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PROLOGUE
 
"Why not, Skosh? We were made for each other. I know you enjoyed it as much as I did." Candace had chosen a small table for two by the window. Skosh found it uncomfortably public.
"Of course I enjoyed it," he said. "I’ve never not enjoyed sex. That doesn’t mean we’re even compatible, let alone made for each other. Believe me, I would never make you happy."
He was being careful. What he meant was that she could never make him happy. She could make him horny in a manufactured scenario, but that did not equate to happiness.
A waitress appeared. Candace ordered a chef’s salad and white wine. Skosh asked for coffee, black, and kept his face turned away from the window.
"This lunch is on me, Skosh. Surely you don’t maintain that beautiful body of yours with just coffee?"
She blinked slowly, accentuating her large grey eyes, her finest feature. Her only fine feature thought Skosh.
She continued, "It’s too early in our relationship to assume we’re incompatible."
"There is no relationship, Candace."
Coffee and wine arrived. Candace sipped with a show of daintiness. Skosh gulped.
"But we should get to know each other," insisted his reptilian lunch companion. "All I know about you is that I enjoyed the other night. It made me want to know every part of you. For example, I see the contracts you work on, because that’s my job, but the language is so specialized, the words don’t even tell me what you do. I want to know more. Tell me."
She may as well have described an excruciating torture. As a natural spook of the old school, Skosh had so compartmentalized his life that any personal disclosure felt like a threat. But she was much more highly placed in their organization, albeit in an administrative role, and could conceivably damage him badly. He chose his next words with utmost caution.
"Candace, this is not a good idea for either of us but especially for you. Gossip can be vicious. You have a brilliant career and should not spoil it on the likes of me."
"With all due respect, Skosh, as the senior person in this relationship, that is for me to decide."
"Again. There. Is. No. Relationship."
He could not stop the vehemence with which he punctuated each word.
"But I promise you, Skosh, there will be."
Her words were sweet and smooth, like the wine she sipped, but Skosh had seen the flash of anger in those grey eyes and became as alert to danger as the hot, acidic bean brew he was drinking could make him.
 

ONE
 
Sekmet stretched a tawny foreleg, claws extended, and pulled the blanket from Penny’s bare shoulder, but neither cold air nor loud purring woke her. The cat, offended by the sudden blare of the telephone, jumped away before trying again. Penny groped for the handset, knocked it off the receiver, felt around the floor by the nightstand, and picked it up by its cord.
"Hello," she croaked into the earpiece. She turned over the handset and heard a voice.
"Is this Penelope Prendergast?"
Penny squinted one eye at the alarm clock. Seven minutes past midnight.
"Who is this?" she demanded.
She recognized the name he gave as belonging to one of the muckety-mucks in Personnel.
"Ms. Prendergast," he said, "would you be willing to assist an ops guy? Your role will be strictly administrative, no danger involved."
Penny said yes, hoping secretly for at least a little bit of danger.
She fielded the usual questions. When was her last bring-up investigation? Her last polygraph? Evidently, her answers satisfied him. She hoped asking a question of her own would not irritate.
"When?"
"Now. Pack a bag. Leave all identification at home. He’ll pick you up in front of your apartment in fifteen minutes."
Only after the call ended did she think it might have been nice to know who was picking her up and kicked herself for missing the opportunity to ask. Ready in five minutes, including makeup and the unsnarling of a nest of dark hair, she made her way downstairs and outside in seven, then stood waiting, freezing, for twenty. It dawned on her as she shivered that she had packed only winter clothes. What if the op was in a warm climate? Maybe someplace tropical? Another question she forgot to ask—where?
She debated running upstairs for lighter clothes until a black government sedan pulled up at the main entrance. The driver climbed out, took her bag, and opened a back door for her. He put her suitcase in the trunk as she sat on the back seat. There were no interior lights. The man next to her could have been anybody. Well, he is in black ops, she told herself. What do you expect? Of course, they take this shit seriously.
"I’ve cleared you for WEDGE material," he said. He had a smooth baritone voice, but she could not see his face or gauge his size in the dark car, though she felt his bulk.
"There is no file by that name in my document vault," she said.
"There fucking better not be."
