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Playing with fire . . .

“Look, I get that you needed a break after 9/11,” Harry said. “But burying yourself back of beyond for more than a decade? Way too long. The world hasn’t gotten any safer. We need you.”

“I didn’t do my job right. I had to get out of the way.”

His fists clenched. “God, Casey. I can’t bear to watch you waste all that talent.”

“I can’t bear to do what I did before.”

 “You can’t bear to do what you do so well.” Harry bit off his words. “Yet you’re back with that goddam Viking vigilante. Gearing up to talk to Bella on his behalf concerning a subject you won’t disclose. Why him and not us?”

“I’ve turned him down half a dozen times in the past ten years. But this is a whole different thing. Trust me.”

“I might trust you. But I don’t trust him. And you have a blind spot where he’s concerned.”

He put a hand on my arm and leaned in.

“Looks to me like you’ve come in from the cold so you can play with fire.”

#  #  #
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By noon on 9/11, State was no longer in the counterterrorism racket.

We had no handlers in the field, no local Joes passing us secrets, no remote-controlled sabotage devices.

Other intelligence agencies let us come to the table because they hoped we were right when we said we were smarter than the bad guys.

On 9/11, they laughed us out of the room.

Some of my colleagues protested. Their explanations didn’t change their fates.

Like the rest of us, they were quietly posted to diplomatic backwaters far from Foggy Bottom.

Seventh-floor thinking was that if our failure was less visible to Congress, State Department funding would not be drastically slashed.

Human resources suggested strongly that I put my intelligence analysis career on hold and resume the admin duties I’d originally signed up for.

I’d been a first-time budget officer at the Warsaw embassy when I fell in love with a Polish double agent.

It was 1986, three years before the Cold War ended and terrorists targeting Westerners were holed up behind the Iron Curtain where we couldn’t get at them.

Stefan Krajewski could. He was part of the Polish spy apparatus though he secretly worked for the Danes. He’d drawn me into his arms and his fight against terrorism.

After I finished up in Poland, I did my bit mostly from the US.

When Stefan was murdered in 2000, I lost the heart for it. After the twin towers tumbled to the ground, I knew I’d lost my touch, too.

I did what human resources wanted.

I went back to admin.

For more than a decade, I’ve divided my time between Port Moresby and Colombo and other former Brit colonial capitals accustomed to clapped-out civil servants drinking their way to retirement.

Dhaka’s my home at the moment. In a midget embassy, I handle little management problems.

Local staff get their pay hikes, American Foreign Service Officers get their perks, and buildings are up to code. I pride myself that the smoke alarms in all government housing work perfectly.

One helpless bachelor admin assistant in the political section called me at nine o’clock last night because he set off his alarm. I drove over to his place and removed the battery.

Munched on charred popcorn and sipped herbal tea with him and his cats until the smoke cleared. Reinserted and tested the battery before I left.

One thing’s for damn sure. Nobody else will die on my watch.

I’m no wonder woman. Still, I do my best to harden the target.

Luckily, Americans in Dhaka, Bangladesh are not high on the terrorist hit-list.

But none of us who work abroad are safe. This week, our embassy in Malaysia warned folks to stay off one of the main streets in Kuala Lumpur.

Claimed they had credible information regarding a potential terrorist act. Apparently arising from the arrest last month of several militants connected to the Islamic State.

KL is sixteen hundred miles from Dhaka. Four hours by plane. A decent distance.

Nothing to get excited about.

I haven’t been excited for a long time. Could be why, at the close of my dry-as-dust workday, I’m thirsty as hell.

This September evening, I claim my usual small wicker table in the American Club of Dhaka, five minutes late for the start of happy hour.

Above me, the slowly turning overhead fan slaps humid air so gently it doesn’t disturb a strand of my gray-blond hair.

Before 9/11, I hadn’t served in south Asia. Few things I encounter in Bangladesh force me to recall my former life.

The local cuisine smells and tastes new. Some vegetation looks vaguely familiar, but gardening has never been my thing.

