissected the area in the courtyard and the enveloping walls. If she had to escape in this direction, that might prove difficult, but her plan wasn�t to go out the front door.
In her analysis of the property, she discovered a worn path that wound its way down the cliffs near the security shack. Upon arriving at the estate, Adriana parked her SUV amid a thick outcropping of sagebrush and small trees. A few large stones also helped to keep her vehicle hidden from other guests who might be arriving fashionably late.
Normally, she would be carrying something in which to tote her wares: a bag, tube, or worst case, a satchel of some kind. Tonight, assuming everything went according to plan, she�d be carrying two paintings, one in each hand, which would mean running into issues would be problematic.
Her mind was getting ahead of itself, though. Focus on the moment, Adriana reminded herself.
They stopped at the door so the two large men could check them thoroughly. The one on the right had a goatee and a long ponytail. He was much larger than the guy on the left, weighing close to three hundred pounds at minimum. The other guard�s muscles nearly bulged out of his suit. His hair was cut short, almost completely shaved. It reminded Adriana of the four men she�d killed the night before. All of them had the same shaved-head look she�d heard many gangsters sported.
The two men didn�t skimp on the search. They ran their hands along nearly every inch of the women�s bodies, most certainly for both pleasure and duty. At one point, Monique almost said something about how invasive their technique was, but she suppressed the urge. On top of that, it was what they�d expected considering the events of the previous night.
Adriana breathed calmly. She felt the guard�s fingers inch dangerously close to her garter belt where one of her tools was fitted snugly against her skin.
�Monique,� a voice from just inside the open double doors called out. �Gentlemen, you don�t need to be so thorough with them.�
A man was standing just inside, wearing a navy blue blazer, white dress shirt, and gray slacks. �Monique will not be any trouble, I can assure you.� His head swiveled to the left,and he took in the view of Adriana in her black dress. Her bare shoulders and low-cut top beckoned his eyes to linger. �Her guest, however, looks like she might be trouble. Fortunately, it is the kind of trouble I enjoy.� He winked and raised a glass of champagne he�d been loosely holding.
Adriana smiled politely and tipped her head in his direction, acknowledging the compliment.
Monique stepped in, a little too eagerly, and introduced the two. �This is my friend Adriana. She is from Spain and was visiting the other day. I told her I was coming to Mexico for a gathering. She�s actually never been to your country before, so I thought she might enjoy taking in the sights and culture of the real Mexico.�
Espinoza�s grin broadened. Both eyebrows raised just below his high forehead and messy, short black hair. �Never? Well, you have come to the right place. I would be happy to teach you about our local customs and culture. Guadalajara is a fascinating city with many wonderful attractions. And here in Ameca,� his hand waved dramatically in a broad sweep, �we have a vast array of natural wonders for visitors to enjoy.�
The guy sounded more like someone from the board of tourism than a ruthless head of one of the most devious cartels in the world. �Thank you for allowing me to visit your city and your home. I look forward to my stay here.� Adriana bowed a little, letting the host see down the front of her dress a little to further entice his lust. When she rose back up, she could see the move had done its job. He was caught in mid-stare however did nothing to hide it, instead letting her know he was looking.
�We will only be in town for a few days,� Monique explained, interrupting the flirtatious conversation. �I must return to Amsterdam to see to matters of business. I�m sure you know what that�s like.�
Espinoza shrugged. The champagne sloshed around in the nearly empty glass. �Of course I do. It seems like all I have time for is work, but that is the nature of the beast, is it not?� He laughed loudly,and Monique joined in. When the laughter died off, his eyes remained on Adriana. �I�m so sorry,� he said. �Please forgive my rudeness. You two are standing here in the entrance, and you should be inside with the other guests, drinking and having a good time. Please, come this way.� He motioned them in with an open palm.
The women obliged and stepped through the doorway as the gate opened behind them to admit another car.
Espinoza led them through the first short hallway that opened into a vast living area. The sloped ceiling rose dramatically to the second floor where a landing overlooked the entire room. Wrought iron Spanish crosses, doubling as sconces with burning candles, hung every six feet along the walls, each separated by a solid glass window. A few Corinthian leather sofas were pushed against the wall to provide more space in the middle for the guests to mingle.
The room was full of people dressed in high-end suits and gowns. From the looks of it, there had to be close to sixty guests. Adriana floated by a tall man with three military medals dangling from his dress uniform. He was talking jovially in an English accent about one of his exporting businesses as he sipped on a glass of scotch. Two younger women were latching onto every word that dripped out of his mouth.
Escorts, clearly.
Espinoza led Monique and Adriana through the mass of chatting guests to a bar where a man in a tuxedo was busily pouring martinis. �What would you like?� Espinoza asked, turning to face the two women.
�I�ll have a gin and tonic,� Monique answered. �Hendricks if you have it.�
The bartender nodded.
�If you have any blue agave tequila, I�ll take that. Straight up,� Adriana said.
The bartender gave another nod and set to work on fixing their drinks.
Espinoza grinned, twisting his head to the left, clearly impressed. �I�ll have a tequila as well,� he said to the bartender and then turned his attention back to Adriana. �We have a wonderful tequila from this region. The agave plants are grown and harvested by local farmers before they�re taken to the distillery.�
�Now you have me excited,� Adriana lied, their host oblivious.
The bartender finished pouring the drinks and passed them across the bar to the guests and his employer. Espinoza raised his glass for a toast. �To traveling the world and experiencing new things.�
The ladies lifted their glasses, and the three clinked them together. Espinoza and Adriana downed their tequilas while Monique sipped on her beverage.
�Would you like to see the rest of my humble abode?� he asked after returning the shot glasses to the bartender.
�Of course. You have a beautiful home,� Adriana said.
�Please, by all means have a look around. I would show you myself, but I must tend to all my guests so I don�t appear biased. I�m sure you understand.�
�Absolutely, Francisco,� Monique replied pleasantly. �I�ve been here before. I can show her around.�
�Perfecto,� he said. �Now if you�ll excuse me, one of my business associates just arrived, and I�d hate to seem snobbish to him.�
Espinoza walked away, patting people on the back as he weaved his way back toward the entrance.
�Let�s have a look upstairs first,� Monique suggested. �Then we can work our way downstairs to see the rest of the home.�
�Sounds good to me,� Adriana agreed. They stepped away from the bar,and she felt free to whisper to her guide. �Seems like an awfully pleasant man to be such a ruthless drug dealer.� She knew looks could be deceiving, but there was no denying Espinoza�s charisma and charm.
�It�s all part of this ridiculous show he puts on. Most of these people are legitimate business associates but are also his customers. He has plenty of distributors throughout the world, but these are the ones with the deepest pockets.�
Adriana frowned. �I thought you said this is an event he put on to show all these people how legit he really is.�
�It is,� she smiled pleasantly, waving to a tall dark-skinned man to her left. He returned the gesture and continued his conversation with an older woman who was speaking with a German accent. �But it�s for them too. While most of them are running multi-billion-dollar companies, they also have underworld ties. That�s the way the planet runs, my dear. It�s hard to get to the top without scraping some of the bottom.�
Adriana felt like she�d read that somewhere before. Maybe the Dutch woman made it up. Either way, the idea sickened her.
