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  One


If dawn was anything to go by, it was going to be a glorious day. Then again, thought Olivia Markham, nearly every day in Kotor had turned out to be glorious, even in rainy winter when the temperature averaged in the mid-40s. Anyone who grew up outside of Boston knew that New Englanders called that shorts weather. 
She smiled to herself at the thought as she stretched out before her daily hike. It really was a smile, though she felt the tinge of sadness that caught in her chest. She hadn’t been home for Christmas in two years. 
Today, in early June, the temperature in this coastal city along the eastern Adriatic would peak in the low 80s. But right now, at 5 a.m., the temperature hovered around 60—plenty warm when hiking up the Ladder to the ruins of the fortress. Olivia hiked this section of the Ladder daily, pushing herself to complete the two-and-a-half-kilometer loop in 30 minutes. It wasn’t exactly a day at the Farm or even a day training embedded with a Special Tactical Unit at the CIA, but she did her best to challenge herself. She often added a weighted pack, for instance, or forced herself to do it twice back-to-back.
This morning, she wore wicking workout clothing and an innovative lightweight shoe described as a ‘foot glove,’ with a flexible sole and individual toes. Invented by a Massachusetts company, the unique footwear imitated the bare feet of primitive runners and certain modern-day people in remote regions of the world. Her father had sent them to her for Christmas. She’d only just gotten them from whomever in Prague, her last posting, forwarded her mail and packages. Somehow her father always managed to give her just the right gift at the right time, even when he had no idea where she lived or what she did. She had extended leave due, and she intended to thank him in person.
“Right, time to stop stalling, Olivia,” she said, looking up the trail. She’d already sprinted the four-hundred-fifty meters from her apartment on St. Tryphon’s Square. She was plenty warmed up. 
Trouble was, she’d been trying to conquer this length of trail in these ‘innovative’ shoes all week—at least, without twisting her ankle, which she’d already hidden from Étienne. Thankfully, the bruises from her spectacular fall on day one had healed before he’d seen her in the shower. 
In the low light of dawn, the rocky trailhead on Tabaćina Street didn’t look promising. She’d left the picturesque Old Town, and several low concrete buildings squatted alongside the road. 
Though serious hikers knew about the Ladder, most tourists chose to climb up to the Castle of San Giovanni along the crumbling Walls of Kotor. Olivia saw them daily taking the official southern entrance near her apartment. The Ladder, on the other hand, was best hiked in early morning or late afternoon when it was cooler. Not periods when most tourists disembarked from their cruise ships.
Olivia looked up toward the mountains above the coast. The Ladder, whose seventy-plus switchbacks and quickly rising elevation had been the only route for centuries to Cetinje, the former royal capital, zigzagged up the steep slope. Poor souls had traversed its entire six-and-a-half kilometers in archaic dress, even sometimes in winter when the snow had to be painstakingly cleared. No wonder they situated a chapel halfway up. It must have served as an aid station in more than one sense.
If she could do this easier section without falling, she’d conquer the whole damn rocky trail in these alien foot gloves.
Olivia set out at a brisk pace, her lightweight pack with its water bottle and protein bar not yet heavy on her back. The rising sun warmed her skin as she picked her way around each sharp turn, but she was rewarded with views of the bay and the red-roofed buildings of Old Town cradled by the mountainous shore. They never ceased to fill her with awe and a sense of gratitude. It was good to be alive.
Perhaps she shared that feeling with those earlier hikers, that reward for their toil.
And then, despite knowing better, Olivia fell into a kind of trance at the monotonous doubling back every 30 meters.
On the third acute turn, as she looked toward Kotor searching for a glimpse of St. Tryphon Cathedral, her right foot slid on a smooth stone half buried in the uneven terrain, twisting her foot before she caught herself. Her heart lurched. Thankfully, she hadn’t wrenched her ankle.
Olivia touched a fingertip to the small pendant on her chest and continued on, focusing on her breath and imagining that her bare soles felt every stone along the uneven ground. She’d forgotten this technique of mastering a challenge, the power of visualization, of seeing herself succeed. Sensei Mark used to say that faith was just imagination in practice. 