It’s the damn overhead fan that ambushes me. The play of air on bare skin takes me back to steamy nights on my first assignment in Central America when I was young, idealistic, and horny.

I am none of those now. When the fan’s slapping blades sing their siren song, I shut down my hearing.

I inhale a deep breath and smell tomatoes and garlic.

Saved by a nose.

Wednesdays, the club hosts its weekly spaghetti feed. The Bangladeshi sauce tastes different every week. I try to guess what they’ve added. Black cumin is my favorite. Cashews were interesting but didn’t go as well with tomatoes.

Wicker squeaks when I settle into the floral-patterned cushions on the chair, my back to the wall.

An old habit I stick with. A good view of the entrance is useful for an admin officer, too. Makes it easier to avoid any disgruntled government employee trying to interrupt happy hour with a complaint.

A gay red cloth tops the table and I trace the gaudy blue and gold design with a fingertip, enjoying the silky feel. The cloth was embroidered by a Bangladeshi woman skilled in needlework.

Legions of the less-skilled churn out cheap ready-to-wear for the Western world. I saw my first garment industry sweatshop in war-torn El Salvador.

Two decades later, conditions in Dhaka have not improved.

Piecing together clothing is as dangerous in the developing world as it was in Manhattan during the early 1900s when one hundred and forty-six women died at the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory.

The Dhaka women made the unstructured white cotton blazer I wear over my T-shirt and slacks to signal that I’m an admin officer who has her act together. The yellow curry stain lurking in a crevice on my rolled-up sleeve undercuts the message.

To say I give a shit would be overstating my enthusiasm for putting up a good front. 

Luckily, no droplets of sauce landed on the page I was reading in A Passage to India.

Lunching at my desk, I always have a book in front of me. I try hard to protect it, too.

I glance toward the bar, searching for the pudgy bartender. The man’s Bangla name means “victorious in war.”

Most of my colleagues shorten it to an American-sounding nickname. I think he deserves better.

I trained myself to say all three syllables. At this moment, though, Samarjit is not in sight.

My eyes narrow and I feel my forehead throb. My daily gin dose is overdue.

Movement near the entrance draws my eye.

A stooped senior citizen limps toward me. The oldster wears a blue and white seersucker suit that looks more worn-out than he is.

The face is bonier than I remember and the skin on his cheeks veers from reddish-brown to pearly-white.

The white mane has shrunk and thinned, leaving an equally marbled bald spot atop his head and a wispy fringe on the sides.

The man has not aged well. Still, I recognize him.

Not that recalling his name is much of a feat.

Three times last week, Holger Sorensen tried to get in touch with me. I didn’t respond.

Today, he’s here.

And bored as I am, I won’t be able to stop myself from asking why.
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Raising a hand with the index finger pointed at my heart, the battered Dane growled, “Kathryn.”

The sound hit me like a jab to the chest. Holger was the only person left alive who used my given name.

I hardened my sore heart.

When Holger began a conversation that way, a command would follow.

Though not immediately. The crafty old spymaster took his time getting to that point. 

Moving closer, Holger added, “I see you need a beer.”

“No beer,” I retorted. 

I corrected the man’s unchanged view of me.

“In this climate,” I continued, “quinine and Vitamin C are essential. You can order me a Blue Sapphire and Schweppes with an extra twist of lime. I’d enjoy a friendly drink with you. But you have to stop the Kathryn business.”

 Frowning, he settled noisily into the chair across from me. He turned his face toward the bar and raised that imperious hand again.

Samarjit had reappeared and his round face was split by a smile that showed more gleaming white teeth than usual. Perhaps the sound of me sparring with Holger amused my friend.

“I’d like a pint of your best India Pale Ale,” Holger called to him. “And bring Miss Collins her usual.”

I laughed. “This your idea of slipping unnoticed into the local scene? Dressing and drinking and acting proper like a pukka sahib?”