�Oh, don�t be so high and mighty,� Monique said, reading her thoughts. �You�ve done awful things. Don�t forget about what happened last night.�
�Fine,� Adriana hissed as they reached the staircase. �We�re all bad people. Now can we just get on with this stupid tour so I can see what we�re working with?�
�Certainly.�
Adriana hated taking the obligatory tour of other people�s homes. It wasn�t a museum. Yet everywhere she went � friends, strangers, anyone � they always felt compelled to show off their master bedrooms, bathrooms, guest rooms, kitchens, living rooms, basements, sometimes even their garages.
This instance was a little different. While Monique pretended to talk about where the Italian tiles came from for the shower or the repurposed hardwood floors in the bedroom, Adriana scoped out the entire layout of the house. She�d already gone over the blueprints and made mental notes of all the exits, hallways, stairs, and other details she felt pertinent. The entire time the Dutch woman showed her around, she pretended to be fascinated by all the stories behind how Espinoza built the home.
The upstairs tour took almost fifteen minutes due to the cavernous size. They were about to return to the stairs and return to the main floor when Adriana saw a face she recognized. A chill shot down her spine and tingled its way up her arms. It was the Chameleon. She was standing next to a tall, strong man with a beard. Adriana recognized him as Jorge Sanchez. She remembered him from her previous research. He was dressed in a fine suit while she was wearing an elegant, white gown that flowed all the way to just behind her heels. She was smiling and chatting with one of the guests as if she was a natural part of the gathering. Adriana turned away and scooted to the nearest wall, obscuring the other woman�s view of her.
Monique�s eyebrows stitched together. �What�s the matter?�
�Come over here,� Adriana motioned with one hand.
Monique obeyed and scuffled over to Adriana�s other side. �What�s wrong with you?�
Adriana held up a hand, demanding silence for a second. She peeked around the corner just to make sure. �It�s the other thief. The one they call the Chameleon.� Her voice was just above a whisper.
�The other one? How did she know to come here?�
�I don�t know,� Adriana shook her head. �But she did. Which means our timetable just got moved up on this little tour.�
�What should we do?�
Adriana took a quick glance down the hallway. �This can�t be the only stairs to the second floor, right?�
Monique shook her head. �No. There�s more at the other end of the building.�
�Show me.�
Adriana followed her guide down the lengthy hallway until they reached a junction where it turned right and left. They went to the right and then back around to the left, following the corridor another twenty feet until they arrived at a set of stairs. The smell of onions, beef, cheese, garlic, and cooking tomatoes filled the air. They mingled with sounds of pots and pans banging together against spoons and other utensils.
�The kitchen is this way,� Monique overstated the obvious. �We should be fine going down here.�
The blonde led the way down the stairs, and the two came out on the main floor next to a swinging door that led into the kitchen. The hallway stretched out in both directions, one headed back to the living room, the other toward what were probably closets, utility rooms, and another stairwell. The latter was what Adriana wanted to check out.
�Those stairs,� she whispered.
�Yes, they lead to the basement and the gallery. There will be more guards down there. So we must be careful.�
�I�m planning on them. And I already accounted for three more in the main room.� She�d noticed them standing around, eyeing the crowd. They were dressed like the other guests to blend in, but Adriana knew better. The bulges under their armpits told her they were armed, and the fact that they continued to survey the crowd without interacting with anyone was a dead giveaway.
They padded over to the staircase, trying to look as innocent as possible, and reached the top just as a toilet flushed behind a nearby closed door. Monique�s eyes went wide,and she froze in place for a second. Adriana nudged her forward. The sink started running in the bathroom, and for a moment, both women were grateful for hygiene.
They hurried down the stairs and slowed their pace once they rounded the bend in the steps, just out of sight from the upper landing. At the bottom, the corridor went to the right. A doorway opened to the pool area outside where a dozen visitors stood around talking in the light of the evening sky and the rippling blue lights in the water. The security shack loomed like a shadow in the darkness beyond the pool, a dark shape against the backdrop of space.
Beyond the outside doorway, the hall curved around to the left. Monique pointed in that direction. �The gallery is that way. There won�t be any guests in there just yet. Francisco likes to show off his collection personally. As long as he�s up there talking, you won�t have any issues.�
Adriana didn�t admit it, but she thought they�d have a little more time to hang out, talk with a few people, and maybe have a bite to eat to appear more natural. She didn�t expect to enter the building and go straight to work. Maybe it was better this way.
�Usually, there are two guards standing outside the gallery. You�ll have to take them out.�
Adriana nodded and opened the door leading outside.
Monique frowned and grabbed her shoulder. �Where are you going?�
�To take out their eyes.�
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Adriana left the blonde standing with a questioning look on her face. She followed through the portal and onto the patio near the pool where a bartender was serving drinks. Monique veered away and over to the bar, ordering a refill of her gin and tonic while Adriana continued around the edge of the pool. She walked slowly, staring down into the water as she moved to make it look like she was just a young woman out for a stroll. She drifted away from the coping and over to the landscaping, pausing to smell one of the flowers growing in a raised bed that encapsulated the entire area. She stood up and twisted her head slightly, making sure none of the guests were watching, and then stepped over the flowers and through a row of bushes just beyond. Once she was out of the light, Adriana looked back up at the house. The massive windows made it difficult to sneak around, but the guards standing near them were facing toward the party. No one was looking outside at the moment.
She grabbed the back of her skirt and felt the seam with her forefinger and thumb. Two seconds later, the length of the skirt was cut in half,and she dropped the lower portion to the ground, effectively making what she had on a miniskirt, almost showing off the tops of her garter belts at the top of her thigh-highs. She laid the skirt out flat on the ground and noted which shrub it was near.
After taking another look back toward the house, Adriana stayed low and crept toward the wall standing only twenty feet away. She�d noted a few low points in the design where the ground outside rose almost halfway up the ten-foot barrier. That would make getting down easier, but getting to the top of it would be tricky. She believed she had a solution, but thinking about that was getting ahead of herself.
Her eyes adjusted to the darkness,and she crouched low against the wall as she crept toward the guard shack. Across the rocky enclosure, she saw one of the men in a suit walking along the perimeter. He carried no weapon in either hand, which was a good sign. There was something troubling, though, about seeing only one patrol. Everything she�d learned up until now pointed to there being two, one always monitoring each half of the area. For the briefest of seconds, Adriana worried the other guard might be behind her. She heard a noise and spun around, grabbing the credit card-sized cutting tool from her leg. The area was clear. She sighed a short breath of relief and redirected her attention to the security building. One of the doors opened on the side facing her, and a dull yellow light poured out.
