
		
			[image: image]

	
		
			[image: 13205.png]

		

	
		
			 

			Dedication

			To Susan E. Crosby.

			May you always find your Pansy Pot.

		

	
		
			 

			Contents

			
				Dedication

			

			
				Acknowledgments

			

			 

			
				Chapter 1

			

			
				Chapter 2

			

			
				Chapter 3

			

			
				Chapter 4

			

			
				Chapter 5

			

			
				Chapter 6

			

			
				Chapter 7

			

			
				Chapter 8

			

			
				Chapter 9

			

			
				Chapter 10

			

			
				Chapter 11

			

			
				Chapter 12

			

			
				Chapter 13

			

			
				Chapter 14

			

			
				Chapter 15

			

			
				Chapter 16

			

			
				Chapter 17

			

			
				Chapter 18

			

			
				Chapter 19

			

			
				Chapter 20

			

			
				Chapter 21

			

			
				Chapter 22

			

			
				Chapter 23

			

			
				Chapter 24

			

			
				Chapter 25

			

			
				Chapter 26

			

			
				Chapter 27

			

			
				Chapter 28

			

			
				Chapter 29

			

			
				Chapter 30

			

			
				Chapter 31

			

			
				Chapter 32

			

			
				Chapter 33

			

			
				Chapter 34

			

			
				Chapter 35

			

			
				Chapter 36

			

			
				Chapter 37

			

			
				Chapter 38

			

			
				Chapter 39

			

			
				Chapter 40

			

			
				Chapter 41

			

			
				Chapter 42

			

			
				Chapter 43

			

			
				Chapter 44

			

			
				Chapter 45

			

			
				Chapter 46

			

			
				Chapter 47

			

			
				Chapter 48

			

			
				Chapter 49

			

			
				Chapter 50

			

			
				Chapter 51

			

			
				Chapter 52

			

			
				Chapter 53

			

			
				Chapter 54

			

			
				Chapter 55

			

			
				Chapter 56

			

			
				Chapter 57

			

			
				Chapter 58

			

			
				Chapter 59

			

			
				Chapter 60

			

			
				Chapter 61

			

			
				Chapter 62

			

			
				Chapter 63

			

			
				Chapter 64

			

			
				Chapter 65

			

			
				Chapter 66

			

			
				Chapter 67

			

			 

			
				About the Author

			

			
				By Robin Burcell

			

			
			
				Copyright

			

			
				About the Publisher

			

		

	
		
			 

			Acknowledgments

			For Their Expertise and Guidance

			I owe a debt of gratitude to the many ­people who helped me with details, advice, research, and support. If any errors are made, the fault is mine, and I ask you only to remember that it’s fiction.

			To Susan E. Crosby, who always has such good advice. I can’t thank you enough.

			To the wonderful women in my book club, for being my beta readers and offering great insight: Cindy Brink, Sharon Flemmer, Wendy Grupe, Liz Hittle, Wendy Johnson, Penny Lawley, and Michele Silva.

			To FBI Special Agent George Fong (ret.), for taking the time to answer all things FBI.

			To Colin Campbell, West Yorkshire police officer (ret.), for help with police procedure and traveling in London.

			To Sergeant Dale Miller, Lodi Police Department (ret.), for assisting with information on bombs and explosives.

			To Rhys Bowen, New York Times bestselling author, for vetting some of my British phrases.

			To Twist Phelan, attorney, writer, and friend, for answering questions pertaining to law.

			To DP “Doug” Lyle, MD, for taking time from his writing to answer medical questions when my various characters found themselves injured in the line of duty.

			To my mother, Francesca, who reminded me of the wonderful places we’d visited in London and helped with a few key scenes there.

			To my agent, Jane Chelius, always my champion.

			And, of course, to everyone at Harper­Collins who put in their time to make this book wonderful, and especially to my editor, Lyssa Keusch, who brings out the best in me.

			For a Worthy Cause

			To Thomas. A. Sanchez, “Thom” to those who know him well, for his generous donation to the Lodi Library. I hope you enjoy your cameo role.

			

		

	
		
			 

			1

			FBI Special Agent Tony Carillo tossed his keys on the table in the entryway of his condo, dropped his coat over the back of the sofa, then walked into the kitchen. It had been one of those days, the sort where whatever could go wrong, did go wrong, starting with the arrest of the bank robbery suspect who decided to run at the last minute—­right into an oncoming SUV.

			Carillo opened the fridge, anticipating the leftover Christmas turkey dinner that his neighbor Mrs. Williams sent over, which reminded him that he needed to put a new bulb in her porch light. She was too old to be climbing up that stepladder, he thought, when he heard a rustling noise coming from the spare bedroom he used as his office. He quietly closed the refrigerator door, drew his gun, then stepped into the hallway, careful to avoid the one spot in the hardwood floor that creaked as he made his way to the back of the house. He paused just outside the office door to listen.

			There it was again. The sound of rustling papers.

			Finger against the trigger guard, he swung into the room.

			His wife looked up, saw the gun, her eyes going wide as she dropped a book. “Tony . . .”

			Hell if his heart wasn’t beating out of his chest. He quickly lowered his weapon, holstered it. “What are you doing here, Sheila?”

			“I—­I was just looking for something to read.”

			He glanced at the papers on his desk, saw the envelope addressed to his former partner, Sydney Fitzpatrick, still sealed, thank God. Sheila wasn’t exactly known for keeping out of things that didn’t belong to her, and he casually straightened the papers, making sure the envelope was covered. “I mean what are you doing here? In my house.”

			“It’s our house.”

			Not the conversation he wanted to have right now. “Until your lawyer finishes sucking me dry. You need anything else to help him accomplish that? Blood type? DNA sample?”