I’d lifted the term for a nose-in-the-air European from my reading.

“Perhaps I am a little out of date.” Holger gave me a gentle smile. “Casey.”

“Better.” I smiled approval.

I liked how my nickname sounded in Holger’s clipped Danish-accented English.

And I liked that he’d done as I asked. Perhaps he’d mellowed.

The bartender strolled over. He wore a pristine white Eton jacket, the link closure embedded in the softness of his jolly belly.

My parasol-topped gin-and-tonic looked particularly appealing on the silver salver he balanced on one open palm.

Samarjit’s sleeve cuff fell back as he placed our glasses on the table. The warm brown skin on his hands continued up his pudgy arms and matched his smooth cheeks. His grin made those cheeks rounder.

Winking one dark eye at me, he set a gleaming bowl of cocktail peanuts on the table, closer to me than to Holger.

After a short night and a long day spent caring for others, Samarjit’s kindness felt like a caress.

As he slipped quietly away, I raised my glass to Holger. “Thanks.”

“You are most welcome.” He returned the salute, raising a pint glass filled with tawny liquid.

A beautiful sight. India Pale Ale had been among my favorites. The taste had many memories attached. I no longer ordered it.

I swallowed a satisfying mouthful of my G&T and eyed my visitor.

The dress shirt beneath his suit jacket was so thin, its color appeared more flesh than white and his clip-on bowtie was askew.

Holger had been a colonel in the Danish army when we last worked together. The military spit-and-polish was missing. He wasn’t traveling on official business.

“What brings you to Dhaka?” I asked.

“I have a pressing matter I must discuss with you.” He shrugged. “You didn’t answer my calls or my email. I had no choice.”

I dropped a shoulder, half-heartedly mimicking his shrug. “I’ve been busy.”

“I can see that.” He waved a bony hand to take in the club. “Pleasant place.”

To Holger, pleasant was a synonym for dull.

“Suits me.” I sampled the nuts, salt and oil perfectly balancing my drink’s tart fizziness.

“I’m sure your life is more exciting,” I continued. “Denmark is having so much fun jabbing pointy sticks at the Russian bear. Your former prime minister has NATO forces massed on Putin’s borders.”

“Our man has stopped playing soldier,” Holger said. “Hopefully, the new General Secretary has a better grasp of history.”

“He hasn’t demonstrated it yet.” My laugh was sour. “That recent NATO exercise in Latvia—what’d they call it? Operation Saber Rattling?”

“Operation Saber Strike.” Holger cupped his beer glass in both hands and stared at it gloomily. “Rattling would be more accurate. I had no part in its planning.”

“Of course not.” I stared pointedly at the liver spots dotting the backs of his hands. “At your age, surely you’re retired from the Danish Defence Intelligence Service?”

“Technically. Though I still consult with them.” He glanced at me. “At the moment, the operation of greater concern to me is Fox Hunt.”

I read the English-language press online every day. I understood the reference, but Holger’s hint made no sense.

Western intelligence services had no obvious reason to track Operation Fox Hunt. A team of Chinese law enforcement agents had spread out across the globe to hunt down and repatriate former Chinese officials who’d absconded with government funds.

I couldn’t imagine how this manhunt connected me and Holger.

“Why should I be interested in Fox Hunt?” I asked.

“Because of this policewoman.”

He pulled out a smartphone, punched up a photo, and passed it over.

The shot captured a woman in her late twenties. She wore ultra-tight black running shorts, the kind made from miracle fabric and touted as second-skin-fit. Calf muscles bulged in her tan legs and her gray low-top sneakers matched a close-fitting tank top.

The bib pinned to her midriff was dark-blue and the white number had five digits. She ran on pavement edged by a long looping chain draped between ornamental posts. A marina, perhaps, the chain to prevent passersby from falling into the seawater five feet below.

Behind the runner loomed the Golden Gate Bridge, rust-red against a charcoal sky.

