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A Not-So-Innocent Suspect

Dawna Shepherd was smartly dressed in a navy blazer over a khaki skirt. No baggy clothing obscured the dazzling physical fitness of this six-foot-three, thirty-year-old FBI special agent assigned to overseas duty.

“I was hunting for you,” she said.

Her West Texas accent turned “hunting” to “huntin’.”

She waved a document in front of me. “The biker homicide’s in my jurisdiction. I’ll be taking over.”

“Takin’ over what? You want to play murder suspect for a while?”

She smiled affably. “Blixenstjerne isn’t saying you’re a suspect. Only that you weren’t forthcoming with him. I told him you might be more comfortable talking to me.”

She had to be kidding.

“I gave the cops a complete statement last night,” I said, skirting the truth. “I’ve nothing to add.”

She studied me. Her collar-length hair was permed and spiraled, kinked blond tresses radiating out in a cloud around her head. The only flaw in her features was an indentation on the end of her nose that made it appear mashed-in.

“Let’s get some coffee, I’ll fill you in on the investigation.” Dawna started down the hall toward the cafeteria.

I caught up with her. “What do you mean, this homicide falls into your jurisdiction?”

“The bureau assists the Danish authorities on biker matters.”

“Run that by me again,” I said. “The Danish police called in the FBI because a biker was killed in an American’s flat?”

“That you’re American is only incidental to FBI involvement,” she said. “‘Biker’ is the operative word.”

“What’s the bureau got to do with a local biker gang?” I asked.

“This isn’t merely a local gang,” she said huffily. “The Bandidos is one of the five biggest One-Percent Clubs in the world. They had a full scale gang war going with the Hells Angels through most of 1997. It’s liable to flare up at any time.”

“And you and Blixenstjerne think the murder in my flat is renewal of a turf battle, Bandidos against the Hells Angels?”

“That’s the obvious explanation.” She tapped my shoulder with the folded document. “You know more about this murder than you’re saying. You’re going to tell me.”

I shivered. I was tough. But I’d seen how the arrest-hungry FBI savaged innocent suspects. And I wasn’t all that innocent.


Praise for Diana Deverell’s thrillers

Bitch Out of Hell, a political thriller featuring Bella Hinton

“Helluva read! I really enjoyed this. I hope there are more books coming. The characters are intriguing, Bella is intelligent and sassy, and the plot is entertaining.” (Amazon reader review)

 

“Diana Deverell’s newest book could be a story on the six o’clock news - the outsourcing of America’s military functions, shady corporate dealings, the suspicious death of a whistleblowing board member, and a special prosecutor’s investigation.” (iBooks reader review)

 

“. . . a delightfully humorous and suspenseful read with realistic characters . . . and the plot twists and weaves itself into a satisfying conclusion. For a fun thriller read, check this out.” (Kings River Life review)

 

 

 

Casey Collins international thrillers

Night on Fire

“Deverell's solid second Casey Collins novel [has] engaging narrative, gripping mystery, and wily plot twists.” (Publishers Weekly)

 

12 Drummers Drumming

“Chilling suspense and heated passions—a brilliant debut.” (Barbara Parker, author of Suspicion of Innocence)

 

East Past Warsaw

“. . . a tale that makes you pray it’s fiction.” (S.E. Warwick, Mystery Reviewer)

 

China Box

“. . . an intricate chess match of espionage, international wheeling-dealing, and love plays out in Washington and Silicon Valley.” (reader review)

 

Nora Dockson legal thrillers

“A great character, a great series—I highly recommend it to people.” (Stephen Campbell, CrimeFiction.FM)

 

Help Me Nora is “a compelling gritty novel. I could not put it down and found the legal background fascinating.” (Goodreads review)

 

“The series is great; it's got the theme of the hard scrabble up-from-poverty Nora doing her battle of wits against a scheming, social-climbing assistant attorney general, laced with tons of good detective work.” (Amazon reader review)

 

“Deverell has a gift that grabs the reader so one cares about what happens to every character in the story. Once one starts Nora's clear sighted and brilliant pursuit of justice it's hard to put the book down!” (Amazon reader review)


DEDICATION

FOR SUZANNE STICKELS DEVERELL


1

I was racing toward disaster.

The night before, a chartered MD-11 Trijet had blown up after takeoff from Bangor International, killing all four hundred and eight people on board. I was the State Department’s representative on a federal terrorism task force and I had to be on the 6:00 PM Global Airlines flight from Copenhagen to New York. I dodged around less hasty travelers, a blond woman in no-name running shoes loping past Kastrup Airport’s duty-free shops. 

Brilliant strips of neon in primary colors slid by me. I saw masses of Nordic furs, Swedish vodka, Georg Jensen pipes. Passed travelers lugging heavy bags from the liquor store. Spotted a plainclothes cop dressed too warmly for a Danish June, scrutinizing the passersby.

Up ahead the readerboard listed the status of departing flights. Beyond, harshly lit corridors branched off toward the gates. 

A six-foot monument blocked my path. The cop, immovable as stone. I stopped abruptly, breathing hard. I moved to one side. So did he.

He was slightly stooped, topcoat hanging open in front, showing the regulation white shirt and tie, concealing the reason for his underarm bulge.

I flashed my passport, black with the gold embossed eagle beneath the logo. DIPLOMATIC, UNITED STATES OF AMERICA. “US State Department,” I said. “Urgent and official business.”

“My business is also official.” The cop’s eyes were charcoal, pouched in sooty-colored flesh that gave his face a melancholy cast. “Also urgent,” he added somberly. “You are Kathryn Collins?”

The worried gaze, the regretful tone. A messenger of death. My alarm was instant.

“Stefan Krajewski?” I asked. “Has something happened to Stefan?”

His forehead wrinkled. “I don’t know that name,” he began slowly, “but—”

I interrupted. “My father?”

His features smoothed out. “I have no news of your family.”

Not my lover. Not my father. I shifted my weight from right foot to left, ready to sidestep him again. “I don’t have time—”

He pushed his card toward me. “This is official business of the Danish police.”

Reluctantly, I took the card and read. POLITIASSISTENT NIELS-JØRGEN JESPERSEN. And under that in French, LIAISON, CORPS DIPLOMATIQUE. The policeman assigned to interview members of the diplomatic corps when they ran afoul of Danish law.