			“This isn’t easy for me, Tony.” She tucked a long strand of blond hair behind her ear, her hand still shaking, probably from seeing him pull a gun on her. “I’d like to speed things along, especially now that I’m getting married.”

			“Word to the wise, Sheila,” Carillo said, walking out of the room, trying to keep his temper in check as she followed him out. “Wait for the divorce to be final before you tie the knot. Less problems that way.”

			“You’re such an ass.”

			“What are you really doing here?” He entered the kitchen, then looked back at her.

			She turned away, unable to meet his gaze. “I need a place to stay until Trip gets out of jail.” Jefferson Colby III—­or Trip, as Sheila called him—­was her current boyfriend. A real piece of work, this one, Carillo thought, arrested for allegedly embezzling money from his employer, a charity no less.

			Carillo opened the fridge, eyed the six-­pack of Sierra Nevada on the shelf, figuring it wasn’t nearly enough. He grabbed a bottle, closed the door, then faced her. “No.”

			“Aren’t you going to offer me a beer?”

			“No, because you’re leaving.”

			“I can’t. There are ­people after Trip. They might come after me.”

			“So Trip is guilty of stealing money from his employer?”

			“No. Of course not. But you don’t understand.”

			“You’re right. So fill me in.”

			“The charity he works for. He thinks it might be a front for some criminal thing.”

			“A criminal thing? Really, Sheila? Something beyond the fact Trip was skimming money from it?”

			“It’s like I’m talking to a brick wall! Why do I even bother? They set him up.”

			“Of course they did.”

			“At least talk to his friend in Washington, D.C., Dorian Rose.”

			“What is that? The name of a ship?”

			“His friend who got him the job.”

			Carillo took a long drink, wondering where she was going with this.

			“I’m serious.”

			“Dorian Rose. Washington, D.C. Anything else?”

			Sheila narrowed her gaze, took a frustrated breath and said, “Dorian Rose works for a sister charity in Washington. One of his and Trip’s friends was killed in a car accident after he found some discrepancy in the books and reported it. I mean, it was a real accident, so they don’t know, but before he died, he told Dorian to have Trip call his brother-­in-­law in London and have him see if the same thing was going on there.”

			“What thing?”

			“I have no idea. Whatever it was, Trip thinks it’s going on here. And now Trip’s brother-­in-­law won’t call him back, and then Trip was arrested and I think I’m being followed.”

			Carillo stared at her a full second as what she was saying sunk in. “And you, of course, decided to keep all this from me because . . . ?”

			“Trip told me I couldn’t tell anyone. He said it was too dangerous.”

			“What the hell do I look like? A Boy Scout? That’s my job, Sheila. And it helps when ­people tell us exactly what is going on so we don’t goddamned get ourselves killed.”

			“You’re yelling at me.”

			“Yes, I’m yelling at you! What the hell were you thinking?”

			“That maybe Trip would tell you?”

			“Jesus,” he said. “He’s in friggin’ jail, so I think the likelihood of him mentioning it to me is about nil. Which is not to say I believe you.”

			“Does that mean I can stay?”

			He took a deep breath, then looked at his wife, wondering how it was he’d stayed married to her as long as he had. He’d loved her once. Hell, he still loved her, even though she’d slept her way through half of his friends over the years and, after the most recent round of counseling failed, he knew when it was time to let go. Past time. “You can sleep on the couch.”

			She rushed forward and hugged him. “Thank you, Tony.”

			“Yeah,” he said, holding his beer away to keep it from spilling, and wishing he’d had the foresight to bring home a case of the stuff. “Write down everything you know about this charity, this Dorian Rose guy, how we can get ahold of him, and anything else you can think of.”

			Sheila took a pad of paper from the drawer, then started writing, and he tried to ignore the occasional tear running down her cheek, since each one made him want to drive out to the jail and strangle Trip until he confessed to exactly whatever the hell was going on. One thing was certain. He knew when Sheila was keeping secrets, and he was sure she hadn’t yet told him everything—­a fact confirmed the following morning when he discovered that not only was Sheila gone, but so was his ATM card.
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			Sydney Fitzpatrick tossed the newspaper on the coffee table, disgusted at the California State Legislature’s latest efforts to balance the budget—­the early release of prisoners into the parole system, because the jails were too full. Apparently someone forgot to mention to the lawmakers that they’d already laid off hundreds of parole agents earlier in the year due to lack of money. Never-­ending circle, she thought, as her eleven-­year-­old half sister Angie rolled a tennis ball across the floor near the Christmas tree, hoping to teach her shepherd-­mix puppy to fetch. But try as she might, Sydney couldn’t stop thinking about the news article. The same thing was happening on the federal level, too, even at the FBI where she worked. They’d frozen all hiring, and she’d heard rumors that they were canceling the next recruit class for new agents.

			“Watch, Syd,” Angie said.

			“I’m watching.”

			Sarge scrambled after the ball, stopped when his tail hit an ornament, turned, eyed the shiny orb swinging from the lowest branch, then jumped up, trying to nip it. Angie dove forward, catching the pup, shaking her finger at him. “No, Sarge. No!”

			“Angela!” her mother said, walking into the room just in time to see her precious collection of decorations threatened by the dog’s antics. “Be careful. Those are older than you are.”

			“Everything’s older than I am, Mom. Maybe you should be more specific.”

			“Is playing with your dog outside specific enough?” she asked, constantly challenged by her youngest daughter, a change-­of-­life baby who was far too intelligent for her age. “Do not play near that tree again, or the dog goes out,” she said on her way up the stairs.

			Any retort her sister had planned died at the sound of a sharp rap at the front door, and Angie jumped to answer it, Sarge bounding after her. She threw open the door before Sydney could remind her to check out the peephole. All Sydney could see was a dark suit as her sister hugged the man, saying, “I was hoping you’d come.”

