


Chapter Eight

THE HOUSE IS outside of Leesburg, some thirty miles west of D.C., twenty from Gaithersburg. The driveway drops from the county road abruptly, past a screen of trees and around a slow bend that Bell knows is crammed with surveillance, human and electronic both, despite the fact that he doesn’t see anyone or anything. Four cars parked out front, two of them nose out, and both of those are big Ford Expeditions, black. Nose in is another Ford, a Taurus, painted the kind of tan that anyone who has ever changed a diaper can recognize immediately—and anyone who works in government can recognize it, too, but for entirely different reasons. The last car is a new Honda Civic, black, parked a few yards off to the side, as if intimidated by the presence of so much Detroit steel. It’s the only vehicle that would look inconspicuous, except for the company it’s keeping. 

Bell thinks that there are too many fucking cars parked out front for a place full of people trying to keep a secret.

He swings his ride around, parks farther off to the side, nose also pointed out. He’s been given the keys to a Mustang convertible, but he’s driven top up, despite the glorious Virginia summer’s day. When he exits the car, he bashes his head against the door frame. He rubs the bump and uses that as an excuse to eyeball the area for a second time. The trees provide a nice screen from the road, but closer to the house they’ve been cut back, clearing the sight lines. The house itself is at least one hundred years old, beaten red clapboard and capped redbrick chimney, the curtains drawn in almost every window he can see. He’s not seeing motion or cameras, and he thinks the place looks like exactly what it is. The difference between hiding in plain sight in Hailey and hiding in plain sight here is almost painful to behold.

He makes his way over gravel that crunches beneath his sneakers to the door. He’s knocked once and is about to knock again when it’s opened by a wrinkle-faced old man with hair that’s passed silver and graduated straight to white. Bell, who stands over six feet, positively towers above the face looking up at him. The old man has both hands out of sight, and only one is on the doorknob, Bell knows.

“Steve send you?” the man says. The challenge phrase comes out with a smoker’s rasp.

“Sorry I’m running late,” Bell says. “Had to change a flat.”

The old man eyeballs him, weighing the confirmation, then grunts and steps back, and Bell steps forward into an entry hall where two men are lowering their weapons, one an MP7A1, the other a Benelli shotgun. Both are dressed plainclothes, T-shirts and blue jeans and hair long enough for Bell to know they’ve been at undercover work at least six months. One starts a muted conversation over his earpiece, never taking his eyes off Bell. The white-haired old man ignores everything and everyone, resumes his post on a wooden stool near the door. A small black-and-white video monitor rests at his elbow, showing a split view of the approach to the house, covering the exit from the county road and the drive. There’s another shotgun in easy reach.

The one on the earpiece asks, “Carrying?”

“Yeah.”

“No weapons in with him.”

“He try anything?” Bell asks.

He gets two shrugs in response, and the other guard points down the hall. “You go that way.”

Bell goes that way until he finds himself in a kitchen not that different from the one where his ex-wife served him iced tea less than seventy-two hours earlier. Another three men and the guns that go with them are here, the men in variants of the undercover garb he’s already seen in the hall, mostly running to jeans and tees, all of them Caucasian, and not a face that looks over thirty. Bell gets nods of acknowledgment rather than greeting, feels them sizing him up and evaluating. He doesn’t know them, and it’s anyone’s guess where they’re from, but Bell thinks probably DSS or the like rather than FBI or CIA. If a special deputy AG has been assigned to Tohir’s case they could even be federal marshals.

“There’s coffee,” one of them says, using his chin to indicate the coffeemaker on the counter. “It’s not entirely horrible.”

Bell laughs, goes to the sink and finds a dirty mug, which he proceeds to wash, then fill. There’s a window, and through it he can see yet another undercover, this one female, pretending to play with a German shepherd in the backyard. He wonders how far out the bubble stretches, just how dug in the defenses actually are. Inconspicuous or not, if anybody comes for Vosil Tohir, they’re going to have one hell of a time reaching him.

“Jad.”

He looks, and Steelriver is standing in the doorway off to his right, the entry to a hall running perpendicular to the one where Bell entered.

“Hey, Tom.”

Steelriver motions for Bell to follow him. Bell finishes his not-entirely-awful coffee before setting the mug back in the sink. They start back down the hall.

“Brought me in to give the play-by-play on the capture,” Steelriver says.

“They put you in the room?”

“Nah, but I got to watch the first couple rounds via the monitors. He’s not going down easily.”

“Who’s lead?”

“Some guy from the Company,” Steelriver says. “At least, he’s got the ball today. Name’s Wallford. That’s if you believe it when someone from CIA gives you a name.”

“I may know him.”

“Which would explain why he wants you in there.”

“He try anything?”

“Heatdish? Not yet, but I wouldn’t put it past him. He wasn’t out from surgery and recovered enough to start talking in earnest until yesterday afternoon, and he’s been restless ever since. Like he’s putting himself through his own physical therapy.”

“But he is talking?”

“Oh, he’s talking, but whether he’s saying anything, that’s something else entirely.”

