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CHAPTER

1

11:45 p.m. (EST)

St. Lawrence Seaway, New York~

EVERY JOB HE had ever pulled for Ben had gone smoothly, so Martin had never expected guns.

Ben slowed the panel van. Turned off the county blacktop onto a lumpy tractor trace that ran through a late-season cornfield. The heavy load in the cargo bay shifted, knocking hard against the rear spring mounts. The headlights shone against pale cornstalks looming on either side of them. Weeds crushed against the undercarriage as the laden van jounced unevenly over the washboard track.

Martin cleared his throat. Under the illumination of the dash lights, Ben gave him a determined look. Like tonight had a larger significance—the payoff that he’d been itching for had finally arrived.

“Remember when we talked about your stepping up?” Ben spoke in a hushed tone even though nobody was there but them and the ghostly cornstalks.

“Absolutely, boss.” It was always Ben before, until now.

Ben had hinted to Martin that he might soon have a seat at the table. Up to this point Ben had gone to Joaquin Rousseau’s warehouse office alone, while Martin dutifully waited behind in the car. He’d done as he was told, staying silent in the passenger seat, avoiding locking eyes with Rousseau’s surly thugs who were always hovering around the warehouse garage bay like guard dogs. But Martin’s patience had been wearing thin lately.

The corner of Martin’s mouth twitched with all the questions he had about what Ben meant by “stepping up.”

The headlight beams glittered over dark water. Martin tamped down his questions as more urgent ones surfaced—what the heck were they doing in the middle of nowhere and why hadn’t Ben said a peep about tonight’s run for most of the long ride from Boston?

The van dipped and rose, negotiating the uneven ground. Ben braked hard and one of the casks came loose and rammed against the back of Martin’s seat.

Ben pulled a thick manila envelope from his inside jacket pocket and handed it to Martin. “Hold onto this. Sit tight and wait for my signal. Got it?”

Martin nodded. He shoved the envelope into his hoodie’s handwarmer pouch. “Sit tight” hardly sounded like stepping up to him. Just more of the same waiting around for Ben to handle business.

They rolled forward over a short rise. Oily air slid through the van’s air vents. A myriad of waterborne scents rushed up Martin’s nose. Dead ahead, a broad expanse of open water glistened under two yellow cones cast by the van’s low beams.

“So where are we then?”

“Not far from Moresby Landing, on the St. Lawrence Seaway,” Ben said. “The rendezvous is up ahead.”

Ben gently squeezed Martin’s forearm, then leaned over the center console, looming closer to Martin’s face. “I kept you in the dark tonight for your own good. Just for now. It’ll all become clear soon enough.”

Begrudgingly, Martin buttoned his lip, as he had for the last nine months because the cash was so good. He had most of a quality college education, but nine months ago he was unemployed and on the verge of getting evicted from his apartment. That’s when he met Ben.

Ben left the engine chuffing at idle and climbed out. The low beams shone against the backs of his dark performance pants as he strode down to the shoreline.

It was a moonless night. Out the windshield in the distance, maybe a mile across, a necklace of twinkling lights fringed the far shore—the Canadian side, Martin thought. Since turning off the tarmac onto the dirt, they hadn’t passed a single farmhouse or outbuilding, only the sentry-like rows of feed corn on both sides of the narrow tractor corridor.

A few moments later Ben reappeared, walking faster. Without a word he reached through the open driver’s-side window and flashed the headlights on-off three times. He studied the luminous dial of his Breitling chronograph. Ten seconds passed, then he flashed the high beams once more.

A smaller beam signaled back from an approaching watercraft that Martin could barely discern against the murky expanse. Ben couldn’t have picked a more remote location.

Martin’s heart pounded in the excitement of the moment. He cracked his window and caught a brackish whiff coming off the river—the main navigable artery for container ships, linking the Atlantic through canal locks on the Great Lakes to major inland ports in the upper Midwest on both sides of the border.

“You got that envelope handy?” Ben asked.

Martin patted the thick envelope concealed in his hoodie’s pouch. “Wait for your signal, yeah, I got it,” he said.

Ben hurried down to a huddle of men waiting by the shoreline.

“I’m not your fucking dog,” Martin mumbled. He quietly opened the passenger door and stepped down from the van. He wrapped his arms around himself in the chilled air. Heard hushed chatter ahead. Out of the shadowy darkness approached the silhouettes of four men wearing black clothing and skullcaps. They walked directly to the rear of the panel van without glancing at him. Several other black-clad men stayed behind manning two inflatable boats.

The casks were hoisted out of the cargo bay, noticeably lightening the suspension as each one was removed. Ben followed the men rolling the casks and loading them into the inflatable boats that had been pulled onto the shore.

As if on cue, a powerful blinding flash lit up the whole scene, catching the front of the van in its blaze. Under the bright projector lamp, Martin could see the sealed casks stacked in the inflatables. Another larger boat’s engine boomed loudly, arriving behind the first.

A voice came over a loudspeaker: “Get down! Get down! On the ground! This is the United States Customs and Border Protection!”

Suddenly a burst of gunfire erupted, taking out the lead shore patrol’s large projector beam.

Martin ducked his head as a spray of bullets struck the van. He went down hard, his fingers sinking deep into the loamy soil. A burning line of pain shot through his left shoulder. He heard Ben shouting over the din of gunfire. Martin stayed frozen on the ground, paralyzed with fear.

All of a sudden, the van’s tires kicked in reverse, sending up a cloud of dust, choking Martin. The headlights bobbed up and down over the dirt track. Something gleamed in the track. A shell casing? he wondered.

Martin was alone in the cold darkness. The van’s engine droned somewhere out of sight. Frantically, he rose to his feet. His Nikes filled with dirt as he thrashed through the field of wizened cornstalks that cut and scratched his cheeks.

More bursts of automatic gunfire jammed his ears. Muzzle flash lit up the cornfield. With forearms raised in front of his face like a football lineman he plowed full bore through row after row without end. He fell again, and this time the deep furrow pulled off his running shoe. He desperately shoved it back on. Once more he was up and running.

Despite the gnawing cold, gritty sweat blurred his vision. The stars appeared as an indistinguishable mat of glistening points in the moonless sky.

His ears rang between intermittent bursts of gunfire, and the screams of men not far behind him. A sweep of yellow light spread overhead. Like a circling beam from a lighthouse or a prison tower. Ahead, he could see that the rows of corn were now thinning.

He came to the field edge. He reached the tarmac of the small road and picked up speed running through the coal-black landscape, sucking chilled air through a wide-open mouth.

At last, he collapsed into a ditch on the other side of the road. How far had he run? Was it far enough?

Lying on a mash of dead weeds, he crisscrossed his arms, clutching his sides. All he could do was hold on to himself now.
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CHAPTER

2

6:00 a.m. (EST)

FBI branch office, Boston~

“WE GOT CAUGHT with our pants down, gentlemen.” Special Agent Leigh Holden circled the crisis room, her palms together, the tips of her fingers pressed against her upper teeth. Her auburn hair was pulled tightly in a bun. Attractive and athletic, she wore no lipstick or other makeup.

“How the fuck did US Customs catch wind of this? And how did they know it was Ben Mendelssohn?” Holden eyed her team: Henry Abrams and Todd Dansker. Two men expert in technical research and computer access.

“I need answers, gentlemen. No one goes home until I’ve got answers. And there better be more.” Holden felt behind the curve when she and her team should have been ahead of it.

Henry Abrams’s six-foot-three, rail-thin frame stood quietly next to the easel. An electrical engineer by education, he was Holden’s technical researcher. With a Sharpie, he drew a cove along a broad course labeled the St. Lawrence Seaway, a favored smuggling route since Prohibition days. But this wasn’t about ferrying illegal liquor across the river to Canada. Two large boxes labeled A and B represented US Customs patrol boats. X’s marked locations where men’s bodies fell. Narrower ovals represented inflatable boats used by the assailants.

Holden approached the easel. “What the fuck was Ben Mendelssohn doing in the middle of nowhere? More to the point, how did the US Customs patrol boat on the St. Lawrence Seaway know about this remote rendezvous when we didn’t know diddly?” She was dumbfounded. This incident had just upended six months of surveillance work. Until today, she’d managed to keep things on the quiet until they could take down Mendelssohn and Joaquin Rousseau on a major bust.

Ben Mendelssohn had been under remote surveillance for the past six months. They knew his business importing Indian clothing was a cover for clandestine activities in which he made regular trips to Canada, where he’d been seen with men associated with Joaquin Rousseau, a known criminal and high-level middleman funded by overseas business operatives. The word was that Rousseau had made a connection with a terrorist group and was making a new reputation for himself as a supplier of weapons and possibly even nuclear materials.

They were looking at Ben Mendelssohn as a Rousseau network operator on the US side of the border. Now Mendelssohn was in the wind, and it pissed Holden off.

She planted both hands on the table opposite her team, this time eyeing Todd Dansker, her burly, bearded IT wizard who could just as easily merge into the background of a downtown city street, doubling as a homeless person. Dansker sat quietly with his fingers clasped in front of him on the table.

“Nothing to say, huh, Todd? That’s all you both got for me. Diddly squat and a re-creation of the shootout scene.” She slapped the easel, tipping it over. “Do I really need to state the obvious? We look bad, gentlemen. Egg-on-our-faces bad. After homing in on Ben Mendelssohn for months now, this shit happens. Three dead, three captured. None of ours thankfully. But a major shootout. And we hadn’t a damn clue.”

Holden threw up her hands. “Worst of all is my learning about it from Assistant Director Farnsworth shouting my ear off on the phone at 2 a.m. this morning, wanting to know what the hell is going on.”

Holden was met by more silence, and an undisguised yawn from Dansker.

“Better bone up your resumes, gentlemen.”

Dansker booted up his laptop and swiveled the screen so Holden and Abrams could see the blurry black-and-white video footage. “Look at this, boss. This was taken Saturday night by the first Customs patrol boat at the scene. Watch for the white van near the shoreline.”

The screen went suddenly dim as the patrol boat’s searchlight was shot out. Dansker backed up the videoclip again and replayed it in slow motion, freezing the frame on the white panel van that was positioned in the lower-right corner of the computer screen. He magnified and enhanced the screenshot image using a sophisticated program.

“Bingo, face rec IDs Ben Mendelssohn,” Dansker said, referring to the man standing by the driver’s side. “If you look closely on the passenger’s side, there’s another person lying face down on the ground.”

Dansker enlarged the screenshot of the passenger side, then enhanced the image. Though murky, it showed the prostrate figure of a man with long hair covering his face. “My money says that’s Mendelssohn’s sidekick. The long hair. And his height, six foot one, according to my height analyzer, matches our surveillance records.”

“What do we think about that?” Holden prodded. “Are you sure it’s the new guy? Martin Gabriel. Is there another camera angle, Todd?”

“A second Customs patrol boat arrived a few minutes later.” Dansker opened another video file. “Its video footage shows the white van reversing away from the scene.”

The second videoclip quivered chaotically, too blurry to clearly make out the actual faces of men scattering on the shore, dodging in and out of the second boat’s blinding projector beam.

Dansker froze the frame on the silhouette of a figure rising from the ground and sprinting into a cornfield. The IT ace advanced the videoclip, freezing it on another frame that showed the running man looking over his shoulder. The man’s white face glowed dimly.

“Hello, Martin Gabriel,” Dansker said. “Facial recognition gave me an eleven-point match even with the compromised resolution.”

“Get a BOLO out on both of them,” Holden said.

“It’s already done,” Dansker said. “Broadcast through all law enforcement channels to be on the lookout for Ben Mendelssohn and Martin Gabriel, with recent photos of each man’s face and a vehicle description of the late-model Ford white panel van, judging from the grille badge.”

“Excellent work, Todd.”

Holden regrouped, lifted the easel off the floor. “So, what were Ben Mendelssohn and Martin Gabriel doing around midnight along a remote cove of the St. Lawrence on the US side?”

“According to the faxed report, Customs recovered rusty pipes from casks placed in the inflatable boats,” Abrams said. “Nothing of particular forensic value.”

“Rusty pipes? Dead men, a shootout over rusty pipes. Honestly, that’s your best guess? I shouldn’t have to remind you that all our heads are on the line. This isn’t smuggling cigarettes without a tax stamp,” Holden said. “Let me put it in context. US Customs single-handedly just blew the hell out of our criminal conspiracy case against Ben Mendelssohn and Joaquin Rousseau, and we didn’t even see it coming.

“I’ve got to deliver a plausible explanation to Farnsworth, come Monday morning. Or we risk losing everything that we’ve been tracking and gathering over the last six months, which, as we all know, suggests this criminal enterprise is making a concerted effort to obtain nuclear bomb–making materials. And they are directly connected with terrorist organizations abroad.

“I need something concrete today. Not tomorrow, when the whole rest of the world reads about it online.”

Holden took a breath. They weren’t fitting the pieces of the puzzle together fast enough.

She considered shrugging off her tailored navy-blue suit jacket and walking around the room in her shirtsleeves with her Sig Sauer P228 holstered to her side. Like one of the guys. But she kept her jacket on. Relaxing wasn’t in her nature. She walked over to an open file on her side of the table.

“Okay, let’s start again from the top, shall we? There was obviously a new plan at work here. We haven’t seen Mendelssohn alter his usual border road crossings between Boston and Montreal before. Men in dark watercraft from the Canadian side, a delivery van from the US side, automatic weapons. Something big was clearly in the works. Maybe this was a trial run. Hence the rusty pipes,” she said, glancing at Abrams. “Perhaps even conducted to ferret out whether law enforcement would be watching.”

All eyes were alert. She’d managed to get her exhausted team’s wheels turning again.

“I picked up zero chatter online,” Dansker said. “They ran silent without phones is my best guess.”

“Best guess, Todd?” Warmth rushed up Holden’s throat and cheeks. “And yet there was Customs right on top of it.”

She focused on Abrams. Her engineer sat absolutely still, his erect neck like that of a stealthy heron waiting to snatch whatever tidbit might swim by. He wore a tan cardigan sweater that resided over the back of his chair when he left work at the end of the day. Under the sweater, his button-down white shirt was open at the collar, revealing a flushed throat.

“Any thoughts you’d like to share with us, Henry? Now would be a good time.”

“After I got your call earlier this morning, before driving in I checked with Bruce Cavanaugh, an FBI agent I know who was dispatched from the Rochester office for the ride-along on the US Customs patrol boat Saturday night.”

“Did he also confirm that Customs motored in gung-ho like the charge of the Light Brigade with guns blazing?” Holden shrugged in exasperation at the klutzy audacity of what seemed a poorly conceived cowboy operation.

“He did observe the white van fleeing the scene,” Abrams said.

Holden paced over to Todd Dansker, whose blue work shirt hung untucked over his expansive gut. His misshapen slip-on shoes were mashed to a pulp. Completely worn out, revealing whitish socks through cracks in the weakened leather. The outer section of his left shoe’s stitching was entirely missing. His dark woolly beard was biblical in length and matched his dark eyebrows and uncombed thick black hair.

“Todd, surely you’ve picked up something off the web?”

He shook his head. “I logged on at home for an hour after you phoned. Our Montreal counterparts are as stymied as we are. Doesn’t sound like they’re stalling to me. It’s likely the plan originated stateside. Best guess, it was a down-the-line one-off. Or possibly the patrol boat guy got a call from a guy who knows a guy—an unidentified snitch, maybe someone who’d been stiffed by Rousseau or Mendelssohn. So, the patrol boat goes in, checks out the cove, and, what do you know, lo and behold a shore party of smugglers is caught in the act.”

Dansker spit out a piece of ballpoint pen that he’d chewed ragged. The blue plastic end got netted in the trailing hairs of his beard. He finger-combed it out. “I’m with Henry. Customs, last minute, caught wind of something big about to go down and followed up with a typical knee-jerk response.”

“Best guess, huh? Down to some last-minute snitch?” She repeated his words, tired of hearing nothing concrete. “Sounds like you’re grabbing at straws to me, Todd.” Holden grew worried her team was losing its edge.

“Look,” Dansker said in his defense, “the fact there was no warning picked up by us here and nothing substantive was recovered at the scene, all points to its being a rogue fly-by-the-seat-of-the-pants operation. Customs weren’t cleared by Washington to run a parallel investigation. I’ve confirmed that much from my friendly mole at NSA, who I got out of bed shortly after you called. Which probably explains why the whole thing was so poorly executed, too.”

Perhaps to a fault, Dansker wasn’t afraid to speak his mind, even when Holden’s frustration was brimming at the surface.

“And yet we have little to no evidence. No admission. No written statement that it was a seat-of-the-pants operation that I can report back to Farnsworth. I better have it come Monday morning, gentlemen.”

She looked each member of her team in the eye. “Or something more dispositive in the hours we have left before then. Don’t get too comfortable in your seats.”

Holden collected her file and left the crisis room, thinking that something had better come to light. And come pretty damn quick.








CHAPTER

3

6:00 a.m. (EST)

Somewhere in upstate New York~

MARTIN WOKE WITH a start, violently shivering. His hoodie’s sleeves were bunched together with burrs. Everything was coated in filmy frost. His ears were ringing. A spasm of panic gripped his chest. His shoulder throbbed. He ran his hand over the tear in his hoodie’s sleeve. It was crusted with blood where the bullet had grazed him.

Last night came back to him—Ben’s leaving him stranded there under a blaze of gunfire.

Martin pulled himself to his knees, peered over the edge of the ditch, then climbed up to the roadside. The remoteness of the location enveloped him in the chilly predawn air. He did a three-sixty, taking in the scruffy, dormant fields lined with dark, stunted spruce in every direction.

He felt exposed standing on the narrow, secondary tarmac. The last thing he remembered was staring out over the glistening black waters of the St. Lawrence Seaway. But there was no distant glimpse of the broad river here, just the desolate landscape in the middle of nowhere. He pulled his cell phone from his pocket to figure out how long he’d been here. But it was dead.

Suddenly there came the rumble of a large vehicle.

Fear that it might be the cops dropped him in the ditch, but it was just a truck.

Late last night, they’d been parked along a desolate section of farmland next to an inlet of the St. Lawrence. Before, they’d always traveled the normal thoroughfares, negotiating duty taxes and requisition inspections with Customs on the route between Montreal and Boston.

Somewhere out in the murky distance—midriver—an invisible line divided America from Canada. It came flooding back to Martin now—the flashes of echoing gunfire. All hell breaking loose.

Martin had been standing near the passenger door when the booming revs of a fast-approaching launch came in hot and heavy, its great projector beam scoured the shoreline, scattering Ben’s men who’d been loading casks onto Zodiac inflatable boats. US Customs agents instructed them to drop their weapons and Get down! Get down!

Somewhere over the darkened St. Lawrence waters came the louder motor of a larger boat, more police. Ben’s men were surrounded. Gunfire took out the first boat’s powerful deck lamp. A spray of bullets struck Ben’s van, the sting of hot lead grazed Martin’s shoulder, and he hit the ground.

Ben had shouted his name over the din to get back inside the truck, but he’d been too terrified to move a muscle. Ben revved the truck wildly in reverse, its tires kicking up dust, jouncing up and down over the tractor ruts, leaving Martin to fend for himself.

Only then did Martin get up. He’d made a mad dash into the cornfield. His core strength was long-distance running, ever since high school cross-country days. But his body ached, his shoulder wound bled and stung. His ears burned from the cold and the lashing from the stiff cornstalks against his cheeks.

The cops had been on top of them almost from the get-go, he realized. Someone must have slipped up. Or they’d been tipped off. He opened the thick manila envelope in his hoodie’s pouch and counted off fifty hundred-dollar bills—five grand. Plus, he had the dough from the last run tucked inside his zippered money belt, he thought, coming to his senses, assessing his options.

Out in the open he was still vulnerable. There was nowhere to hide. The ditch did not provide adequate cover. Tendrils of fear pulsed in his head. The bark of a dog somewhere far off sent him gasping to his knees. Was it scenting his trail through the cornfield? Was he a fugitive? He couldn’t be. He was nobody to nobody.

He suddenly felt the urgent pull to get away—to get somewhere safe.

The sky brightened toward the east. He headed south on the small road. His gait was dogged and stiff, his heart raced raggedly. His mind couldn’t let go of the bursts of automatic gunfire, the sounds of men shouting along the shore, nor could he forget Ben abandoning him out here.

He’d stepped up all right, but to what?

He didn’t know what to think. The only thing he knew—that he’d ever known to get him through life—was to keep on running. And so he did.

As his feet hit the pavement in quick repetition, Martin’s mind flashed to something he’d read last week in the journal of a young Confederate soldier during the Civil War. Only seventeen and mortally wounded during an insane open-field charge, the soldier had taken a bullet to his side. It was the last Gettysburg campaign, the so-called Pickett’s Charge. Over half the column died on the spot under fire from Union troops positioned behind a stone wall. Like shooting fish in a barrel.

Martin, too, had been grazed by a bullet last night. He wasn’t a soldier, but he was a recruit of a certain sort. He wasn’t fighting for a particular side, or belief, or a way of life. Or was he? Martin didn’t know exactly what he’d taken part in out there in that field. He’d taken Ben’s money, but he’d done nothing to show for it yet.

His heartbeats raced faster. He squatted on the road, bracing himself with an outstretched hand against the sun-bleached asphalt until the dizziness passed. Where would he go now?








CHAPTER

4

6:00 a.m. (EST)

A remote Vermont farmhouse in the Northeast Kingdom~

CROWS SCATTERED FROM the nearby maple, shaken from their roosts by a hell-born howl. Ben Mendelssohn stepped out from under the upper bay’s eaves of the old barn and unleashed another furious wail before retreating inside and continuing his search.

He’d spent a few restless hours tossing in a sleeping bag inside the unheated farmhouse, stuck off the grid. Forced to wait the standard twenty-four hours after a failed operation. There was no choice—the various scenarios for meeting up had been prearranged with his IT guy, Max, who wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow morning.

Martin Gabriel was supposed to be here, too. Ben didn’t dare use the burner phone to call Martin, or even Max for that matter.

In the dim morning light, Ben sat inside the rental van. His knuckles whitened, twisting the steering wheel grip with both hands. It’d hardly been six hours since the chaos at the St. Lawrence erupted. Still, he’d realized it too late. The thumb drive was missing. The thought riled Ben’s empty stomach. It messed with his head. The thumb drive was critical to the mission.

In a state of agitation, he slammed open the glove box and grabbed hold of the rental vehicle’s document valise and dumped its contents on the passenger seat. It wasn’t there. Why would it be there? he castigated himself. He flung the vehicle’s papers in a scatter across the musty barn floor.

He checked the center console storage bin, then the cupholders, and both side-door pockets of the van.

He banged his fist down hard on the dashboard, then again. Martin flashed in his mind—seeing him face down in the dirt beside the passenger door. He’d shouted for Martin to get back in the van, to no avail.

He opened the driver’s-side door and knelt on the barn floor. Checked under the gas and brake pedal mat, then aimed the bright Maglite xenon beam underneath the dash, tugging on the bundled wire harnesses and shaking the HVAC air hose assembly, thinking the thumb drive might have somehow flipped loose from his jacket pocket and got hung up there in the tumult.

Nothing.

He stood beside the driver’s-side door and wiped his brow, catching his breath. He had half a mind to drive back to the scene of the shootout and sneak through the cornfield, thinking if it wasn’t in his jacket pocket, it had to be lying in the dirt on that tractor trace.

He slid the van’s front seats off their metal railings and rested them on the barn floor, carefully checking beneath each seat cushion in case it might have gotten wedged there. He found nothing but vinyl seat covering stapled over fireproof foam padding.

He peeled back the black rubber floormats and shined the flashlight close to the corrugated grooves stamped in the metal plating. Another no-go.

He unscrewed the side paneling inside the cargo bay and felt along the crevices of the fabricated metalwork where something small could have fallen, knowing full well that it would have been nigh impossible for the thumb drive to have slipped behind there with the paneling intact as it was last night.

Again, nothing.

“FUCK!” he yelled into the void of the barn’s decaying rafters.

Ben next opened the engine hood and cast the beam over the various housings and wires, checking every nook and cranny for the thumb drive, leaning hard over the compartment, his face hovering inches from the motor and other accessories. The strong smell of oily lubricants mixed with a heavy odor of rubber and plastic parts. No sign of the thumb drive there.

Ben dropped to his knees, exhausted, realizing that it was a pointless search. But he had no choice but to press on. He slid under the engine on his back to inspect the suspension and drivetrain, thinking the thumb drive might have bounced up under the chassis somehow.

He shone the beam along the large coupling between the engine and transmission, feeling along the greasy casing across its upper, horizontal surfaces. Next, he scoured the rocker panels and wheel wells.

When he rose to his feet, his hands were raw and blackened. The searches proved fruitless. Nevertheless, it had to be done. Everything had to be ruled out. Time was short. And Joaquin Rousseau was explosive.

He couldn’t rid his head of the mastermind French-Canadian’s visage, those thickset, menacing eyebrows, and that gray-flecked beard he frequently stroked with his arthritic claw of a left hand. One of Rousseau’s men had told him that the head honcho’s injured hand had been crushed under the weight of a container that had swung free during a late-night raid, pinching Rousseau between it and the ship’s hull.

Sweat burned Ben’s eyes. He’d been working hard for hours. He wiped his oily hands clean on an old rag, then stumbled awkwardly putting the driver’s seat back on its metal tracks, nicking his palm, drawing blood, leaving DNA that didn’t matter because he’d torch the van before leaving tomorrow. Trembling from exhaustion, he found some bandages in an old first-aid kit in the barn.

He had the rest of the day and night before Max arrived, and then the meet with Joaquin Rousseau. Until then, he would search every inch of the van again.

And then, he would find Martin.
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6:15 a.m. (EST)

Twenty kilometers north of Montreal, Canada~

THE JEEP WRANGLER swerved to avoid a deep trough of recent rainwater along the muddied track. Goran Casimir flicked on the wipers to clear the mud spatter from the windshield. The Jeep jerked to a stop. Ahead of him was an idling Chevy Suburban, its lower panel partially obscured by a fresh coat of mud.

Casimir gave a firm tug on his thin deerskin gloves and stepped down from the Jeep. The muck sucked at his rubber boots as he walked toward the passenger side of the waiting SUV.

The Suburban’s burly driver tabbed down the passenger-side window.

“You Chasm-mere?” the big man said, peering over a cheap pair of shiny framed, Elvis-style sunglasses.

Casimir nodded. He shook out a cigarette from a blue pack—a foreign brand he preferred to American cigarettes—and lit up.

“Hendricks?” he asked in his hard-to-miss Russian accent.

“That’s right, friend. Get in. We got a little talking to do.”

Casimir glanced around.

“I know what you’re thinking. There’s no ambush. We gonna do the exchange or what, friend?”

Casimir climbed aboard the Suburban. Hendricks gunned the motor. Its large knobby tires carved ruts down the sludgy access road like a knife cutting through butter. When they were well out of sight of the main road, Hendricks hit the brakes and slid to a stop.

“Here’s the deal, Chasm-mere.”

“It’s Casimir.”

The driver flicked his fake Elvis frames onto the dashboard. “Okay, whatever you say. I know you got a gun under that leather jacket. That scar across your face and those prison tats on your neck tell me that much. But here’s how this is gonna play out …”

Hendricks leaned his hefty forearm atop the steering wheel and adjusted his position so that he was directly facing Casimir.

“You can keep your damn pistolero in its holster if you want the product. I’m assuming going home empty-handed isn’t an option. What I hear, Joaquin Rousseau wouldn’t take too kindly to that.” He grinned forcefully, revealing brown-stained teeth.

Casimir answered the heavyset man with a tight-lipped nod. He hated when people acted tough. He never had to dress it up. He knew from experience that a certain look in his eye was all it took to scare someone.

“Right, just as I thought. So, here’s how it’s gonna work. You pay me the money now. I count it. Then assuming I’m happy, I pick up this here mike on the dash and let my associate know that we’re good to go. It’s a nifty two-way radio. No cell phones to intercept. Are you with me so far, or am I going too fast for you?”

The Russian nodded again and let out a puff of cigarette smoke.

“Then, my associate will deliver the product to your Jeep back there while we sit here and wait. He’ll put it right on the hood. It’s safe to carry. Nothing will leak out that could hurt you or your future offspring.” Hendricks forced another smile, displaying that he was a tobacco chewer.

“After I count the dough and send out the okay, you can walk back to your Jeep. It’ll take you maybe half an hour at most. Are we clear, Chasm-mere?”

Casimir reached into his inside jacket pocket and handed Hendricks a thick manila envelope.

“One more thing,” Hendricks said, “crack your window and let out that smoke.” Casimir watched as the driver skimmed through the ends of the hundred-dollar bills, counting. A minute or so later he picked up the mike. “We’re good to go. Deliver as planned. Over.”

The voice on the other end of the radio barked back: “Roger that. Over.”

Hendricks hung the handset back on its dash holder. “Time for you—”

His instructions were cut short.

Casimir fired twice into the man’s chest, collected the manila envelope of cash, then reached over and opened the driver door. He kicked Hendricks’s body out with the sole of his rubber boot and heard it splash into a muddy puddle.

Casimir climbed into the driver’s seat, reached his arm out the window, took careful aim, and greased the side of the dead man’s temple. Headshot was dead shot.

He swung the ponderous Suburban in a K-turn and headed back to the top of the road where his own partner, Ivan, was hidden fifty feet back from the Jeep, marking time until the second guy showed with the goods.

Casimir pulled up next to the Jeep and climbed down from the Suburban, leaving its engine running. On the Jeep’s hood rested a dull gray metal case about the size of a large mechanic’s toolbox. Along the top and sides were the well-known symbols of the international warning sign for radiation, printed in the three-part black propeller design against a bright yellow background.

In the ditch beside the Jeep lay another dead body, headshot.

“All clear,” Casimir called out.

With a broad smile Ivan Jovanovich emerged from the trees and walked over to give his friend a brotherly pat on the back. “Oldest trick in the book, eh?” Ivan said.

“What did I tell you?” Casimir replied, holding up his hand simulating a gun. He made two popping sounds. “As the Americans say, like taking candy from a baby.”
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8:30 a.m. (EST)

Glens Falls, New York~

MARTIN THUMBED A ride. Then another. He wasn’t certain where he should be going, but the last truck driver to pick him up was headed to Glens Falls. That would do, he thought.

At the Greyhound station in Glens Falls, he watched the disembarking passengers stream through the main doors under the lighted marquee. Martin’s eyes caught on a pair of overhead security cameras. He felt an instinctive urge to pull down the bill of a ballcap he didn’t have.

Inside the bus terminal, he washed his face in the restroom, unsure of his next move. He carefully exposed his left shoulder and inspected the nasty gash in the clouded mirror. His pulse throbbed in the wound. The blood had crusted over. He dampened a wad of paper towels and gently patted the injury. It was sore as hell.

The door of the restroom swung open. Martin quickly shrugged his hoodie back on and left.

Ben had left him for dead in the cornfield. Martin didn’t dare return to his apartment in Boston. For all he knew, the place would be crawling with police.

The battery in his iPhone—his sister Sylvia had given him her old one—was dead. He could have purchased a new phone, but Ben advised him not to make changes quickly.

The loudspeaker in the bus station barked the next scheduled bus to Troy, New York, was running on time and leaving in twenty minutes.

Martin remembered his old friend Steve’s parents had a house near Troy in Petersburgh. Steve had moved up there for a job after college.

At the ticket window, Martin broke a twenty into smaller bills and got a few dollars in quarters.

He walked over to a dejected-looking payphone against the far wall of the waiting room. Passed a teenage girl sitting on a bench, ear pods dangling from her ears. He tapped her shoulder and held his iPhone in front of her. She pulled out one ear pod.

“You wouldn’t have an iPhone charger, would you? My battery’s dead.” She gave him an annoyed look. “I’ll pay you to borrow it.”

Without hesitating she unzipped her backpack and produced a charger cord.

He handed her a five-dollar bill. “Thanks. You saved the day.”

“I want it back in fifteen minutes,” she said, stuffing the five in her jacket pocket.

There was an outlet by the wall near the payphone. Martin fed the coin slot and called a cell number Ben had given him in case of an emergency. He hung up after ten rings, releasing a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. Gunfire echoed in his head. He was a fugitive now.

It was time for Plan B. He put another quarter in the slot and dialed Steve’s cell from memory—one of only four numbers he had memorized.

“Hello,” Steve answered.

“Hey, Steve. You picked up. It’s Martin.”

“Whoa, long time, no hear. What’s the world view from Planet Martin?”

“Yeah, sorry about that, man. It has been a while.”

They’d known each other since high school. Each year he and Steve would get together for a weeklong hiking or fishing trip, usually in the late summer or early fall. But they hadn’t gone last year. It was the first trip they’d ever missed. He wasn’t sure why, but since meeting with Ben over the winter, Martin hadn’t bothered to return Steve’s calls.

“What number are you calling from? Did you get any of the messages I left?” Steve said.

“You know, I’ve been having some difficulty with my messages. I’ve been doing a lot of traveling on the job.” Martin scrubbed his free hand through his shoulder-length dirty hair, trying to shake an uncomfortable thought that had just flashed into his head: his fingerprints were all over Ben’s rental truck.

“Anyway, I’m upstate. My cell phone is dead. So, I’m calling you old-school style from a phone booth.” He gave a half-hearted chuckle, though there was nothing to chuckle about. He glanced furtively around the waiting room, his eyes not catching on anybody official-looking.

“Well, not to worry. I’m glad you’re busy, man,” Steve said in a relaxed, forgiving voice. “Just wondering what’s been up with you, that’s all.”

Martin thought Steve sounded a little too cool—maybe past the stage of still giving a damn, and well into the “See you around next time, friend” stage.

“Look, that’s kind of why I’m calling. I’ve been tied up with this new freelancing deal. I work for this guy Ben. He’s an entrepreneur, has all kinds of irons in the fire. He gives me the piecemeal stuff to handle, you know. While I’m learning on the job …”

At the automated prompt, Martin quickly fed three more quarters into the phone and gathered his wits.

“Long story short, I just wrapped up this latest gig. So, I’m free. I have a week off, and I happen to be in the neighborhood.”

There was a weighted silence on the other end of the line.

“Are you around?” Martin asked, flinching at the throb in his shoulder.

“Actually, I’m at my parents’ house in Petersburgh. I’m going to work for my uncle’s shipping firm in San Francisco. An exciting change of pace for me. I’m heading out there tomorrow, in fact. Taking my dad’s old van cross-country.”

A slight dizziness came over Martin. He leaned his forearm against the wall, closing his eyes, wedging the handset in the crook of his neck.

“Wow, taking up residence in the Golden State. Congrats, man, that sounds great! So, you’re really going to drive the same old van we took on our last fishing trip?”

“Nothing beats a Chevy V-8! Besides, it’ll save me money on the way west, sleeping in back for free, carting stuff for my apartment.”

“That’s cool,” Martin said, genuinely enthused, thinking of their times together in those simpler days. “Listen, I just realized it’s that time of year, you know, for our annual outing together. I’ve got a week to spare. You wouldn’t want to share the driving expenses? Splitting the cost would save you half again, right?”

Martin’s cheeks burned hot. He was spewing lies to his best friend, but he itched to be as far away as possible from Ben and last night’s terror-filled ambush.

A scratchy voice barked over the bus station loudspeaker, “Troy, New York, now boarding at Gate Six.”

The teen got up and started walking toward him, wanting her charger back. He reached around the side of the phone booth, unplugged his iPhone, and handed her the cord, mouthing a silent thanks.

“I haven’t heard a peep from you since before last Christmas, Martin. To be honest, I’d all but given up on you.”

Martin felt tightness in his chest. Maybe he was pressing his friend too hard, he thought. His nerves were so shot he couldn’t really gauge how he was coming across.

“I get it. This is coming at the last minute. It’s just I haven’t seen you and I do miss our hiking trips. I’ve been so busy. I’m sorry I let things drop and never called you back, man.”

“We did let it slide this year. But why didn’t you answer my calls? I called two or three times over the summer.”

“Come on, man.” Martin switched tacks again. “I’ve been apprenticing. You know how that works. Learning the ins and outs of this guy’s import-export business. It’s a good gig for me. The hours, they’re kind of unpredictable.”

Martin certainly had learned a lot from Ben.

“The business runs hot and cold,” Martin continued, regaining his composure. “When there are things to do it’s around-the-clock crazy busy. Right now, I have this window. I miss you, man.”

He watched a bus pull away from the station, its destination displayed Rochester over the windshield visor. He only had a few more minutes before the bus he wanted to be on would also be pulling out.

“So, you’re not working right now?” The tenor of Steve’s voice betrayed him. Martin hadn’t held down a steady job since leaving college mid-term a few years ago, and his friend was clearly wondering how capable he really was for covering his end of the driving expenses.

“Right, yes, I’ve got money saved up. There’s zero overhead working for someone else. Know what I mean? I’m just on a break. I’ll probably have to do some work emails along the way. No big deal. I’ve been putting in so many hours that I’ve hardly had a chance to spend any of my paychecks. I’ve got plenty of cash saved for the trip.”

A few extra seconds of silence passed. He could hear Steve’s breathing.

“Listen, it was just an idea. I’m in the neighborhood. But I don’t want to stress you out with your plans.”

“Don’t say that,” Steve said. “You’re not stressing me out. If you want to know the truth, it’s a great idea. But I do have a tight itinerary to keep. I’m only planning to make one stopover to see my old college roommate David Wilson in Michigan. But if you can get here sometime this afternoon, you’re welcome to come along.”

“That’s great. I can’t wait to see you, man. I should be there in a couple of hours.” Martin hung up.

He was filled with relief as he made a mad dash for the bus.
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12:45 p.m. (EST)

A Vermont farmhouse in Northeast Khigdom~

HE’D TORN THE van apart. Physically exhausted, Ben’s mind twisted into a different gear now. He got out from the driver’s seat, left the van idling, its hot air blower on high, and started to pace in the chilly barn, his mind replaying the events of the previous night.

He’d escaped from that cornfield by a whisker, leaving Martin to fend for himself in the process. The thumb drive somehow must have slipped out of his jacket pocket. Again, the thought of making a run back to the cornfield pressed to the forefront of his mind. And again, he nixed the idea.

US Customs agents and police forensic teams would be combing the area, looking for clues. Finding the thumb drive would be like finding a pirate’s treasure. If they got their hands on it, however, he would know it. Max had programmed in a push-notification signal should anyone plug the blockchain-encrypted thumb drive into a computer and try to activate it. For now, he could only hope that that situation would not come to pass.

He’d always kept the thumb drive on his person. He reviewed in his head when he’d last held it, then returned it to his windbreaker’s right-side pocket, keeping the Maglite xenon in the other side jacket pocket for balance. The Maglite he still had. Somehow the thumb drive must have fallen out. Unless.

Unless Martin had lifted it—he wouldn’t have dared.

Outstanding matters of great importance to the mission remained. Namely obtaining the schematic diagrams and warhead protocols. Ben was confident all would be provided in short order by Dr. Ogden Childers of Billings, Montana, who was an expert in the construction of the metal alloy housing for positioning the fissile material and the blasting caps inside the finished device.

Still, the utter carelessness of losing the thumb drive gnawed at his mind relentlessly, like a rabid animal. The thumb drive was Ben’s ticket up. For too long he’d been acting as Rousseau’s special delivery boy. The real money was in networking the information, not purely in delivering the materials themselves.

Ben kept circling back to Martin, the one variable that now was more volatile than ever. Martin was clever. He’d always known just when to shut up. Had Martin picked up the thumb drive? Was he in police custody? Turning informant and cooperating with the feds?

After the men had hoisted the casks out of the back of the rental van last night, the skirmish by the riverbank had ensued almost immediately. Meaning someone had to have tipped them off—Martin? Why hadn’t Martin stayed in the passenger seat like he’d told him to? Ben had yelled for him to get back inside the van. But he hadn’t budged from the ground. Had he taken a bullet? Ben wondered.

Ben had had no choice but to floor the van in reverse. If the thumb drive had fallen on the ground, the van’s headlights would surely have illuminated it in the dirt track, giving Martin a clear view of its shiny protective case. Martin knew what it looked like. Had Martin picked it up? He’d certainly seen Ben insert the device any number of occasions into the mobile netbook resting on the hood of the van.

Martin filled Ben’s mind to the exclusion of everything else. That son-of-a-bitch Martin, he thought.

They’d met last winter innocently enough at a party in Boston. They made small talk over their drinks. Martin asked him what he did for a living and Ben played along, saying that he hadn’t had time for college because of the pressing needs of a successful import-export business. Mainly dealing in handmade, globally inspired goods, principally cotton Indian clothing: kurta shirt tops and pajama bottoms, and women’s embroidered silk saris.

He’d kept it light, explaining that he moved product from a dealer in Montreal and distributed the wares to various merchants in the Boston area. He might have mentioned, too, that he sometimes made special one-off runs of American-made products over the border. Nothing more specific than that.

It seemed to spark enthusiasm in Martin who was clearly impressed by him, inspiring Ben to take note of just how easily his own words flowed. After all, he was a damn smooth con.

They were roughly the same age. Although Martin was a college dropout, Ben could see that he was intelligent. He had long hair, but he was still fairly clean-cut where it counted. No drugs, just a guy who hadn’t yet been given the right opportunity.

After refilling their scotch glasses with more of the mediumgrade whisky, Martin confessed his employment woes. He had just left midway through a sales seminar, having responded to a newspaper advertisement promising in bold print: $1000/WEEK. NO WORK EXPERIENCE NECESSARY.

Ben could see that Martin was impressionable and at loose ends. When he’d asked without flinching if Ben would be interested in taking him on as an apprentice, Ben had regarded him appraisingly, but had hardly taken more than a beat before saying, “I could use a runner.” He had always believed he’d groom someone one day, the way he had been groomed. More than that, he wanted someone to look up to him for a change.

The many road trips they’d taken from Boston to Montreal in the spring and summer months had gone smoothly. Once, at a border crossing, Martin proved himself a natural when he’d volunteered to the Customs agent that he had an aunt and several first cousins living in the Montreal area whom he was planning to visit.

Martin had never once objected to sitting and waiting inside the panel truck while Ben went inside the Rousseau Trucking Service warehouse for business matters. He seemed loyal and obedient. And he’d done well on a few errands on his own, too.

Ben paid Martin in crisp hundred-dollar bills, usually four, sometimes five Ben Franklins per week for running packages around Boston to keep the cover business going and making payment drops to cover other matters. He’d been ready for a while now for something real to do.

If Martin had been concerned that he might be getting into something unsavory, he’d done a damn convincing job of keeping it to himself, Ben thought. But that was before the St. Lawrence shootout. Before the thumb drive went missing.

Where was Martin now? Put in the same situation, left to his own devices in a remote cornfield under sudden gunfire, Ben could imagine a scenario in which he might cooperate with the police. Fortunately, Martin had no critical information to share. He didn’t know the true nature of the mission. At best he was a well-paid gopher.

A countervailing thought entered Ben’s mind: Martin may well have observed me holding the thumb drive, tucking it securely away inside my jacket pocket. How had it fallen out? It didn’t matter. It only mattered how he was going to get it back.

Things not going as planned wouldn’t play well with Joaquin Rousseau. There was no margin for error now. It was November. He had to deliver.

An eerie creaking emanated from the roof boards, borne by a gust of wind. He took a few swigs from a thermos of coffee.

Unsure of his next move, Ben continued pacing the length of the old barn—his temporary safehouse—trying to keep a cool head. Calm calculus made for better results, especially where Rousseau was concerned.

Likely, Rousseau already knew about the fiasco along the St. Lawrence—the shootout had probably made front-page news in this morning’s Montreal papers. Customs and FBI had surely collaborated, and somehow had gotten to an operative with inside information. They were on top of them too quickly.

But the feds had recovered nothing but casks containing spent, rusted plumbing pipes, a few untraceable weapons, and a handful of deck hires from the Montreal port district who knew nothing. The casks were decoys.

Ben reasoned that having retrieved nothing of value, the feds would try to keep a lid on things. Still, keeping it out of the papers would only prove that they were watching. And waiting.

He smiled to himself as he formulated a dress rehearsal for tomorrow’s meeting with Rousseau. He’d bill it as a training exercise intended to flush out the feds. A plausible case. Rousseau would see reason. He had to. He had no choice this late in the game.

And then, he would find Martin.
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1 p.m. (EST)

Troy, New York~

THE BUS SIGNALED to turn and parked at an angle next to a line of idling Greyhounds at the Troy bus terminal. From his window seat Martin spotted a Walgreens pharmacy and an army surplus store just a block up from the station. He disembarked and jogged down the sidewalk into Walgreens to purchase ibuprofen and some bandages and adhesive tape for his shoulder.

Affixed to the army surplus store’s front window were large orange neon letters: 50% Off Storewide. He entered the supply store. The wooden floors creaked, signaling a guy in back that he had a customer.

“Name’s Gary. Lemme know if you need help finding anything,” the clerk hollered from the back.

Martin palmed down a row of sleek black leather jackets on a metal rack, whiffing in the strong odor of cowhide. Tough guy jackets, he thought. Like Rousseau’s men wore. Ahead, he spotted a rack of winter jackets and parkas on heavy discount.

He selected a heavy-duty, snorkel-hooded parka complete with a faux-fur fringe that was waterproof and roomy. He picked out a black wool beanie and some winter-weight gloves. An aluminum-framed backpack included a canteen and drinking cup, and a discounted puffy sleeping bag rated to ten below zero that fit the bill. He pulled down a pair of Timberland hiking boots, size twelves, from the shoe rack, with a six-pack of wool socks, and a pair of running shorts.

In the changing room, Martin tugged on a new red-checked flannel shirt after bandaging his shoulder, then shoved on a pair of no-name jeans. He tucked the manila envelope of cash that Ben gave him for safekeeping into the parka’s inside pocket, first removing three hundred-dollar bills to pay for his purchases. He folded the bills into the new shirt’s breast pocket and stepped out of the changing room.

“Here,” the clerk said, handing Martin a large canvas bag. “You get the duffle for free when you spend more than a hundred.”

Martin quickly stuffed his dirty clothes and hoodie inside the duffel. At the register, Martin gave the clerk cash. The clerk eyed the crisp bills suspiciously, holding one C-note up to the ceiling light.

Martin’s eyes caught on a raised purple scar across the clerk’s cheek, and his mind flashed to Goran Casimir, the thuggish, leather-coated Cossack whom he’d first met last summer guarding Rousseau’s warehouse. Bluish-black tattoo symbols snaked upward from the Russian’s shirt collar and covered the backs of his hands and knuckles. But mostly, it was that old knife scar that carved through Goran’s right eyebrow and across the man’s upper cheekbone that had given Martin the chills. He hoped he’d never see him again.

“Just got paid,” Martin said, thinking he owed the clerk an explanation. “I’m in construction.” A slight rush of adrenaline prickled Martin’s ears as the words came out of his mouth. The lie felt good, saying it with the same deadpan expression that he’d witnessed on his dad’s face a thousand times when he was a kid.

The store clerk nodded. Tucked the three bills under the drawer tray inside the cash register. Martin shouldered the backpack and stuffed his purchases into the duffel and left.

Outside, a FedEx kiosk sign in a copy store’s window got his attention. Convenient, he thought. He still had his Brighton, Massachusetts, PO box paid forward to the end of the year. He walked inside the copy place. When he finished business, he stepped to the curb and checked his iPhone; its battery registered fifty percent capacity. He flagged down a cab idling across the street outside the bus station and gave the driver the Petersburgh address of Steve Gershwin’s parents.

Minutes later, the cab was driving through the Taconic valley’s rolling hills. Martin counted the farm silos as he whizzed by.

His iPhone buzzed in his hand, making his heart jump. The name Sylvia flashed across the screen.

“Hey. I was just about to call you,” he lied.

“Where the hell have you been?” His younger sister’s tenacity bordered on belligerence whenever he didn’t return her calls within a reasonable timeframe.

“Hi, sis,” he tried again, scrubbing back his shoulder-length, coppery-brown hair. “I said I was just about to call you.”

“Why don’t you ever answer your cell? I called at least ten times since last night. Why do you think I gave you my old iPhone in the first place?”

“Sorry, sis, the battery died.”

He and Sylvia had always danced their funny dance, whether over the phone or in person. Like the reentry phase of a space capsule, the wrong angle of descent could burn him up, Sylvia ending the call as quickly as it had begun, leaving him blinking and swearing to himself until the next time they tried to talk.

“Listen, I’m helping Steve. He’s moving out west,” Martin said defensively. “You remember Steve?”

“Of course, I remember Steve. But what happened to your latest and greatest job?” Sylvia brusquely challenged, on the strength of her three years of moving up the corporate ladder at Northeast Credit Services.

He wondered how he’d ever escaped receiving a dunning letter from her for unpaid utility bills. All the money he had in the world was hidden in his secret belt compartment. Plus, Ben’s cash in the manila envelope.

“Everything’s fine, really going well on the job. I’m just taking a little time off to help Steve move, that’s all. He’s my oldest friend.”

“Really, Martin? Are you taking time off or did you get fired? You’re two years older than me and you’ve never held down a job for more than a year.”

“Thanks for that, sis,” Martin said, trying to keep his cool. “Look, I probably won’t be around for Thanksgiving, either. Steve and I are driving cross-country.” He braced for her response.

“What? How are you planning to pay your bills, Martin?”

Martin blinked. “It’s none of your business!”

“None of my business?!” Sylvia scoffed. “What are you playing at? Who are you planning to call when your rent is due, because I’m pretty sure it will be me.”

It burned Martin the way his sister could be so dismissively arrogant. And yet, he was amazed by how quickly she could cut to the quick. It was true that she’d given him plenty of loans over the years to tide him over between jobs. She’d given him at least two hand-me-down iPhones, too.

“Sylvia, please don’t push. I told you I’m just taking a break. I haven’t quit anything.”

“I’ve had to help you out of fixes how many times before, Martin? I think I deserve to know what’s really going on.”

Martin’s jaw tightened. He took a deep breath. He may have held things together for a while after their mother died when they were young kids, but somewhere along the way his little sister had usurped his senior role and she was much more capable at it.

He sensed that Sylvia felt like she’d gotten the better of it growing up, spending weeks, sometimes months staying over at her best friend’s house during those fraught high school years, while Martin hung on the home front, dealing with their unpredictable drunk of a father.

The cab suddenly passed through a bleaker landscape—a white farmhouse with badly peeling paint and patches of missing roof shingles, showing torn tarpaper beneath. Various personal belongings of the homeowner lay chaotically strewn about the yard.

“Look, nothing is going on. I’m going to be out of town for a little while with Steve, that’s all.” He wouldn’t bother now to ask her to collect his mail and cover his utilities until he returned. He would just have to figure something out.