The woman’s slender legs were extended, her arms balancing her stride. Racing in what might be last summer’s San Francisco Marathon, she radiated energy.

I studied her. Long black hair snagged back in a ponytail, smooth skin slick with sweat, lips parted. No classic beauty, but prominent cheekbones made her face striking.

Looking at her made the back of my neck itch. I was no runner. I was always intrigued by people who’d mastered skills I hadn’t.

I tightened my grip on the phone to stop myself from scratching. I didn’t want Holger to note my interest.

“In the West,” he continued, “she calls herself May Lee. She’s one of the hunters.”

I raised my glass and clinked the lonely cubes to signal I needed a refill. My eyes on the bar, I asked, “What’s May Lee done to interest you?”

“She’s taken certain actions to which I do not wish to draw official attention.”

“Official attention from whom?” I asked idly.

When he didn’t answer, I moved my gaze from the bar to him.

Holger’s faded gray eyes were trained on me. He’d told me all he thought I needed to know. He expected I’d work out the rest.

I couldn’t resist the challenge.

“May Lee took those actions while in the US. You want someone there to stop her. But you can’t proceed via your usual channels. You need an American who can help you informally.”

I shoved the phone to his side of the table. “Sorry, I can’t point you toward anyone. I’m too far out of the loop. I don’t know who’s doing what back home.”

“I doubt you are as poorly-informed as you claim. Though I see one development has escaped your notice.” He used his index finger to push the phone back to me.

“Click down one,” he said.

I had to look at his next picture.

The shot was of the same woman. She was clear-eyed, dry-skinned, glossy black hair loose and framing those elegant cheekbones. This time the Transamerica pyramid was the backdrop and the sun was shining.

The twenty-nine-year-old white male standing beside her was a head taller. He’d tilted his face to look down at May Lee. The sunlight set his thick red hair aflame.

His expression was so tender, my eyes filled with tears.

My godson had fallen in love with a foreign agent.

I brushed the teardrops away with my knuckles and looked up at Holger.

He’d hooked me. I expected to see triumph on his face.

All I found was compassion.

“I have to talk to him,” I whispered. “Tell him how much trouble he’s in.”

“Yes,” Holger murmured. “This is a subject on which you speak with authority.”

“Too much authority,” I agreed. “I’ll have to break Woody’s heart.”

I fumbled a hanky out of my pocket and blew my nose.

Holger was meticulous. He wouldn’t have assumed I’d take his bait. But he’d be prepared if I did.

Lifting my chin, I met his gaze.

“Tell me how you want me to do this.”
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Four hours later, Holger and I took off from Dhaka’s international airport. We’d arrive in the US at eight-thirty-five on Thursday morning, east coast time.

The old man had upgraded us so he’d be able to sleep. Our carrier was rated one of the world’s ten best airlines for long haul business class. The wide, soft seats folded down into full-length beds.

I was more interested in the personal minibar separating our seats. Holger had hustled me away from the American Club before I finished drinking.

I’d had time only to get the ambassador’s approval of my request for emergency leave, change out of my tired admin outfit, and pack my soft-sided carry-on with enough clothes to last me a week.

I was thirsty and the minibar was calling to me. Before I could open it, a perfectly made-up woman in her twenties materialized beside me.

She wore a khaki skirt-suit with a faint pinstripe. Her lipstick matched the crimson piping on her collar and the red velvet tie holding her dark hair in a twist at the back of her neck.

I was glad I’d ditched my stained jacket and replaced my white slacks with new designer blue jeans. Clean and wrinkle-free in my sporty Liz Claiborne Henley blouse, I could fake self-assurance, always tough for me in the presence of the immaculately groomed.

The spiffy flight attendant tilted a sweating bottle inquiringly. The label read Moët & Chandon Brut Impérial.

I croaked out, “Yes, please.”

Holger settled for a measured nod, as if bestowing a blessing. He was a Lutheran minister as well as a military officer. Gestures from his Sunday job spilled over into his weekday life.