They make a turn, passing another undercover, armed like all the rest, then they come to a stop at the end of the hall, a closed door. Bell takes the moment to pull the keys to his rental out of his pocket and drop them into Steelriver’s hand, who jangles them once in his palm.

“You got me a Mustang.”

“It was nothing.”

“The classic ones are better. This ain’t bad, though.” Steelriver jangles the keys once more, then claps Bell on his shoulder. “Keep your eye on that motherfucker. He’s going to try something.”

Bell knocks twice on the door, then opens it into what was once a spacious living or sitting room and is now the command-and-control for the safe house. Monitors have bred and multiplied in the space, including three flat-screen displays mounted on the far wall and easily another dozen of varying shapes and sizes elsewhere in the room. Images of the house’s exterior, the approaches; some of the cameras static, some of them scanning; all the pictures relayed in high def. He can see Tohir on one of the small screens, in what looks like a bedroom. Another monitor appears to be dedicated to radio traffic, and the whole apparatus is staffed by three more of the ubiquitous undercover agents, and all of them brimming with youth. Bell is starting to feel old.

The three on the monitors don’t spare him a glance, but the remaining three, standing in a cluster at the center of the room, watch him enter. Of them, Bell recognizes Wallford, but it’s the presence of Petra Nessuno that surprises him. He hadn’t thought he’d see her again, ever, and the fact that she’s here throws him for a moment.

“Chief,” he says.

She looks at him with those dark eyes that betray nothing. “Master Sergeant.”

The other one’s a woman, blond, with gravel-gray eyes, who gives him an eyeball and a slight nod before going back to the black three-ring binder she’s got balanced, open, in one hand. Nessuno’s gaze holds on Bell for a second longer, and then she, too, turns her attention to the paperwork. The room has the peculiar funk that comes from too many electronics and too many bodies and not enough fresh air. There are two empty pizza boxes open and discarded on the floor, and the trash can on this side of the monitor table is overflowing with empty bottles of water and Mountain Dew.

“Jad, nice catch.” Jerome Wallford is offering his hand, and Bell takes it. “Good to see you again. Thanks for coming in. So I understand you’ve met the chief. This is Captain Heath.”

The blonde grunts. “Hey.”

“Captain.”

“You know why you’re here?” Wallford asks. He’s got a young, pleasant face, a whip-lean body that makes the suit he’s wearing seem sized wrong, too long at the sleeves, too short at the cuffs. The same grin that Bell remembers from when they last met. It’s the grin that comes with an in joke, and every time Bell sees it, he thinks that Wallford’s the only one who gets the punch line.

“California.”

“That’s where it starts.” Wallford spreads his hands. “This is the line, right? Lee Jamieson, now, sadly, deceased, paid a lot of money to someone to finance a terrorist attack on American soil, i.e., the WilsonVille assault. There are a thousand questions still unanswered, and some of them are damn frightening. We know Heatdish was involved, but if he wasn’t the mastermind behind it all, we need to know who is. That’s just for starters.”

Nessuno looks up from the binder at the two of them. “I’m not sure he knows.”

“He’s not top of the chain?” Bell asks.

“No, though I think he was very close to it. We never got an ID, anything, not even a nickname for the one at the top. We ended up giving him the code-name Echo.”

“How high up was he?”

“Tohir? I can’t say. Criminal enterprise and terrorism blur here. I mean, Tohir was a criminal; it was only ever about the money to him, never politics. He ran everything on a cell structure, like he was running agents. And I’m certain we were being run the same way, from higher up.”

“All that time, you never got anything more?” Wallford asks.

Heath shoots a look that would be complete only with the addition of death beams, but Nessuno either misses it or doesn’t care.

“I asked him three separate times,” Nessuno says. “Once point-blank, just flat out asked, ‘Who do we work for? Is this a government or something else?’ He got angry. He told me not even he knew that, that he didn’t want to know that, and that I shouldn’t want to know that, either. ‘We work for the devil,’ he said. ‘We work for God. We work for money.’ He told me to never ask him again.” 

Something in the way she says it tells Bell it hadn’t been a pleasant conversation, but aside from her frown there’s been nothing in her face and nothing in her voice that he can read.

“Did you know about the WilsonVille plot?” Bell asks. “The thing in California?”

Nessuno glances to Heath before answering. The other woman has lowered the binder, still open, and she moves her head just enough that Nessuno, if not Bell himself, sees her nod.

“I knew enough to send up the balloon about a strike on American soil, and that it’d be a theme park or similar,” Nessuno says. “I knew about an operation in Iran to acquire the plutonium. That was bought, not stolen. Tohir arranged the buy, got it from one of the scientists working at the facility in Chalus. This was last November; we had a meet in Paris at La Trémoille to arrange it.”

“Wait—you were there?” Bell asks.

“My value to Tohir was primarily as a translator. Tohir didn’t like that, by the way; he thought the plutonium overcomplicated things. He said it would’ve been easier and more effective to use cesium or strontium, which is what made me think they planned to use the material in a dirty bomb. I tried following up on that, but the best I got was that it was ‘what the customer ordered.’”