“Whatever, Martin. Just keep the cell phone I gave you charged and turned on. You’re lucky I even bother to keep checking on you.” She ended the call.

Their conversations went this way now, and Martin was glad to be off the phone. He hadn’t heard from Ben since he took off last night, and he didn’t want to. Come tomorrow morning, he would be driving west with Steve, leaving the shootout mess in the rearview mirror, including Ben, and that scar-faced Russian prick who guarded the warehouse in Montreal. He hoped.

Still, his sister had sensed that he was in trouble. Martin had never planned to do anything illegal. Nothing involving shootouts with machine guns. He just needed the money.

It was a good thing that Ben left him in that field, he’d come around to thinking. He would cut ties, get out of town, lay low, and figure out what to do next. Turn over a new leaf with his best friend Steve in the promised land. The Golden State.

Martin glanced up at the cabbie who must have overheard his entire conversation with Sylvia. The meter on the dash showed nineteen dollars already.

“This is the best route to Petersburgh you’re taking?” Martin asked the driver.

The cabbie eyed him through the rearview. “There’s only one way to get to that place. Is there a problem? You want me to drop you off here, sir?”

The cab didn’t have any corporate nomenclature on the sun visor, the dash, or the meter.

“No, no. We’re good.”
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6 a.m. (EST)

A Vermont farmhouse in the Northeast Kingdom~

BEN SPOTTED THE flicker of headlights coming through a border of skeletal maple trees that bordered the dirt road. Since yesterday he’d only glimpsed one pickup truck and an old car with a faulty muffler on the secondary public access that served the old farm.

The black RAV4 turned down the potholed drive and pulled up between the farmhouse and barn. Ben knew it had taken his tech specialist Max most of four hours’ driving time from his working-class neighborhood of gray and brown asphalt clapboard rowhouses in Everett, a satellite of Boston. Amid a hodgepodge of mom-and-pop businesses, garage mechanics, and corner markets, Max collapsed the digital universe into a bank of always-on computers where he applied his magic.

Ben approached the Toyota. Condensation blurred the driver’s-side window. His tech specialist was wearing a headset and talking rapidly on the phone. Ben rapped on the glass.

Max tabbed down the window; his head of vibrant red hair and matching goatee poked out the window, finishing up the call. “Sorry, Ben. Just getting a line of new information,” he said.

“Anything on the thumb drive?” Ben said. “Did you locate it?”

“You haven’t got it?” Max said in surprise.

Ben slapped the roof of the Toyota. “Shit!” He turned toward the barn, squinted into the distance, making a fist, his fingernails digging into the flesh of his palm.

Max lifted the Panasonic Toughbook off the passenger seat. Last year he’d installed a long-range cellular antenna on the farmhouse roof to access the internet and to make and receive cell calls, as this rural part of the state was known for poor connectivity.

Max opened a window on the laptop dedicated to tracking the coordinates of the thumb drive, then refreshed the screen to be sure. “There’s been zero activation since you downloaded last on Saturday afternoon,” he reported, nodding. “I remember, we spoke right afterward.”

“Yes, yes, all right, Max.” Ben blew air from his cheeks. “If you don’t know already, there was a mix-up at the St. Lawrence. Someone must have tipped the feds. It went down badly. Shots were fired. Men got killed.”

“Jesus. What about Martin?”

Ben gritted his teeth. “Let’s leave that discussion for another time, if you don’t mind.”

“The meet with Rousseau, is it still on then?” Max said.

Ben flashed his palms. “Look, nothing’s changed. We stick to the schedule. We need to dispose of the van first. Then we’ll go.” He picked up a rock and flung it wildly over the vacant brown field, like an outfielder hurling a Hail Mary to tag out a runner stealing the bases for home plate.

The farm property was 190 acres, an even mix of open fields and woods. Ben watched from the back steps of the farmhouse as his tech specialist steered the rental van down a short slope, stopping on a patch of level ground that must have once been prime crop acreage when his grandparents farmed the land Max inherited.

The spot was well out of sight of the public road. Max left the front and rear doors of the van wide open and placed the container of fuel in the center behind the front seats. He walked back to Ben and tested the switch on a remote device. “It’s good to go,” he said.

“We had best get moving if we want to make Montreal before noon,” Ben said.

Five minutes later, along a ridgetop a couple of miles from the farmhouse property, Max pulled over. He opened his side window and telescoped out the antenna on the remote device. Its red light lit up and he pressed the button. Then came a flash, followed by an audible concussive thump! A thread of black smoke rose and quickly dissipated in the cold morning sky.

Max grinned. “That van won’t be coming back to bite us.”

“Neighbors might see the fire and get nervous,” Ben said.

Max shook his head. “Not a chance. Country folk up here light piles of brush and any old damn thing they please all the time.”

Max gunned the motor of the RAV4. They were underway, heading in a northeasterly direction, keeping to backroads.

“That call you took back there at the farmhouse,” Ben inquired, “you must have something else to report.” After being in solitary lockdown in the remote place for over twenty-four hours, Ben itched for news.

“There’s a BOLO out on you and Martin Gabriel,” Max said. “Including photos of you both.”

“Okay, that makes sense. Whoever tipped them would logically give our names to the cops.” His tone was matter of fact, but not his stomach, which burned from too much coffee and twenty-four hours of hellish thinking.

“On the plus side,” Max said, “we took delivery of the yellow cake material from Samson Lake mine in Saskatchewan.”

Ben nodded. “Good. That keeps us on schedule, which should please Rousseau, despite how the St. Lawrence try went down.” A line of bile acid found its way into his mouth. He tabbed down the passenger window and spit.

Max reached over the seat back and handed Ben a bag of donuts. Ben took one out and wolfed it down.

“Any word from Rapid City?” Max said, referring to the western ops crew who were helping with the Billings, Montana, laboratory deal slated to happen next.

“I have another meeting set with Dr. Childers. I’ll be there. You can count on it, BOLO or not.”

In the forefront of Ben’s mind, though, was Martin Gabriel. The fact that Max didn’t have anything to report on his protégé’s whereabouts either meant Martin was on the run, keeping low, or was already in custody and cooperating with authorities.

“Did you remember to bring me a new encrypted phone?” Ben said.

“In the glove box. New Chinese electronics, with an untraceable SIM card,” Max boasted.

All tech people were alike, thought Ben. They marvel over electronics like other men do pole dancers. Ben’s single-minded marvel, if you could call it that, was his cunning and savvy to win the deal at any cost.

He powered on the new phone. “Does your cousin Leo still have that satellite truck?”

A grin spread across Max’s face. “You bet he does. And all the tools of the trade to go with it.”

Ben handed Max the phone. “Here. Call him. There’s ten thousand in cash waiting for him tonight if he locates the thumb drive. He’ll find it at Martin Gabriel’s apartment in the Brighton district of Boston. Forty-six Commonwealth Avenue, Apartment Three. The door is around the back of the building, a basement unit.”

Ben had picked Martin up late Saturday afternoon for the ride to the St. Lawrence meet. He just recalled something key he’d almost forgotten. That he’d asked to borrow Martin’s bathroom before they’d left for the St. Lawrence. He’d taken off his jacket and hung it over the back of a kitchen chair.

The smart move would’ve been for Martin to fleece his jacket pockets and take the thumb drive and hide it somewhere in that rundown dump of his. A bold move to be sure, but now, considering everything that had transpired, it consumed Ben’s mind to the exclusion of everything else. Even with whatever lingering worries he may have regarding Joaquin Rousseau.

With his free hand, Max punched in his cousin’s phone number. “Leo?”

Max gave him the information, repeating the payoff amount to the groggy voice of his cousin on the other end of the call. After concluding business, Max glanced at Ben. “He’ll be at Martin Gabriel’s place in Brighton inside an hour.”

Ben rested his head back and closed his eyes. They were still hours away from the Canadian border, but sleep was impossible.

What agitated Ben the most was the not knowing. Not knowing where his thumb drive was. Not knowing who’d tipped the feds, and not knowing where the fuck Martin Gabriel was. And whether or not he’d double-crossed him.
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9 a.m. (EST)

Northeast Credit Services office, Boston~

“PLEASE DON’T SPEAK to me that way, sir.” Sylvia Gabriel steeled herself, explaining to the debtor his options after being ninety days past due since his last credit card payment. She could hear a child screaming in the background and the man covering the mouthpiece while telling his wife to shut the kid up.

“I’ve let you explain your reasons for the late payment. A minimum amount acceptable to the bank is—”

The man cut her off shouting another expletive. Sylvia flung her headset against the workstation, picked up the thick, dog-eared reverse address directory and slammed it on the floor.

She grabbed her overcoat and left the office into brisk air. She crossed over Storrow Drive on the pedestrian bridge, pacing along the Charles River. The cold air teared up her eyes.

Fears for her brother flooded her consciousness. She’d had a fitful night, worrying about Martin. She’d been here before with him. Too many times. It had upset her usual routine contacting debtors on the day’s call list.

His unexpectedly leaving town with his friend Steve, the evasiveness of his remarks during their phone call yesterday, especially regarding his latest so-called job with Ben Mendelssohn, troubled her.

Ever since he began working for Mendelssohn last winter, whenever she’d tried to get together for lunch with him or ask to meet Mendelssohn, Martin had readymade excuses, dodging her. Sure, he never appreciated her nosey concerns and viewed her as a pestering sister. But she smelled a rat. Her brother was hiding something he didn’t want her to know.

After their mother’s death when they were young kids, their father’s drinking grew worse. Martin had borne the brunt of Dad’s lashing out over the smallest things—things for which a seven-year-old shouldn’t ever be scolded or struck by the back of his father’s hand. Toys left lying about the living-room floor, often her own, that tripped up their drunken father. It was always Martin’s fault because he was the elder, and the consequences of which Sylvia worried had carried over to her brother’s tumultuous present life. Anything that wrinkled their father’s nerves, Dad would target Martin, hardly ever her.

Despite their father’s constant ridicule of her brother, Martin had protected and provided for her, often making them both a dinner of double-decker peanut butter sandwiches with glasses of milk—like a big brother would, though he was only a young boy under the constant shadow of their father’s mercurial tyranny. At least she’d had Martin to buffer her from his drunken rages. Martin had had no one.

During high school, she’d overnighted on a regular basis at her girlfriend Leslie’s place, a household with an intact mother and father who followed normal family routines, which meant it was a largely quiet, orderly house. One Sylvia so craved, especially during her teenage years. Leslie always said her parents understood “the situation” and were happy to accommodate her.

Martin never seemed to make friends as easily as she did. He’d spent a lot of his time alone growing up. Strangely, there were times it almost seemed to her that Martin and their father actually got along, or at least understood each other.

After their father died, Martin dropped out of college and couldn’t seem to hold any job for very long. And now Sylvia believed he’d teamed up with some kind of con man.

She returned to the office. Back at her workstation, Sylvia opened a special credit bureau search bar on her computer and input the name Ben Mendelssohn, clicking all ten available options for information related to his personal and business dealings. Under the business name Ben Mendelssohn, it simply stated “Imported Indian Clothing.” There were no listed degrees, no notable accomplishments, no Better Business Bureau membership. No other business accreditation certificates, either. In the credit agency vernacular, Mendelssohn was a ghost, a fiction.

“I should have checked him out before,” she muttered to herself in frustration.

She highlighted the category captioned “Outstanding Complaints.” She selected for all information going back five years.

A hit came back. Complainant’s name: Phillip Boisvert. The code next to the name indicated the complaint had been dropped a few months after filing. She wondered if that meant a settlement had been reached between the parties.

She checked another file captioned “Credit Resolutions.” Boisvert wasn’t on it, puzzling her. Sylvia opened the complaint history log and clicked on “Details.”

The amount in dispute: $175,000.00. It’d been filed three years ago, then summarily dropped without a follow-up of any kind. A debt to a tool and die machinist who resided and ran a one-man shop located in Everett, Massachusetts. Two months later the matter was listed as closed without further description. The credit agency that handled the complaint—The Vincent Zona Agency—was no longer in business.

A debt to a machinist by itself struck her as odd for someone whose business acumen was supposedly the importation of Indian gowns, saris, etc.

Her intrigue was piqued. Sylvia had a hound’s nose for trouble. She found Phillip Boisvert’s phone number, donned her headset, and dialed the man’s number.

After three futile minutes in the pleasantest voice she could muster trying to get him to talk, Boisvert hung up. From Boisvert’s prolonged hesitations between each of her attempts to inquire of the particulars, to which he adamantly said he had nothing to say, there was noticeable strain in the man’s voice. Sylvia read the fear clear as day. He’d let the matter go because he was afraid to pursue it. She’d read it many times before when people were too afraid to respond to her questions.

Last year during a seminar that was part of the coursework leading to her federal credit agency certification, she’d briefly dated a guy, Charles Forsythe, who worked at the Boston FBI’s fraud unit. She didn’t want to get Martin in trouble by making a federal case out of an old dropped credit dispute. But she had a gut feeling that her brother might be in some kind of danger now. So, just a casual call seeking advice from a concerned sister is how she decided to bill it.

She got another dial tone on her headset and called the FBI office number for Charles she still had in her personal contacts.
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10:00 a.m. (EST)

FBI branch office, Boston~

SPECIAL AGENT LEIGH Holden got off the elevator on the third floor and scanned her identity badge at the security station after another court appearance on an unrelated matter. Though she was in a hurry, she never failed to notice the little tingle she felt each and every time she passed through the glass doors emblazoned with the bureau logo.

Holden set her valise on the visitor chair beside her desk and took a gulp of black coffee from the grande Starbucks cup. She’d spent a restless night checking for any late-night updates on her laptop while adding to her to-do list before her meeting with Assistant Director Gregory Farnsworth later today.

Footfalls approached from the hall. Henry Abrams cleared his throat, standing in her doorway.

She spun around. “What do you have for me, Henry?”

“A recent break-in was reported at a Saskatchewan uranium mine that’s been temporarily shuttered because of slack demand in the nuclear power sector.”

Holden looked at Abrams expectantly. His thick lenses magnified his pupils. “I’m supposing this has a tie-in to the Mendelssohn-Rousseau investigation?”

“Sixty pounds of high-grade uranium was stolen from the ostensibly secure facility in Saskatchewan,” Abrams continued, reading from a printout. “Several perimeter CCTV cameras at the refining plant were destroyed, and the plant’s surveillance security disks taken, suggesting an inside job.”

“Okay. Connect the dots for me?” She folded her arms across her chest.

“I’m getting to that,” he said passively, without a hint of irritation in his voice. “We’ve just learned that two of the uranium mine’s security guards were found dead in a township north of Montreal. From the double taps to the head and chest, both killings were undoubtedly carried out by a professional. The dead bodies were found approximately a half mile apart, but the time of death is the same for both, suggesting two hitmen working together.”

“And you suspect Joaquin Rousseau’s men for these hits because?” she said, knowing it was close to the kingpin’s base of operations in the downtown Montreal port district.

“I think there’s a high probability that Rousseau is the buyer because of the previous attempts by his organization to secure fissile material.” Meaning high-grade uranium yellow cake processed for use in nuclear-bomb making, Holden understood.

Her team had been in crisis mode since the early hours of yesterday morning.

“And who could have lined up that kind of a deal for Rousseau in upstate New York, I wonder?” she asked semi-sarcastically. “Do we have any leads on Ben Mendelssohn’s whereabouts yet?”

“No, we haven’t picked up anything on Mendelssohn. Likely, he’s ditched the vehicle he was seen driving to the St. Lawrence and is lying low somewhere off the grid,” Abrams said.

“Okay, let’s look at this as an opportunity, Henry,” Holden said. “Assuming Rousseau is on the brink of lining up a deal to sell nuclear materials, the St. Lawrence incident might have thrown a wrench into his plans.”

Abrams nodded and shuffled another paper in his hand. “As you know, last month I’d put a flag on Harvey Rudman with Denver FBI after Todd Dansker intercepted a call placed by Rudman from a Rapid City location to Mendelssohn.”

“You’re referring to Mendelssohn’s western ops crew in the vicinity of Rapid City, South Dakota?” she said.

“This overnight memo came in from Denver FBI concerning a possible attempted bribe by Rudman of a Warren Air Force Base sergeant, one Reginald Smith, at a local tavern near Cheyenne, Wyoming. According to Sergeant Smith, Rudman and he had been drinking a few beers, during which time the sergeant claims Rudman attempted to offer him five grand to obtain warhead schematics from the AFB Hot Room in Cheyenne. Warren AFB maintains ballistic nukes on site,” Abrams said.

“Did the Denver office make an arrest?” she said.

“Unfortunately, no. Proof was lacking as the base sergeant was fairly drunk at the time of the incident in question.”

Holden glanced down at the small Oriental office rug of ocher shades and greens, with a labyrinthine design of boxed lines edged by trees—a touch of the personal amid the FBI’s otherwise functional drab grays and black laminate surfaces. While her mind took in the widening geographic scope of the investigation, her eyes raced along the handwoven rug’s elaborate pattern.

Holden questioned herself, whether her gumption to lead this investigation with such a diminutive team was realistic. Farnsworth, she knew, was in contact with Washington FBI headquarters on a daily basis concerning the Mendelssohn-Rousseau case.

She looked up at her technical research engineer. “Stay on this, Henry. We can’t let anything slip through the cracks now. Has Dansker picked up any more chatter or fallout from the St. Lawrence shootout?”

“I saw him down in the cafeteria a few minutes ago. His desk computers are all turned on.”

“Thanks, Henry.” Holden picked up a folder on her desk. “Follow up on your connection at the Rochester office. I want to see an official memorandum about the St. Lawrence incident before noon,” she said, thinking maybe she could push her meeting with Farnsworth to early afternoon.

She brushed past Abrams, smoothing her navy pants suit, making certain her auburn hair was still tightly pulled back in a bun, heading to Todd Dansker’s desk.

Her team had run every scenario over the past twenty-four hours. BOLOs were out on Mendelssohn and his known associates, including the new guy: Martin Gabriel. They had a black-and-white surveillance photo of the two of them together. In fact, they’d been observed together several times in recent weeks.

Martin Gabriel had no prior record, and his DMV record was clean. Based on the US Customs unofficial incident report and the videoclips taken by Customs of the St. Lawrence shootout, Dansker had confirmed the second man next to Mendelssohn’s white panel van was indeed Martin Gabriel.

Midway down the hall she spotted Dansker in his white socks. Holden’s computer whiz was often seen walking around the office shoeless in white socks, wearing a Bluetooth headset, bridging his fingers in front of his growing gut, or he could be found muttering behind a triptych of desk monitors.

Dansker was a vital member of Holden’s team. She depended on his ability to access and decipher encrypted texts and locate the position of persons of interest, namely Ben Mendelssohn and now possibly his protégé, Martin Gabriel.

“Todd, what’s going on?”

“Just received a call transcript that was relayed to us a few minutes ago. You weren’t here, so I went downstairs and grabbed a bagel and coffee.”

“So, who was it that called in?”

“Sylvia Gabriel; evidently Martin Gabriel has a sister.”

“Small world.” Holden smiled. “And?”

“A line agent took the call. She works as a credit specialist at Northeast Credit Services. Apparently, she is not a total stranger to us. She worked a credit fraud case with one of our agents a couple of years ago.”

“Why are we just hearing about this now? What was her reason for calling?”

“Ben Mendelssohn. She thinks her brother might be mixed up in a con involving him.”

“Well, well, that is the most interesting news I’ve gotten today. Did she happen to say where her brother was calling from?”

“Unfortunately, the line agent who took the call didn’t ask. But I’ve got Sylvia Gabriel’s cell phone.” He handed her a Post-it with the number.

“It’s kind of strange,” Dansker said, “you know, when things just fall into your lap like this.”

She patted Dansker’s hefty shoulder. “You should never look a gift horse in the mouth.”
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12:00 p.m. (EST)

The Warehouse District, Montreal, Quebec~

FOUR FAMILIAR FACES were seated around a long table. Two guards stood on either side of the doorway, each wearing a black leather jacket—a European brand with large outer pockets good for concealing automatic-weapon munitions, knives, and brass hardware. Their jackets were unzipped to accommodate easy access to the sinister bulges in their shoulder holsters.

As Ben entered the room, Joaquin Rousseau stepped away from his computer monitor on a desk behind the conference table. He was a massive man, and yet he rose easily before settling himself at the head of the table strategically placed under the warehouse lights. The table seemed to glow in comparison to the dark corners of the vast, converted industrial space.

Ben swallowed hard, maintaining a neutral expression.

“Ahh, at last the suave Bostonian has graced us with his presence. How good of you to join us.” Rousseau’s white teeth glistened under a menacing smile.

“Trouble again with Customs, Mr. Ben?” he mocked, stroking his full black beard streaked with swaths of gray, showcasing his gnarled claw of a left hand from an old shipping-container injury.

Ben offered up a quick smile, but his lips stayed pressed together as he took the empty seat at the opposite end of the table.

The other four men sat silently, with hands clasped on the tabletop. To Ben’s left sat Goran and Ivan, two Russians, neither of whom could hide the fact if they wanted to. Cyrillic and symbolic tattoos tarnished the tops of their wrists and snaked out from their shirt collars, easily giving away their nationality and gruesome purpose. Goran had a nasty S-shaped scar that skirted the edge of his right eye. They both wore black leather coats, de rigueur for their incorrigible breed.

Ben had had personal dealings with Goran. The Russian had performed his specialty admirably at Ben’s request when a new supplier in Chicago had become overly suspicious. But today, there was no comradery at the table.

To Ben’s right sat Ian and Albert—Rousseau’s local stewards whose varied jobs were to accomplish whatever bidding their boss directed. They were fixtures in the Montreal underworld. Unlike the Russians, Ian and Albert were clean-cut, bore no tattoos. They wore plain jeans and flannel shirts under puffy bomber jackets—just two ordinary Quebecois dressed appropriately for the late fall weather.

“We’ve been waiting patiently for the good news. Do speak up, Mr. Ben.”

“The St. Lawrence was only a test run,” Ben said as coolly as he could manage under Rousseau’s tiger-like gaze. “Bottom line, the feds know nothing.”

“Bottom line? They know nothing?” Rousseau let loose a sinister chuckle. Corresponding chuckles from the four others rippled around the table. Ben hated them all.

“Such an interesting way you have of putting it, given that three men from the docks are dead, and three others are in lockup. Let’s not mince words. That hardly counts as nothing.”

The two Quebecois shifted in their seats—fighters itching for the ref to sound the trip gong. The Russians remained coolly still.

“It was unfortunate, yes. But no shipment was involved. Think of it as a tune-up run, Joaquin. I tested the waters and the feds bit. Aside from the dock workers’ guns, Customs retrieved nothing but worthless steamfitters’ pipes inside those casks.” Ben glanced over at the Quebecois. “Ian and Albert, I assume, provided the dock hires with untraceable weapons.”

“And what of those men who were killed and arrested? In lockup inside an American jail cell?”

“If you mean, can they identify me or anyone in this room? No, of course not. They were hired through our port connection who also rented the inflatable Zodiacs. A go-between was used to make the arrangements with the men for the river crossing.”

Ian and Albert kept silent, turning their heads back toward their boss. They’d worked for Rousseau since their teens, when they’d scaled the sides of cargo containers stacked sky high for whatever they could pillage and bring to him.

Rousseau gazed at him in silence.

Ben continued in his defense. “The men arrested are all undocumented workers. Neither the go-between, nor the men arrested know anything or anyone connected to our operation.”

“It’s not nothing!” Rousseau pounded his fist on the table. “Men have been shot and others apprehended. The operation was a complete failure. It is very disturbing. This was your responsibility.” He pointed a thick finger at Ben. “This can’t happen again. It’s been all over the damn news, and the docks, too. My people are telling me that the cops are onto the fact that something potentially big involving illegal transportation is underway. So, don’t tell me what you think I want to hear.” He tapped a finger against his temple. “We have one week until the final delivery in Hamburg, and it better go right.”

Ben nodded in silence. He could feel the eyes around the table on him. Another feeling invaded his consciousness—not the usual tension of his meets with Rousseau—a new sense of his being out of place. He was on the bubble. He fought against a tide of anger roiling his stomach. His only option now was to meet Rousseau’s ire head on with as stabilizing a calm as he could manage.

Ben eased himself back into his chair and smiled, as if to say, Is there anything more I can help you with?

“You have the thumb drive under wraps?” Rousseau’s eyes bored steadily on Ben.

A trickle of sweat slid down Ben’s spine and was absorbed unseen by his dark button-down shirt.

“Of course, it’s safe. It’ll be delivered with the final installment of material. Next week.” Ben could hear the two thugs standing behind him shift on their feet.

“Things are moving forward out west with Dr. Childers,” Ben hastily added. “I meet with him again tomorrow. I should have the requisitioned material before the end of the week, all according to plan.”

Rousseau nodded. “I’ve heard as much from our Rapid City people,” he said.

Ben’s skin prickled with the realization that Joaquin had a western contact on the crew, a mole giving him direct reports. Keeping tabs on him. Whatever trust existed between the Montreal headman and him had become fragile, at best.

Ben’s eyes narrowed at Rousseau’s enormous finger pointing right at him.

“No more mistakes, Mr. Ben. Suspicions grow from your mistakes.” With that, he placed his large palms on the table and lifted himself out of the chair.

IT WAS NEARLY 1 p.m. when Ben climbed back into the RAV4 waiting outside. He had been excused with his skin intact.

Max steered through the downtown Montreal traffic and then accelerated up the on-ramp heading east.

“Hand me the phone,” Ben said.

Occam’s razor says the simplest solution is most likely the right one. The feds hadn’t accessed the thumb drive because they didn’t have it; Martin Gabriel did.

It was time to check on Martin.
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1:00 p.m. (EST)

The Catskills, New York~

THE TEMPERATURE OUTSIDE hovered in the mid-forties. Inside the camper was baking hot under a bright sun. Martin sat uncomfortably in the passenger seat, his left shoulder aching. He and Steve had got a late start. Mainly because Steve’s mother and father had showered so much love on their only son saying their goodbyes, his mother Mary remembering yet one last thing—a traveling iron so Steve could iron his shirts. Mary even hugged Martin with the same tenderness of a mother with a son. It irritated him now, how he didn’t want her to let go.

“I can’t believe you’re actually here doing this with me.” Steve beamed from the driver’s seat. “You do know that you’re really helping me out. Splitting the cost of the drive will make a big difference. Apartments are so damn expensive in San Francisco.”

“Yeah, I bet they are.”

Martin’s gaze lingered on his clean-shaven friend, whose short-cropped black hair looked recently cut, noticeably thinning on top. Steve’s blue flannel shirt was crisp and went well with his navy-blue Patagonia windbreaker. Ever the sharp dresser, even on their camping trips. But it was Steve’s unseen traits—his rocksolid, orderly life; his loving family; and his trust in conventional wisdom, that things do work out if you apply yourself—that drew Martin to him and on past trips had often repaired his dismal view of the world.

Martin squinted. Sunlight flooded through his side window as Steve drove toward the Catskill Mountains farther west of them.

“I was afraid, you know,” Martin said, rehashing an awkward moment in his mind. “My calling you out of the blue like I did. That I might be imposing.”

“Not at all. Your timing was perfect. Don’t you see? We’re doing our annual hike like we always do.” Steve smiled at Martin. “You remember that time we got stopped by that Petersburgh town cop the summer right after senior year high school? We’d been drinking Jim Beam and I stuffed the half-empty bottle under my seat?”

“Yeah, I remember. The only reason that cop let us off the hook was because he was a patient of your dad’s.” Martin chuckled, realizing that was over seven years ago. A lifetime ago when the worst he could be accused of was underage drinking.

“Wait till you see this place,” Steve said, energized. “We’ll be camping beside a beaver pond at the base of this mountain. We should have just enough time to get there before dark.”

Martin leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes under the sunlight flickering through the treetops. It would be just like the old times, like hitting the reset button and starting over.

“A beaver pond?” Martin cracked an eye, glancing at Steve.

“Yeah, there was a stick lodge there the size of an Indian teepee the last time. I kid you not. A massive pile.” A dimple creased Steve’s cheek.

Martin slapped his friend on the shoulder. “Okay, nature boy. Are you sure you’re ready to give up all the treasures of the forest just to sit behind a desk and answer the phone?”

“San Francisco has redwood trees, you know. And big mountain streams nearby, too. Incredible places to go fishing, man.”

“If I know you, this time next summer you’ll already have found all the best streams to fish,” Martin said, matching his friend’s bonhomie. “You’ll be screaming for me to get my ass in gear and get out there to help load the catch.”

“Better believe it.”

The old banter was familiar, but Martin’s knee began its nervous twitch up and down regardless. He needed a break from the small talk. Go for a run, even. Run till his lungs nearly burst and his guts burned and his legs cramped up.

Ahead Martin spied a Shell station. “Hey, we should probably tank up. This one’s on me.”

He took a fifty from his wallet and handed it to Steve after pulling into the station. He’d transferred some of Ben’s envelope money to his belt wallet last night after Steve had gone to bed.

“Thanks, man,” Steve said, jumping out to put gas in the car.

Martin headed to the restroom. His phone vibrated in his front jeans pocket. “Unknown Caller” displayed. His finger hovered just above the touchscreen, as he paused. He swiped right.

“Hello?”

“Hey, stranger.”

Darkness seeped into Martin’s head. His heart rate accelerated as he ducked around the side of the service building to take the call.

“You still there?”

“Ben. What the fuck?” Martin’s jaw tightened. His heart pounded angrily.

“Where are you, Martin? I’ll send someone to pick you up right away.”

“Where am I? What do you fucking care? You abandoned me under gunfire!”

“Things didn’t go as planned. I’m sorry I had to scramble out of there like that—I had no choice.”

“Yeah, too bad about that,” Martin managed through clenched teeth.

“Tell me where you are. I’m going to come pick you up. It’ll all be fine.”

“Was it part of your plan not to tell me about what’s going down before we left Boston?”

“Believe me, it was for your own good,” Ben said.

“Yeah, well, that’s not good enough.” Martin clutched the phone tighter to his ear. “You left me out there with bullets flying. I was lucky to make it out alive on foot.”

“But you did. I knew you would. Please. Understand. I never planned to put you through something like that. The thing is you pulled through. Look, things are moving fast now. Give me your location.”

“You can drop the caring attitude. Consider my apprenticeship over and done with.” The fingers on his free hand trembled as if playing an air-piano.

There was a brief, calculating silence on the other end of the line.

“Listen to me, Martin. I need just one thing from you. I need the thumb drive back. Did you pick it up at your place before we left?”

Martin couldn’t believe his ears. “Fucking A. No!”

“Maybe it slipped out of my jacket pocket in that cornfield? Or you saw it lying on the floor of the rental van?”

Martin tamped down a wave of anger. He’d thought Ben was different in the beginning, the way he’d taken him under his wing. Turned out he was just like everyone else who wanted something. He couldn’t give a shit.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. All I picked up was dirt running like hell through that cornfield.”

Another weighted silence.

“If you’re attempting to gain some kind of leverage, Martin, this isn’t the right move.” Ben’s voice had grown a sharper edge.

Martin’s facial muscles twitched.

The memory of the shootout by the St. Lawrence came back in bold strokes. The strafing bullets that struck the van, and the hot streak of lead searing across his shoulder. Ben’s hightailing it in reverse without waiting for him. The sound of gunfire still echoed in his ears.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he repeated. “You left me. I ran for my life.”

“Where are you, Martin?” Ben asked coolly. “We can end this now and move forward like I said.”

Martin said nothing. He fingered back his long hair with his free hand, as he edged to the corner of the service station building and peered suspiciously down the road. Making sure.

“That money you’re holding for me—that five grand. You think you can just walk away free for nothing? You work for me, Martin. And I need my thumb drive returned. I know you have it. I’m willing to forego the cash you took. Tell me where you are.”

“Nowhere, asshole.” Martin ended the call and smashed his sister’s hand-me-down iPhone on the pavement, stomping on it with his new hiking boot, shattering the screen.

There was no way Ben could know, Martin thought. He had difficulty regaining his focus, subverted by images of Rousseau’s heavily tatted thugs that guarded the Montreal warehouse, and the bursts of gunfire at the St. Lawrence. Only a week earlier he’d been entrusted to deliver on his own an all-important package to the warehouse. Rousseau had even nodded approvingly at him for a job well done.

“Fuck you, Ben!” he muttered to himself, as he returned to the camper.

“All set?” Steve said, holding up a small paper sack of stuff he’d bought inside the station’s food concession.

“Yeah. All set.” Martin scrubbed a hand roughly through his hair.

“Hey, man, are you all right? You don’t look so good.”

“I’m fine.” He thumbed over his shoulder toward the station. “The janitor must have spilled a gallon of bleach inside the restroom. The fumes reeked to high heaven, that’s all.”








CHAPTER
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2:00 p.m. (EST)

FBI branch office, Boston~

“IS THIS SYLVIA Gabriel?” Holden sat inside the Dodge Charger, idling in her parking space in the bureau’s garage. She rested her Starbucks dark coffee in the dash cup holder. “This is FBI Special Agent Leigh Holden returning your call.”

“Have we spoken before?”

Holden heard genuine hesitation in the woman’s voice. “No, we haven’t. I received a message that you made an inquiry with our fraud unit concerning your brother, Martin Gabriel.”

“Well, I didn’t mean to raise any red flags. I was only calling Agent Charles Forsythe because he and I met at a seminar a year or so back. On credit card fraud.”

“Okay. Why don’t you tell me what this is about, Ms. Gabriel?”

“It’s really nothing directly concerning Martin. See, I work at a credit agency. When my brother told me he started working for this guy, naturally I checked the guy out. Because I do that for a living. Credit checks.”

“Sure. Makes sense. Go on.”

“His name is Ben Mendelssohn; the man Martin works for. Three years ago, this Ben Mendelssohn owed a tool and die maker $175,000. Not a small sum of money.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“A retired machinist, who Mendelssohn never paid. The machinist, Phillip Boisvert, suddenly dropped the complaint. No explanation given in the file. When I called the man to confirm the terms of the resolution, he wouldn’t talk. He hung up. It didn’t feel right.”

“I see.” Holden took a sip of the hot black coffee. “And what exactly concerns you? About your brother?”

“Martin is working for the same guy who stiffed the old machinist out of 175 grand, that’s what. It made no sense to me. It smells bad, if you know what I mean.”

“How so?”

“Ben Mendelssohn supposedly imports Indian clothing according to my background search, so why would he even be involved with a tool and die maker in the first place? For that kind of money.”

“Good point. To your knowledge was there any fraud involved?” Holden asked.

“In my judgment, Mendelssohn clearly stiffed the man. I can’t prove it. Look, it’s really not so much about the creditor dropping the claim as it is concern for my brother, Martin. My call to Agent Forsythe was meant to be personal—for advice. I didn’t mean to make busy work for you.” Sylvia Gabriel’s voice sounded both contrite and concerned.

“That’s quite all right. Ms. Gabriel. If you don’t mind my asking, is your brother still working for this Ben Mendelssohn?”

“Yes, no, I don’t know. Martin says he’s taking a break. Helping a friend drive to the West Coast where his friend is starting a new job.”

“What’s your brother’s friend’s name if you don’t mind my asking?”

“Steve Gershwin. He’s at his parents’ place in Petersburgh. We used to be neighbors when we were kids.”

Holden assured Sylvia she’d done nothing wrong and gave Sylvia her contact information, encouraging her to feel free to phone or text Holden at any time.

Forty-five minutes later Holden was back in the crisis room.

Dansker entered, waving a printout in his hand. “That high-alert BOLO we sent out did its job. Martin Gabriel was picked up around 1 p.m. yesterday on CCTV footage taken from the Troy Greyhound station.”

Dansker handed Holden a grainy black-and-white photo that showed Martin Gabriel entering the bus station alone.

Holden nodded, unable to resist glancing down at Dansker’s feet, checking—this time they were shod in the Vans. His right foot rode heavily over the outer leather, the side stitching entirely torn out from the shoe, if you could call it a shoe.

“That more or less confirms what I’ve just learned from his sister Sylvia Gabriel,” Holden said. “She phoned a contact here at the bureau’s fraud unit after learning Ben Mendelssohn may have stiffed a creditor.

“Gabriel’s sister works in town at a local credit bureau. She said her brother Martin has reunited with an old high-school friend, Steve Gershwin. Gershwin is on his way to the West Coast to begin a new job there, according to Sylvia Gabriel.

“Todd, get a tap up and running through Legal on both Gershwin and Gabriel’s phones ASAP.”

“Right on it,” Dansker said, already typing a message to Legal on his laptop.

Abrams knocked and entered. Holden had earlier tasked him with locating Gershwin’s car after speaking with Sylvia Gabriel.

“Any word on the whereabouts of Steve Gershwin’s camper van?”

“I just spoke with the Petersburgh officer who’d parked on the road down from Gershwin’s parents’ house.” Abrams looked down at his notes. “The officer confirmed Gershwin’s red Chevy van had passed his unmarked car, heading west. Two men were riding in the front seats. From his fleeting description, they both looked to be men in their twenties. One definitely had long hair.”

“Did you carefully instruct the local policeman not to contact Gershwin’s parents? We don’t want to alert them and potentially tip off Martin Gabriel or his friend that we’re onto him.”

Abrams nodded. “I forewarned the officer as you asked. He did not engage in pursuit of the camper, either.”

Whenever she pressed Abrams, his speech became stilted. Holden patted his shoulder. “Good work, Henry. Looks like Martin Gabriel may be on the run after all.”

“If they’re heading west, it’s likely they’ll be traveling on the New York State Thruway, the I-90,” Abrams added.

“I expect they will.” Holden glanced across the table at her bearded internet ace furiously tapping on his laptop’s keyboard. Just then a desk runner knocked and entered the conference room, handing Holden a pink phone-message slip.

“There’s been a break-in at Martin Gabriel’s apartment in Brighton,” she announced to her team.

Dansker looked up. “That’s some coincidence.”

Brighton, once an incorporated separate town, was now a neighborhood of Boston proper, absorbed by the steady growth of the greater metropolitan area. It was a mere fifteen-minute car ride from their Boston FBI offices.

“You want to follow up on this, Henry?” She handed Abrams the slip with the Boston police officer’s badge and callback numbers. “Let’s not miss any opportunities here, guys. If Mendelssohn and Gabriel aren’t running together, let’s capitalize on that.”

Before breaking up the meeting, Holden addressed Dansker again. “Todd, I want you to monitor the airwaves. Maybe check with the Thruway Authority or the New York State Police. Again, be discreet. I know you don’t need to be reminded that this is a sensitive investigation with potentially huge national security ramifications. We can’t afford to show our hand.”

“Yeah, no problem.” Dansker stretched and cracked his back as unselfconsciously as if he were in his own bedroom. “Live feeds of New York thruway CCTV are available online. I can put a program together checking for his vehicle plate registration to ID the Chevy van.”

Holden cocked her head in response to Dansker’s seemingly casual attitude. “One more thing, Todd, do yourself a favor and invest in a new pair of shoes.”

The meeting broke up and Holden headed to the assistant director’s corner office. Police work was in Holden’s DNA. Two uncles had been Boston police, one a detective. Her father would have joined the force, too, had he not tragically lost an arm in a motor vehicle accident during his senior year in high school.

She was fit as an athlete and scored high in her class at the FBI training academy, excelling at the shooting range and in operational skills requiring quick thinking while following bureau protocols. She strived to be the best for her dad, but she knew it was just as much for herself.

Holden rapped a knuckle on the half-open door. Farnsworth was on the phone. He raised his index finger, acknowledging her presence in the doorway.

Even seated in his shirtsleeves, Farnsworth was an imposing figure, with the pronounced shoulders of a football linebacker, accentuated by dark blue suspenders that wrapped down the sides of his barrel chest, which was still impressively larger than his waistline for a man in his mid-forties. His trimmed salt-and-pepper mustache matched his short-cropped hair. The knot of his red-and-green striped tie sagged loosely, and the top button of his shirt was open.

Farnsworth hung up the phone. “Tell me something I don’t know, Special Agent Holden,” he said in a friendlier voice than the 2 a.m. frantic call yesterday.

“I’ll be the first to admit, the St. Lawrence scene took us completely—”

“No worries, special agent.” Farnsworth motioned for her to sit. “Border Patrol pal of mine in Massena, I just got off the phone with him. It was an anonymous tip they got. So, the patrol boat lit the place up. Your team is in the clear.”

“Not very subtle of Customs,” she said, “jeopardizing our surveillance like that.”

“They were fired upon, special agent. It was out of their hands.”

“To the best of my knowledge Customs isn’t running a parallel surveillance op. So, where’d the tip come from?” It bugged Holden that Customs hadn’t directly phoned her about the tip.

“My understanding is the call came in out of the blue. The Massena station relayed it to Saturday night’s patrol. So, they took a look-see.”

Holden filled Farnsworth in on developments, focusing on the sighting of Ben Mendelssohn beside the white panel van at the scene, and the CCTV sighting of Martin Gabriel at a bus depot in Troy yesterday. “And we’ve just received a police report of a break-in at Gabriel’s apartment in Brighton.”

“Gabriel, he’s on the person-of-interest list, but only peripherally, right?” Farnsworth said.

“Yes, initially we thought so. However, based on his present evasive movements, the apartment break-in, and the fact that he was seen at a bus station in upstate New York …”

“What is it, special agent?” Farnsworth said, noting her hesitation.

“Todd Dansker managed to enhance a portion of the videoclip taken by the US Customs boat. He got an eleven-point facial recognition match for Martin Gabriel next to the white panel van at the shootout. It’s not a conclusive match, but …”

Farnsworth nodded knowingly. “But given the St. Lawrence incident and the bus station CCTV sighting, you’re seeing Gabriel more front and center now, not so peripheral as we first thought.”

“Yes. He’s definitely acting suspiciously. Earlier I spoke with his sister, Sylvia Gabriel. She works at a local credit agency. She’s been in touch with her brother, and her impressions support my thinking, too.”

“How so?”

“She was doing her own checking on Ben Mendelssohn, our principal target, after apparently learning that her brother was working for Mendelssohn. She strongly suspects what we already know to be true, that Mendelssohn is more than a con artist, that he’s a dangerous criminal.”

“Mendelssohn hasn’t surfaced yet, I’m assuming?”

She pursed her lips for a few seconds, breathing through her nose. “Not as yet,” she said. “We’re monitoring all incoming calls, both private and law enforcement. But we do have a fresh lead on his protégé Martin Gabriel.”

Holden filled Farnsworth in on Steve Gershwin.

Farnsworth scrubbed a forefinger across his mustache. There was a glimmer in his eye. “Sounds like Special Agent Holden is itching for a road trip.”

She broke into a smile. “Well, sir, it’s pointing in that direction. It should be checked out. Discreetly, of course. If Gabriel is more directly involved, he’s probably acting under Mendelssohn’s orders. The two of them may be traveling in a circuitous manner deliberately to foil attempts of being found. Or maybe we’ve got a house divided. A low-level operative still might know more than he thinks.”

Farnsworth laced his fingers and leaned his forearms against his desk. He bore a serious expression. “You know we can’t afford to let local PDs run the show. This is too sensitive for that. National security is involved here.”

“These are only my suspicions, sir. I’m not trying to jump the gun. But it’s certainly not beyond the realm of possibility.”

“Of course, you’re not. Going on your best instincts, which I think you are, your hunch is that Martin Gabriel is mixed up more deeply in this Mendelssohn-Rousseau network.”

“Yes, sir, it does look that way. To what degree, we aren’t exactly sure. However, I believe Martin Gabriel could be my key inside the cell, if I may call it that, sir.”

Farnsworth gave her a measured look. “You seem pretty sure of yourself, special agent.”

Holden felt her cheeks warming. “Look, sir, we were caught off guard by the St. Lawrence incident, but we’ve been following the evidence and the players closely. The pieces are sliding together. Getting to Martin Gabriel first could be the break we need. As you well know, applying pressure on the weakest link is often an effective strategy.”

Farnsworth’s forehead wrinkled. “I don’t have to remind you of the bureau’s budgetary constraints. They’re in effect nationwide.” The assistant director rocked forward in his chair. “Even so, we can’t afford to drag our heels, can we?”

“No, sir, we can’t.”

“So, here’s the deal.” He clapped his hands. “You’ve run close to this investigation from the very start. This shootout business a couple nights ago was a botched job, partly if not entirely the fault of a hotshot Customs agent looking to be a hero, as I understand it. You are not to blame for that agency’s failure to properly supervise their agents. Nevertheless, I don’t have to tell you that people in Washington are concerned about this case. Pentagon top brass are keenly watching these developments.”

“Yes, sir. I understand.” Dansker had told her of calls from the Pentagon received by the Boston office.

Farnsworth nodded in acknowledgment. “As soon as you have a location fix on this Martin Gabriel, I want you on the ground, surveilling. If he leads you to Mendelssohn, I want you there personally as lead investigator. We don’t need the local PDs botching this up. And I expect daily reports. Hourly if need be. Are we clear?”

Holden nodded. “Of course, sir.” She turned to exit his office.

“Special agent,” Farnsworth called her back, “careers have been built on a lot less than this.”

She nodded at the doorway, then left Farnsworth’s office.

Holden felt abuzz. The phone call from Sylvia Gabriel had been a lucky break. They had names, cell phones, addresses—and soon, tap warrants—for Martin Gabriel and his friend Steve Gershwin. Now all they had to do was wait for one of them to use his phone and they would be able to pinpoint a location without tipping anyone off in the process.

Although she was only twenty-seven, in her six years at the bureau, Holden had already proven her field skills, bringing to justice a major undercover operation involving the illegal transportation of counterfeit pharmaceuticals while surveilling the Boston harbor shipping terminal. And now she commanded her own technical unit. This present operation was more complex and involved cooperation with Canadian authorities to bring down an underground ring smuggling nuclear materials.

Holden checked that her Sig Sauer P228 was holstered under her jacket as she strode back to her office.

Careers have been built on a lot less than this. The words echoed in her head.
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2:30 p.m. (EST)

A trailhead in the Catskill Mountains~

MARTIN CLIMBED OUT of the camper. The trailhead sign was shrouded in the deep shadow of the mountain. Had he gotten away clean, he wondered, smashing his phone, pulling out of the network just like that? Taking Ben’s five grand after nearly getting killed was more than fair, he figured. Fuck, Ben!

The November air was crisp. Peeking through the treetops was a granite dome flushed in a ray of sunlight.

Martin lifted his pack and took a deep breath. No one would find him out here. He zipped his parka, snapped the pack’s waist belt, and followed his friend up the blazed trail. It was a little over five miles to the pond, Steve said.

They walked past a grove of shivering birches; their leaves now turned a golden hue. The rhythm of the trail, as he dodged tree roots and wove around rocks, slowed Martin’s breathing and calmed the surface of his mind. But underneath, Ben’s threatening call still festered like a stubborn splinter.

The sound of a brook grew louder. Through the trees Martin caught a glimpse of smooth granite boulders that guarded the water’s edge.

“This water’s safe to drink,” Steve said, kneeling beside the clear shallows.

They plunged their canteens into a frigid pool so clear that the pebbles on the bottom—some ten feet under—looked close enough to reach out and touch.

Stirred by the pristine solitude of the wilderness, Martin looked up from the burbling brook to the canopy of shimmering leaves. He wondered if he should tell Steve about the shootout. What would I even say? It was a can of worms. There wasn’t any upside, Martin concluded.

“Come on, pal. Let’s keep moving,” Steve said. “We’ve still more than an hour to go to reach the pond.”

Martin sucked in a deep breath. “It doesn’t get any better than this. No bugs to contend with, not like the midsummer trip when we pitched camp in that Maine meadow two years ago.”

Steve gave him a smile. “Autumn makes all the difference, doesn’t it?”

As they moved higher, a light breeze rustled through the tree branches. Yellow and gold leaves from the ash and birch trees spun to the forest floor in a hypnotic array. The trail suddenly pitched upward—an uneven staircase of rocks and gnarly roots. Soon they were both gasping for breath, their mouths wide open.

The burn in Martin’s chest felt good. He watched an orange-flecked salamander scuttle over damp moss and disappear into the underbrush. Losing himself in nature had always brought him a sense of peace that no drug, no job, and no person ever could.

Trees hugged closer to the ground here. Stunted spruce and wizened birch spread over steep, rocky terrain.

Steve paused to take a swig from his canteen. Martin was in better shape than his friend—that had always been the case. He swept past his friend, each step taking him farther from the cornfield by the St. Lawrence River, and from Ben, and nine months spent mostly in the dark. Here in the middle of nowhere he couldn’t escape the drumbeat pressing him to keep on moving.

The sharp crack of a rifle pierced the air. Martin dropped to the ground just as a second crack ripped through any sense of peace left in the day. The sound of the gunshot roared up and down the mountainside.

Martin’s fingers scratched at the dirt. He couldn’t budge a muscle. His mind flashed to Ben’s van speeding away in reverse under a cloud of dust, the van’s headlights briefly illuminating Martin on the ground. The automatic gunfire only feet away from him.

“Martin?” a voice said. “Martin, are you okay?”

He looked up at Steve kneeling, with his thumbs shoved under his shoulder straps, a puzzled look registered across his friend’s face.

“It’s hunting season, man,” Steve said. “That was a long way off. We’re fine. Come on. Keep moving, pal.”

Martin unclenched his fingers. “Right,” he said. “I guess it caught me off guard.” It was November, prime deer-hunting season in the Catskills. How could he have forgotten that? He got to his feet and let Steve take the lead on the trail.

White bales of clouds silently passed overhead, evenly spaced and flat bottomed, as if sitting on a clear glass table. The air was noticeably cooler here. Martin zipped up to ward off the chill.

Soon, the trail crossed over open slabs of granite separated by spongy beds of fallen spruce needles. Just around a large stand of conifer he saw their destination. The pond’s mirror-smooth surface reflected the softening hues of the late afternoon sky and the ragged spruce that skirted its circumference. Higher above them a rocky ridge rose to a bald prominence now cast velvety golden in the slanting rays of autumnal sunlight.

Martin busied himself clearing a spot on the ground for their tent, while Steve gathered twigs and pine straw for tinder.

Within short order the fire was crackling in the old stone fire pit.

Angling sunbeams through a thick Jell-O bowl of air flushed pink the undersides of clouds. Moments later the glow of the sun setting between two distant peaks faded into the shadowy world of oncoming night. A few stars spangled overhead in the deep violet sky.

Inside the tent, Martin lay wide awake, assaulted by the polypropylene mildew smell of the tent’s canopy. It irked him how Steve always managed to conk out in no time at all, no matter the circumstances. It was as if saying “Good night” released some autonomic switch in Steve’s head: Click! Start SNORING.