There�s the other guy.
A stout Mexican with a thick head of hair stepped out, silhouetted by the illumination behind him. She noted a tiny orange glow rise and fall within the dark shape of his body. Even from forty feet away, she could smell hints of the cigarette tobacco as the guard finished puffing and tossed the cigarette to the ground. He stepped on it and twisted his foot around to make sure it was out and then looked over at the approaching guard.
The smoker said something to the other guy,who replied, but the topic of conversation was difficult to discern from her vantage point. By her count, there would be two, maybe three more men inside. Their job was to run the cameras and monitor the alarm systems. She�d been careful to note camera locations from the surveillance photos. That didn�t mean she saw all of them. There were two on the corner of the mansion near where she left the pool area, but because of the nature of the evening, people walking in and out of view was normal. And even the most well-placed cameras had gaps in their range of sight.
She would have to move fast now. The men inside would have seen her disappear from view and would expect her to reappear on one of the other cameras pointed at the far corner of the pool. Adriana already had a plan in place for her attack. And it had to do with the dual purpose of her short skirt.
Not only did it make her more maneuverable, it also showed off a little more skin. She stood up and sashayed slowly down the path along the wall�s edge, letting her hips move dramatically from side to side. At first, neither of the guards noticed her. As she drew closer, she could hear they were saying something about the latest Chivas soccer game. She did little to hide the fact that she was walking right toward them, even kicked a few rocks to make a little extra noise.
About twenty feet away, the smoker noticed her. �I�m sorry, but you cannot�.� When the light shone on her, he couldn�t find the words he was looking for.
�I cannot what?� she asked in her best local Spanish.
The smoker was speechless. The other guy jumped in, albeit reluctantly. �This area is off limits to the party guests.� He tried to sound respectful while issuing his warning.
She smiled, closing the last fifteen feet with a little extra sway in her step to make it look like she�d had too much to drink. �I�m sorry. I lost my friend when I went to the bar for another drink, and I thought maybe she came out here.�
She stumbled as she reached the two men and let them both catch her; her hands pressed against their chests, and she smiled as they propped her upright and gave each other a confused and hopeful glance.
�I�m so sorry,� she said and then smiled. �You two are so strong. Are you some sort of security guards?� She let the words slur just enough.
�Yes,and we have to get back to work so if you could please walk back toward the party, we would appreciate it.�
The smoker looked at the other guy and slapped him on the shoulder. �Come on, man. She�s having a good time.�
�The boss specifically said not to interact with the guests.�
�Yeah,but he�s busy, isn�t he?� The guard turned his attention back to Adriana, who pretended to wobble. �You�re having a good time, right?�
�The best time,� she said. �Your boss really knows how to throw a great party.�
�He sure does,� the smoker agreed. �You know, me and Carlos here know how to have a good time too.�
The other one, apparently named Carlos, rolled his eyes but couldn�t help himself. �He�s not lying. We do like to have some fun.�
�I bet you do,� she said and leaned forward. Her hand ran along the collar of his suit jacket and flipped it open just enough to see the gun inside. �Oh, look at that. Is that thing real?�
�Yes,� Carlos said and pulled the jacket back across his chest. He was clearly uncomfortable and borderline irritated.
At the same time, Adriana could tell he was intrigued.
�Would you like to see inside the control room?� the smoker asked eagerly.
Carlos gave him a warning glance, but there was no shutting down the desire in his partner�s eyes.
�Can I do that? I would love to see all the electronics stuff you have in there. I think what you guys do is so cool.�
Carlos only made the other guard beg with his facial expressions for another two seconds before giving in. �Okay. She can come inside. But we have to be quick.�
The smoker grinned and took Adriana by the arm, tugging her into the pale light of the building. Carlos started to follow, but at the last second, changed his mind. �I�ll stay out here and keep a lookout in case the boss or someone else comes along.�
�Suit yourself,� the other said as he closed the door.
Inside,the room was sparsely decorated with a coatrack, an old metal chair, and a worn-out black leather couch. Adriana searched the room in a second, scanning the gray walls and corners for any other cameras. A door in the far corner hung open, and a staircase to her left led up to the second floor.
�What�s up there?� she asked in a drunken slur. She pointed an unsteady finger at the steps.
�Oh,it�s nothing,� the smoker said. He took off his jacket and tossed it onto the coatrack. He unhooked his shoulder holster and set his weapon down on the metal chair before returning his attention to her. His mouth opened in a toothy, sickly smile, revealing crooked yellow teeth. �We use it as a lookout sometimes. Not to worry. No one is up there.�
Good to know. She looked back at the open door. �What�s in there?�
�That�s the control room. Come on, I can show you in there real quick. There are two guys in there monitoring the security systems.�
He grabbed her wrist and pulled her across the room to the doorway, gently pushing it open. Two men were inside, staring at an array of at least a dozen monitors. Each one displayed a different piece of the property, some inside and some out. The smoker knocked on the door and announced his presence.
�Hey, guys. She wanted to see what we do, so I thought I�d give her a peek.� He ushered her in front of him and behind her back made a lewd sexual gesture.
The other two immediately understood what he was doing and laughed. �Sure,� the one in the closest chair said. He had a mustache, and his hair was retreating over top of his scalp. �We�d be happy to show you.� Then he lowered his voice. �The boss doesn�t know about this, right?�
The smoker shook his head slowly.
�Good.� He stood up, placed his hand on Adriana�s shoulder, and ran it down the length of her arm. The other guy remained in his chair and watched.
She narrowed her eyes and glanced over at the monitors, making a careful note of each camera location. On one of the screens, she noted an angle where two guards stood on either side of a doorway.
�What�s in there?� she asked, faking a hiccup and pointed her finger at the screen. �Why are there two of you guys standing by that door?�
The man in the chair turned his attention to the monitor and answered. �Oh, that�s the boss�s art gallery. He keeps all his fancy stuff in there. He�s really protective of it.� The guard blurted out too much information, more than he should have been willing to share with even a harmless drunk girl.
The smoker was already putting his hands all over Adriana. Standing just behind her, he let his hand go down her back and over to her hip, sliding it all the way down to her calf before working his way back up. She breathed heavily, giving him the impression she enjoyed it, hiding the disgust she felt inside.
The man�s hand eased across the outside of her leg. His fingers caught on the bottom of the skirt and started tugging it upward. The garter belt came into view along with the tools she�d tucked inside.
The guy in the chair was the first to notice as he watched in perverted glee. �Hey, what are those things?�
�Oh,� she said, still faking her buzz. �This one here is just like a credit card holder. Keeps my identification and credit card safe.� Her hand lowered to the tool, and she slipped it out of the belt, showing off the thin metal case to the men.
�That is so sexy,� the guard to her right said. His fingers trickled down her neck, wandering toward her chest.
�You think so?� she asked, her eyes locking with his.