Bell looks at Wallford, and Wallford gives him the in-joke grin. “I know, right? Confirms what we already know, that the attack was supposed to look like the work of Iran or an Iran proxy.”

“Who bought it?” Nessuno asks.

“We’ve got some ideas,” says Wallford. “Captain?”

“What?” Heath snaps the word off like she’s trying to break its back.

“Anything you want to add?”

“I’m still going through the transcript. Wish to God you’d waited until we were here to get started.”

“First couple interviews were only background; this one’s the sell.” Wallford produces an earbud, offers it to Bell. “We’re going to put the chief in your ear. You’ll be her mouth.”

Bell fits the earbud while Wallford moves to the monitor table, uses a radio there to order Tohir moved for interrogation. The flat screens on the wall come to life with a flicker, three angles on a single room with a bare table and a couple of chairs set around it. He sees Nessuno’s attention shift from the binder to the screens, then Heath’s, and then they’re all watching in a silence that’s broken only by the whir of electronics and the measured voices of the men on the monitors.

Then the light in the room on the screens shifts, brightens for a moment before dropping to its previous level, and one of the undercovers that Bell met in the kitchen is there, helping Tohir to a seat. He looks tired, stubble growth on his cheeks, and once in the chair he winces and shifts, trying to accommodate his wounded hip. His clothes are clean.

“Time to meet the mastermind,” Wallford says.

  

They’re taking the stairs down to the cellar when Bell asks, “You going to put her in the room?”

“Which one?” Wallford asks.

“You know which one.”

“Might. Tohir sees the chief sitting opposite him, no telling what that’ll shake loose.”

“I think she’s seen enough of him,” Bell says.

“She’s seen all of him, from what I understand.” 

Bell stops short, and Wallford, ahead of him, stops, too. They’re at the foot of the stairs, and the other two undercovers from the kitchen are standing dead ahead of them, flanking a new door in a new wall, the construction so recent Bell can smell it. A snarl of cables runs from a bundle along one of the support beams overhead, feeding into the newly constructed interrogation room.

“That was a joke, Master Sergeant,” Wallford says.

“I know what it was. You do what she did, then you talk.”

Wallford frowns at him. He’s carrying a black leather portfolio, which he now switches from beneath his arm into his hands. “You’re sweet on her, is that it?”

“What I am is sympathetic to sacrifice. Don’t diminish it.”

“We’re a united front when we get inside.”

“Are we inside?”

“Point taken. We good?”

Bell reaches around to his right hip, draws his .45 from the pancake holster riding there, ignoring Wallford’s rapidly rising eyebrows. Bell drops the magazine, pops the ready round, then offers the whole package to the undercover standing on the hinge side of the door. The man takes it without a word.

“Good to go,” says Bell.

  

“So how’s the hip?” Wallford asks.

Vosil Tohir sits on the other side of a dull gray metal table, a rectangle of industrial design affixed to the floor of the newly built interrogation room by hasps, which are in turn locked down by bolts bored into the concrete. The table, Bell observes, goes with the room. White acoustic tile on the walls and the ceiling, recessed lighting, and two cameras that he can see. The lights all cant away from the entrance, directed at the subject on the other side of the table, and if Tohir weren’t wearing glasses, it would be effective intimidation. As it is, the glare off his lenses does an effective job of concealing his eyes, and the result is a zero-sum game.

“No better than the last time you asked,” Tohir says. His chin moves, indicates Bell. “Who is this?”

Wallford drops his leather portfolio on the table, pulls one of the two chairs on this side out, metal scraping on the concrete floor. Bell takes the other seat.

“Just another one of your fans, Vosil,” Wallford says. He doesn’t look at the man, instead concentrates on drawing out his preparations, runs the zipper around the portfolio slowly. He slides a ballpoint from where it’s held in a loop along the spine, twists it slowly to deploy its point. Flips a page on the pad, begins scribbling.

Bell waits, hands in his lap, watching Tohir, and Tohir sighs, settles his gaze on Bell, returning it. He looks different from the way he did on the plane, in the hangar in Tashkent, the disparity between his face in repose and now not. A handsome face, more European than Asian, but worn with fatigue and, Bell suspects, some pain. If Chain had shattered his hip, there’s no way Vosil Tohir would be sitting anywhere anytime soon, let alone here and now. Bell thinks Tohir got lucky.

There’s a click-click in Bell’s ear, and then Nessuno’s voice, the signal so clear that he suffers the momentary disorientation of believing she is at his shoulder, whispering to him. “Move your right hand to indicate five by five.” 

Bell sets his right palm on the table, shifts it a few centimeters.

“Confirm reading me five by,” Nessuno says. 

“A fan,” Tohir says. He’s still looking at Bell. “Do you want an autograph?”

Bell doesn’t answer, doesn’t smile, doesn’t respond. He figures he’s in the room to play the heavy. With all that in mind, though, Bell doesn’t think he much likes Vosil Tohir. There’s an arrogance to him, remarkable given the circumstances. Or maybe it’s that Nessuno is in his ear, and he’s been thinking about her more than he thinks he should be doing.