Sleep didn’t come so easily for Martin. For as long as he could remember—since his mother’s death—he fought each night to clear his head.

The tent flap brushed against Martin’s feet. Startled, he instantly pulled his knees toward his chin. But it was only a gust of wind. If it had been a bear out rummaging in the night, it would be his luck to have to fend it off by himself, while Prince Charming got his beauty rest, happily oblivious.

Martin scrolled through wilderness images from the afternoon hike to settle his mind. His thoughts paused on one old birch they’d passed on their last slog over the open granite. Precariously perched and bent low to the rock, its deformed branches whisked far toward the east—like an old straw broom after heavy use—having taken the brunt of prevailing westerly winds for all its existence.

Martin nodded to himself in the dark. That birch had eked out a desperate hold in a harsh environment not unlike Martin himself had done. In its own right, Martin mused, the deformed tree was a perfect dwarfed specimen, like a naturally occurring bonsai. Martin knew more than he wanted to about bonsai trees.

The summer before his senior year at Brandeis, just before he dropped out of school, Martin had reluctantly gone down to visit his father on the Connecticut shore. His father had led him through the trees, out of sight of the house, onto a rocky promontory that overlooked Long Island Sound.

There, scattered around his feet were dozens and dozens of little trees planted in shallow clay pots. They were perfect replicas of their larger tree cousins.

“See that one over there, the fig tree? No, not there. There,” Dad had said. “Are you watching where I’m pointing? For chrissakes, pay attention. Do you see how perfectly pear-shaped the tiny leaves are? That one’s two-hundred-fifty years old, Boy Baby. It cost me eleven grand.”

He’d grown accustomed to his dad’s mocking nickname for him. He’d been called Boy Baby ever since he could remember.

A Pall Mall bobbed up and down between his dad’s dried lips as he chattered madly about how he’d learned the art of “bone-sigh.” His father had pronounced the word repeatedly, exaggerating the movement of his mouth as if taffy were stuck to his teeth.

“Say it, Boy Baby, bone-sigh.” He made Martin repeat it in unison with him until Martin’s pronunciation pleased him. They take a lot of care, his father had said.

Eleven grand for one tiny tree that now had his father as its sole caretaker. Martin scanned the dozens of other uniquely twisted and manicured trees and knew that this portable arboretum was already a disaster. A living graveyard.

He’d asked his father how much he’d spent per tree and stopped doing the math after hitting ninety grand. It was just too insane. Where had his father gotten that kind of money? Why did he want so many bonsai in the first place? Martin couldn’t fathom.

The short, wasted lives of all those strangely sculpted trees would be spent on that rocky slip of land, baking in the sun, listening to his father swearing out loud, as if it were their collective faults for drying to a crisp because he’d forgotten about watering them while he was passed out cold from drinking.

“Are you listening, Boy Baby, because this is very important,” his father had said, stopping only long enough to press a new Pall Mall against the end of the still smoldering finished stub. “In the fall,” his father inhaled deeply, “in the fall, you’ve got to dig a long, deep trench; it must be sheltered away from the wind, and deep below the frost line, too. And then you must place each of the trees carefully in the trough and cover them gently with leaves to insulate against the cold.”

His father squinted out over the sound, pondering, perhaps, what else in the way of care instructions he may have forgotten. “Look, the truth is I couldn’t afford to build a year-round greenhouse, so they’ve got to be buried. Understand? I’m counting on you, Boy Baby, to come back down around Thanksgiving time to help me bury them.”

So, it was on Martin to protect them, just like it had always been on Martin to hold things together in the center of so much chaos growing up.

Martin had dug the trough like his father had asked, but it hadn’t done any good. A few weeks after, his father’s health took a turn for the worse. Martin took time off from college to care for him—there was no one else. Sylvia was overseas in a student exchange program. By spring he was gone.

When Martin uncovered the bonsai trees that same spring, they were like dried flower bouquets fastened by their own miniature trunks. Little monuments in clay pots all crunchy dead. He never went back to finish college after that.

A distinct splash from somewhere out in the middle of the pond brought Martin to his haunches. He stared out the tent flap into the darkness, seeing only a swaying ripple of the Milky Way reflected on the surface of the pond.

Another splash stiffened him. Have we been followed somehow?

His mind went to the darkest corner, as it always did when the world came crashing in. The darkness was eating its way across his brain like a shadowy eclipse.

Maybe he was no better than his dad, he thought. He hadn’t held anything together since dropping out of college.

Martin pulled himself free of his sleeping bag to get a better view of the pond. He scanned the dark waters; there was nothing there.
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10:00 a.m. (MST)

Billings, Montana~

HIS OLD CAMEL-HAIR overcoat billowed from the bottom in the raw wind. The man shuffled unsteadily but purposely from the parked SUV, his chin drawn down inside the collar. An empty plastic bag sailed unencumbered end over end down the high plains’ avenue beneath a layer of scudding clouds.

Dr. Ogden Childers outstretched his hand against the pine-wood door and entered the dark tavern into the warm, pulpy aroma of countless spilled beers and sundry spirits. He removed his Stormy Kromer.

“Sorry, doc, bar’s not open,” the proprietor announced from behind the counter where he was rinsing and restacking drink glasses from the previous night.

Without looking up, the balding man shuffled forward and slumped into a booth along the far wall of the establishment. Childers pulled a handkerchief from his overcoat pocket and wiped perspiration from his brow despite the chilly blast of mountain air only moments ago.

The barkeep approached the man. “You all right today, doc? The government’s not still troubling you, I hope.”

Childers didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Hopelessness of an unknown variety had put him at odds with the world, his country, and worst of all his beloved wife Doris.

“Can I get you something to drink?”

Childers looked up. “Bourbon,” he said in a weak voice, then tugged at the sleeves of his overcoat, piling it next to him in the booth. A pin on its lapel caught on the edge of the tabletop. A small pushpin with the acronym SAC written diagonally across the image of a globe displaying the United States of America, with the words “Strategic Air Command” printed beneath it.

The barkeep poured two fingers’ worth of regular house bourbon and placed it on the table.

“Thank you.” Childers downed the contents of the amber liquid, muttering under his breath that his contract at Malmstrom expired at year-end, as if unaware the proprietor was still standing there, or perhaps on some deeper level, he needed to share his desperate circumstances, if only obtusely referenced. Like a parishioner may hedge a confession to his priest.
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10:15 a.m. (EST)

Newton Highlands, Massachusetts~

BEN HAD HARDLY slept a wink since the meeting with Joaquin Rousseau yesterday. Instead, he paced. Back and forth. Again and again in front of the living room’s magnificent picture window. The polish on the maple wood flooring was growing dull beneath his feet.

Each passing hour that Max did not update him to report an attempted breach of the thumb drive’s encryption protocol further convinced Ben that Martin had pocketed it. Martin was lying when he’d cut off their phone call so abruptly.

Ben continued to pace. His silent, even footfalls like the cogs in a machine, powering his brain to keep ticking through the unfinished elements of the operation. He circled the living room, ignoring the million-dollar view of Crystal Lake’s glittering waters on the other side of the window.

The Newton Highlands residence wasn’t technically his place, but property listed in the name of a shell corporation owned by yet another affiliate; it was cozily nestled beside Crystal Lake on one side and a private road on the other.

Ben bit the inside of his mouth, obsessing over Martin. A slide-show flicking in his mind: Martin running his hand through his hair at the bar where they first met; slow sipping his whisky while he said he was desperate for work; reassuring him that he wouldn’t let Ben down; eyeing Ben’s calfskin jacket, but never changing his own appearance; eagerly taking his money after every delivery; patiently waiting for more. A sea of subtle contradictions emerged.

Ben’s foot caught in mid-step. His mouth twitched into a sinister smile as he realized his protégé was more like him than he first imagined.

He headed for the back stairwell to check whether a UPS delivery he was expecting had arrived. He descended the stairs into the large, unfinished basement. Next to the garage entrance stood a heavy oak door with thick metal strappings bolted across the top and bottom panels.

The oak door hadn’t been officially used since before the Civil War. It led to an underground tunnel that ran from the house proper all the way to the back access road, where a well-placed stone wall hid the tunnel’s terminus. Constructed to give escaped slaves safe passage, hiding them from Confederacy men hired by Southern plantation owners to locate and return them.

Ben had refurbished the underground tunnel for his own purposes, adding lighted sconces to the walls and cementing the walkway.

The UPS delivery wasn’t there. Ben returned to the kitchen table where four phones were arranged on the table. All were encrypted and preprogrammed by Max to detect electronic interceptions for both incoming and outgoing calls.

He selected the first encrypted cell and called Max. “Did your cousin locate the thumb drive stashed at Martin Gabriel’s apartment?”

Max cleared his throat, Ben already sensing his cousin had found nothing. “Not yet. I gave him the coded receiver that’s tuned to the thumb drive’s same frequency. It can pick up a signal within seventy-five yards.”

“Okay.” Ben’s gut burned. He suppressed a roar that raged like a genie trapped in a bottle. “What else have you got?”

“Leo found a storage locker that Gabriel rents behind the apartment building in Brighton, but the cops must have been tipped because three cruisers have the place covered, the front and the back. No way Leo can check the storage locker now that the cops have raided the place. Sorry, Ben,” Max said. “But I do have something else.”

“What is it?” Ben snapped.

“An interesting update was sent to my computer,” Max said. “You’ve picked up a snooper. Someone generated a credit search on you.”

“Who?”

“An outfit called Northeast Credit Services, Inc., here in Boston.”

“For what?” Ben flared. “I haven’t done anything that would require a credit check.”

“It’s old,” Max said. “Regarding a Phillip Boisvert, your name is listed as the debtor party.”

Ben smiled. “That’s nothing.”

“Right, but when I tapped into the credit services system and checked on whose ID triggered the search, guess who came up?”

“Save the theatrics, Max.”

“A Sylvia Gabriel.”

“Gabriel?”

“Our boy Martin’s been holding out on us,” Max said. “Not sharing that he has a nosy kid sister. She’s the assistant manager there, has been for the past three years. She’s twenty-five and single and rents a fancy townhouse in Charlestown.”

Max texted Sylvia Gabriel’s address and phone number to Ben, as well as the Northeast Credit Services’s business address.

Ben’s brow furrowed as he ticked through various scenarios in his mind. The timing of the credit check was too coincidental to be unrelated to the St. Lawrence Seaway incident.

Ben had misjudged Martin. That wasn’t something that happened very often. “You find him, Max. Check out every friend, relative, classmate, or neighbor who Martin Gabriel has ever known.”

“What about Sylvia Gabriel? You want Leo to toss her place?”

“No. I’ll handle her myself.”

Ben zipped up his windbreaker, selected the SAT phone, and stepped out on the landing. He punched in Harvey Rudman’s number—his second in command at the western ops crew’s ranch house outside Rapid City, South Dakota.

For the last few months, the crew was charged to locate feasible opportunities for exploiting the Defense Department’s western air force bases that housed nuclear warheads and the all-important documentary materials. Hanging out in local watering holes favored by AFB personnel, Rudman had nearly bagged a sergeant in Cheyenne. He’d offered the soldier a bribe after they’d shared a few beers. While that venture had been unsuccessful, Ben himself had turned up a possible target known by a tavern keeper in Billings to have issues with the Department of Defense who no longer needed his services. Dr. Ogden Childers, a nuclear physicist and longtime federal contractor, who had security clearance access to Malmstrom AFB in Great Falls, Montana.

Finding Childers was good timing. Like striking gold, Ben thought.

“Harvey?”

“Speaking.” Rudman’s deep nasal voice was unmistakable.

“I’ll be heading out early tomorrow morning on NetJets. Leaving from Hanscom Field outside Boston.”

“I already got your flight schedule from Max. We’re all set on this end. Either me or Dwayne will be at Billings airport to take you to the meet.”

“Make it be you at the airport,” Ben said. “I told you last time I need to discuss some details. Your ears only. Got it?” He hung up right after Rudman’s nasal acknowledgment.

It struck Ben as supremely annoying that Rudman had considered sending Dwayne to pick him up at the airport. Dwayne, a twice-convicted felon, was a loose cannon. His role on the team was specific in nature and did not include discussing the finer details of the assignment. Bagging Dr. Childers required a deft hand, not a club.

On the other hand, Ben now knew that Rousseau was directly in contact with someone on the Rapid City crew. If Rudman was Rousseau’s western ops mole, he’d have to take that into account, too, discussing only rudimentary preparations needed to ensure delivery of the material.

Rudman was in his late forties, and he hadn’t gotten this far in life by simply running errands for various illicit enterprises. Not without his giving as much forethought to planning things out as Ben himself would. That was the problem with this line of work, Ben thought. You could get rich quick, but trust between men faded even quicker. In other words, there was no point saving for a rainy day.

Still, Ben had his plans.

The short time remaining before the Childers meet required staging everything at the ready now, working under the assumption that Dr. Childers would fully cooperate tomorrow—that the scientist would take the substantial down payment of cash and be on board to fulfill the rest of the vital material requirement.

Their first meeting two days before the St. Lawrence shootout had gone well enough if he’d read Childers right. The goodwill bottle of special stock bourbon nested in its oak stave box—wood from an aging whisky cask—had put a sparkle in the man’s eyes. Plus, the scientist had a gambling problem and was desperate for cash now that the DoD had canceled his contract.

Of course, there was some risk that Childers wouldn’t play ball tomorrow, hence Dwayne was in the wings. Ben hoped it wouldn’t come down to that.

In the meantime, Ben had one last thing to take care of in Boston. He stood for a moment on the landing, listening to the soft patter of leaves twirling down from the oak and tulip trees. Leaves falling like men down on their luck. Every man wanted to get ahead. The key, Ben thought, was outsmarting the rest of them.
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10:30 a.m. (EST)

The Catskill Mountains~

THE EARLY MORNING air was still, the surface of the beaver pond unmarred. They’d gotten a leisurely start after breaking camp. Negotiating the lower section of the trail, Martin found easier footing.

Directly behind him, the cadence of Steve’s footsteps matched Martin’s own. They were ambling at a comfortable pace now. Everything was falling into place. Like their old times together.

Calling Steve from the bus depot was the right move. It’d awakened in Martin thoughts of a new beginning. Starting over. Like Steve was doing at his uncle’s West Coast shipping agency. He’d find something that suited him, too, leaving time for Steve and him to go camping on weekends. He imagined working at a fishing lodge in the mountains, where Steve would leave the rat race behind and join him for getaways exploring the high Sierra from time to time.

At the trail junction, they stopped beside the brook and perched on adjacent boulders overlooking a clear pool, its bottom covered with smooth, rounded stones.

“Kind of wish we’d gone for the top of the mountain this morning,” Martin said, realizing they were shortly to reach the trail’s end.

“Yeah. It’s too bad you didn’t return my phone calls last July. I had a line on a cabin for rent beside a trout stream in Maine. We could’ve booked a whole week up there, feasting on fresh brookies for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” Steve shook his finger in mock scolding. “See what you missed.”

“I would’ve loved fishing there, man.” Martin chucked a stone into the middle of the pool and watched the concentric ripples as it sank to the bottom.

“These get-togethers we do”—Martin thumped his chest, then pointed at Steve— “us hitting the woods together for some R & R,” he shook his head, chagrinned, “what the hell was I thinking. I say fuck the money! Fuck the gigs! We’re Mother Nature’s sons!” And it felt like he almost meant it, too—mindful as he was of the thick manila envelope of cash tightly zipped in his parka’s inner pocket.

“It’s good to know the old Martin is back again.” Steve grinned.

The truth of the matter was something different, though. Martin knew that if he had missed being with Steve, he hadn’t really felt it until now. In fact, he hadn’t given his old friend a second thought after he started working for Ben. He did relish being out in nature again, though.

“You know, we’re practically wagon-wheeling along the Oregon Trail,” Martin said in a sudden flourish of his US history interest, which was his major before dropping out of college. “Maybe we could check out some important historical sites along the way west. Be our own version of Lewis and Clark.”

“I don’t know, man. I’ve got an itinerary to keep.” Steve’s forehead bunched up. “We’ll see plenty along the way. Besides, my uncle expects me to be at the office in San Francisco by early next week.”

“Seriously? Come on, man. You’re probably only going to make this drive once. Devils Tower, Mount Rushmore, the Little Bighorn, Custer’s Last Stand? There’s so much to see.”

Steve glanced at his watch, climbed down from the boulder with a sudden urgency to get moving. “We’ll have to see how it goes, okay? In any case, we’d better get trucking if we want to make it to David and Tookey’s place by late tonight.”

“Look, I’m only talking an extra day, two at the most,” Martin pleaded, vaguely irritated by Steve’s all-consuming commitment to his new career.

Steve gave him an appraising look. “Weren’t you just telling me how busy you were with this guy Ben? Couldn’t even find the time to return my calls because you were learning the ropes of a new business of your own?”

Martin blinked, staring down into the deep pool of water.

“Come on, man.” Steve hoisted his pack. “We haven’t got time to dawdle around.”

Martin wedged a thumb between the pack’s left shoulder strap where his bullet wound felt sore. He let his friend drift farther ahead on the easy last mile of the trail. No time to dawdle—the road ahead for his friend sounded so straightforward: a line from here to there.

Martin’s own road ahead wasn’t so clear. Maybe he liked it that way. The sheer exhilaration of getting away with it. The challenge of not knowing what was coming next around the corner. Living with fear was part of the program, had been forever. Fear that stretched from his broken family past, surviving his drunk father all the way to Ben and the Montreal docks and Joaquin Rousseau’s Russian cutthroats.

A great void opened inside him. Martin leaned heavily against a birch trunk, under a growing sense of detachment. His heart clamored in his ears like a racehorse at full gallop. Time accelerated. Until things blurred.

His mind tumbled down a rabbit hole in kaleidoscopic effect. His mother’s candle-wax face, those darkened blue veins at her temples in her last dying months. His father’s nightly drunken harangues—familiar images that would bubble up in his oxygen-starved brain during his high-school cross-country races, propelling him to the front of the pack of runners. His father’s dark-eyed grin coming for him, that grinchy chin greased from slurping nightly from the bottle of Pinch scotch. Until Martin’s lungs would nearly burst cruising up that last ugly hill of the racecourse, when he’d leave all the other teams’ chasers behind him for good.

Once, when all had seemed quiet in the house where he grew up, Martin headed to the kitchen for a late meal. He was caught off guard when his father, who he’d thought had already passed out in his bed, came charging out of the hallway bathroom in a lineman rush, lunging and toppling Martin.

Come morning, his father showered, shaved, and dressed, and walked out the front door heading for the train station on automatic pilot, the night before all but forgotten, Martin supposed. Those ten years he endured living alone with his father had seemed like a hundred to Martin. Sylvia’s good fortune had allowed her to spend her high-school years living with her best friend’s family, who never inquired about the trouble at home. Martin also supposed that it was easier not to look behind the curtain, to admit a dark side even existed. He never spoke about it to anyone, not even Steve. It was his alone to bear.

He already knew the ins and outs of the dark side of the shipping world where his friend was headed in San Francisco—the sordid clandestine operations, the major league thieving, the midnight runs. He didn’t suppose Steve would want to hear about that, either.

Vestiges of his old self, the conscientious college student of American history enthralled by the magic of nature, were slipping away with each step closer to the trailhead parking lot. The poke of the thick packet of Ben Franklins inside his parka’s breast pocket; that wad of cash wasn’t inanimate, it spoke to him. It could open doors. It made him a different man. It kept him in the game and required him to stay on his toes and one step ahead.

Was it wistful imaginings of a better life that he was chasing? Was Sylvia right, had he run amok again? Was he on the run? The one thing Martin knew for certain, that he had always known, was he could always run. Always.
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4:15 p.m. (EST)

Boston, Massachusetts~

“IT’S WELL-ESTABLISHED LAW in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, special agent, that simply being present in the general vicinity of a controlled substance, in this case a Conex box …”—the defense attorney glanced down at Exhibit 61, a photograph taken at the scene of the drug arrest at the Boston port, showing the opened end of a ship container, numbered 46791A—“the location where you and the other arresting officers assert that you discovered the controlled substance in question, doesn’t establish that my client was in possession of anything.”

“Objection, your honor,” said the assistant prosecutor handling today’s hearing.

The judge motioned both counselors to the bench for more legal haggling over the procedural question in the grindingly slow-going wheels of justice.

Holden had wasted over an hour stuck in the witness box. She itched to be underway on her surveillance assignment of Martin Gabriel. Farnsworth had given her the green light as soon as her team had a fix on his whereabouts.

For the umpteenth time she checked her iPhone for a message from Dansker—no update again. She feared the trail would grow cold. The geography of the United States was vast, and Gershwin and Gabriel’s chosen route could be upset for any number of reasons, not the least of which Martin Gabriel’s actual purpose for running to ground could be directly related to a criminal conspiracy.

Without further explanation by the judge, Holden was summarily excused from the hearing to be resumed at a later date. Outside the Suffolk County Superior Court, Room No. 7, the steam pipes banged loudly in the stuffy hallway air.

Her iPhone vibrated on mute inside her jacket pocket—Dansker’s name appeared. “Thank God, it’s you!” Holden said, whisking her rolling travel case by its handle across the hall to a water cooler.

“Get ready to clip your parachute rip cord to the overhead stringer, boss,” Dansker declared in a triumphant voice. “Martin Gabriel’s friend, Steve Gershwin, just placed a call from outside Cleveland to a David and Tookey Wilson of Benton Harbor, Michigan.”

Dansker filled her in on the specifics of the call he’d just intercepted, confirming that Gershwin was stopped near if not on the I-90 at a Cleveland fuel plaza, probably gassing up the camper. Dansker had put together a nifty worm tracker program to search, lock on, and identify either of the two specific cellular phone numbers owned by Steve and Martin, using high-tech cellular intercept towers positioned in and around hundreds of cities throughout the country.

Generally not known by the public at large, these sophisticated surveillance intercept towers could lock onto specific calls, identifying the location of the cell phone in use, either voice or text, and indicate the number called. Usage of these towers was limited by the agencies in accordance with Department of Justice directives. But the national security threat posed by Joaquin Rousseau and Ben Mendelssohn had merited authorizing permission to track them and their known associates.

“Is the Learjet at Hanscom Field fueled and ready to go?” she asked.

Assistant Director Farnsworth had approved the surveillance operation earlier that morning; Holden had packed a travel kit with a change of clothes appropriate for undercover work and took her roller-wheeled backpack convertible with her to court this afternoon, knowing that Dansker was likely to get a location fix before the end of the business day.

“I already made the call. Southwest Michigan Regional Airport has the runway space,” Dansker said. “You should touch down there in time for dinner.”

Dansker texted Holden the address of record for David and Tookey Wilson. “I’ll keep you updated,” he said.

Holden checked the Maps app on her phone. They still had a good five-hour drive to Benton Harbor, she calculated. It was logical to assume the arrangements made were for a stopover on Gershwin’s trip west—nothing particularly exciting or suggesting criminal intent. Even criminals had unsuspecting friends, she reasoned. Nevertheless, it wouldn’t do to presume anyone’s innocence, even in the case of Gershwin’s Midwestern friends.

But where was Mendelssohn? She picked up her pace heading toward the courthouse exit, frustration over not having eyes on the ground right then and there motivating her like a hot coal in her rarely worn heels.

“Good work, Todd. I’m on my way to Hanscom. Listen, while I’m thinking of it, have Henry run another check for Mendelssohn on all border patrol crossings in Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, and New York. I want Henry to crosscheck the plates on any suspected vehicles against their proper registrations. Mendelssohn may have switched out a license plate. He’ll certainly be traveling in another vehicle. Anything out of the ordinary, call me ASAP.”

“That’s a pretty open-ended laundry list, boss.”

Holden ignored that.

“When he’s exhausted those possibilities, both of you recheck small-airport activity. I’m sure Mendelssohn has access to rental jets or a privately owned one. We know he’s got a western operation in play. After the Denver office’s report that Harvey Rudman had taken steps to access classified information at Warren AFB in Cheyenne, Mendelssohn’s next move is likely to reconnect out there.”

There was a momentary hesitation on Dansker’s end.

“Wouldn’t checking CCTV on the less frequented border crossings be a more likely place for Henry to start?” Dansker said. “I mean Mendelssohn would be hard-pressed choosing to cross into Canada or even back from there to the States under the scrutiny of interstate highway Customs operations. National security alert BOLOs are up on all their screens.”

“Good thinking,” she said, massaging her forehead between a thumb and forefinger. “Start there, but I still want all the principal borders checked, too. We can’t afford another snafu after the incident at the St. Lawrence.”

“One other thing: now that we’ve got a fix on Martin Gabriel’s whereabouts, scrap the BOLO for him and the Chevy vehicle he’s traveling in. I don’t want local authorities looking for glory and barging in while I’m on surveillance. This is still our operation. Let’s keep it that way.”

Holden flagged a cab from the sidewalk. Thirty minutes later she boarded the Department of Justice jet bound for Benton Harbor, Michigan. Her secretary had called ahead for a car rental to be ready and waiting for her when she landed.

The Learjet rocketed down the runway, its nose steeply lifted skyward. Out the port window, the last dimming rays of autumn sunlight slanted across the wooded Boston suburbs. Her phone beeped—a text message from Henry Abrams, reporting that they’d uncovered a small suitcase in a storage locker behind Martin Gabriel’s apartment building filled with unopened blister packages of cheap burner phones, sixty of them. No tax stamps, no duty paid. Abrams also affirmed that he’d gotten the instruction from Dansker to check all northeast border crossings.

Holden’s hunch was correct. Martin Gabriel was clearly a solid person-of-interest, pointing perhaps to his being more actively involved in the criminal conspiracy than she first imagined.

She was a fair observer when it came to surveilling persons of interest who may be involved in the commission of serious crimes. Conspiracies by their nature, she knew, are free-floating affairs that can catch innocent persons on the fringes. Ben Mendelssohn, beyond doubt, was squarely in her sights. A major player in the criminal conspiracy, as was Joaquin Rousseau.

Martin Gabriel’s sister Sylvia had expressed clear hesitancy when Holden pressed her on the phone whether she believed her brother would willingly pursue a criminal enterprise. If anything, Sylvia Gabriel felt it more likely Martin had been duped by Mendelssohn’s easy money, which was further supported by his suddenly breaking off from Mendelssohn and getting out of Dodge with his high-school friend Steve Gershwin.

She would find out whether Martin was a mere innocent dupe or more deeply entangled in Mendelssohn and Rousseau’s nefarious affairs. Holden had learned early in her career that things seldom were as they first appeared, especially when money and the stakes were high enough. This case had more arms, legs, and heads than a Hindu goddess. She wouldn’t discount anything.
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9:45 p.m. (EST)

Benton Harbor, Michigan~

MARTIN CLIMBED OUT of the van into the chilly Midwestern night after a long day spent mostly on the interstate. He scratched the stubby beard growth on his chin and took in a lungful of the bracing November air.

Under the dim glow of the porch lamplight, he discerned an old stone wall bordering a grassy yard. The Wilsons’ house was a two-story New England saltbox affair with dark-stained wood shingles. A thread of smoke escaped from a brick chimney into the starlit sky. No other houses were visible from the dark country road about five miles outside Benton Harbor.

Steve grabbed his athletic bag and reminded Martin how to correctly pronounce his friend Tookey’s name—like “cookie” with a T. It wasn’t a nickname, Steve had explained.

At Steve’s knock came the sound of fast-approaching footsteps. The door flung open. A woman with short auburn hair, wearing Jackie-O glamour-size glasses, appeared. Her face blossomed. Deep red lips parted displaying beautiful white teeth. She was quite tall, close to Martin’s six-foot height.

“Tookey!” Steve said, giving her a big hug, lifting her feet off the landing.

“Come in! Come in!” she said, holding open the screen door, extending her arm toward a pleasantly furnished living space with cheery throw pillows on a leather couch. Everything cozy-looking and spotlessly kept.

Martin had the fleeting notion that David and Tookey were two fish that had successfully run the river to its source in one fell swoop, reaching the fabled nesting ground—a two-car garage and house where they genetically recognized the smell of home.

“You must be Martin.” She stepped next to him in her open-toed sandals, her toenails adorned with polish the same Chinese red as her lipstick. “Steve regaled us with the summer hiking trips you guys took together during college. It’s good to finally meet you, Martin.” Tookey’s smile genuinely warmed him.

“You as well.” He shook her hand.

“You both look a little road weary. I bet you’d like to shower and hit the hay.”

“What about that pork roast I was promised?” Steve jested.

“Or eat first.” Tookey laughed, giving Steve a friendly push.

Martin followed her and Steve into the kitchen. A magnetic knife rack held blades in perfect descending order of size. Hanging from the ceiling was a wreath of large copper hooks displaying David and Tookey’s pots and pans. Martin thought they seemed too young for a house like this—everything bright and antiseptically ordered. His own apartment in Boston looked more like a dingy dorm room in comparison.

“You must be Martin,” came a mild-mannered voice from behind him.

“Yes. Nice to meet you, David.” They shook hands.

Then turning to Steve, David said, “Hey man, it’s so great to see you!”

Martin watched them hug, vigorously patting each other on the backs. He couldn’t recall if that was how he and Steve had greeted each other two days ago.

“You both look spent,” observed David. “How far did you guys drive today?”

“From the Catskills,” Steve said. “We took a hike, overnighted by a beaver pond.”

“Wow. All that way, and after a hike,” David said, genuinely impressed. He pulled at a well-trimmed light brown beard. He was a slight man, several inches shorter than his wife. A severe widow’s peak nearly reached to his prematurely balding crown; a thin wreath of hair he’d let grow long ranged over the tops of his ears. “You guys must be starving. We have plenty left over from dinner.”

“Already on it!” Tookey chimed, fixing their plates. Martin and Steve each took a wooden stool surrounding a granite island.

David opened the fridge. “Martin, could I interest you in a craft brew? I know I don’t have to ask Steve.”

“Sounds great. Thank you.” He was glad for the drink. His knee bounced restlessly under the kitchen counter. He’d quickly fallen out of touch with his old college acquaintances, and it was strange to be meeting Steve’s for the first time under these circumstances.

Tookey carved two healthy slices off the dinner roast. “The roast is still warm.”

“Hmmm-mmm,” Steve said. “Nothing beats a home-cooked meal.”

“I think you’ll approve. David knows the farmer.” Whispering, she added, “He’s become quite fussy with sourcing local food, I mean, locavore cuisine.” She squinted for humorous effect.

David handed each of them a local beer—its unique label featuring a stylized drawing of a black sheep seated at a picnic table wearing a straw hat and smoking a corncob pipe.

“There’s no point living in the heartland unless you take advantage of farm-to-table access,” David said. “This pig wasn’t warehouse bred and raised. What kind of a life is that?” He looked at Martin.

“I guess,” Martin said, thinking that all he had back in his fridge in Brighton was a stale loaf of bread and a jar of peanut butter.

“Well, I know Steve is quite a foodie,” David said in response.

Steve had never discussed that with Martin before.

Tookey put a plate in front of him. Martin thanked her and wolfed down the meal while Steve, David, and Tookey lost themselves down memory lane like he wasn’t even there.

Martin finished and pushed back from the counter.

“If you don’t mind, I’m going to take a quick shower and hit the hay.”

“A shower sounds like a terrific idea,” Steve said. “You smell like a campsite and not in an especially good way.”

“It’s good to know you still care,” Martin rallied.

Tookey laughed. “Listen to you two. The road has turned you into a bickering couple.”

Martin headed to the bathroom to shower, glad to be alone. Tookey had already placed his duffel on one of the two single beds in the guestroom.

After showering, Martin left the bathroom. Gentle shared laughter filtered down the hallway. He tiptoed barefoot toward the living room. The lights were dimmed. They were all piled closely together on the couch, engrossed with subdued expressions, watching a TV show, their faces washed blue by the huge flat-screen.

The degree of closeness felt both cozy and suffocating to Martin. Suddenly, he was overcome by an urge to take a night run on the road. Head out into the unknown Michigan countryside. Lean hard into a hill, sucking in the frosty air until it pained his lungs. Kick his knees up high and go full bore, not slowing until he reached the crest of the rise, then sink to his knees the way he often would after a high-school cross-country race, his anguished mind matching the extreme exertion of the run with images of those fraught years living with his father.

He closed the guestroom door, shoved the duffel off the bed, and lay down.
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10:00 p.m. (EST)

After Hours Bar, Boston~

THEY’D BEEN THERE for over an hour sipping sickly sweet drinks. Sylvia found herself slipping into the background, not engaging with her girlfriends’ excited chatter. She’d texted Martin too many times to remember since they’d last talked on his way to joining up with Steve. His dropping everything so suddenly to drive cross-country didn’t add up, and the longer he took to get back to her, the more worried she grew.

“Hey, Syl, what’s the matter?” Marcia gently shook Sylvia’s shoulder. “You look sort of glum for a party. Drink up.”

Sylvia forced a smile and sipped her cocktail. “Sorry, just a long day at the office.”

Marcia leaned toward Sylvia, covering the side of her mouth, and said, “In case you haven’t picked up on it, that guy at the bar is staring right at you.”

Sylvia looked at the bar counter and made eye contact with the handsome guy. He smiled and raised his glass, toasting her.

“I guess I need another drink,” Sylvia said, and Marcia signaled the barmaid for another round.

When Sylvia looked back at the bar again, the guy’s smile was waiting for her, adding to the warm feeling of the two cocktails she’d already consumed. Smartly dressed, with dark slicked-back hair and blue eyes, the guy would have been impossible to miss, even if the bar hadn’t been half empty. Perhaps an out-of-town businessman, lonely after whatever meeting he was here for, Sylvia mused, trying to hide her thoughts from her chatty girlfriends. He seemed like the polite type, too, keeping it to just a smile and not making more of a show by coming over and clumsily interrupting her little celebration party with Marcia and Louise.

As if on cue a barmaid replaced their empty glasses with a third raft of brightly hued cocktails with miniature umbrella toothpicks speared through pineapple wedges. Usually, Sylvia limited herself to two drinks, but tonight she reasoned the cocktails were mostly juice and ice-filled glassfuls, so she didn’t object. It was a belated celebration for her, after all. And that guy at the bar being keen on her didn’t hurt, either.

“Now that you’ve gotten a raise, you should take a cruise or go somewhere warm for a week,” Marcia trumpeted, then quickly leaned forward and emphatically added, “I hear the Sandals resort in the Bahamas is a nice spot to meet singles.” She rolled her eyes and laughed.

“I second Marcia,” Louise said, squeezing Sylvia’s free arm. “And I can get you half-price on a week’s stay there.” Louise worked for an online travel agency. “Nothing recharges the batteries like spending time away under a warm sun.”

“Especially, hooking up with a nice-looking bronze warrior in your new string bikini,” Marcia said with a silly twinkle in her eye.

Both her friends cackled aloud.

Sylvia wasn’t in a cackling mood. Although it was still at the forefront of her mind, she was careful not to discuss anything about her brother. Truthfully, she didn’t like bringing up family matters among her friends. Both she and Martin had that in common. They had suffered enough as children; they didn’t like to rehash those dark days now.

“Well, that’s it for me, girls. I have a 9 a.m. and I don’t want to be too hungover,” Marcia said, picking up her purse.

Sylvia shot another glance over at the tall, dark, and handsome businessman, while her friends got up and donned their overcoats. Sylvia took care of the bill. Their outing may have been to celebrate her recent raise at work, but that didn’t change the fact it was her turn to pick up the tab.

They said their goodbyes, and Marcia and Louise headed toward the door, while Sylvia lingered, purposefully not putting on her coat, as she waited for the waitress to return with her credit card and the slip to sign.

She picked up her phone and texted Steve Gershwin to call her ASAP just as the nice-looking gentleman at the bar appeared by her table.

“My name’s Nick, Nick Haberman. You mind if I take a seat?”

She held out her hand and he lightly squeezed her fingers. Sylvia watched as he removed his navy-blue suit jacket and placed it on the chair where Marcia had been sitting. Nick took the seat directly across from her. He was clean-shaven, with a straight nose and strong jawline. Definitely handsome with short, very dark brown hair gelled back, giving him a serious but stylish look.

A faint giggle came from the door, and they both looked across the bar to see Sylvia’s friends giving her one final check-in. Sylvia nodded to them, and they gave her the thumbs-up as they left the bar on slightly unsteady legs.

“I’m Sylvia. Are you from Europe? Do I detect an accent?”

“Why do you say that?”

“Haberman, it sounds Dutch or German.”

He smiled and nodded. “Very astute of you. Yes, my parentage is German.”

She was pleased with herself. Even with three cocktails in her, she could assess a person fairly accurately.

“I hope you don’t think I’m being too forward. I don’t usually approach strange women in bars, but I couldn’t help myself …”

“Not at all. I got a raise at work recently, so I’m celebrating.”

“Hence your treat?” he smiled, gesturing to the bill. “Well, this next one’s on me.” He signaled the barmaid.

“Oh, I’ve reached my limit.” She held up her palm.

“Two scotches on the rocks,” he ordered before Sylvia could object further.

“I guess one more wouldn’t hurt. I actually prefer scotch over those fruity cocktails my friends and I were drinking.”

She liked the way he took charge ordering the drinks. It had been over a year since she’d broken up with her boyfriend Richard who had nagged at her relentlessly about getting married and settling down. Making a nest in the suburbs and having children wasn’t high on her list right now. She was focused on getting ahead at work. And she was good at what she did.

Their scotches arrived and they each took a casual sip of the peaty liquid.

“So, what do you do, Nick? I mean for work?”

“Well, your observation that I might be from overseas has bearing. I do a bit of arbitrage in foreign equity markets. Buying and selling assets, leveraging borrowed funds for our hedge fund clients.”

Sylvia leaned her forearms on the tabletop. The guy had smarts, and she liked that, too.

“In essence, it’s a lucrative game of who will blink first,” he continued with a sparkle in his eye.

“Sounds almost dangerous.” She smiled coyly out of the side of her mouth.

Her phone vibrated on the table. Steve Gershwin’s name appeared on the screen.

“Oh, sorry. I need to take this call. Give me a sec.” She stood up from the table.

“Sit, sit,” Nick said, motioning gently with his hands. “I don’t mind.”

“Steve, everything going okay with you guys?” Sylvia sat gingerly. “Good, good. You’ve arrived in Benton Harbor safely.” She looked up at Nick.

Sylvia turned her head to the side and in a quieter voice, said, “Steve, I don’t mean to be a spoilsport or anything, but I’ve texted and called Martin a gazillion times and he hasn’t responded. Just so you know, it concerns this guy Ben Mendelssohn he works for. The guy’s got a very bad credit history. Could you please have him call me in the morning?” Sylvia smiled politely at Nick as she listened to Steve’s response. “Oh, that’s great. Thanks, Steve.”

She ended the call. “My errant brother Martin. He never, ever calls me back.” She chuckled to Nick in embarrassment. “You won’t believe this; I actually called the FBI today.” The words just popped out, surprising her. “Mostly because I was afraid for him.”

Nick’s eyebrows went up. Sylvia thought he looked impressed.

“You must be a prosecutor or in law enforcement then?” he said.

“No, no.” She sighed. “I’m in retail credit and do background checks. It’s an important business for the overall health of the economy. Got to keep people honest, you know.”

“I have no doubt. You can’t be too careful about who you’re doing business with these days. I know that all too well.”

“Exactly. That’s largely why I was in touch with the feds.” She found she didn’t mind sharing with Nick. He seemed to have his head screwed on right.

“So, you uncovered some sort of malfeasance?”

“Everybody owes money. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that. But when something doesn’t smell right, you can’t just let it go. Well, I couldn’t ignore it. I tried getting in touch with an agent at the Boston FBI who I once worked a case with, involving fraud.”

He nodded. “It’s a sad commentary on our times, how rife crime is.”

“I agree.” Sylvia studied her glass of scotch as if there was some answer to a deeper question lurking there.

“I’m sure you aren’t at liberty to go into the particulars, but I’m fascinated. Fraud comes up trading in foreign markets, too, but I’ve never actually had cause to speak to Interpol, or an FBI agent. It must be an interesting case that you’re working on.”

“You’re right about confidentiality. I can’t name any names.” She shrugged, reconsidering. “Except maybe for the fact this sleazebag Mendelssohn I was calling the FBI about somehow got his hooks into my brother.”

He gave her a serious look. “I’m so sorry to hear that. I think you’ve done the absolute right thing then, notifying the authorities.”

“Thanks for saying so, Nick.” Sylvia gave him a lingering gaze, touched by his supportiveness. “Martin is my only sibling. It’s just the two of us in this crazy world.”

“I hope he’s not in serious trouble.”

She pursed her lips. “I’m not certain. Martin doesn’t seem to have luck on his side. He’s smart enough. But the jobs he takes, sometimes I wonder.” Sylvia bit her lip, thinking it was a relief to finally get some of her anxiety off her chest. Sometimes it was easier speaking with a stranger, she thought.

“Anyway, he’s taking another one of his proverbial breaks to drive cross-country with an old friend of his.” She sighed. “Steve Gershwin—he’s the only friend Martin’s ever had, as far as I know. Steve, at least, has a head on his shoulders and has lined up a solid job in San Francisco. Maybe, he’ll finally knock some sense into my brother about finding decent work and sticking to it.”

“He’s lucky, at least, to have you for a sister. Someone who thinks clearly and watches out for him.” He touched her hand across the table. “And beautiful at that.”

Sylvia smiled and slowly took the last sip left in her glass. “Thank you for saying that.” She left her hand on the table, absorbing the warmth of his palm.

“I hope my saying that you’ve captivated me isn’t too imposing.” He shook his head a little, and added, “I can’t remember the last time I had such an honest conversation with such an obviously caring person.”

She felt herself blushing and looked down at the table, rotating her hand under his and giving it a tender squeeze. “Me, too.” She spoke in a whisper.

“You know, I travel a fair amount back and forth from here to the Continent on business dealings, and I’m in Boston every month, usually for a few days at a time.” His eyes sparkled as he smiled genially at her. He leaned his head forward, and said, “It would be fun if we could get together again while I’m here. Take a jaunt down the south shore to a great seafood place on the water.”

She squinched her shoulders in excitement and gave Nick a radiant smile. “That would be wonderful. I’d love to get together again.” He squeezed her hand tighter.

“I hope it’s not impertinent of me to ask, but could I offer you a ride home? My car is parked right outside.”

Later, Sylvia was considering her options, as Nick slowly pulled his Audi S5 up to the curbside in front of her townhouse and switched off the ignition. She recognized that she’d had a little too much to drink.

“Let me walk you to the door,” he said, leaning a little closer to her.

Her decision made, she kissed him on the mouth.

“Would you like to come inside?” she asked, already aware of what his answer would be.
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11:45 p.m. (EST)

Benton Harbor, Michigan~

THE DOOR OPENED a crack. Soft hallway light illuminated the guestroom. Steve approached Martin’s bedside and whispered, “Hey, Martin, are you awake?” He gently shook his friend’s left shoulder that was covered by the sheet.

Martin sprang upright, wincing. “What the fuck!” His right hand lightly tamping the bandage over his shoulder.

“Whoa.” Steve put up his hands. “What happened?”

“Nothing happened.” He shrugged. “I slipped on some ice behind my apartment and snagged it on something is all.”

“Let me take a look. It may be infected, man.”

“I washed it in the shower. It’s no big deal.” Martin warded him away with an outstretched arm. “What are you doing in here anyway? Don’t tell me you’ve already run out of war stories with your college buddies.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

A heavy silence lingered in the guest bedroom.

“Listen, Martin. I got to say you’ve been a little out of sorts ever since we heard that rifle shot on the trail. What’s eating you?”

“Nothing. I’m fine.” Martin ran a hand through his still damp hair.

“Really? Because it seemed to me like you were glancing over your shoulder an awful lot, checking the side-view mirror about every five minutes on the drive out here. You want to tell me what that’s about?”

“I don’t know what you mean. Since when did looking out the window taking in the scenery become a crime?” Martin gave a weak chortle.

“Why won’t you let me take a look at your shoulder?” Steve asked.

“Hey, what’s with the third degree?” Martin laughed out loud. “My shoulder is fine. You just woke me up suddenly, that’s all.” He waved his arm around to prove it, careful not to raise it too high. “Don’t tell me you woke me up just to discuss a little scratch.”

“No, as it so happens, I didn’t.” Steve shut the guestroom door. He wasn’t certain if now was the right time.

“Look, sorry I said it that way. I guess I am a bit out of sorts. David and Tookey are very nice. So, what’s the big deal that couldn’t wait till morning?”

“I was going to save it till tomorrow. Your sister texted me to call her,” Steve said. “I spoke to her just a little while ago.”

Martin stood up abruptly. “You what?” He tugged his damp long hair back behind his ears, shaking his head. “That’s way out of line. Why didn’t you wake me up first?”

“Sylvia said she tried to get a hold of you several times. She was scared. She asked me to call her ASAP. So I did. What’s the big deal? I wanted to understand directly from her what the urgency was.”

Martin shook his head in disbelief. “My sister likes to stir up trouble where there is none. In the process she makes a complete nuisance out of herself.”

“She background-checked this guy Ben Mendelssohn who you work for. I have to tell you, Martin, he sounds like a charlatan. Do you really think it’s a wise move to work for someone who cuts corners? Maybe worse?”

“You shouldn’t listen to a word Sylvia says. Big mistake. She doesn’t know anything.”

Steve sat on his bed opposite Martin. “Hey, she’s only concerned about you. And what you may have gotten yourself into, that’s all.”

Martin gave a sardonic chuckle. “That’s rich. You should have checked with me before calling her back, man. You’re way out of line.”

“Okay. So why didn’t you return her calls yourself? In fact, I haven’t seen you answer or check your phone at all since we left my parents’ house.”

“So? The battery sucks. I shut it off. I’m on a break, remember.” Martin’s eyes went wide in exasperation.

He began pacing the room. He pointed a recriminating finger at Steve. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. Any more than Sylvia does. What a fucking joke! She did what she always does. Meddle in my affairs.”

“Well, why don’t you call her then and clear it up? Put this behind you. Maybe end it with this guy Ben.”

“Oh, thank you for the advice, Obi-Wan Kenobi.”

Steve threw up his hands.

“You’re right about one thing,” Martin said. “Ben may not be written up with accolades in the Better Business Bureau. He doesn’t claim to have some fancy storefront business address in downtown San Francisco, either. Like your uncle does, I suppose. But Ben’s given me a leg up. A fresh start. And it feels good to finally be making some decent bread, instead of chump change.”

Steve scoffed at the mention of his uncle. “No need to go there with my family. What concerns me, Martin, is not just the fact that your sister reached out to me out of a real concern for your welfare, but the way you are behaving right now.”

“You want me to leave? I can catch a bus from here back to Boston, no sweat. It’s your call, your car. Say the word and I’ll be gone.”

“I’m not saying that, Martin. Stop being so defensive. Just call your sister back. Put her mind at rest. Maybe she’s a little right about this guy. Besides, how long have you really known him?”

Martin took a seat on his twin bed, simmering down. “Okay already. I’ll call her first thing tomorrow morning. Promise. Satisfied?”

“Good. We’ll talk more then.”

Steve left the bedroom, closing the door behind him. Leaving Martin in the darkness.










WEDNESDAY

November 5










CHAPTER

23

1:00 a.m. (EST)

Charlestown, Massachusetts~

BEN DRESSED QUIETLY in the bedroom. Sylvia was snoring peacefully. Her long blonde curls looked pretty spread across the pillow. She’d been a good lay, but, honestly, he couldn’t care less. He’d enjoyed slipping on another persona, the debonair Nick Haberman.

In the hallway he lingered an extra minute to be sure that she was down for the count before removing her cell phone from her purse on the kitchen counter downstairs. He’d seen her checking texts twice at the bar sitting across from him and had memorized the simple four-digit passcode to unlock it.

He scrolled through her messages and saw that she’d texted Martin multiple times over the last several days, but he hadn’t responded. Giving his sister the cold shoulder, Ben thought to himself; well, he’d warmed her up.

Under Calls, she’d reached Martin on Sunday. The call had lasted nearly fifteen minutes. Long enough for Martin to formulate a plan that could have involved his sister. Why else had she been snooping into his business affairs, raising an alert on the Phillip Boisvert matter? Fortunately, he’d taken care of Boisvert a long time ago.

Her most recent text to Steve Gershwin was sent while she sat at the bar earlier tonight. Gershwin had phoned her back from Benton Harbor, he overheard her say. He’d put Max on it to find the specific location where they were staying.

Ben scrolled through Sylvia’s contacts and stopped on Steve Gershwin—Sylvia had let it slip that Martin was driving with him to San Francisco. The phone number was all he needed. He took a photo of the contact info with his own phone, slipped on his shoes, and quietly exited the townhouse.

Outside, Ben texted Max, instructing him to get the particulars on Steve Gershwin and the specific location in Benton Harbor, and track their location ASAP. His line of business required working late. Max was on call 24/7. If Martin wouldn’t come to him, then he would just have to surprise him on the open road.

Ben headed home to get ready for tomorrow’s meeting with Dr. Childers set for 2 p.m. in Billings.

He pulled into the drive of the Newton Highlands mansion under cover of a light rain. His cell phone beeped. It took Max only fifteen minutes to find a backdoor into the New York Department of Motor Vehicles database and ferret out Gershwin’s photo ID and the plate number and registration for a 2006 Chevrolet van, red with a white horizontal stripe.

Rather brilliantly, using a dark web–based compiler program to perform a quick scan and sort through CCTV shots of the west entrance toll to the New York State Thruway, Max had already gotten a hit west of Syracuse—a match for Gershwin’s vehicle tag, confirming that they had headed west on the I-90, then traveled north to Benton Harbor, Michigan.

From the warmth of the Audi, Ben initiated a call to Bruce Machado, a bounty hunter who was based in Chicago. Machado had finesse and a reputation for using sophisticated camera equipment and computer-based facial recognition software to identify and locate runaway felons for bail bondsmen. He also freelanced, working for hire for private parties who were owed large sums of money, a cut of which he took.

Machado phoned Ben back from a secure line. They discussed money. Ben carefully described to the bounty hunter the encrypted thumb-drive device, about the size of half a pack of cigarettes and housed in a black plastic case. They agreed on a price broken into three parts: $20,000 for retrieving the thumb drive by whatever means necessary, an extra $5,000 for disposing of Martin Gabriel and Steve Gershwin.

He texted Machado all the particulars he would need to set up a sophisticated camera net.

He parked the Audi by the back stairs accessed by the service road. He didn’t like to play the heavy hand straight out of the box. Like Rousseau often would. He preferred to be subtle. However, when push came to shove, the heavy hand had its place.