Ten minutes later, Olivia stopped at the small Chapel of St. John long enough to drink water and eat a protein bar in quick, neat bites. She could have eaten it along the trail, but she didn’t want to risk losing focus now that she’d found her footing. A slight breeze from the bay cooled her sweaty face. Even so, she looked forward to a shower. 
Olivia descended into the sun sparkling off the incredible Adriatic before her. She’d slipped on sunglasses but refused to glance sideways at the view along the length of the slope. Instead, she heard her karate instructor’s voice in her head for the first time in years, exhorting her not to be distracted by the scenery but to stay focused on the task she’d set herself. 
When she finally stepped onto Tabaćina Street, Olivia’s sense of accomplishment took her by surprise. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed having a mission to complete, even if it was only a personal physical challenge. Then again, she’d always excelled athletically. Failing to conquer the trail immediately in the new shoes had apparently bruised her ego.
Though her thighs and , and her calves felt tight, Olivia pushed herself to run the short distance back to St. Tryphon Square. When she arrived, the sun warmed the ancient red stone of her apartment building, which sat on one side of the square across from the Baroque cathedral. At this hour, only a handful of locals, mostly employees of the restaurants setting up for breakfast and a few parishioners, populated the square. 
Olivia took the short staircase to her studio apartment in three bounds, relishing the protest from her exhausted muscles.
As she opened the door to the apartment, her fluffy marmalade cat, Cleo, met her with a chiding meow and wrapped himself around her ankles in a vain attempt to bring her down to his level, the floor. Olivia, exhilarated from her success, scooped the cat up and laid him on her shoulder where his purrs of reconciliation told her that he’d forgiven her for being gone. 
“Silly floof,” said Olivia, rubbing a hand along his spine and nuzzling his side against her cheek. 
Cleo, more hair than body, shoved his head against her face as he wiggled, trying to get closer to her neck.
Laughing, Olivia held him against her as she turned toward the poster bed along the outside wall of the studio apartment. Empty.
She heard the shower. 
Walking the handful of meters to the bed, she disengaged the loudly purring cat and set him on the crumpled sheets. “Be right back.”
Cleo meowed his disapproval as he sank against the down pillows.
“Oh, you’ll live,” said Olivia as she tugged off the foot gloves and then slipped her workout tank and shorts off, dropping them on the floor on her walk toward the bathroom.
She left the door open. The tiny white-tiled bathroom barely had room for a shower, toilet, and pedestal sink. But she could certainly squeeze into the curtained alcove with Étienne.
Without a word, she slipped inside the curtain. 
Étienne, shampoo running down his face, pulled her against his chest. “It appears that I timed my shower well,” he said, grinning.
“Indeed,” she said, her gaze homing in on his mouth before she kissed him. 
They made love, Étienne’s long graceful fingers sure as he stroked over Olivia’s wet skin. Afterwards, he washed her hair before working conditioner through it. Then he squeezed liquid soap into his palm and lathered her body, his gaze never leaving hers as his hands massaged their way down her tired back and tight buttocks. He held her head in a gentle grip as he rinsed her hair, letting the water sluice away the soap on her skin.
By the time they’d finished their shower, the water had grown tepid, and the bathroom had puddles.
Half an hour later, they walked hand-in-hand to their favorite restaurant in the square with a dozen tables under a large canopy. It wasn’t yet open for tourists, but the owner, aware that Étienne often worked the early shift at the hospital, insisted that they eat breakfast there beforehand.
As they sat with their coffee waiting for eggs benedict and an omelet, Étienne said, “I heard from the Necker. They would like me to start in a few weeks.”
Olivia’s heart skipped a beat. She’d known that the Necker Hospital for Sick Children in Paris would jump at the chance to add a top-notch pediatric oncologist to their staff, but that had been a hazy future prospect. She swallowed.
Then she leaned forward and took Étienne’s hand before kissing it. “That’s fantastic!”
He tilted his head. His dark eyes gleamed. “I can delay my start date until you learn whether your transfer request is approved.”
She shrugged. “You know how these things are, mon amour. I have yet to speak with the regional director. Her assistant says that she is traveling to all of the local clinics to review their procedures.”
Étienne brought her hand to his mouth and kissed it in return. “You do not need a job waiting for you in Paris, ma chérie. Quit and come with me. I will support you until you find a suitable position. If nothing else, I am sure there is something available at the Necker.”