�Oh, yes.�
She tilted her head, bringing their lips close enough to where she could feel his breath as it quickened. Adriana�s thumb shifted the card in her hand and pressed down on the corner. A two-inch blade flipped out,and she swiped it up and to the right, yanking it across the man�s throat as she leaned back. The razor-sharp edge sliced through his skin. His narrowed eyes shot wide in an instant as he grasped his throat. Blood spurted out and poured onto his white shirt, soaking it in seconds.
Adriana moved like lightning. She pounced on the guy in the chair before he could react. The look of shock on his face at what just happened explained his temporary paralysis. It was a fatal failure on his part. She raised the blade and stuck it in his neck, jerked it left, and severed the artery, dealing him the same fate as his partner.
�What the�?� The smoker had witnessed the sudden attack but hadn�t had time to do anything to save his coworkers. Instinctively, he reached for his gun and remembered leaving it in the other room.
The first victim toppled over onto the floor, still hopelessly grasping at his neck. The smoker turned and darted through the door. Adriana chased after him, catching him by the shirt collar a moment before he reached the chair where his weapon rested.
�No!� he yelped. �Carlos!�
He spun around and tried to swing a fist at her face, but she caught him by the wrist and jammed the blade tip through his forearm. He yelled out in pain, a noise that was muted a second later as Adriana crushed his larynx with an elbow chop. She pulled her weapon from the wound, and the smoker fell to his knees, grasping his throat. With no air, he�d be dead in half a minute.
On the other side of the room, the door handle jiggled. She kicked off her heels and sprinted the ten feet to the corner just as it cracked open.
�You okay in here?� Carlos opened the door to a narrow slit.
Adriana watched, keeping her mouth open wide as she breathed to lessen the sound.
When no answer came to Carlos, he pushed the door open a few inches farther and peeked inside.
�Mierda,� he muttered and rushed in to help the fallen guard.
The smoker had collapsed onto his back and was rolling around, still clutching his throat.
�What happened?� Carlos asked.
The silent answer came from behind him as Adriana thrust the blade through the back of his neck. She grabbed his head for a moment as his body resisted, but in mere seconds it began to twitch, and he fell on top of his dead comrade.
She padded back over to the door and locked it. Back in the control room,she found the breaker box she�d noticed on her first visit. She stepped over the first dead guard and pushed the one in the chair out of the way to reach the gray panel. It only took a second to pry it open and find the switches she was looking for. They were clearly marked in Spanish. Adriana knew that turning off the power for the entire house would cause panic from the guests, and it would result in the two gallery guards shutting the room down. She didn�t have time to figure out another way in now. Getting past those two was the only way.
Cameras, though, had to be shut down and erased. Leaving her recorded image in the possession of a power-hungry drug cartel would be suicide. She ran her finger along the list of locations until she found the first one marked for the cameras. Just as she suspected, they ran on separate power from the house. She�d learned a long time ago that paranoid people required that their security systems run on a different line from the rest of the house, and usually a different source. Adriana was certain the gallery had its own backup power.
She flipped the switch,and the room darkened as all of the monitors went blank. A smile creased her face, and she closed the breaker box. She turned around and retreated to the door, rushed through it, and came to an abrupt halt.
Four men stood with pistols aimed at her. In the middle of them, a fifth man stared at her with his arms crossed, daggers flying from his eyes.
Espinoza shook his head slowly. �What is it you thought you were going to do here? Hmm? Did you honestly believe you could simply kill my guards and shut down the security system? You know, it has a backup system.�
Adriana�s heart thundered like a train in her chest. What happened? How did Espinoza know? That was impossible. Or was it? Monique must have told him her plan. It was the Dutch woman. It had to be. It was the only thing that made sense.
The story rapidly flashed before her eyes. Monique had convinced Adriana to come to Mexico to steal a painting, all the while planning to use her as a decoy. Of course there was another possibility.
�When I ask a question,� Espinoza paused, �you answer it!�
Out of nowhere, a man lunged from behind and punched her in the kidneys. She dropped to the ground near the dead guards. Her lungs forced air out in violent coughs, which only made the pain worse. Leaning over onto all fours, she regained her balance and started to push herself up, but the man who struck her from behind grabbed the back of her hair and held it tight. He pressed a pistol to the side of her head.
�Do you know what we do to people who cross us here in Mexico?� Espinoza asked.
Adriana swallowed but did her best to show no fear. No answer passed her lips. She could feel the tiny metal disk pressing against her skin, held up by the garter belt, but reaching for it right now would be suicide. Instead, she remained perfectly still.
�No? You will know soon enough.�
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Adriana�s eyes opened like an old garage door. She blinked a few times to get rid of the blurriness. Wherever she was, the place was dark, and the floor against her face cool and hard. Her fingers and toes twitched, signaling she had all her faculties. The next thing she noticed was the throbbing pain coming from the back of her skull. Reaching back and touching it revealed a swollen lump. Remembering what happened was futile, but she knew exactly what Espinoza�s men had done. As soon as he was done talking to her, they�d hit her on the back of the head and knocked her out.
She planted her palms against the floor and pushed herself up. Her balance looked more like that of a newborn foal, wobbly and uncoordinated. After struggling for a minute, Adriana finally recovered enough to stand up straight.
Her victory was short lived.
A door opened on the far side of the room, and yellow light poured in. Three large men stormed in and grabbed her before she could react, dragging her through the doorway and up flight of stairs. When they reached the top, she realized she was in the hallway leading to Espinoza�s pool. The walls were easy to remember, painted cardinal red.
One of the three opened a nearby door as the other two hauled her outside to the pool area. A bonfire burned just beyond the line of shrubs and flowers. Something else was new about the scene. All of the guests were gone.
She blinked wearily, still attempting to regain all her senses. A woman screamed near the fire, but she couldn�t tell right away who it was. Her feet scraped against the concrete and then the dirt as the men carried her under her armpits to where a group of eight other people stood around the blaze. Then Adriana saw who had screamed.
Monique was on her knees in the rocky dirt next to the fire. Her dress was smudged and stained. Blood seeped out of a cut on her face, and her right eye was swollen. Her makeup was dripping down both sides of her face from tear-stained eyelids.
�Put her next to the other one,� Espinoza ordered.
Adriana turned her head to the side and noted the man standing between Monique and the fire. Two guards loitered on one side of the fire, keeping watch of the situation, while two more stood behind Monique. With the three escorting Adriana, that made for seven guards. Another man stood next to Espinoza. In the orange light of the fire, she realized it was Jorge Sanchez.
The guards dumped her next to the Dutch woman and took up positions to the side and behind their boss. Espinoza stood with his arms crossed, staring at the two.
