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To L.M. and A.S.

The struggle is real. Thank you both for having my back as we fight the good fight. 








  
  One


Olivia Markham loved the Advent season in Germany. There was nothing quite like the outdoor markets that abounded throughout the country in the weeks leading up to Christmas, where artisans and craftspeople displayed handcrafted wares such as jewelry and wooden toys. The Christmas Market at the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church in Breitscheidplatz in Berlin, one of the city’s largest, featured a Ferris wheel and carousel along with daily visits from Santa, who distributed gifts to children. 
As Olivia and her partner, Thomas, wended through the throngs, she sniffed the air, filled with sharp longing for a moment. It was the first time she wouldn’t be home for Christmas.
On the plaza around them, warm scents of caramelized almonds and lebkuchen—the lightly spiced German version of gingerbread—mixed in a hunger-inducing dance with roasted pork, sausages, and chestnuts. Happy people, tourists and locals alike, wandered through nearly 200 quaint stalls that harkened back to the Middle Ages, drinking mulled glühwein while munching on cake-like glazed stollen stuffed with dried fruits and nuts.
Too bad Olivia couldn’t enjoy it as an ordinary visitor.
Instead, she gripped Thomas’s hand and sipped the hot chocolate she held in the other—a convenient prop—and consigned the tantalizing scents to a background blur along with the Christmas lights and chatter. Surveillance work, though vital in pinpointing extremist threats, often meant long, tedious hours in discomfort and boredom. At least today they got to walk outside. They’d spent the last three weeks inside a cramped flat listening to phone calls for Moroccan takeout and reviewing hours of photos and videos.
The dark-haired man that she and Thomas followed had entered the market from Kurfürstendamm, the three-and-a-half kilometer shopping boulevard that formed the heartline of the western city center. On the other side of the traditional Christmas market, the boulevard changed names and led to the Europa Center mall. If they didn’t lose him among the mass of shoppers outside, they’d struggle to keep sight of him if he entered the building.
Late last year, the target had come onto the radar of German Federal Intelligence, the Bundesnachrichtendienst or BND as it was known in the intelligence community, after a trip to Afghanistan. The BND had alerted its American counterpart when it discovered evidence that Hafid Alami had visited Bagram Air Force base. Now the two intelligence agencies shared a joint operation on what had all the hallmarks of a terrorist cell in Berlin. Today’s surveillance fell on the CIA team, which included Olivia and Thomas.
Alami slowed and began studying the stalls nearest him. Olivia and Thomas drifted closer to a small marionette theater where a gigantic wooden Nutcracker and toy soldiers battled a bevy of mice led by the Mouse King. Tchaikovsky’s famous ballet music played in tinny exhilaration from speakers embedded in the wooden stage.
Across from them, Olivia saw a group of immigrant men surrounding several women near a 15-meter wooden Christmas pyramid topped by an iconic large propeller. From the angry looks on the women’s faces and the sharp sounds of rapid German, she suspected that the men harassed them. It was becoming more and more a problem as immigrants from the Middle East and Africa, escaping the increasing turmoil of the ‘Arab Spring,’ made their way to the more peaceful—and prosperous—Western Europe, especially Germany, where Chancellor Merkel’s policies sought to bolster their integration.
Olivia dragged her gaze away. It wasn’t in her mission brief to mediate social tensions. She had to stay focused on their objective. They needed more information on Alami, his local connections, and where he went outside of his Berlin flat. They needed to know who ran him. 
None of the known terrorist organizations had any chatter about Alami, yet the young Moroccan had traveled four times to the Mideast in the past two years. And, despite the care he took to mask his movements, his regular visits to hawaladar brokers suggested foreign communications. In the past two weeks, Alami had traveled outside of Berlin several times, once as far as Belgium. 
Something was coming.
It was possible that Alami ran a self-contained cell with three or four members, but Thomas suspected a local handler gave this foot soldier his orders. A handler deeply connected with al-Qaeda and the power vacuum from Bin Laden’s death. Olivia had dubbed this shadowy leader ‘Mr. X’ in her head. Thomas had ordered today’s full-court surveillance press out of sheer frustration at their lack of leads. He’d already decided that they should subvert the joint operation and snatch Alami if the opportunity presented itself.
Thomas glanced at her. “We should split up. We’re about to go hot.” He trained his gaze on their subject again. “Alami seems to have an uncanny ability to move among crowds. He’s likely got enough training to run an SDR.”
Surveillance Detection Route was the term of art used by the CIA to describe the protocol field officers used to flush out foreign agents watching them. Thomas had been a CIA officer long enough that he’d developed an almost-preternatural sense of when their target used the tactic against them. 