A mistake then, stopping me. The digital clock on the departures board read five-fifty. “I can’t miss this flight. You’ll have to talk to someone at the embassy.”

“I have spoken with your security officer.”

“Bella Hinton? Didn’t she tell you? I don’t have time for this.”

“I must ask you to come with me,” he said unhappily.

“You know an American airliner exploded last night in Maine?”

His nod was mournful. “And you will be taking part in that investigation.”

Not a question. So Bella had told him why I was leaving Denmark. I said, “I have to be in Bangor tomorrow morning.”

“That will not be possible.” A pair of uniformed policemen appeared beneath the fluorescent lights behind him, coming our way. I felt the short hairs rise on the back of my neck. He’d brought backup. Was he anticipating violent resistance?

“You think I’m a criminal?” Disbelief made my voice rise. “You aren’t going to arrest a diplomat—”

“I would not do that.” Jespersen’s hand was on my elbow, his grip firm. He motioned to his two cohorts, cookie-cutter Vikings with collar-length blond hair swept back from their pale faces, boxy jackets accenting the breadth of their shoulders. They stepped behind me. Other travelers cut to the right and left of our compact quartet. I caught a few curious glances, but nobody tried to intervene. Jespersen added, “Bella assured us you’d be eager to cooperate.”

He was letting me know he’d checked my status. I wasn’t an accredited member of the US mission, my special assignment to Denmark short-term only. Not protected by diplomatic immunity. He could arrest me if he felt like it.

The digital readout on the departures board jumped ahead another minute from five-fifty-four to five-fifty-five. I’d never make my flight. Except they’d have to hold up the plane while they extracted the suitcase of a passenger who failed to board. I had one, maybe two minutes to talk my way out of this.

I said, “I’ve been ordered home by the president.” Technically, it was the attorney general who’d called in the special interagency task force on terrorism, but Jespersen wouldn’t know that.

The task force had six members and our qualifications didn’t overlap. To achieve good results, we had to work together from the beginning of the investigation. Each of us had accepted the one fundamental rule of membership: When we were called, we’d drop everything else and be on-site from Day One. I hiked the strap of my carry-on bag higher on my shoulder and tried to free my elbow. 

Jespersen’s grip tightened. “I’m sure your president will forgive a few hours’ delay,” he said. “And don’t worry about your luggage. The airline company will send your suitcase to the American embassy.”

I searched my mind frantically for a compelling argument that would break Jespersen’s hold. I couldn’t think of one. “Very considerate,” I said in a voice flat with resignation. I let him start me moving toward the concourse, the other two cops sauntering behind us. Twenty feet along one hallway he took us through a door marked PRIVATE, down a set of metal stairs and outside to the area between the arrivals lounge and the police substation.

A breeze off the Øresund added the briny smell of the sea to the airport’s overlay of exhaust fumes. Jespersen propelled me toward an iron-gray BMW. Its color matched the skin around his eyes. He pulled open the front passenger door. “We’ll take my car.”

“Take your car where?” I slid onto the leather.

He pushed my door shut. The two uniforms had disappeared into the airport cop shop. Maybe they’d decided I was harmless. Or more likely other cops were at our destination.

“What is it you need me for?” I asked as soon as Jespersen got behind the wheel.

He maneuvered us out of the parking space and headed for the highway leading into Copenhagen. He kept his eyes on the traffic and said, “kriminalinspektør Blixenstjerne would like to ask you some questions.”

A police inspector had questions for me? “About what?”

“A case he’s working on.”

The case had to be a homicide. The aura of death hung over Jespersen’s every movement. Anxiety knotted my stomach. Who had died?

Before I could ask, Jespersen said, “You arrived in Copenhagen June first. And sixteen days later you’re leaving?”

He’d blocked my question by asking his own. An interrogation was underway. I shifted in my seat to watch him. “I was supposed to stay three months. But that got changed this afternoon.”

He glanced toward me. “You got a new assignment?”

“I told you,” I said. “Ordered home because of the airliner explosion.”

“And how were you given this order?”

“I got a phone call from the States around 3:00 AM. I called a couple of people in the US. At five I went into the embassy to use the secure phone. Around eight their time—two o’clock here—I was reassigned.”

“From 5:00 AM until 2:00 PM you were at the American embassy?”

He was making me recap my movements for the last twelve hours. I chose my words with care. “Until three. I went back to my flat to pack. Returned to the embassy around four-thirty. Picked up the paperwork and tickets, headed to Kastrup.”

We were on Amager Boulevard. A leafy canopy blocked the sun. The shade blurred the rushing traffic, darkening the colorful compacts to the same dull sheen, turning us all to ashy-brown lemmings racing toward the harbor.

Jespersen said, “You moved quite swiftly?”

“As fast as possible,” I said. My hand tightened on the armrest. I’d had to lobby hard to win appointment to the sole State Department opening on the task force. I was qualified—no one disputed that. But last December, I’d side-stepped an FBI interrogation and taken part in a quasi-official European investigation of an airliner bombing in Scotland. The secretary of state had approved my participation after-the-fact and I’d gotten a meritorious salary increase for my “display of initiative.” But my detractors in the FBI still grumbled about that refusal to follow the bureau’s lead. To win them over, I’d promised that I’d adhere scrupulously to the task force operating procedures.

The MD-11 had gone down in Maine on Tuesday night. Now it was Wednesday afternoon and I’d missed the last direct flight to the US today from Copenhagen. I couldn’t wait until tomorrow for the next one. A tardy arrival in Bangor would cost me. I’d have to return to Kastrup this evening and fly to another airport with a late-night transatlantic flight. There had to be someplace in Europe where I could make connections that would get me to the US by morning.

I mentally urged Jespersen to hurry up.

He took the Long Bridge over the harbor and continued straight on Hans Christian Andersen Boulevard. Tourists clustered outside the entrance to Tivoli. I sat up straighter. Jespersen hadn’t turned toward police headquarters. “Where is this Blixenstjerne?” I asked.

“I’m taking you to him.” He didn’t slow as we passed the American embassy’s concrete-and-glass cube on Dag Hammarskjölds Allé. No point in inviting another non-response to my questions. And definitely time to exercise my all-American right to remain silent. Muscles tightened inside my chest. We were driving north onto Østerbrogade, the same route I’d followed back and forth to work for the past two weeks. Jespersen was taking me home. 