“I’m going to cut to the chase here, Vosil,” Wallford says, finally looking up from his open portfolio. He’s wearing his grin. We’re all friends here, except, of course, we’re not.

“Oh, please do.”

“We want who you work for.”

Tohir adjusts his glasses. “Without dinner and a movie first? You think you can just ask me to bend over and I’ll do it, just like that? Speaking of which, where’s Elisabet?”

“Who’s Elisabet?”

Even with the light kicking off Tohir’s glasses, Bell sees him roll his eyes. “You know the answer to that better than I. Who’s Elisabet? She’s the woman I loved. She’s the woman I trusted. She’s the woman who was with me when I was taken and who did not, I note, get shot because she knew the right word to say to your people. Which means she is one of your people. Which means she’s a liar. Which means she’s a whore.”

The voice in Bell’s ear is silent.

“She’s in custody,” Wallford says.

“Is that true? I don’t think that’s true, Jerry.” Tohir spreads his hands, palms up, on the table, looks from Wallford to Bell. “That would not make a lot of sense. She’s here, isn’t she? She would be here, that makes more sense. Watching us? Just to observe this interrogation?”

“You’re maybe a little paranoid,” Wallford says.

Tohir shakes his head, then lifts his chin to face one of the obvious cameras. The movement makes him wince. He raises a hand in greeting, then drops it, and this time puts his attention on Bell.

“She would be here, that makes sense. To verify what I say. To confirm. But can you trust her? Really? I mean, she is an excellent liar. She fooled me, and—not to commend myself or seem arrogant—that’s not an easy thing to do. She fooled me for a long time. She did everything required to fool me. She killed two men, did you know that? One of them, he had to have been an American agent. Did you know that? Never mind that she gave me her body whenever and wherever I wanted it. She’s a woman, after all; it’s what they do. But it makes you wonder, doesn’t it? How can you trust a woman like that?”

Bell doesn’t answer, and neither does Nessuno.

“We’re not here to talk about this Elisabet person, Vosil,” Wallford says.

“No, you’re not.” Tohir glares at Wallford. “But I have something I want to say to her. Just in case she’s listening. Just in case she reads the transcript or watches the video. A message.” He turns back to the same camera as before. “Elisabet, I know what you did to me. You better hope he kills me, because if I live, I will find you, and I will kill you. It will be like it was in Prague, but slower. A thousand times slower.”

“What happened in Prague?” Bell asks.

“Ask her,” Tohir says.

“Are you finished?” Wallford leans forward. “Really, are you finished now, Vosil? Or should I ask one of the guys to get you a ruler so you can see if your dick is still as short as it was when we started?”

“No,” Bell says. “I want to hear about Prague.”

“You don’t,” Nessuno says. “It’s not relevant.” 

Tohir looks hard at Bell, as if trying to determine who he is and why he’s here. “She was tested in Prague. She had to prove herself to me. She passed.”

Wallford taps the table with his pen. “Who do you work for, Vosil?”

Tohir just shakes his head. “I’ve lost track of time. How long has it been since you took me from Tashkent? Since you broke down my door and murdered my men?”

“Call it seventy-two hours, give or take.”

“And this safe house, this place where we are right now, it’s in the United States? That’s too fucking long, Jerry. He knows I’m gone by now, he knows what happened, and he almost certainly knows it was you who took me. Which means he’s looking to find me.”

“What do you mean, he knows who it was who took you?” Bell asks.

“Your government. He has to know. You are military? Were you one of the shooters?”

Bell shakes his head.

Tohir frowns, then it smooths, and he sighs. “It does make things easier, now, doesn’t it?”

“Easier how?”

“I’ve been giving this a lot of thought, as you might imagine. When I’ve been conscious, I should say. There are things I require. Things I want. You give me those things, you promise me those things, and we can deal.”

“You’re coming to the table empty,” Wallford says. “Give us something we can use, a name, something, then we can work a deal.”

“He doesn’t know the name,” Nessuno says. There’s frustration in her voice, and Bell wonders at its source. Every interrogation is a give-and-take, and if there’s impatience on her part, he imagines it as out of character. He suffers no confusion; Elisabet is Nessuno. Until this moment, he’s taken everything Tohir has said about her with enough salt to kill a snail; it’s what he’s expected of the man, to sow confusion and to raise doubt. She had to know it was coming as well as he. “If he knew the name, I would’ve gotten it. You’re wasting time.” 

“Not yet,” Tohir tells Wallford. “I have what you want; you have to give me what I want first. It’s very simple.” 

“He doesn’t know,” Nessuno hisses, but Bell is already speaking even as she says it. 

“But you can’t, can you?” Bell says. “You can’t give us what you don’t have, and you don’t know his name.”

Tohir slowly draws his gaze back to Bell. “She told you that?”

Bell gets up. “This is bullshit, you know it, I know it. He’s scared and he’s caught and he’s got dick. He’ll sell his mother, his children, to get out of this room. He’s got nothing.”