			“Hey, squirt.”

			The voice belonged to Tony Carillo, her former partner before she’d transferred from San Francisco to the FBI Academy at Quantico to teach forensic art. Angie opened the door wider and dragged him in by his hand. “Look who came by to see me.”

			“I was in the neighborhood. Bank robbery in Marin yesterday. A ­couple houses I want to check on a tip we received.”

			Sydney glanced out the window. His blue Crown Victoria was parked in the drive, the front seat empty. “You’re by yourself?”

			“I was thinking maybe you’d like to go with me.”

			“Hard as it is to believe, I did not fly all the way out from the East Coast so I could work a bank robbery with you.”

			“I’ll go if she won’t!” Angie said.

			Carillo grinned at Angie’s enthusiasm. Her dream was to be a cop, and he loved to encourage it. “Let’s talk your sister into coming first, eh, Angie. We wouldn’t want those skills of hers diminishing now that she’s sitting behind a desk in a classroom all day.”

			“If anything,” Sydney replied, “my skills have been sharpened these last few months. Besides, it’s Christmas.”

			“Last I checked, it was the twenty-­seventh.”

			“And I’m off until New Year’s.”

			Angie’s mouth dropped open as she looked at Sydney. “You can’t let him go alone! What if something happens?”

			“Yeah,” Carillo said. “You don’t want something to happen to me.”

			“I am doing nothing today and enjoying every second—­”

			Her mother came down the stairs carrying a basket of dirty clothes. “Hi, Tony. Are you staying for lunch?”

			“Sorry, Mrs. Hughes. Working a case. But thanks.”

			She hefted the basket on her hip, then pinned her gaze on Sydney. “How about running Angela down to her ballet lesson, then basketball practice? It’ll give you two some good quality time together and I can get some laundry done.”

			Vegetating between ballet and basketball? Definitely not on her list of how to spend the rare day off. “Geez, Mom,” Sydney said, standing. “I’d love to, but they’re running shorthanded at work, and Tony needs my help.”

			“Bank robbery,” Angie said solemnly. “FBI stuff.”

			Her mother gave a sigh, then continued on through the hall into the laundry room just off the kitchen. If she’d had her way, Sydney would be teaching kindergarten at some secluded private school where nothing bad ever happened.

			Carillo turned a triumphant smile Sydney’s way. “Get your gun, Fitzpatrick. We’ve got a bad guy to catch.”

			“This is for you,” Carillo said once they were in his car. He handed Sydney a thick envelope.

			“Gee, and here I was hoping for coffee and a doughnut. What is it?”

			“The BICTT numbers. Figured it was safer to give it to you in person, what with Sheila snooping around.”

			Sydney fingered the envelope. The acronym stood for Bank of International Commerce Trade and Trust but was better known in their world as the Bank of International Crooks, Terrorists, and Thieves. Even the CIA had used the bank, which had caused a major government scandal a ­couple decades ago, before it was shut down. Sydney had stumbled across several players in the BICTT cover-­up while investigating her father’s murder and found the original set of numbers, which the government confiscated. Carillo, being a firm believer in governmental conspiracies, made a photocopy of the numbers, feeling that somewhere, sometime, they might come in handy. Now all they had to do was figure out what they meant. “Any idea what I’m supposed to do with these?” she asked.

			“Well, I sure as hell wouldn’t flash them around. And for God’s sake, don’t start running them on any computers. Doc figures if you do, you might as well hold up a sign asking the CIA to come knocking on your door,” he said, referring to his current partner, Michael “Doc” Schermer.

			“Lovely.” She tucked the envelope beneath the seat. “So why’d you really want me to come with you?” she asked as they drove south on the freeway toward San Francisco. “You caught that bank robber yesterday. I read about it in the paper.”

			“Doc’s out of town,” he said. “Wasn’t anyone else I could ask. It’s about Sheila.”

			Carillo and Sheila were in the midst of a contentious divorce battle over the “custody” of Carillo’s modest condo. It was, as far as she knew, the big holdup in why they hadn’t finalized the divorce.

			“What’d she do this time?”

			He glanced in his rearview mirror, then changed lanes. “You remember that boyfriend she had back when we were working your father’s murder?”

			“The guy with the mansion?”

			“Not him. The other one. The guy from England.”

			“Must have missed that update.”

			“Yeah, you might’ve been in Mexico dodging a few bullets at the time.” He signaled for a right turn, glanced over his shoulder to check for traffic, then gave her a pointed look before turning his attention to the road. “She’s talking marriage with this one.”

			“Bigger checkbook?”

			“Bigger something,” he said. “And as much as I’d like to move on, get Sheila out of my hair, the guy bugs me.”

			“He’s not you?”

			“Aren’t you the funny one. He’s being investigated by the locals for skimming money from the charity he works for, and Sheila’s insisting I look into it and clear his name.”

			“Only a minor conflict of interest, eh?”

			“I called the detective investigating it. Clear-­cut case. Not a lot I can do, even if I was so inclined—­which I’m not.”

			“So she’s involved with a dirtbag. That can’t be the only reason.”

			“She took off last night. Said she was scared, wanted to spend the night at my place because she thinks someone’s trying to kill Trip.”

			“The boyfriend who’s in jail?”

			“Right. So, I let her. Only she took off with my ATM card. Guess I probably should have changed the PIN when she moved out.”

			“I’m assuming you called the bank?”

			“I did. She used it for cash at the market about a block from her house.”

			They drove across the Golden Gate Bridge, through San Francisco, then on to San Mateo, and he pulled into a subdivision of houses that had to be worth a small fortune, parking at the end of the street. Carillo pointed to the last house on the block.

			“That’s Sheila’s house?” Sydney asked.

			“It is.”