Helsingborggade, the street where I lived, was blocked off with barricades and yellow tape. Late afternoon sunlight glimmered on a white ambulance, the trademark falcon outlined in stark red, talons extended as though dropping toward its prey. Clustered on the pavement around it were late-model cars in solid colors. I counted three Volvo station wagons in shades of green, so uniformly anonymous that they had to be official vehicles.

Jespersen bumped up onto the sidewalk and stopped twenty feet from the apartment complex where the embassy rented a furnished flat for me. Beside my building’s front entrance lounged a uniformed cop, murmuring into the microphone on his shoulder.

“What happened?” I asked.

Jespersen said, “Get out of the car, please.”

I had my seat belt undone and my door open. By the time I was standing on the sidewalk, another man had joined us. He was shorter than Jespersen, with clear blue eyes in a pink face, wearing an apple-green shirt with a plaid tie. He smoothed the tie before he said, “Ernst Blixenstjerne.”

I waved a hand toward the ambulance. “What’s going on?”

Blixenstjerne turned an inquiring face toward his colleague.

Jespersen shook his head. “Ingenting.” Not a thing.

He’d told me nothing, as he’d clearly been instructed. Blixenstjerne wanted to surprise me. The tightness in my chest connected with the knot in my stomach, my whole torso tensing.

Blixenstjerne’s voice was dispassionate. “When were you last inside your flat?”

“She left at four-thirty,” Jespersen said helpfully.

“We’d like you to take a look at it.” Blixenstjerne motioned for me to follow him into the building. In the lobby, I smelled ground pork cooked at a high temperature. Someone in the building had made frikadeller for dinner. I felt an instant of longing for a simple, predictable existence.

To the right of the entrance, the door to my ground floor flat stood open. I stepped into the foyer and took a breath, bracing myself for things I’d seen on television—smashed furniture, chalk outlines, blood stains. I looked through the archway into the living room and had to exhale fast to keep from throwing up.


2

A body sprawled face-down across the keyboard of my landlord’s Steinway grand. The man’s denim-covered backside balanced on the edge of the ebony stool, his spine curved forward. Blood welled from the back of his skull.

I turned to Blixenstjerne and tried to speak. I sucked in air, tried again. “Who is he?”

“We have the same question,” Blixenstjerne said.

“I don’t know,” I said. “He wasn’t here . . .” I inhaled. “Nobody was here when I left.”

“Tell me if anything else has been altered,” Blixenstjerne said.

I turned again. My gaze skittered along the wall and across the glassed-in end of the living room, landing on the leather and chrome recliner I’d used for two weeks. The back hunched forward over the seat. The base of the telephone extended precariously past the edge of the teak end table, pushed aside last night while I tried to talk and take notes at the same time. Beside the phone was the stained envelope where I’d set my coffee cup. Everything was as I’d left it, but tarnished now by the emotional residue of violence. My skin itched, as if I’d been contaminated, too. I shook my head. “Nothing’s missing.”

Blixenstjerne said, “I must ask you to look more closely at the victim. Perhaps you have seen him before.”

I made myself step into the living room. The man had been bludgeoned from the rear, an impressive blow that jammed his forehead onto the keyboard. In the red pooling beneath the pedals were white specks—bits of bone, shattered ivory or broken teeth, I couldn’t tell.

The scent of fresh blood was strong. Beneath it, I smelled stale beer and engine grease, the odors clinging to the dead man a yard from me.

Blixenstjerne was breathing audibly through his mouth. I looked away from the body, trying to get myself under control. On the floor in the corner I spotted a miniature Ionic column, lying on its side. Not more than four feet long, it belonged in the foyer where my landlord might have used it to display a potted plant. The fluted stand was solid plaster and weighed about twenty pounds.

My gaze crept from that heavy object back to the man who’d been struck. The hairs on his bare arms were the same dark blond shade as my own. On his head, the strands had reddened to strawberry, the soggy pony tail partly covering the logo arching across the back of his denim vest so that it read BAN  IDOS. Below was a cartoonish armed man in sombrero and serape and centered beneath him DENMARK.

I’d seen the insignia before in a local newspaper photograph of men with motorcycles. My memory supplied the missing letter. The victim was a member of the Bandidos biker gang. He wasn’t someone I knew. Yet sadness washed over me. I inhaled again, then I gagged. Spun around and pushed past Blixenstjerne into the hallway. I dealt with death regularly, lots of death. But not often with dead people. I wasn’t prepared for the bone-melting pity I felt for the man whose life had ended where I lived.

I stumbled outdoors breathing hard and leaned against the building’s exterior wall. It was in shade, but the bricks still radiated heat. My palm against them, I realized how cold my fingertips had gotten. I stared at my feet. The cement around them was smooth, as though someone had dusted away every particle of dirt.

A hand lightly touched my shoulder. I turned to face Jespersen. “We will have more questions,” he said. “Please wait.”

I nodded, too rattled to speak. The image of the man’s battered skull floated through my mind and I shuddered. From the moment Jespersen accosted me at Kastrup, I’d known bad news was coming. Immediately, I’d feared for Stefan. That was a habit I hadn’t yet broken. But I was trying.

I’d dreaded hearing bad news about Stefan Krajewski for as long as I’d known him. We’d met more than a dozen years ago when I was assigned to the American embassy in Warsaw. Stefan was posing as a Polish intelligence agent while secretly working undercover for the Danes. He was running a covert operation against a group of terrorists based in Warsaw and we ended up working together. We also fell in love—passionately, inextricably, and very inconveniently.

Because the Warsaw operation provoked one terrorist group into making death threats against me, I’d spent the last half of 1986 and part of 1987 on emergency leave in a safe house in Denmark under the protection of the Danish ministry of defense. The threats against me remained serious and when I returned to work, Diplomatic Security ruled that I could safely serve only in the US and Canada. My enemies were persistent and the department was cautious. The security restriction remained in effect for more than a decade. I wasn’t approved for overseas assignment again until early this year.

Meanwhile, Stefan’s contract with the Danish Defense Intelligence Service kept him in Europe. I’d never wanted a long distance relationship with a man. But I wanted Stefan and I put up with all the limitations. Eventually, he’d outlive his usefulness as a covert operator. He’d have to give up field work. He made jokes about that. When his cover was completely blown, he’d marry me to get a US visa and find an intelligence-related desk job in the DC area. We’d share six-packs after work, eat breakfast together every morning, wallow in fleshly pleasure during the hours between. Marriage, as I imagined it.