�You,� he pointed at Monique while one of the guards behind her yanked Adriana up onto her knees. �You brought this one here to steal from me? I trusted you. You were an honored guest in my home, and this is how you repay me?�
She shook her head vehemently. �No, Francisco. I swear!�
He smacked her with the back of his hand hard enough to tip her over onto her side. Her face struck the ground, bringing more tears. The nearest guard picked her back up and forced her onto her knees again.
�And you,� he pointed a stubby finger at Adriana. �I have something special planned for you as well.�
Adriana raised her head and peered into Espinoza�s eyes. She knew she�d missed her flight. Jackson would have left by now, leaving her stranded in Mexico with the leader of a drug cartel and his enforcer. The deadline to save her father loomed in the back of her mind. She was to be in Marseille before midnight the next day.
No chance of making it now.
Her heart sank into the pit of her stomach. She�d let her father down. Dread filled her mind, and she fought off thinking about what would happen to him.
�Tell me one thing before I have my second in command have his fun with you,� he motioned at Sanchez.
�What�s that?� she said bravely.
He held out both hands wide. �Which painting were you going to take?�
Adriana raised an eyebrow and forced a chuckle. �The Bellini. Madonna and Child.�
He pursed his lips and nodded. �Ah yes, the Bellini. A fine piece. I bought it from her years ago,� he said. �It has brought me much good fortune. But I must ask, why that one?�
�It doesn�t belong to you.�
Espinoza frowned. �Sure, it does. I bought it.�
She shook her head. �It didn�t belong to her either. The Bellini belongs in a museum, not in some drug pusher�s home.�
He pretended to take offense at her comment and leaned his head back, scrunching the fat under his chin. �Now, that isn�t a nice thing to say. Is it, Jorge?� He turned to his second in command, who shook his head.
Espinoza looked back at Adriana. �Well, I suppose it doesn�t matter why you wanted to steal it. That isn�t going to happen now. What is going to happen is my friend here making sure you both take a very long time to die. Fortunately, my guests went home an hour ago, so only the Mexican wilderness will be able to hear your screams.�
Sanchez stepped forward and eyed both prisoners. �I can assure you both it will be the most excruciating thing you�ve ever experienced. No one comes into the Espinoza house and makes him look like a fool.�
His boss beamed proudly behind his shoulder.
�Oh, really?� Adriana asked brazenly. �Because it�s already happened once tonight.�
Monique turned her head and stared amid sobs at the Spaniard.
Espinoza frowned and stepped forward. �What are you talking about? No one has embarrassed me tonight. And no one will.� He turned to Sanchez. �Kill them both. Throw their bodies in the fire.�
�So you�re just going to let your lackey here get rid of us while the whole time he�s the one that will bring down your empire from within?� Adriana nodded at Sanchez as she spoke.
Espinoza stepped forward and narrowed his eyes. �You better speak fast, woman.�
Adriana tilted her head at Sanchez and fired a glare his way. �Oh, Jorge, I�m sorry. You didn�t tell him about your men who were killed on the road last night? I�d have thought the police might have come knocking at your door, Francisco, seeing as to how talkative they all were about working for you.�
�What?� Confusion poured into Espinoza�s eyes. He stood up straight and questioned his right hand man. �What is she talking about? Is this true?�
Sanchez put up both hands in a defensive gesture. �Boss, this woman is clearly insane. She will say anything to escape death. I assure you, everything is fine.�
The look on Espinoza�s face told her everything she needed to know. He was curious.
�These men, you say they claimed to work for me?�
�That�s right.�
�And how did you know they were killed?�
She waited a second before answering. When she did, Adriana stared into Sanchez�s eyes. �Because I�m the one who killed them.�
Espinoza sighed, and his breathing quickened. �What did these men look like?�
She chose to describe the one who�d approached her first, the one with the tank top. She told Espinoza everything about his appearance, how he talked, the tattoo on his arm, the guns they all carried, the trucks they drove, and how she�d killed every one of them. And with every word she uttered, Sanchez slid his feet back another few inches away from his boss.
When he finished, Espinoza turned and faced his second. �Is this true, Jorge? Are you keeping secrets from me? Men that I pay, men that I brought in, put under your command, and trusted you with, were killed trying to extort money from travelers like common thieves? And killed by a woman?�
�To be fair, I killed some of your security guards too. You�re hiring practices aren�t good.�
�Shut up!� Espinoza commanded, raising a finger of warning. He returned his angry gaze to Sanchez. �Are you hiding something from me, Jorge?� He reached into his jacket and pulled out a chrome-plated pistol. It was the shiniest gun Adriana had ever seen, tacky and beautiful all in one. Francisco�s name was engraved along the side of the barrel. The weapon was a veritable hand cannon.
�Boss. I�m telling you, she�s crazy. I don�t know where she got this information, but I assure you, it�s not true.�
�She just described your men in detail, Jorge. I know who she�s talking about. Do you think I�m stupid?� He shook the gun threateningly.
�No, boss. Of course not.�
�Then tell me the truth. What is going on here?�
Suddenly, an alarm screamed from inside the house, sending its ear-piercing pulse throughout the property. Espinoza, Sanchez, and all the guards turned their attention to the home.
�My paintings!� Espinoza shouted at Sanchez. �Get your men to the house immediately! Seal the gate!�
Adriana made the most of the short window of opportunity. She reached down to her garter belt and pulled out the metal disk. After two short clicks on the object�s center, she flicked it at Espinoza�s feet and squeezed her eyes shut.
A loud pop interrupted the alarm and was followed by a searing white light. Even with her eyes completely closed, Adriana couldn�t believe how bright the flash bang disk was.
The men, as well as Monique, yelled, temporarily blinded by the sudden brilliant flash. Adriana opened her eyes and sprang up from the ground. Espinoza had covered his eyes with his forearm but had done so after the diversion. She grabbed his hand that held the pistol and wrenched it over her arm until his wrist nearly snapped. He yelled out in pain and let go of the weapon. The next second, she pointed the gun at his head and pulled the trigger. It was a thunderous weapon and made a mess of the target, killing one of Mexico�s most notorious drug lords in an instant.
Adriana spun around and found her next target, Sanchez, still reeling from the light. She fired three rounds into his torso and spun around before he stumbled backward into the fire. Only Adriana,quickly acquiring the blinded guards and picking them off one by one, interrupted his screams of agony. She swiveled around in a tight circle, mortally wounding every guard with each pull of the trigger. The last two were on the other side of the bonfire and had been least affected by the flash bang. Even so, their reactions were too slow, and Adriana put a bullet in one�s stomach and the other�s heart.
Monique yelled, still confused by what was going on and unable to see anything.
Adriana unclipped the gun�s magazine. One round left. Beyond the light of the fire, she noticed a sudden movement through the windows in the mansion�s living room. She immediately recognized the other woman and knew what had happened. The curly blonde ran through the main floor with something cylindrical in her hand. Adriana didn�t need to see the painting to know what it was.
The other thief had stolen the Bellini.