			“What is this guy? The CEO for the charity?”

			“No. Apparently the charity owns the property. Isn’t it nice to know when you donate money, it’s being spent wisely? They lent it out to him.”

			“Nice. And here we thought working for the Feds was cush, because we got paid holidays. So what are you planning to do?”

			“Find Sheila and talk some sense into her head. She doesn’t have to save every stray that wanders into her fold.”

			“That what you were? One of her strays?”

			“Except I couldn’t be saved.” Carillo cruised up the hill, stopped in front of her house. A white BMW convertible was parked in the driveway. “Well, her car’s there,” he said. “Can’t wait to hear what she has to say.”

			The two walked up to the door and Carillo rang the bell. No answer. He looked in the leaded decorative glass of the door, then pulled out his cell phone and called her. “Still not answering. Something’s up. This is too weird, even for Sheila.” He headed to the side gate, opening it to allow Sydney to enter first. “I think we could jimmy one of the dining room windows back here. These are nice and low. Easy to climb in.”

			“How sure are you about this?”

			“I’m not sure about anything. Sheila’s a ditz, no doubt about it, but she seemed genuinely upset last night.” He took a pocketknife and slid it into the window, popping it open. “I told her these windows were crap and that she should secure them better. But no. She didn’t want to waste the money when they were only going to be here until the divorce was final and she got her claws on my condo.”

			“So what are you trying to say? She’s a gold-­digging stray saver? Which is going to sound so good when we get picked up for felony breaking and entering.”

			“Nothing’s going to happen.” Carillo drew his gun, sat, then straddled the window ledge, one foot inside, one outside. “Besides. I hear the water running upstairs. She’s probably in the shower.”

			“That’ll go over good in divorce court,” she said, drawing her own weapon, then following him in. “We’re the FBI, your honor. Breaking into estranged wives’ houses while they shower is what we do.”

			Everything looked neat and tidy, she thought, as they walked through the kitchen toward the living room. No sign of a struggle or any trouble.

			Carillo stopped. Listened. “Definitely coming from the second floor. Which maybe explains why she didn’t answer her phone.” He holstered his weapon, appearing much more relaxed now that they knew she wasn’t lying dead somewhere with a knife-­wielding suspect standing over her.

			They started toward the stairs. Carillo stopped when he saw Sheila’s purse on a table in the hall. He reached in, pulled out her wallet, found his ATM card, and shoved it in his pocket. She was surprised he didn’t take the two hundred bucks Sheila had withdrawn from his account along with it.

			The upper story consisted of four rooms—­two unfurnished bedrooms, an empty bathroom, and the master bedroom, where the sound of running water seemed to originate. He and Sydney stood on either side of the closed double doors that led inside. Carillo, his free hand on the doorknob, looked at Sydney. She nodded and he unlatched it, then used his foot to push it open. They peeked in. The room appeared unoccupied, the bed neatly made. Two doors on the far wall, both closed, faced them as they entered. A thin strip of light reflected beneath the door on the left, undoubtedly the bathroom. The other, she assumed, was the closet.

			“Time to find out what’s going on,” he said.

			“Sure you don’t want to wait until she’s done?”

			“If I thought she wouldn’t run off, yeah.” He crossed the room, his footfall silent on the off-­white carpet.

			Sydney hung back, fairly certain that Sheila was not going to like that her soon-­to-­be-­ex was about to burst in while she was showering, especially with a spectator in the room.

			He opened the door, then pointed for Sydney to enter.

			“Me?” she whispered.

			“You think I’m going in there?”

			“You’re married.”

			“By a technicality.”

			“You are so going to owe me.” She gave him a look, then pushed the door open the rest of the way, the hot, moist air hitting her face as she stepped in. She stared at the steamed-­up glass enclosure. Empty.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked.

			“There’s no one here.”

			“What?”

			He pushed past her, moved inside, opened the glass door. “Where is she?”

			Sydney glanced out into the bedroom. “A better question is why is she hiding from you?”

			“Because she stole my ATM card.”

			At which time they both looked over at the closet, still closed.

			He and Sydney flanked it. “Sheila?” he called out.

			Sheila, however, was not in the closet. She was under the bed, poking her head out from beneath the bed skirt and looking imminently relieved when she saw Sydney and Ca­rillo standing there.

			“What the hell?” he said.

			“I’m sorry!” she said, crawling out. “I thought you were them.”

			“Them who?”

			“I told you last night. The ones after Trip.”

			“Isn’t he in jail?” Sydney asked.

			Sheila sat on the bed, her hand to her chest as she took a deep breath. “He got out this morning.”

			“And what?” Carillo asked. “You needed my ATM card to welcome him home?”

			“No,” she said, turning an angry glance his way. “I needed it so they couldn’t trace my movements and find me, thereby finding him. Don’t you think it’s odd that they dropped the charges right after they learned I asked you to look into it? Like they knew you’d find out they were setting him up?”

			“Great. He’s out. So where is he, then?”

			“In hiding.”

			“Hiding? Under the bed with you?”

			“My God, Tony. What part of this don’t you get?”

			“The part where you go sneaking off and don’t answer your goddamned phone so I think you’re lying dead somewhere.”

			“You mean you actually care what happens to me?”

			“Finish your goddamned story so I can figure out what’s going on.”

			“Fine. I heard a car pull up and looked out my bedroom window, expecting to see the maid’s car, but saw yours instead. I freaked.”

			“Because you saw my car, the same one I’ve been driving every day for the past year?”

			“No. Because, A, my maid has been coming here for six months at seven-­thirty in the morning and has never been late until today, and, B, I wasn’t expecting you. Naturally I thought you were the guys after Trip, so I hid. Happy?”

			“Ecstatic. So what now?”