“He’s scared,” Nessuno murmurs. “He always tried to hide it, but Echo terrified him.” 

“Let’s go,” Bell tells Wallford.

Wallford sighs, leans back in his chair to make it scrape again on the concrete floor. He rotates his pen, moves to replace it in the portfolio.

“Wait,” Tohir says.

“For what? To listen to you puff yourself up? To listen to a deal when you’ve got nothing to deal with?” He ignores Tohir, adds to Wallford, “He’s wasting our fucking time.”

“Is that true, Vosil? Is this just you playing make-believe?”

Tohir grimaces, and Bell could believe it’s the man’s hip giving him pain but for the fact that he hasn’t moved. “You are right, I cannot give you what you really want. I cannot give you his name. I cannot tell you where to find him. But I am willing to offer other things. I am willing to offer you what I have, but I cannot do it for free. I cannot—it means my life, do you understand? It means my life, and I wish to keep it. But I can give you other things, important things.”

Wallford waits, then looks to Bell, and Bell takes his seat again.

“Then get fucking started,” he says.

“You must promise me things first,” Tohir says. “You must promise me that I will be moved, that I will be safe. You must do this at once. There isn’t much time, not for any of us.”

“He can reach you here?”

“You have no idea his reach. You have no idea what he is capable of, who he controls, who he has made his own either through deception or coercion or reward.” There is, for a moment, a new note in Vosil Tohir’s voice, and Bell hears it, hears the truth in what Nessuno has said. The man is not simply scared. His fear is mortal, and complete.

“We can protect you,” Wallford says.

“Sincerely, Jerry, really, fuck you. Fuck you in the face. Why aren’t you listening to me?”

“We can—”

“How many people know I am here?” Tohir, agitated, slams his hand on the table. “How many? Do you even know, Jerry? This guy—you, new guy, yours is a new face. How many new faces are in this house right now, at this very moment? How many people know I am here, people in Langley and Bethesda and D.C.? How many, Jerry?”

Wallford hesitates.

“You don’t know, do you? You don’t even fucking know. You’ve already lost count. That is why you cannot protect me.”

“We know how to keep a secret,” Wallford says.

Tohir laughs, bitterly amused. “No, you don’t. Your head of CIA couldn’t keep it secret that he was fucking his biographer. You have contractors hiding in Russian airports, selling their secrets to China. You don’t know how to keep a secret, not one of you does. Elisabet, she knew how to keep a secret. Ask her how to do it, you stupid fuck. Listen to me, you must move me, you must do it now.” 

“He scares you that much?” Bell asks. “This guy, this name you don’t even know?”

“He fucking terrifies me, new guy. He should terrify you, too, but you’re too stupid, too blind, to understand. You’d shit yourself now, right here, if you knew what I knew.”

“There are no secrets,” Nessuno murmurs. 

“There are no secrets,” Bell says.

“Yes! Yes, this, exactly this!” Tohir nods, points, leans forward, wincing yet again. “The man you want, the man who controlled me, I met him only once face-to-face, it was years ago, years ago. Do you understand now what I am telling you? Are you getting this?”

“I understand.”

“He could’ve changed his face, he could’ve fucking changed his gender for all I know. He could be in this house, he could be you.”

“Not me.”

“Which is what he would say, is it not? The only reason I dare believe you is that I know how he works, that he will not dirty his hands if he can at all help it. That is why he needed me. What he does better than anyone else, better than you snakes at CIA, is make others dirty their hands for him.”

“How?” Wallford asks.

“The same fucking way you do; don’t be naive. Christ. He has two powers, Jerry. He has reach, and he has information, and with those two things he can make almost anyone do almost anything. It is no different from what you do, what your government does, what everyone around the world strives to do. He buys what he can, and if it is not for sale, he takes it, either through extortion or force or both.”

“If he has an agent, a sleeper, someone who knows where you are, and you can tell us—”

“I would have already! Jesus Christ, don’t you hear me, Jerry? I don’t know who he has, I only know that he does, and I know it as surely as I know you fuckers shot me, as surely as I know Elisabet lied to me. You must move me, you must move me at once. Someplace secure, someplace hidden. Put me in chains, drug me, whatever you require, but you must limit the people who know. You must learn to keep a secret. Only the people you can trust most, and even then, you must be certain.” 

Bell shakes his head. “If he has all this reach, why are you even here? Why didn’t you know we were coming? If he has all this reach, why don’t you already have a bullet in your head?”

“New guy.” Tohir looks at him with patent disappointment. “It’s coming. This is what I’m saying, listen, fuck you, listen to me! He doesn’t want to free me. He doesn’t have a choice now. He knows you have me and he knows I am talking to you right now, because he knows it is my only option. I still breathe because he hasn’t done it yet. Why do you have me at all? Because you got fucking lucky. You had Elisabet, and she gave me to you, and that’s all. You got lucky. Your good fortune and my bad. But that is not enough; it will run out. It is running out even now. He will find me and he will kill me. He’ll kill everyone here if he has to.” 

“That doesn’t sound smart,” Bell says. “That sounds insane.”