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Ameca
Before leaving the crying Dutch woman by the bonfire, Adriana�s last words to Monique were, �You know where to find your painting.� With nearly all of Espinoza�s men dead, she could get it for herself.
Adriana took off, only considering the irony of her escape for the briefest of seconds. In stealing the painting Adriana needed, the Chameleon had inadvertently helped the Spaniard escape. It was a thought that occurred to Adriana as she sprinted barefoot across the pool patio and up the stairs. More gunshots rang out from the driveway, causing her to freeze in mid-step. If she guessed right, the other woman had just taken out the remaining guards.
As Adriana rounded the top of the stairs, she saw headlights turn on in the parking area, and a moment later, a black sedan screamed away, its tires screeching on the blacktop. Adriana pumped her legs hard, ran through the living room, and down the hallway to the entrance. Just outside the front door, she found the two guards she�d met on the way in as well as two more lying facedown on the pavement.
She paused for a second and looked to her right. A red Audi S6 sat nestled against the landscaped retaining wall. She jogged over to the vehicle and pulled on the door handle, praying it was unlocked. The door opened, and she slid into the slick black leather seat. Her eyes searched the console and found the wireless start key fob sitting in plain sight. Finally, a little luck.
Adriana stepped on the brake pad and pressed the ignition button. The throaty engine roared to life, and a second later she shifted it into gear and stomped on the gas.
The half-mile driveway wound its way up the side of the small mountain with over eight switchbacks, making it hard to go too fast down the short straightaways. The other car would have the same disadvantage, though Adriana knew when she hit the bottom of the hill, it was straight sailing all the way back to Guadalajara. Her car was faster than the Chameleon�s, but catching up to her in time was still in doubt.
She hit the first turn, stepped on the brakes, and accelerated through the apex as she�d done so many times growing up. Her father taught her how to drive at the age of fourteen on the twists and turns of the hillsides outside Madrid.
�If you know how to maximize your speed in turns,� he�d said, �you can outrun faster cars driven by less talented drivers.�
Temptation begged her to look down the chasm below to check on the other woman�s progress, but she resisted. Driving at high speeds required 100 percent attention and focus. The next turn approached rapidly, and she repeated the process of the first, smoothly accelerating around the curve and into the next bit of straight asphalt. Each time she repeated the process, Adriana could feel the tires grinding on the road, chewing it up with ease. The Audi�s all-wheel drive also helped, and out of the corner of her eye, she could see the other car�s headlights as she reached the seventh turn.
At the last curve, she whipped around it faster than the others and leaned into it with her body. When she came out of the turn, the Chameleon�s sedan was only a hundred feet away.
Adriana�s eyes narrowed to slits,and she pounded the gas pedal. The thrust cocked her head back slightly, and she couldn�t help but grin at the feel of the acceleration.
The red taillights in front of her grew larger and larger as Adriana reeled the other woman in. She glanced down at the speedometer and noted her car was going over 110 mph � and still climbing. The stripes on the road blurred by like bullets. She�d pulled to within thirty feet of the other car when it suddenly slowed and she noticed something protrude out the window.
Adriana tapped her brakes and veered right, putting half her car on the road�s shoulder just as the gun barrel flashed four times. She corrected her direction and returned to the lane. The weapon flashed again, this time twice. Adriana jerked the wheel to the left an inch more than she intended. Her speed had slowed dramatically to seventy, but the car drifted back and forth, nearly spinning out of control. She remembered her dad�s teachings and took her foot off the gas, letting the car slow itself, which made correcting it easier. Back on the right side of the road, she stepped on the gas pedal again. For a few seconds, the other car had gained distance, but Adriana was pulling her back rapidly.
Another flurry of gunshots flashed from the other car. Adriana saw the hand and gun retract back into the car. Time to make her move. She pressed the pedal to the floor,and once more the car surged forward. The engine whined as she neared ninety again. The gap between the vehicles closed in seconds. Adriana targeted the rear bumper of the other sedan. Twenty feet. Ten feet. Five feet. The front of the Audi fender rammed into the rear fender of the fleeing sedan. The impact caused a momentary shudder in the steering column,but she kept the line true. The other car wiggled slightly,but the driver managed to keep it on course and pulled ahead by twenty feet.
Adriana pushed forward again, once more aiming to hit the other vehicle. This time, however, the other driver anticipated her move and slammed on the brakes. Adriana�s reaction was too slow, and she hit her brake pedal only a second before the front of the Audi plowed into the trunk. The impact sent her forward, but with the high speed of the chase, she�d strapped on her seatbelt, a move that now may have proved to be life saving. Her face smashed into the cushioned airbag the instant it deployed.
Disoriented and in considerable pain, Adriana attempted to gather her bearings as the Audi slowed down and drifted toward the side of the road. The other driver sped away, the car�s bumper barely attached.
Adriana blinked rapidly, regaining her senses. She saw the blurry red lights escaping into the darkness. Her car�s engine was still running in spite of the crash damage. She�d thought it would be worse, but it turned out the other driver hadn�t been able to slow enough to cause total damage to Adriana�s motor. She winced and gritted her teeth, forcing the pain to the back of her mind. The keys had flown forward during the crash and landed in one of the cup holders to the right of her leg. A house key was attached to the key fob. She picked it up and jammed it into the side of the airbag to speed up the deflation process. The bag hissed for a few seconds as the air poured through the puncture. When the bladder was close to empty, she jammed her foot on the accelerator and was back in pursuit. And now she was angry.
The city lights of Ameca glowed in the distance, brightening the otherwise perfectly dark Mexican sky. Whoever this irritant of a woman was, Adriana did not intend to let her reach that city.
The gap between the cars closed again in spite of the aerodynamic alterations the crash caused. When Adriana was four car lengths behind, Allyson tried the same move again, slamming on her brakes to cause another crash and wreck the Audi�s engine. The Spaniard was ready for it this time and jerked her wheel to the left, veering the car into the left lane and alongside the other sedan. She spun the wheel hard to the right, slamming her passenger side into the opposing vehicle. Allyson�s head rocked to the side, but she kept her car on the road. Adriana repeated the move, jerking the nose of the Audi to the right. This time, the blonde had the same idea and pulled her wheel left to counter the blow. The cars jarred together again and knocked the driver�s side mirror off the blonde�s sedan.
Adriana pulled back to the left for a moment. Her eyes flashed back and forth between the road and the other driver. A bend in the asphalt ahead would be difficult to negotiate at this speed � especially since it went left. If she were driving the other car, she would use that to her advantage and try to ram the chaser off the road. The two vehicles sped up, racing to the sharp curve less than a thousand yards away. Through narrowed eyes, Adriana stole another glance to her right. The blonde did the same, but there was a frantic look on her face.
Two hundred feet until the bend, Adriana hammered the gas pedal, and the Audi lunged forward again. The blonde saw what she was doing and knew she couldn�t keep up. Her car simply didn�t have the horsepower. She did not intend to let the Spaniard get in front of her and try the same crash maneuver.