Olivia blinked, nonplussed. “What are you saying? That I should leave HANDS Across Borders?”
“I am saying that I love you and do not want to live without you,” said Étienne, still holding her hand as he slipped from his chair onto his knees next to the table. “Please say you will come, Olivia. You can care for women and children in France. There are many refugees from North Africa and the Middle East who need you.”
Before Olivia could respond, he lifted something between his thumb and forefinger. A ring. “To sweeten my offer. Will you marry me, Olivia Markham?”
A loud ringing filled Olivia’s ears. For a moment, she thought it came from her furiously beating heart, but then she realized that it was the cathedral bells tolling the top of the hour. 
Her gaze dipped from Étienne’s to the ring. The solitaire diamond snagged the early sunlight that filtered under the canopy, sparkling improbably.
Like her cherished dreams.
Olivia brought her gaze back to Étienne’s and then took in his entire beloved visage. His dark hair, worn a little long, waved over his forehead and caressed the collar of his crisp button-down shirt. The slight crease between his eyebrows telegraphed anxiety. He really didn’t know how she felt about him, did he? 
Olivia leaned forward and smoothed a thumb over Étienne’s forehead before tucking a lock of hair behind his ear. “Yes. Yes, I’ll marry you.”
A wide smile transformed Étienne’s face, dislodging the lock of hair and making him look boyish. “Je suis trop contente!” he said as he grabbed Olivia’s face and kissed her.
Behind him, the restaurant owner and staff clapped.
Étienne then slipped the ring onto Olivia’s third finger on her left hand before kissing its palm and rising to return to his seat.
And, then, despite the magic of the moment, they ate their breakfast, Olivia digging into her omelet, and her new fiancé more calmly and carefully cutting up his eggs benedict.
Although the hospital provided parking for its staff, it was only a five-minute walk south in Škaljari. Olivia accompanied Étienne, holding his hand and kissing him goodbye before heading farther south on Route 2 towards the free clinic offering immunizations and health screenings that HANDS Across Borders operated.
It was also a CIA safehouse. And she was the housekeeper.
As Olivia approached the front door to the low concrete building that the Agency had purchased, a woman stepped out from the shadowy niche. It was Lejla, a Bosniak refugee who’d married a Moroccan in Turkey. She and her husband Ayman had come to Montenegro on their way to Germany where he had family. As with others in the increasing numbers of refugees from African and Asian countries, Lejla and her husband had planned to stay only a few days in the small coastal country until they could manage transportation elsewhere.
“Lejla!” said Olivia, stopping in front of the door. Smiling, she inclined her head. “As-Salam-u-Alaikum.” 
Lejla tilted her head but didn’t return Olivia’s smile. “Wa alaikum salaam.” 
“What’s wrong?” asked Olivia in English, her own smile dissipating. “Is it Nika?” 
After Olivia had suspected something amiss with Lejla and Ayman’s two-year-old daughter Nika during a visit to get the family immunizations necessary to travel, she’d escorted them to the local hospital as their translator. It was how she’d met Étienne, who’d diagnosed the little girl with acute lymphoblastic leukemia. As a result, the family had settled in Kotor for the long-term, hosting other refugees.
“No, no,” said Lejla, shaking her head. She darted a glance around her. “Please, can you come with me?” she asked. “There is someone who needs your help.”
Olivia’s gut stirred. She’d been in Kotor long enough that the refugee community, such as it was, knew about the free clinic. Locals brought newcomers for shots, free vitamins, and the occasional mammogram and ultrasound. Given Lejla’s nervousness, there must be something more to the situation.
“Let me grab my bag first,” she said, sensing that her small medical kit would likely be inadequate. 
Lejla nodded and then remained outside the open doorway while Olivia packed first-aid items such as antiseptic, bandages, and topical antibiotics, into a duffel bag. She added a blood-pressure cuff, penlight, and stethoscope, throwing up a prayer that these basic items would suffice. 
Even before Olivia had finished locking the clinic’s front door, Lejla took off at a brisk pace, throwing glances around her the entire time that they walked toward her apartment building a kilometer southwest of HANDS Across Borders.