			“Now I pack a few days of clothes and go to meet him. And then we need to get a hotel or something so they don’t find us. I don’t suppose you’d let me use your credit card?”

			Sydney, trying to ease Carillo’s frustration, asked, “What makes you think someone’s after you?”

			“Trip. He told me.”

			“Why does he think this?” she asked.

			“I have no idea. I only know that he’s too scared to come to the house.”

			“And yet,” Carillo said, “he had no problem sending you here?”

			“He’d be furious if he thought I was here. He thinks I’m at your house.”

			“He just went up a few notches in my book.”

			“So I can use your credit card?”

			“Tell you what, Sheila. Assuming any of this is true, I’ll follow you to your hotel, pay the bill, then sit down with Trip and get to the bottom of it.”

			“You’d do that for me?”

			“If it will bring me peace for an afternoon, yes.”

			She got up off the bed, put her arms around him. “Thank you, Tony.”

			“Yeah, yeah,” he said. “Get your things together. Sydney and I will wait for you downstairs.”

			He and Sydney walked out, and he closed the door behind him.

			“You buying that?” Sydney asked.

			“I think she watches too much TV.”

			“At least Trip’s off the hook for embezzlement.”

			“What more could a prospective wife ask for?” Carillo said as he and Sydney started down the stairs.

			The doorbell rang and they heard Sheila call out, “It’s probably the maid. She’s got a key.”

			“She gets a maid, I get the bill,” Carillo muttered as someone turned a key in the lock, then opened the door.

			A small woman in dark clothing stood there, shoving something in her pocket before turning around to pick up a caddy filled with cleaning supplies. She straightened and looked right at them, her eyebrows shooting up, not in fear, but in inquiry. “Are you Trip?” she asked, focusing on Ca­rillo.

			Carillo froze. “How long did Sheila say her maid worked here?”

			“Six months,” Sydney answered.

			No sooner had the words left her mouth than Sydney saw the woman reach into the caddy, pulling out a black semiauto.

			Before the woman’s gun cleared the bucket, Sydney drew and fired. She heard Carillo’s almost simultaneous shots. The woman fell back, looking surprised as the bucket and gun clattered to the floor. The two agents approached, keeping their weapons trained on her. Carillo opened the door, looked outside, checking for more suspects. Sydney kicked the woman’s gun away and it went sliding.

			Sheila, hearing the gunshots, ran out of her bedroom, stood at the top of the stairs, then screamed.

			She sank to her knees. “Oh my God . . .”

			“I take it that’s not your maid?” Carillo asked.

			She shook her head. And when she recovered, said, “Now do you believe me?”

			Sydney took out her phone to call 911. As she punched in the numbers then put the phone to her ear, Carillo said, “Guess we better find out what happened to the real maid.”

			She looked at Carillo. “This is not how I wanted to spend my Christmas vacation.”
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			Sydney walked up the driveway after Carillo dropped her off that evening, and she stared at the two-­story gray and white house of her childhood, with the ivy growing up the side, its twisting trunk as thick as a tree. An ancient oak stood on either side of the yard, moonlight filtering through the branches. Tiny white Christmas lights twinkled in the bushes that bordered the front porch as though fireflies hovered over them. She loved this house, the one constant in her life that didn’t change. It didn’t matter where she lived or where her job took her. This was home, and she walked up to the steps and sat, not yet ready to go inside.

			Although the curtains were closed, she knew her mother, stepfather, and Angie were sitting inside, laughing, being a family. It was what she thought of when feeling overwhelmed. It brought her comfort and gave her strength.

			Why then was it having the opposite effect as she sat there now?

			She glanced at the envelope Carillo had given her in the car and knew why. She’d left California partly because of these numbers, moved all the way across the country so her work wouldn’t bleed over into her personal life. And here she was, letting it happen again. Sure it was Carillo’s wife this time, but she’d interrupted her holiday visit with her family, and suddenly become embroiled in a murder investigation that meant she and Carillo were now on administrative leave until the facts were sorted through. Worse was that any chance of a simple, peaceful vacation was now going to be ruined because of the constant phone calls from the investigators who would undoubtedly find one more question to ask, one more detail that needed to be outlined. That was the primary reason she cut short her trip, deciding to return back to Washington, D.C., tomorrow. She didn’t want to subject her family to having to hear any of it.

			“Hey.”

			She looked over, saw Carillo standing in the driveway. “I thought you’d left.”

			“You were looking a little lost. And I guess my conscience got to me. Like you said, not how you pictured your Christmas vacation.”

			She shrugged, then let out a sigh. “Not so much that as my mother is going to be . . . disappointed. It’s bad enough that I’m late, but I’m trying to figure out how to even tell her. Sorry I missed dinner, but had to knock off an assassin who mistook Carillo for his wife’s boyfriend.”

			“I dunno. Sounds good to me.”

			“Yeah, if you’re describing the plot to a movie, maybe. Not when you hate everything about your daughter’s job.”

			“Angie would like it.”

			Sydney smiled at the thought. “Definitely.”

			They sat there in silence for several minutes, just staring out at the moon-­dappled lawn. After a moment Carillo said, “I’ve been thinking.”

			“Not good.”

			“Sheila mentioned that some guy in Washington, D.C., could back up Trip’s story. Maybe shed a little light on what’s going on—” He stopped, pulled his phone from his belt, looked at the screen. “Text from Doc. They found the real maid in a Dumpster behind her apartment complex.”

			“You think Trip’s innocent?”

			“I have no friggin’ idea. But I can sure as hell tell you that if I have to spend the next several days on administrative leave because of something he did, I want to know exactly what I’m suffering for.”

			“If I had to guess, someone’s pissed about Trip stealing a bunch of money. Maybe it’ll be a lesson for Sheila to quit taking in strays.”