Our lovely attendant placed two flutes on the console, poured bubbly into both, and promised to return with appetizers.

I felt pampered and valuable.

Something tight and hard in my chest began to uncoil. My hands and feet tingled, as if they’d been asleep and were coming awake.

I was racing through the night, across half a world, to rescue someone I loved from danger.

The adrenaline surge was familiar. Lights seemed brighter, odors sharper, sounds more distinct.

The seats nearest us were unoccupied and the luxurious room-like space felt private. I was ready to take a stab at prying Holger’s tight lips apart.

A tough job. The old spymaster revealed information on a strict need-to-know basis. I had no role in whatever campaign he’d mounted against China’s Operation Fox Hunt and the woman known as May Lee.

He’d invited me along only to play a small part in the Woody sideshow. He’d reveal as little as possible about that main event.

Leaning toward him, I asked softly, “What happens after we clear passport control at Dulles?”

He smiled, inclined his head my way, and motioned me closer.

Sipping chilled champagne, our heads tilted so our foreheads were only two inches apart, Holger told me we’d be checking into an airport hotel. He had to update his dossier on May Lee before we proceeded further. DC was a “convenient” base from which to access his sources.

“While I do that,” he concluded, “You will meet with Isabella and discuss how to deal with Woody. She knows him best, after all.”

Whoever taught Holger his manners must’ve frowned on shortening Christian names. When Holger said Isabella, he meant Woody’s mother. Bella Hinton.

I squirmed in my seat. Holger didn’t know that Bella and I weren’t speaking.

“I doubt she’ll agree to see me,” I said.

Holger raised a bushy eyebrow. “What, you two have had a disagreement?”

“That’s one way of putting it,” I muttered.

The flight attendant returned with a basket of warm pita. I spotted a small dish of hummus, green beans sautéed in olive oil, and a bowl filled with the grilled eggplant and tahini spread called baba ganoush.

Garlic scented the air.

I forked up beans and savored the spices. Beneath the garlic and olive oil, I detected pepper, cinnamon, cloves, nutmeg, and coriander.

“You don’t need me to contact Bella.” I pointed my empty fork at Holger and went on the offensive. “You talk to her.”

“That would accomplish nothing.” Holger filled a pita wedge with baba ganoush and chewed slowly. “Isabella doesn’t trust me. As you are well aware.”

Reminding me of a critical remark Bella’d made to me and I’d foolishly repeated to him.

“She said that years ago,” I pointed out.

“Isabella’s view of me hasn’t altered. She is more likely to accept your assessment of this situation. Hopefully, you can persuade her to work with you. She has access to useful resources.”

I sampled the hummus and smacked my lips thoughtfully before continuing.

“You think she knows about Woody and May Lee?”

“Unlikely.” Holger sniffed. “She’d have forced them apart. After all, their relationship threatens her livelihood, too.”

Bella’s damn livelihood. Her new job was why we didn’t talk. I’d have to deal with that issue before she’d discuss Woody with me.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll go see her.”

Shifting in my seat, I broke eye contact. “But before I do, I need answers to a couple of questions.”

“Tell me what you want to know,” Holger said. “Perhaps I can help.”

“Sorry. I prefer to access one of my other sources.”

Bella’s old words hung in the air between us. I was pretty sure his brain was repeating them along with mine.

The Great Dane thinks he's got a God-given right to lie his ass off to you.

Holger shrugged. “Do what you feel you must.”

“You can count on that.”

The stewardess reappeared with the dinner menu. I ordered the grilled lamb. Soothed by the gourmet food and a few glasses of what the wine list termed “an eminently drinkable” French merlot, I closed my eyes and fretted over Woody.

Woody Hinton, my godson.

His mother, Bella Hinton, had been regional security officer in the Warsaw embassy while I was there. She became my best friend.

During the Cold War, Americans weren’t allowed to fraternize with Poles, a rule Bella turned into a T-shirt slogan: SLEEP NATO.