The airliner bombing last December had drawn me back to Europe and into an operation that involved Stefan. The mission ended well but Stefan injured his leg permanently and Danish intelligence canceled his contract. I returned to Washington and started looking for a larger condo. I thought Stefan would join me by Valentine’s Day. But he didn’t arrive until March and he stayed only a week. Long enough to tell me he was going to Poland. He had something he needed to do in Warsaw. From the careful way he’d said that—and declined to say more—I knew that nothing was going to change for us.

I was mad. Hurt. Jealous. I hated those feelings. In those seven days together, I said to him all the hateful things I now regretted. About spies, tarnished by the false lives they led, hoarding their unwhisperable secrets, so closemouthed that sham becomes reality. I got angrier, he grew more tight-lipped.

I couldn’t go on the way we were, waiting for him to make a life with me. Before that ever happened, I’d get a terse note advising that S. Krajewski’s life had ended and the message wouldn’t specify where he’d died. I wouldn’t wait for that. I was done, I told him. 

When he looked at me, the sadness in his eyes was terrible.

He left anyway.

He gave me instructions on how to communicate with him, as if he hoped I’d change my mind. I didn’t use them. Not right away.

I’d made the correct decision last March. But my heart hadn’t yet caught up with my head. When Jespersen stopped me, my first fear was for Stefan.

My second was for my seventy-six-year-old father, slowly dying from Alzheimer’s back in the States.

Like someone whose car has been hit by a truck, I’d made sure my loved ones were all right. Foolishly, I’d thought because neither Stefan nor my father was involved, I could look at whatever was inside my flat and I’d feel no pain.

Wrong. I ached all over, a whiplash victim with no visible wounds. Again, I saw him, head resting on the keyboard. What was this rough-looking man doing in my apartment? And why had he uncovered the piano keys?

I braced my back against the bricks and watched Jespersen approach Blixenstjerne. Beyond them I saw sunlight flash on auburn hair. I recognized Bella Hinton. She greeted Jespersen with a handshake before she spoke rapidly to Blixenstjerne. I felt a surge of relief. Like me, Bella was a US citizen and a State Department employee. We’d served together in Warsaw where she’d been the embassy’s regional security officer, the RSO. By the time my work with Stefan climaxed in the spring of 1986, I trusted only two Americans in the embassy. Bella was one of them and, all these years later, she was still my closest friend. But more important, now she was the RSO at our embassy in Copenhagen and she worked closely with the Danish police. She knew me and she knew the two cops. She could get me out of this mess and on my way to Maine.

Bella shook hands with Blixenstjerne, then started purposefully toward me. She stood out among the black and white uniforms, her tunic a riotous bloom of tropical flowers over turquoise leggings and matching designer clogs. When we’d met in Poland, Bella camouflaged herself in earth-toned outfits to blend in with her mostly male colleagues in the Bureau of Diplomatic Security. In the years since, she’d stuck with the case-hardened work-style their macho culture demanded, but she’d obviously tired of their dress code.

When she reached me she leaned in close to study my face. Her hair was slicked back into a club at the base of her neck, the individual strands pasted down with gel. At each side of her green eyes was a fretwork of tiny lines, wrinkled with concern. “You all right?” she asked.

“Nearly.” I pushed upright, no longer touching the wall. “I’ll feel even better if you drive me straight back to Kastrup.”

“Not likely you’re leaving Denmark tonight,” she said. “Man killed in your flat.”

I must have been there minutes before the murder. Then on my way out of the country like the guiltiest of killers. It would take a while to eliminate me from the list of suspects. “You have to convince them to let me leave tomorrow,” I said. “You know I don’t have connections to any outlaw bikers.”

“Outlaw bikers?” Bella’s expression showed only casual interest, but her tone was off, tinged with something like panic.

“Victim’s wearing a Bandidos vest.” I kept my eyes on her. “Blixenstjerne forget to mention that?”

She didn’t meet my gaze as she smoothed the hair back from her temples with the flats of her palms. “Interesting,” was all she said.

Then Blixenstjerne was back, Jespersen beside him, notepad in hand.

“Do you recognize the dead man?” Blixenstjerne asked.

I shook my head. “I don’t know who he is.” 

Jespersen jotted something down on his pad. The ink was smudged at the margins of his paper as though his fingertips were damp. He asked, “When you left the flat, did you see anyone unusual in the vicinity?”

I tried to recall the scene. When the taxi driver pushed my buzzer, I was closing my suitcase. I’d jammed it shut, grabbed my carry-on, and hurried out the door. It latched behind me. I remembered the taxi, a silvery blue Mercedes driven by a woman ten years older and twenty pounds lighter than me. I kept a tight grip on my suitcase handle, grunted as I hoisted it into the trunk. Embarrassed by the noise, I’d glanced around. I saw only an elderly gentleman in a cloth cap, strolling toward the corner market. “Nobody unusual,” I said.

Blixenstjerne started in again, and for the next five minutes I repeated in several different forms the same information I’d given to Jespersen in the car. I didn’t tap my foot or look at my watch, but my answers got briefer and I clipped off the ends of my words.

Finally, Blixenstjerne said, “We’ll need your fingerprints.”

“I’ll cooperate in any way I can,” I said. “But I’d appreciate it if we could finish up my part of this tonight.”

“I’m not sure that will be possible.” Blixenstjerne plucked the notepad from Jespersen’s hands and frowned at it. “You spell your Christian name with a—?”

“Kathryn with a K. Excuse me,” I began, wanting to acknowledge his rank, the groveling that cops always seem to expect. I realized I didn’t know the correct way to address a kriminalinspektør. I settled for “Sir.” I added, “I need to leave as soon as possible for the US. I’m on the task force investigating the airliner explosion in Maine.”

“Ah, yes. I understand mass murder is your specialty.”

Touchy. “Not mass murder,” I said. “Acts of terrorism.”

He pursed his lips, two pink worms on the ruddy face. “We have little demand for your expertise in Denmark. But you may rest assured that we take each of our very few homicides quite seriously.”

Hurriedly I said, “I don’t know the man. I didn’t kill him. I don’t know who did. I don’t see how I can add anything useful.”

“Yes, well, we’ll have to be the judge of that, won’t we?” He looked back at his notes. “You go by the nickname ‘Casey’?”