Adriana peeked over again out of the corner of her eye as she started to pass the other vehicle and saw the blonde�s hands move the wheel. Her reaction was instantaneous. She mashed the brakes and yanked her wheel to the right. The other sedan was already turning into her but now, instead of hitting her broadside, she was passing Adriana and exposing the left quarter panel. The Audi�s front right corner dug into the back left of the other car and sent it out of control. At first, the blonde�s sedan drifted, spinning around a full 360 degrees. On the second spin, the front edges of the right side tires caught the asphalt. Momentum did the rest. The car flipped over, tumbling dramatically down the road until it came to a rest on the roof. Adriana kept her foot on the brakes, slowing the Audi to a crawl as the other car stopped its devastating roll. When she was twenty feet away from the crumpled, smoking car, she pulled hers to a halt and shut off the motor.
She flung her door open and stalked toward the wreckage. The Audi�s headlights illuminated the scene,and if the blonde driver were still alive, she�d be momentarily blinded by the bright beams. Adriana approached in a cautious rage, uncertain if the blonde still had ammunition left, but as she neared, she could see that the Chameleon was lying on the ceiling of the overturned car. Blood seeped from a gash in the side of her head and mingled with the blonde curls. Her eyes were closed, and if she weren�t dead, Adriana knew the woman was certainly unconscious.
A distant noise brought her attention to the road behind. She peered into the darkness and saw two yellowish white orbs appear on the horizon. Another car was coming. Since she didn�t have any friends in the area, any new vehicles were a threat.
After a quick look to make sure the other woman still wasn�t moving, Adriana looked through the destroyed back window and saw a cylinder lying on the ceiling. It was canvas, rolled up and secured with a rubber band as if it was a common poster bought at a record store. She reached in and delicately grasped the painting. After carefully pulling it out, she examined the tubular exterior. Remarkably, it hadn�t been damaged in the wreck. Since there were no other objects in the vehicle, nothing had crushed it. Finally. A little luck.
The headlights down the road drew closer. They were only a mile away, at most. She jogged back to her car and set the painting in the backseat. After one last glance at it, she shifted the Audi into gear and took off, squealing the tires as she steered the car around the wreck and disappeared around the curve.
She doubted Jackson would still be at the rendezvous point. Adriana had been clear about that in their discussion. If she was late, he needed to take off and get out of there. No point in waiting around for someone who wasn�t going to show up. With no other good options, however, she had to try.
The Audi made short work of the trip back to the city. Along the way, she didn�t pass another vehicle but kept her eyes constantly searching the road behind to make sure no one was following, especially anyone with flashing lights. A run-in with the local authorities would be the perfect way to end what had been a strenuous evening. The lights never came, though, and within twenty minutes, she turned onto the gravel road leading to the barn where she was to meet Jackson.
In the pale glow of the silvery moon, assisted by her bluish halogen headlights, she could see the outline of the airplane resting quietly in a field. Her heart picked up its pace, and she eased the gas pedal down a little in her rush. She steered the car around an old wooden fence that lined the property and brought it to a stop several yards away from the plane. Something wasn�t right.
Through the cockpit window, she could see Jackson�s silhouette propped up in the pilot�s seat, his head tilted to the side. Her senses returned to full alert, the moment of relief replaced by another surge of adrenaline. The door on the side of the fuselage was hanging wide open.
Adriana leaned forward and pressed the ignition button, cutting off the engine. She warily opened the door and stepped out. The still, dry air filled her nostrils again, mixed with the smells of baled hay and dust. Everything was perfectly still. No insects, animals, or people. The place felt like a vacuum. With no weapon, she was a sitting duck for an ambush or a sniper. Instinctively, her eyes checked the barn�s rooftop as she tiptoed toward the airplane. With the night sky as a backdrop, seeing a shooter would be nearly impossible. She crept near the door and put her hand out to balance her weight as she stepped inside. A quick look from right to left told her no one else was in the small aircraft except the pilot.
When she stepped in, the plane jostled, and a sudden noise came from the cockpit. A second later, Jackson spun around with a snub nose revolver at the end of an extended hand, pointed right at Adriana�s face. She raised her hands slowly and waited. A crazed look filled his eyes, like a wild animal that just found an easy kill.
�You�re late,� he said.
�I ran into a little trouble. And I told you to leave.�
Jackson grinned and lowered the gun. He rubbed his eyes with the other hand and checked the time on the dashboard. �A little trouble?� he asked. �You�re three hours late. That doesn�t sound like a little anything.� He stuffed the gun under his seat and ran the other hand through his hair. �And I figured it wouldn�t hurt if I hung around for a little longer. Sorry to scare you. You caught me napping on the job.�
She lowered her hands as relief flooded her body again. �For a second there, I thought you were double-crossing me.�
The look on his face told her that was ridiculous. �Not my style, sweetie. Speaking of, did you get your painting?�
She nodded with a weary grin. �Yes. I got it. It�s in the back of the car.�
He turned around and looked out the window then back at her again. �What happened to the truck?�
�Sorry. Had to leave in a hurry. Which is what we need to do right now.�
�Roger that,� he agreed and started flipping switches. �Grab the art, and let�s get out of here.�
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Marseille, France
Adriana stared through her binoculars at the rows of shipping containers lined up in the shipyard. Just beyond, massive freight ships sat still in the French waters as hundreds of men and machines busily loaded the vessel with the skinny steel boxes.
Sleeping for the last fourteen hours had been impossible, even though she was terribly exhausted. On the flight from Ameca to Tijuana, she had dozed off once or twice only to wake as thoughts and images of her father filled her closed eyelids.
Getting across the border into the United States had been easier than expected. Waiting in line for almost two hours was a major hassle, but the border patrol didn�t pay her much attention. And why would they? All she had in her possession was an old painting, bound by a rubber band.
�Souvenir,� she said when one of them asked her what it was. The gruff-looking, bearded patrolman gave it exactly two glances, placed it back in the rear seat of her car, and moved her along.
They were looking for drugs or illegal immigrants hidden away in vehicles,not priceless works of art. There was no question the man didn�t recognize the painting as a Bellini. She guessed that ninety-nine out of a hundred people wouldn�t. Not to mention the fact that it had been missing since the end of World War II and knowledge of its existence was lower than other high-profile pieces.
After a long flight and an hour or so of fitful rest, she arrived in France and made her way to the drop-off point with only a few hours to spare. The man behind this little game was clever. He�d ordered her to place the painting inside a very specific and unlocked shipping container. She figured that would be easy enough to spy on, so she found a loading crane that happened to be out of use and climbed the scaffolding until she had a good enough view of the steel box but could remain relatively unseen.
Her plan was to watch until someone picked up the painting and then follow them. Not a great plan, she admitted to herself. It was direct and over simple. But it was all her tired mind could think of on short notice. She lay across two support bars, keeping most of her weight on her stomach and elbows.