This was a marked departure from other polished executives she met in this job, solemn visitors in business suits who signed into the large inner vault where the most sensitive documents in her library sheltered behind thick concrete and steel.
This man reminded her more of people she had knew in the Army, both men and women, accustomed to the talented use of the language of stress. She found it refreshingly real and disturbingly aggressive in this civilian context.
Occasional streetlights revealed no more about her companion aside from a head of dark hair. Unrelenting dark shadowed his face. After a long, silent interval, he said, "I’ll brief you on the airplane."
She screwed up her courage. "This is not the way to either airport."
"Correct. They’ve sent one of theirs."
She had no idea who 'they' were nor what of theirs they might send. Nobody could send a third airport, could they? So far, the dots in this sparse conversation did not connect. They didn't even suggest a pattern. Just a random spattering, like paint flung off a brush.
They drove through a wooded area and onto the taxiway of a dark airfield she never knew existed. The car stopped next to a black Lear 45. In the headlights, a red-haired woman opened the cargo compartment. Jade's shadowy new boss did not introduce them as he grabbed their bags from the trunk and threw them into the cargo compartment. Jade stood cold and awkward to one side.
"How’s it going, Claire?" he asked the woman.
"Good. I’m still loving the job."
"Are you in command this trip?"
"I am."
"I feel safer just knowing that."
He took Penny’s arm and guided her to the stairs, steadying her from behind as she climbed into the gloomy cabin. Small, dim floor lights kept her from walking into black shapes of low tables and large seats. The window shades were fastened down; she could see no hint of the lighter shade of starlight outside. The man helped her into an overstuffed armchair of a seat, found one end of her seat belt, and dug under her hip for the other, oblivious to her gasp. She still could not see his face but caught a whiff of expensive aftershave.
As the wheels came up after takeoff, the cabin lights came on and she saw her traveling companion for the first time. He faced her across a small table. The first thing she noticed was the way his shirt stretched across wide shoulders supporting a holster bearing a semi-auto. He was tall—she estimated six feet and a little—and Asian, with black hair, black eyes, and a well-formed jaw. She thought he might be approaching forty.
He did not wear a wedding ring, something she checked as a habit, especially when she met a man as appealing as this. It heartened her until she remembered that as a black ops operative, he was not likely to wear a ring. She probably wouldn’t even be told his real name.
"Call me John Nakamura," he said. "It’s my game name. Everybody calls me Skosh. Penelope Prendergast? Really?"
"My mother is a hopeless romantic. Please call me Penny."
"No. Normally an admin-type shouldn’t need a game name, but with these guys, it’s not advisable to use your real name. Especially not one as distinctive as yours. It won’t take them long to find you either way, but it’s not good policy to make it too easy."
He pulled a sealed envelope out of the coat draped over the back of his seat and handed it to her.
"Your name for this op is Jade Wilmerton. Personnel made up your shoes. I did not ask them to generate a legend for you because there was no time. If you are unlucky enough to come into contact with the team, you can give the unclassified part of your job description, nothing more. Stay away from personal details. I will do my best to keep you out of that situation, but shit happens. Be prepared."
He might as well have been speaking a foreign language for all she understood of it and as if to read her mind, he brought that up.
"You speak any languages?"
"French. I attended the Sorbonne for a couple of years." She did not mention her computer languages, because they were not spoken, except to a machine.
"German? Russian?"
She shook her head. He sighed. It seemed she was already a disappointment to this beautiful man.
She opened the envelope containing her operational shoes and found a passport, driver’s license, and credit card in the name of Jade Wilmerton. Both passport and license included recent pictures, neither of them flattering. You can take realism too far, she thought. The passport had a few French, British, and Canadian entry stamps. They knew where she had been, though the dates were slightly off.
"Officially, you’re coming along to manage the landlord, the food, and the cars and make sure everybody gets paid." He paused to drink from a water bottle. "You should drink water. Flying is dehydrating. There’s a refrigerator in the back. Help yourself."
When she returned with a bottle of water, he resumed his briefing in a low voice.
"You’ll do those admin-type things, of course, but there is another reason I’m bringing you with me and we will get to that when we land and find a secure place to talk. For now, understand that I intend to keep you as far as possible from the team. Please cooperate with me on that."
This was a second reference to a team. She raised her eyebrows and tilted her head forward.
"Don’t ask," he said.