Right on cue, Alami entered a large stall selling flame-seared meats. The Moroccan had just created a chokepoint: Olivia and Thomas couldn’t follow him into the stall. Either they kept walking or they pretended to shop where they were. Loitering near the stall where the target now ordered food was out of the question.
Olivia nodded. “I’ll tag Jade Doll as the new eyeball.”
The ‘eyeball’ was whoever on the team followed the target—a key component in defeating an SDR because it made it harder for the target to identify a tail.
What if Alami has cell members watching his route? asked a small inner voice as Olivia peered at the spectators, mostly young families. 
Her gaze strayed to the immigrants, who’d clustered on the far side of the plaza, a dark, surly knot in a cheerful sea of shoppers. But there was no time to ponder the possibility of other cell members at the Christmas market. They had to stay focused despite all of the noise.
Olivia activated her bone mic. “Jade, you’re up.”
Monica, her teammate from her early CIA training days, responded. “Copy that.”
Olivia and Thomas separated, he to approach a stall offering traditional German fare of beer and brats, she to go closer to one selling handblown glass ornaments that sparkled under warm white lights. Even though the angle of her view prevented Olivia from fully seeing inside the stall where the Moroccan now stood at a counter waiting for his food, she’d know if he left. She could also keep watch over anyone entering or leaving.
Monica leapfrogged their location, moving beyond Alami to take up position in front of a kiosk selling Nutcracker soldiers.
“Eyes on,” she said to their team via comm.
Olivia relaxed a little, letting herself scan the busy promenade between the highly decorated stalls. Groups of shoppers sat on round stone benches, while others loitered around the numerous Christmas trees or meandered from counter to counter. No one was in a hurry to go home on this mild November evening.
The marionette performance ended. Families gathered children and began to stream away in little clumps, tugging on reluctant hands and pushing strollers laden with toddlers and purchases. The blue of the sky had deepened against the bright kiosk lights. Above the plaza, the bombed shell of the original Kaiser Wilhem Memorial Church loomed. Nicknamed ‘The Hollow Tooth,” the Neo-Romanesque ruins projected a grim reminder of humanity’s capacity for evil.
A large male on the far side of the plaza caught Olivia’s attention. Something in the way that he moved reminded her of Sensei Mark, her college karate coach.
He glanced over his shoulder, his vivid blue gaze honing in on hers. A shiver moved down her spine. She took an involuntary step forward.
The crowd shifted, and the male disappeared behind a trio of bearded men who reminded her of the other group of immigrants, though she didn’t recognize any of them. Their deeper voices, previously masked in the general noise and chatter, reached her ears through some trick of the ebb and flow of sound. The immigrants spoke an unfamiliar Maghrebi dialect, the form of Arabic spoken in northwestern Africa, but Olivia caught the gist of their derogatory comments, saw their hostile glances toward a group of oblivious young women, who laughed as they drank wine and shopped for Christmas presents.
Olivia frowned.
Then the vendor selling the handblown glass ornaments came closer, smiling and asking if she could help Olivia with anything.
Get your head in the game, Olivia reminded herself. 
Smiling back at the woman, Olivia gestured toward a teardrop-shaped ornament featuring an angel dressed in a blue gown. As she did, the painted blonde’s gaze snagged her attention. It almost looked as if the ethereal figure actually recognized her.
Olivia blinked and asked the vendor to wrap the ornament for purchase before glancing towards the target. 
Alami, now visible, stood outside the seared-meat stall at a wooden bar, scrolling through his cellphone screen as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
Olivia narrowed her eyes. What was Alami doing in a German Christmas market?
“A lone male approaches this stall. He’s got line of sight with the target,” said Thomas over the comm. 
Olivia handed the German shopkeeper some cash, telling her to keep the change, and accepted the bagged Christmas ornament. As she turned away, her sight returned almost against her volition to the three obnoxious immigrants, who’d taken on a menacing penumbra—as if their dark intents clouded the air around them. They’d surrounded a young woman, blocking her exit into the flow of pedestrians. Something in the way that she held herself, her eyes wide, told Olivia in an instant that terror gripped the woman.
She shot a look at Thomas, who’d ordered a stein of beer and tilted the frosty plastic mug to his mouth, his own gaze casually sweeping the crowd. Monica, now holding a nutcracker and working the lever of its lower jaw, laughed at the shopkeeper who stood next to her. Though she appeared engrossed in trying out the handmade traditional toy, Olivia saw Monica’s gaze repeatedly focus on Alami over the shopkeeper’s shoulder.
“Wind Walker?” asked Olivia into her bone mic. She slipped the bagged ornament into a large shopping bag carried by an oblivious middle-aged woman.
Bryce, the final member of their team, answered. “Go for Wind Walker.”
“You hanging around?” Olivia maneuvered closer to the trio, who’d shifted twenty meters back toward Kurfürstendamm. The young woman was nowhere to be seen.