“No, not insane. Pragmatic.”

“And if we just leave you here?” Wallford asks.

“Don’t insult me, don’t bluff with me. I have told you I am willing to trade. You want what I have.”

“We may not actually need you.”

“You do. You have nothing without me.”

“We have Chalus,” Bell says. “We have La Trémoille.”

“Yes, because the lying cunt told you, of course. And you know how I take my coffee and that I enjoyed fucking her ass and that I have an aversion to avocado. You know some names I deal with, even some names I’ve used. You know lots of little things, and all of it equals nothing, because it is all in the past, and the past is gone. I see the future.”

“Then give us a prediction.”

“I’ll give you a prophecy, how about that, new guy? I’ll give you a prophecy, and once you get me fucking out of this fucking not-safe house, I’ll give you more. How about that?”

“We’re listening.”

“The theme park, WilsonVille, it was the primary job, but there was a contingency in place. The same thing, but different.”

“Explain.”

“No. No, that is all I give right now. You stopped the thing in California because Elisabet knew enough to warn you. And after this you will go to her and you will ask her what else she knows, and she will tell you she knows nothing, and you will not know whether to believe her or not. But in this, she will be telling the truth, she will not know. But I know, and I can warn you.”

“That’s not enough,” Wallford says. “We need a proof, Vosil.”

“July twenty-eighth, Lufthansa one-six-nine-seven, Prague to Munich, connecting with Lufthansa four-ten, Munich to Kennedy. You are looking for a passenger by the name of Zein.”

“And why are we looking for him?”

“No; you answer that yourself. Then you move me, you make me disappear, you take me someplace truly safe, someplace nobody knows about. Someplace secure. You do that, I will give you more, I will give you the rest, every detail of the operation, the timetable, all of it. But I would do it quickly, Jerry. I’d put it at the top of your to-do list, I’d do it right fucking now.”

“Zein,” Wallford says, noting it down. “Is that a surname or—”

“No. We’re done. My hip hurts. And you’re wasting time.”





Chapter Eleven

IN SEVENTEEN YEARS with the Loudoun County sheriff’s department, Deputy Martin Loughridge had never, not once, seen anything like it. 

Which is not to say he’d never seen a corpse before, or even corpses made that way through violent means. It wasn’t to say he hadn’t rolled up on his fair share of MVAs in the past, either, seen the damage a drunk driver could do, seen the fates of teenagers who’d thought their seat belts were only an option. He still carried memories of the three-car accident he’d been first on the scene to, four dead, including a little girl all of three.

That had been heartbreak.

This was akin to horror.

  

He’d been pouring himself coffee from his Thermos, just seated in his ride outside the Old Lucketts Store, window rolled down and facing south, toward the community center, waiting for dawn and the end of the shift. Summer nights and kids staying out late, and there’d been some recent vandalism reported in the area, so he’d finished his latest circuit and figured he’d take his break here, just keep an eye on things. In another hour, the hamlet would begin to rouse itself, and shortly thereafter he’d roll back to base and clock out to allow the morning shift to come on and deal with the commuters, the fender benders. Like most nights in his patrol sector, Loughridge’s was a preventative presence rather than a reactive one.

“Unit twelve, we’ve got a report of gunshots out by Christ Church on Stumptown Road.”

He shifted his coffee, almost spilling it, took the handset. “Responding.”

“Ten-four.”

He rolled without siren but with his lights, took it fast, heading west out of Lucketts, trying to keep an open mind. He wasn’t worried, and he wasn’t particularly anxious, because he wasn’t expecting to find anything. Reports of gunfire were more common than people thought, especially in the summer, when a string of firecrackers could be mistaken for the sound of a weapon by those who couldn’t tell the difference. And there was nothing, but nothing, out by Christ Church except, well, Christ Church and a couple of farms. Long, broad stretches of fields broken by stands of trees, exactly the kind of place kids would end up when they stayed out too late and got up to some mischief.

So it was mischief he was expecting when his cruiser flattened out of the bend, coming down the very easy slope of Stumptown Road toward the intersection with 663. Then his lights hit the cars in the middle of the road, and he saw the figures and the damage. The car in the front was a Ford, its windshield all but missing, a puddle of radiator fluid and the last wisps of smoke or steam rising from its front end. Where his headlights hit it, he could see a hole the size of a man’s fist through the car’s grille.

There were three men that he could see, one of them on his knees, doing something on the ground, the two others standing over him, and they were holding weapons, they were holding fucking submachine guns. Loughridge stomped his brakes, sent his remaining coffee sloshing, and stared at them for a second as they seemed to stare back. Then he grabbed the radio.

“This is unit twelve, intersection of Stumptown and six sixty-three. I have an MVA and three armed suspects. Need backup.”

“Marty, what?”

“Three of them, they’ve got submachine guns.”

Then he was out of his car and drawing his own weapon. Abstractly, he knew it wasn’t a very smart thing to do, to match his Glock against two, maybe three, submachine guns, but after the fact he understood it had been intuition telling him he’d be safe. The two on their feet, yes, they’d had their weapons to hand, but neither had made a move other than to watch his approach, and some part of him understood that he was safe with them.