He was going to dot every I, cross every T. I spat out my answer. “Casey, yes.” 

He turned to Jespersen. “Take her to headquarters and get those prints.”

The double doors on the front of the building burst open with a squeal of hinges. An attendant with greasy hair and sweat circles under his arms held the front of the gurney. The wheels at his end unlatched and clanked against the sidewalk, as he paused at the bottom of the stairs. The second attendant was female, her biceps hardening under snow-white skin. Her wheels came down, too, and she waited while her partner wiped his forehead with his bare arm.

The gurney was a yard from me, at knee level. The body was covered by a sheet, strapped at shoulders and hips. The male attendant took the helm again, pulling the sheet to one side. I saw a blood-smeared cheek, thick strands of a handlebar mustache.

Bella growled low in her throat, as if she’d choked back a scream. Then she coughed loudly to cover the lapse.

The gurney clattered away.

Jespersen had his hand on my elbow, trying to move me toward his BMW.

Why wasn’t my security officer doing more to help me? “Bella,” I said to her, “please explain to these gentlemen. My presence here isn’t necessary. I’ve got to get to Bangor. Four hundred and eight people were on that flight. It’s critical—”

Blixenstjerne cut me off. “The victim has the capital letters K and C inked on the palm of his left hand.”

As I heard his words, I saw those letters, paired that so-familiar way. But I could not imagine those letters stark against that dead flesh. I swallowed hard.

Bella’s eyes jittered from the cops to me and back again, like a nocturnal animal surprised by a bright light.

In the Warsaw embassy, I’d seen Bella deal with both a suicide and a vehicular homicide. I’d watched her clamp down on her emotions and bury her horror under professionalism. She wasn’t acting detached now. What made this dead body so upsetting?

I said, “Bella—”

“Go ahead,” she told me in a strangled voice. “You stay with me and Woody tonight. We’ll talk.”

“Miss Collins.” Blixenstjerne slapped the notepad shut and handed it to his colleague. “The body was in your flat. With your initials—possibly your nickname—on his hand. Can you think of any reason for that?” 

The man was looking for me. Start with the simplest explanation that fits the facts. First rule of investigation. This cop and I were using the same text. I said slowly, “I don’t know why anyone from the Bandidos would want to contact me.”

“We’ll have to learn why,” Blixenstjerne said. “Until we do, your hundreds of bodies will have to wait on our one.”
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The scrambler phone clicked and sputtered in my ear, struggling to make the secure transatlantic connection. I held the instrument tightly and stared at the bare wall, the top floor of the embassy building silent as the grave at nine o’clock on a balmy night in June. It was midafternoon in DC and I was trying to reach my boss in the State Department’s counterterrorism office. I had to explain why I was still in Denmark. 

I’d spent the early evening at the cop shop. A few minutes being printed. A couple of hours giving my statement, over and over. Jespersen followed all diplomatic protocols. Blixenstjerne was systematic. I was a fly caught on sticky paper. Not a move I could make that wouldn’t bind me tighter.

The phone crackled. “Renton Funke,” my boss answered.

“It’s Casey,” I said. I told him what had happened. I added, “The detective ordered me not to leave the country.”

“Great.” The disgust in his voice was audible.

I tried to stop his I-told-you-so. “I know you warned me off this assignment—”

He interrupted. “Nothing good ever comes from dancing with the spooks. You should have stayed in DC, like I told you.”

“You said it was my choice, as I recall.”

He snorted. “I figured you had better sense. I didn’t expect you to rush off to Europe because Gerry Davis asked for you.”

“I had good reasons,” I said.

“Oh, right. Going to Denmark was the quickest way to expand your knowledge of the black market in Stinger missiles.” The sarcasm sharpened his voice. “If you’d listened to me, you’d be in Bangor setting up at the crash site.”

“I’ll get to Maine,” I said. “But not tomorrow. Give me the task force’s local phone number and I’ll explain to Baldwin.” Sam Baldwin from the FBI’s domestic counter-terrorism unit had been appointed to head the task force.

Renton made a noise into the phone, a guttural rasping that hurt my ear. I could see him, fingers of his left hand yanking at his tie, loosening the collar. “Baldwin won’t cut you any slack. Ever since you talked to him, he’s been ranting about ‘the State Department prima donna.’”

“He must’ve had an attitude about me before we talked.” Sam Baldwin and I had met for the first time a week after my appointment was confirmed—and a day after Stefan left for Poland. I wanted to talk about the exciting work the task force would do. I hoped it would fill the gaping hole that had opened in my life. But I saw at once that Baldwin’s plodding, methodical plans for us were wrong. Unfortunately, I’d been too emotionally raw to keep quiet.

I said to Renton, “All I did was remind him the task force was set up to try fresh approaches, stimulate creative problem-solving.”

“And he loved hearing you tell him how to run his show.” Renton made his exasperated noise again. “The man has let everyone know that he works only with team players.”

I was silent for a few seconds, absorbing the implications. “Think he’ll use this delay to get me kicked off?”

“And the reason for it.” He paused and when he spoke again, anger raised the pitch of his voice. “What the hell have you gotten yourself into?”

“Same question the cops asked. I can’t answer it. I don’t know how that body ended up in my flat.” Body. The word brought back the image, the head smashed onto the keyboard. I was still bothered by the memory of the open piano. Had the Bandido left something inside the instrument—some clue to his death? Again, I felt that odd hollowness behind my breastbone. I pressed the heel of my hand against my chest as if I could fill the emptiness.

Renton said, “Does this homicide connect to what you’re working on?”

“Link’s too obscure for me to see. I mean, a murdered Danish biker and a bunch of missing Stingers?”

Renton’s voice grew caustic. “Don’t rule it out. I can hear the CIA fucking things up even at this distance.”

I didn’t want him to repeat all the reasons why I should have refused to help Gerry Davis. Quickly, I said, “Give me that number in Maine—”

“No.” His voice was gruff. “I’ll handle Baldwin.”

“I appreciate—” I began.

Renton was still talking. “I convinced the under secretary to back you for the task force position. She went out on a limb for me. Passed over three senior people, pressured somebody in the AG’s front office—all because I argued that the task force needed your particular expertise. You can’t fart around, Casey. You have to be on-site.”

“I’m working on it.”