Once inside her apartment, she deadbolted the entry door behind them and led Olivia to one of the two bedrooms. When she opened the door, Olivia recognized Nika’s bedroom, decorated with a riot of bright pink balloons and images of a pink-blob character named Barbapapa from an older French children’s cartoon series. The little girl herself, however, wasn’t present. Instead, a female form lay wrapped in an ankle-length niqāb on top of Nika’s comforter, only her eyes visible. She didn’t look at them but stared with unfocused eyes at the ceiling.
Lejla waited in the doorway. “This is my friend Merjem. She–she needs an exam only a woman doctor can give. But she cannot go to the hospital.”
“What happened to her?” asked Olivia, stepping to the woman’s side and taking her wrist. Her pulse, rapid and strong, leapt through the skin at Olivia’s light palpation. Whatever had happened, its cruel memory still gripped her.
When Lejla didn’t respond, Olivia looked at her. “You don’t need to tell me more. I can guess. Was it her husband?”
Lejla shook her head. She visibly swallowed. When she answered, it was with her gaze trained on the floor between them. “A respected teacher visited their home last night,” she whispered. “Merjem’s husband offered her to him.” 
Alarm shot through Olivia at Lejla’s words. Even so, she continued with a visual and external inspection. Angry bruises darkened the victim’s wrists and, despite the concealing niqāb face covering, it was clear that one eye was swollen. Her pulse continued to bound, and her dilated pupils didn’t respond to the penlight. Olivia didn’t need to use the stethoscope to know that Merjem’s heart raced, and her breathing was shallow.
Olivia tamped down her outrage. “Merjem,” she said in a gentle voice. “May I look at your injuries? The ones that are hidden?”
Merjam said nothing. 
Olivia sighed. “I can’t force her, Lejla. It will only make matters worse. I can, however, give her a sedative. I’ll need to return to the clinic for it.” 
Sedatives weren’t a routine part of Olivia’s cover with the NGO, but the safehouse had a fully stocked medicine cabinet. She had no trouble raiding it.
Lejla raised a troubled gaze, but this time she held Olivia’s. “Merjam is pregnant. She has not yet told her husband. Will she lose the baby?”
Fury sparked inside Olivia, but she remained outwardly calm. “I don’t know. But she needs the care of a doctor.”
“No.” Now Lejla’s eyes flashed. What she said next shocked Olivia. “No doctor will treat her better than you do, gospođa, not even Dr. Dumond. The teacher is still at Merjam’s house. Give her sanctuary. I know there are those who help women to leave their husbands when they are being hurt. I think you are one of them.”
Olivia grasped the small disc hanging on a chain around her neck. It had warmed enough to burn against her palm. 
She straightened her shoulders. “I am.” She paused, dropping her hand. “But I can’t help Merjam because you ask me. I need to hear her say that she wants to leave her husband. If she does, I’ll do everything in my power to help her.”
Before Lejla could respond, a heavy knocking came on the apartment door. Lejla’s eyes widened.
“It is Merjam’s husband,” she said in a low, panicked voice. “He will make her go with him.”
Olivia looked back at Merjam, whose gaze hadn’t left the ceiling but whose hands now gripped her niqāb so tightly that her knuckles had whitened.
It was enough for Olivia. It had to be.
“Tell him that the nurse from the free clinic has come to meet with her privately so that she may maintain her modesty. Say that she suspects that she is with child and wishes to ensure her health for his sake.”
Lejla’s gaze searched Olivia’s before she nodded. It was the only possible thing that she could say that would prevent Merjam’s husband from barging into the apartment and dragging her away. 
Olivia returned to Merjam’s side and pulled out the blood-pressure cuff and stethoscope as Lejla scurried across the main room. Pushing the cloth of the niqāb up the supine woman’s arm to expose it, she slipped the cuff on and appeared to listen to Merjam’s blood pressure as Lejla opened the door. She didn’t glance up until she heard voices.
Olivia raised her gaze to the men, who stood just outside the doorway to the apartment. Merjam’s husband, a young man with a heavy dark beard and traditional Moroccan clothing, scowled at Lejla as he asked about his wife. But it was the middle-aged man with white hair and beard and a heavily lined face that suggested sorrow standing next to him that made Olivia’s breath catch.
Mr. X. 
The handler of the Islamic terrorists who’d bombed the Berlin Christmas market a year and a half ago. The terrorists who’d blown themselves up in Brussels, killing her friend Monica.