“Loudoun County sheriff’s department,” Loughridge said behind his weapon. “Hold it right there. Drop your weapons.”

The one closest to him, the taller of the two standing, raised one empty hand and with his other set his submachine gun on the furrowed hood of the Ford. Loughridge took another half dozen steps forward, and as he did he cleared enough angle
























































































Chapter Eighteen

JORDAN WEBBER-HAYDEN holds the gun in her hand and waits for the woman and her child to return home. 

The gun is a Walther PPQ M2 and holds eleven rounds, one of them chambered and ready. She bought it within an hour of her conversation with her Lover from a gun store in Alexandria, along with a box of .40 S&W ammunition, using her ID. As Virginia requires neither a waiting period nor a permit for the purchase of a handgun, the longest part of the transaction was when the gentleman selling her the weapon had to call ATF to run her Form 4473. The check came back clean, the way she knew it would, because Jordan Webber-Hayden has never been convicted of a felony, has never done anything that would prevent her from lawfully possessing a firearm. She was back on the Capital Beltway within thirty minutes of entering the store, heading west toward I-95.

Jordan flexes her fingers around the grip, reawakening the memory of weapons training almost a decade old. It’s coming back faster than she’d have thought, the weapon already familiar in her hand.

She checks the clock on the microwave against the one on her wrist. It’s seven minutes to three in the afternoon, and from what her Lover has said, she can expect the woman and the girl to return shortly after five. She has just over two hours.

Two hours to consider what it is he wants her to do.

Two hours in which she could just walk away, leave everything behind, and not ruin the three lives she knows she is about to destroy.

  

It had been easier than she’d expected, getting into the house.

She’d found the place without difficulty. Her Lover had given her the address, and upon arriving Jordan had parked down the block, on the opposite side of the street. She’d killed the engine and pulled out her smartphone and spent the next twenty minutes pretending to look at that and not the street, the whole time watching the house and the traffic. There was almost no traffic at all, and nothing in the way of movement from the house.

Satisfied, she’d started the engine once more, driven away, turned, turned again, and ultimately parked four blocks away. She’d unpacked the Walther, loaded it, tucked it into her waistband at the small of her back, where her shirt would cover it, then gotten out of the car and taken her time with the walk.

When she reached the house, she’d headed straight to the front door and knocked as if she were expected. There’d been no answer, also as expected. She’d already noted the alarm-company decal on the window, peered through the glass to see the panel on the wall in the front hall, a single green light shining. She’d taken that to mean the system was working but not armed.

The garage was to her left, so she went around the side without pause, then through an unlatched gate and into the backyard, where she’d found the back door to the garage unlocked. Inside was everything one would expect, up to and including a workbench and a dust-covered Bowflex machine. The adjoining door into the house had been locked.

She had no lock picks, but she did have the tools from the bench, and for the next seven minutes she worked carefully and slowly, consciously trying to avoid marring the plate or the knob with any telltale scratches. Then the lock had surrendered, and she opened the door with her heart climbing, waiting for the trill of the alarm that never came.

There’d been a roll of old duct tape on the workbench, and she’d taken that, then locked the door behind her.

  

Jordan checks her watch again.

It’s now three minutes to four, and there has been no sound from the garage. She moves the Walther from her right hand to her left, picks up the mask she’s made from the watch cap she found in the front closet. It’s not a ski mask, but there were scissors in one of the kitchen drawers, and it was easy enough to cut the eyeholes. With its edges pulled down, it’s big enough to cover her chin. She fingers the mask, pokes her fingers through the holes she’s made for her eyes. She wonders if she should’ve cut one for her mouth.

She considers wiping down the scissors, going back through the house, and clearing her prints from every surface she’s touched, but it’s not a pressing concern; Jordan Webber-Hayden has never been arrested, never once had her fingerprints on file.

It’s a nice house, Jordan thinks. She wanders out of the kitchen, gun still in one hand, the mask now in the other, and into a comfortable family room with a big-screen television and a stereo stack. In another ground-floor room is a home office, bills and paperwork of everyday life. She thinks it’s peaceful here. She could live in a house like this. She heads upstairs, steps into the master bedroom. It’s very Laura Ashley, but a little off, and Jordan imagines money is tight in this home, but they’re making do with what they can. She takes a moment to look at the photographs in their frames on the dresser, at this family of three. There’s an adjoining master bathroom, and she notes the abundance of feminine products, the lack of masculine ones. She checks out the other bedroom on the floor, this belonging to the child. It’s a bedroom on the cusp, transitioning from childhood to adolescence.

She wonders if she and her Lover will ever make children. Until this moment, she has never considered it, and she is self-aware enough to know that she is thinking this now because of what she is here to do. She wants children, she realizes, and though they have never spoken of it, she feels, absolutely, that her Lover does not. He is her Lover; he is not a husband.

She heads back down the stairs, wondering about what might have been. She does not have to do this, she tells herself.