“Not good enough. You have to get out of Copenhagen in the next twenty-four hours. If Baldwin kicks you off the task force, the FBI will block us from sending in a substitute. They’ll argue this is a case of domestic terrorism, no role for us. They’d love to exclude the State Department. If that happens, the under secretary won’t be pleased. She’ll make me regret I ever put you up for the job.” 

The phone was slippery in my palm. “I’ll talk to Gerry—”

“Forget Davis and his problems,” Renton said. “You get to Bangor.”

“I’ll leave tomorrow.” Trying to sound certain. I said goodbye and hung up the phone, then brushed my hair back off my forehead. The skin was hot and moist. I shouldn’t have let Gerry Davis lure me to Denmark. Sure, I was interested in his project, but I shared Renton’s aversion to spooks. I wouldn’t have agreed to work with any other twenty-year-career-man from the Central Intelligence Agency. Gerry, though, was different.

He and I had a connection that went beyond friendship. We’d met in 1986 during the Warsaw operation. With his help, I’d come through unscathed but he’d concluded I was too innocent to avoid all the bureaucratic land mines hidden in the intelligence field. I’d protested, but he’d insisted that I needed protection from a veteran operative and he’d appointed himself to the job.

The oldest of five children and the only boy in his family, it was natural for him to treat me like another younger sister. He snooped in my life and he bossed me around. He became as dependably nosy, irritating, and there, as if he really were my older brother. He bugged me—but his concern touched me, too. By now, he fit me like my favorite old pair of sweats—not flattering, but comfortably warm and certain to cover my backside.

So last spring when he’d asked if I’d help him out, I’d said yes, instantly. I had other motives for returning to Denmark. But my bond with Gerry was the main one and I’d dismissed Renton’s warnings about projects run by the CIA. I’d be working with Gerry, after all. But Renton had understood the situation better than I had.

Gerry had come to Denmark to deal with blowback from the CIA’s successful—by their standards—operation in Afghanistan. In the mideighties the agency had supplied a thousand state-of-the-art ground-to-air missiles to the mujahideen fighters battling the invading Soviet Army. Six hundred of the Stingers weren’t fired in the conflict. Some later turned up in Iranian hands and rumor spread that others had gone to North Korea, Somalia, Libya, and the IRA. In 1993, the CIA began offering cash for unused weapons, buying back missiles for more than a hundred thousand dollars apiece, over three times the original cost. Their motive was simple. Locking up the Stingers in US armories would ensure they weren’t used by hostile forces against American targets. The CIA had spent fifty-five million dollars making undercover purchases but sixty missiles still hadn’t been accounted for.

Before granting additional funding, Congress forced the CIA to accept State Department and Pentagon oversight on the agency’s final effort to track down the remaining missiles. The CIA picked Gerry to run the project. He was an expert on the covert arms trade and he had one other asset vital to the high-profile project—his reputation for uncompromising honesty. His superiors promised him a free hand and access to whatever resources he needed. The first thing he asked for was a base of operations in Copenhagen. The second was Casey Collins.

I wasn’t an obvious choice. My specialty was terrorist attacks on airliners. In my job in the counterterrorism office, I tracked the flows of manpower and materiel in Europe, using a sophisticated form of link analysis to tie people and events together. The bombing of Pan Am 103 in 1988 was my first big case. I painstakingly reconstructed the activities of the suspect terrorist groups, refining my analytical model as I went. Now, when a Western passenger jet exploded, I could pinpoint accurately which foreign terrorists had motive, means, and opportunity to blow it up. I wasn’t part of the FBI investigation of the TWA 800 crash, but I’d followed it closely.

I was intrigued by eyewitness claims they’d seen missile tracks in the sky immediately before the explosion. Although experts had an alternate explanation for the flaming trails, I’d kept an eye on the covert traffic in Stingers and their ex-Soviet counterparts. When I needed information from the CIA, I’d gone to Gerry. He gave me everything he had. Generous—and farsighted. He hadn’t been forced to waste any time bringing me up to speed.

I glanced at the clock. A full minute had elapsed since I’d said goodbye to Renton and hung up the phone. The office door swung open and Gerry grinned at me from the hallway.

“You were listening,” I said, but there was no bite in the accusation. When I’d taken the job with Gerry, I’d known I’d have no privacy. An aging spy, eavesdropping was so automatic with him that he no longer had to count out the sixty seconds he habitually delayed before “happening upon” an unaware person-of-interest. Besides, Gerry insisted, I’d end up in real trouble if he didn’t keep his eyes—and ears—on me. I let him get away with that pose. I’d been an only child and Gerry’s big-brother act made me feel as if I had more family than I really did.

He sauntered toward me. “See what happens when you try to run off and leave me,” he said reprovingly.

Earlier, he’d tried to persuade me to remain in Denmark instead of joining the task force. I’d refused to consider that option. “I bet it was you who left that body in my flat.” I gave him a dark look. “Wet work, isn’t that what you guys call it?”

“And you say I’m paranoid.” He shook his head sadly, then put both palms on the desktop and leaned closer. Pink scalp showed where the strands were too sparse to cover the crown of his head. When I’d met Gerry in Warsaw, his hair was so thick and unruly, he used up a bottle of oil weekly keeping it slicked down. He’d mellowed in the years since. Given up the facial stubble and the unstructured jackets with the sleeves pushed up to the elbows. Tonight, he was dressed middle-aged-cool in a Ralph Lauren Polo shirt, knee-length Dockers and sockless Top-Siders. His appearance was more CPA than CIA. He studied me closely and his expression grew as serious as mine. “You’re looking pretty grim.”

“Feeling it,” I said. “Dead biker turns up at my place. A pair of Danish cops gives me the third degree. And my boss beats me up because I can’t get out of here.”

“You knew this dead rocker?” He used the Danish word for “biker.”

I shook my head. “Unfortunately, he had my initials on the palm of his hand.”

“Hunting for you?”

I shrugged. “Damned if I can imagine why.”

Gerry looked at me speculatively. “This murder might connect to our project. European motorcycle clubs are well armed.”

“But not with shoulder-held missiles.”

“The local bikers might have heard what’s become of them.” He chewed at his lip for a few seconds. “What if they’re talking to the criminal organizations in the old East bloc?”

I raised a skeptical eyebrow.

Gerry shrugged. “Only a guess. Bet your buddy Krajewski could fill us in on that. You know what he’s working on in Poland?”