She�d been watching the container for thirty minutes when the first person came into view. A guy in a hard hat and wearing gray coveralls walked around the end of the row and straight over to the metal crate. He stopped at the two bay doors and checked the padlock then waved at someone over by a stack of similar containers. Whoever the person was, they were just out of Adriana�s field of vision. She didn�t have to wait long to see what he was motioning for.
A gray crane forklift came into view. Black diesel smoke billowed out the rear as the driver guided the machine over the pavement to where the other man was standing. The forklift lined up next to the container, dropped the mechanism slowly to the crate�s top, and then grabbed it with two hydraulic clasps on either side. The heavy machine had no problem lifting the steel box off the ground, and within two minutes the forklift was driving away toward the gigantic shipping vessel.
�Now where do you think you�re going with that?� she said to herself as she reached up to grab the next bar to get a higher vantage point.
The forklift stopped near the water�s edge and lowered the container to the ground directly underneath a massive blue rail crane. The operator unhooked it and drove off, disappearing in the maze of buildings and stacks of crates. Almost immediately, the black grabbing hook rolled over the beam, centered over the container, and began lowering to the ground. The original guy on the ground guided the crane�s operator until it was locked into position and then waved at him to hoist it up.
Panic surged through Adriana�s veins. If the container were loaded onto the ship, the man holding her father wouldn�t get the painting. His warning tone from the video still rang in her head with the threat of her murder.
She climbed down the scaffolding twice as fast as she went up, nearly missing a support bar at one point with her left foot. Fortunately, she�d not let go of the one above her head and kept her balance before readjusting and continuing down.
Once on the ground, she took off at a sprint, keeping an eye on the container as it soared through the air, over side of the ship, and disappeared from view. She ran harder, tossing aside her binoculars to lose the dead weight. The distance from her hiding spot and the man on the ground was at least three hundred yards. Adriana covered it at the pace of an Olympic sprinter. She slowed to a halt just before reaching the confused man in the hard hat, taking only a second to catch her breath.
�Where are you taking that crate?� she asked in choppy French.
The puzzled worker frowned. �You cannot be here. This area is restricted. And you must be wearing one of these.� He patted his hardhat with a palm.
She shook her head. �You�re loading the wrong box. That container shouldn�t be going on the boat!� she exclaimed, pointing at the area she imagined the crate was at that moment.
He took an electronic tablet that he had tucked under one arm,propped it in his hands, and then tapped a few buttons to access a manifest. He spun it around and showed it to her. �Box 4578,� he said. �This says that one is supposed to be put on the ship.�
She shook her head violently. �No! You�re making a mistake. That can�t be right!� Then a thought occurred to her. Maybe it was irrational. At this point, she didn�t care. �You work for him, don�t you?�
The man twisted his head twenty degrees to the right, more puzzled than before. �Work for who?�
�You work for the Belgian, don�t you?�
�I�m sorry,� he shook his head. �I don�t know what you�re talking about,and I have much work to do. Please leave the premises, or I will have to call security.�
Fatigue and fury flooded Adriana�s mind. She pulled the 9mm pistol from her lower back and pointed it at the man�s head. �Tell me you�re working for the man who took my father.�
The man�s face went pale, and the tablet dropped to the ground, shattering every inch of the screen. He put his hands up and stared at the weapon. �I swear, I don�t know what you�re talking about. Are you crazy or something?�
Adriana had seen lies in men�s eyes, and she�d seen honesty. Right now, she was gazing into the latter. This man, Marc, according to his name tag, was telling the truth.
She lowered her weapon and started to take off running toward the gangplank when the phone in her pocket started ringing. Her feet skidded to a stop, and she pulled out the phone. The caller ID was blank. It couldn�t be a coincidence that she was getting a call at this very moment from an unidentified number.
She tapped the green button and put the phone to her ear. �Who is this?�
�Did you really think you could drop off the painting and then follow whoever picked it up? I was under the impression you were a little cleverer than that.�
It was the voice from the video, slightly less distorted, but there was no question in her mind to whom it belonged. She spun around in a circle, searching every corner, nook, and shadow her eyes could detect. Marc took off running in the other direction, making a sharp left behind the nearest container.
�Where are you?�
�Oh,you don�t need to worry about that. I�m safe, but I appreciate your concern.� The sarcasm irritated her,but he didn�t give her a chance to cut in. �I have to admit, I�m disappointed at how predictable you were in your silly attempt to stick around and try to see who was picking up the painting. No matter. The job is done, and you handled yourself well.�
Adriana wanted to say a million and one things at that very moment, but all of them were out of character for her. She prided herself on never showing emotion. Letting this guy get to her like that wouldn�t help things.
�One down, two to go,� she said coolly.
�That�s the spirit. Now, you need to get some rest over the next forty-eight hours. I will be in contact with you soon regarding the second painting. Until then.�
The man said nothing else. Adriana looked down at her phone and saw that the call had ended. There was no need to wonder how the Belgian acquired her phone number. He�d likely extracted the information from her father�s phone. A siren rang out in the distance. Marc the foreman had probably called the police, as she suspected would happen. No time to be tired yet. She drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly, tucking her weapon into the back of her black yoga pants. Her other hand pulled her windbreaker down over the gun.
After one last look up at the container ship, she spun around and took off running. One down, two to go, she thought.
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London
�I heard you ran into a bit of trouble down in Mexico.�
Frank gazed across his expensive desk with hollow eyes.
Allyson was hunched over, her elbows resting on her knees, eyes staring down at the hardwood floor. She didn�t respond at first, and so he continued.
�Hey,� he said, getting her to snap out of her funk and look at him. �It�s okay.�
His smile did little to make her feel better. She�d lost a lot of money as a result of her failure. And there was no question her employer was angry in spite of his Academy Award-like effort in concealing it.
�I�m sorry, Frank. I had it.� She hung her head again. �I had it in my hands. I don�t know how she caught up to me.�
He pouted his lips and shrugged. �Well, she did single handedly take out Espinoza and most of his immediate group of thugs. I believe the number of dead was in the double digits. From what Evan said about how you looked when he found you, it sounds like you were lucky not to be one of them.�
�I don�t believe in luck.�
�I know you don�t, my dear. That�s one of the reasons I hire you for these sorts of things. You�re very good at what you do. Maybe the other girl was the lucky one. As I told you before, I just need you to get me one of the three paintings. As long as you can do that and ruin my competition�s little ruse, I�ll be satisfied. And I know you�re the girl for the job.�
She hated it when he called her a girl, as if she was fifteen. But she let it slide. �What�s the next painting?�
�I�ll let you know the details in two days. For now, get some rest. I�ll be in touch on Sunday evening.�
She nodded and stood up. Her muscles ached, and her head still throbbed from the car crash, but her mind was full of vengeful resolve. �Good. And don�t worry, Frank. If I see her again, I will kill her.�
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