If Machado recovered the thumb drive from Martin, well then, all would be well. He’d given Martin ample opportunity. He’d been paid handsomely all these past months. And he’d chosen on his own to leave, keeping for himself that which was not his to keep: the thumb drive, plus a bonus of $5,000.

Martin had run several deliveries on his own through the border in August without a hitch. He had a knack for appearing unfazed when addressing the Customs officers, something Ben had never taught him. It had proved useful, especially after they were once stopped by a remote Customs spot check ten miles inside the US border in July. Martin had hopped out and opened the van’s back doors for the agent without being asked. When the officer had pressed against several of the packages, Martin had volunteered to cut into a package stamped with one-hundred-percent-cotton certificates, to show the officer examples of the Indian clothing. At that, the man shook his head. Inside the clothing were concealed vital Chinese electronics that Ben’s IT guy Max had requested. Martin had shown a cool head, and because of it they were waved ahead on their way.

A coolheaded liar does not a cleverer man make. With the thumb drive in his possession, Martin was in over his head, Ben thought.

He released his grip on the steering wheel and headed up the back steps of his place. It was high time he took center stage, proving his mettle once and for all. He was a change agent. Not Rousseau and his tatted Russian thugs.

Things with the western ops crew were finally lining up, enough to trace a modicum of contentment through his mind while mulling several machinations, involving Harvey Rudman, his second in command in Rapid City; the nuclear scientist Dr. Childers whom he’d shortly be meeting again; and the head honcho himself, Joaquin Rousseau.

Ben’s phone buzzed with an incoming call. It was nearly two in the morning.

“Christmas came early, boss.” Max sounded excited.

“Let’s hear it.”

“Steve Gershwin just placed two calls. One to Palo Alto, California, another to Petersburgh, New York, to his parents’ place.”

“Where are they now?” Ben said impatiently.

“Still in Benton Harbor, Michigan. Just north of the I-90. At a David Wilson’s residence. I discovered Wilson and Gershwin were once college roommates.”

“You’ve locked onto them, that’s great news.” Ben hung up and immediately placed another call.

Machado picked up after the first ring. Ben relayed the news on the target’s location, confirming that it looked like they would be traveling on the I-80/I-90 corridor, and pass right through Chicago on their way to California. Machado assured him that he’d be ready to intercept, collect the package, and scrub out the targets. He’d put a runner on it now to check out their present location.

Ben took the back steps in twos, elated with tonight’s developments. Perfection had its limits. Being driven meant thinking things through to the tiniest detail. Until the mechanics of an operational plan ran seamlessly, achieving the accuracy of a quartz watch. He prided himself in the ability to make the best possible outcome out of an unfortunate situation.

As his mother once said to him as a young boy, when life gives you lemons, make lemonade.
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5:00 a.m. (EST)

Benton Harbor, Michigan~

THEY ARE AMBLING too slowly. He so wants to run. Sweat pours down the front of his T-shirt in the late August heat. Down his spine, a steady trickle. Brow beads drip, burning his eyes. His grimy tense hand stays clamped in his mother’s damp cool one.

Not daring to look up into her candle-wax white face. He can’t let go. He can’t run. He can hardly breathe.

A dog lying in the shade, its mouth wide in the searing sun. Like it is laughing at them. Its tongue dripping a dark puddle onto the cement, its eyes creasing nearly shut.

The world is spinning too fast, people are whizzing by them like errant comets. And there is nothing he can do. Nothing to turn back the clock. Nothing to make things right again. Nothing to reverse the shadow plaguing his mother.

He can’t shake loose and run. Pull his grimy mitt from his dying mother’s bony hand. Run from those sunken bloodless cheeks and the purple-pink-green-white pills she’d fumble between dried lips.

The traffic light turns from red to green. They stand frozen on the curb.

“Mother, come on! You’ll be late to the doctor!”

He forces himself to look up. Squinting through the baked fuzzy heat at the husk of a mother already dead on her feet.

Martin woke with a start. He sat up in a rush, his heart hammering. He’d been dreaming about her again. His mother. Like the last time they’d walked together was only yesterday. She’d died from leukemia shortly after that last walk. Sylvia, two years his younger at five, had only vague memories of her. When they were growing up, she frequently asked Martin about their mother. But they hadn’t spoken of her since becoming adults. Nor their father for that matter.

He planted bare feet on the cold wood floor. Shook his head to loosen the grip of the painful memories. Blinking in the darkness of the small guest bedroom, he dressed for a run—the only thing that ever helped after one of these dreams and everything else that chased him to keep one step ahead.

His Casio G-Shock showed 5 a.m. Steve was rolled on his side facing the wall, deep in sleep.

Martin’s bandaged shoulder burned as he donned a clean T-shirt, remembering his contentious talk with Steve last night.

He’d have to keep his cool today or risk losing everything, he thought. He could call his sister from David and Tookey’s landline. But she’d only badger him about something else. No upside to that.

As quietly as he could, he dumped the contents of his duffel on the floor, separating soiled clothes from clean ones. In the murky predawn light, he lifted out the hoodie he’d worn that fateful night by the St. Lawrence. The blood on its shoulder had dried crusty. A red badge of courage, he grinned to himself. He plucked a few errant burrs off one sleeve—reminders of the hours he’d spent huddled in the roadside ditch. He tugged it on over his head and stuffed the rest of his clothes back inside the duffel. He shoved on his Nikes and quietly shut the bedroom door so as not to wake Steve.

Outside, a fog layer blanketed the woods and the cherry orchard in the next field. Lake Michigan was maybe five miles away. David had said the fruit trees prospered here along the hillsides near the lake because of the right mix of cool damp air and sunshine.

Martin paced slowly down the road to warm up, heading west toward the lake.

From behind him, headlights suddenly flashed, illuminating the road in front of him, glinting off a row of trees to his right.

He turned, squinted behind him through the low-lying fog. Glimpsed a pair of red taillights vanishing into the gauzy atmosphere. A car had turned around. It was heading away from him. He could hear the low chuff of its engine.

Had someone been watching the house? He let go of the thought and continued his warm-up pace down the road.

The sky lightened above him. To the west, a veil of uniform darkness was overtaking the canopy above him. Sufficiently warmed, he picked up his pace.

Soon, rays of sunlight brightened the bare branches of another orchard. Throngs of birds chattered in a few nearby cherry trees.

Martin was in his element. Alone and enveloped in the peaceful solitude of the countryside. He leaned into a gentle rise, scarcely breathing hard now. At its crest, the distant horizon to the west bore a dark band of thickset clouds. He didn’t need a TV forecast to know it meant bad weather was coming.

Without realizing it, part of the gray he mistook for clouds was the Great Lake itself, extending as far as he could see to the north and south. He could barely discern where the lake began, and the sky ended.

He sprinted forward in a burst of speed, puffing out frosty breaths, extending his stride up another long rise. The road was his now, free of traffic. There was no rhythm to an uptick in speed, his arms pumping wildly. Like the mile race he’d run in high-school days, the third lap was the hardest. Up on the balls of his feet, he passed over an invisible line across the road and let up all at once. He walked it off with his hands on his hips and his head cocked back, gasping for air, his skin cooling slick.

Starving himself of air felt good, temporarily ridding his mind of the troubling thoughts and fears. A hard sprint delivered a magical equilibrium. He felt at peace with the world.

Just ahead was a blinking traffic light. Against its backdrop, a great upswept sand dune drew him. Martin jogged through the quiet downtown Benton Harbor streets, then angled off the pavement into the deep, white sands. Over the dune’s crest stretched the shoreline to the vanishing point in either direction north or south.

He took off his running shoes and socks and waded knee-deep into the icy, lapping waters, thinking of his mother’s fondness for the sea. She often told him stories about riding out on huge rollers with her white bathing cap on. She told him of summers she spent in the Florida Keys, where her family had a small cottage. Long hot days floating in the Gulf Stream on her back, feeling the rhythm of the sea. Fearlessly riding up and over big humpbacked waves, disappearing from the beach where her own mother would nervously pace, a hand sheltering over her eyes, looking for her mermaid daughter.

A wintry blast came off the lake. He donned his socks and shoes and started back, maintaining a steady pace. He could maintain a consistent stride for miles, always outdistancing his opponents in school cross-country meets. His strength was in his endurance; outsprinting an opponent breathing down his neck was never his forte. Pushing hard early in a race—for the first mile—he’d psychologically gut his competitors, sapping their confidence, dropping them one by one, until the only sound to his ears was the steady cadence of his own breath.

A distant rumble briefly broke the quiet of the early morning, perhaps a homeowner using a chainsaw to clear a fallen tree from the road, he thought.

With each footfall, he convinced himself that he’d put enough distance between himself and Ben. He needed to wait patiently for the dust to settle, before making his next move, until then he’d have to face whatever may come.

He passed a general store on the edge of town; out front was an old-fashioned wooden cigar-store Indian statue tucked under the eaves. Funny, he thought, how these reminders of American history followed him. If he hadn’t dropped out of college, he would have had a degree in history.

The chainsaw rumble grew louder. Martin looked over his shoulder. A motorcycle was approaching at a high speed. Its blue-white headlight pulsed, a searing bead cutting through the morning mist maybe a mile away.

Instinctively, he diverted off the road into a cherry orchard and knelt behind a tree trunk, catching his breath. David and Tookey’s house was less than a mile farther up the road.

The high-revving motorcycle flashed by him at a terrific rate, heading in the direction of the house. Martin thought it odd to be going so fast at this early hour. The biker’s helmet remained face forward as he sped by the orchard. The man hadn’t glanced his way. Still, Martin lingered in a crouch, waiting for the sound of the motorbike to fade away.

Suddenly, the bike’s engine revved lower. The biker had downshifted, slowing. Was the biker scoping out the house? Martin wondered.

He stepped out from behind the tree to get a better look just as the blue-white headlight gleamed over the hilltop, the bike picking up speed again, heading his way.

Martin crouched, watching the biker disappear toward downtown Benton Harbor. He waited a few minutes, then regained the road and picked up his pace, the precious morning’s peace gone from his head.

It was 7 a.m. when he arrived back at the house. Tookey was standing at the stove. The smell of bacon crisping in the pan drew Martin into the kitchen.

“Well, aren’t you an early bird,” Tookey said, in her pink terry-cloth robe and matching fuzzy slippers. “Would you like some coffee?”

“A glass of water first.” Martin helped himself, getting a glass from the cupboard. “That smells great,” he said, feeling a pleasant buzz from his run.

“How far did you run anyway?”

He told her that he went to the sand dunes and waded into Lake Michigan, while she poured him a cup of coffee.

“I thought you’d definitely sleep late after that long drive yesterday,” she said.

“No, I’ve never been a late sleeper.” He shrugged. “Not like my hibernating friend. Getting him out of bed in the morning is a daily struggle.”

Tookey smiled, nodding.

“Sometimes I used to imagine Steve as a human zoo exhibit, in an enclosure with those special cut-aways for the visitors to watch him get up—waking and scratching, getting a start on ready, then a little more ready …. The signpost in front of the exhibit would list a schedule of approximate times to observe the ‘Stages of Steve.’”

Tookey laughed. “David is sloth-like in the morning, too. But then, they miss what we see, don’t they? The dawn, birds flocking, the sky brightening,” she marveled, while gazing out the living-room picture window.

She cracked a dozen eggs and stirred them in a bowl. “I’m making a batch of scrambled eggs that will keep for David and Steve in the warmer until they get up.”

“If the smell of bacon cooking doesn’t drive them out of bed, I don’t know what will,” Martin said, feeling at ease with Tookey’s gentle manner. The fuzzy slippers she was wearing reminded him of his mother.

“I like your slippers.”

“Thanks.” She smiled brightly. “They’re vintage. I like the retro vibe, I guess. I decorated this house as a sort of throwback.”

Martin suddenly saw himself as an impostor—someone playing the role of the traveling companion, pleasantly bantering with Tookey as if all was right in the world, as if she was his friend, too, when fifteen minutes earlier he’d ducked behind a cherry tree thinking that a large-bore superbike roaring down the road at this early hour could only mean one thing: someone was after him.

He wondered what Tookey knew about him, what Steve had told her after talking to Sylvia last night.

He glanced up at the tall woman, whose crooked brow told him she’d picked up on something astir within him.

“Everything all right?” she asked.

“Oh, it’s nothing.”
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6:00 a.m. (EST)

Benton Harbor, Michigan~

THROUGH HIGH-POWER LENSES, Leigh Holden observed Martin Gabriel, drenched in sweat, return to the Wilsons’ house. He’d been running for over an hour. She’d parked the white Ford Explorer a quarter mile uphill from the house, which was situated on a country road lined with cherry orchards outside Benton Harbor. She kept the car idling and the heat on high.

She never felt more alert than on field duty. An hour earlier, in her black Patagonia parka zipped to the collar, Holden had exited the vehicle and crept along the road edge toward the Wilsons’ property and attached a tracking device to Steve Gershwin’s camper parked along the side of the house.

Moments after planting the GPS tracker, Martin Gabriel had surprised her, quietly leaving the house in running shorts and a sweatshirt. The foggy morning air gave her some cover. Thankfully, he’d headed in the other direction toward the lake. She noted that he was taller than previous surveillance pictures had conveyed, with an athletic build, and shoulder-length hair. Handsome, she’d thought.

Was Martin up to something else? Holden weighed the odds.

Martin Gabriel didn’t exactly fit the MO of a hardened criminal. But he might fit someone getting in over his head, which his sister Sylvia believed to be the case. Holden considered that if he was deliberately distancing himself from Ben Mendelssohn, tagging along with his friend driving to San Francisco was about as far away as he could go. This Benton Harbor stopover seemed like a mundane visit among friends, after all.

She knew Ben Mendelssohn had something cooking in the Rapid City area and that Joaquin Rousseau was linked to it.

Is Martin planning to go all the way to California, or only catching a ride halfway? She considered all the possibilities.

If a deal is about to go down in Rapid City, Mendelssohn may not want to risk being at the scene so soon after the St. Lawrence debacle, she thought. Is Martin going to act as his stand-in? Mendelssohn’s proxy?

Martin Gabriel had been surveilled for six months now, consistently in the company of Ben Mendelssohn. He had the training. If nothing else, he’d been paid to keep his mouth shut. That certainly didn’t exonerate him from guilt or peg him for involvement with a major criminal conspiracy, either. If he was caught up inadvertently, absolution from guilt by association would necessitate at a minimum his coming forward and giving evidence against Mendelssohn, Holden figured.

While Holden had waited for Martin to return from his run, a terrific roar approached up the road. The morning fog had started to lift. A motorcycle’s bright headlamp suddenly pierced the misty air. The bike’s motor had revved, slowing down. The biker took out a camera from the leather jacket and flashed a picture of the back of Gershwin’s camper, then quickly U-turned, and hightailed back the way it had come, toward Benton Harbor.

Minutes later Martin Gabriel had appeared from his hour-long run at the Wilsons’ house. Had he seen the biker? Had they had words? she wondered.

Holden’s phone rang. It was Todd Dansker. “What have you got for me, Todd?”

“What I got is something good,” Dansker said with pep in his voice at this early hour. Her ears perked up.

“First up, Steve Gershwin made two phone calls late last night. The phone calls themselves are unimportant, but the two blips that were recorded by the intercept tower are pretty interesting.”

“Blips?”

“Yeah, the technology is fairly new still. The oscillations were distinct, identical in fact. Clearly meaning there was a second intercept. The blips are recorded proof that a third party was listening in. Not one of us. I checked with a guy I know at NSA. He verified that it wasn’t the Defense Department or Justice Department, either. Their blip signatures are different. Designed that way for differentiation purposes.”

“So, who breached our intercept?”

“Someone extremely tech savvy, with the know-how and the funds to attain the latest surveillance technology. You don’t just get that with your T-Mobile package—only top law enforcement agencies are supposed to have access to this tech.”

“Mendelssohn or Rousseau?” Holden’s pulse quickened. Maybe she wasn’t wrong about Martin Gabriel, after all.

“That’s what I’m thinking. But there’s no way to identify who intercepted the calls. All we know for sure is that it happened.”

“For lack of better proof,” she said, “the clear inference being this third party knows Martin Gabriel is traveling with Steve Gershwin.” And wants Martin Gabriel as much as we do, she thought.

“Yes, I think we have to go with that assumption,” Dansker said. “The only clue we have, if you can call it that, is the location of the intercept tower. The blips originated from one of the towers in the greater Chicago area.”

“Meaning Gershwin’s calls were triangulated by someone based in Chicago?”

“That would be fair to say, but it’s not necessarily the case,” Dansker said. “The signal could also have been bounced from another tower.”

“If Mendelssohn is lying low in Boston, he still could have initiated the intercept?”

“Correct. I’m sorry it’s not nailed down better.”

Holden looked out through the rows of cherry trees, wondering whether this was the right occasion to call Farnsworth to ask for more backup. The sky to the west was a darkening slate layer. It was anguishing keeping up with the investigations’ many fronts and leaks. Denver clues, a Montreal gang with tentacles everywhere, a covert Rapid City crew of conspirators, and now a Chicago contingent that was sophisticated enough to wiretap a high-tech intercept tower designed by the best minds in the business.

Who had ordered tabs be kept on Martin Gabriel? Mendelssohn or Rousseau? Was Steve Gershwin now involved? Something just didn’t quite make sense about the whole situation.

“Todd, let’s keep this intercept issue to ourselves for the time being. We suspected that Gabriel may be on the run. Now it looks like someone else thinks so, too.”

“Listen, one more thing.” Dansker’s heavy sigh through their connection sounded like a whistling breeze. “It may be nothing, but with things ratcheting up …”

“I’m listening,” Holden coaxed. “Eyes and ears, Todd, means tell me every little thing.”

“I thought you should know before you left on the plane, Farnsworth was seen coming out of the elevator with two high-ranking military officers. Full dressers, ribbons, and everything.”

A small tremor shot through Holden. So, Farnsworth was talking to the Pentagon behind her back. Was it about her case, she wondered. Why else? There was no other agency agenda that she was aware of. Meeting privately with Farnsworth meant the Pentagon was sniffing for information developed by her team, conducting its separate investigation. Holden was well aware that information only flowed upstream when dealing with the Pentagon and the NSA, its Defense Department’s chief snoop agency.

“I did some sniffing around. Apparently, Farnsworth’s taking an unscheduled flight to Washington today. No specific bureau reason for him to go that I’m aware of. Nothing’s listed on the agenda. Looks like he’s working the investigation from both sides.”

Holden blinked, thinking through her relationship with Farnsworth. He’d always seemed like a team player and generously showed her an open door most of the time. But DoD was a whole different ballgame. Not necessarily at odds with her authority, but with an entirely different agenda and inclinations on handling matters.

How much did she really know about Farnsworth’s aspirations for personal advancement? Careers have been built on a lot less than this, he’d said to her. He wasn’t a Boston native. The satellite office, while prestigious, was just a weigh station for those with higher-up ambitions. It seemed very likely to her that Farnsworth was hoping to move himself up the ladder. Shooting for an office at the DC bureau, or maybe he was grooming himself for a lateral move to the Pentagon even.

“That’s great initiative, Todd. Our case may depend on it,” she said, her cheeks growing warmer. Farnsworth’s running silence about his meeting with DoD officials and plan to fly to Washington didn’t sit well with Holden.

“The ongoing safety of nuclear weapons housed on Defense bases has to be on their radar,” Dansker said. “National security being at stake here goes without saying.”

It did make sense. Holden just wished Farnsworth had included her in his thinking.

Alone in her rental vehicle, Holden suddenly felt vulnerable. Like a piece of dangling bait. Gershwin’s cell phone calls intercepted by a party unknown. Henry Abrams’s report on the stolen yellow cake from the shuttered Saskatchewan uranium mine. And now Farnsworth’s flying to DC—but maybe it wasn’t just about his personal advancement?

“You still there?” Dansker said.

She unzipped the top of her parka, letting a waft of body heat travel up from her throat. She pounded her palm against the steering wheel. Why hadn’t Farnsworth been more transparent with her?

Whisking down to Washington to meet with DoD without telling her was a huge blow against Holden’s expectation of him. And each minute that went by without his keeping her in the loop, another degree of trust was being broken. It was her life on the line. She needed to be kept apprised of every relevant detail and all developments, especially by Farnsworth.

“Todd, I appreciate the heads-up. From here on out, be very careful. I want to be kept informed about everything. Keep up the good work.”

She ended the call.

Holden craned her neck to see better down the road leading to downtown Benton Harbor, worrying the biker might have reported to a waiting crew now positioning themselves to make a hit.

Her heightened awareness made one thing clear. The surveillance was not a bust. Not by a long shot.
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6:30 a.m. (EST)

Charlestown, Massachusetts~

SYLVIA WOKE WITH a start. A bad dream she couldn’t shake or remember clearly. Something about Martin’s crying after their mother’s death. She’d dreamed of dread. Dreading something had befallen her brother, the feeling so palpable she could almost touch it. Enough alarm bells were going off to make her reach for a cigarette that wasn’t there and hadn’t been there since last year when she’d made the definitive decision not to end up like her father.

Martin not returning her texts and phone calls felt different this time. He’d promised to keep his cell phone powered on and charged.

Talking to Steve had confirmed her suspicions that Martin was hiding something. It had to do with Ben, she was sure, even though her callback from the woman at the FBI—Special Agent Leigh Holden—was mostly taken up by answering the agent’s questions and not getting any confirmation one way or the other about whether Martin was in any real trouble. She hadn’t mentioned calling the FBI to Steve, not wanting to put her brother in a worse pickle, whatever it was. Martin had done another runner. Except this time, it felt all wrong. In her gut she hadn’t even a scintilla of doubt.

Sylvia rolled over to face the other side of her bed. It was cold and empty. The dead silence inside her townhouse told her she was alone. Then she remembered. Nick.

He was gone. Shit. Snuck out without so much as a word or tender kiss on her cheek. Without the decency even to leave a goodbye note on the bedside table.

Great, just great! You really can’t trust anybody anymore, she thought.

Instinctively, she got up and stripped the bed. She went to take a shower. The jets of water streamed past her face, striking the tile wall. As she washed away the residue of too many cocktails and the sex, her mind drifted back through other spoiled memories.

She remembered when their mother was sick and couldn’t get out of bed; how Martin was the one who made her peanut butter and honey sandwiches for lunch. Her brother stood on the stool in the kitchen to reach into the cupboard for the peanut butter and honey jars. From the high perch he’d look down at her and make a stern face scrunching up his mouth in a disconcerting contortion, like their dad would do.

“Sylvia, what are you doing up? I’m trying to get to work. Get back to bed this minute!” her brother barked and waggled his finger the way their father would so often scold, making her giggle.

She’d pull on the rungs of the stool, sliding the bottoms of her PJ slippers over the parquet kitchen flooring, impatient for Martin to climb down. Their dad’s anger scared her, reminding her of their next-door neighbor’s pit bull barking through the stockade pickets between their yards. Even at five years old, she’d smell the snarling dog’s intense breath and understood that look of riled flesh.

She would watch her big brother dig the knife deep into the smooth brown peanut butter, wadding it thick onto a slice of spongy white bread. When he’d finished, honey dripped out the sides the way Sylvia liked it.

With dad at work the house was quiet. Martin would cut the sandwich in half and then quarters with the knife. He would gaze at her like a caring brother. Like a parent.

“Oh, wait, I almost forgot the milk!” her brother once said.

She watched Martin yank on the chrome fridge handle and lift out the nearly empty glass bottle of cold milk. He opened the backdoor to retrieve a fresh bottle from the small gray box by the stoop. But he lost his grip and the bottle smashed on the pavement.

She could remember that part of the story for some reason. Watching the spilled milk spread out in a craze along the paved driveway’s cracks, and then afterward running through the house to tattle on him.

“I’m telling on you, Martin,” she yelled. “I’m telling Momma!”

It was the next part of the story that she wished she could remember. But her memory faded there, before reaching her mother’s bedside.

Sylvia stepped out of the shower stall; her head ached terribly. She’d drunk too much last night. She quickly dried her hair and wrapped herself in her terry-cloth bathrobe.

She thought of what Martin had been through. Although they mostly fought now, Sylvia had a deep, abiding love for him. When she was nine or ten, he’d tell her vivid stories about their mother who Sylvia could only vaguely recall. That was his gift to her.

When their father sat them down and first told them their mother had gone to the angels, her brother had sobbed. But she hadn’t understood what it meant. Bewildered, she’d watched her brother’s tears flow, only asking, “What is it, Martin? Why are you crying?” She was too young to understand why their mother would go visit the angels.

Sylvia clutched the railing heading downstairs to the kitchen. There was no sign of Nick Haberman. No empty drinking glass left by the sink. No note on the counter.

She drank a glass of fresh water. Went to the mirror cabinet in the downstairs bathroom and swallowed two Excedrin tablets.

She heaped several scoops of ground dark roast into the Mr. Coffee maker, and headed back upstairs to get dressed for work, thoughts emerging more clearly about last night. At the bar, their conversation ultimately had centered on her concern for Martin.

Nick had seemed so considerate and supportive when she’d expressed her worries about her brother being in trouble. It seemed odd, inconsistent even, that Nick hadn’t said anything before leaving. For someone who said he wasn’t in the habit of picking up women in bars, that would have been the considerate thing to do.

Sylvia wondered what her mother would have said about the men she’d been with. She picked up her purse and pulled out her iPhone, feeling a sudden urge to call her brother. But she resisted, not feeling in the mood for more disappointment.

Maybe Martin would surprise her and check in for once without being reminded. Wouldn’t that be nice, she thought.

For a moment, she sat on the edge of her bed like a sullen little girl on the verge of tears.

Don’t hold your breath, she muttered aloud to herself.
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9:00 p.m. (EST)

Montreal, Canada~

GORAN CASIMIR SLOWLY ascended the warehouse stairway to the upstairs office, summoned there by Joaquin Rousseau.

“Come in, Goran. Please sit down.” Rousseau graciously pulled out a chair beside his own at the conference table. He gave a friendly smile to the canny Russian who’d given ten years of exemplary service, usually swift and with no blowback on the Montreal headman.

Goran nodded and quietly took a seat.

“I just got off the phone with Bruce Machado. You remember Bruce—that deal the summer before last with the Chicago merchant,” Rousseau said.

Goran nodded. “Carl Rozanski, the jeweler.”

“That’s right, the jeweler Bruce located for us. And as I recall, you handled the Rozanski matter quite nicely.”

Goran said nothing.

“Bruce just phoned me. Asked whether I was still dealing with Ben Mendelssohn,” Rousseau said, reaching back to his computer desk for a small pad of paper.

Goran looked at his boss attentively.

“It seems our Boston Ben has contacted Machado on his own to hunt down the new kid. Imagine that.”

“Martin Gabriel?” Goran said.

“That’s right. Martin Gabriel. Thing is, Boston Ben told Machado he’d pay him twenty grand to retrieve the thumb drive.” Rousseau broke a No. 2 pencil he’d been holding, having written a phone number and address on a slip of paper lying on the table in front of him.

“I’m not sure Machado is up to the task.” Rousseau leaned closer toward the Russian. “I want you on the next plane to Chicago.” He shoved the slip of paper toward Goran. “Use Marcel Riggins there for hardware. Marcel can get you a rental car, too.”

“What are we offering Bruce Machado for his services?”

Rousseau rocked back in his chair. “That Polack surcharged us for Rozanski as I recall. Called it a Canuck tax.” Rousseau released half a chuckle, then fisted his arthritic claw hand on the tabletop. “Get the thumb drive back.”

“And Machado?”

“Make sure Bruce never rips us off again.”

Goran picked up the slip of paper.

Maintaining his all-business face, Rousseau continued, “Be discreet. The kid may have a cop tailing him already. My computer guy Sal says they’ve put a BOLO out for Boston Ben and this Martin Gabriel. If the FBI wasn’t onto him before, certainly they are now.”

The Russian stood.

“Call me afterward. Should anything need fixing out west in Rapid City or Billings, if someone’s fly isn’t zipped up tight, I may need you to catch a plane out there, too. This isn’t a boatload of furs we’re talking about. All our heads are on the line with this deal.”

Goran left the office.

Rousseau sat for a moment, brooding. Boston Ben’s decision to go on his own—first lying about his having the thumb drive, and then hiring Bruce Machado to retrieve it—was a grave mistake.
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1 p.m. (MST)

Billings, Montana~

DR. OGDEN CHILDERS sat at a cluttered worktable in his private laboratory. A slight man, Childers walked with a stooped gait. His chest concavity was severe from years of hunching over a research desk and his many workstations. He still carried the same worn leather briefcase that he’d had since obtaining his doctorate in nuclear metallurgy twenty-five years ago.

The clock on the wall read one o’clock. The scheduled meeting with Ben Mendelssohn was in ninety minutes at the Big Horn Resort. A showy place set on the escarpment outside Billings, made with some Easterner’s dot-com money, Childers had heard.

This would be his second meeting with Ben Mendelssohn, a sleek businessman putting out feelers for a so-called private consortium who was looking to gather a team of experts for a new venture in technology and weapons development. To Childers, the businessman seemed on the up and up. It’d given Childers a lot to consider in light of his Department of Defense contract being so abruptly and unfairly canceled.

He glanced over his shoulder at the expansive laboratory space that had once been a large cattle barn. Twenty plus years ago, when he’d moved to Montana to work for the DoD, he’d converted the barn into a sophisticated high-tech lab. Childers was an expert in his field, fabricating metal alloy chambers for nuclear ballistic missiles. He’d given more than two decades to the Department of Defense and had top-security clearance privileges at Malmstrom Air Force Base in Great Falls. But that would all soon change.

He’d received a generic form letter from the DoD about six weeks back, notifying him that his services could no longer be “utilized”, effective on December 31 of the current year. “Utilized”—what kind of word is that?

It wrangled Childers that after twenty-five years of outstanding work the dismissal letter contained not even a “thank you for your services.” He took the “Notice of Cancellation of Services”—printed in large typeface and underlined at the top of the letter—as one big slap in the face, especially as it came from something called the Resource Division and was signed by some lowly office worker with whom he’d never once spoken or known.

Childers paced the laboratory. Down and back. Down and back. Weaving around workbenches, a couple of specialized lathes capable of micrometer tolerances, the cumbersome CNC machine that could perform magic cutting beryllium alloy molds like a knife cutting through butter, two massive drill presses, and a slew of specialized testing equipment set up in sequence to accommodate the metallurgical manufacturing processes. These tools he more than ably utilized to produce some of the finest nuclear materials housing work in the industry.

He’d thought that someone with his know-how could pick up a private sector job with some ease, but over the past few weeks he’d found no private business that would fit the bill. Mainly because of his nondisclosure agreements he was required to sign each and every year he worked for the DoD.

But then, the eager Mr. Mendelssohn had kindled in Childers a hopeful thought, that he was not an expendable asset, that perhaps his specialized expertise was still very much useful without interfering with his previous commitments and promises that he had made to the DoD.

Childers tried to resume his work, but it was no use. His concentration had been broken by the clock and anguishing over the ignominious dismissal letter as if it had just arrived today. Being summarily dumped turned him bitter toward his country. He’d found himself blackout drunk more than a few times. The debts had piled up quickly, too. He had barely admitted to himself that he might have a small problem with online gambling. But now there was no denying that he’d drunkenly gambled away most of his savings. Truth be told, he was desperate when Ben Mendelssohn approached him.

Childers stopped at the far wall of his lab. He reached out and placed his palm against the rippled dry wood. Part of the old barn siding he’d preserved as a sort of shrine to his wife Doris’s rancher grandfather who’d built the barn in the early 1900s. Childers pressed his forehead against the sturdy timber. Then, with sudden strength, he pushed himself away. “If the damn government won’t take care of its own, then this is what it damn well gets!” he muttered aloud. “Those simpering fools at the DoD have no idea who they are dealing with.”

He walked over to his great mahogany rolltop desk, gathered a few pertinent papers, shoved them inside his Filson winter jacket, grabbed his car keys, and left without looking back.
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2:30 p.m. (MST)

Big Horn Resort & Conference Center, Billings, Montana~

FROM THE PRIVATE conference room, Ben gazed at the panoramic view of the escarpment and rolling distant plains covered in thin layers of early snow. Thickening clouds over distant peaks looked ominous. Good, he thought, bad weather inclines people to do bad things. The likes of Dr. Ogden Childers, specifically, he hoped.

He’d arrived early at the palatial Big Horn Resort & Conference Center. Harvey Rudman had been waiting for him at the Billings municipal airport as arranged and had listened carefully to Ben’s instructions during the drive to the resort, even nodding agreeably as if nothing had ever come between them.

Ben wasn’t the least bit fooled by the heavyset man’s performance and felt Harvey’s watchful eyes in the rearview mirror until he disappeared up the steps of the resort’s main lobby. Harvey was likely already placing a call to Rousseau with his update as he sped back to the Motel 8, where he’d wait for Ben’s call after securing the nuclear warhead schematics.

Ben had checked his stainless-steel Breitling watch, with its sixty-second, thirty-minute, and twelve-hour subdials, for the most accurate timing, standing in line at the reception desk. He’d smoothed his tailored dark blue suit. He looked convincing in the role he was about to play, but he nevertheless felt out of place among the men that populated the lobby and waiting area in their slick western-style suits with embroidered pockets, cowboy hats, pointed boots, and shiny silver belt buckles. A Disneyesque faux waterfall splashed into a small pool with live ducks paddling in circles. Next to the reservations desk stood a full-size stuffed grizzly bear erect on its hind legs, flashing gleaming incisors, its massive front paws outstretched. Its claws and teeth shined under the well-lit reception area.

He’d reserved a private conference room on the mezzanine with a sweeping view. In addition to its magnificent setting, it was an accommodation to Dr. Childers, so they wouldn’t be seen together in the busy downstairs. For a few extra bucks he’d sprung for a luxurious suite for the night on the same mezzanine floor just a few doors down from the conference room.

Ben wheeled the bar cart with several expensive bottles of spirits, hot coffee, and a selection of finger foods closer to the conference table as a knock came at the door.

He ushered the scientist in. Childers’s balding head was a good six inches below his own. “Come in, come in, Dr. Childers.” Ben smiled down at the stooped man.

“Please sit down. May I offer you some coffee, or perhaps something stronger to ward off the chill? The plane landing was fairly turbulent,” Ben fussed with a homey warmth. “I understand you’re getting one of those polar vortices,” he added, feeling out the scientist’s nerves.

Childers gripped his Stormy Kromer hat in his hands; his eyes zeroed in on the liquor bottles arranged on the cart.

“Name your poison, doctor. Scotch, vodka, or bourbon?” Ben said in a gesture of friendly accommodation.

“Bourbon. No ice,” Childers said, dropping his hat on the table and taking a seat on a cushioned chair. “Things can shift pretty quickly here in the mountains, weather-wise.”

Ben handed him a glass of the amber eighty-proof Maker’s Mark. “If I may, let’s get right down to business then. As we discussed when we met last time, Dr. Childers, the European consortium I represent is particularly keen to invest in well-positioned scientific laboratories. To be precise, in nuclear metals specialists such as yourself.”

“Well, yes, I am a standalone scientific lab, I suppose. But I’m a one-man operation, with a highly specialized expertise, which I seriously doubt you or your consortium know anything about.”

“You’re quite right to question the particulars, doctor. I assure you we have examined your entire portfolio and curriculum vitae going back to your doctorate dissertation on nuclear metal alloys used in the process of designing more effective payload delivery systems. The degree of sophistication and professionalism demonstrated by you over your career is nothing short of outstanding, doctor.”

“I see, that far back, eh?” Childers couldn’t stop a grin from forming across his lips. “You have done your homework then.”

“Oh yes, we have. In fact, since bringing your work to their attention, our consortium of investors has become most eager to bring you on board. It’s not easy to find someone with your expertise in this sector. And your experience is unparalleled, doctor.”

Ben could see that Childers was intrigued by the idea of people looking to invest in him, his operation. Giving him his due. People who saw value in his work, unlike the Pentagon that had not treated him as the prominent scientist that he certainly was.

He watched the scientist down the rest of his drink. Ben reached over the chairback and grabbed the Maker’s Mark, replenishing Childers’s glass without being asked.

“Okay, Mr. Mendelssohn. Give me the lay of the land. I’m all ears. Just listening, mind you.”

“Of course. Please, call me Ben,” he said with a pleasant smile. “I’m a businessman, to be sure, but one with a keen appreciation for the advances in metallurgy and miniaturization of componentry that you have achieved working for the Defense Department. The investors are especially impressed by your accomplishments in that regard, Dr. Childers.” Ben could see the compliments were hitting home with the scientist.

Childers’s concerns came to the fore after a few more sips. “You say that you represent some kind of a German consortium of business profiteers?” He shook his head in disbelief. “Why don’t you cut the crap, Mr. Mendelssohn. How do they plan to profit from my alloyed metal housings unless their purpose isn’t to wipe us out?”

“Quite the opposite. Rest assured, the consortium is not a terrorist organization. The opposite, in fact. The mission of the consortium is to preserve the peace. These are wealthy leaders in their respective industries who wish only to profit from this endeavor. Not to upheave the marketplace. Bringing you on board, doctor, would do just that.

“In shorter words, you would be providing invaluable consulting services to protect both this country and the consortium’s interests from our common enemy. Frankly, it’s beyond understanding, doctor, given your well-established stature in the field,” Ben continued, “how our own government decided to let your services go. Are you certain it wasn’t an oversight?”

Childers suddenly stood. He walked over to the picture window overlooking the mountain valley, his back to Ben.

Ben joined him by the window. “Your Montana views are breathtaking. Listen, doctor, I hope I haven’t hit a nerve about your many years of loyal service to the United States government.”

Childers swirled the contents of his drinking glass. “If you mean, did they send me written notification expressly stating that my contract would not be renewed at the end of the year, the answer is yes.” He looked at Ben, his eyes watery. “My services to Uncle Sam, as your German investors would say, are kaput.”

“It’s an unfortunate time that we live in when top-tier scientists such as yourself are summarily dropped by the wayside.” Ben shook his head in a display of deliberate dismay. “Just when the Iranians and North Koreans and possibly others are developing their own strategic nuclear capabilities, we’re resting on our laurels. Forgetting what made us the great nation we are. As if we’ve truly lost our way as a country.”

Childers went back to his chair. He cast a serious eye at Ben. “I want to be absolutely clear about one thing. I’m not at liberty to provide any fissile substances to you, or your consortium,” he said, referring without greater specificity to the material needed to trigger a chain reaction of unparalleled magnitude and destruction inside the metal alloy chambers of his making.

The hook was setting nicely. “As I said on the phone, this is purely introductory, an informal meeting,” Ben reassured the scientist. “You can’t imagine the enormous contribution you would be making to us as a consulting scientist. Someone who could guide the lay person with a professional acumen, honed from years of testing and practice. While I do have full authority to commit the investor group’s funds at this juncture, I want to give you proper time to think it over.”

Ben leaned over the chair arm and opened a leather top case that he’d brought with him.

“What’s that?” the scientist said, as Ben slid a thick manila envelope across the table toward him.

“Call it a sweetener, Dr. Childers, for my taking up your valuable time again.”

“No strings attached?” Childers said, rubbing a hand across his lips. “Just for the chat, am I right in understanding?”

Ben nodded. “Correct. If you’re interested in resuming our talk, with the specifics, we can meet again tomorrow, perhaps. Here’s how to reach me.” He slipped another investor group card across the table with his personal cell number written across the top.

Childers grasped the envelope, his fingers pressing down on the thick packet.

“Go ahead,” Ben said with a smile. “Open it.”

Childers tore open the sealed end and flicked his fingers over the tops of the crisp Ben Franklins, hardly able to conceal the gleam in his eye.

“That’s five thousand dollars there just for your coming in today. It’s only the tip of the iceberg.” Ben patted the leather case. “You could be a rich man by tomorrow, doctor.”

Childers rubbed a hand across his mouth. “I’ve signed nondisclosure agreements every year that I’ve worked for the DoD. You know that I can’t risk violating the terms. It’d be treason. I’d go to prison for the rest of my life. My wife, she would—”

“Doctor,” Ben interrupted, resting his palm on Childers’s shoulder, “we respect your prior commitments. I want you to be assured this arrangement won’t represent a conflict of interest. The consortium wouldn’t have it any other way, either.”

Ben stood and offered Childers his hand, and they shook.

“Do let me know one way or the other, by tonight if you can, since I shall need to head back to Germany to update the consortium with respect to the availability of your professional consulting services. You understand time is of the essence, doctor.”

Childers’s eyes stayed locked on the top case resting on the carpeting beside Ben’s feet. “Just out of curiosity, about how much dough is in that top case. I mean, if we can come to some sort of agreement, that is.”

“About enough to keep you and your wife on easy street for the rest of your lives, doctor. Keep in mind, the contents of this particular case only represent the first installment toward our working relationship.”

The scientist nodded, picked up his Stormy Kromer, and quietly left the room.

Ben had seen it plenty of times before. The wheels in Childers’s mind were already turning. Five grand in his hand just for sitting and listening and drinking free bourbon. He’d watched Childers’s eyes follow Ben’s hand patting the black leather top case beside the table. The case stacked with cash. That was the clincher.

Ben left the conference room and keyed the slot to his M213 suite, then placed a call to Bruce Machado to get an update on Martin Gabriel. It went directly to an answering service recording.

Ben poured a couple fingers of single malt scotch whisky into a fresh tumbler and went to the window. Sipping the peaty liquid, he took in the view of a confused sky: phalanxes of dark clouds were shoving up-range from the south. To the north, large gray furls with tongues of polar whipped clouds demarcated the sky. The battle lines were drawn. In the sky and on the ground.
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9:30 a.m. (EST)

Benton Harbor, Michigan~

THE SOUND OF the biker’s high-revving motor yesterday morning still owned Martin’s head. Its blue-white pulsing headlamp bore through him in an endless loop. Like some piss-poor radio tune he couldn’t shake after hearing it. Only he was pretty sure the bike meant that Mendelssohn had found him.

Martin and Steve tossed their overnight bags into the camper, preparing to hit the road after staying with David and Tookey for the last couple of days.

Most of yesterday the old college friends had all been palling around the living room, drinking beers, reliving their mutually shared past. As they bantered amiably, Martin had stood by the picture window, watching birds at the feeder, under a growing sense of apprehension—like white noise—that had descended upon him. Triggered not so much by their cozy chatter than that menacing buzzsaw motorcycle that had pulsed up their desolate country road like a meteor at such an early hour yesterday, disturbing his run. Martin was certain the biker had stopped by the Wilsons’ house, although he couldn’t be sure because of the blinding fog as he ducked behind a tree.

Their happy-go-lucky joshing had propelled Martin out the door for another long run, his wits about him, keenly listening for any signs of the big bore motorbike. Warily, he’d cut off the road to lope cross-country, pacing through the nearby cherry orchard, which became a series of well-manicured orchards along the rolling hillside above the Great Lake, thinking that no high-revving sport bike could follow him there.

Standing outside the front door, Steve and his friends were penciling in some tentative plans to visit him once he got settled in the Bay Area, while Martin lingered in the couple’s perfect kitchen, sipping coffee. A weather map on the living-room flat-screen projected two massive fronts—a purple streak plunging down from the Arctic was slated to clash with a large green tongue of humid Gulf air, converging somewhere over Nebraska and the Dakotas, producing significant snowfall, and likely shutting down major roads and services. It occurred to him that a storm might be good cover.

“Martin, there you are,” Tookey said, as he stepped out the front door. She embraced him beside the camper van. “I’ve really enjoyed meeting you. I don’t know how you managed to keep so coolheaded yesterday while we jabbered on and on about our campus days together. Anyway, you’re a good guy. You’re always welcome here any time.”

“Thank you, Tookey. You and David live in a beautiful spot.”

Martin got in the driver seat. Steve sat in the passenger seat with the window down, David holding onto his forearm, reveling in one last memory of their college days together.

“Ready?” Martin said.

Steve tabbed his window shut.

As he sped through Benton Harbor, Martin repeatedly checked the rearview mirror. It wasn’t the coffee making him so jumpy as he merged into traffic on the I-94 southbound into the dusky nothingness of a Midwestern late fall day.

Martin scanned the road ahead, checking the other lanes now filling with early morning commuters. His amygdala—the reptile part of the primordial nervous system—was on high alert. In rapid succession, his eyes jagged left then right, then back to the driver’s side mirror and the rearview mirror, then to the road ahead.

“What’s with you? Checking for cops?” Steve said with the diminished enthusiasm of someone whose happy times with dear old friends had just ended and it was now down to dealing with someone less pleasant.

“Traffic, man, it’s picking up or haven’t you noticed?”

Steve yawned. He’d hardly slept a wink last night. He took out his smartphone and started scrolling through his texts. “Holy shit. What’s this supposed to mean?”

“What?” Martin said, glancing away from the road.

Steve held up his phone so Martin could read it. Across the middle of the screen: 2013 Chevy van, New York, NPA 3723. “That’s my car’s model year and license plate. What the fuck!”

Martin scrubbed a hand through his damp showered hair, pulling it behind his ears. “It’s — it’s probably just spam.” The text message on Steve’s phone gnawed at him.

“Bullshit. Too fucking specific for spam.”

Martin countersteered as a strong gust of wind came off Lake Michigan. His mind raced back in time: Ben’s calling him, smashing his sister’s hand-me-down iPhone. Ben’s IT hacker with the frizzy red hair—Max, the guy had once told him there was a back door to everything online. Meaning Steve’s cell number, his camper’s registration, license plate number, photo ID, his parents’ address, and everything else were there for the taking. If you know the back door in. Max knew.

“Did you call your sister back like you promised?” Steve said, still eyeing him.

A line of sweat trickled down Martin’s forehead burning his right eye. He wiped it away quickly with the back of his sleeve. Smashing his own phone was a mistake. It did nothing but make matters worse.

“Yeah, from your friends’ kitchen phone. Left her a message that everything’s fine.” He forced a smile.

A sign ahead alerted him to the juncture of the I-94 South with the I-80/90 corridor that ran east and west along the southern edge of Lake Michigan. It would bring them to greater Chicago’s doorstep in an hour or so.

“You’re lying, Martin. That’s a dead phone. It was left behind by the previous owner. Tookey keeps it on the wall because it looks retro. They only use their cell phones.”

“Okay, okay. I haven’t called her yet. What’s the big deal?”

“That makes twice since last night,” Steve said. “Twice you’ve lied to me.”

Martin gave Steve an irked look.

“I saw you this morning through the half-opened door in front of the bathroom mirror, dressing that wound on your shoulder. I may not be a doctor, but no slip and fall leaves a scrape like that. You’ve been secretive, acting strange from the very start. From what your sister told me, I don’t believe you’re just on a break from your job, either.”

“Okay. Fair enough. It’s true. Ben’s a little rough around the edges. He wasn’t in the beginning. I trusted him. I thought it would be my big break.”

“Cut the BS. This text isn’t spam. Why don’t you check your iPhone to see if you got it, too?”

“Look, I’m trying to learn how to run a business,” Martin deflected. “I’ve come a long way with Ben, picking up the dos and don’ts. You know? Getting a lay of the land and such.”

Martin slowed, ducking into the right lane, letting a semi pass, buffeting the camper.

“Let me see your iPhone,” Steve demanded, outstretching his hand.

“I smashed it,” Martin confessed. “Before our hike. Ben called me. When I went to the bathroom. We had a disagreement.”

“A disagreement? What on earth did this guy Ben say to make you destroy your phone?”

Martin winced, massaging his left shoulder. “I was shot.”

“Shot in your shoulder? Why?” Steve’s voice suddenly dropped its prosecutorial edge.

Martin inhaled deeply. “There’s not much to say really.” Exhaling, he couldn’t keep up the front. “See, I took these road trips to Montreal with Ben. Deliveries and such. He has an import-export business, mostly handmade clothing from India. So he told me. Like I said to David and Tookey. But then …” He combed his fingers through his hair.

“Then what? What happened?”

“Something shifted.” Martin half chuckled. “Didn’t plan on it happening so fast. It’s not that I didn’t have my suspicions. But it was too late. I got caught in the mix.”

“Why didn’t you just quit?”

“I don’t know, man. I guess I was sick and tired of earning next to nothing doing shit jobs. Always behind on my bills. Ben’s money was too good.”

“So, if he offered you a million dollars to jump off the George Washington Bridge, would you?”

“It’s not that simple, Steve. In the beginning it was easy, passing through Customs with these shipments from Montreal to the Boston stores. It went well, and Ben paid me cash money every trip. Until …”

“Until you were shot. Your shoulder should really be checked out by a doctor,” Steve said. He shuffled between the front seats and pulled out a first-aid kit from under his back bunk. He knelt behind the driver seat. “Keep talking.”

Martin tugged his hoodie off, while steering through building traffic. “Getting shot wasn’t because of anything I did. For real. I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. It was late at night. We were in the middle of nowhere. By the St. Lawrence Seaway when it went down.”

“What went down?” Steve carefully peeled back the adhesive tape on Martin’s shoulder.

“Patrol boats, searchlights. Next thing I know, these guys started shooting and I jumped clear of the van. I was scared shitless. I ran through this cornfield for cover, tripping and falling.” The scene blazed in his mind as though it was happening all over again.

“If it didn’t involve you, and you were just along for the ride, then explain why I am receiving this text. Why all the secrecy? Lying to me about calling your sister when you’d smashed your cell phone?”

“That’s just it. You have to understand. Ben’s a paranoid prick.”

“Martin, don’t you understand? Now you’ve involved me directly in whatever this is. The text message was sent to my cell phone. It’s my car he knows about. And now me, too. That we’re traveling together in this 2013 Chevy, with the New York plate registration. It’s a message directed to me, but for you.” Steve was talking louder, getting upset.

Martin nodded. It was a relief clearing the air with Steve, finally getting it off his mind. “He thinks I have something of his, which I don’t.”

“What exactly?”

“Some stupid thumb drive that he always carries with him.”

“A thumb drive containing what?”

“Something to do with his private business affairs. I don’t really know what. He kept a lot of stuff quiet. I was just an apprentice doing the grunt work mostly.”

“So, you don’t have it or know where it is?”

“No.” His shoulder twitched as Steve applied some antibiotic from a tube. “If I did, I’d have given it back to him. I told you, the guy’s a paranoid prick. He’s so damn sure I’ve taken it; he won’t take no for an answer. It’s the one thing I can’t stand about him, always acting like he’s one step ahead of everybody else, pulling the wool over their eyes.” Martin shrugged.

Steve finished applying a clean bandage, replaced the first-aid kit, and came forward to the passenger seat. “Let’s keep moving.”

“So, we’re cool?” Martin said, seeking some reassurance after his half-assed confession.

