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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.








CHAPTER

5

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.”








CHAPTER

6

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
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