“I’m in position.”
Olivia knew that the tall Texan, who moved like a panther despite his size, would be a silent shadow on Monica’s six, coming no closer than ten meters unless necessary.
Not too far to help Thomas or Monica if something should happen either with Alami, who’d  just returned to the seared-meats stall for a tray of food, or the new male that Thomas had identified. And, really the plaza wasn’t that big. She could be back within moments, if the team needed her.
Where was the young woman? Olivia’s gaze raked the throng around the area where the trio had been standing, widening her survey in ever-increasing arcs. Although the crowd was polite, shifting as shoppers moved among stalls, the woman couldn’t have gotten far in the few minutes that Olivia’s vision had been off of her. Her bright blond hair had been a beacon.
One member of the trio had disappeared as well.
Tossing her hot chocolate into the nearest trash bin, Olivia swore and used her elbows to get through the people around her. Shoppers threw startled glances and sharp words at her but let her pass. She blended and merged, swimming through narrow open channels between people as she’d learned to do over the past two years in fieldwork.
Now the crowd absorbed the other two members of the trio.
“Sweet Pea, where’re you going?” came Thomas’s irritated voice in Olivia’s ear.
Olivia didn’t have time to explain. Her neck tingled, and her St. Michael medal burned. “Right back, Sundance,” she said instead.
The comm hissed as Thomas swore.
Olivia rushed toward the tall male blocking the corner of the stall where she’d last seen the trio of immigrants. He had a head and shoulders on her and weighed at least thirty kilos more than she did, but Olivia’s training had taught her how to leverage physical inflection points. As the male flinched away from her, Olivia stepped into his side, forcing his balance to shift farther. Crying out, he stumbled into the wooden structure.
She ignored him. Her internal alarm shrieked at her, her pulse ratcheting up even though she had barely covered any distance since leaving her position. Another, rational, voice murmured orders to return to her team and its mission. She ignored it as well.
A man wearing a stained white apron under a puffy dark winter jacket and holding a large white bucket stood in the narrow alley ahead of her. Just beyond him was the old church’s Tuff-stone façade. Suddenly, Olivia knew where the young woman and the trio of men had gone: the memorial hall in the base of the damaged spire. 
She sprinted forward. The cook, or whoever he was, managed to step out of her way.
The ringing of the carillon bells at the top of the hour swallowed the sounds of the plaza behind her, increasing Olivia’s sense of urgency. She pulled her Sig from its hidden shoulder holster, holding it in both hands with the muzzle pointed up as she ran.
Olivia rounded the end of the stall where it formed another alley with the medieval-looking tower. She threw out a hand, catching herself on the rough volcanic rock as she changed direction, running toward the boulevard and the front of the old church. Her breathing remained easy, and her light steps scarcely registered on the pavement.  
She rushed around the corner to the entrance door, tugging it just wide enough to slip inside. She halted. 
There were more than three men. The blonde’s bright hair gleamed among the shifting legs around her. Voices rode one over another, rough laughter and excitement bouncing off the walls. No one noticed Olivia.
Her heart lunged to her throat.
In the next thirty seconds, everything changed on the plaza outside.
“Backpack!” Thomas’s terse voice punched the comm channel. “He’s headed your way, Wind Walker.”
“I’m on him,” said Bryce. 
“Jade?”
“Target hasn’t moved. He hasn’t even looked up from his phone.”
“Don’t let him out of your sight. I’ve got the backpack.”
“Sweet Pea, where are you?” Cold anger threaded Thomas’s voice. 
Olivia didn’t answer. She didn’t think she could.
Then he broke the spell. “Backpack wired with explosives. Get him, Wind Walker.”
Olivia’s heart stuttered several beats. Thomas. IED.
For a moment, she was paralyzed. The image of Thomas leaning over her, an intent look in his dark eyes, flashed across her mind’s eye.
“Second target’s entered the mall.” Bryce’s cool voice belied the new danger.
If the second target wore a bomb vest under his winter coat.…
“I’m on my way,” she said, the bone mic vibrating against her jaw.
Before Olivia could react, the sea of legs parted, and the blonde’s wide gaze above a restraining hand caught hers. The hand on her mouth belonged to the man raping her.
Olivia lowered the Sig and shot several of the attackers, including the man on top of the blonde. Grunts and cries filled the hall. Most of the attackers scattered, taking refuge behind the marble columns along the walls, though two turned and charged Olivia.
A resounding boom shook the old tower, threatening to bring down the last of the structure that the Allied bombers hadn’t in 1943.
The rushing attackers hesitated for a moment.
Bad mistake, thought Olivia, no longer paralyzed.