That made her even more curious.
He spoke again before she could get the question out. "And don’t go around trying to find out. I will tell you what you need to know, like the fact that they are dangerous. There, I just told you everything you need. Don’t be curious. Don’t think about what I’m doing. Just do the job I ask you to do."
"Yes, Sir."
"And cut the military shit. I hear enough of it from Claire up front. Even though she’s the boss when we fly, she sirs me all the time. Incidentally, be careful when you talk to her. She works for them, not us."
Penny drew up some courage and asked, "Where are we going?"
She hoped for a smidgeon of information that at least would tell her if the bag she brought would turn out to be useless for the climate.
"Lithuania, on the Baltic coast. I hope you packed warm clothes. It’s more than a bit of a hike to get there, so I recommend you get as much sleep as you can now."
This was welcome news. So was his assistance with her seat. It had to be the most comfortable airplane seat ever made. Once he configured hers for sleep, he adjusted his own and doused the overhead lights. He did not snore. Penny hoped with all her heart that she did not. She woke twice, once when they touched down in Goose Bay and then in Reykjavik, but she didn’t try to raise the shade next to her seat. Too tired to wonder about these places for long, she fell asleep again.
She woke fully the third time the airplane touched down and rehearsed her new name internally to make it her own. She sensed a different quality in the activity around her. Skosh stood and donned his coat in the dark cabin. Penny had considerable difficulty getting out of her seat because she didn’t know which button did what. He simply took her hand and pulled her up, then handed over her coat.
The airplane taxied along the ramp in a place she never heard of called Palanga. Skosh was about to say more when Claire stepped into the cabin.
"I think it’s only fair to tell you the Challenger is here."
"Fuck! They’re two days early." Skosh paused, then said through his teeth, "You told them I brought someone, didn’t you?"
"I know who I work for, Skosh. Don’t tell me you’re surprised."
"She’s just an administrative assistant."
"I’m not the one you’ll need to convince."
Penny could feel Skosh fuming beside her. He took quick, hissing breaths and loosened the fists his hands had been making. She tried to lighten the tension by using her friendliest voice, pretending the man next to her, her new boss, was not about to explode for reasons beyond her understanding.
"Hi," she said to the pilot, "I’m Jade Wilmerton."
"Call me Claire." Turning to Skosh, Claire continued, "You and Jade are requested to board the Challenger the minute you deplane. It will be in the next parking spot. Please try to remember your manners, Skosh, and use something other than your usual string of f-words when you introduce Jade to Charlemagne."
 

TWO
 
"Don’t say anything. Let me do the talking," Skosh murmured as they crossed the tarmac.
Jade was smiling too much. He doubted anything he said had gotten through to her. Her palpable excitement made her step bouncy, swinging her glossy, deep auburn hair around her shoulders. It increased his sense of doom. This fiasco might kill him.
The roomy main cabin of the Challenger had been updated since the last time he was inside, several years before. They stepped into what could be mistaken for a stylish living room, with eight overstuffed chairs arranged in two shallow semi-circles. Clear space in the center would accommodate a conference table, probably something that dropped from the ceiling or rose from the floor, Bond-style, but presently absent. The team occupied five seats as comfortable as those in the Lear.
Charlie, son of the team’s leader, Mack, nodded to Jade and pointed at the seat between him and his father. With a minimal lift of his chin, he banished Skosh to the other side of the cabin, isolating Jade between the two blue-eyed men who ran the team.
"What languages do you speak?" asked Mack, when Jade had settled into the seat next to him.
Skosh answered for her. "She speaks French."
There came a long silence as Mack stared at him. He stared back, doing his best to scrub out any hint of belligerence.
"Good," said Mack, "we will use French."
"Except that I don’t have any French," protested Skosh.
"I expect you will remedy that deficiency soon."
Skosh nodded slightly.
The cabin harbored the usual suspicious undercurrents, now augmented by the presence of a non-operational woman who was too attractive for her own good. And Skosh was the guilty party who had introduced her. Let’s see, he thought, how many complications have I created? As if we needed more. He probed the air around him and the breath within. Tension certainly, perhaps a touch more than usual, followed by way more suspicion, and… there it was—he could almost taste it in the air around him—latent violence.