Not that she obeyed those two words any better than I had.

Bella’s Polish lover was a jazz drummer. We’d Americanized his unpronounceable name into Woody Woodchuck. He’d left Warsaw before she realized she was pregnant.

She chose single motherhood and she was four months gone when Chernobyl dusted her with radioactive fallout. For other reasons, I also had to flee Poland and I drove her to safety in Denmark.

I coached her through labor and let her crush my fingers as she pushed her son into the world.

She’d named him for his father, though I didn’t realize that at the time. Holger had presided at the christening, touching Woody’s forehead with holy water from a polished font that gleamed in the candlelight.

The baby’s red tuft of hair had shone like a beacon in the dimness. Holger had asked the ancient questions in Danish and I'd translated them in my head. Who will protect this child from the Devil?

I will, I'd promised.

Both Bella and I prayed that Chernobyl had done no damage. But when Woody was twelve, he was diagnosed with leukemia. Luckily, Bella located the father and persuaded him to donate bone marrow.

I didn’t expect the union of a jazz drummer and a security officer to produce a math genius.

Yet, after the transplant Woody proved he was a physics prodigy. By age twenty-two, he was a doctoral student at Berkeley, working on the cutting edge of quantum physics. He was skilled at predicting the behavior of particles.

For the past five years, he’d been a staff scientist at Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory. When he’d visited me in Dhaka last winter, he’d given me a short course on linear accelerators.

He’d explained the advantages of using the Large Hadron Collider based near Geneva. He preferred it to the two-mile-long linear particle accelerator at Stanford.

What I got from his lecture was that his work involved the word nuclear and he needed a security clearance cosmically higher than Top Secret to carry it out.

Intimacy with an agent of a foreign government jeopardized Woody’s future.

If the federal treason-hunters found out he was romancing May Lee, they’d arrest him immediately. Maybe they’d ask questions afterwards. Or maybe they’d strip him of his clearances and ruin him professionally.

As they’d done to me after I took a Polish secret agent to bed.

Beside me, the flight attendant was helping Holger fold his seat down. He stripped off his suit jacket and went to sleep. Exhausted, I changed in the restroom to a T-shirt and jammie pants, wrapped myself in a blanket, and followed suit.

The flight was uneventful and arrived on time. Dressed once again in jeans and the teal Liz Claiborne blouse, I shared a Washington Flyer taxi with Holger.

I dropped him and my carry-on at a chain hotel five miles from the airport. He’d chosen it for its convenience to Bella’s office. He told me she’d be working there today.

Before I saw Bella, I had to consult my most trusted State Department insider.

I continued on to Foggy Bottom to meet him.


4

The cabby dropped me on Constitution Avenue, on the south side of the tall-windowed marble building housing the National Academy of Sciences.

I yanked my leather fake-designer bag higher on my shoulder and beelined to the cluster of elm and holly trees in the southeast corner. Muted traffic noise hummed from beyond the grove and the air smelled of fresh-cut grass.

When I’d worked in the State Department building on C Street, on my lunch break, I often brought take-out to this tiny park. The same guy was always present.

A twelve-foot tall statue, he didn’t say much but I enjoyed his company as I nibbled an empanada and worked the kinks out of my back after a long morning at my desk.

Today was the first of October, but fall comes late to the DC area. The elm leaves were as green as the holly. My guy was sitting comfortably in their shade. The rough finish on the bronze made his clothing look rumpled, his hair tousled. It creased his kind face with thoughtful wrinkles as he studied the equations engraved on the paper he held between oversized fingers.

My jet-lagged brain flashed E=mc2 as if the theory of relativity held all the answers I needed.

But Einstein wasn’t the proper source today.

I’d get more useful information from Harry Martin. My old friend was staffing the interagency group formed to implement the nuclear deal with Iran. He worked long hours, including weekends.

When I’d phoned from Dulles, he’d had no qualms about stealing across C Street on a Thursday morning to meet me. I chose the spot so I wouldn’t run into anyone else who knew me.