“I’m not sure yet.”
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9:45 a.m. (MST)

Big Horn Resort & Conference Center, Billings, Montana~

A KNOCK CAME at the door followed by the muffled words “room service.”

Ben checked through the eyehole before opening the door to a man dressed in the resort’s western-style tan uniform. The waiter rolled in a cart with his breakfast order under stainless-steel lids.

“Is there anything else I can get for you, Mr. Mendelssohn?” The waiter hesitated.

Feeling charitable, Ben handed the man a ten-dollar bill. “Thanks. You may go now.”

Ben poured himself a cup of dark coffee from the silver carafe and stood at the window. He’d slept trouble-free through the night and gotten up late. At yesterday’s meeting, Dr. Childers had lavished over the cash in the manila envelope. When Ben tapped the large leather top case and said, “It’s only the tip of the iceberg,” Childers’s eyes had grown rounder. The scientist had already made his decision, Ben confidently surmised. Money trumps treason. As the old English saying goes, “in for a penny, in for a pound.”

Better still, Bruce Machado was locked onto Martin Gabriel’s location and setting up the capture net. The thumb drive was practically in Ben’s grasp. Machado would undoubtedly come through; the Chicago bounty hunter’s personal reputation was on the line.

He ate the huevos rancheros, mopping up the delicious Mexican eggs-and-salsa dish with tortillas. Afterward, he took a leisurely shower, then wrapped himself in the sumptuous resort terry-cloth robe and flicked on the TV. A local weather report briefly caught his eye. Some air masses were gathering and could hit tomorrow or late tomorrow night. By then he’d be on the jet bound for Chicago to pick up the thumb drive. And collect proof-of-death photographs of Martin Gabriel and Steve Gershwin, too.

When the thumb drive was in his possession, Ben thought, Rousseau wouldn’t be so cocksure, sneaking around Ben’s Rapid City crew, recruiting Harvey Rudman to report details of where things stood. It was a cheap move by Rousseau. What concern was it of Rousseau’s who Ben hired to take care of his day-to-day business affairs? And Martin was his apprentice, not Rousseau’s, Ben reasoned.

After carefully reviewing the next steps, he dressed, thinking once the thumb drive was safely in hand, the cards would be decidedly in his favor. The yellow cake from the shuttered Saskatchewan uranium mine was scheduled to be shipped out of the Montreal port this week, he knew. All that remained to be done would be provided by Dr. Childers, he was certain. Then, Ben calculated, Rousseau would have to deal, or risk being cut out of the equation.

He zippered shut the buttery smooth leather Ghurka travel bag, then straightened his perfect Windsor knot in the full-length mirror affixed to the back of the bathroom door. Tightening the crimson-and-gold-striped silk tie, it was his power statement to the world. This was his moment. His freshly shaved face tingled.

He took an extra moment and smiled at his reflection. He was due.

Ben pushed open the bathroom door with the toe of his shoe, forgetting the cord to his electric Norelco shaver. He pulled the plug from the electric socket by the sink and his eye caught on a shiny gleam on the floor. A screw head lay on the white tile beside the shower door.

He squatted. Studied it: a brass screw, perhaps a quarter of an inch long. He glanced overhead at the air vent cover, his eyes focusing on the bottom-left screw hole. Empty.

The corner of Ben’s mouth twitched involuntarily. He removed his overcoat and jacket, tossing them on the cushioned chair beside the coffee table, and unzipped the Ghurka bag. Took from his toilet kit the small Victorinox knife with a screwdriver blade.

He stood on a chair in the bathroom. The other three vent screws came out easily. Removing the vent’s chrome cover, his eyes took it in. Duct-taped to the metal shaft of the vent was a miniature electronic device.

Harvey Rudman had outdone himself, Ben thought. After quietly eyeing the pea-sized device, he carefully replaced the chrome cover and turned the volume up on the television set.

He returned to the bathroom. The face in the mirror had transformed—his brow set low over dark resolute eyes. Without a second thought he ripped off his carefully knotted tie and threw it on the carpeted suite floor behind him.

Like a caged tiger, Ben tossed and overturned all the room furniture, pulling the mini-bar fridge away from the wall and throwing its contents—one by one inspecting each beer and wine bottle, ripping open every candy bar and nut-filled jar.

He yanked down the curtains, toppled the coffee table—found another bug there on a corner near the table leg underside. Another fucking bug!

He screamed in his head. He would have loved to crush the device like a cockroach, hearing that satisfying crunch under his Florsheim Chelsea boot. But he left it alone.

Then he tore apart the bedding and rested the mattress up against the wall. He jerked the bed platform away from the wall, where a third bug was securely taped in place.

From the back of his mind came a guttural, wrenching inhuman sound that grew into a roar, filling his ears only as he gazed at an image of fury in the bathroom mirror above the double sinks. His carotids stood out from his neck, bulging like twisted, blue-veined snakes. His face was crimson, his hair in disarray, and his skin glistened from the effort expended on the room now in shambles, while the TV blared about a building stormfront.

He took a clean, folded washcloth from its chrome bracket beside the sink and ran the faucet hot, rinsing his sweat-covered face and neck with the steaming cloth.

He needed to quiet himself.

When Ben looked up from the sink a smile broadened across his face, reflected in the mirror. There’d be no more details revealed. In fact, the plans as such had all changed. Done a hundred-and-eighty-degree turn effective immediately. Right here in Room M213.

He turned down the TV and placed a phone call. Speaking in as natural and audible voice as he could, he said, “Max, things are going better than expected. I should be finalizing the arrangement with Dr. Childers here at the resort tomorrow morning, then flying directly home.”

After finishing the call, Ben turned up the volume on the television again and quietly packed.

There would be no need for Harvey’s lame hires or the violent, mercurial Dwayne with the stainless capped front tooth. Things had turned out so well yesterday, Ben wondered why he hadn’t realized it sooner. That he alone could handle what remained to be done.

His mind ticked over the outstanding points again, missing nothing. His thoroughness of thought came best when he was at the apex of his game. When things were going as they should. Like clockwork.

And then, like it always would, the distressful moment passed and Ben smiled to himself. He’d decided rather efficiently that he’d just have to move things up on the schedule, stay a half step ahead. It was a nuisance, but hardly a disaster.

A knock came at the door. “Housekeeping.”

He slipped on his jacket and overcoat and snatched up his bag. He opened the door and looked at the plump, dark-haired cleaning woman busying herself gathering fresh sheets and pillowcases.

He took out a hundred-dollar bill from his wallet, pressed it into the woman’s hand and leaned close to her ear. “A very rude customer got upset in the room. I hope this covers your end of it. I don’t want any trouble with management, you understand.”

The woman nodded and quickly tucked the note into her apron pocket.

Ben disappeared down the hall.
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10:00 a.m. (CST)

I-80 fuel plaza and food court, outside Chicago~

BRUCE MACHADO’S CADILLAC Escalade was parked an easy walking distance to the Panera Bread Express at the I-80 fuel plaza and food court. Machado regularly frequented the food court parking area. The location was convenient for assignments that involved monitoring the major arteries through and around the greater Chicago area. An access road back onto the interstate made for a quick exit if need be.

He was a colossal man—six foot five and well over three hundred pounds. He wore a trimmed salt-and-pepper goatee and always donned a dark brown skimmer over his short-cropped, graying hair.

Beside him on the passenger seat, a sixteen-inch laptop faced him, its screen partitioned into a grid displaying six camera views of the roadways, in a staggered pattern along the I-80 and I-90 interstates. From years of experience, Machado had mastered the art of camera placement to optimize the high-speed, low-light conditions so that he had crystal-clear video angles of license plates on fast-moving vehicles. Attached to each camera was a high-frequency transmitter that streamed HD-quality video to the laptop inside the cozy warmth of his Escalade.

“Glen, can you hear me? Over.” Bruce Machado spoke calmly into a wireless headset to his first unit.

“Loud and clear, boss,” came Glen’s electronic voice.

“They’ve tripped the first camera just before the string of exits for Gary, Indiana, on the 80/90,” Machado said. “Over.”

“We’re on it, boss.”

Machado could hear his first unit’s Chevy Blazer motor booming as it picked up speed on the I-80 Westbound. It would trawl in the right lane as instructed, allowing the target vehicle time to appear.

“They’ll never make it past Chicago,” Carter, the gunman riding in the passenger seat, added.

“Remember, I don’t want any heroics from you two,” Machado cautioned. “No action on your Mac-10s until I give the word. Are we clear?” It wasn’t a real question.

“We’re with you, boss. No heroics till you give the word. We’ll call you when we pick up the target. Over.”

Machado then checked in with his second team situated on the I-90 near the expressway that bisected along a north-south axis through the Windy City. He reported to them the target sighting before Gary, cautioning them also on the use of guns, underscoring to call him back first if they spotted the van.

Twenty minutes passed. No word of the camper van. It was as though the target had vanished into thin air. Eyestrain was precipitating the start of a headache. Machado rapidly checked the camera feeds displayed on the laptop on the seat beside him—frame to frame to frame.

His other cell phone rang, the one he used to speak directly only with clients. It was Mendelssohn. Machado let it go to voicemail. He wasn’t in the mood to assuage the man’s concerns or impatience.

A headache bore down on him like a descending knife through the top of his head. He popped the glove compartment and took out a white plastic bottle of buffered aspirin, the hundred-and-fifty-tablet size. He washed two down with a gulp from the bottled Fiji water, and then he cracked the window for some air.

Machado studied the map once more, and then he dialed Jimmy. His ace in the hole. Jimmy had already done yeoman duty, riding his superbike to Benton Harbor on a predawn run yesterday to double-check on the target’s vehicle, and had phoned in confirmation. But afterward he’d spotted an SUV ducked off the road, and Machado had ordered him back, opting not to risk placing his GPS tracker on the van. Benton Harbor wasn’t Machado’s turf, although he wondered if Mendelssohn may have covered his bet hiring another crew to doubly be sure.

“Yes, boss?” Jimmy’s voice brimmed with eagerness.

“It’s been nearly half an hour since the first camera picked them up approaching Gary. Nothing since. They either stopped for a bite or to gas up.” Or possibly someone had tipped them, Machado thought but didn’t say.

“You want me to double back and check the gas stations around there?”

Machado could hear the rasping boom of the 1340cc Suzuki Hayabusa’s high-performance motor as Jimmy twisted the accelerator grip.

“No. I’ll get Glen and Carter to do that.”

The heavyset man scrolled through the map displayed on the Escalade’s dash. “Jimmy, here’s the deal. I want you to cover US-41 South, off the I-80. We don’t have any camera coverage there. It’s unlikely they’d go that route, but possible. Get your ass down there and get me that black plastic thumb drive in one piece.”

“I’m on it, boss.”

The bike’s engine screamed at high revs into Machado’s ears. Jimmy might be semiretired from superbike racing, but the sound emitted through Machado’s headset didn’t sound anything like retirement to him.

“Do the two guys after, right?” Jimmy confirmed.

Machado reflected a moment. Unlike his other two teams, Jimmy was solo. And young. Things could get out of hand if the young man tried to reason with the target. Besides US-41, South had plenty of desolate stretches where no one would see or hear the barking sputter of a Mac-10.

“Yes, take them both out. Pick a remote spot on the route. Shoot out the tires first. Then finish them off. But Jimmy. The thumb drive is what we’re after. Black. Plastic. Like a thick pack of that Wrigley Spearmint gum you like to chew.”

“Doing a buck ten right now,” Jimmy said. “I should be at the exit in ten, fifteen minutes tops.”

“Good man. Be sure you take a few snaps with your phone camera. Head shots if you can. It’s money in the bank. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“This one’s important.” Machado listened to the bike’s motor howling and whining as Jimmy deftly wove through traffic. He relaxed a little. His headache began to diminish. Between his two teams and the motorbike rider, there was no fucking way that camper would get past him.

A knock came at Machado’s passenger-side window. A strange guy was standing there, his gloved hand curled over the top of the partially open window.

“I’m a friend of Ben Mendelssohn’s, checking in,” the man said in a heavy Russian accent, scanning the inside of the Escalade. “Any luck yet?”

Machado squinted to make out the guy’s face more clearly, but he had a skullcap pulled tightly down over his forehead. “Sorry, pal. You’re mistaken. You have the wrong guy.” He started to raise the window.

The stranger pressed his leather-jacketed forearm down on the rising window, stopping its travel. “It’s important that we obtain the thumb drive from this Martin Gabriel.” The man looked directly into Machado’s eyes while speaking.

Machado noticed a dark tattoo poking up from under the man’s shirt collar and immediately dropped his left hand from the steering wheel to the driver’s-side door pocket where he kept a nine-millimeter Heckler & Koch VP9, a polymer-framed semiautomatic handgun with an easy heft.

But it was too late.
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10:15 a.m. (CST)

US-41 off the I-80, Gary, Indiana~

THE TRAFFIC GREW steadily heavier. They were approaching the outskirts of Gary, Indiana. Martin whiffed the acrid petrochemical air as they passed block after block of smoke-stacked refineries and corroded warehouses with busted-out windowpanes. The bleak industrial landscape matched Martin’s unsettled mind.

He’d waited outside too many warehouses in the past six months, not entirely certain of what went on inside. But he knew what some people were capable of in the dark recesses of those structures. He didn’t like to think about it. Thoughts like that had a way of creeping in, though, crawling through one’s brain like parasitic weeds.

Martin signaled and cut into the left lane to pass a semi. Up ahead, a wedding-white egret lifted in to the air from a roadside ditch just as a horrid blast of wind caught the helpless creature and sent it sideways into the path of an eighteen-wheeler. Unsettled by the brutal collision, Martin gunned the motor and tucked in behind another truck in the right lane.

Suddenly all four lanes slowed to a near halt. Martin grew more aware of the traffic, seeing people’s faces. It was disconcerting to him to steer window to window with the other slow-moving cars, catching furtive glances from other drivers. He wondered if one of them was gripping a gun held in their lap, just waiting for the right moment.

Martin reluctantly eased his foot off the gas pedal, kept his eyes straight ahead, feeling increasingly apprehensive. The cryptic text message showing Steve’s license plate had to be from Ben. Martin was sure of it. He also knew that Ben had contacts in Chicago, which was within easy driving distance of Benton Harbor.

It converged on Martin at once: that Ben must have put out a feeler to get a fix on their location, and yesterday’s biker was scouting for them. For him.

He realized that big-bore bike ripping down that sleepy hollow before dawn yesterday was one big red flag, way too early for a bumpkin Michigander to go for a toot up the foggy road.

He scrubbed his hand through his hair and took a deep breath, then sped up, worrying they were sitting ducks stuck in the heavy traffic.

Two sedans slowed alongside both sides of the camper, and Martin felt a sudden uptick in his heartbeat. He imagined stomping on the brakes and jumping out, crisscrossing the clogged lanes of morning commuters on foot, horns blasting at him.

He stayed put. Even though he knew in his gut they were being tracked. He glanced over at Steve again, expecting a pang of guilt that didn’t arrive. He hadn’t meant to get Steve mixed up in his problems, but Martin knew there was nothing he could do about it now.

The interstate grew another couple of lanes. They were approaching the outermost reaches of the greater Chicago area. Martin’s eye caught on a brown historical marker sign ahead that depicted a horse-drawn buggy. It said, “Amish settlement, take this exit.”

Martin cut over through traffic, staying on the I-80 wasn’t an option. It was a death trap. He exited the interstate and passed through a series of traffic lights, following the brown historical marker signs with the horse and buggy as if they were lanterns purposefully placed to guide him.

Twenty minutes later they were cruising along a two-lane road, the sweet smells of field grasses and weeds wafted through the air vents. He relaxed a notch now.

Steve hadn’t stirred, his head lolled against the passenger window. Martin was now thankful that Steve had spent two nights in a row staying up late with his college pals, explaining all the shit going on in his head to his friend would have required a pack more lies.

He glanced at the rearview mirror. There were no other cars on the pastoral state highway. Martin was glad to be rid of the traffic congestion. He relaxed more. Five minutes slipped by in quiet passage through open farm country. He took in the large wooden barns and charming wood-framed houses with fenced pastures. The breadbasket of America was still here. It wasn’t all pollution and congestion, but people living out their lives in tune with the land. Believing in what they did each and every day. Something he had once aspired to, he mused, before being consumed by pressing needs that seemed to pile up with each mistake he made.

Martin checked the mirrors again. The darkening morning sky meant headlights from vehicles approaching behind them would conceal any view of the occupants’ faces until it was too late. But there was nothing. He’d done it, he thought. Another cunning victory for Martin. Through the misty air Martin’s mind flashed to one of the last memories he had of his father.

Invalided with emphysema from years of chain-smoking, his dad jabbered and gasped, rattling the oxygen cylinder strapped to the side of his electric wheelchair.

Green plastic tubing snaked around his ears feeding him the vital gas, while he gesticulated with a burning cigarette wedged between his fingers. The pharmacy had stopped delivering fresh oxygen tanks to his house, fearing liability after he’d refused to stop smoking while using the life-giving gas. It was Martin who had to truck the bottles of compressed gas from the pharmacy to his dad’s house once a week.

“Be a good lad and get me a couple cartons of Pall Malls while you’re out,” his dad had prodded him in one of his lucid moments. “No filters, got it? You think you can do that, Boy Baby?” his father had sputtered and coughed.

Staring at the punch bowl–sized ashtray on his father’s living-room table, filled with still smoldering, spent butts, Martin had wanted to say no, that it was getting to be too much to stand. For as long as he could remember, something was always burning at his dad’s place.

Then it came, as Martin knew it would—that dark-eyed grin of his father’s, from his wheelchair. The grin taking pleasure in Martin’s indecision. A whiff of cigarette smoke chased him out the door and he’d run to pick up the toxic mix of oxygen and nicotine.

That same Cheshire Cat–like insider smile broke across Martin’s face, erasing the dark memory of his father, as he recalled pulling a rabbit from his own hat last summer. Martin had even awed Ben with his deadpan unflinching act of lying that he’d learned from the master, his dad. A US Customs agent had held them up at the border, questioning a shipment of Bangladesh cotton clothing that was missing its final duty declarations stamp. With his head hung, Martin had compliantly nodded without expressing disagreement, patiently listening to the agent’s spiel on the US entry requirements.

In a friendly manner, Martin had acknowledged the misplaced paperwork while they’d unloaded the goods at the Montreal docks. He then explained to the agent that the entire shipment was to be donated gratis to several halfway houses in the Boston area for the benefit of the homeless. The agent hesitated a beat, considering Martin’s sincere explanation, and then unexpectedly waved them through without further delay.

Ben had slapped him on the shoulder, much impressed. He even increased Martin’s share of the take. In addition to the imported clothing, concealed inside the paneling and beneath the floorboards of the delivery van were highly sophisticated and illegal Chinese electronic snooping equipment that Max had requested.

Martin’s clever handling of the Customs agent had earned him an extra five hundred cash. But it should have been an extra five thousand, he thought now.

The wintry sky grew dimmer. Crosswinds shook the van. Martin flicked on the high beams. He looked over at Steve, who was still dozing.

At once came a pulsating flash of light—like a meteor—knifing through the rearview mirror, growing brighter by the second.

The familiar high-revving boom grew louder, sounding like a chainsaw biting down hard through a fallen oak. Martin instantly recognized the performance motorcycle that had whizzed by him on David and Tookey’s road yesterday.

Martin pressed the gas pedal to the floor, urging the camper to go as fast as it possibly could.

Under the flash of a passing motorist’s headlights, Martin saw the motorcycle closing in fast behind him. The biker’s left arm had come away from the handle grip. In his hand was a gun.

Suddenly, directly ahead of Steve’s camper, a fluorescent triangle appeared out of nowhere. Martin jerked the steering wheel, swerving around the horse and pitch-black buggy. The horse reared up wildly.

Almost simultaneously Martin heard a gunshot, then another.

“What the fuck’s going on?” Steve was jolted awake.

In the rearview mirror Martin glimpsed the halo of the motorcycle’s xenon headlamp veer off sharply into the right-side ditch. Unable to fathom what had just happened, he eased his foot off the gas just a little.

“Martin, you mind telling me where the fuck we are?” Steve said, realizing they were no longer traveling on the I-80 as discussed.

Martin looked back through the rearview mirror once more, locking onto another pair of headlights—an SUV—pulling to the side of the road. He kept his eyes glued on the car until he was sure it wasn’t in pursuit.

Steve flicked on the overhead cabin light. “What just happened? What road are you on? Slow down!”

One more glance at the rearview told Martin the SUV and the motorcycle were out of sight. He brought the car all the way back down to the speed limit, hunched over the steering wheel, caught in a delayed reaction with a nasty ache in the pit of his stomach. He trembled; his body movements unable to varnish the truth.

“What happened?” Steve demanded again, coming more to his senses. He turned sideways and checked out the back window. “Is someone tailing us? Is it Ben?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” He could feel Steve’s eyes on him. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry,” Steve snickered in rebuke. “No more lies, Martin, or you can get the fuck out right now!”

“I think that motorcycle back there was tailing us. I thought he had a gun.”

“A gun? Jesus, Martin, are you sure?”

“I don’t know, man. I got off the main road because the traffic seemed too heavy, the cars were closing in around us. And then that biker came out of nowhere …” Martin nervously scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Maybe I’m just being paranoid.”

Steve craned his neck over his shoulder and stared out the back window. There was nothing there—just a two-lane road lined with field grass that had already gone brown and crisp for the winter. It would have been peaceful if it wasn’t for the wind whipping down the road, making the grass go sideways and battering the van.

“Steve, I honestly don’t know what’s going on.”

“Okay, listen,” Steve started. Martin could sense his old friend taking command of the situation, the way he always would. It irked Martin that Steve thought he knew better, but at least his response was reliable. “That text this morning was strange and unsettling, but there’s no possible way this guy Ben could actually know where we are right now.”

Martin cast his eyes down, wondering.

“And look, there’s no one following us. You’re just feeling paranoid after what you’ve been through. It’s normal.”

“I guess you’re right,” Martin admitted.

“Now pull over, I’m going to take over driving. We need to get back on the 80. The sooner we get to San Francisco, the better for both of us.”

Later, in the passenger seat, Martin regained his full composure. He’d recovered. And he’d stayed in the van—that was all he needed for now. He wasn’t sure if whatever happened next would be so easy to evade. He realized, though, that he’d now twice survived gunfire. He’d made it through again, just as he somehow knew he would. Just like his dear old dad.
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10:30 a.m. (CST)

US-41, northern Indiana ~

LEIGH HOLDEN SPRANG out of the SUV rental, leaving the emergency lights flashing and her driver’s-side door open. She blinked to clear her eyes from the raw wind racing unimpeded over stretches of dark farmland to the vanishing point on both sides of the small interior route.

Carefully she climbed down the steep embankment, holding onto dried weeds to keep from slipping. She found the biker lying unconscious in a recently harvested cornfield. His badly damaged bike lay about fifteen feet away. Smoldering threads of smoke rose from its still-hot engine.

The Suzuki had blown past her and rushed the camper van. She had only just been able to make out the motorcyclist positioning his gun to his side. Her training told her that the biker was going to stage it like a blowout. She had no choice but to fire her own gun out the window, keeping her aim low to the pavement to take out the motorcycle’s rear tire. Frankly, she’d been lucky to hit anything at all. She marveled, for a moment, at her precision.

Quickly, Holden recovered the Mac-10, pulling out the clip and emptying the round still in the chamber. She slung the weapon over her shoulder by its strap, then knelt and felt for a pulse at the biker’s neck. It was strong enough.

She pulled a flip phone from his leather jacket. From his front jeans pocket, she retrieved his wallet. His license showed a Chicago address, the man’s name: Jimmy Shannon, age twenty-five. She snapped a photo of it with her iPhone so that Henry Abrams could run a criminal background check on the National Crime Information Center database.

She surveyed the Suzuki. It was the same motorbike she’d seen near the Wilsons’ house early yesterday.

Holden returned to her vehicle, placing the biker’s gun and clip across the backseat, then called local police to report the motorcycle incident without identifying herself, the consequences and potential fallout on her team’s Mendelssohn-Rousseau investigation weighing on her mind.

Discharging her own weapon at someone was an extreme measure that she never took lightly. Under the circumstances, though, she felt she couldn’t wait for the familiar wail of police sirens on the scene.

The sound of horse hooves clopping on pavement drew nearer. The Amishman signaled his horse, Whoa! and got down from the small covered carriage.

Holden flashed her badge at the bearded old timer in black overalls. “Sir, are you and your horse okay?”

“Yah, sure. We are fine.”

“I’ve called in the accident to local police. They should arrive soon. I must ask you to please wait here at the scene until the police arrive. Can you do that?”

The Amishman nodded. “Yah, of course I will. He went too fast, upsetting my horse. The speed limit, it is only forty-five miles per hour.”

Holden observed the man’s demeanor as he craned his neck, looking down into the field where the motorcyclist lay.

“It’s important that you remain where you are. I don’t advise approaching or moving him. He’s unconscious, but his pulse is strong; he may have sustained some fractures. Let the police handle it. You should report what you saw. That he was speeding and lost control.”

“Yah. It sounded like a gun fired, and then came the crash.”

Holden nodded. She didn’t want to get bogged down any longer at the scene. She especially didn’t want to disclose anything confirming a gunshot to this Amishman or give the local police the particulars regarding her undercover surveillance operation, either.

“The man is not armed, sir. Accidents involving motor vehicles can cause all kinds of backfires and noises,” Holden said.

Before the Amishman could ask any more questions, Holden was back in her vehicle, accelerating away. She couldn’t afford to waste any time. In her rearview mirror she could still see the Amishman standing by his horse, holding its bridle, and staring as she sped away.

The red dot on her laptop indicated that Gershwin’s camper had turned off the US-41, and was traveling west on US-24, heading toward Peoria, Illinois. She glanced over her shoulder at the young biker’s Mac-10 in her backseat, its oiled steel not so subtly tainting the cabin air. It was a professional automatic weapon. The biker was likely a hireling with orders to kill, Holden judged.

A few miles down the road, she pulled over, dialed Henry Abrams, and gave him a snapshot of the incident.

“Good thing you were there,” Abrams said. “Or your assignment may have been cut short.”

“Which means Martin Gabriel clearly is being tracked by third parties. You can tell Dansker I’ve recovered a Mac-10 submachine gun to add to the intercept tower blips he detected.”

“In fact, a third blip has been detected on Gershwin’s phone,” Abrams reported. “And a text picked up sent to Gershwin’s cell number, giving the make, model, and plate number of his camper van. The blip registered from the same Chicago intercept tower as the other two. It still could have been bounced there from a Boston tower, according to Dansker. Martin’s cell has remained silent.”

“Is Todd there, Henry?”

“No. He ducked out to a dental appointment.”

Holden felt cut off and undermanned given the new information. The text was a clear threat: if not a we know where you are, then a we know where to find you. Farnsworth’s lack of candor—his downright secrecy concerning DoD—was still disturbing her, too.

Was her solo surveillance assignment enough at this juncture? Or would the odds be improved with the assistance of a couple of able bodies from the Chicago office? Holden weighed her options, deciding not to involve outside agents more directly with this highly confidential case.

Holden gave Abrams the serial number of the weapon to execute a trace. She sent a photo of Shannon’s driver’s license, too. “I’ll overnight the flip phone I recovered from the gunman’s jacket to Dansker’s attention as soon as I can,” she said, itching to get moving as the red dot on the laptop screen blipped farther ahead. “We need to gain a profile of Shannon’s handlers. Call me if you get anything that sounds possibly connected,” she added. “Anything.”

“Before you go,” Abrams said, “you should know that Dansker intercepted a call made to Rousseau’s Montreal warehouse a short while ago, coming from near the Chicago loop on the I-80. The caller said Bruce Machado is no longer in the picture. I did some digging around. Machado is a well-known bounty hunter in the Chicago area. He hires out to bail bondsmen and private citizens.”

“So, Mendelssohn hired Machado, and Rousseau may have killed him?” she wondered. “Perhaps, Joaquin Rousseau wants Martin Gabriel for himself and is trying to squeeze Mendelssohn out.”

“That’s a reasonable possibility. Chicago PD hasn’t posted a report listing Machado’s name under today’s homicides yet, assuming he’s dead. And Machado is not listed on any police or EMT reports yet, either. Do you want me to inquire directly?”

“No. I don’t want Chicago PD sniffing around beyond normal follow-up procedure on the accident report involving the biker. You and Todd keep on the Machado situation. Verify whether he’s dead or alive. Discreetly use your personal contact at Chicago FBI, Henry. I want to know if Jimmy Shannon has prior business dealings with Machado.”

The call ended.

At the road junction, Holden turned onto US-24 and headed west, thirty miles behind Gershwin’s van, based on the red dot pulsing on her laptop’s screen. She still needed to secure the automatic weapon for processing with the FBI forensic unit. Abrams would arrange it for her at the next place she could stop.

Briefly, she pulled to the roadside to secure the evidence better.

Still wearing her thin, pistol-ready deerskin gloves, she placed the Mac-10 and its nine-millimeter Luger, fifty-round, steel-blue clip in one of the several plastic evidence bags she’d tucked inside her traveling backpack, then secured the weapon in the trunk.

She’d had her suspicions, but this incident with the biker made it certain. One or both of Rousseau and Mendelssohn wanted Martin Gabriel dead because of something he knew or had. Just ahead, squally, turbulent air smacked into Holden’s Ford Explorer, shoving the car into the oncoming lane. She swerved back into her lane, gripping the wheel tightly with both hands.

A vivid recollection of the one summer she’d spent in the Midwest on her aunt and uncle’s farm came to mind. She was twelve and had hardly been anywhere outside the Boston area. Her relatives’ Wisconsin farm was lush with tree-lined fields.

But what Holden would never forget was that hot, sticky August day that came crashing down from out of nowhere. Like the blast of wind shoving her from side to side now.

Aunt Pamela had asked her to fetch eggs from the coop like she had for nearly a week. The air was stagnant, so thick it was hard to breathe. The chickens were restless, not in their usual slow-paced stupor from the languid summer heat. Even the cows were anxiously circling.

And then suddenly the Wisconsin sky had gone black. As if a light had been doused. She heard a man shouting her name and looked up. Near the back of the farmhouse, Uncle Francis was frantically waving his arms back and forth like a highway flagman directing traffic. He leaned down and threw open the storm cellar door. She understood at once, dropped the egg basket, and ran toward the house.

She took a tumble on the gravel drive and cut her knee. Up again and running, quick as she could, she made it to the storm door, where Aunt Pamela helped her down the steps.

Her uncle lowered the heavily braced wood door down over their heads, as she and her aunt huddled together ten feet underground. But not before Holden had glimpsed a dark anvil draw low to the ground, cutting across the field and lifting an entire oak—trunk and all—in the funnel cloud’s twisting grip.

Where her uncle had gone was all Holden could think about. She wanted to help. Instead, she watched her aunt light the kerosene lantern, the woman’s face glowing orange in the dim light.

She’d lost an uncle that day, and Aunt Pamela had lost a life partner. Holden had been taught a valuable lesson then: that change came fast, and without warning.
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12:00 p.m. (CST)

A truck stop restaurant outside Peoria, Illinois~

MARTIN LIFTED THE pump handle and unscrewed the gas cap. The bitter cold tunneled up his parka’s sleeves. He glanced around quickly. The frigid air pressed in on him. He felt himself shivering inside and out, still spooked. The image of the long barrel and its ammunition clip extending beneath was etched in his mind’s eye.

Ben was onto them. Martin knew it. But he didn’t know why the biker had suddenly veered off the road.

The pump clicked off and he screwed on the gas cap. Behind him came the sound of Steve’s laughter. Martin watched his friend approach the van in tandem with a young woman who was shouldering a backpack. A hitcher, he thought.

“Hey, Martin, I’d like you to meet Leigh. Leigh, Martin.” Steve’s spirited voice lifted an octave, charmed, no doubt, by her pretty face, Martin guessed.

Martin reached out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

The woman had alert dark eyes. Her auburn hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. She wore skinny jeans, a black Patagonia parka, and a pair of well-worn boots. Five foot six at most, and fit-looking, Martin thought.

“Nice to meet you too, Martin.” Her voice sounded clear, friendly to him.

“Leigh’s looking for a ride to San Francisco,” Steve said, with a hopeful expression on his face before cutting between them and clearing his throat. In a quieter tone of voice, adding, “After our little talk by the roadside back there. You know, about making it to the coast as soon as we could, I thought I’d ask how you feel about Leigh joining us. That way we could drive all night without stopping, the three of us taking turns. Make up for some lost time. What do you say?”

The hitchhiker was standing only a few feet away and had probably heard every word.

Martin glanced briefly at Leigh, gave her a furtive smile, then pulled his long hair behind his ears, and nodded. “Yeah, sure. That would be good, I guess. We’ve been hitting the road pretty hard.”

Steve squeezed his shoulder. “That’s the spirit. I knew you’d see reason.”

Did he really have a choice? Martin thought. Then he opened the side door of the van and climbed aboard, graciously deferring the front passenger seat to Leigh.

“I almost forgot. Here.” Steve handed him a paper bag. “I bought you a ham and cheese and a Coke.”

“Thanks, man.” They shared a convivial nod.

“You know I really do appreciate your generosity, guys,” Leigh said, looking at Steve, then glancing over her shoulder at Martin on the side bench behind the driver’s seat.

“I’m expected at my uncle’s shipping office by early next week,” Steve said. “Starting a new job. Which means the sooner I can get to San Francisco, the sooner I can unpack in my temporary quarters and get settled in.” He gave Leigh a rosy smile. “So, you see, you’re actually helping me out. The three of us taking turns should cut at least a day off the driving time it normally takes.”

“I’ll certainly pay for my share of the gas, Steve,” Leigh volunteered.

They left the gas station, heading west.

“So, you’re from Boston originally?” Steve said.

Leigh nodded. “Born and bred.”

Steve thumbed over his shoulder. “Martin lives there, too.” Steve glanced in the rearview at him. “Cat got your tongue, buddy?”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Martin said. “I have an apartment in Brighton.”

“He attended Brandeis,” Steve told her. “Smart guy.”

Martin shrugged, grateful Steve hadn’t mentioned his dropping out of college his senior year.

“What did you study there?” Leigh said, turning to face him.

“American history.”

“Interesting. So have you had a chance to stop anywhere historical on the drive west?”

Martin shook his head. “Not yet. It would be nice, though.”

“Look,” Steve piped in, “with Leigh sharing the driving, maybe we can afford to check out a place or two along the way.”

“Sounds good,” Martin said, making eye contact with his friend in the rearview mirror. “Thanks, man.”

Martin quietly listened to Steve and Leigh make small talk—his friend telling her about discovering a dead whale on the beach near Montauk on Long Island last summer that required a bulldozer and tugboat working together to drag offshore. She enthused with a “Wow!”

Buffeted by a sudden wind blast, Steve countersteered to keep the van in the lane. Leigh told him about a time she experienced a terrifying tornado while visiting her uncle and aunt’s farm in the Midwest. The storm tragically took her uncle’s life while he was trying to save some calves in a nursing barn the twister leveled.

An overwhelming sense of dread descended on Martin, listening to them ramble on. He realized how different he’d become from Steve, no longer able to enjoy the simple pleasures of casual conversation, even. In less than a year he’d become part of a world where everyone had an ulterior motive. Maybe, Martin considered, it was because of his dad that Ben’s world had felt so familiar.

Quiet as he could, Martin felt under the side bench and lifted out the binoculars from the storage crate. As casually as Steve and Leigh made small talk, Martin began to keep watch.
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2:00 p.m. (MST)

Billings, Montana ~

WEARING A DOUBLE-SIDED, HEPA-filtered respirator, Dr. Ogden Childers gently pressed the diamond blade on the lathe against the shiny metal mold that was 3D-printed to his specifications from beryllium alloy. When finished, he’d join the two printed molds together, forming a perfect fit for its eventual purpose: to house the fissile material suitable for a nuclear chain reaction of ungodly proportion inside a warhead.

He’d been working for nearly an hour, immersed in what he knew best. Condensation fogged his face mask. He flicked off the machine and removed the mask and respirator. With latex gloves, he fitted the left half of the housing into its counterpart right—where the detonators would sit in the finished form.

The two halves joined together; he appraised his craftmanship that now formed a near seamless whole. A work of art in his estimation. True craftmanship from his many years of testing and modifying housings for various nuclear missile delivery systems.

Childers carefully wrapped the alloy housings in protective cloth, then retreated to his desk in the corner of the lab and took a seat. The desk’s slotted upright was crammed with envelopes, notepads, and labels. Wedged in a separate wider slot was the thick manila envelope filled with the “no strings attached” cash Mendelssohn gave him at yesterday’s meeting.

Childers ran his fingers tenderly down the edge of the envelope as if checking for sharpness but removed another envelope instead. A smaller one that contained a letter he’d written to the DoD after receiving his nonrenewal notice.

He reread it. It amounted to little more than vitriolic discourse against the new breed running things at DoD. It was a pointless tirade that he’d written in a drunken state. It wouldn’t merit a response, and certainly wouldn’t result in a new services contract.

He crumpled the draft and tossed it in the wastebasket.

From the lower-left side drawer, he pulled out a half-full fifth of bourbon, poured himself a drink and swallowed, grimacing at the burn of the eighty-proof mid-range liquor as it went down. Not quite so smooth as Mendelssohn’s fancy resort stock.

Childers pulled free the chunky manila envelope. He considered the weight of the cash in hand—his to keep just for showing up at Mendelssohn’s fancy hotel. December 31 was fast approaching. Sooner or later Doris would drop by the bank, wondering why she hadn’t received the monthly account statements that he’d been intercepting when the mail was delivered. His online gambling debts had skyrocketed since receiving the DoD notice.

He flicked the ends of the hundred-dollar bills. How long would five grand last? It wouldn’t even begin to cover his credit balances from September. By the end of the year, he’d be dead broke. He knew there was more on offer, but what Mendelssohn’s consortium wanted amounted to blood.

If things went south, word of his arrest would be splashed nationwide over the news channels. Repeated hourly, daily, flashing the court charges, his guilty plea hearing with a courtroom sketch artist’s rendering of his sunken image cowering behind the defendant’s table. And worst of all, the shocking impact it would have on Doris. The hushed whispers from the neighbors in town every time she dared leave the house for groceries.

Falling from grace had a very real price. The shame and guilt of it all. Childers kicked the wastebasket and sent it flying, scattering the bits of his poorly written letter.

The Defense Department hadn’t paid for his education, hadn’t helped him write his dissertation on the scientific advances of nuclear metallurgy, either. They’d only benefited from his hard work. Over the course of his employment with DoD, he’d signed many nondisclosure agreements and he fully understood the consequences for failing to adhere. Aiding Mendelssohn’s German consortium would amount to espionage, possibly even aiding a foreign government or persons hostile to the United States.

Perhaps, if he kept it general enough, basic information that any fool could download off the internet, he’d have some leeway. The NDAs were limited to work he performed under contract. Surely, he could provide consulting services of a general nature. He wouldn’t share any classified military documents or government work. That would be his firewall. “Take it or leave it,” he muttered aloud.

He poured himself another inch of the bourbon, resolute. He would decide where the boundary line was. Take it or leave it, he’d tell Mendelssohn.

The barn’s Thermopane windows shuddered in their frames under a sustained blast of wind that had tunneled over the Canadian Rockies, down through the Continental Divide. The scientist gazed out at the stormy skies over the snow-covered pasture.

There was a strange car parked in the driveway next to Doris’s Jeep Cherokee. A black Lincoln Navigator.

Childers made haste to the house.

Inside the entryway, Childers could hear voices coming from the kitchen—Doris was offering a mug of coffee to her guest. A man’s smooth-sounding voice complimented her on their home’s charmingly rustic kitchen.

Mendelssohn.

A chill ran down Childers’s spine. He leaned his head against the wall beside his Eagle Scout display case as an unexpected belch produced the bitter taste of bile in the scientist’s mouth.

“Ogden, is that you?” his wife said in a louder voice from down the hall.

Childers walked into the kitchen where he was greeted by a sly smile on Mendelssohn’s face. “Doctor, I was about to join you in your lab, but your lovely wife explained that you don’t like to be interrupted at work. So, here we are.”

Childers was momentarily tongue-tied. He forced a smile. He looked at his wife and said in a quiet voice, “In this instance, perhaps it would be best, Doris—if you don’t mind, that is—for Mr. Mendelssohn and I to go over to the lab.”

“I think that sounds like a very good idea,” Mendelssohn said. He stood and hefted the top case that had been called to Childers’s attention during yesterday’s meeting. “I’m all yours, doctor. Shall we?”

Outside, they walked together, side by side over the crusty veneer of last week’s snowfall, down to the converted barn.

Childers stomped the snow off his boots and turned to Mendelssohn. “Look here, what’s this about? You’re supposed to wait for me to call you.”

“Plans change, doctor. My consortium wants to move ahead on a slightly more aggressive schedule. I’m here to make the best possible deal with you. And Mrs. Childers.”

Childers grabbed Mendelssohn by his overcoat sleeve. “Listen here, leave her out of this. Whatever arrangement we make is strictly between you and me. Doris has never been involved in my work.”

Mendelssohn gave the scientist a stony look. “Consider it insurance, doctor. As long as you deliver, Doris has nothing to worry about. If you don’t deliver, well, doctor, that’s why we like to get to know the family picture better.”

“In that case, you can take your five grand and go fuck yourself.” Childers grabbed the manila envelope off his desk and gruffly held it out toward Mendelssohn. “It’s all there. Take it and go. We’re done here.”

Mendelssohn gave a cursory look around the lab, then sat down in Childers’s desk chair, letting the scientist stand there like a fool with his arm extended.

“Do you really think I’d come all this way to go back empty-handed?” he said in a steely tone.

“I don’t know what you thought, sir. And quite frankly, at this juncture, I don’t give two hoots.”

Mendelssohn took a USB flash drive from his jacket pocket. “Do you have a computer handy?”

Childers walked him to a small lab table where a silver HP laptop sat open. Mendelssohn plugged in the flash drive, booting up a clear black-and-white video of his resort hotel suite. Childers watched himself walk into the room. Shake hands. Accept a glass of bourbon, and ultimately take the five thousand dollars in cash before leaving the room.

Childers’s jaw sagged wide. “You wouldn’t. That doesn’t mean anything. I never agreed to anything!”

“Just another form of insurance, doctor. I’m sure the Department of Defense wouldn’t take too kindly to learn that you were spilling classified information to outside parties. And what would dear Doris think?” He shook his head.

Childers leaned against a drill press; he could barely breathe. “But you said there were no strings. I never agreed to anything. I just agreed to meet you.”

“Take a seat in your chair, doctor.” Mendelssohn stood and offered him the seat, then placed the top case on the rolltop desk with a pronounced thump. He swiveled open the snap closures and removed several stacks of hundreds, placing them in neat rows before Childers. “Seventy-five thousand dollars. That’s only the first installment.”

Childers blinked. He was speechless. He felt like a cornered animal. His anger over the government’s dismissal notice was for the moment forgotten. It was a kind of purgatory he now occupied; his mind caught in an unfamiliar place. Like a bad dream with no way out.

“What is it you want of me?” Childers finally said, beaten.

“We’ll need you to photocopy the missile guidance system and warhead configurations on file at Malmstrom AFB. They represent the most critical phase of our investors’ expectations.”

Childers fell back against his leather chair. “I thought you were interested in my alloyed metal housings?” he said meekly. “You never said anything about top-secret warhead schematics. That’s treason.” He pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his brow.

“We do want your specially made housings, doctor. And we don’t expect you to obtain a source for any fissile material. But you will secure those schematic diagrams, and the warhead information. It’s critical to the investors. You have access, and the proper security clearances. If you love your wife, doctor, you will do it.”

After all his vitriol, Childers was at a loss for words.

Mendelssohn calmly looked the scientist in the eye and held a narrow black stick in front of Childers’s face. “It looks like a pen, doesn’t it?”

Childers flinched as Mendelssohn clipped it to his breast shirt pocket. “See, it even attaches like one. They know you at Malmstrom Air Force Base. They trust you. All I need you to do is to snap a few dozen photos of the essential diagrams and the accompanying text to the warhead protocols. You know the ones I mean better than anyone else, doctor.”

A fog closed in around Childers. One he couldn’t blink away.

Mendelssohn nudged the top case toward him. “Count the money, doctor. Despite your unsympathetic government, your services are still very much in demand. We’ll get this done, and then you and Doris will be able to plan a nice vacation someplace warm.”

Childers’s eyes darted around the room as if in desperate search of an escape hatch. There was no way out.

Head hung, he placed a hand on the case. “Yes. I suppose Doris would enjoy a trip to Bermuda at this time of year.”
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2:30 p.m. (CST)

I-80, Iowa City, Iowa~

“TODD, WHAT HAVE you got?” Leigh Holden huddled behind the fuel service plaza building next to a dumpster. Steve and Martin were inside the service station’s small food mart purchasing coffees and snacks.

She stomped her feet to bring feeling back to her toes. A bitter funnel of arctic air whipped across miles of open plains and flat farmland with hardly a grove of trees in sight.

“We have confirmation that Ben Mendelssohn is presently in the Rapid City area. An unencrypted cell phone call was placed by Harvey Rudman to Mendelssohn; they’re meeting at the airport.”

“Which airport?” Holden pressed the SAT phone close to her head and held her gloved palm over her other ear to muffle the clatter of a dozen idling semis parked nearby.

“It wasn’t specified. Mendelssohn simply said the words ‘we’re on.’ It could be the regional airport out there; in which case I’ve alerted the bureau office in Rapid City to be on the lookout. I faxed them a photo array of Mendelssohn and Harvey Rudman as well,” Dansker said. “But I think it’s unlikely Mendelssohn will show his face at a municipal airport, at least not the commercial carrier side, given the scuttled operation at the St. Lawrence.”

“You’re thinking a private jet service?” Holden said. “The Boston area has several private airfields. You and Henry check them all. I want Mendelssohn’s whereabouts nailed down before the end of today. Farnsworth expects a progress report daily from me.”

“Right. Keep in mind, no dates or times were confirmed on the intercepted call,” Dansker said. “It’s as if Mendelssohn expected we might be listening in.”

“So, have you a location on the western ops crew?” she said, her frustration wearing thin. “I presume Mendelssohn will be staying there.”

“We came up empty on that score. It’s probably under an alias. Rudman likely slapped some greenbacks in a rancher friend’s palm to use a no-questions-asked place for a few months,” Dansker said. “Henry and I scoured the for-sale and rental properties listed within the greater Rapid City area.”

The wind stung her cheeks. “That’s all well and good, Todd, but Farnsworth expects me to deliver concrete specifics by tonight or he’ll call off this surveillance op.” Hearing herself say the words resurrected her earlier anxiety of being too short-staffed to handle the widening front of the investigation.

“You didn’t let me finish,” Dansker said. “Rudman made a second call right after the call to Mendelssohn. To Joaquin Rousseau—get this—confirming that he’d bugged Mendelssohn’s hotel room.”

“Meaning Rudman’s doubling as Rousseau’s mole?”

“Definitely looks like he’s acting as Rousseau’s proxy,” Dansker said. “Maybe trust issues got worse after the St. Lawrence blunder.”

It crossed Holden’s mind that Mendelssohn and Rousseau were vying for the same thing—something crucial to their plans—and Martin Gabriel was in both their crosshairs.

“Do we know with whom and where the probable meet is?” she asked.

“Within a fifty-mile radius of Rapid City, there are over 280 hotels, motels, lodges, and resorts. And that doesn’t even account for Airbnb and RV parks. If we push it out to a hundred miles—”

“Todd, let’s narrow the goddamn list. The location will be within twenty-five miles of an airport or airfield that can accommodate an executive class Falcon or Learjet, I’m certain.”

“I’ll get Henry on it ASAP,” Dansker said.

After Rudman’s failed attempt to bribe a sergeant to secure nuclear warhead schematics, it was clear to her that the western ops crew was casting a wide net.

“Where do we stand on the other western-based nuke sites?” Holden asked.

“On Rapid City’s doorstep is Ellsworth AFB. It’s only ten miles away,” Dansker said. “The Twenty-Eighth Bomb Wing is located there. Which includes the Global Strike Command’s B-1B bomber group. Abrams checks in with the base commander at Ellsworth weekly. He has been since we first got onto Mendelssohn’s western crew in August. But there have been no suspected or attempted breaches of security at Ellsworth.

“Sixteen other base locations are fully operational with nuclear weapons installations within a one- or two-days’ drive of Rapid City. Henry and I have routinely checked with all those base commanders’ security officers. Aside from that single bizarre incident in Cheyenne, which got no further than the tavern where Rudman allegedly tried to bribe the military officer, the western US nuke sites are all buttoned down tight. There have been zero reported breaches of security.”

“I appreciate your thoroughness, Todd,” she said, regretting snapping at him earlier. “Has Henry updated you on the motorcycle gunman I blocked?” “Blocked” was a deliberately obtuse choice of phrasing. Holden didn’t want to mention discharging her weapon at this point. She’d save it for her official written report later.

“Yes. Received.”

“The Mac-10 is secured in two evidence bags in the trunk of the rental SUV.”

She instructed Dansker to have a local bureau unit come collect her Ford rental parked behind a truck stop diner in Peoria. She’d flashed her badge handing the restaurant’s manager the car keys, underscoring the importance of its safekeeping until the federal agents arrived to collect it.

She updated Dansker on her new role as an undercover hitchhiker now traveling in Gershwin’s vehicle along with Martin Gabriel.

“So, under one scenario Mendelssohn could have hired the biker to take out Martin Gabriel. Meanwhile, Joaquin Rousseau has eyes on Mendelssohn through Harvey Rudman in Rapid City. Looks like a case of the twisted snake biting itself,” Holden said.

“That plays,” Dansker said. “There’s one more thing before you go. Abrams just received a Chicago police report confirming that Bruce Machado was shot dead five hours ago, while sitting in his Escalade parked at an I-80 fuel and food plaza.”

“Professional hit?”

“Chest and head shot. No witnesses. Probably a silenced small-caliber gun,” Dansker said. “On that score, we know both Mendelssohn and Rousseau have had previous dealings with Bruce Machado.”

The sky took on the ill-defined pall of a house painter’s drop cloth—dingy and stained. Gazing across the vast farming landscape that stretched in all directions, Holden’s eyes caught on a row of staggered harvesting machinery. The combines stirred up furious clouds of dust, cutting a late-season corn crop for silage. The air smelled loamy sweet from the combines. A flock of crows wheeled overhead, excited by the reaped fodder.

“Gershwin is traveling the I-80, too,” she said, wondering as she said it whether Martin Gabriel was responsible for their turning off the interstate, somehow alerted to the fact someone was tracking them. Someone other than her own GPS tracker.