“I have no idea.” The words tasted bitter, the flavor of unpleasant truth.

Gerry said, “Maybe it’s not such a stretch, dead biker to missing Stinger.”

“You’re dreaming,” I said. “This murder has nothing to do with your project. I’m not one of your field agents. Even if a Danish biker did know something about missiles, he wouldn’t come looking for me.” But as I said the words, I recalled Bella’s distress. She’d looked shocked, as if she’d recognized the biker. Could she have sent him to me? But why would she do such a thing? 

“Anybody can find out the embassy closes at five.” Gerry studied me the way he did when he was trying to read my mind. “Looks like the dead guy was waiting for you to get home from work.”

“I thought of that.”

He asked, “How’d the cops hear about it so fast?”

“Anonymous phone tip.”

“Anonymous?” Gerry’s eyes brightened. “So the caller was the killer.”

“Almost had to be,” I said gloomily. Danes started every telephone conversation by announcing their names. No good citizen acted anonymously.

Gerry jerked his chin down in a crisp nod. “The killer wanted the cops to go to your place immediately.”

Why would the killer want that? I didn’t have a clue. And I didn’t want to guess. I could tell Gerry was fitting the new facts into the case he was building. He wanted me to stay in Denmark. He’d interpret anything I said as interest in his project. He’d be certain that his pleas were getting through to me. I kept my mouth shut. 

“I think we should check it out,” he said.

“You’ll have to do the checking,” I replied firmly.

“Come on, Case. You can’t let me down.” He kept his gaze on me, beseeching. “You know I need you here to make this project work.”

“Somebody like me,” I corrected him. “And you’ll get that. State will send you a replacement for me.”

“You know damn well State hasn’t got anybody else like you.”

I rolled my eyes toward the ceiling. “You must be desperate, sucking up to me like this.”

“See, I’ve proved it. I need you. You know this stuff. And I’m not counting on State sending anyone else. Not the way things have been going. I struck out with the Pentagon.”

“Defense is still refusing to give you Fuentes?” Jaime Fuentes was an analyst who’d done cleanup after a stinging GAO report in 1994 castigated the Department of Defense for their faulty Stinger inventory system. “Last week, you said you’d convinced them he was the best man for the job.”

Gerry grunted. “Somebody unconvinced them.”

“So they’re sending Colonel Markham after all?”

“Which is why you have to stay. Markham has spent his whole career focused on Latin America. Doesn’t know diddly about covert weapons transfers in Europe.”

“He’ll pick it up.” There was no painless way to quit Gerry’s project, but I didn’t have to wallow in guilt. At least I could lighten the bleak picture he was painting. I didn’t want to talk about Andy Markham but I forced out his name, my tone as casual as I could make it. “Andy likes to hit the ground running.” 

“‘Andy’?” Gerry’s voice was sharp, the same suspicious tone I imagined he’d used with his little sisters when they tried to slip something past him. “Just how well did you know him in Salvador?”

Too well. But Gerry’s most endearing trait was the way, grouching and complaining, he always took my side against the world. I couldn’t tell him what had happened in San Sal. He would inevitably cast Andy as the villain in that long-ago soap opera. And he’d never be able to work well with a man who’d done me wrong. So I said, “I know he’s a quick study.”

Gerry’s eyes narrowed. “Last week you weren’t praising Markham.”

“Last week I thought the Pentagon was sending Fuentes. He’s the better choice. But Andy can handle it. He’s sharp and he’s thorough.”

“Thorough? You’re stretching, Case. He’s so thorough, why didn’t he figure out the Salvadoran Army was shooting the wrong people?”

I sighed. “He never denied something horrible had happened. He went out to Morazán early in 1982, right after the newspapers started reporting there’d been a massacre of civilians. But he found no proof.”

“A decade later, the forensic anthropologists dug up plenty of bones. Maybe Markham didn’t look closely enough. They probably were hard to see.” Sarcasm tightened Gerry’s voice. “Some of them were very small.”

Baby bones. I shuddered, remembering. “I got to Salvador six months later. I didn’t go looking for skeletons. You’re not saying I wasn’t thorough enough.”

“You were a vice-consul interviewing visa applicants. Uncovering military atrocities isn’t something you can do from inside the embassy. That was Markham’s job.”

“Not technically. And there was a civil war going on—”

“Listen to you. I can’t believe you’re defending this guy. Only reason you’re building him up is to get yourself off the hook. I understand you want to be on that task force. But you’re not going to convince me I can do this job without you here. I’m getting a very bad feeling about the whole thing. The support I was promised just isn’t there. Markham’s not up to the job. You are.”

“Enough,” I said, holding up my hands, palms toward him. “The bullshit’s getting way too deep in here.”

“That’s no bullshit, and you know it. If you’d gone out to the Salvadoran provinces looking for evidence of a massacre, you’d have found it. Neither a war nor technicalities would have stopped you. You never give up. That’s what I love most about you.”

“Don’t do that.” I shoved at my hair. “This has nothing to do with how you feel about me or how I feel about you. You heard my end of the conversation. I have to join that task force. My career is on the line.”

“If we’re into careers, let’s talk about what’s happening to mine.”

I pushed myself upright. “You’re in a bind. I know that. I wish I could help you out of it. But the first time the task force sends for me, what am I supposed to do, say ‘sorry, my old pal Gerry needs me now, call back later?’”

Yes. I could read it on his face.
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I couldn’t deny that Gerry had come through for me big-time when I needed his help in Warsaw. Like everything that happened to me in 1986, my problems there began with Stefan Krajewski. Stefan approached me after the American bombing of Libya. In his “official” job as an employee of Polish intelligence, Stefan had learned of reprisals being planned by a radical terrorist group against American targets. He wanted to pass that information to the US government, using me as his conduit. He couldn’t risk being found out by his Polish colleagues or the terrorists. To give him a legitimate reason for meeting with me, he wanted me to act as if he’d trapped me into becoming a spy.

I reported Stefan’s approach to Bella and she consulted with Washington and the CIA station chief in Warsaw. Gerry was number-two man in the CIA office and he objected to putting an amateur up against someone he believed to be a Communist agent. He feared Stefan would find a way to make me commit treason. But the US was desperate for the information Stefan offered and Gerry was forced to go along with the operation.