He felt it in every word, every glance, every subtle effort to loosen tensed muscles. It was their default reaction to mistakes like this. He had introduced an unknown element on an operation already nudging the outer limits of possibility. The team known as Charlemagne didn’t become the best in the business—they didn’t stay alive, in other words—by making allowances.
He could see Mack was not happy as he turned again to Jade, subjecting her to his most quelling glare. Her brown eyes became saucers. Skosh knew the innocence in that expression would not protect her. It might even do the opposite. It would deepen suspicion.
"Skosh calls me Mack and the game name of the man to your left is Charlie," he said. "The others will introduce themselves in time. What may we call you?"
"Jade," said Skosh, again rushing to answer. "Jade Wilmerton."
Another long silence, then a feminine voice across the cabin to Skosh’s right said, "It is nice to meet you, Jade. Please, call me Mara."
More strikingly beautiful than ever, thought Skosh, cutting his admiration short before Mara’s husband, Sergei, should notice it. Sergei had the lethal skills to back up his jealous nature.
Jade opened her mouth to respond, probably with something polite, but the less said the better, so Skosh interrupted and changed the subject, addressing Charlie.
"You’re early. I haven’t set up your safe house yet."
"But you brought help with you," Charlie said smoothly. "It should not be difficult to move up the date." He gave Jade a pointed look. "Many people here speak German. Klaipeda, the port city nearby, was once Prussian, I understand. There is a minority who speak Polish, and most people understand Russian from the more recent Soviet times." His gaze returned to Skosh. "You have been working on that language at least, haven’t you?"
"You know damn well I speak Russian now."
"I find it intriguing that you brought an administrative assistant at all. You have, before now, been sufficiently competent on your own, especially in your choice of caterers."
The others nodded their agreement.
"Turner is better at coffee," said Steve Donovan. He sat next to Sergei, his fellow delinquent, as Skosh liked to call them.
"Did you bring Jade to make coffee?" Charlie asked.
Skosh glowered in reply.
"Perhaps," said Sergei, enjoying an attempt at mischief, "she is his lover." His light grey eyes examined her more thoroughly than was strictly polite. Mara frowned at him.
"I see from Jade’s reaction that this also is not the case," said Mack. "Keep your temper, Skosh. Now tell me, Miss Wilmerton, what are you allowed to reveal about your occupation? We know you did not come to make coffee, though you will do that as well. What are your usual duties?"
Skosh could give her no help and instead made his face a blank study in unconcern, hoping she would remember his earlier advice.
"I’m a librarian."
"Ah, then your business is information. Skosh has brought a librarian who speaks none of the most prevalent languages of this country to help him with his already more than competent catering, and he wonders why we question this." Mack turned to Skosh. "You must see your plan to shield her from us has failed. I have canceled Miss Wilmerton’s hotel reservation. She must stay with you in your safe house. You know you cannot protect her from us. It remains to be seen whether we can protect her from our enemies or whether we will want to."
"You canceled it? How did you even know about it?" Forcing his words through clenched teeth strangled them.
Mack’s answer came in the form of a gaze with slow blinks and a minimal head tilt, the kind of telepathic communication Skosh had learned to interpret. Danger is not imminent, it said but can escalate quickly, depending on your behavior. I will know why you did this in a short while and you will know my decision the moment I make it.
The blue stare helped Skosh find the inner resources needed to control his temper. He relaxed his jaw, looked away, and said, "I see. My assistant will have you in the safe house in four hours. Come along, Jade."
"I think she should stay with us while you make arrangements," said Charlie.
"Stop winding up the babysitter, Charlie," said Steve in a slow drawl. "He has finally found us two safe houses so we don’t have to look at his ugly mug all the time."
"But I want very much to look at his assistant," replied Charlie, still using that soft, smooth voice. "As much as possible."
He looked her in the eye as he said this, but only briefly because Skosh was hauling her through the door, catching her as she fell down the first three steps.
"That man is scary," she said when she regained her feet.
He let her go when he was sure she was steady and looked at her again through a different lens. Could she be his type? Who was he fooling? Any reasonably attractive woman with a pulse was his type. That wasn’t why he looked again. Her reaction to Charlie suggested there might be more to her than wearing a Burberry coat to a black op might suggest.
She smiled up at him under a waxing moon, full of trust and questions.