“Things are moving fast. Stay on it, Todd. Keep me posted. Always.”

Returning to Gershwin’s van, Leigh reflected on Martin Gabriel’s cautious reserve. Which she reasonably could expect from a man on the run from trouble. Or, from a man possibly with a separate agenda. He appeared apprehensive. She’d seen him peering out the back window of the van with a pair of binoculars while she and Steve chatted.

From his nervous cues, Holden figured Martin must have been the one driving when the motorcycle gunman bore down on them. He’d likely seen the biker’s gun. In contrast, Gershwin didn’t seem the least bit circumspect or show any signs of concern they were being followed or were in trouble.

Exhaust streamed from the idling van. Martin Gabriel was seated on the backbench and Steve was at the helm.

“Sorry for taking so long, guys,” she said, climbing into the front passenger seat. “There was a line in the restroom.”

“No problem,” Steve said in a cheerful voice.

She glanced back at Martin and smiled. He nodded back; his lips remained pursed.
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6:30 p.m. (EST)

Charlestown, Massachusetts~

SYLVIA PULLED UP in front of her Charlestown townhouse. She turned off the engine and closed her eyes for a moment, resting her head against the seat back. Today had been one brutal phone call after another. She’d restrained herself, not harassing the client back while getting barraged with every filthy word in the book by a delinquent credit account holder.

As much as she reminded herself that the nature of her business meant having to deal with the bottom of the bell curve—the proverbial bad pennies—it got under her skin some days more than others, despite knowing that these peoples’ lives were probably way beyond overdue before Sylvia had even picked up the phone. For some people every day was a fight just to exist.

Worse yet, Steve Gershwin had not replied to her recent text after promising to make sure Martin would call her back. That could mean good or bad news. She worried it meant the latter. Because they had a history. She had only one brother, one anything left to her family. It was just the two of them.

She dialed the number that FBI Special Agent Leigh Holden had given her, and was transferred to Todd Dansker, a member of Holden’s team.

“Yes,” the voice on the other end simply said.

“Mr. Dansker?”

“Speaking.”

“You work with Special Agent Leigh Holden?”

“I do.” She could hear him tapping a keyboard.

“My name is Sylvia Gabriel. Martin Gabriel’s sister.”

“Okay.” His reticence was off-putting.

“Am I interrupting something?”

“No, ma’am. Not at all. I’m listening. Please continue.”

“I’m afraid my brother’s in trouble. He’s traveling with his friend, Steve Gershwin, to California in a camper van. I told Agent Holden about my concern. Steve Gershwin is aware, too, but he hasn’t returned my recent texts, either.”

“Got it. And you would like your concern communicated ASAP to Special Agent Holden, correct?”

“Correct. You probably think me a busybody. Look, I haven’t mentioned to my brother or his friend Steve about my calling the FBI in the first place. I’m just afraid for him. That’s all.”

“Is there some basis for your concern that I can report to Special Agent Holden?” Dansker said.

“No. She’ll understand.”

“Would you like a call back from her?” Dansker said. “At the number you’re calling from now?”

“Yes. That would be great.”

“Is there anything else, ma’am?” he said.

“No.” The call ended.

Sylvia lifted the grocery sack and the Thai takeout container off the backseat of her silver VW Jetta. Getting out, she pressed the lock button on her key fob and the car chirped and its lights winked—locked and safe.

How often her love for Martin came out blazing with both barrels. She shrugged in disgust at herself. It bothered her, always being the bitch, as much as it did his being the ne’er-do-well. Especially now, his teaming up with a shady character like Ben Mendelssohn who stiffed an old tool and die maker out of 175 grand. In the credit business she’d seen plenty of fraud artists ripping off older people and it got under her skin every time.

Fishing her house keys from her overcoat pocket, Sylvia unlocked the front door and stepped into the small foyer with a separate inner glass door leading inside to the main hall. Before entering the hallway, she threaded the security chain over its track on the outside door, then hung up her overcoat and scarf on the entry hook.

Inside, she placed the shopping bag and takeout on the kitchen counter and gave a long look at the half-full bottle of Merlot. She took out a stemless tumbler and poured it past halfway and took a sip.

She took her iPhone out of her purse to check for text messages, then hesitated.

Something flickered in her periphery.

The living room was dark. The curtains drawn tight. Oddly, one of her chairs was repositioned facing the kitchen. On the floor beneath the chair, in the dimmer light cast by the kitchen’s recessed ceiling fixtures, the tips of two black boots were visible.

Squinting, she made out a man’s silhouette seated in the chair, and the barrel of a gun pointed straight at her.
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9:30 p.m. (CST)

I-80, nearing Omaha, Nebraska~

MARTIN RESTED HIS eyes on and off for most of the afternoon, lying on the side bench wide awake, listening to them chat about mostly nothing. Unless Steve’s enjoyment of warm beaches while sipping a piña colada—to which Leigh cooed in delight—was anything more than a not-so-subtle come-on line he was trying on the pretty hitcher. There were long stretches of silence broken by the interminable blasts of wind peppering road grit against the side of the van.

Air pressure at ground zero, Martin wondered, could it explain the twisted nature of those chasing him? Like the sunless ocean depths inhabited by gnash-toothed denizens—fish living under immense pressure he’d read about in a National Geographic. Hauled up in fishing nets from their netherworld they’d explode at the surface. From the sudden change in pressure. Maybe air pressure worked the same, harboring sicker minds of men.

He glanced out the back window, scanning for a fast-approaching denizen from the depths of the black night. Seven hours’ driving distance from Iowa City had put them on the doorstep of Nebraska.

Steve exited the interstate and turned into a well-lit fuel plaza. He stretched and yawned, then reached his arm around the driver’s seat and patted Martin on the shoulder.

“Your turn to drive, buddy,” he said cheerfully, in spite of the tedious hours behind the wheel, buoyed by the pretty hitcher. “I’ll pay the cashier inside for twenty gallons’ worth of unleaded regular. Grab you a coffee and sandwich to go?”

“Sure, thanks. Anything that looks decent,” Martin said, then watched them both march in step up to the restaurant, Leigh chumming up to Steve, shouldering her backpack. Which struck him as odd. Like maybe she didn’t trust him enough to leave her pack behind.

Martin fed the pump nozzle into the tank’s neck. A streak of violet smeared across a dark sky to the west—Omaha’s city lights, he guessed. A semitruck nosed in next to a line of others. The pump gauge spun past the ten-gallon mark.

Blue-white headlights blinded him briefly. A black SUV pulled up next to a gas pump two rows over from their van. A guy got out, traveling solo, wearing a skullcap. Martin couldn’t see the man’s face, obstructed by the concrete divider and pump housing.

At twenty gallons, Martin’s pump clicked off. He got behind the wheel. The guy left his SUV filling and hurried toward his direction. Martin’s heart raced. He keyed the ignition and gunned the engine just as the guy strutted past the van’s hood with his hands buried in his jacket pockets, heading into the brightly lit restaurant.

Martin roughly tugged his long hair behind his ears and pounded the steering wheel, angrily muttering, “Fuck this bullshit!”

After the guy disappeared inside the restaurant, Martin got out of the van and snaked between the pumps over to the guy’s black SUV. The pump handle was hanging from the filler neck, the meter pinged as the gas filled. A Chevy Blazer with California plates. Martin sheltered his eyes, straining to see through the tinted glass. Too dark to make out anything. He tested the passenger door handle, glancing back at the restaurant. Locked. If there was a gun it would be under the front seat or inside the glove box.

Quickly Martin retreated to their camper and climbed behind the wheel. A thought struck him. Now was the time to take off. Grab a few things from his duffel and run. Be safely away. He could make Omaha—thirty miles away by the last signage—before morning on a run. Find a barn or outbuilding to shelter in. Shivering cold for a few hours was better than dead.

He searched the door pocket for a paper and pencil to leave a note for Steve when the passenger door pulled open, startling him.

“Mind if I join you up front?” Leigh said, handing him a white plastic bag. “Got you a tuna melt. It’s still warm.” She placed a Styrofoam cup of steaming hot coffee in the center console holder.

“Thanks.”

Steve shut the side door and climbed up to his bed platform in the back. “If you guys don’t mind, I’m going to get a little shut-eye.”

Martin ate fast. Left the fuel plaza, eyeing the rearview for any signs of the Chevy Blazer’s xenon bluish-white headlights. Up ahead the green interstate sign displayed a conjunction of three interstate routes, two of which would reconnect to the I-80 West in Omaha.

He checked the driver’s-side mirror, caught sight of the marker lights on top of a tractor trailer approaching in the left lane.

“Hey, wasn’t that the turnoff?” Leigh said, as they sped past an exit ramp.

“The next exit connects with the I-29 that feeds into Omaha, and gets back to the I-80,” Martin said, realizing he’d missed the straightest route through, obsessing over somebody following them.

They rode in silence for twenty miles, when the next green interstate signage appeared: I-29 North/680 South, 2 miles.

Martin slowed the van, glanced over at Leigh, who was quietly facing forward. He cast a long glance through the rearview mirror. Over Steve’s slumbering silhouette on the back bed platform there was nothing but the prairie night sky.

He signaled to exit. The ramp led to a divided highway: an arrow in the left lane for Omaha and the I-80; the right lane for Sioux City on the I-29 North.

“I guess since you’re along to help out with the driving,” Martin said, studying the rearview for any stirring movements from Steve as he spoke in a lower voice, “ever see Devils Tower? Steve did say we could stop to see a couple of historical sites.”

He kept to the right lane and veered off the connector onto the I-29 North. Leigh said nothing.

“Have you seen it before?” Martin asked her again.

She shook her head. “The farthest west I’ve been is Wisconsin. Until now.”

“It’s special. Revered by many native tribes. President Teddy Roosevelt proclaimed it our first national monument, too.”

“Wow. It must be special then,” she said.

“In Wyoming, just past Rapid City. Miles from anywhere really. In the middle of ranch country it stands, towering above everything else,” Martin marveled.

“Sounds like you’ve been there before.”

“Let’s just say it’s been on my mind for a while.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, how do you and Steve know each other?”

“High school,” he said. “We like fishing, being in the outdoors.” Martin shrugged. “Until he decided to take this desk job in San Francisco.”

“Sounds like a pretty good opportunity the way he describes it,” she said.

“Yeah, I guess it’s nice when your family helps out,” he said. “Paves the way for you.”

“Are you planning to stay out there for a while?”

“Maybe. I don’t really know. I mean, I do have a job already.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Nothing forever. But it pays decent cash.”

“Cool. So, why’d you leave?”

“Just taking a break. Like any job, there are bumps along the road. How about you?” Martin said. “Is a job waiting for you in San Francisco?”

“Not exactly. My first cousin is a nurse. She shares an apartment with another nurse. They’re letting me crash on the couch for a while.”

Martin nodded. “I got to say, it’s pretty brave of you, hitching rides these days. You never know.”

“Yeah. I’ve been taking it slow. I don’t stick my thumb out on the side of the road. I try to have a conversation before asking someone for a lift.”

“Smart,” he said, then smirked. “My sister, she worries about me even though she knows I’m traveling with my best friend.”

“It’s nice to have a sister like that,” she said. “Do you two live close by each other?”

“The Boston area.”

“Steve said he grew up in upstate New York.”

Martin nodded. “We grew up there, too. Steve lived on the same road as our house.”

“I see. So, you went to Brandeis for college, outside Boston?”

“Yeah. You could say that.”

“I went to Northeastern.”

“On Huntington Ave,” Martin said. “I used to hang out at the Museum of Fine Arts near there. I like the American West exhibit hall with all the western landscape painters and artwork of native peoples.”

“I’m embarrassed to say I only went there once on a sixth-grade school trip and hardly remember a thing.”

“So, seeing Devils Tower will be a good thing.” Martin smiled at her. “It’s the real deal.”

“I’m game.”

“You asked about my plans,” he said, more relaxed.

“On the West Coast?” she said.

“Steve’s taking this shipping agency job, it has got me thinking. I mean, I’m not getting any younger. If Steve’s uncle knows of another opening in his company, or has contacts, I might just cut ties with the East Coast.”

“That’s the spirit,” Leigh said. “At least weigh your options, stick to what you’ve been doing, or not, right?”

“Exactly. Look, I never actually finished college. My dad got sick. I dropped out my senior year to take care of him. After he died, I guess I lost my enthusiasm for going back to college.”

“I’m sorry, Martin. Your sister, she couldn’t have helped with your father’s care?”

He shook his head. “She was in one of those junior year abroad programs at the time.”

“That’s too bad.”

“I was thinking I could take a job in California and maybe go to night school to finish my college degree, even.” He glanced at Leigh. “What have you been doing?” he asked. “I mean before hitching rides cross-country?”

“I left a job at an animal control shelter. Thought I might want to be a veterinarian. But I couldn’t hack the way people would leave their adopted pets at the shelter at the drop of a hat. Dumping them at the slightest inconvenience.”

“I can’t tolerate animal cruelty of any kind,” he said disgustedly. “Pounds depress the hell out of me. I couldn’t have worked there for one second.”

She sighed. “I’m hoping things will turn out better for me in California.”

“It’s so true,” Martin said with resignation. “Shit happens. Sooner or later, everything goes south. You know what I mean?” He rotated his shoulders and stretched his neck, stiff from the driving position.

He clenched the steering wheel in both hands, passing a caravan of semis, their trailers snaking left and right, pushed by gusts of the incessant winds.

“How so?” she said.

“Back in Boston I’ve worked different jobs for this guy. He’s an entrepreneur. His own man. Makes things happen. It’s a good gig. It’s a cash business. No fuss, no muss. Lucrative, too.” He cast a lingering glance out his side mirror, and then in a somber tone added, “I guess I was hoping it would turn out differently. Be more than it was. But that’s life. Sometimes you roll the dice and come up with snake eyes, right?”

“Right. What sort of business,” Leigh said, “if you don’t mind my asking?”

“The guy imports stuff. A shipment arrives in Montreal at the docks along the St. Lawrence, let’s say. He brings a requisition form to collect the goods, gets the US Customs duty stamp, or we pick it up direct from the warehouse. That’s pretty much it.” Martin’s knee started shaking up and down.

“Shipments of what?”

“Mostly wares from India, for retail customers in the Boston area.” Martin chuckled. “So, he says anyway. Being a one-man shop means he doesn’t always tell me everything.”

“Who’s he?”

“Believe me, you don’t know him and probably wouldn’t want to, either. Ben Mendelssohn.” Martin roughly scrubbed a hand through his long hair. “Anyway, I’m like an apprentice to him. He hasn’t decided whether to keep me on or not. Long term.”

“Sounds like you haven’t decided whether you want to stay or not, either.”

He nodded. “So, I’m taking a break from it all.” His knee jittered up and down uncontrollably. He spot-checked the side and rearview mirrors, squinting to see past the trucks for any sign of the Blazer’s bluish-white xenon headlights.

“I’m not sure I’m cut out for all the rigmarole. The ins and outs of the business. If you get my drift.”

“Sure, sure. I get it. You’re hoping to get perspective on things. Makes total sense.”

He chuckled. “Imagine that. We’ve both worked in Beantown and we’re both taking time off,” he marveled. “How’s that for coincidences.”

“It’s a small world,” she said.

“That just got a lot smaller,” he replied, “since we’re both riding together in a camper in the middle of nowhere.”

They sat quietly for a long stretch, the camper’s high beams illuminating the endless tunnel of their night passage due north. They whizzed past a large orange construction sign. Martin misread ROAD WORK AHEAD as ROAD WARRIOR AHEAD.

He fought off the weariness. There was no turning back. No time to rest or take a breather, either. Worrying about things had saved Martin’s bacon more than once. Steve’s bacon, too. Even if it was all because of his situation.

Plenty of times before, on their camping trips, Martin had been the one to sense danger first. The time they’d been camped beside a roaring brook during flood stage one late spring near Lac Mistassini in northern Quebec province. Martin had slipped out of the tent early to reconnoiter the watercourse ahead. He’d dropped through a dense spruce forest down to the rugged riverbank. Ahead, the water churned madly. The main channel tumbled steeply through a rocky gorge. Midstream, before the fulminating waters descended through the cliff-sided gorge, there was a nasty-looking hump of whitewater—known as a hole—situated on the downstream side of a menacing underwater boulder. The severe wave action could have easily pitchpoled their canoe, sending them headfirst into the fast-moving tumultuous drop, losing all their supplies in the process.

Steve had argued long and hard, wanting to test his mettle and run the gorge in the canoe. Martin had prevailed against doing it after reporting that he’d jogged ahead and checked it out, convincing Steve they’d have drowned if they tried running the gorge.

Martin knew in his gut that cutting off the I-80 interstate before Chicago was a damn good move. Just like his spotting that nasty underwater hole in that Quebec river’s rapids. If he hadn’t turned off the interstate before reaching the Windy City, he was certain there would’ve been more to contend with than the one gunman biker. Martin figured that the Amishman’s frantic horse rearing caused the biker to swerve and lose control, crashing into the ditch.

Martin checked the rearview mirror again, this time picking up a set of blue-white piercing headlights a mile back. He squinted. No running lights were visible on top, meaning it wasn’t a semi, and it was closing in on them fast.

He glanced over at Leigh, who, for the moment, was quietly leaning back in the passenger seat.

A green sign indicated Sioux City in ten miles.

The blue-white headlights shone brightly now in the sideview mirror.

One mile to the exit.

The blue-white headlights held steady now, keeping back a few hundred yards. Too far to tell if one or two people were riding inside the car, or whether it was just a lone gunman. Martin’s mouth was pasty dry. He gagged when he swallowed, coughing hard.

“Everything okay?” Leigh said, looking at him.

“It was nothing. Just a hair stuck in my throat.”

Glare dazzled in the side mirror from the approaching headlights, catching in his periphery.

In the distance a brightly lit yellow Shell sign atop a towering aluminum shaft was easily visible from the interstate. Like a fortress of light in the middle of the vast darkness. The fuel gauge on the camper displayed a little below half tank. Time to fuel up. Time to put a bright light on his pursuer.

The thought of running on foot if he had to reared up, then dimmed, imagining himself huffing up a nearby bluff only to hear the suppressed claps of a hitman’s gun offing his best friend and an innocent hitcher caught unawares at the interstate gas station.

Martin signaled and exited.

Leigh sat up, looked around, and said, “Let me know when to spell you at the wheel.”








CHAPTER

40

11:30 p.m. (MST)

Billings, Montana~

FEVERISH WITH EXCITEMENT, Dr. Childers rocked back in his chair away from his desk where the laptop sat open to Spintown365.com, his favorite blackjack website. He was up ten thousand dollars in the online session. He usually cashed out at four grand, but that wasn’t a hard and fast rule. There weren’t that many winning nights in his online gambling fortunes. Only a handful that he could recall. Still, given his circumstances, now was hardly the time to act prudent.

He unscrewed the cap and poured himself a finger of bourbon. The ice clinked against the side of the glass and some of the amber liquor sloshed onto his lap as he took another gulp from his tumbler. He’d won four hands in a row, each time doubling down on his bet, placing all the previous game’s winnings back on the table. If he won a couple more hands he could clear forty grand, even after paying Mendelssohn back his five. Giddy with the thought, his knee bounced incessantly, rattling the old rolltop desk.

He swallowed a mouthful of bourbon and placed the entire ten grand into the pot. He couldn’t lose tonight. Not the way he was playing. He pressed Send, confirming his bet, and two shiny new cards appeared on the screen, one face up—a king—and the other face down. The dealer showed a six.

Childers grinned. He’d take this hand and then one more. If he could win forty grand tonight, why couldn’t he clear even more? Then he’d tell Mendelssohn where he could shove his smug threats.

He flipped his second card. Nine of clubs—a total score of nineteen. The dealer showed a four—ten in all.

Childers leaned closer to the computer monitor, now displaying options for his next move. He held his breath and clicked Stay. With less than a second pause, the dealer turned over an ace. Twenty-one.

The ten grand in Childers’s plus column instantly vanished.

A weak chuckle escaped his lips. It occurred to him that that king might as well have been a joker.

He laughed a little harder, shaking his head. The joke was on him. Had always been on him. Even the way the government had shown him the door. He rocked back in his desk chair.

His grip compressed around the now empty tumbler. His eyes wide and weary with the realization of what he’d done. The firing squad was too good for the likes of him. He closed the laptop and stood unsteadily, grabbing his Stormy Kromer hat and slipping on his overcoat.
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5:30 a.m. (MST)

Malmstrom Air Force Base, Great Falls, Montana~

THE GRAY MONTANA sky blended into the low, drab buildings and Quonsets visible beyond the gated entrance to Malmstrom Air Force Base. Approximately two miles away, a pair of F-35s rocketed down the runway on a reconnaissance exercise, leaving matching burn trails in the western heavens.

Dr. Ogden Childers flashed his security clearance badge at the guard detail. “Morning, Phil,” Childers cheerfully said to the uniformed soldier responsible for ingress and egress from the Intercontinental Missile Unit.

The duty guard checked his clipboard with a flashlight, visible puffs of breath streamed from the soldier’s mouth. “Didn’t expect to see you today, doctor. You’re not on the calendar.”

Childers smiled. “You know how it is, Phil. When the higherups want something, they want it yesterday.”

The guard smiled back, nodding. “That I do.”

The black-and-yellow diagonally striped gate lifted, just as it had for the last twenty odd years for Childers.

Childers steered his dark green Jeep Cherokee around several more strategically placed concrete barriers installed after 9/11 to prevent a truck bomb terrorist strike should would-be attackers manage to get inside the guard post.

Perspiration formed on the scientist’s forehead as he tried hard not to castigate himself too harshly over the fact that the barriers were no contest against a traitor like himself.

The scientist drove a quarter mile farther and parked on the side of a one-story building simply designated 3-C.

He slid his high-clearance security pass through the card reader beside the outside door. The cold knifed through his thin Isotoner gloves. As Childers silently stepped into the corridor, a motion sensor activated a bank of overhead fluorescent lights.

The door to the Documents Center had a small glass window reinforced with steel wire tested to withstand a truck bomb blast. Again, he slid his security pass through the card reader. The magnetic lock pulsed open in response, and he stepped through.

He was alone in the Files Library—often referred to as the Hot Room—because of the top-secret nature of the documents housed there. The stockpiling of intercontinental ballistic weapons and their sophisticated technology had been a product of the Cold War.

Quickly, Childers unbuckled his briefcase and took out the small digital camera pen that Mendelssohn had supplied him. He knew where to look for the most critical technical diagrams and accompanying schematic journals that described in exact terms the sequencing needed for programming a missile warhead—the kind of weapon capable of large-scale destruction after just one hour from launch.

Forty-five minutes later, the scientist arrived back at the main gate where the guard named Phil was still on duty. Dr. Childers promptly stepped out of the driver’s seat of the Jeep Cherokee, leaving the door open for the guard, who gave it a once-over. After the guard finished looking inside the vehicle, Childers pulled out his briefcase.

“Looks like we’re in for some weather,” the scientist said as he let Phil take a look inside the briefcase.

“Base commander has already announced closure of all routine training flights starting at noon,” the guard said, then absently paged through Childers’s file folders. Another marginal inspection.

Graciously, Childers removed one of the folders of papers and volunteered, “These are advances that I’m working on for a new payload housing design.”

Phil said nothing while aiming the flashlight at the papers Childers handed him. Satisfied, the guard wished Childers a good day and waved him through, wishing him a happy Thanksgiving.

Clipped to Childers’s shirt pocket in plain sight was the sleek digital camera and its contents of sixty-six crisp pictures. A recipe for disaster.

A mile from the base, he pulled to the roadside, overcome. Childers’s guilty mind couldn’t rest. Ever since agreeing to make the predawn raid on the Hot Room, it was as if he’d already been caught. Already been handcuffed and arrested and placed into the backseat of a police car, cameras flashing from the gathering reporters pushing and shoving to get a closer look at the biggest traitor since the Rosenbergs had passed nuclear bomb secrets to the enemy.

In his head, the harried scientist already had the abyss-seeking stare of the tried and convicted, his grim face splashed from coast to coast and all over the rest of the world in a breaking-news alert: Long-time military scientist with top-secret security clearances sells nuclear warhead secrets to terror group.

In a moment of clarity, he realized something inside him had let go, akin to what he’d read about so-called spiritual awakenings, only his was a kind of purgatory. In truth, he had no idea if that really was at work. Childers only knew he’d crossed a line he couldn’t uncross no matter how hard he tried. He had tried to give Mendelssohn his money back. What was left of it—after losing his wits along with half the first batch of Mendelssohn’s greenbacks in a feverish online betting spree last night.

There was no turning back now. No giving the money back, no avoiding the clang of the prison cell door, the utter humiliation of it all, no matter how much he hated the DoD for canceling his contract, and for their not honoring his years of excellent service with something more than a form letter of dismissal.

He’d taken things too far. Way too far. Worst of all, he’d stopped believing in himself.

The only real thing troubling him now was Doris. She’d been a perfect wife to him. Wiry and petite, she was as industrious working around the place as he’d been all the many hardworking years inside his laboratory. Self-sufficient to an extreme, Doris was as comfortable wielding a monkey wrench to unstick a sump pump valve in the basement as she was baking up a batch of muffins on the old gas stove. They had never been blessed with children, which hadn’t particularly bothered her, any more than it had Childers, who’d been fanatically devoted to his work.

Childers sat numbly, his eyes closed, his chin resting on his chest, staring into the growing void within him. He’d made a serious error of judgment; but he was still a citizen, deep down still loyal to his country, despite taking Mendelssohn’s money. But none of that mattered now. It was too late to anguish over what was.

Leaving Malmstrom Air Force Base in the rearview mirror, Childers wiped his brow with a damp handkerchief. He glanced up at the thickening bands of storm clouds into which the long, empty road ahead merged. There was nothing coming up behind him except the mean-looking sky.

His hands trembled uncontrollably.
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7:30 a.m. (EST)

Newton Highlands, Massachusetts~

THE HANDCUFFS WERE cutting into her wrists. Sylvia was blindfolded, arms bound behind the back of a hard wooden chair since last night. The graininess of the old wood chaffed against her skin; the chair creaked every time she tried to move. The dank basement air no longer bothered her. But everything else did. Her aching neck and sore back from sitting, she guessed, for at least twelve hours on the unforgiving seat.

She desperately had to go to the bathroom. The guy had walked her to the musty smelling toilet once late last night.

“Hey, upstairs! I need to pee. I know you can hear me.” No sound of footsteps. She wondered if their dragging their feet was deliberate. Or maybe they wanted her to pee on herself and force another humiliation. “They” because she sensed there were two of them in the van when she was dumped in the backseat blindfolded, with her hands bound.

Sylvia had already cycled through her worst fears. But no one had come at her except when the guy flashed the gun at her place. Leading her from her place to the van, the man with the boots sat beside her in the backseat while the other guy drove. They hadn’t touched her beyond the blindfolding and binding her wrists. Then moving her to whatever hole she was stuck in now. She’d battled the absolute worst of her thoughts, convinced that she was worth more alive than dead to whomever had kidnapped her.

Relaxing her muscles as best she could under her restraints despite the desire not to wet herself, she mustered the quick, logical thinking that made her good at her job. None of the run-of-the-mill pissed-off debtors she dealt with daily would be able to pull something like this off. Her gut told her it must be tied to Martin. To Ben Mendelssohn. To the BS Martin had been slinging ever since teaming up with this Mendelssohn creep.

Her poking around Mendelssohn’s business background and reporting him to the FBI might not have helped, given her present circumstances. Any normal law-abiding citizen caught in her shoes would have done the same thing. Law enforcement depends on the goodwill of people like her as much as, if not more than policing alone. Prudence told her not to breathe a sideways word to her captors.

“Hello, upstairs!” she piped louder. “I. Need. To. Use. The. Bathroom!”

The muffled sound of a chair scraping backward over a hardwood floor. The basement door opening.

Finally!

Heavy footsteps descended the wooden stairs—the same man, she recognized the sound of his boots scuffing over the risers.

Her captor stood directly in front of her and tested the blindfold, snugged it tighter around her eyes to let her know he was in charge. Just beneath the lower edge of the fold she glimpsed the tips of the same black boots she’d first seen in her townhouse right before she found herself staring down the barrel of his gun.

She flinched as the man leaned over her and unlocked one cuff. All at once, her arms fell to her sides, and she gasped in relief. The man said nothing, gripping her by the upper arm and hauling her to a stand. He shoved her forward into blindfolded darkness along one side of the dank basement.

With one hand on the back of her shoulder, he instructed her to turn left. The loose cuff, dangling like a goth charm bracelet, slapped against something—a support post, she figured. Then a sharper left along a warm corridor. She could hear the rattle of an old furnace and the strong odor of No. 2 fuel oil. Then, a quick right and the guy abruptly stopped her. Left, left, and sharp right, she thought to herself, like the newly blind learning their surroundings. Sylvia cataloged the directions, formulating an escape plan.

The sound of a door opening came from directly in front of her, and the man shoved her forward. The sour smell of mold told her she was below grade in the small utility room with the toilet.

“Do your business.” His voice was youngish high, some idiot in his twenties. Like Martin himself, she shrugged to herself.

“I can’t see,” she protested. “Please, can I at least remove the blindfold, just for a minute?”

“No.”

“Please! I won’t cause any trouble.”

“Toilet’s right in front of you. Go on, be quick. Or next time I won’t come downstairs.”

At least he hadn’t said, Or there won’t be a next time, she thought.

Sylvia felt herself starting to panic. Heat rushed to her cheeks. Tears pricked at her eyes beneath the blindfold. There was no escape. It was childish foolishness to think there was. More than that, she would have no chance to figure out where she was or to fashion something into a weapon to defend herself.

She took a small step forward and groped for the toilet seat. The dangling handcuff clanged against porcelain. Did he expect her to use the bathroom right in front of him?

“Could you at least shut the door?” she said as politely as she could.

She heard the door close.

“Thank you,” she said, even though the only thing he really deserved was to be locked up in prison. She lifted the front edge of the blindfold and oriented herself before inching up her pencil skirt as carefully as she could. She nearly missed the seat in the dimlit room, but she righted herself in the nick of time and felt the immediate relief of her bladder emptying.

A tear trickled from her eye when she moved to a stand and pulled down the blindfold. She flushed and the bathroom door opened. The man’s eyes were on her, she knew. His gaze burned into her skin, but he said nothing. She tried to conceal herself as she pulled up her underwear. How she wished she’d worn anything other than a pencil skirt yesterday.

Afterward, the man grabbed her arm and led her out of the bathroom. She felt suddenly angry.

“What is this about? What do you want from me? I don’t know anything. If you help me, I promise to tell the police to go easier on you. If it ever comes to that.”

“Keep quiet, lady,” the man said, and shoved her down on the hard wooden chair and relocked the handcuffs behind her seat back.

“Is this about my brother?” Her voice broke. “Martin? He’s a good person. I’ll cooperate. Whatever it is.”

“Don’t cause any trouble and you’ll be fine.” He went back upstairs. She heard the door shut and lock behind him.

This time Sylvia let herself cry. She sobbed openly; her head bowed over her lap. Her tears soaked into the blindfold covering her eyes. Her nose dribbled uncontrollably, but there was nothing she could do about it.

From her perch on the ruthlessly unforgiving chair, Sylvia wondered what her brother could possibly have done to land her in this situation. And what was happening to him, wherever he was?

Her brother’s star-crossed life had firmly been set in place since those tangled days living alone with their alcoholic father.

Running was in his nature. In Sylvia’s estimation, he’d been running ever since he decided not to go back to college after their dad died. And now people were after him. No credit bureau background check would have triggered her kidnapping. It had to be bad. Very bad to warrant this treatment.

A frisson of fear descended her spine—her life was in the balance. Everything now hinged on her brother’s next move.
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9:15 a.m. (MST)

South Dakota prairie~

THE MIDMORNING GLOOM suddenly grew dark as night. Massive billowing clouds rose to the uppermost reaches of the atmosphere. Lightning flashes bloomed inside deep-purple-edged mushroom nimbus, giving them the appearance of gigantic party lanterns. They were heading directly into the path of the building storm.

Martin had let Holden stay up front. Said he preferred the side bench in back, where she noticed him perpetually scanning the road behind them.

“You got a text?” Steve said, glancing over at her.

“Yeah. My cousin Marcia is a nurse in San Francisco. I was telling Martin about her last night. She’s excited I’m not far from making it to the West Coast.”

Holden was replying to Todd Dansker who’d texted her. Farnsworth was on the warpath. She hadn’t updated him as promised. She texted Dansker back: Going well. Expect major break soon. Her phone’s tracking hardware always showed Dansker her location.

A herd of antelope gracefully leaped across the lane in front of them. Chaotic and harried, the sleek beasts scrambled for purchase as they bounded over the interstate. Their large dark eyes bulged from their skulls, as if terrified. Were they being chased? Holden wondered.

Deep in her gut, Holden felt an inchoate sense that trouble lay ahead. Sooner rather than later it would present itself, and she’d best be ready. She unzipped her parka a quarter of the way down and slipped her right hand inside, checking the safety on her shoulder-holstered Sig Sauer P228.

She gave a concerted glance at the passenger sideview mirror, emulating Martin’s own paranoia, haunted by a fear they were being followed by Bruce Machado’s cold-blooded killer.

“I didn’t realize Devils Tower was off the I-90,” Steve said, glancing through the rearview at Martin. “That will probably push us back another day.”

“Sorry,” she said, “I might have come across too eager to see it.”

“No problem. We’ve still made good time.” Steve smiled at her.

Suddenly a strong gust struck the van. Steve fought the steering wheel to stay in the right lane. “Christ!”

The deafening sound of pelting ice. Red taillights scattered up ahead. The camper’s tires crunched and bumped noisily over hailstones battering its sheet metal, ricocheting off the roof and windshield. Cars and semis moved slowly, headlights and emergency blinkers on. Some pulled over to the side of the road, some found shelter crammed close together under an overpass.

Out all sides of the camper, hellish forces unleashed from the sky. A lightning flash illuminated a line of cedar trees planted next to the interstate fence line. Their tree trunks were bending and twisting in the strengthening storm. One stronger gust lashed hail against the camper’s windshield hard as an angry parent slapping a naughty kid, Holden imagined. Empty plastic bags and other roadside trash swirled across the roadway, caught in the headlight wash, strewn everywhere helter-skelter, catching on the fence wire and bordering trees.

The weather wasn’t finished with them yet. The winds came in fits and starts, subsiding in one moment and then howling through every crevice of the camper in the next. In one severe moment, the wind bent a row of the cedars like a line of archers’ bows ready to release. Then, as quickly as it came, the huge outdoor fan turned off, leaving them staring through the clearing windshield as if they’d just completed a car wash cycle.

Holden gazed out the passenger window. In a dormant field stood a partially collapsed barn with a faded advertisement on its rusting tin roof: Chew Mail Pouch Tobacco. Several lightning rods were positioned along the crest of its sagging gambrel roof.

An hour after the freakish hailstorm, another dark band appeared on the horizon. It grew larger, like an impenetrable barrier. It was difficult to discern the land from the sky. Soon, it began to snow. Fine flakes at first that hardly stuck to the windshield. Driven sideways by a strong wind out of the northwest, the snow sounded like grains of sand striking the camper.

A steady snowfall slowed their speed, precipitating grumbling from Steve that they should never have come this far north this time of year.

The camper’s all-season tires slipped crossing over tendrils of snow drifting across the lane. The wind picked up, buffeting them.

The camper van crept at a snail’s pace. Steve kept to the right lane, following in the faint tire tracks of other vehicles, though presently there was no other traffic heading into the steadily darkening morning sky.

Behind them in the passing lane, a furious cloud of pommeling snow punched skyward, spraying against the left side of the camper. A huge orange snowplow passed them, clearing the westbound passing lane, its high-mounted headlights shining on the roadway ahead.

The darkness descended like the lid dropped over a kettle. The camper’s headlights poked dim holes through heavier snowfall rapidly mounding over the van’s hood. Their speed dropped below forty, buffeted by strong arctic winds crossing the vast northern plains unhindered for thousands of miles.

Chilled air whistled through the camper and drove the snow in a dizzying array. Then, the sky ripped open like a popcorn bag, tumbling out large flakes as thick as dead cluster flies swelling the sills of an attic window. The air dam by the windshield became a whitened hump in minutes flat. Clots clung to the wiper blades and clouded the camper’s exterior mirrors.

Steve leaned forward, his head over the steering wheel, struggling to see better. Aghast by the storm’s sudden pickup, they all fell quiet with their thoughts.

The turn of events reminded Holden of the vicious Schoolhouse Blizzard of 1888 that had ravaged one community after another as it struck farms and towns alike in a massive white tsunami wave of snow across the Great Plains. The temperature had dropped like a rock some thirty to forty degrees in less than an hour. Over three hundred lives had perished. Schoolchildren were stranded and unable to get home. The deep driven snow smothered untold thousands of livestock. The drifts were so deep, horses’ ears and noses cocked upward to breathe, as if they were swimming across a swollen river frozen white. But there was nothing they could do to reach safety to keep from freezing to death.

Out the right side, difficult to read through the thickening snowstorm, an official-looking sign indicated that they were entering the Buffalo Gap National Grassland.

Steve signaled to exit the interstate at a town called Kadoka in the middle of nowhere.

“We should tank up here,” he said gravely, as he eased the camper to the exit ramp, having just passed a jackknifed semi alongside the highway median, with its blinkers flashing.








CHAPTER

44

10:00 a.m. (MST)

Billings, Montana~

ICY SHINGLES HUNG from the massive pines’ lower limbs overarching a bend in US-87 north of Billings. Ben sat in the idling Lincoln Navigator. He’d affixed the GPS tracker to Childers’s vehicle yesterday when he’d paid a surprise visit to their ranch house.

On the screen of the small netbook the red dot indicated the scientist was twenty miles away on his return trip from Malmstrom AFB.

He’d spent a restless night at the Airbnb cabin after learning from Max that Bruce Machado was murdered gangland style at a food court just off the I-80. Rousseau somehow figured out that Martin Gabriel has the thumb drive. Ben’s lying to the Montrealer that the thumb drive was secure explained why Rousseau ordered the electronic bugs in the resort room he’d abandoned.

Ben believed Harvey Rudman and the mercurial knife-wielding Dwayne were already in position hiding at the Childers’s residence, waiting to ambush the scientist and Ben, then snatch the warhead schematics and kill both Childers and him. Not figured into their crude cowboy scheme, Ben was thirty miles away under a lonely gray sky on the route Childers customarily drove to Malmstrom AFB outside Great Falls.

Rousseau, Ben figured, would have no choice but to cut him a bigger piece of the pie or risk Ben’s going it alone with the Hamburg group. Only the all-important thumb drive lay between him and glory.

In the early hours of the morning, Ben had seen Childers’s dark green Jeep Cherokee make the turn outside Billings onto US-87 right on schedule. He’d watched Childers’s taillights vanish, swallowed by the huge mouth of the vast Montana horizon.

Ben kept the Lincoln Navigator’s engine running and the heat cranked up. He wondered whether Machado had recovered anything from Martin Gabriel before ending up dead, then dismissed the thought, for Rousseau wouldn’t have bothered wasting his time with Harvey Rudman if he’d already recovered the thumb drive.

Reaching inside his leather travel bag, he removed a fresh encrypted cell phone and powered it up. The green diode bulb at the top of the phone blinked twice, signaling Max’s computer that the second phone had been activated.

“Where are we on Martin Gabriel’s current whereabouts?”

“Nowhere, sorry to say,” Max said. “Machado had him in his sights, but you know that. I’ve scanned traffic police reports on the I-80 through to Omaha. Nothing.”

Ben had half a mind to divert his NetJets flight waiting for him in Billings to San Francisco. He had a good contact in the Bay Area who could get the drop on Martin outside the shipping agency of Steve Gershwin’s uncle.

The feeling passed. Ben decided against changing his options. He’d stick to Plan A.

“Now here’s the next step, Max. We’ll need your cousin Leo to execute it.” Ben went over the particulars, cautioning Max to make sure Leo didn’t overstep. It required a degree of finesse that Ben usually preferred reserving for himself. But there wasn’t time for that. Things had escalated too fast. He told Max he should arrive at his Newton Highlands mansion by late afternoon, then added, “I expect your cousin Leo to follow things to a T. See that he does.”

The call ended.

Ben’s mind ticked through steps of the plan he’d formed last night after learning that Bruce Machado had been taken out. Tick, tick, tick. He pictured Childers in the process of capturing the weapons schematics, the subsequent handoff that would take place, the flight back to Boston with everything in hand, playing his last card against Martin Gabriel, and then negotiating a better deal with Rousseau. Or not.

Tick, tick, tick. The clock on the dash counted down the minutes that were necessary for the plan to unfold.

Ben felt a twinge, a vestige of the primitive brain every man carries to his grave—Harvey Rudman’s bugging his suite at the Big Horn Resort and reporting back to Rousseau. The need to kill off what could kill you still festered in him.

Ben considered how Rousseau had been keeping an eye on him this whole time, like a disapproving father just waiting for his son to screw up. However, he was confident the big man hadn’t counted on Ben’s building enough of his own network under the radar to get out when he needed to, once the money was wired.

Childers would deliver. The look of surprise on the scientist’s face seeing him sitting in his kitchen, talking to his wife Doris. Childers got the message. But roughing him up a bit in his laboratory, showing him the treasonous video clip of the good doctor fingering the money, well, that was icing on the cake.

Tick, tick, tick. As soon as Childers returned with the schematics, Ben would take the NetJets Max had chartered from a rural airport back to Boston. And then, he would get the thumb drive back.

A gust of wind rattled the big SUV on its chassis and disrupted his thoughts. The rumble of a car approaching ahead. Ben placed his hand over the .38 Special, firmly clenching its grips without threading his finger over the trigger. The vehicle drew nearer. It was Childers’s dark green Jeep.

Ben flashed his lights to signal him to pull over, which the scientist did. He stepped out of the Lincoln Navigator; the revolver tucked inside his overcoat pocket. He motioned Childers to get out of the car.

“Did you get me the pictures?”

Childers’s face was bathed in sweat. He opened his briefcase on the hood of the car and took out the pen-like camera, handing it to Mendelssohn. “I took frame shots of all the payload specifications.”

“And the full ballistic warhead schematics? The engineering details like I requested?”

The nuclear scientist nodded. Dark rings cupped the sagging flesh under Childers’s eyes. Ben had pressed the man to his limit. It pleased him slightly.

“Everything you asked for is on the camera. I’ve done everything you asked. Promise me you’ll leave Doris out of this.” The scientist’s words spilled out in an exhausted frenzy.

“I’m not a cruel man, doctor.” Ben smiled. “I told you, your cooperation is immensely appreciated. Once these documents are given to the consortium and sorted through, you will be amply rewarded.”

“So, we’re finished then? We’ve concluded our business arrangement?”

“Get back in your car, doctor.”

Childers complied.

Ben stepped over to the passenger side and rapped on the glass. Childers lowered the window.

“What’s this?” Childers said.

“It’s nothing.” Ben thrust a gun through the open window and shot the scientist in the temple. Wearing latex gloves, he fit the revolver into Childers’s right hand to make the suicide more convincing.

NINETY MINUTES LATER Ben boarded the private executive NetJets Falcon at an auxiliary airport outside Billings used mostly for crop dusters, his mission to Montana successfully accomplished. As the jet climbed to an altitude of thirty thousand feet, Ben had only one task left: add fresh bait to the trap.

He pulled a third freshly encrypted phone from his bag and sent the text.

Return the thumb drive. Sylvia has 24 hours to live.
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10:30 a.m. (MST)

SR-248, Kadoka, South Dakota~

IT WAS A ghost town to anyone but the few hardy souls out and about in the declining weather. No lights shone from the desolate storefronts. Snow blanketed everything and wasn’t letting up.

They pulled into a no-name gas station on the corner of SR-248 over broken tarmac concealed by several inches of snow. An air tool blasted inside the garage bay where a mechanic was loosening bolts on a truck wheel. Steve headed over to speak to the man while Martin filled the tank. The jackknifed semi on the interstate had unsettled Steve, Martin figured.

“How are you faring?” Leigh appeared next to the passenger side, rubbing some lip balm across her lips. Her parka hood sheltered her face.

The pump handle ran colder with fuel flowing through it. “I guess we won’t be making it to Devils Tower any time soon if this keeps up,” Martin said and screwed on the filler cap. He gave her a cheesy grin. “I guess beggars can’t be choosers.”

Leigh studied him. “Why do you say that? It might clear.” A querulous expression across her face made him wonder whether Leigh was merely being hopeful or harbored some other agenda.

Steve hurried back to the camper; his eyebrows peppered white with flakes. “The guy inside said the state road’s safe. When the weather turns, most people around here take the state road over the 90 to Rapid City.”

“I’ll go pay up,” Martin said and jogged toward the office door, his raised forearm shielding his face from the pelting snow.

Underway, Steve drove cautiously. A mile outside town a harsh blast of wind jostled the van; Steve fought to stay in the right lane much narrowed by drifting snow. He cleared his throat and gave Leigh a nervous glance.

“You’re doing good, Steve,” Leigh reassured him.

Martin lay back on the side bench, closing his eyes for the first time in a long time, comforted by the fact the steady snowfall meant no one could see them.

A few miles on, passing through wide-open rolling plains, the three of them had fallen into a silence, as if hypnotized by the snow. Like traveling in a bubble, they had seen or heard nothing but the steady pummeling sounds of the snow against the van.

“This terrain doesn’t offer us much protection from the wind,” Leigh said. “I can’t imagine what it would’ve been like crossing in a wagon train two hundred years ago.”

Martin opened his eyes and sat up. “In fact, the Great Plains made late-season journeys much too unsafe for the pioneers. Many who failed to heed the warning signs perished before ever reaching the Rocky Mountains, which they believed would be their principal danger. Their horses and oxen and covered wagons were caught unawares by a sudden downturn in the weather, swallowed whole by the Plains’s vicious blizzards.”

“Enough talk of that!” Steve protested. “We’re this far north only because of you. We’d have been in Denver by now if you hadn’t taken another detour.” He eyed Martin through the rearview mirror.

Steve’s cell phone buzzed. Startled by the sound, he fumbled for the phone on the dash.

“Oh my God!”

“What?” Leigh leaned over the center console to get a look at his phone’s screen.

Steve pulled over and showed Martin the screen. The text read: Return the thumb drive. Sylvia has 24 hours to live.

“What the hell, Martin?”

Martin blinked, feeling lost. “It’s Ben. He’s gone too far. I told you he’s paranoid.”

“Whatever it is you’ve been hiding, it’s gone far enough,” Steve said.

Both Steve and Leigh were turned in their seats, staring at him, waiting for an answer. Martin’s knee shook up and down. He wrestled his tangled hair back behind his ears and gazed out the back window at the whitening landscape that merged seamlessly into the falling snow.

“It’s your sister, Martin. No more games,” Steve said. “Your sister’s life is on the line.”

“Look, I’m not playing games. Ben is the one, he has been from the start.”

“What do you mean? I don’t understand,” Leigh said. “I thought you were only taking a break from work?”

“What about the thumb drive?” Steve said. “Do you have it?”

“Of course, I don’t have it.” Martin was hardly able to conceal the irritation in his voice.

“Call him then,” Steve said. “Tell Ben you haven’t got it. That he’s mistaken. If he doesn’t see reason, then you’ll call the police, and report a threat’s been made against your sister.”

Martin shook his head, shrugging. “He won’t see reason. You don’t understand.”

“It’s the gun wound on your shoulder, isn’t it?” Steve said, glancing over at Leigh. “That shootout.” He paused. “You phoned me in a panic from the bus station. I could hear it in your voice. You were desperate to come with me to California. Christ, Martin. You’ve been on the run all along, haven’t you?”

Martin couldn’t think straight. His head hung, staring at the floor. His stomach burned. If he left them now, he could run back to the ghost town. He’d run plenty of times in a snowstorm. Leaving them now would give them better than an even chance. Resigned, he tugged on his parka and reached for the side door. There was no upside to staying put any longer.

“What are you playing at?” Steve pressed, grabbing Martin by the parka sleeve. “You’re planning to run, that’s it? Think only of yourself? Run now and let Sylvia die—that’s your big plan?” Steve let go of Martin’s sleeve, thoroughly disgusted.

Martin hesitated, staying in a squat by the side door, listening to the spray of wind-driven snow against the van, feeling suddenly exposed for what he was. For what he’d become. A liar. A criminal. A pathetic, uncaring brother. An untrustworthy friend. A despicable human being.

“At least call the police if you won’t phone Ben back.” Steve spoke with urgency, pleading. “You’ve got two witnesses who can testify to the threat.”

“Absolutely,” Leigh said. “Count me in.”

Martin locked eyes with his friend. “You don’t think Ben has factored that in?”

“You think if you call the police, Ben will kill her?” Leigh interjected. “I wouldn’t take a chance like that.”

“He might.” Martin looked back down at his feet, blinking. “He left me for dead back in a cornfield.” He sat on the back bunk, faced them both. “He’s the one that fucked up. And now he’s trying to pin it all on me.”

“Pin what, Martin?” Leigh asked.

“The guy has a lot going on I wasn’t privy to.” Martin worried for his sister. Ben had never flashed a gun before. Martin couldn’t believe he’d go that far. “He kept me out of the loop. He fucking used me!”

“You better figure something out and quick. Rapid City is only a few hours away. Once we get there, you can make an official report. Here, call it in,” Steve said, handing Martin his cell phone. “Do the right thing. Do it now.”

Martin slapped the side bench. “What am I supposed to say to some cop in the middle of nowhere? Huh? That my sister stuck her goddamn nose where it didn’t belong? And for what exactly? I haven’t got a clue. Yeah, I was with Ben at some rendezvous in the dark by the St. Lawrence. Yeah, I got shot. And yeah, I smashed my iPhone when Ben called afterward and threatened me. He wanted the thumb drive back then, and I told him then that I didn’t have it. What good will telling all that to a cop in the prairie do?”

“I’m not going to waste time arguing with you. Do you agree to report this threat to the police in Rapid City or not?” Steve sounded exasperated, wanting to get moving.

Another blast of wind buffeted the van. A cold draft of air found its way inside the van and across Martin’s warm forehead. “Yes, in Rapid City, I’ll report it,” he said.

Leigh seemed to eye Martin skeptically, as if there might be more to his story.

Steve resumed driving, keeping his speed at forty-five. The snow was mesmerizing, falling horizontally. “We’ve got company,” Steve announced. “Headlights behind us. Good to know other people use this road.”

Martin dropped back into a squat. On the balls of his feet, he faced the camper’s rear window.

“What is it, Martin?” Leigh asked.