			“I wish that’s all it was,” Carillo said. “I get the feeling that Sheila’s so besotted with this idiot, she’s going to get dragged down with him. And since it involves my wife, I’m not about to trust just anybody looking into the case. I don’t think they realize how squirrelly she can be.”

			“You know they’re not going to let you investigate your own wife’s case.”

			“Exactly. Which is why I’ve been thinking, you know, maybe you could give Griffin or Tex a call. Ask them to check out this Dorian Rose guy Sheila was talking about. She says he can verify Trip’s story.”

			“Why them?”

			“One, because they’re in D.C. Two, because I’d like to get the opinion of someone I trust, not some poor schmuck who was low man on the totem pole and got stuck on-­call over Christmas vacation. Three, I’d like it kept below the radar.”

			If anyone had the means to interview someone and keep it below the radar, ensuring that Carillo’s name never came to light—­especially if something went awry—­Zachary Griffin and James “Tex” Dalton could. The pair worked black ops for a covert government agency called ATLAS, based in Washington, D.C. “I don’t know. This is not exactly their thing.”

			The front door opened and Sydney’s mom poked her head out. “You’re home. I thought I heard someone out here.”

			“Hi, Mom,” Sydney said, tucking the envelope with the BICTT numbers beneath her arms. Her mother, unfortunately, was overly inquisitive when it came to her professional life. “Yeah. We’re, uh, just going over a few things.”

			“Well, hurry. We’re holding dinner for you.”

			She closed the door, and Sydney waited a few moments, making sure that her mom wasn’t about to pop back out again before she started talking about Carillo’s case. “They’re pretty strict over there, Carillo. It’s got to be a national security threat before they get involved. I know they’re going to say let the locals handle it.”

			“Just a call, Syd. What can it hurt?”

			What could it hurt? The fact that she was here in California, and Zachary Griffin, the man she wanted a relationship with, was in Washington, D.C. After the last operation they’d worked, she thought for sure there was something more there. She’d even called and left a voice mail, wishing him a merry Christmas, and yet, he hadn’t called back.

			As much as she wanted to call again, she didn’t want to seem desperate, and now Carillo wanted her to call . . .

			Sydney took a breath, realized she was being selfish. Maybe it was Carillo’s wife and not him, but if anyone owed Carillo, she knew that she did. She eyed the envelope in her hand. Back when she was looking into her father’s murder, when she’d found these numbers, Carillo had been the one person in her life who stood by her, helped her when she needed him.

			She wasn’t about to forget that.

			“I’ll call in the morning before I leave for the airport. They’re likely to be in a better mood if I don’t wake them from a sound sleep.”
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			Zachary Griffin tossed his bag onto the floor, then placed the tiny white box on the desk, eyeing the mountain of paperwork that had piled up in his absence. He’d been in Mexico over Christmas, had just gotten back, in fact.

			Tex walked in just then, saw the box. “What’d you get me?”

			“Same thing as I did last year,” Griffin said. “Nothing.”

			“How was the mission?”

			“I’ve had better.”

			“No success?”

			“If there are any terrorists entering through the route that informant laid out for us, good luck to them. Marco and I spent Christmas night hiding beneath a bridge while a ­couple drug cartels battled it out above us. The only thing traveling on that route is drugs and guns. Unfortunately there are a dozen routes we weren’t able to check out, so we have to hope the border agents are on their toes. We know they’re coming in that way. What would be nice is to know the names they’re using to enter the country with.”

			“Let’s hope the next team is more successful.”

			“I see you’re not volunteering.”

			“Blond,” Tex said, tugging at his hair. “Sticks out like a sore thumb. If you’re not too jet-­lagged to go out, I could use you for a quick contact.”

			“I’ve got a week’s worth of reports to get through. Sure it can’t wait?”

			“Sydney called. Reader’s Digest version, someone tried to kill Carillo, because they thought he was Sheila’s boyfriend. Seems she’s gotten herself involved with a two-­bit hustler caught skimming money from a charity.”

			“Carillo’s okay?”

			“Fine. He and Syd ten-­exed the hit man. Woman, actually. So how about it?”

			Griffin leaned back in his chair, shrugged. “Sure. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

			Tex started to leave then looked at the box. “Is that for Sydney?”

			“Just something I picked up.”

			Tex eyed the gift and then him, raising one eyebrow. “You want my advice?”

			“No.”

			“Well, I’m gonna give it anyway, because that’s what friends do.”

			“Butt in where they shouldn’t?”

			“If she finds out from some other source that she was on our radar when she was looking into her father’s case, that our agency was in any way—­”

			“I get it.”

			“Yeah? Well maybe think about mentioning the fact before you give her whatever’s in there.” Tex turned and left, and Griffin stared at the little gift box, trying to get it out of his head that Sydney had called Tex and not him.

			It shouldn’t matter. They’d never officially gone out, after all. Merely worked a ­couple ops together. And sure, shared a kiss here and there, as opportunity would have it. The necklace he’d picked up for her in Mexico? A trifle. The fiery opal pendant had caught his eye, a thank-­you gift was all, for her help on his last mission in France.

			They were not, however, a ­couple, even if the thought was one he’d entertained while hiding beneath that bridge in Mexico. It was merely something that had helped pass the time while bullets were flying.

			So it shouldn’t really matter that she’d called Tex and not him.

			It didn’t, he convinced himself, then opened his drawer, shoved the gift box inside, and took out his gun to follow Tex.

			Griffin and Tex pulled up in front of a red brick two-­story structure, its painted green trim peeling from the wood around those windows that weren’t boarded over. A chain-­link fence in front of one of the buildings leaned precariously from its post, a plastic trash bin the only thing holding it up. The melting snow flooded the gutter and puddled on the sidewalk, reflecting the bare gray branches of the trees above.