Meanwhile, Gerry had discovered that classified documents were being smuggled from our embassy to Moscow. He didn’t suspect that the culprit was his well-connected junior colleague, CIA agent Warren Smythe. Smythe used my contacts with Stefan to make it appear that I was the one handing secrets over to the Soviets. Gerry had doubts about me, but they didn’t stop him from tracking down the real traitor. He blew the whistle on Smythe and saved me from criminal prosecution. For more than a decade, I’d known I could trust Gerry. 

Unfortunately—and perhaps because of what he’d done to Smythe—Gerry acquired a serious enemy inside the agency. He claimed that ever since Warsaw, someone had systematically sabotaged his work. He warned me not to discuss our project with Len Trotter, chief of the CIA station in Copenhagen. Gerry also believed that a sophisticated technician could turn any piece of electronic equipment into a transmitter and he’d banned computers, typewriters, and telephones from the cramped room we shared down the hall. I was worried about his state of mind, afraid he’d succumbed to the paranoia that infected so many long-term spooks.

But in the last two weeks I’d seen evidence that he was right about the sabotage. Funds evaporated, reports disappeared and field agents suddenly went incommunicado. I’d recognized the merit in Gerry’s decision to go low-tech in our private space. If I had to come here to the station chief’s office to use a phone, I was less likely to say something I didn’t want overheard by Trotter and his minions.

Given his self-imposed isolation and his dwindling resources, Gerry was right. He needed me, someone competent who loved him like a sister.

“Gerry,” I said, softening my tone, reminding him—and myself—why I couldn’t stay in Denmark. “More than four hundred people are dead. I’ve got to go.”

He said, “You can’t be sure yet the Maine crash has anything to do with terrorism. Might be a mechanical failure, like TWA 800.”

“This task force exists because of problems that surfaced during the TWA 800 investigation.” I’d been involved in designing the task force. It was supposed to operate independently of the parent agencies investigating airplane crashes. A select group of highly qualified analysts would study anomalies and make arcane connections, come up with unasked questions, then go outside the standard investigative perimeters to find answers. “I have to be on the scene immediately.”

 “Your talent is wasted, poking around a crash site.”

“Other people do the poking,” I said. “They need me to tell them what they’ve found.”

“Sure they do. And so do I, for the same reason. It’s your analytical skill, plus that encyclopedia in your brain, that makes you so good.” His voice dropped to a conspiratorial level. “And you know my hunch paid off. In Denmark less than a month and we’ve got more leads than we can handle.”

“But not one has gone anywhere,” I said. “All dead ends.”

“So many rumors, but no missiles to go with them. That fact tells us a lot, in and of itself.” He leaned toward me, intent. “I smell funny business. You’ve got to see this through.”

I felt myself weakening. Gerry’s hunches often paid off. He’d been right to bring us to Copenhagen. True to its past, Denmark was a hub for covert activity. Maybe I should stick around, get to the bottom of this. 

Rubber soles scraped on the carpeting beyond the door. A nightstick slapped against a solid thigh. The Marine corporal’s head appeared in the doorway. Blond stubble and black framed glasses, hiding a trace of adolescent acne. “You two still working?” He laughed. “Got to be better things to do under the midnight sun.”

And more critical things for me to be doing in Maine. I pushed aside my curiosity about Gerry’s project. I wished I could help him, but I had to fill State’s position on the task force. Renton had made that clear. And I wanted to be part of the Maine investigation. I’d get around the bureaucrat who’d been put in charge. I’d make the task force work the way it had been designed. I had to be on-site to do that. I had to get out of Copenhagen—and soon.

“I can’t stay,” I said to Gerry. “You know that.”

He pressed his lips tightly together and his eyes narrowed like a tailor measuring me for a new coat. A turncoat.

I looked away first and grabbed my carry-on bag.

“Need help with that suitcase?” the guard asked, gesturing toward the Samsonite three-suiter parked beside the door.

I shook my head. “I’ll get it on my way out of town tomorrow.”

I walked with the guard toward the fourth floor elevator, listening to his chatter, the skin on my back itchy under Gerry’s censuring gaze. I had a compelling, professional reason for leaving, but Gerry mattered to me. I couldn’t feel good about abandoning him.

When we got to the ground floor, I said good night to the roving corporal, signed out with the second Marine at Post One, and headed out through the embassy’s front door onto Dag Hammarskjölds Allé. 

The nighttime glow turned the sky the color of a candled egg. A block away, a commuter train rumbled into Østerport Station. Beyond the sidewalk, a brightly lit bus slid past, leaving behind no visible exhaust. I didn’t smell any either, its engine was so finely tuned. A grandmotherly woman in a calf-length skirt and sensible shoes marched by, pulling an elderly golden retriever. For a second I longed for my German shepherd. I wanted to bury my face in the thick hair on Blondie’s neck. But she was three thousand miles away, at a wildly overpriced doggie summer camp in Virgina’s hunt country. I was a spendthrift when it came to Blondie.

I strode briskly toward the waterfront. Bella and her son Woody lived in a wharfside warehouse that had been converted to upscale condos. It was fewer than fifteen blocks from the embassy. The sidewalks emptied as I got further from Østerport. After three blocks, the only other pedestrian was a lone figure a hundred yards behind me traveling in the same direction. I quickened my pace. Looming beside me were the earthworks surrounding Kastellet, where some Danish Army cadets slept in ancient lodgings and the intelligence branch conducted its business in a building called Elefantstok. I’d spent ten hours in there during the past week, working with Birger and Stig, a pair of crack computer analysts who spoke Danish-accented English and laughed uncontrollably at my mispronunciation of their names. So far they’d uncovered no Stingers changing hands on the black market—a nonresult that puzzled me and offended both of them.

We all knew that the missiles didn’t have an indefinite shelf life. The power sources which activated their target-seeking mechanisms and drove their electronics deteriorated over time. The weapons might be useless. Yet the CIA was offering serious money for them. Two smart Danish guys scouring the reams of intelligence reports should have turned up at least one seller eager to unload an unreliable Stinger.

I glanced back. One other walker, still the same distance behind me. Looked like the same person. I was halfway to Bella’s. I trotted faster, heading toward the odor of the summer-warmed sea. A pair of gulls called out, wheeling white-on-white above me.

The sky looked like a design of Royal Copenhagen porcelain, the Denmark that I remembered. Back in DC, sneezing from the cherry blossom pollen, I hadn’t
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