The truck behind them suddenly lurched into the oncoming lane and accelerated past, spraying road snow against the camper. The driver wore an old slouch hat and leaned his head over, gawking at them, probably spotting their New York plates, wondering what kind of fools were around these parts at this time of year, Martin imagined.

“Nothing, I guess,” Martin responded.

The lane lines were fading from view. Steve dropped his speed to thirty. “If I had winter tires instead of all seasons,” he said, glancing over at Leigh, “I’d risk doing fifty to get us to Rapid City before nightfall.”

“You’re doing great,” she said. “Keep your eyes on the road.”

A distinct booming sound grew. Martin leaned his elbows against the back bunk, focused on another approaching vehicle. “Maybe another local,” he muttered to himself.

“We’re not the only crazy ones out here,” Steve said, checking the driver’s side mirror.

Scudding snow drifted across the road. A hump of new fallen snow had accumulated on the hood. It was as if they were traveling inside an opaque room in time and space, losing all definition of the grassy slopes and vast prairie surrounding them.

Two cones of blue-white light pierced the veil of snowfall. A dark Jeep, moving up fast, its knobby tires carving through the snow with ease. Its engine revved higher as it weaved into the oncoming lane, accelerating.

Martin got a distinctly menacing vibe from the vehicle’s lowered passenger window.

In a flash, the camper’s side window exploded. Shards of glass struck the back of Steve’s head. Howling cold and snow rushed in through the busted-out window.

Steve screamed in pain and threw himself forward toward the open well beside the center console, slamming his forehead against the dashboard. Trickles of blood ran down the back of his neck.

Leigh lunged over Steve’s shoulders, commandeering the steering wheel, swerving the camper into the oncoming lane directly in the path of the Jeep as it attempted to overtake them.

She shouted into Steve’s ear, “Hit the gas, Steve! Floor it now!” over the roar of the shattered window.

Several rapid gunshots strafed the side of the camper.

Martin grabbed hold of the side bench to steady himself, his heart racing, unable to make out the identity of the driver in the Jeep. There was no doubt in his mind. He was the target. Probably so were Steve and the hitcher, too.

Leigh was now shooting through the busted window, returning fire, then she holstered her gun and wrestled the steering wheel from Steve’s frightened clench. In a sharp voice she yelled into his ear again, “On the gas hard, Steve. Now!”

The van swerved under hard acceleration. Leigh’s holster swung loosely away from her side. Martin grabbed at the holster and yanked on the pistol’s grips, but the safety snap held the gun fast.

“Hey, quit that!” she yelled and threw a sharp elbow against Martin’s solar plexus, tumbling him to the floor.

“He’s moving up fast!” Martin screamed over the wind roaring from the busted window. “Get your gun out!”

The Jeep closed in, ramming the side of the camper, swerving them toward the ditch.

Martin couldn’t believe his eyes, seeing Leigh pivot her left knee atop the center console and wrench the steering wheel in a hard left, her right elbow finding purchase against Steve’s broad back slumped forward.

She ordered Steve to floor it. “Gas pedal to the metal now!”

Another spray of bullets riddled the side of the van in a burst of chaotic disarray. They were sitting ducks. Leigh firmly held the steering wheel like a ship’s captain in a raging storm.

Martin tumbled on the floor with toppled items from the storage bins. Snow swirled inside the camper. He clambered onto his feet and pulled himself forward, gripping the back of Leigh’s seat, while she depressed her left shoe over Steve’s right foot, at the same time instructing him again to punch the accelerator hard.

The van’s rear tires spun and Leigh countersteered, managing the torque of the slipping van across the snow-covered roadway.

Martin looked behind them; they were perceptibly drawing away from the Jeep amid the deepening snowfall.

A minute late came the booming of the Wrangler at high speed. The Jeep caught up to them, quickly peeled left, then slammed back right, crunching the van’s front left fender.

Martin heaved a food can through the van’s busted window, sailing it through the Jeep’s open passenger window. The gunman dropped behind them again. Martin eyed Leigh’s holstered gun, itching to fire a few rounds at the gunman himself. For a moment, he and Leigh exchanged dead-serious glances. Martin grabbed another food can, readying to pitch it.

Leigh danced the steering wheel in a course correction, countering the Jeep’s impact, like jockeying in close quarters during a Nascar stockcar race, impressing Martin. She slipped their heading to the right into the snow-covered gravel of the berm, then wrenched the steering wheel in a hard left across the center line slamming the camper into the Jeep’s right front fender, throwing Martin off balance against the side bench.

The Jeep tire’s sidewall blew out in a loud blast, juddering, and their attacker swiftly dropped out of sight behind them under the unrelenting snowstorm.

“Keep it straight,” she commanded Steve, relinquishing control of the steering wheel. “Keep your speed up and we’ll be fine.”

Sweat creamed Steve’s forehead. He was puffing hard through his open mouth. He held the steering wheel in a two-fisted grip, shell-shocked and ashen.

“I’ve been hit.” He cocked his head left toward the blood-darkened flannel sleeve. It was a vicious tear across his arm.

Quickly, Martin fetched the first-aid kit from under the back bunk. He flipped open the metal case latch and handed Leigh gauze bandages and antibacterial cream. Seeing Steve in agony overwhelmed him. It was beyond apologies. Way beyond.

“Keep moving,” Leigh ordered Steve, as she scissored around the tear in his shirt and inspected his shoulder.

The bullet had torn through the flesh and exited, lodging somewhere in the dash. The wound was already beginning to congeal. “It doesn’t look like it nicked an artery,” she reported in a calm voice.

The camper developed a distinct shimmy. The front end started vibrating hard.

“Front tire’s going flat,” Steve announced. “What should I do?”

“Keep up your speed,” Leigh ordered.

Martin helped cut strips of adhesive while Leigh applied the gauze. Her command under stress was remarkable. He wondered if she may have had experience as an emergency responder or a life-saving program.

A shuddering vibration took hold. The camper’s front left tire began to wobble, and then made a pronounced grinding noise.

“That’s all right, Steve,” Leigh encouraged. “Keep going as far as you can. We need to put as much distance between us and the Jeep as possible.”

Martin kept his focus out the back window. “Nothing’s approaching behind us,” he reported. He looked once or twice at Steve, who was leaning hard against the steering wheel, thoroughly traumatized.

The tire had completely shredded off. They were canted severely to the left side, the bare steel rim bumping noisily over the snow-covered blacktop.

“It’s wrecking the front wheel,” Steve said in a disconnected voice.

“That’s okay. You’re doing great. Go as far as you can,” Leigh instructed.

Steve’s chin was practically resting on the steering wheel. The van careened off the road, he couldn’t control it anymore. He punched the brakes.

Martin trained his focus out the back window, expecting to see the gunman appear through a curtain of falling snow on foot at any moment.

For a few beats no one spoke, listening to the ticks of the engine as it cooled over the muffled sounds of accumulating snow. The wind whistled loudly through the front air vents and the busted side window.

Leigh withdrew her gun, training her eyes out the back window.

“You’re a cop?” Martin asked.

She looked him squarely in the eye. “Good thing, isn’t it? I’m an undercover FBI agent, Martin, investigating an ongoing criminal enterprise involving your employer Ben Mendelssohn and Joaquin Rousseau, among others.”

Steve sat up straight, aghast. “You’re joking.”

Leigh displayed her badge in its leather case.

“Where’s your partner?” Martin said. “I thought feds travel in teams.”

Leigh shook her head. “I’m no lone ranger. I’m on a special surveillance assignment, which I’m not at liberty to discuss in any detail.”

Her hawk-like gaze feasted on Martin. “For some time now my team in Boston has been watching you. And your boss Ben Mendelssohn, along with his alliances with Montreal underworld kingpin Joaquin Rousseau. We’ve become aware of the thumb drive that Mendelssohn keeps.”

Martin flinched. He began furiously rubbing his palms over the tops of his jeans, wanting desperately to run. Just keep running until he could run no farther. No matter what.

“I told you, I haven’t got it,” Martin said. Leigh gave him a disdainful look. “You think I don’t care about my sister? You have no idea what you’re talking about. No fucking idea at all.”

“Doesn’t matter now,” she said matter-of-factly. “You don’t know these people the way I do. People have already died, others gravely injured because of your little cross-country jaunt out of town with your friend Steve here, who is very lucky to be alive.”

Leigh handed Martin Steve’s iPhone. “Your sister’s life is at stake. Reply to Mendelssohn’s text. Do it now. Plead for Sylvia’s life, Martin. Assure Mendelssohn you have his thumb drive and that you will return it ASAP.”

Without further word, Martin did as she instructed and handed the phone back to her.

“Good,” Leigh said and hit Send.

It was difficult to see where the road ended, and the ditch began. There was no sign of the Jeep out the back window.

In a break in the clouds, out the side-door window Martin spotted a massive oak tree on the sloping crest of a snowy hillside. Next to it stood an old broken-down prairie homestead. “Look,” he pointed, “there’s an old place in the middle of that slope.”

“We have a twenty-minute head start before that gunman replaces his blown front tire with the spare.” She looked at Steve. “You think you can make it to that abandoned house across the field? Even if it hurts, Steve, we can’t stay here.”

Steve nodded. “Sure. I can make it.”

Martin grew quiet while Leigh withdrew a SAT phone from her backpack and cracked her passenger side window and fed out its chunky antenna. The connection warped in and out. He heard her mention something about a Boston FBI line agent on duty, and then asked to speak to a guy named Todd Dansker.

Leigh requested backup ASAP, telling the guy they were under attack and Steve Gershwin had sustained a serious but non-life-threatening gunshot wound to his arm. She stayed on the line while the FBI agent contacted Rapid City FBI, giving them their precise location coordinates on SR-248, twenty-two miles west of Kadoka.

Favoring his gunshot arm, Steve passed between the seats to grab his parka, hat, and gloves stowed under the back bunk. He cold-eyed Martin, and said, “Thanks for nothing.”

Martin couldn’t bring himself to speak; he’d let his best friend down, his only friend, who’d now been shot. Worse, he’d gotten Sylvia kidnapped. It was all on him.

Leigh pulled a pair of binoculars from her backpack, briefly surveyed the ground between the road and the derelict homestead.

“Time to abandon ship, guys. We need to get moving now before the gunman is onto our asses again.”

Steve gingerly slipped his injured arm through the sleeve of his parka and stuffed a few things into his pockets. He winced stepping down into seven or eight inches of snow.

Leigh shouldered her pack and opened the passenger door into a stinging current of arctic air. She huddled them close together, and said, “Remember, guys, let’s keep our wits about us. We need to pull together. This isn’t over yet.”
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11:00 a.m. (MST)

SR-248, an abandoned homestead in the grasslands of South Dakota~

HER POLICE-ISSUE BOOTS sunk ankle deep into the swirling snow that blanketed the roadway. Holden tightened her hood, then urgently scanned the road behind them with her 10x-power Steiner glasses. Nothing but the interminable choking white filled her field of view, not even a patch of the prairie grassland revealed itself.

Holden glanced back at the camper’s tire tracks. The shovel-like scrape by the steel rim on the pavement—a blood trail equivalent—in a matter of seconds was obliterated without a trace. The camper itself had already morphed into a whitened mound, another victim of the unrelenting deluge hurtling against everything land borne.

Martin led off, breaking steps, plunging in places past his knees trudging up the slope. The air thick with the lashing snow made it difficult to breathe without coughing and gasping.

The old homestead disappeared and reappeared under bands of the shifting snowfall. Holden had underestimated the homestead’s distance for lack of any orienting landmarks under the fury of the blizzard.

She kept Steve moving in front of her. Every few steps, he’d lean forward on his haunches, breathing heavily, his hands buried deep inside his parka pockets, favoring his left arm. Each time they stopped, she glanced back toward the camper to get her bearing. Only now it had faded from view. Their goal, which she judged to be a quarter mile farther, now seemed almost unattainable. Her doubts they could make it grew each time Steve faltered, but then he’d summon his strength and take another step. She no longer could see Martin, whose tracks were quickly filling in.

Like an apparition Martin suddenly appeared through the heavy snowfall, punching wider steps as he retraced his way down the slope. He stopped a few feet in front of Steve, his exhaling breaths pouring out in a stream of frosty puffs. “How’s your arm feeling?” Martin’s cheeks and nose were ruddy from the whipping snow.

“Thanks to you, not very good.” Steve scowled without looking up.

Martin nodded and turned back up the slope, continuing to pound over his footsteps to make it easier for his friend to walk.

“Thank you,” Holden said, addressing Martin, then gently coaxed Steve forward.

Steve resumed his plodding. Holden worried. Proper medical care, antibiotics, a hospital IV bag if necessary, wasn’t happening today, she knew.

Chins buried in their collars to avoid the bitter cold and battering flakes that would make them gag and choke whenever they glanced up to double-check their direction, they slogged over the snow-covered grassland as the early pioneers must have staggered.

Holden checked her wristwatch. Nearly thirty minutes had gone by. It was taking much longer than she anticipated. It wasn’t just distances that were deceiving under the weight of the encroaching storm, it was the ruthlessly cold arctic air of the storm itself that penetrated their clothing and stung their faces, fingers, and toes.

Holden and Steve reached the front porch of the derelict homestead. They rested under its shattered eaves, careful of the several broken floorboards. Under the shelter of its partially caved-in roof, Holden reconnoitered the way they had come, while Steve cupped some snow in his gloved palm and shoveled it into his mouth.

“Martin, are you in there?” she shouted into the dark recesses of the homestead ruin.

“Yes,” came a hushed utterance. The yes of futility, she read from the resigned tone of his voice. It was apparent to Holden that he was bearing the full weight of their present circumstances with his best friend shot and his sister’s life now in the balance.

From the porch, Holden scanned the horizon with the powerful lenses, looking for any signs of the Jeep or a dark figure against the storm’s obscuring pale. The magnification of the heavily clotted air rendered the binoculars practically useless.

Unable to see or hear anything, she figured the gunman may be having a harder time of it changing the spare tire. The faded outline of Gershwin’s camper was reduced to a snowy heap surrounded by the blanketed roadway.

The weather-beaten, one-room structure was absent of furnishings or any artifacts to identify its prior ownership. At the far end of the house, where once a chimney stood, the field stones had fallen away, leaving a sizable opening through the roof, allowing spindrift to filter down onto the warped, separating floorboards beneath.

Holden glimpsed through the collapsed frame of a back door a split-rail corral and small lean-to shelter in severe disrepair.

Steve leaned heavily against the far wall, stooped over from exhaustion, caught somewhere between terror and disbelief. Holden had seen that disengaged numb look in the eyes of a young police officer injured in the line of fire two weeks ago during a drug raid gone wrong in a South Boston three-story walkup.

She reached inside her parka, unclipping the holster snap on her Sig Sauer P228. The words “better safe than sorry” snuck through her head.

Martin had switched places with his friend, letting Steve rest in the interior of the house while he returned to the front porch, scanning the snowy slope like a sentry, keeping watch for the gunman. His natural instincts were good, Holden realized, and she figured that he had reached for her gun in a panic to return fire at the Jeep while she commandeered the steering wheel away from Steve.

Under their dire circumstances, it was a no-brainer. She’d made her decision. It was now or never. Holden dropped her pack to the floor and reached down inside, pulling out her spare firearm: a compact Glock 19 pistol with a fifteen-shot clip holding nine-millimeter cartridges, more than enough firepower to stop an armed thug.

“You ever use a handgun?” she addressed Martin.

Martin looked at the black polymer weapon in her palm and nodded. “Yeah, my dad took me to the firing range when I was a kid. Got to shoot his forty-five a few times, and a rifle, too.”

Holden showed him the Glock’s single-action operation, while she explained how to use it.

“See, you cock the gun prior to firing the first round. After the first round is fired, the recoil cocks the gun for the next round, so it’s ready to fire without any further manual action.” She removed the clip. “Fifteen cartridges are in the clip.” She shoved it home again, then handed him the gun. “You try cocking it.”

Martin slipped out the clip and slammed it home, cocking the first round smoothly. He rotated his shoulders, appearing more relaxed.

“Good. Done like a pro,” she said. “Just be careful with your index finger pressing down inadvertently, it has a light trigger pull.”

Martin sparked to life gripping the firearm, showing her that he was comfortable with the firearm and could handle himself under the dire circumstances. To what degree he was more directly involved in the criminal case she couldn’t be sure. Determining that would have to come later.

Practicing his draw, Martin quickly pulled the gun from his parka’s inside pocket. In a two-handed grip he pivoted a hundred eighty degrees, aiming down the lower slope they’d earlier crested.

Holden motioned for Martin to follow her over to where Steve was crouched. She explained her plan, including her decision to let Martin use her spare gun, if it became necessary. Steve made no fuss. He seemed to want nothing more to do with this nightmare.

Martin resumed his stance by the front porch door jamb, as Holden had instructed him, the grips of the Glock with its fully loaded clip at the ready inside his unzipped inner parka pocket.

The clock was ticking.
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11:45 a.m. (MST)

An abandoned homestead, South Dakota~

MARTIN GAZED OUT the front porch, then glanced back through the rear doorless opening to where Leigh was tucked inside the small lean-to by the corral—her plan to stymie a surprise rearguard attack by the gunman.

Icy shingles of cold funneled through the weather-beaten remains of the one-room prairie house. Martin cupped his hands and blew into them, stamping his feet.

“Were we ever really friends?” Steve’s voice cut through the hollow derelict like a swift punch. He stepped toward Martin, cradling his left arm with his right hand. His friend’s haggard face shook Martin.

Steve stood a few feet away. “Blood brothers, remember? Pressing our palms together after nicking them with my Swiss Army knife? I got your back, you got mine kind of friends. Huh? Remember?”

“I screwed up. I never meant for you to get shot. I never meant for any of this to happen. Not in a million years.”

“That’s rich.” Steve snickered. “Little late for apologies. Never a word about anything the whole way up the mountain trail. You were fucking running from a shootout and God knows what else.”

Steve took a step closer, vapor streaming from his rapid breaths. “I wondered why you hit the deck in a panic when that hunter’s rifle fired. The whole time we’ve known each other, has it been nothing but a game to you? Give Steve a call, why don’t you. Because we go back. High-school buddies who like to go fishing. All of it just a pack of lies.”

A dizzy spell overtook Martin. Like it had the time he’d staggered half blinded to Steve’s house after a go-round with his dad. He was twelve, his left eye kept tearing up badly. Dr. Gershwin brought him downstairs to his home-based medical office and examined Martin’s eye under a handheld scope. Martin had told the doctor he’d crashed through the glass-topped coffee table in the living room, not pointing the finger at his dad because he was too ashamed of his chaotic household growing up. Right then and there Dr. Gershwin drove him to an eye specialist, where a glass sliver was removed.

“Whatever else, I always admired your folks,” Martin said, caught in the fateful memory. “For real. Your dad saved my eye.”

“You say you admire them. Yet you’ve royally screwed me. And your sister. And yourself in the process.” Steve frowned. “That won’t wash, Martin. Resting on the past doesn’t cut it anymore.”

Martin stared down at the warped floorboards. “You’re right, it doesn’t. But if you think I wanted any of this to happen, you’re wrong. I thought if I left town things might sort themselves out. I didn’t tell you all that happened because I knew you wouldn’t let me come if I did. As things turned out …”

“No. If you’d told me, I would have said to go to the police,” Steve said. “Clear it up. Face the music. Instead, you lied. A true friend doesn’t put his buddy in harm’s way.”

Martin nodded. “You’re right. I failed you. It’s too late to change things. ‘Too late’ has been happening a lot lately,” he added bitterly.

“Listen to you. Still playing the con,” Steve said accusingly, glaring at him. “You deliberately involved me. If things hadn’t gone south, you’d have never breathed a word about this criminal enterprise or whatever you want to call it.”

Martin looked up. Steve had stepped right up next to him.

“Face it, you needed wheels out of town. I was the perfect sap. Perfect timing as it turned out, too.” Steve shoved Martin in the shoulder. He fell back against the door frame. His eyes teared up and burned in the frigid air.

Martin breathed hard through his open mouth. His hand rode loosely over the grips of the Glock inside his parka pocket. He pulled the handgun from his pocket. Held it by the barrel end toward Steve. “Take it. Take the fucking gun.”

“I don’t want it. Leigh gave it to you.”

Steve’s haggard face grew darker suddenly. It morphed, to Martin’s eyes, into the lined and pasty flesh of his dead father, wrung of any color, with deepened sags under both eyes, the complexion of an oyster puddle. Those dark eyes that stared right through him since he was a kid sent Martin’s heart on a wild ride. Overcome, he took a knee, bracing himself with his free hand against the floor.

Martin admonished himself. There’d been one too many upsets. They’d gone too far down the road for a heart-to-heart resolution now. Not with a gunman out there. Not with his sister Sylvia kidnapped. Not with Steve gunshot. Not with the feds raining down on him. Not with his throwing one big monkeywrench into his best friend’s West Coast plans for a new life.

Shaken, Martin started to stand when he saw movement. He stepped back through the interior and focused attention out the doorless back opening that faced the lean-to and corral. Holden was gone.

“What is it?” There was panic in Steve’s voice.

“Shhhh …”

Martin crept back to the front door jamb and stuck his forehead out, squeezing the Glock’s grips two-fisted in front of him. A dark figure crouched behind a depression along the side of the slope. The snowflakes were heavier now, clouding his view. But Martin was certain he’d glimpsed a patch of black heavy leather. Rousseau’s crew wore those coats. Major league thugs, superior manhunters no doubt.

Martin figured the gunman was skirting to the far side of the homestead, planning to ambush them from behind, just like Leigh said he might.

The gun firmly in both hands, Martin crouched, aiming the end of the Glock’s barrel out into the mesmerizing curtainwall of white. Snowflakes whipped through the fallen timbers like noisome mosquitos, making him constantly blink to clear his eyes.

Martin stepped farther onto the creaking porch floorboards. Again, he glimpsed a sliver of black leather ducking then disappearing up the slope, moving silently through the steady snowfall, heading in the direction of the corral.

Suddenly there came a loud explosion. He recoiled. The camper was engulfed in flames, illuminating the interior of the homestead. Martin ducked inside the derelict house. Briefly, dazzle from the blaze flickered across Steve’s gaping mouth.

There was nothing left to say. Martin reached inside his right pocket and handed Steve his buck knife.

They exchanged a look without words. Hell breaking loose. That was something Martin knew plenty about.
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12:00 p.m. (MST)

Outside the abandoned homestead, South Dakota~

HOLDEN’S HOARY BREATHS quickly whisked away. The wind whistled through the weathered boards of the sloping lean-to. She buried her chin beneath her parka collar. It had been a while since Martin last poked his face out the back of the homestead to check in with her. He’d shaken his head then, meaning nothing to report. His giving a thumbs-up, as she instructed, would mean he’d sighted the gunman heading their way, with a finger point to signal the killer’s directional approach.

She stamped her feet, losing feeling in her toes. Her simple parka and jeans wouldn’t fend off the cold for long. She knew that hypothermia was a real danger. Holden had the thought that maybe the gunman’s plan was to wait them out in the subfreezing temperatures to weaken their spirits—let nature take its course, and then make his move.

Like a camera flash, the sky lit up. A second later there followed a tremendous explosion. Through the doorless back frame of the ramshackle homestead, she glimpsed an orange lick of flames—Gershwin’s camper. Torched. Cutting off their escape.

Holden stepped clear of the lean-to, turning her hooded face sideways to the wind. She plowed through the snow toward the far end of the corral, figuring the gunman would circle and ambush from that side. She’d noticed a natural contour below the corral when she’d lensed the homestead from the camper. A good position from which to stage a siege.

The snow drifted past her knees next to the split railing, the cold biting through her thin jeans. Her calves ached as she traced along the fence line that offered no protection from the driving gale.

She clutched her Sig Sauer pistol in her right hand inside her parka pocket and kept low on her haunches, not wanting to give the gunman an easy target. The slope’s drop was more severe than she anticipated. She was unable to glimpse him. She worried he might have reconnoitered and come straight at Martin and Steve from the front. But she’d have heard the Glock fire at least once if that were the case.

She reached the far side of the corral. With her free gloved hand, she sheltered her face from the ravages of the pelting snow, straining for proof that her strategic reasoning was correct. Still, she saw nothing.

Holden stepped through the split railing and lost her balance, dropping to her knees. Grabbing hold of a railing post she regained her footing, wiped the snow from her face. A drift was forming across the dip in the terrain—a natural barrier good for hiding, she thought.

She crouched lower, adjusted the slim bulletproof vest she’d stowed in her pack, then snugged tighter the thin deerskin gloves for better trigger action with her Sig Sauer P228. There were no trees for him to take cover. No boulders, either. Only the snowdrifts and the deceiving contours of the slope under whiteout conditions.

Distant crackling pops through the steady snowfall reported the smoldering remains of Steve Gershwin’s camper. Squinting back toward the lean-to, Holden saw nothing but her own fading footsteps. She heard no commotion from inside the homestead, either.

For a split-second it raced through her mind that the killer may have already gotten the jump on Martin and Steve. And killed them both. She dismissed the thought again, confident Martin would’ve fired at least one round from the Glock’s light trigger pull.

Instantly, a shadow descended upon her from out of nowhere, knocking her sprawling in the deep snow, but not before she managed to twist under her attacker’s weight and get a round off, grazing the man’s leg.

He was strong. His left hand held her right gun arm fast, slamming it repeatedly against the snowy ground to make her drop the pistol, while his right hand reached down to his boot. They struggled, whipping up the snow around them.

Holden saw the knife blade come out. She kicked her left leg high over his head—karate style—and flipped him. Despite the move, he still had her gun arm tightly gripped.

She saw his knife hand raise overhead, and then came a deafening gunshot from close by, followed quickly by a second.

The gunman’s body slumped over her.

Martin climbed through the corral railing and helped Holden back to her feet, gripping the Glock in his left hand.

Holden’s teeth chattered madly as she brushed herself off.

Martin knelt and shoved the dead gunman over onto his back, revealing a distinctive purple knife scar across the man’s cheekbone.

“I wasn’t sure at first,” Martin said, breathing hard, and pointing the Glock’s barrel at the dead man’s face. “It’s him—Goran Casimir—that scar over his cheekbone, I’d know it a mile away. Fucking Russian creep.”

Holden felt along the killer’s neck for a pulse. There was none.

“I’ll take that back now.” Holden slipped her hand over his, retrieving her Glock. A worried look broke across Martin’s face.

“Listen, you won’t have to say I shot him in your report?” Martin anxiously wrapped his arms around his sides.

“Under the circumstances,” Holden said, looking directly at him, “you will have to appear at our bureau’s offices to make a statement about this shooting. I will back you up.”

“But it’s your gun,” he pleaded. “I only did what you asked. Followed your orders.”

Holden resisted saying more, saving it for later when she’d have to make a full interrogation. Beside the dead man lay a crumpled sheet of bed linen. What an ingenious disguise, she thought. He’d cloaked himself with the white sheet, explaining why she hadn’t seen him approach. She lifted the sheet. “This is evidence, too,” she said.

“That’s an old Plains Indian trick,” Martin marveled. “Braves, they would hide under animal skins to draw closer to the buffalo herd, so they could kill one with their bows and arrows. I wonder where he got the sheet?”

“It’s one of mine.” Gershwin stepped up behind them both. “It’s bedding I brought from home for my apartment in San Francisco. My sheet, my stuff, all up in smoke. All thanks to you and your creepy thugs.” He scowled at Martin. “Why don’t you save your fucking insights about the Native Americans and their bows and arrows for the penitentiary, if your handlers don’t off you first?”

“That’s enough, Steve.” Holden stepped between them. “Look, guys, what I said earlier still applies. We haven’t got time for this now. The weather’s worsening by the minute. If we stay here any longer, we’ll freeze to death. Drop the chatter. We need to sled the dead body on this sheet back inside the homestead, so the forensic team can recover it intact.”

They lifted Goran’s body over the floorboards and picked the most protected spot under the caved-in tin roof.

Martin retrieved the Jeep’s keys from an inner pocket of the gunman’s leather coat. He also pulled the man’s wallet from his pants pocket.

“I’ll take those, and his sidearm.” Holden held out her hand. “We leave the rest for the forensic team.”

“Where’s his cell phone?” Martin said, searching the Russian’s pockets again.

“Maybe he left it in the Jeep,” Holden said. “Guys, let’s get moving back to the road. Find this dead man’s Jeep before it’s completely snowed under.”

The snow lashed their faces as they descended the slope. Holden stopped to exhale warm breaths into the wrist openings of her gloves to regain sensation to her fingers. She cinched the shroud pulls on her snorkel hood to shut out the stinging wind.

Martin closely followed them. Steve was spent. She checked her wristwatch—it was only 12:30—hardly afternoon. The absence of sunlight and unrelenting cold, it could have been the dark side of the moon.

Finally, they stumbled onto the berm of the highway. Steve’s weakened gait now reduced to a shuffle step. The wind kept the northern edge of the road swept clear. Deeper snow was drifting across the other side.

Together, she and Steve shuffled past the burned-out husk of the camper; all its windows blown out from the conflagration. There was nothing recognizable. Mounds of driven snow had breached the gutted interior already. Like a virus or frothing fungus, it was nearly wholly consumed by the howling blizzard battering and filling every crevice.

Steve stopped beside his camper. Stared in funereal silence; his eyebrows peppered white by the slanting snow, solemnly appraising what had been all his worldly possessions. There was nothing left to salvage.

“Over here,” Martin yelled. He’d trudged right past the burned-out camper. “Casimir’s Jeep is over here. There’s room for everyone inside.”

Gripping Steve by the arm, Holden tugged him along, counting off the paces in her head. The gunman’s Jeep came into her view. Martin was standing by the passenger side, gripping the roof rack in both hands, madly shaking the car.

Holden let Steve go. Martin’s head leaned against the Jeep. She thought she heard him groaning.

“Martin?” she said and gently touched his arm. He slowly turned his head; his snow-spattered face was hard to read. It seemed she’d interrupted him in a moment of anguish.

“It’s your sister, isn’t it?” she said. “You’re worried about her.”

Martin nodded, then wiped his nose on the back of his parka sleeve. He opened the passenger side, flipped the seat forward and climbed into the back bench seat without so much as a word.








CHAPTER

49

1:30 p.m. (MST)

SR-248, South Dakota~

MARTIN SWALLOWED HARD, hearing the mechanics of his pasty throat over the buffeting wash of windborne snow against the uninsulated Jeep. The windows were frosted over from their collective breaths. He was wedged crosswise along the backseat of the two-door Wrangler. Its heater blower set on high was mostly a sound effect in what felt like a walk-in freezer.

Steve’s teeth chattered.

“The good news, fellas,” Leigh said, brightening, “we’re alive and help is coming.”

Her cop hat firmly in place, Leigh’s laser-like focus impressed Martin. She’d nearly died because of him.

“Let me feel your forehead,” she said to Steve. “You’re burning up. Here, take these.” Leigh opened a slim packet. “I pocketed these aspirin from your first-aid kit before we abandoned the camper.”

Steve crunched down the bitter pills. “Thank you.”

Martin remained silent. The Jeep was beginning to feel small.

A whistling seam of cold air found its way across his brow with a domino-crashing effect, everything magnified by the storm. There was no way back, no way forward, either. He could no longer hold it together.

“This storm may not let up soon enough for Sylvia,” Steve said, furtively eyeing Martin through the rearview mirror.

“Don’t you think I fucking know that, Steve?! Don’t you think I know this is my fault? Got your van and stuff trashed. Fucked up your schedule. Almost got us killed. There’s nothing I can do about it now.”

“Listen to yourself. Do you even give a damn about your own sister?” Steve scoffed.

Martin had nothing more to say. His concern for Sylvia was his own. He didn’t yet know what he could do to save her. Whatever hoops Steve would have to jump through to clear things up with the FBI, he’d already put miles between himself and Martin. Martin couldn’t just walk it back with an I’m sorry, man; I didn’t mean for this to happen; or an It won’t happen again. Because things did happen again. And kept on happening. Because in the end, was he really that sorry he’d phoned Steve to catch a ride west? No. He’d have done it again in a heartbeat.

Even if he was on the run from Ben, from trouble he hadn’t caused, even if that part was true, it was only the half of it. It always was just the half of it whenever he found himself having to explain troublesome things afterward. He couldn’t have it both ways. Getting ahead meant leaving some things behind. Some people even.

Gusting winds rocked the Jeep hard on its chassis; the storm wanted him. In a claustrophobic panic, Martin reached his arm past Steve’s right side and grabbed the door handle. Desperately wanting to run. Disappear into the swirling white envelope and reach that town where they gassed up twenty or so miles back. Find a way to rescue Sylvia, even if it meant to die trying.

He lunged over the top of Steve’s seat back and wrenched the handle downward.

“Hey, cut that out!” Steve wrestled his hand away.

Martin fell back, gasping, his heart slamming against his breastbone so uncomfortably fast he couldn’t count the beats.

“Look, Martin, do I have to read you your rights here? Now?” Leigh’s sharp voice was dead stern. “You’re officially under investigation in this case, so stay put.”

“You mean I’m like a fugitive?”

“That depends.” Leigh twisted around in the driver’s seat. “On whether you cooperate and disclose everything you know about Ben Mendelssohn, Joaquin Rousseau, and the other operatives in this criminal conspiracy.”

“Christ almighty,” Steve piped up again. “How could you not know the kind of people you were dealing with?”

“What’s the point in answering you? Even when I tell the truth, you just discount everything I say.”

“Wouldn’t you, if you were me? Nearly killed, with all my possessions and camper destroyed.”

“Okay.” Martin addressed them both. “I’ll cooperate. Of course I will.”

The muffled sound of a phone ringing intruded. It was coming from inside the glove box. Leigh went to open it, but it was locked.

“Here.” Martin pulled Goran’s stiletto from his parka pocket and handed it to her.

“I told you to leave that for the forensic team.”

“I forgot. I picked it up after I shot him.”

She leaned over the transmission housing, levering the tip of the knife blade and popping open the glove box. A SAT phone, a high-end model, was blinking with an incoming call.

On the third ring, she handed the SAT phone to Martin, and said to him, “Time for the performance of your life. Make it count.”

Martin took the phone and tapped Accept Call. Hit the Speaker button.

“Did you recover the thumb drive?” came the deep, nasally voice of Harvey Rudman, whom Martin had overheard talking to Ben on the van’s speaker several times before.

“Yes. It went easy.” Martin gave his best rendition of a Russian accent. Sweat burned into his eyes.

“To confirm,” came Rudman’s nasal voice through a background of static, “so I can tell Rousseau the good news, please repeat you’ve recovered the thumb drive.”

“Yes. Have the thumb drive. All are dead,” Martin said, maintaining a stilted Eastern European accent, then pressed down hard on the End Call button.

“Good work, Martin,” Leigh said. “I’ll be sure to put down in my final report how you voluntarily assisted in my investigation.”

But Martin felt like he’d just signed his own death warrant. As soon as Rousseau discovered that Goran was shot dead, he’d send out another hitman to kill him.

“So, there is a thumb drive,” Steve said, pursuing his own line of suspicion. “That guy on the other end of the call proves it. So, where is it then if you don’t have it?”

Martin eyed Steve through the rearview. “You think I’m holding out. Just because I worked for Ben doesn’t mean he included me in …” He glanced over at Leigh who was watching him like a hawk. “In things the FBI is investigating him for. Until I got caught in that shootout by the St. Lawrence River, I thought I was working for an imported clothing merchant. Savvy, yes, but not an outright criminal.”

“I’ll reserve judgment on that,” Steve said, his prosecutorial hat back on. “You’ve got something of theirs, you know something important. They were calling to confirm the hitman recovered whatever it is. They were willing to kill us for it. Which you seem to know, Martin, since you confirmed we were all dead.”

Martin kept silent. There was nothing he could say.
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6:00 p.m. (EST)

Hanscom Field, Belmont, Massachusetts~

BEN PULLED ASIDE the cockpit curtain as the plane taxied to a stop at the end of the runway. “Drop me here,” he instructed the pilot. The nose of the Falcon pointed toward a grassy bank leading down to a line of evergreens.

The copilot pulled down the cabin door lever and released the jet’s stairway. Cold air rushed inside the narrow fuselage as the only passenger exited with his suitcase. Ben held his skimmer tightly as the whine of the jet’s engines increased. He watched it turn down a side access, heading toward the hangar.

During the plane’s final approach, he’d asked the pilot to circle the field once for an aerial reconnaissance. The Falcon banked behind the passenger terminal building and Ben observed two black-and-white SUVs with rooftop lightbars, tucked close to the entrance. A surprise welcoming party.

The brown grass brushed against his trousers. He reached the airfield’s perimeter fence and quickly located the section of chain-link neatly bolt-cut by Max’s cousin Leo, who’d pulled away the lower four feet of wire, leaving enough space for Ben to slip through in the descending darkness. Through a skirt of evergreen trees, he spotted the exhaust plume of the waiting limo. He gave the driver directions to Newton Highlands.

Taking off from Billings was touch and go. During a momentary break in the weather the pilot had received clearance from the tower and the Falcon’s engines spooled up to a high-pitched roar. Gaining speed, the plane’s tires slipped from side to side before climbing into a mixing bowl, its narrow fuselage creaking and flexing in a three-dimensional game of air pong. It looked like a ticker-tape parade out the porthole window. Heavy snow pelted against the plane as the pilots fought to gain altitude.

It was time to call Joaquin Rousseau. He fitted his earpiece and punched in the number, followed by the special access code, then waited for the three-beep prompt before inputting two more numbers.

“Bet you didn’t expect to hear my voice again,” Ben said, hardly concealing his bravado.

“Not at all, Mr. Ben. Where are you?” Rousseau’s voice sounded cunning, smooth as ever. More like pissed as ever to a fly on his office wall, Ben imagined.

“I’ll dispatch Ivan to collect you,” Rousseau said. “As it happens, he is on assignment for me in your neck of the woods.”

That sounded too close for comfort. It pissed Ben off that Rousseau used the rather diminutive-sounding derogative “Mr. Ben,” too.

“No, that’s not going to happen,” Ben said, speaking more easily from the comfort of the limo rather than in person at the bearded Montrealer’s warehouse. “First come certain assurances.”

“Whatever you say, Mr. Ben. Tell me how you’d like to proceed.”

Rousseau’s name-calling smacked of disingenuousness. “Too bad for you, your mole Harvey botched his little surveillance gig at my hotel room,” he said, referring to Harvey Rudman’s placing electronic bugs there.

“We both know you screwed up with your little version of the Bay of Pigs at the St. Lawrence. The cops were onto you from the get-go, Mr. Ben. On top of that you lied to me about having the thumb drive. I’m sure you can appreciate how that made me feel.”

“Ancient history now, Joaquin.”

“So, have you recovered the thumb drive now? Your hiring Bruce Machado was just a bluff for my benefit, huh?” Rousseau gave a nasty snicker.

“Let’s just say my associate Martin Gabriel and I have come to an understanding.”

“Cut the crap, Mr. Ben. Have you the thumb drive or not? It’s both things I want or no deal. I’m assuming you’ve obtained the schematics and warhead protocols from Dr. Childers.”

“I’m calling you to see if it makes any sense for me to continue our partnership, or whether I’ll go it alone.”

“Going it alone, now that would be most unfortunate,” Rousseau said. “A most unfortunate mistake indeed.”

The clear threat made its way through Ben’s earpiece, speeding his pulse. His mind flashed on Bruce Machado, imagining all three hundred and sixty pounds of the bounty hunter’s immensity leaking blood across the floorboards and leather seats of his Cadillac.

“There’s the matter of the split, Joaquin. Sixty-forty no longer works. Not for all the trouble I’ve gone to, recovering the schematics and payload specifications.”

“So, it’s going to be a last-minute squeeze play. Funny guy you are, Mr. Ben.” Rousseau chuckled. “You sure you want to play it that way? You think being in the United States protects you?”

“And another thing,” Ben continued, “I’ll have to hold back the thumb drive until we settle the first part of the package. Half the money with the schematics and warhead specs, the thumb drive after you deposit the remainder due into my offshore account. Then I will deliver the thumb drive. I’m not planning to end up like Bruce Machado.”

Ben could hear the big man’s ragged breathing through the phone line. He imagined Rousseau pawing the front of his gray-streaked beard with his heavily scarred claw hand, mulling over the offer.

“So, what’s the split?” the Montreal honcho inquired.

“Fifty-fifty. That’s hardly a squeeze play the way I see it,” Ben said. “After all the bullshit that went down in Billings with Harvey, and Bruce in Chicago.”

“Okay. Deal. When?” Rousseau spoke quickly. Sharply.

“I’ll call you back when I’m ready to set it up.”

Ben ended the call.

He wiped beads of perspiration from his forehead with the back of his overcoat sleeve. Then called Max.

“It’s me. Just leaving Hanscom Field now.”

“Everything’s all set,” Max said. “It went down without a hitch. The backdoor key was where you said it would be. Everything’s been secured.”

“How long since you left my place?” Ben kept it short, catching the driver’s eyes drifting to the rearview mirror, watching him.

“A few hours ago. Moving the package to Newton Highlands went without a hitch,” Max said. “The guy’s upstairs in your kitchen. He’s one hundred percent trustworthy. He and my cousin have done a ton of jobs together.”

“Nobody saw this guy, or your cousin, drive down the service road?”

“We spent last night at an out-of-town friend’s place,” Max said. “Then, we drove for a spell this morning, up and down the turnpike to make sure there were no tails before taking the route you suggested to the Newton Highlands place. Like I said, we found the key, and then secured things afterward.”

Ben appreciated Max’s thoroughness, especially his repeating all the instructions as he’d laid them out. And especially considering the just completed call to the backstabbing prick Rousseau. The Montrealer’s reporting that Ivan, one of his sicko Russian hitmen, was trolling somewhere in the Boston area had Ben jumpy.

“I should be there in less than fifteen minutes. I’ll check back with you then,” Ben said.

He ended the call.

Ten minutes later, nearing a traffic light, Ben instructed the limo driver to pull to the curb. He could see the Citgo station’s miniature dinosaur statue two blocks ahead.

He paid the driver and watched as the limo crossed the median divider and disappeared back toward Boston on the eastbound lanes of Commonwealth Avenue.

Ben backtracked two blocks on foot and turned at the sidewalk onto Lake Avenue, which a quarter mile farther down became a private road, designated by a sign on either side that read: No Trespassing.

The walk in the chilly afternoon air did him good after the cramped and choppy cross-country flight, especially after the uncomfortable call just concluded with Rousseau. Standing up to the Montreal honcho over the phone may have been less physically threatening, but the man’s menacing, well-known ruthlessness hadn’t kept Ben’s stomach from twisting, as much as he tried to maintain his cool outwardly.

The limo driver’s suspicious glances through the rearview hadn’t helped. For all Ben knew, the damn driver was on Rousseau’s payroll too and was just now placing a confirming phone call to the bearded prick right after dropping him off, describing to a T the street location that he saw Ben walk down.

Call him paranoid; he called it survival.

The air had a bite to it that came right up through the soles of his black leather shoes. He still had half a mile to walk. He took out his cell phone. It was time to send another text reminder.

He removed one leather glove and texted the message, shorter this time. No need to repeat all the rest. In caps:

16 HOURS.
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8:00 p.m. (EST)

Lake Avenue mansion, Newton Highlands, Massachusetts~

THE BASEMENT DOOR opened for the umpteenth time. Sylvia’s captor was finally bringing her something to eat like he’d promised. Hopefully something tastier than the Subway meatball sandwich he’d brought for lunch. Heavy footfalls on the stairs, then approaching over the gritty concrete floor. Carefully taken steps, not like the guy’s familiar shuffling ones.

Without a word spoken, the new man’s hand clenched her shoulder and she rose obediently to her feet without being asked. Her back was stiff, her right leg half-asleep with pins and needles.

He removed her handcuffs from behind her back and reconnected them in front of her, then he prodded her forward up the basement stairs. Sylvia, still blindfolded, caught a whiff of cologne off the new man. It was strangely familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it.

Sylvia hadn’t dared shove loose the blindfold for too many hours to count, fearing the inevitable consequences that seeing one of her captors would mean.

On the landing at the top of the stairs, the man pushed her forward again. Keeping his hand on the back of her shoulder, he led her down a hallway into what must be the kitchen. She could smell hot coffee, the hum of a refrigerator. Light flooding down from a ceiling fixture suffused through the blindfold fabric covering her eyes.

Her captor roughly removed the blindfold. She squinted in the sudden glare of the overhead lights and looked down at the linoleum floor, blinking. As her vision slowly returned, she looked up at the man.

“It’s you,” she said in disbelief, horrified, then furious.

“Sit down, Ms. Gabriel. Or it’s back to the basement if that’s more to your liking,” the man, Nick Haberman, said coldly.

Sylvia promptly sat, placing her cuffed hands on the table edge. “Do I have to wear these?”

“Soon enough, soon enough,” he said by way of obliging her. “But first there’s a few ground rules to go over.”

She shrugged; her sense of indignation aroused. “Yes, I’m sure you do. How does it feel to be such a clever man? Taking advantage for the sake of whatever it is that you criminal types do.”

“See, I thought to myself before removing your blindfold that I really shouldn’t. Not because you’ll know it means I can’t let you live. But rather because it will mean having to listen to all your not-so-clever yammering. But then, this isn’t really about you, is it?”

Sylvia gave him a bold stare. “Tell me, Nick, what’s your great plan for me, besides bragging rights?”

“Cute. I thought you were, too, the first time I spotted you in the bar. No, this is about your ne’er-do-well brother, Martin.”

Sylvia’s mouth fell wide. Staring at him, she uttered, “Who are you?”

“Come now,” he said. “Surely you must have your suspicions. You certainly were clever enough to do a background check and spot Phillip Boisvert’s complaint.”

Without blinking she said, “Ben Mendelssohn. I can spot a rotten apple pretty damn quick. Especially when it comes to my brother.”

“Yes, and I’m glad that you did because it brought to my attention that Martin has a devoted sister.”

She swallowed hard. “So, I’m your bait. Is that it? Martin knows something he shouldn’t?”

“Would you like some coffee?” Mendelssohn offered, ignoring her points.

“I think we’re well past the point of niceties,” she said, hardly concealing her rage. “Especially after you soiled my bedsheets.”

“You think there’s an angel shining his or her light from above? Someone coming to your rescue here?” Mendelssohn said, walking over to the counter and pouring himself a mug of the hot brew. “No one knows you’re here; no one can even associate me with this place because I don’t own it and never have.” He beamed at her with supreme pleasure. “So, climb down off your high horse, Ms. Gabriel.”

“Nothing you say or do will surprise me, Mr. Mendelssohn. A few keystrokes is all it took to lay bare your bullshit business background for the con artist you are.”

Mendelssohn waggled his forefinger at her. “You know, it is quite amazing how you two have managed to remain alive this long. Martin for his foolish impulses, and you for knowing just how to get under people’s skin.”

“So, now that we know where each of us stands, do go over your so-called ground rules or whatever you want to call it. Because none of it will change the fact that you’ve got a one-way ticket to hell.”

“You talk a good game, Ms. Gabriel,” he said, taking a chair opposite her, “for someone who has run out of options. So, I suggest that you pay careful attention to what I’m about to say next.”

Her face flushed with anger. Sylvia turned her head toward the back door, unable to look the creep in the face any longer.

“If your brother is as clever as I think he is, he will figure out that I won’t be meeting him in the Longfellow Park twenty miles west of here. Of course, he doesn’t know about that yet. Everything in due time.”

Mendelssohn laced his fingers and cracked his knuckles. He spread his palms flat on the table across from her. “You see, to catch a thief requires giving him just enough rope to close the noose around his own neck. Make no mistake, Ms. Gabriel, Martin will come calling. He’ll come begging at my doorstep for your life. You can count on it.”

With her head bowed, Sylvia carefully listened. Martin’s life depended on it.

“I’m assuming he’s cooperating with the FBI,” Mendelssohn said.

Sylvia bit her lip, clenched her cuffed hands tightly together.

“Yes, it was kind of you to share during our little bar date how you phoned the FBI out of concern for Martin,” Mendelssohn cruelly toyed with her.

Sylvia looked up, trembling. She feared for her brother and was angry at herself for having trusted this vile man now smugly smiling at her.

“What do you expect from me?” she bravely spoke. “Sounds like you have everything figured out.”

“I expect you want to live,” he replied coolly. “And would like Martin to live, too.”

“I’ll do whatever you say. Please don’t hurt him. He’s had more than his share of grief. Please.” She looked down, choking up. “Promise you won’t hurt him.”

“That’s the spirit.”
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7:00 a.m. (MST)

Rapid City Regional Airport, South Dakota~

“HOW ARE YOU feeling? Is the medicine working?” Leigh asked Steve.

A South Dakota National Guard Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter out of Rapid City had airlifted them to a medical center, where Steve Gershwin could receive emergency treatment for his gunshot injury. He was fitted with a portable IV antibiotic drip as the wound had become septic.

Leigh handed him an airline ticket to San Francisco purchased by the bureau—he was now a government witness to several crimes and a victim as well.

“Okay, I guess.” Steve bunched his brow. Took a deep breath and let it out. “Not the way I imagined getting to California.”

Leigh stooped beside him, her hand resting on his wheelchair arm. “As I’ve told you, the camper is evidence now. The FBI will make sure you’re remunerated for its loss, Steve. And for the loss of your possessions. An insurance adjuster will be contacting you.” She gave him her business card.

She jotted down Gershwin’s uncle’s name and the business address of the shipping agency in San Francisco.

Steve wheeled over toward Martin, stopping short of the bench where Martin sat facing a window view of the socked-in runway. “I guess this is when we say our goodbyes,” Steve said, maintaining a calm exterior. Their friendship down to perfunctory acknowledgments was better than nothing, in Martin’s mind.

“Yeah, I guess we part company here.” He kept it short. The trainload of “sorrys” backed up in his throat. They wouldn’t do. Would only inflame whatever salvageable memories they’d shared over the years.

Steve wheeled closer, swiveled the chair to the side, and said in a genuinely respectful voice, “Let me know when your sister is okay.”

Martin nodded, keeping his head down. “Okay.”

“Now is not the time, but the FBI is being pretty good to me. They’ve promised to replace my wheels and other stuff.” He lifted his forearm with the IV. “And I’m beginning to feel on the mend, too.”

Martin gave a quick glance at Steve, surprised his friend was even giving him the time of day. “I’m glad at least some things worked out.”

“Look, Martin, you got tangled up with some bad people. You’ll get through this.”

Martin shrugged. “I won’t bother saying the obvious. But I really am. Sorry, that is. For putting you through the wringer and everything.”

Steve gave a nod.

“We’re damn lucky we got out of there in one piece, aren’t we?” Steve said, referring to their snowstorm siege.