She shot each once, center-mass. One fell to the side, his mouth open and an arm bent protectively over his chest. A gurgling sound came from his mouth as he lay stunned and blinking. The other man lurched a few steps forward before falling on his knees in front of her. 
Olivia narrowed her eyes as she looked down on him. 
“Enjoy Paradise,” she said in Darija, the “everyday” Moroccan dialect of Maghrebi Arabic she was sure he spoke.
Then she pushed him out of her way with her hip. He thudded to the floor.
When she reached the victim, the woman managed to rise from the floor into a sitting position, one arm propping her upright. Her bright hair tangled in a cloud around her head. Her pants and underwear had been pulled to her calves, and blood welled on her stomach. Beneath her an incongruous mosaic of a winged and robed saint speared a man-headed beast through his open throat.
Olivia stood over the woman, looking around at the remaining men. “Flee, cowards, before I empty my gun in you,” she said in Darija. If there was any justice, they would feel more exposed and less willing to act knowing that someone understood their speech. “There will be no place in Paradise for you then.”
The men fled, the wounded helped by their uninjured friends and trailing blood.
Olivia held her hand out to the woman, anxious to return to the plaza and her team. What would she find? There had been nothing from any of them since the explosion.…
“Come,” she said in German. 
The woman grabbed her hand, the glazed look on her face confirming that she acted on autopilot, and stood. Olivia bent to pull the woman’s pants and underwear up. That’s when she saw that the attackers had used a sharp blade to cut through the waistband of the victim’s pants and underwear, and that they had sliced the skin of her stomach with its tip in their haste.
Or perhaps deliberately.
“Bastards,” said Olivia in English, glancing over her shoulder at the two dead men. She wanted to kill the rest of them.
The woman startled at her speech. Olivia apologized in soft German, modulating her voice to a soothing tone. She made to drop the victim’s hand, but the woman clutched hers as if drowning. Olivia assured her that she wasn’t letting go. She tucked her Sig into its holster and managed to get her own belt off one-handed before threading it through the belt loops on the victim’s pants. 
The whole time, seconds ticked off Olivia’s internal clock. Some part of her screamed inside a soundproof room in her head, pounding and pounding to be let out, to run out on the plaza yelling for Thomas. 
Instead, she cinched her belt tight, pulling the severed halves of the woman’s waistband closed. The victim cried out, once, and Olivia winced, but she finished threading the belt’s tip through the buckle and secured it before standing upright.
“What’s your name?” she asked, carefully adjusting the woman’s sweater as she did to hide the blood seeping through the front of her pants. When the woman didn’t respond, Olivia tried again, this time looking into the woman’s eyes. She swallowed rising impatience.
The woman, blinking as if clearing dust from her eyes, focused on Olivia. “Anja.”
“Anja, my name’s Olivia. I’m going to take you back to the Christmas Market and find someone to take you to the hospital.”
Anja blinked some more as if she was translating Olivia’s words into a language she didn’t speak well. Her gazed strayed to the bodies on the floor beyond them. Olivia’s breath sucked in before she could stop it, but then she held it, counting to ten as she let it out. No need to sigh like a diva when Anja’s world had just shifted on its axis. 
“All right,” said Anja, looking back at Olivia.
Olivia led Anja by the hand outside the old church. The distinctive chemical smell of explosives wafted through the air. Above the babble of voices and the noise of traffic, the clear sound of sirens wailed. They had to wend their way through people milling around as more poured from the entrance of the Christmas market, wandering in a daze.
Olivia scanned the plaza next to the boulevard. It took several seconds before she identified the site of the blast. 
The carnival ride about twenty meters into the plaza tilted dangerously on its side, its black bulk ominous among the Christmas lights adorning the surrounding wooden stalls. An image of the open panel to the mechanics flashed into Olivia’s memory. She’d noted that the ride hadn’t been running when they’d first entered the Christmas market. Thomas must have as well. 
Please, God, she thought, unable to form more words in the mute prayer.
Olivia pushed against the flow of people into the market, scarcely aware that Anja followed, clinging to her hand with both of hers. As they approached the metal husk, Olivia felt jagged pieces of metal under her feet. Anja stumbled and would have fallen if Olivia hadn’t managed to catch her. That’s when Olivia saw one of the ride’s cars, a flying boat, on its side, wedged into the front of a stall selling freshly baked lebkuchen. And then she saw more car-size shrapnel in a ten-meter blast radius.
Olivia and Anja stopped.
Olivia had no idea how long they’d been standing there, silent before this memorial to hatred, when she heard Thomas’s hoarse voice behind them.
“There you are. Where the hell did you disappear to?”
Olivia turned, Anja’s hand still gripping hers. Her heart raced in complex emotion: relief, joy, trepidation. Thomas’s dark eyes glinted in the plaza lights.
“And why did you burn this mission?”
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