			A black man stood out front of the apartment building, his hands shoved in his jacket pockets, his shoulders hunched, looking as defeated as the neighborhood. He was not watching them, however; his gaze seemed to be fixed off in the distance, as though eyeing the bright white capitol dome visible against the clear blue sky, perhaps wondering what his leaders were doing for him. Griffin and Tex exited the vehicle, their doors closing almost simultaneously, and the man finally turned in their direction, eyeing them suspiciously as they walked up.

			“You wouldn’t happen to know Dorian Rose?” Tex asked.

			“Who are you?”

			“A friend of a friend.”

			He seemed to think about answering, then said, “Second building, apartment one. Office.”

			His accent reminded Griffin of one of their contacts who had emigrated from Kenya. “Thanks.”

			He and Tex continued past him, then on up the walkway, just as a blond-­haired man about his height was exiting the building. He looked up, saw them, his blue eyes widening as he backed in, slamming the door shut.

			The man on the sidewalk said, “That would be Dorian.”

			Griffin and Tex ran to the door, Tex pulling it open. Dorian was nearly down the hallway, and in the moment it took them to survey the premises and determine if they were rushing into some sort of an ambush, Dorian darted around the corner. They pursued, the floorboards bending beneath their weight. They heard a door slam. When they reached the corner, the stench of backed-­up sewage assaulted them. The hallway was empty, the single tenement bulb barely throwing enough light to cast a shadow. There were several apartment doors on either side, and Griffin had no idea which one Dorian had disappeared into.

			They walked down the dim passage, its once white walls mostly gray from the waist level down. He listened at each apartment, hearing the ambient noises of general living, TV, laughing, talking, arguing, all coming from behind various doors. There were two, however, that seemed to be quiet, whether because no one was home or because someone was hiding within and the residents were covering for him, Griffin couldn’t tell. At the end of the hall was the stairwell, and he signaled Tex over, then pointed to it, saying loudly, “He must have gone upstairs. Let’s check.”

			He and Tex entered the stairwell, Griffin indicating that Tex should continue, and he pressed himself against the wall while Tex stomped his way to the top. About twenty seconds into it, Griffin heard the slight creak of a door opening. He waited, waited, then popped out just as Dorian emerged. Dorian jumped back in but couldn’t push the door shut in time as Griffin darted forward, grabbed it. He shoved his foot between it and the frame and Tex rushed over, put his shoulder to the door. They almost landed on top of Dorian as he let go, dropped to the worn, stained carpet, putting his hands over his face.

			“Don’t kill me! Don’t kill me! I didn’t tell anyone.”

			Griffin scanned the room, saw about fifteen men, women, and children, a few in African dress, some cowering on a threadbare sofa of indeterminate color, others on the floor, their dark eyes staring in fright at the two of them. The only things moving, in fact, were the huge cockroaches scurrying behind a large American flag draped across one wall and the wooden African carvings on the other wall. Not a weapon in sight.

			“Told anyone what?” Griffin asked, returning his attention to Dorian.

			“Anything. I swear!”

			“Jesus,” Tex said. “Can’t we move this outside? Smells like a broken sewer line in here.”

			Griffin reached down, grabbed Dorian’s arm and dragged him to his feet. “Let’s go.”

			A woman on the couch clasped her hands together, her black eyes pleading. She would have stood, but the man next to her held her back. “Don’t hurt him.”

			Griffin looked at her, then at Dorian. “We’re not going to hurt him. We just want to talk.”

			Her hands covered her mouth, and if anything she looked even more frightened.

			Keeping a firm grip on Dorian, he backed from the room, Tex covering them, then following. Tex pulled the door shut and they marched Dorian toward the front, not stopping until they were outside the building.

			“Mind telling us who you’re running from?” Griffin asked, placing him so his back was against the brick facade.

			Dorian looked from Griffin to Tex. “This isn’t the best neighborhood in the world. Lot of bad ­people out there.”

			Tex took a business card from his wallet. “We’re investigative reporters from the Washington Recorder,” he said, handing the card to Dorian. “And since we’re not in the business of killing news sources, you’re going to have to trust us.”

			He stared at the card, looking even paler. “Who sent you?”

			“Trip.”

			“But . . . why?”

			“Something about clearing up an embezzlement case.”

			“Embezzlement . . . ? That’s what this is about?” Dorian took a deep breath, and almost collapsed against the bricks. “Oh my God. I thought—­”

			Griffin exchanged glances with Tex before saying, “Thought what?”

			“Nothing. Just that I’ve known Trip for a lot of years. He’s—­He’s screwed up before, made accounting mistakes, and I think he’s grasping at anything that will get him out of the hole he’s dug.”

			“What sort of accounting mistakes?”

			“Look. I haven’t seen him in maybe two years, so if he actually stole over a million bucks, I doubt he’d call me to confess.”

			“A million?” Griffin asked. “We were told this was some small-­time thing.”

			“This is about that money from San Francisco’s showing of From Sticks to Bricks, right?”

			“Sticks to Bricks?”

			“The documentary fund-­raiser. They’re having one here in D.C. on New Year’s eve. At twenty-­five hundred bucks a pop and over five hundred tickets sold, that’s, well, a lot.”

			Enough to get someone killed, Griffin thought.
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			“What do you mean someone tried to kill Carillo?” Ron Nicholas McNiel III, Griffin’s boss, asked from the doorway, his overcoat draped over one arm. Apparently he was on his way out. Griffin was at his desk, Tex seated in one of the mismatched chairs, his boots propped up on the other.

			“Mistaken identity,” Tex said, then gave him the rundown on what happened. “They thought he was Trip.”

			“The guy you told me was shacking up with Carillo’s wife?”

			“The same.”