“Yeah, we are.” Martin grinned, easing a little. “Not sure how we chalk this up as an annual get-together.”

Steve laughed. “No replays, please. Maybe next time we’ll get luckier and catch a few fish even.”

A police officer with all the Batman gear hanging off his belt was walking toward them.

“Listen, don’t forget to give me a call when you see Sylvia. I want to know she’s safe as soon as you hear.”

“I promise.” Martin nodded as the officer escorted Steve down the hall toward the door leading to the gates for commercial flights.

“Is this going to mess you up with your uncle?” Martin raised his voice. “I mean the holdup and everything?”

“Accidents happen, right? I met you, didn’t I?” Steve laughed aloud.

“I guess you’re right.” Martin’s voice trailed lower, thinking it must be the drugs they gave him.

He stared vacantly at the floor, suddenly feeling drained. When he looked up, Special Agent Leigh Holden was walking toward him.

Martin eyed her, feeling on guard.

“Your friend Steve is willing to make a full statement when he lands in San Francisco. As soon as we land back in Boston and arrange for the release of your sister, you will be freed from custody, assuming you honor the pledge you’ve made to be a cooperating witness.”

“I’m still on board,’ he said. “Mendelssohn means nothing to me but a ticket out.”

THE JUSTICE DEPARTMENT jet bound for Boston was cleared for takeoff at 7:30 a.m. The pilots were flying blind on instruments under whiteout conditions. The jet rocketed down the runway, its wheels slipping and sliding. Out the porthole window Martin briefly glimpsed the headlights of three snowplows in a staggered array, clearing a section of runway they’d swept fifteen minutes earlier.

Like traveling in an elevator shaft, the plane pitched and bucked.

Martin clenched the armrests. It was something to hold onto.

His precise next move once they landed back in Boston eluded him. Rescuing Sylvia, of course. But how? She was tough as nails. To a point. But Ben wouldn’t take no for an answer. He wouldn’t play when it came to his business interests. And now the FBI knew about the thumb drive. Anything that warranted snatching Sylvia meant Ben was ready to kill if Martin failed to meet his demands. Anything short of giving Ben the thumb drive outright would, he knew, provoke a deadly result.

“Sylvia …” He breathed her name aloud, drowned by the thunderous throb of the jet’s engines. Was she already dead? he worried. His little sister who’d stuck her nose into his affairs one too many times.

The plane hit an invisible air wall and his stomach pirouetted into queasy sensations that sent his unsettled breakfast bar up his throat. Martin’s seatbelt couldn’t be pulled any tighter.

In the back of the Learjet, seated behind a partition, Leigh Holden was on a speakerphone. From the snatches Martin overheard, her team was lining up an operational plan back in Boston.

They were somewhere over the Great Lakes, flying at thirty thousand feet; out the window he viewed the shimmering curve of sapphire separating a massive body of water from the white-flecked crust of wintry earth.

Leigh signaled him to come through the partition. He unclipped his belt and shuffled to the back of the plane.

She was seated at a small worktable covered with her documents and notes, wearing what he imagined to be her workaday serious FBI game face. She motioned for him to sit opposite her.

“I’m willing to share with you some of what we’ve learned so far,” she said, her eyes locking on his. She looked stoked.

“The scientist’s name I mentioned to you—Dr. Ogden Childers—his body was located outside Billings this morning. It looks like suicide but that’s for forensics to determine.

“Because your sister Sylvia Gabriel directly contacted our Boston office concerning your involvement with Ben Mendelssohn, she, too, is now a corroborating witness to matters concerning this investigation, Martin.”

“Sylvia, is she okay?” he asked.

“She hasn’t been seen or heard from since Thursday after she left work. Her townhouse has been searched. My team intercepted a text sent to your friend Steve Gershwin’s phone from Mendelssohn, which simply said: 16 HOURS.”

“Steve never mentioned that.”

“Because we took his iPhone into evidence. The point is we have only four hours to get things right.”

Holden touched his forearm. “It’s more than certain Mendelssohn has kidnapped your sister, Martin. With the jet stream’s extra strong tailwind today, our flight captain believes we should make Boston in less than three hours. Allowing for the two time zone changes, that should give us a margin of maybe five hours to work with after we land.”

She readied a small tape recorder, adjusting the mike closer to Martin. “This recording is for information purposes only. Consider it your opportunity to clear the record as a cooperating witness.”

Martin asked her for a Coke. Holden signaled through the partition to a guy he didn’t recognize, who fetched him a can of Sprite.

“Before we start, you saved my life, Martin. For that I’m grateful. So, make this count for something. Meet me halfway. This isn’t the time to play cat and mouse or dodgeball with me. I can’t protect you if you don’t give me the truth.”

Martin nodded, knowing full well even giving her nothing would be giving her too much. In Mendelssohn and Rousseau’s eyes, he was already as good as dead.

She hit the Record button.

Holden looked directly into his eyes. “We’ve made a positive ID of the gunman in South Dakota. His name was Goran Casimir, a member of Joaquin Rousseau’s organized crime family and formerly part of the Bratva in the former Soviet Union. He was wanted for human trafficking in the Czech Republic and Poland.”

Martin bunched up his forehead as if it was all news to him, even though he’d instantly recognized the gunman the second he’d seen that raised ugly scar along his cheek.

“Why would a professional hitman be following you all the way out to South Dakota into a snowstorm? You knew they were hot on your tail.”

“Yes, I suspected they might be.”

“Right, suspected they might be,” Holden repeated. “So, you drove hundreds of miles out of your friend Steve Gershwin’s way because you wanted to make damn sure to lose the tail.

“Was it your plan to rendezvous with Ben Mendelssohn in Rapid City? We know about Mendelssohn’s western ops crew there. In fact, you already identified Harvey Rudman’s voice as the man on the SAT phone call as one of them. You also knew the name Ogden Childers, the scientist in Billings who’s now dead. The texts sent to Gershwin’s phone were meant for you, Martin.”

“I didn’t know about Rapid City.”

“So, you exited off the I-80, drove two hundred miles north to the I-90 and had no idea Mendelssohn was planning to be in Rapid City at that time?”

“You said you wanted to see Devils Tower.”

Holden stopped the recording. She was heaping the whole fucking mess on him as the small executive jet hit an air pocket and dropped a few thousand feet, popping his ears. The captain’s voice came over the intercom and instructed them to buckle their seatbelts.

She gave him a dead-serious eye, like a schoolteacher catching you in the act of whispering in class. “Last warning, Martin. Don’t screw it up. Your sister’s life is in the balance. Your freedom, too.” Holden pressed the Record button and the light signaled red.

“I was afraid. I have been all along. That we’re being followed. And no, I don’t know about any meeting Ben set up in Rapid City. Ben’s a paranoid prick. He’s made the mistake of his life and now Rousseau’s on his case. It wouldn’t surprise me if Ben told Rousseau that I stole his precious thumb drive, even.”

“Well, did you steal the thumb drive?”

“I never stole his thumb drive. I was never really part of anything. I was just a runner for Ben. I helped him load and unload imported Indian clothing or what he told me was imported clothes.”

“How do you account for the detours? The motorcyclist with a Mac-10 that was hot on your heels in Illinois?”

He looked up at her as she mentioned that. “I saw him on my run the day before. He checked out the house where Steve and I were staying.”

“I was there, too, Martin. Explain why Goran Casimir was hired to recover something of obvious great importance. Something they all believed you had.”

“Look, I don’t have the thumb drive. Okay? And it doesn’t matter because I’m cooked anyway. So go ahead and make your report to your boss and the DA that I’m not being helpful as a cooperating witness. All I care about is getting Sylvia back in one piece.”

He suddenly felt drained. None of it mattered. Except for his sister.

“You think this is a joke? In order to rescue Sylvia, I need to know what you know. What’s on the thumb drive, Martin?”

Inexplicably, Martin’s mind caught on the time he and Sylvia were young kids roughhousing in the living room. Circling faster and faster around the credenza where the Trinitron television sat. He’d grabbed her by the arm, and she reached out her other hand around the TV’s base, which toppled the set over. The set hadn’t broken. They’d both laughed so hard afterward. He couldn’t think of another happy time that stood out like that one.

A tear slid down Martin’s cheek. He quickly wiped it away.

“Now, Martin. We don’t have time to waste. Tell me about the thumb drive. Describe it.”

“What do you mean?”

“You do realize that anything we give you to approximate this thumb drive will have to be a facsimile blank?”

Martin let out a held breath. He closed his eyes wishing he could hit the road and put in a ten miler, go for broke up a steep rise, burning his lungs until the spit flew out of his wide-open mouth and clung to the sides of his cheeks.

“It’s the size of a half pack of cigarettes. Some kind of sophisticated encryption circuitry I overheard Max, his IT guy, say once, reassuring Ben it couldn’t be decoded. Once or twice, I did hear Ben speak a long number. And then after a prompt, read another number. Like a password to access an account. He was standing by the hood of his delivery van with the driver’s-side door open. He didn’t realize I was listening.”

Holden lifted some electronic equipment on the seat beside her and rested it on the table.

“I’m going to hook Steve’s cell to this monitoring device.” Holden carefully lifted the phone and attached the two cables: one to a digital recorder with a tele-link antenna; the other wire ran to a free headset, which Holden gestured for Martin to wear.

“We’re going to call Mendelssohn now,” she said in a louder voice, competing with the roar and vibration of the plane’s engines. “To make the arrangements for the exchange this afternoon.”

“What, now?” he said, creasing his brow.

“Yes, Martin, now. My team broke through the encryption protocol and retrieved Mendelssohn’s phone number from the last text he sent. So, no more games. You have something that Ben wants, remember? Even if it’s only a blank.

“Press the green dial button on the screen and tell him that you’ll make the exchange for your sister’s life at 3 p.m. today.”

“What exchange? I already told you what I know.” He was confused; his heart rate wasn’t. “This is crazy. I don’t know what he wants. Other than to exchange my sorry ass for my sister’s. I doubt he’ll let either of us go. Can’t you see? He was the one who lost or misplaced something important that Rousseau wants, but he blames me. He’s delusional.”

“Martin, we’re down to the last move here. You have to play ball. Don’t bail on me now. Don’t bail on your sister.”

He bit his lip. Without saying more, he pressed the green call button on the screen.

Holden donned a separate headset, listening in.

“It’s Martin. Let me speak to Sylvia?”

“You have what I want?” Ben said coolly. “Say it.”

“I’ve got what you want, the thumb drive. Now let me speak to my sister.”

“You could have saved yourself and Sylvia a lot of unnecessary grief, you know.” Hearing Ben say her name sickened Martin. He wondered how much Ben had shared with Sylvia, tormenting her with how rotten a brother he was, thinking only of himself, taking Ben’s money, and then stabbing his business partner in the back.

“We already went over this. I told you I ran. You left me there in the middle of the night. People firing guns all over the place. What was I supposed to think? I was scared.”

“Not as scared as your sister, not by any measure.” Ben was toying with him.

“Is Sylvia all right? You haven’t hurt her? She knows nothing. Nothing, you fucking bastard!”

“Ease up, sport. I’ll text you with the details.” Ben ended the call.

Holden was eyeing him in disbelief.

“What?” he said. “The prick has no conscience whatsoever. None. He wouldn’t even let me hear her voice, for chrissakes.”

“So, you think going at him like that helps her predicament? Or yours, for that matter? You’re a cooperating witness, remember?”

“I did what you asked. Said I had the thumb drive. He’ll text us what to do next.”

“You understand whether Sylvia lives or dies rests entirely on you carefully listening to my directions,” she said. “Follow my orders. No more crazy cowboy talk.”

Martin nodded. He’d just have to sit tight.

The Learjet cleared through the tops of storm clouds that looked ruthlessly whipped into concentric domes, like some science-fiction cover depicting a distant planet. For the moment, the plane was outracing the storm.
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2:00 p.m. (EST)

FBI branch office, Boston~

MARTIN SHIFTED UNCOMFORTABLY in his chair. He sat opposite the head honcho at a long conference table. Dressed in the same jeans he’d thrashed through a cornfield, slept curled in a godforsaken ditch, and slogged through snowdrifts on the South Dakota prairie. He felt out of place surrounded by the special team of field agents clad in jackets and gear in an operation to capture Ben Mendelssohn and rescue his sister.

As a cooperating witness Martin was integral to the arrest and rescue plan. He’d gladly exchange his life for Sylvia’s, his only flesh and blood. The exchange was set to happen in one hour. He was to come alone. Any sign of a police presence and his sister—whose precise location wouldn’t be disclosed until after Mendelssohn was safely away—wouldn’t see the light of day.

The texted instructions from Mendelssohn came through on Steve’s confiscated cell phone via a bureau-encrypted device. There wasn’t time enough for Technical Agent Todd Dansker to get a fix on Mendelssohn’s location, according to Holden.

Holden sat to the immediate right of Assistant Director Farnsworth. An easel stood beside Farnsworth’s shoulder. A black Sharpie pen outlined a state park west of Boston showing where the exchange was set to take place. Five points of ingress and egress were identified as A, B, C, D, and E. For each access point a couple of agents were assigned the task of surveilling vehicles and anyone appearing on foot entering or leaving the park grounds. The agents were to be stationed out of sight, dressed as maintenance crew.

The assistant director cast his eyes down the length of the table and locked onto Martin. After all, he was a person-of-interest.

“Are we boring you, Mr. Gabriel?” Farnsworth said.

“No, sir.” He smiled, thinking what a douche. Mister Fancy Pants with his wide suspenders and Walrus mustache. “Far from it, sir.”

All eyes were on him as he rubbed his sweaty palms against the sides of his jeans.

“Whatever you have on your mind, son, now is the time to speak up,” Farnsworth said.

Martin pushed his chair away and stood. “First off, it plain doesn’t make any sense.” He pointed at the easel.

“What’s bothering you about the plan, Martin?” Holden interjected. “When you spoke with Mendelssohn earlier, he said then that he’d text where the exchange would take place.”

“Yeah, he did. But you got to understand the way Ben’s mind works. This drop being so far from Boston.” Martin shook his head. “No way in hell is Ben going to travel twenty, twenty-five miles from Boston, exposing himself out in the open. No way. He’d never put himself at risk like that.”

“So, you’re saying this whole arrangement is just a ploy? That Mendelssohn is using the exchange location as a foil?” Farnsworth asked.

“It gets you cops way the F out of town. If I know Ben, he’s looking to make a run for it. Pure and simple.”

Farnsworth rocked back in his chair, cupping his head with both hands. He leaned toward Holden, and said, “So, is it possible Mendelssohn cooked this up to force a sting and believes Gabriel actually doesn’t have his thumb drive?”

“No, sir. I don’t believe so. It’s not consistent with his movements and the several attempts to take Mr. Gabriel’s life. The kidnapping of his sister would be a foolish move on Mendelssohn’s part unless he’s of a mind that Gabriel absconded with this critical device.”

Farnsworth dropped his chair legs back down with a loud smack. He sat forward. “Do you have anything else to add, Mr. Gabriel?”

“I’m saying he knows Boston like the back of his hand, all its crazy one-way streets inside out. In Boston, he’d stand a chance. But west of town, somewhere in the middle of the woods at a state park, no way in hell he’d go there. Not in a million years. Too many things could go wrong. Would go wrong. Too many cops. He’d definitely be expecting that.”

Farnsworth steepled his fingers over a file folder. “That’s all very interesting, Mr. Gabriel. I appreciate the fact that you have worked with Mendelssohn for a number of months. During that time, I suspect you’ve gathered some suspicions as to his likely whereabouts. If you’d like to share them with us, now would be the time to do it, for both your and your sister’s sake.

“I would also remind you that under the terms of the cooperating witness agreement you signed, you’re required to make a good faith showing.” Farnsworth scrubbed a forefinger under his mustache, and then continued. “Unless you’ve had a change of heart and wish to scrap the deal and face the very real consequences of having criminal charges served against you and the rest of this international conspiracy ring we’ve exposed.”

“I’m fully on board, sir. I have no interest in protecting Mendelssohn or wish to cause any more harm to my sister.”

Martin spoke with conviction, even though his lowly opinion of Farnsworth hadn’t changed: a pompous ass who headed a government bureaucracy. Sure, he and the agents under him were his to control. But right at this moment, everyone at the table was watching what Martin had to say.

“Look, let me lay it out for you. Ben told me about his growing up in Newton Highlands, in a not so rich but nice enough neighborhood. Not far from the really big spreads. You know, mansion-size places set back from the sidewalk behind iron fences and thick hedges.

“Anyway, he said that his dad always took the Green Line subway train to work, and that he never wanted to end up a loser in a low-paying career like his father.

“The point is, he mentioned to me last summer about this wealthy guy who lived down the street from his neighborhood, near Crystal Lake, where the rich peoples’ mansions overlook the water. The rich guy would drive past Ben’s so-so house every day in a big black Mercedes Benz. Ben said he knew back then that one day he’d own a mansion and a car like that, too.”

Holden motioned Dansker to her side and told him to run a background check on the properties in Newton Highlands near Crystal Lake for Mendelssohn as owner, or any of his known associates.

As Dansker headed to the conference room door, Martin added, “I think your technical guy will want to hear what I’m about to say first.”

Dansker hesitated at the door.

“Okay, Martin, let’s hear it,” Holden said.

“I told you, Ben is very clever. Not only wouldn’t he meet to do an exchange at a state park so far away, he’d also never outright own any property listed in his name.”

“So, just exactly how does Mendelssohn own his property?” Holden inquired.

Martin scrubbed his palms together. “See, he once boasted about a clever way to live completely incognito. Totally off the grid to avoid snooping eyes. By setting up an offshore shell corporation and then creating a trust, which is used to purchase the property under a fictitious name that is later deeded back to the shell corporation. An affiliated company of the shell is registered offshore in a tax haven, he mentioned Grand Cayman specifically.

“The affiliated company is owned by another pass-through corporation with a registered local agent in Delaware, where Ben said that all you have to do is grease the palm of some guy in the Secretary of State’s office annually. Or something like that. My best guess is that he’s holed up at a mansion house along Lake Avenue that lists a trust or shell corporation as owner, not Ben Mendelssohn. I would bet he’s holding my sister there, too.”

Holden leaned toward Farnsworth. They conferenced privately at the table.

Farnsworth then announced to the agents at the table, “We need to split into two teams. One to monitor the state park grounds, and the other to follow Gabriel from a safe distance to Newton Highlands’s Lake Avenue, assuming Dansker can confirm evidence supporting Gabriel’s points.”

“If this idea of yours checks out, Martin,” Holden said, “that leaves one critical issue to discuss: the thumb drive itself. Mendelssohn is expecting to receive something he will recognize. From your description of the logo stamped in white ink on the thumb drive’s side and the USB-3-size connector, we’re fairly certain you’ve described the Excelsior brand memory stick.” Holden held up the decoy thumb drive.

“I strongly encourage you to make the exchange outside the house in an exposed position on the grounds, so our sharpshooters can protect you. Should Mendelssohn insist on checking its contents inside the house before releasing your sister, we may have to stage a direct assault from the front and rear entrances. Obviously, that would present a greater risk of harm to you and your sister, which is why I underscore your best move is to lure Mendelssohn outside before making the exchange.”

Martin drew his hand through his hair, shoving his locks in clumps behind each ear, his nerves now showing. “He’s going to think it’s pretty strange, you know, my showing up at some mansion in Newton Highlands that I’ve never been to before, instead of the drop location at this state park he texted.”

“So, improvise, Martin.” Holden flashed her palms upright. “From what I’ve personally observed, you’re pretty good at coming up with BS explanations. Now is your opportunity to shine.”

Murmuring chuckles arose around the table.

Martin nodded with resignation. As he suspected, in the final analysis the bureau could care less about his safety, or his sister’s. So long as they netted Mendelssohn, he and his sister were expendable. Collateral damage if it came down to that.

He’d played along with all the phony “yes, sir” talk to Assistant Director Farnsworth because they had him over a barrel as a cooperating witness and all. Using him like a lamb tied to a stake to lure a tiger out in the open, that was how Martin saw it. Only he wasn’t going to bleat for anybody’s sake. Not Mendelssohn’s, not Rousseau’s, and especially not the FB fucking I’s.
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2:45 p.m. (EST)

Boston, Massachusetts~

THEY FITTED HIM with a tracking device and transistor-sized wire that could pick up a conversation between him and Mendelssohn within a half mile range. Under his flannel shirt the Velcro strap of the slim bulletproof vest chafed against the gunshot wound in his shoulder.

He and Holden were standing in the parking garage adjacent to the Boston FBI offices. She handed him the car fob to the unmarked dark blue Ford Taurus. It had cop car written all over it, he thought.

“No heroics, right?” she said. “Don’t be lured inside. Make the exchange outside where our sharpshooters can see Mendelssohn. Stand well away from him after you hand over the dummy thumb drive. That way Ben will be in our sights until we secure your sister. Make the exchange in the driveway.”

Holden was repeating herself, gently shaking his arm like some corner crew in a prize fight.

He nodded, knowing full well Mendelssohn would suspect he’d already been compromised by law enforcement. In his last hours Martin would do everything in his power to save Sylvia. He owed her that much.

Everybody’s selling something, he thought. Holden, sucking up to her boss for promotion if she brings him Mendelssohn’s pelt. Farnsworth didn’t have a fucking clue with his stupid Sharpie pen, labeling the state park A, B, C, D, and E. Then there was Ben, always thinking one step ahead, suckering Martin along as the fall guy. Sylvia, his own flesh and blood, guilt-tripping him at every turn. Where had it gotten any of them, Martin wondered.

Good old dead and dusted Dad was still alive and well, running the game in Martin’s head after all these years.

“A trained sharpshooter will be covering you at all times, so make the exchange in the driveway,” Holden counseled him ad nauseum. “If Mendelssohn pulls a weapon, our orders are Shoot to Kill. You hit the ground and stay down. Understood?”

Martin was unable to shake the thought that Ben would be chuckling, too, seeing him ride to the unexpected meet at his mansion in a brand spanking new blue cop car—just before the bullet left his hitman’s gun and buried deep into Martin’s head.

This was never going down as a simple exchange. Not after the hot water Ben must be in with Joaquin Rousseau, Martin thought. Not a chance in hell. The best Martin could hope for was that Sylvia would come out of this alive. Mendelssohn wouldn’t let him walk scot-free, not after everything that had gone down. No matter how many FBI sharpshooters surrounded his place.

“Yeah, I got the drill the first time,” he said, shrugging. “Your boss covered it all well enough.”

It was crunch time. Martin trained his attention on the blue Taurus and grinned to himself. He was leading the cavalry charge with the special team of agents tracking him, gunning to put Ben Mendelssohn in his fucking place.

“Remember, Martin, no heroics. Your sister’s kidnapping is not your fault. Okay?”

He nodded with the side window down, sitting behind the wheel of the Taurus. Holden leaned her forearm on the sill.

“We’ve got you on radio inside the car. And through the microphone, you’re all wired up. If anything, I mean anything, doesn’t feel or look right, all you need to do is speak,” she said, her “special agent” special assignment hat in its full-on position. “Your special word is ‘frozen.’”

“Frozen,” he murmured back. They both knew it was pure bullshit. And that everything he’d done had absolutely everything to do with his sister’s kidnapping, and everything else that had gone down since the St. Lawrence melee for that matter.

He left the parking garage. Coursed down Storrow Drive beside the Charles River, passing the Hatch Memorial Shell, and headed toward the Mass Pike toll plaza.

Before passing through the tollbooth, Martin pulled over to the side near some concrete barriers. He turned the heater knob to its highest setting. His fingers trembled. He held them close to the warm air vent. His heart was pounding.

The door of doubt had suddenly swung open, and his insecurities rushed in. It was Ben’s turf. Home team advantage. An excruciating emptiness that went too far back to be undone invaded his consciousness.

The clock was ticking. “Fuck this!” he yelled inside the Taurus and slammed it into Drive.

Martin gunned the motor through the tollbooth on the EZ Pass side, traveling westbound on the Mass Pike, heading for the house owned by a trust inside a shell registered under a fictitious name. That much Technical Agent Todd Dansker had one hundred percent verified.

Martin passed under a green overhead sign alerting him the Newton Highlands exit was next. He slowed the car, signaled as he approached the exit ramp for Newton Highlands, and then veered up the ramp.

He drove a mile or so, glancing over at the GPS map screen, then turned onto Lake Avenue under a bone cold sky. The mottled sycamore trees between the sidewalk and the street looked numbly stiff.

Martin pulled close to the curb and turned up the heater, checking the rearview for any sign of an FBI tail. But no other car had made the turn onto Lake Avenue behind him. The sharpshooters must already be in position, he thought. They had a GPS tracker on his car, all part of the plan for Team A, the mansion by the lake detail. Team B was positioning themselves at the state park west of I-95, where Martin was certain Ben would never show his face in a million years.

In the idling Ford Taurus, he thought through Ben’s texted instruction, trying to read between the lines. Why had Ben even bothered texting exchange instructions? He couldn’t have heard anything back from Bruce Machado or Goran Casimir because they were both dead. So, what was Ben’s real game?

Maybe the thumb drive wasn’t even in play anymore because of all the fuckups, starting with the disaster at the St. Lawrence.

Somewhere out there in the raw November gray was an army of sharpshooter jocks taking their positions, itching for a kill, aiming their scope crosshairs at the approximate vicinity, focusing on a twig or a stubborn leaf that hadn’t yet fallen, envisioning it as the target’s head.

Ben must have a better plan, and Martin realized he had probably only divined a piece of it. A very small piece.

Martin put the gear selector in Drive and accelerated slowly away from the curb. The meet was in fifteen minutes. He drove past a few grand places, then ducked into an empty driveway where a for-sale sign was staked out front.

He pressed the driver’s-side door shut quietly. Only a handful of mansions on sumptuous, landscaped lots wreathed the iced-over lake. The line of thick-trunked sycamores guarded the shoreline. Martin pulled his parka collar up. His teeth chattered madly. The strain of the South Dakota siege, the loss of his friendship with Steve, it was all catching up. Spelling defeat. Somehow, he must find a way to save Sylvia. Running wasn’t an option as much as he wished it.

Martin checked behind him. Not seeing any sign of a bureau tail had him spooked; he reminded himself that it was the plan for them to stay well out of sight.

He tucked close to the furry branches of an arborvitae hedge. The air had the same gnawing sting as the snowstorm in South Dakota. Fine snowflakes silently descended; fingerlings of the savage blizzard were finally reaching the East Coast, he thought.

Martin skirted the hedgerow along the next place. The road wound tightly around the perimeter of the lake. The falling snow quickly thickened and made for good cover. Another unsettling thought: the increasing snowfall might hamper the sharpshooters who wouldn’t be able to distinguish him from Ben.

His breathing grew rapid and shallow. Martin wiped clear his eyes. He saw a car in the next gravel driveway. A blue Camry that he’d seen once before, when they’d stopped by Ben’s IT tech guy’s place in Everett. Right after they’d returned from Montreal.

A smile broke across Martin’s face. He’d guessed right. Ben was here, which meant so was his sister, crammed in a room somewhere inside the impressive Tudor-style mansion.

The distant chuff of a large motor echoed across the icebound lake. Then the engine cut out. He couldn’t see a thing coming from behind him through the large rhododendron shrubs that guarded the driveway.

Martin squinted as he crept toward the stately home, his shoes produced crunching sounds over the pea gravel drive. He gazed up at the mansion’s front windows. Curtains were drawn tight, everything looked dark, giving the impression the place was vacant.

Another set of footsteps quickly crunched over the gravel from a Range Rover parked halfway inside the garage. Ben.

“Hello, Martin.” He aimed a gun at Martin. “You seem distressed. Shall we step inside? Get out of the snow.” Ben didn’t move any closer, protected by the rear of the Rover.

“No, I’m good here. Where’s my sister?”

Ben canted his head toward a back door. “Inside. She’s been asking for you.”

Martin glanced down the drive, panicked. The falling snow now obliterated the massive sycamores along the lakeshore. The FBI sharpshooters wouldn’t be able to distinguish who was who, or even see them at all.

“Yes, I know,” Ben said, exuding repulsive overconfidence. “The posse is out there, waiting for a clean shot.” He kept the Range Rover between himself and the open driveway.

Ben retreated toward the doorway beneath the gamboled roof overhang. “Don’t be a fool, Martin.” In a louder voice directed inside the shadows of the dark basement, he said, “Right, Sylvia?”

“Martin, don’t listen to him!” his sister screamed.

Martin stepped forward, hearing Sylvia’s voice.

“That’s the spirit. I knew you’d see reason.” Ben escorted him inside and quickly locked the door and patted Martin down. “Unzip your parka.”

Martin did as he was instructed, standing on the bare concrete floor of the basement that smelled heavily of No. 2 fuel oil.

“A wire. Nice try.” Ben yanked it free and crushed it under his shoe. “And a bulletproof vest. My, my, you have been a very busy boy. Let me guess, Boston FBI? They posted such a poor photo of me on the NCIC fugitive bulletin, according to Max.”

“Don’t you hurt my brother!” Sylvia’s trembling voice wailed from somewhere further inside the basement.

“All in good time,” Ben shouted back at her. Then planted Martin in a hard wooden chair, flashed some plastic zip-tie handcuffs and made him tighten them around his wrists.

“Do you … any water?”

“It’s a house, Martin, with all the usual amenities. But surely you didn’t wander all the way down this private lane on your lonesome to ask me for a glass of water?”

Martin’s head sagged on his shoulders, exhaustion catching up to him. “Sylvia. I’m here for Sylvia. Nothing else.”

He desperately wondered why the FBI wasn’t storming the house.

Ben wrenched Martin’s head back by his hair. “Hand over the thumb drive first. Then, I’ll get you all the water you can drink. And then we’ll discuss your sister’s prospects.”

Martin shook his head. “No deal. You’ll kill me. Just like I shot Goran.” Martin eyed Ben, letting the words sink in. “Sylvia first, or it’s no deal.”

Ben hesitated, appraising him, then rubbed a finger under his nose—enough of a tell for Martin to know the Russian hitman must have been sent by Rousseau, not Ben.

“Are you expecting a sympathy party here?” Ben said through clenched teeth. “Might I remind you I’ve got the gun.” He aimed the revolver straight at Martin’s face. “Now. One more time. Where’s my thumb drive?”

“Rousseau must be pretty pissed, I bet,” Martin said, leaning forward, resting his elbows on his knees, clutching his bound hands. “First, you leave me in the middle of nowhere under heavy gunfire—a total fuckup. Next you blame me for your fuckup. Then you kidnap my sister to seal the deal. Only you haven’t sealed shit, have you? The FBI has your place surrounded. So, go ahead, shoot me for all the good it will do you.”

“Quit stalling, Martin. Give it to me now, or I’ll shoot your sister first. Make her beg for her little miserable life. Give you a preview of coming attractions.”

Ben extended his free palm toward Martin.

“Can’t reach it. It’s inside my parka breast pocket.”

Ben reached inside and pulled out the flash drive. For a few seconds they silently dead-eyed each other.

“I never had your fucking thumb drive in the first place. That’s a dummy the FBI gave to me.”

In a rage Ben smashed the plastic drive against the basement wall.

“This is when we say our goodbyes.” He stepped behind Martin. “Sweet dreams.”

The lights went out as Martin’s cheek struck the concrete floor.
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3:15 p.m. (EST)

Newton Highlands, Massachusetts~

“HEY, MARTIN, YOU with me?” Holden was looking down at him, gently squeezing his shoulder.

He was lying on the concrete floor, an emergency space blanket shoved under his head. He sat up. An excruciating pain throbbed at the back of his head.

“Best keep still,” she said. “You’ve sustained a nasty bang to the back of your head. Ambulance is on its way.”

“My sister? Sylvia? Is she okay?”

“She’ll be along shortly. She’s upstairs giving her statement while events are still fresh in her mind. We’ll need you to update your statement, too.”

“I want to see her.” He rolled onto his knees. Took a momentary breather, then stood unsteadily on his feet. The hair on the back of his head was matted with blood.

“Easy there,” she said. “You nearly took one for the team. Did you see Mendelssohn?”

“What do you mean? Wasn’t your special team here? Ben found the wire and threatened to shoot me. Why the fuck weren’t you here?” Martin demanded.

“Mendelssohn’s in the wind. We’ve searched the premises. An agent discovered a loose panel that accessed a tunnel. It looked ancient, like an escape route designed during the Underground Railroad days. We found his footprints in the snow.”

“I figured as much,” he said. “Ben’s a clever prick.”

She gave him a curious look. “You haven’t held out on us? Did you know about this tunnel?”

“Of course not. I told you I’ve never been here before. Ben is always one step ahead.” Martin touched the top of his head again, wincing. “I never heard him coming.” He sat in the wooden chair, rubbing his wrists where Ben had bound them.

“Don’t worry. He won’t get far with an all-points bulletin out on him.”

“Why didn’t Team A storm the house?” Martin stared at Holden in disbelief.

She hesitated. “Rescues can be messy. The point is your sister hasn’t been harmed.”

Approaching footsteps coming down a stairway—Sylvia appeared, escorted by another agent wearing a dark blue windbreaker.

“Look, I’ve got to be going. When the ambulance arrives, Agent Harris here will ride with you and your sister to Massachusetts General Hospital to have that scalp wound tended to,” Holden said, “giving you and your sister some time together.”

Holden left the room. Sylvia gave Agent Harris a lingering glance and he retreated out the back door to wait for the ambulance, leaving Martin and his sister alone.

For a few moments they stared at each other, both appreciating the fact they were alive. They’d each been through the wringer. They hugged standing in the basement. Martin felt her quietly sobbing against his chest. He held back his tears, but they came anyway. Tears streaked down her cheeks. Martin hadn’t seen her openly cry in front of him since the bully shoved her off her Schwinn into a hedge when she was nine.

When they finally broke apart, Sylvia pulled up another chair from the corner.

“Like a fool I fell for his bullshit the same way I bet you did,” Sylvia said, her head hanging in embarrassment.

“Did he hurt you, Syl?”

She shook her head, looking down at her lap, then gave him a take-no-prisoners glare. “I’ll tell you this much, his credit score is in the tank.”

They shared a silly laugh. She sobered and said, “I’d rather not get into it now if you don’t mind. I’m sure the police will need to know everything.”

“Yeah, I’m officially a cooperating witness.”

“Promise me, Martin, that we’ll stay in regular touch from now on. I don’t mean that you need to clear every little bullshit thing you want to do with me first,” which triggered a spastic laugh in acknowledgment of her busybody self, he supposed. “I mean just stay in regular touch; you know. We’re the only ones left in the family now.”

“Sounds good, sis.”

Sylvia was right. They were the only ones left in their miserable family. He had better take care. And what of Steve, his only real friend since high-school days? Steve was right, too. A true friend doesn’t lead his buddy into harm’s way. He’d made a bad turn of it for both Sylvia and Steve. Buried beneath so much mind-numbing grief he cared. And still he chose to run.
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4:00 p.m. (EST)

Newton Highlands, Massachusetts~

WORD HAD GOTTEN back to Ivan Jovanovich that his friend and associate Goran Casimir was likely dead. Killed. Joaquin Rousseau had passed the information to Ivan himself. After all, he and Goran had come into Rousseau’s employ as comrades.

They’d met in Dagestan prison outside Moscow and had come across from Russia together. Killing was a visceral experience for the Russian, feeling the life force seep out of a target’s body in expiring jiggles. Ivan had cut his teeth, honing his skills with homemade shivs, while at Dagestan. He preferred using his bare hands in the case of traitors or snitches; getting close enough to smell the sweat and strain and fear of his victim made it worthwhile. Much like the narcotic effect to a junkie upon releasing the tourniquet after mainlining a syringeful, he supposed.

Ivan sat in the idling SUV, inhaling the heady smoke of his favorite Turkish brand of tobacco presented to him by Joaquin Rousseau who’d specially tasked him for this assignment. On the passenger seat beside him was the standard package necessary for a hit: a stack of photos and various useful printouts, revealing the target’s identity and movements.

He’d been hired to perform vengeance killings plenty of times before. In those other cases, he’d inspected pictures to know the target’s features, how they dressed, the color of their hair, get a sense of their profile, and the places they frequented in their daily travels. He’d performed the killings with cool professionalism. The sweetness of the revenge always reserved for someone else. But this time, it was personal.

Earlier that morning, he’d spent nearly an hour in the freezing cold cleaning all surfaces, inside and out, of the Navigator. As he had yesterday, too. It was a rental. He’d leave no trace of his having been inside the SUV. Afterward, he’d slipped on a fresh pair of the sheer goatskin gauntlets that he always wore before an assignment that involved knifework.

Discipline had taught Ivan Jovanovich good working habits. Even collecting the Lincoln’s key fob from the rental counter, he’d worn gloves—a different pair that he’d already disposed of. He’d worn a long-billed baseball cap inside the rental car agency and kept his head down, away from the CCTV camera that he’d spotted before entering the place. There would be no prints, hair, or other items that could identify him. Even so, he cleaned the large SUV inside and out each day.

Last evening around the dinner hour, Ivan had watched the target at his home. The Russian had parked and savored the last few puffs of his cigarette before crumbling the remnants of tobacco between his fingers, swallowing the balled cigarette paper and making his way on foot down the access road.

Dressed in dark clothes and a black skullcap pulled to his eyebrows, Ivan had slowly crossed between two neighboring properties that backed onto the target’s house, his ears attuned to the slightest sounds, especially the spooked growl of a dog in someone’s yard. Neither of those homes had fences in back, which he took to mean no dogs would be roaming loose outside.

He slipped through a line of trees bordering the target’s property. Fallen leaves crunched under his boots—nothing loud enough to trigger a backdoor light sensor, disturbing someone. Through the trees he spotted the target’s Land Rover and a Toyota Camry parked in a delivery driveway next to a flight of stone steps. The glow of a light from the room at the top landing, perhaps the target’s kitchen.

Ivan took a small night-vision scope from his outer pocket of his leather jacket. The sparkling green light illuminated the murky shadows as he aimed the scope toward the lit room at the top landing. He observed the target callously push a woman through the kitchen doorway and shove her into a chair. It was nothing he hadn’t seen a thousand times before. Men in Boston were no different than in his own country—few had any serious appreciation for women.

The target had a cell phone pressed tightly against his ear, oblivious to the danger standing only a few feet away outside the back door. If Goran Casimir’s death had been reported to Ivan Jovanovich last night instead of this morning, it would have been the target’s last ever phone call.

But that was last night.

This morning, Ivan received inside information from his boss to wait for the target at a private airfield in Natick, Massachusetts. The target had booked a Falcon 5X business jet, tail number SX4271. Ivan would have to be in and out quick. It was an unscheduled flight with a non-approved air space landing and takeoff. No FAA signaling to the transponder, either.

Ivan understood well from his own upbringing in the slums of Moscow that pilots willing to fly off the radar were hard to come by, and you never knew who was on the payroll. One could never trust. Never.

Inside the Natick airfield’s Quonset-style hangar, against the near wall beside the side-door entrance, Ivan found a pile of plane wheel chocks, sundry tiedown straps, and a stack of canvas windscreen covers. On wall hooks above the paraphernalia were several one-piece workman’s coveralls that you step into and zip up the front. They had bright orange reflective stripes across the front and back panels.

He shoved his boots through a pair of coveralls and hung his leather jacket on the empty hook. From a cabinet shelf he fit a white hard hat with rabbit ear protectors clamped to its sides, then walked out onto the tarmac in the guise of an airfield maintenance crewman.

A silver dot in the dimming sky grew on the horizon, its landing gear in the full down position. The Falcon jet’s tires sent up a small cloud upon hitting the tarmac, its engines reversing to slow the plane, then revving back up, quickly taxiing toward the hangar.

Behind Ivan, a small foreign-make car pulled up to the hurricane fence near the chain-link gate. The target was talking on his phone, got out dressed in a sleek three-piece suit, tugging a small suitcase on roller wheels. He hustled through the gate toward the waiting jet.

Ivan cupped the protectors over his ears, his right hand palming the tip of the stiletto, which was hidden inside his sleeve. The rear-mounted steps of the Falcon dropped into the boarding position. The jet’s engines urgently whistled at idle.

[image: image of]

The sun suddenly blacked out by the workman’s head; the man was reciting Russian gibberish. A split-second later the point of a knife blade swiftly descended and poked out both eyes that had brought light to Mendelssohn’s world.

The roar of the Falcon’s jet engines shrieked as the plane circled back toward the runway and quickly rocketed down the tarmac runway. Without Ben Mendelssohn aboard.








ONE WEEK LATER
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9:00 a.m. (EST)

FBI branch office, Boston~

LEIGH HOLDEN WALKED into the assistant director’s office. Standing next to Farnsworth were two men in full military uniforms whom she didn’t recognize—their faces bore that steely eyed, no-compromise look of soldiers on a mission.

“Shut the door please, special agent.” Farnsworth laced his fingers over his desk and said, “Have a seat.”

Holden sat on the edge of her chair, sensing an ambush.

“These men are from the Department of Defense. Between you and me they aren’t here, special agent. From this moment forward, they will be taking over the Mendelssohn-Rousseau case in its entirety.”

Holden shot an indignant look at the soldier with the extra layer of ribbons over his jacket’s breast pocket. “Taking over? My team has been working day and night—”

“We’ll need all documents and other physical evidence pertaining to the matter or that could be construed as pertaining by the end of the day, Special Agent Holden,” the other soldier interrupted.

“‘Could be construed’—what a nice touch,” she addressed Farnsworth. Then looking directly at the DoD officers, she said, “Why now? Why after we’ve been pushing the envelope burning the midnight oil for the last six months with not one iota of help from DoD?”

Farnsworth cleared his throat before she could say more.

The men from DoD didn’t answer her.

“Dansker has already turned over portions of his computer files related to the investigation,” Farnsworth acknowledged. “His and Abrams’s computers have also been confiscated for safekeeping. In the interests of national security.”

Holden felt her cheeks growing warm. She restrained herself from saying more, realizing it was a handoff and it wouldn’t help her career to piss off a much larger government branch.

“Is there anything else that you or your team may have identified as being in the realm of US intelligence”— a clear reference to military secrets— “to your knowledge, special agent?” Farnsworth asked.

“No, nothing else, sir. Everything we’ve documented is in the file and the reports I’ve made directly to you.”

It was more than a political pass from one department to another; this was a full-scale snuffing of the investigation down the drain. Too many hours of lost sleep to count or care to count now abruptly brought to an undignified end.

The same higher-ranking DoD officer placed a military secrets act affidavit by authority of the Secretary of Defense on the edge of the assistant director’s desk, facing Holden. He handed her a silver pen, waiting for her signature.

“Sign it, special agent,” Farnsworth said with resignation. “No talk after this. Zero talk. Anything involving or about or related to the military or its employees, independent contractors, or subcontractors and associates regarding this matter or the Mendelssohn-Rousseau case is strictly off limits. In a nutshell, that includes any references to nuclear material, ballistic weapons technology, anything owned and controlled by the Department of Defense or its four main service branches.”

Holden’s ears radiated, as if she herself had been reprimanded. As if she and her team were the ones not to be trusted. As if she were the problem to be snuffed out, and not Ben Mendelssohn and Joaquin Rousseau and their worldwide network of terror connections.

She signed the paper and the Pentagon officers left.

Holden looked at her boss. “What about the murders? The kidnapping? Mendelssohn may be dead, but Joaquin Rousseau is still operating. Has Canada gone along with this shutdown?”

“So long as your inquiries do not involve any US military secrets or matters involving national security and are not in conflict with the terms of the affidavit that you just signed, then, yes, you are permitted to continue to explore other avenues that are unrelated.”

Farnsworth’s words fell flat. The investigation had been cut at the throat as ruthlessly as Mendelssohn had.
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9:30 a.m. (EST)

Charlestown, Massachusetts~

MARTIN HAD WAITED in the guest bedroom, pretending to sleep in, until Sylvia left for work that morning. He was staying temporarily at Sylvia’s place, because the FBI still had his Brighton apartment sealed off for evidence. At least he’d gotten a reprieve on the rent because of everything that transpired.

The FBI had agreed to pay the landlord while he was a cooperating witness. They’d even supplied him with a new cell phone with ample free minutes. Best of all, they’d preauthorized a rental car, a red Corolla, and paid it forward for his use for the month. A free month was more than he needed.

Outside, it was bitter cold and clear. He locked the townhouse door with the spare key Sylvia entrusted to him.

He was on his own. Steve was three thousand miles away, making himself a new life behind a shiny new desk, watching ships pass under the Golden Gate Bridge, he imagined. The bureau had done good and fully comped his friend—if he could still call him that—the value of a new van and some new clothes to cover for the total loss of his belongings on the South Dakota prairie.

Everything was sort of square on paper. Except it wasn’t at all. No fresh start behind a shiny desk in California waited for him, Martin thought. No rich uncle would be knocking on his door, welcoming him to join the family business. He had only himself to rely on.

He drove slowly down Storrow Drive in the left lane. A guy flipped him the bird, holding the car horn to Doppler effect as he whizzed past. Martin didn’t respond. Today was the day. He was stepping up in the world. The new him. Because Ben had been found dead at a small airfield outside Boston. And because he’d heard from Leigh Holden that the nuclear scientist named Ogden Childers was found dead, too, outside Billings, Montana.

The net was closing in, but not fast enough. Never fast enough. Joaquin Rousseau was untouchable.

Poor Ben, Martin thought, he’d been too sure of himself. Too fucking smug about everything to let Martin in on the deal. Kidnapping Sylvia was Ben’s big mistake. He was way out of line there. He’d slipped up big time. That kind of reckless shit gets you killed. Not taking care, not keeping it simple. And even then, there’s no certainty. Because like it or not, the clock is always ticking, and when your time’s up there’s no turning back. No running from the fact that sooner or later coming around the corner—bam!—just like that, you meet your maker.

Martin rubbed the sore reminder, his gunshot shoulder from two weeks ago. A frisson of machismo pulsed through his head. Taking a bullet had earned him his own red badge of courage. A player needed legitimacy; it was a part of stepping up, adding to his street cred.

Yesterday’s Globe lay folded on the passenger seat. He’d brought it with him as a reminder. Like everything else—just because, and maybe to soak in the reality of it, to remind himself not to be so arrogant and aloof like Ben was.

The black-and-white news photo showed a sheet covering a dead body in front of a Quonset hangar. It didn’t give the victim’s name. Holden had told him, though, that it was Ben Mendelssohn. The picture’s caption simply stated that the crime-land slaying had occurred at a private airfield in Natick and was related to an ongoing investigation involving both state and federal authorities, without giving any more details.

He exited Storrow Drive and waited for the traffic light to change. Glancing over at the paper again, he told himself he’d play it straight. He wouldn’t push the envelope or be unreasonable. He wouldn’t act brash or deliberately get in their faces like Ben had done. He’d handle things way different.

The light changed and he signaled his way left and right, winding through the convoluted rat’s nest of one-ways and no-entry streets, taillights blinking, double-parked limos at idle, exhaust pipes pluming, the tipped delivery trucks with wheels riding high over the curbstone, stacks of boxes unloaded on the sidewalk, waiting by the loading dock.

A minute later he parked between two piers, facing the sparkly waters of another crisp morning, and cut the engine. At least the sunshine rubbed out the dirty filth floating in the harbor. It was his favorite place to come in the city. Just to sit and stare out the windshield at nothing in particular.

Any place else and he’d rather be out running. Paining his lungs and legs, beating the hell out of his Nikes, his heart hammering at redline. Sprinting like a maniac, starving his head of vital oxygen until his brain finally quieted to a simmer.

But here at the dockside he could just sit and stare. And be content. Figure things out. Maybe. He had his doubts, who didn’t? Only smug holier-than-thou pricks like Ben put on superior airs that no one else could stand. And look where that got him.

The dark weathered posts of the pier leaned crooked like an old man’s teeth. The piercing cry of a gull overhead, as the bird dipped and slid in the sky as if pulled by invisible kite strings—up, down, out, through all of space. So deft an understanding of air, Martin thought. A magician like himself, even.

He wondered how much his dad had gotten away with his whole fucking miserable life. His drunken binges, his remorseless lying with just enough detail that it almost sounded believable.

His father hadn’t finished college. Kicked out for illegal gambling on campus. The bookie’s muscle who’d come busting through the school dormitory looking for him to collect on the bad bets, roughing up several students hadn’t gone down well with the dean.

Martin enjoyed embellishing the details, too. A son’s adulation for his old man who beat him senseless, ridiculed him till his ears would ring, who drank himself senseless every night. Go figure, he thought to himself.

Martin had weathered through it all. His own college demise was dull in comparison to his dad’s. One day in his senior year at Brandeis he’d lost all enthusiasm, faded like the air fizzing out of a party balloon. He couldn’t see a future sitting in lecture halls, taking notes.

So, he left. Took care of Dad those last painful four months, watching him heaving like a caught fish gilling for air on the riverbank. Until he ran out of air and died.

Martin had continued his slide through a series of low-level starter jobs until meeting Ben, when his fortunes turned from black-and-white nothingness to full force technicolor.

A dream come true, the cold hard cash at least. The dough was good right from the start. No, it was great. Having a pocket full of crisp hundreds made him ecstatic. Made him feel like there was nothing he couldn’t do if he applied himself.

A salty draft of oily harbor seawater snuck through the cracked window. He wished Dad were still alive, so he could share his good fortune with someone who would understand the kick. The same kick Dad would always share with him after pulling a con, jubilantly reliving how the sale went down on the dotted line just when it looked like Dad was going to be heading out the door empty-handed.

When all was said and done, it would’ve been great laying out the whole freaking picture of how it went down. Let Dad know that his son wasn’t some bonehead loser. That he had the knack for coming up with answers at the right time, too—getting praised by Joaquin Rousseau for delivering the goods without a hitch like he had in Montreal last summer.

But the real test of his powers he’d already staged, milking his relationship with Ben, who was so full of himself he hadn’t been able to see what was right in front of him the whole time.

His eyes landed on the slap of waves against the darkened wharf pilings. A smile appeared on his face. He checked himself in the rearview mirror. There it was—a big shit-eating grin.

He slapped the sides of the steering wheel in recognition of the fact. He’d gotten away with it. That’s what mattered. Sylvia was alive. Ben was dead. And he was in the fucking clear.

Martin straightened in the driver’s seat. Took a deep breath and let it out.

It was now or never.

He broke open the small FedEx carton he’d sent to his PO box in Brighton the day he called Steve from the bus station.

He took out of his jacket pocket the cheap prepaid cell phone, not the one the FBI had given him. One like the kind Ben would use. He dialed Joaquin Rousseau’s main warehouse number, one of only four phone numbers he knew by heart.

In his other hand he held Ben’s black plastic thumb drive.
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