Glancing north toward the Department, I saw Harry loping down the sidewalk, his sandy hair pushed back by the breeze. He’d rolled up the sleeves on his white shirt and the tails were fighting to escape from the waistband of his dark-blue slacks.

I’d met Harry in San Salvador and our paths had crossed often in the years that followed. He’d helped me out of jam once in Berlin. Helped me again two years later in Warsaw.

Not long after that, I took myself out of the action. I’d avoided Harry because every time I saw him, he tried to lure me back into it.

Still, the bonds between us were strong enough to survive my long silence.

As soon as he reached me, I threw my arms around him.

He hugged back, crushing my chin against his collarbone. Always heavy-handed with his cologne, he smelled like he’d stepped out of a piney wood.

I pulled back first, one hand still clutching his upper arm, studying him.

“You haven’t gained a pound or lost a hair since the first time I saw you,” I told him. “You don’t look one day older.”

He snorted. “Because I looked like I was fifty-seven then.”

I laughed. I couldn’t disagree.

“Still adds up to ageless,” I pointed out. “No change at all.”

“One thing’s changed.” He tapped his thick glasses, calling attention to the bifocal line. “Otherwise, I’m the same. And you, as always, are in trouble.”

“What makes you think so?”

“You reappear with no warning and ask for a clandestine meeting. Did you think I wouldn’t guess Holger Sorensen was pulling the strings?”

“I am not Holger’s puppet.” My hands went to my hips. “And you didn’t make a wild guess. You checked a watch list that picked up his entry?”

“Better than that. I set an alarm to ring whenever he hits town. Ding ding and you ring ring.” Harry laughed, enjoying his feeble joke.

I glanced at the sky as if searching for heavenly help.

“A non-coincidence if I ever saw one.” Harry dropped onto the marble bench beside Einstein’s left knee. “What’s the Dane dragged you into?”

I laughed. “I’d repeat what he told me. But it’d be a waste of breath. You know how he compartmentalizes. I get only a tiny piece of the picture.”

“The man is congenitally incapable of sharing information in a reasonable fashion,” Harry retorted. “So what do you want from me?”

“Tell me how Bella’s doing at her new job.”

He lounged back, a smaller version of the statute. “You can’t ask her?”

I plopped down next to him. “I want your opinion first.”

Harry squinted and pressed two fingers to his forehead as if concentrating hard. He named the holding company which had gathered three of State’s private security contractors under its corporate umbrella.

All three provided personal protection to US diplomats stationed in hot spots.

“I assume you had some reservations when she left the Department in 2010 to join them?” he guessed.

“You bet. That bunch screwed up big time in Iraq. I thought they were hiring her as window dressing. To make it look like they were changing their cowboy approach without doing it.”

“A legitimate concern,” Harry said.

“Bella said I was too far removed from the scene to make a valid criticism. She was pretty harsh on officers who declined to volunteer for Baghdad.”

“Also legitimate. You had isolated yourself pretty damn well.”

“I thought she’d been sucked in by those guys. They massaged her ego and waved a ton of money in front of her. Told her she was a vital asset, worth every penny, and they’d give her all the freedom she needed to clean things up.”

I sighed. “I agreed she was good. But I doubted she’d have the clout to get those kill-crazy bodyguards under control.”

“My, my. Such language. And I thought you were a diplomat.”

Harry stroked the air with both palms, fingers spread, a cool-it gesture.

“They were reorganizing when they brought Bella on board,” he said. “New name, new ownership, new management. So far as I can tell, they've largely stayed out of trouble since. And they have a good track record in protecting diplomatic personnel.”

My laugh was bitter. “So it looks like Bella has made a difference. I was afraid of that.”

Harry frowned. “You should be pleased.”

I sighed. “I owe her an apology. I hate to crawl.”

He shook a finger at me. “You were always quick to admit you made a mistake. Maybe you aren’t certain you were wrong?”