Then she hears the garage door opening, the grinding of the motor, the sound of the car. She puts the mask on and steps around the corner to the hall, out of sight. Jordan hears their voices before the door is open. They’re talking about dinner. The door falls closed, heavy, pushed, and the woman passes the open archway to the hall, not six feet from where Jordan is standing, a bag of groceries in her arm, sliding her purse down her other arm, sets both on the counter together. Her keys clatter on the tile. She’s shorter than Jordan, and older, in her late thirties or even early forties, black hair in a bob, a little on the heavy side. Jordan thinks her clothes are like the decor in the master bedroom—trying too hard.

“Go get cleaned up,” the woman says. “I’ll have dinner ready in fifteen minutes.”

The girl rounds the corner into the hall and sees Jordan and for a moment she has no idea what she’s looking at. From what her Lover said, Jordan knows the girl is twelve, but like her mother, she’s dressing to be something she isn’t.

The moment of shock breaks, the girl starts to take a step back, starts to open her mouth. Jordan moves forward before she can, takes hold of her by the throat, points the gun in her face. Pushes the girl back into the kitchen.

There’s the sound of glass shattering, and a strangled cry, and Jordan sees the woman turning away, lunging for the far counter.

“Don’t,” Jordan says.

The woman doesn’t listen, spins back around, the biggest knife from the rack in her hand. She’s holding it wrong, Jordan can see that, but even wrong, it can still kill her. The woman holds the blade out, the cooking island now between her and Jordan and the girl.

“Let her go!” the woman says. “You fucking let her go or I will kill you.”

Jordan considers this. She needs them alive to do what her Lover requires, at least for now. In her hand, she can feel the girl shaking.

“Drop the knife,” Jordan says.

“Fuck you! I will end you! Let my daughter go!”

Jordan releases the girl, and the girl recoils, both her hands going to her throat. The moment she’s clear, her mother is moving, the knife high, and Jordan pivots inside the strike, slams her left forearm across the woman’s jaw, snapping her head back. The woman staggers, tries to right herself, and Jordan hits her in the face again, this time with her elbow. The woman hits the counter, collapses to the floor, landing hard on her behind, the knife clattering away. Blood is flowing from her nose and mouth.

In her periphery, Jordan sees the girl start to move, and she turns, bringing the Walther up again. The girl freezes, one arm already extended. Jordan points to the roll of duct tape on the counter.

“Take that, start tearing strips,” Jordan says.

She’s about to add that she doesn’t want to hurt them, either of them, when pain blasts along her right leg, out from the side of her knee, and she’s falling, has to put her free hand out to catch herself. She twists just as the woman kicks at her again, and the blow misses the joint and lands on the inside of Jordan’s thigh.

Jordan jerks back, trying to keep her feet, sees the woman is now pulling herself up, the blood still running from her nose. The girl is moving, too, again going for the knife on the floor, and in the way that adrenaline makes such realizations clear, Jordan thinks the girl is being stupid, that it would be much quicker to just grab another knife from the rack.

Jordan also thinks that this was not at all what she had planned.

The woman is charging at her, heedless of the gun, or perhaps realizing that Jordan doesn’t want to shoot them, or perhaps not caring for anything but the safety of her daughter. There’s no time to get out of the way, and Jordan tries to twist with the impact. The woman is heavy and has velocity, and together she and Jordan smash into the kitchen table. Both the woman’s hands are on Jordan’s wrist, fighting for control of the gun.

“Callie!” the woman says. “Run!”

Jordan punches with her left, the way she was taught by the man in Singapore, her fourth teacher. She hits the woman in the side, hears her grunt, hits her again twice more in the same place, and the woman’s weight changes as her legs go weak. Jordan uses her knee, slams it into the woman’s crotch, and the grip around her wrist slips, and she shoves, hard, and the woman again hits the floor.

The girl, Callie, is halfway down the front hall.

Jordan points the Walther at the woman on the floor.

“You open that door and I will kill your mother,” Jordan says.

The girl skids to a halt, one arm extended, already reaching for the door.

“You open that door, I will kill your mother,” Jordan says. “I will do it.”

The girl doesn’t move.

On the floor, the woman, Callie’s mother, says, “Run, baby.” The words come out on a wet wheeze.

“I will do it,” Jordan says. She says this quite calmly, despite her racing heart and the ache in her right knee and the swirl of thoughts all saying that she should not be here, that she should have walked away, that she cannot fail at this, she cannot fail her Lover. “I don’t want to do it, but I will.”

The girl’s hand is on the doorknob now.

“I don’t want to hurt either of you. I don’t want to kill either of you. But if you open that door, I’ll do it. You’ll make me do it.”

“Lying,” Callie’s mother says.

“No,” Jordan says. “Trust me.”

Callie’s hand drops. Her body sags. She turns around, looks at Jordan with an expression of hopeless confusion.

On the floor, Jordan hears her mother release a single, agonized sob.

“Come over here,” Jordan says.

Callie comes over.

“Why are you doing this?” the girl asks. It’s plaintive, almost bewildered. “What do you want?”

“I want you to call your dad,” Jordan says.
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