The handler who’d nearly trapped her when she’d foolishly gone after him on her own.
He turned to the man next to him, who listened to Lejla as she explained, head bowed, what Olivia had told her to say. As Mr. X moved, his embroidered white taqiyah caught Olivia’s attention. Even from this distance, she recognized its pattern. 
It was the same as the skullcap she’d found next to the dead woman in the Venetian palazzo on her last CIA operation.
The one where a Predator drone had been purchased by unknown interests.






  
  Two


Olivia’s stomach muscles tightened. She was trapped inside a little girl’s bedroom with a nearly catatonic rape victim and another woman, a civilian, within easy reach of the two males, who blocked access to the only exit. They didn’t have to be trained to take her or hurt her. Kill her. Clearly Mr. X had the skills for that. 
And Olivia had nothing with her besides her wits. No gun. No weapon at all. A housekeeper didn’t carry a weapon into the field. 
That didn’t stop her frantic gaze cataloguing the items closest at hand. Unless she could blind them with the penlight or choke one with the stethoscope, she was SOL. Not even the tweezers or scissors would do much in this situation.
Her St. Michael medal burned against the fabric of her thin shirt. 
Focus, Olivia came the voice of Sam Ahren, her first CIA handler, in her thoughts. You can’t help others unless you help yourself first. Never surrender yourself unless it’s your only move. It’s an OODA loop, remember? Sometimes the only decision you have is to keep observing.
But Olivia wasn’t so good at observing and orienting. She was much better at deciding and acting.
As soon as Sam’s voice faded, Mr. X spoke. “Subhanallah, this is excellent news! You will be a father, Zouhair, inshallah. It is as I told you. Allah, Al-Mumeet, blesses our intentions and shows us the way forward. We will wait here until her exam is complete.”
Oh, Sweet Lord.
Mr. X’s gaze moved toward Merjam and Olivia, who dropped hers before it connected with his. She felt it linger on her as she pulled the Velcro strap on the blood-pressure cuff open and stowed her gear in the duffel bag that she’d brought. Chill flowed down her spine. What were the chances that his malevolent stare simply applied to a woman without a headscarf and not because he recognized her from the Berlin shawarma restaurant where they’d come face to face?
It was a tossup as far as Olivia was concerned. Mr. X probably looked at most Western women the same way. But it stood to reason that a meticulous sociopath like this terrorist leader would remember the defiant blonde who’d associated him with the rapes in the Wilhem Memorial Church just before the bomb went off on the plaza. What would he make of her appearance here? He had to know that she wasn’t in German law enforcement.…
As Lejla moved around her tiny kitchen preparing tea, Olivia bent over Merjam. “Please go to the hospital,” she said in a low voice. “Ask for Dr. Étienne Dumond. Lejla knows him. He will get you the exams and tests that you need without telling your husband.”
Olivia glanced into the apartment before taking the other woman’s hand and squeezing it. “And then I will help you find a new home so that you and your baby will be safe.”
The traumatized woman didn’t respond. 
Olivia waited a moment before picking up the duffel bag and squaring her shoulders. As she walked into the main room, Lejla carried a tray with tea toward the sitting area. 
Olivia stopped halfway to the door. The men watched her through narrowed eyes. 
“I will return later with the vitamins that I promised you,” she said, hoping that Lejla would understand why she’d chosen not to mention the sedative. She swiveled toward the men and inclined her head. “Ma’a salama.” 
Neither man acknowledged Olivia’s goodbye, but neither did they attempt to stop her as she repeated her farewell to Lejla. No recognition sharpened Mr. X’s gaze, and yet the hairs still stood on the back of Olivia’s neck as she left. It went against all of her instinct and her training to turn her back on him.
He had referred to “The Inflictor of Death,” one of Allah’s ninety-nine names, when speaking to Merjam’s husband.
Olivia returned to the clinic, dumping the duffel bag to the floor behind the front desk before entering her security passcode for the door into the back area. She wanted to get her gun and plenty of clips as well as the sedatives. 
The secure phone started ringing while she rummaged through the stock of medicines.
Olivia halted, a little taken aback. In the year she’d been in Kotor, the secure phone had only
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