“Intellectually, I buy your assessment. But my gut isn’t convinced. I worry that it’s the same old shit, but better hidden.”

“Or maybe you’re still rankling over what Bella said to you.”

I punched his arm. “Damn, I hate it when you nail me. You’re right. She offended me. Insisted I’d demonstrated insufficient patriotism in time of war.”

Harry raised a disbelieving eyebrow. “I know Bella. Those aren’t her exact words.”

No, she’d been nasty and profane. I wasn’t repeating her tirade to Harry. He might find more nuggets he agreed with.

“That was the gist of it,” I said.

He smoothed his hair. “Look, I get that you needed a break after 9/11. But burying yourself back of beyond for more than a decade? Way too long. The world hasn’t gotten any safer. We need you.”

“I didn’t do my job right. I had to get out of the way.”

His fists clenched. “God, Casey. I can’t bear to watch you waste all that talent.”

“I can’t bear to do what I did before.”

 “You can’t bear to do what you do so well.” Harry bit off his words. “Yet you’re back with that goddam Viking vigilante. Gearing up to talk to Bella on his behalf concerning a subject you won’t disclose. Why him and not us?”

“I’ve turned him down half a dozen times in the past ten years. But this is a whole different thing. Trust me.”

“I might trust you. But I don’t trust him. And you have a blind spot where he’s concerned.”

He put a hand on my arm and leaned in.

“Looks to me like you’ve come in from the cold so you can play with fire.”


5

I sat in a ladderback chair and my bag dangled from one of the back posts. I’d hung it so the perforations forming a capital H on the pebbled black leather weren’t visible. In Dhaka, nobody paid attention to whether designer goods were counterfeit or authentic.

But Bella might. I didn’t want her to pity me for buying a fake. Or worse, conclude that I’d become a replica smuggler.

 I was five inches away from a square metal table mounted on a silvery pedestal. The floor under the chair’s wooden legs was bleached oak. I carefully snugged up to the table.

The rich scent of fresh-baked banana bread floated up from the plate centered before me. My mouth watered in anticipation.

I’d passed on my customary afternoon beverage. The ten-hour time change had screwed up my body clock. A G&T would slow my recovery. I had to speed things up.

Not that I had much choice. The cafe Bella had chosen for our meeting served no alcohol.

Perhaps that was why I was the only customer at four-thirty on a Thursday afternoon. The peaceful quiet felt cozy.

I sipped my double-shot latte. Strong and bitter.

I bit into the crusty slice of fruity bread. Sweet and studded with walnuts.

High-test caffeine and sugar-topped pastry were the fuel mix I needed to keep my brain firing on all cylinders. The flavors exploded in my mouth, a calorie bomb more powerful than the sum of the parts.

I relaxed into the chair, enjoying all the unfamiliar sensations, right down to the slickness of the padded leather cushion beneath my denim-clad bottom. Everything about this glossy eatery felt new.

My table was last in a row of six beside the exterior wall. The kitchen was beyond the divider at my back. The divider’s brick front echoed the facade covering the far wall.

Afternoon sun turned the rough bricks rosy, creating a comforting home-spun glow in the midst of the polished interior. A chalkboard hung on that wall listed tomorrow’s lunch special. Kale and potato soup.

A novelty I’d skip. The cabbage family was not in my friendship circle.

Beyond the broad window, the yellow poplars lining the parking lot cast long shadows across scattered cars.

The cafe was on the ground floor of a five-story office building in the Dulles Technology Corridor, one of many gleaming structures housing the defense and technology companies that clustered in northeast Virginia.

Corporate offices for Bella’s employer were also on the ground floor, across the central hallway. 

After the taxi dropped me off, I’d done my recon outdoors. Instead of the parking lot view, Bella’s office window overlooked a small water feature.

Lined with river rocks, it simulated a natural pond, though no green film would ever form on its surface. Denizens of this corridor of power took visual references to pond-scum personally.

Shame on me for such a naughty thought.

I intended to
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