			“If,” Griffin said, “we believe this Dorian we just ran down, Trip made off with a lot of money, which would piss off some powerful ­people. It would explain why someone placed a hit on him.”

			“How much money?”

			“Maybe a million or more.”

			“When I agreed to let you two go out on this, I was under the impression it was a small-­time embezzlement case. If I recall your words, Tex, it was ‘in and out.’ As in it wouldn’t take up much time.”

			“It didn’t,” Tex replied. “Couldn’t have been in that dump longer than, what? Five minutes?”

			“Why do I get the feeling you’re going to qualify that with: And yet . . . ?”

			“Because,” Griffin said, “we think Dorian was lying. That guy was afraid of something, and I don’t think it was about Trip being a suspect. There is way more to this than some simple embezzlement case.”

			McNiel eyed the clock on Griffin’s wall. “While I appreciate that we owe Carillo, this sounds like something he needs to step away from, and you need to be done with.”

			“It’s his wife,” Tex said.

			“Soon to be ex, if I’m not mistaken,” McNiel clarified as he put on his coat. “And it’s not her, it’s her boyfriend, or did I misinterpret? Carillo’s walking a thin line if he’s involving himself with this.”

			“He’s not really,” Tex said. “He just wants a little extra intel. And it is Carillo. We can’t just leave him hanging.”

			“You have to throw this at me when I’m on my way out the door to a Senate intelligence meeting?”

			“You’d rather we didn’t tell you?”

			“Sometimes, yes,” McNiel said, digging his keys from his pocket. “Do me a favor. Wrap it up so that Carillo can turn it over to the locals and you can get back to what the government is really paying you to do.” McNiel started out the door but stopped, looked back at them. “Pearson’s going to be at that meeting,” he said, referring to the head of the FBI’s foreign counterintelligence squad. “Please tell me Carillo called the police about the woman he shot in his wife’s house?”

			“Sure he did,” Tex said. “Home invasion.”

			“And they bought it?”

			“No reason not to at this point.”

			“Some days I love my job. This isn’t one of them.” McNiel gave an exasperated sigh. “I’m serious. Wrap it up and get out.”

			McNiel slid into the room as the meeting was called to order. Senator Dorothea Burgess eyed him, saying, “So nice of you to join us, Director McNiel.”

			“Apologies. Conflict in schedules.”

			“More important than something that’s been on your calendar for three months?”

			“The vice president thought so.”

			That shut her up, and he looked for a seat. There were two vacant. One next to CIA’s Ian Thorndike, and the other next to Pearson from the FBI. He chose Pearson, since Thorndike still had issues about Griffin and Tex leaving the CIA to join ATLAS.

			There wasn’t enough coffee to get past the first hour’s budget reports, and Pearson elbowed him twice when he nearly dozed off during Thorndike’s dissertation on why his budget needed to be increased when everyone else was being asked to make cuts.

			“There’s such a thing as overdoing it,” McNiel said under his breath.

			To which Senator Burgess asked, “Did you have something you wished to share, Mr. McNiel?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“Because if there is, I’m sure Mr. Thorndike wouldn’t mind turning over the floor?”

			“Actually,” Thorndike said, “I would mind. I’d like to discuss the way money is allocated in the refugee resettlement program. Over ten billion dollars that could—­”

			“I believe,” Burgess said, “the figure is closer to one billion. Not ten. That’s quite a difference.”

			“Unless,” Thorndike said, “you include what’s coming from the welfare budgets.”

			“We’re not. You’re talking about a completely different budget, one in which we have no oversight.”

			“Feel free to point that out to the taxpayers, who aren’t differentiating which pocket they’re paying it from.”

			“Did you have a point, Mr. Thorndike?”

			“Yes. If you’re going to continue dumping that kind of money into the program, some of it needs to be diverted into who you’re letting into the country—­especially considering the mass emigration from East Africa and the lack of resources and funding to ensure that those coming in are who they say they are.”

			The senator’s expression turned icy. “Heaven forbid we allow nonwhites into the country?”

			It was Pearson who answered. “No, Madam Senator. Terrorists, unfortunately, come in all colors. If you would take the time to read the FBI and CIA’s joint analysis of the areas we feel are the weak links in—­”

			“So everyone from East Africa is a terrorist now?”

			Pearson took a deep breath. “Of course not. But it only takes one.”

			McNiel had to appreciate the man’s position and the effort it took for him to maintain his temper.

			Senator Burgess, however, appeared unmoved. “When you get evidence that any of these terrorists are getting past the gatekeepers that the UN and the U.S. have put in place, do let me know. Until then, I’m more interested in how to address our real concerns, going over the reports from each of your departments on where you’re going to make the cuts necessary without compromising the integrity of your programs.”

			“More cuts?” McNiel said.

			“Mr. McNiel? You have something you’d like to address before the committee?”

			He wanted to address a lot, but Pearson gave a slight shake of his head, warning him to back down. That meant one thing. Pearson needed the meeting to end and fast, so he responded with, “No, ma’am.”

			“Thank you, then. For the record, I believe the proper screening measures are in place, and unless you can show me otherwise, we’ll move on.”

			“Remind me why we’re kissing her ass?” McNiel asked as he and Pearson walked out of the building. The question was rhetorical. They were kissing her ass in hopes she wouldn’t recommend slashing their budgets all to hell. Burgess, like every other senator out there, was swayed by the lobbyists. In Burgess’s case, since she happened to be heading the refugee committees, her lobbyists were paid by the so-­called charities, who wanted to keep the refugee resettlement system exactly as it was, security flaws and all, because it worked for them.

			Pearson shook his head. “Don’t get me started . . .”

			“So why was it you stopped me from taking her on head-­to-­head?”

			“Because I got a call from MI6 about five minutes before the meeting started that one of their agents in Somalia has verified intel that Yusuf
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