If she is no more than fluff, he thought, what I have done to her is inexcusable. If she is more than that, it’s also intolerable. Great. Now I have sunk so low as to measure her damage by its effect on me. He set his jaw and looked away before responding.
"Yeah. Stay clear of Charlie. We have a shit-ton of things to do. The answer to Mack’s question about how you were going to cope without the language is named Rimantas. We need to find him, and you’ll have to glue yourself to him when you talk to the landlord. He’ll translate. I think he’s trustworthy. Well, maybe."
 

THREE
 
With several hours of forced inactivity ahead of them, Mara, Sergei, and Steve hoarded sleep, knowing operational needs would soon eliminate the possibility. Sergei’s badly set broken nose made him snore. The Challenger jet sat reasonably secure on the ramp, with little winter traffic at the airfield and good visibility all around. Michael and his father Misha took the first watch,
Michael handed his father a mug of black coffee from the galley and sat in the seat facing him.
"You’ve been elevating that leg often lately, Papa. Is it worse?"
Misha winced as he shifted his left leg to ease a cramp.
"No worse than usual."
"Has Alex …?" Michael stopped at a glare from his father.
"Has your stepmother nagged me to listen to the doctors?" said Misha. "Yes. Has she suggested I quit? No."
"I remember the argument you two had after Vasily died." Michael’s mind could still hear the screaming and door slamming between his father and Vasily’s widow Alex, despite the passage of a dozen years. She was now his stepmother.
Misha closed his eyes as he drank his coffee.
"I accused her of causing Vasily to go to that meeting unarmed," he said. "She swore she never spoke to him about such things, and I did not believe her. Now, I do. She avoids any mention of my work."
"Then it is not Alex who convinced you to leave more of the responsibility to me?"
"No, my leg is persuasive enough."
"But your judgment is more vital to us than the ability to run twenty kilometers, Papa. I am amazed the Americans agreed to your demand to access their information. How did you get them to accept that clause in the contract?"
Misha shrugged, a rare enough gesture. He was seldom unsure about anything. "I requested it. I am as surprised as you are that they agreed."
"I would wager Skosh did not agree." Michael gulped the last of his coffee. "He brought this woman with him to help evade the clause. I have no idea how he plans to use her."
Misha nodded. "Very true. I cannot think of a more unlikely ploy. Does he mean to distract us with her? No. He could not have agreed with that clause. It is probable he did not know about it until it was too late to make a change. The woman’s presence is the result of a hasty, maybe desperate, plan to circumvent the contract. It will fail."
Michael smiled. No matter how much his father argued with Alex and assured him he would continue with the team, he sensed his drifting thoughts of retirement. How would he cope without Misha’s pinpoint understanding of others? Michael was at the height of his physical powers and had much of his father’s intuitive mind, but would it ever be enough?
He took a deep breath. He would have to broach the subject.
"Papa, Steve’s son Danny told me he means to join the team. But it will be several years before he is ready. My brother…."
"Max should not," interrupted Misha. "If you would produce an heir there would be no problem, but as it is, given your occupation, Max may be required to inherit."
Michael suppressed a wave of resentment at this perpetual undeserved criticism and repeated his usual answer.
"Theresa and I will keep trying for a son, Papa, but Max is determined to fight, and I see no way to prevent him once he is of age, no matter how many daughters I produce. But that is a side issue. My point is that I need you to stay active at least until Danny is ready."
Misha interrupted again.
"No, you need an older version of Danny, and you need him now. I am no replacement for a young, fit fighter. Your sister is formidable for her weight, but her power is chiefly useful only when you need finesse. You, Sergei, and Steve are in your prime. So were Louis and I when you joined us. It surprised us how much faster and more nimble you were. That is what you need. Strength and speed. You have plenty of judgment."
Michael allowed himself a brief inner jubilation at this rare compliment from his father before letting his heart sink. Misha was certainly considering retirement. For the last four years, Michael had uncomfortably borne more of the burden of responsibility. But his father’s presence on each operation had not only taught him how to think and decide; it acted as a buffer, a shield around his conscience.
For Michael, his father’s retirement would shift the full weight of responsibility to him. He was old enough, skilled enough, physically and mentally strong enough.
But he didn’t want it.
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