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Neighborhood Café, Geneva, Switzerland

Gretchen Black stared at the man. He was probably close to sixty years of age, the right age for what he claimed to be—“a banker with more than 35 years’ experience.” But he certainly wasn’t dressed like a professional businessman. He wore tired jeans, a flannel shirt, and his tousled hair suggested he had just rolled out of bed. He also hadn’t shaved his facial stubble, a mix of brown and gray. He had come into the café with a tattered backpack over one shoulder and a pencil behind one ear—appropriate since he called himself “Pencil.”

The man had contacted AIVD, the Netherlands’ intelligence agency, over a month ago about what he had called a “most crucial case of life and death.” AIVD received more than a few crazy tips and this one was discarded immediately because no one at the agency had taken the time to learn more about the tipster. However, Gretchen’s firm had done their due diligence and discovered that “Pencil” was really Matias Poloz, an executive vice president at Prima Banka, a top bank in Slovakia. When they’d reached out to him, he had said he would meet them in Geneva, where he would be attending a conference.

Gretchen had set up the meeting using the name “Eraser.” If he could be Pencil, she could be Eraser. However, after just a few minutes with the banker, she thought they needed to erase him from their inquiries given he wasn’t making sense. She had repeatedly asked him to explain what he was telling her, and still, she was confused. It didn’t help that he spoke quickly, apparently presuming that she understood his ramblings. Time and again, she asked him to slow down, but even then, he skipped from topic to topic, and she wondered if he had some sort of dementia.

She wished Adam were with her so he could put in his two cents’ worth. Since he happened to be in Geneva finishing up another op, he had promised to do his best to be there, but had yet to show. She’d been tempted to text him but knew he would be there if he could. So she had no choice but to play it out and discover if the man had credible information. She gave Matias Poloz—Pencil—a tired smile. “I’m confused. You were talking about Canada and said there will be forty-five million gone, but what exactly are we talking about? Dollars? Forty-five million dollars? Canadian dollars...? Euros...? What—”

“Deaths!” Poloz impatiently interrupted. “People! Millions will die!”

Gretchen glanced around to reassure herself that there was no one close by, and fortunately, there were just a few patrons and they were far away.

Gretchen sat back in her chair. “So, forty-five million Canadians are going to die?”

He frowned. “I’m telling you, people won’t survive. Maybe some in remote areas where they are self-sufficient. That’s very few in the entire nation.”

She tapped her iPhone and quickly typed, then looked up at the man. “Funny, but Canada has slightly less than forty million people total. Kind of hard to see how forty-five million are going to die when the country doesn’t even have that many people.”

“Those numbers are off. I’m telling you the truth!”

“Okay, so basically everyone in Canada is going to be killed?”

“Yes.”

“How?” Gretchen asked.

“I can’t tell you.”

“Can’t or won’t?” she pressed him.

“I don’t know...”

“Okay, fine. Let’s leave that alone. When...? When is this going to happen?”

Poloz shook his head, so Gretchen said, “You don’t know. Fine. Can you tell me why?” When he gave her a puzzled look, she added, “Why is everyone in Canada going to die?”

He looked at her as if she was nuts. “To seize the land! If no one is there to defend it, it’s free to take, don’t you see?”

Gretchen frowned, trying to reason this out. “But that only works if everyone dies in one fell swoop, right? Like, all at once.”

“Within ten weeks, everyone will be dead, yes,” Poloz said.

Gretchen sighed. She wasn’t nuts; this guy was nuts. And she was wasting her time. “But you don’t know when this is supposed to happen?”

“No. Not yet. I will keep working. I will find out.”

“Okay, tell me this... Who is going to take over the country?”

The man looked away.

There was heavy perspiration on his forehead, which he wiped with a paper napkin.

“Are you okay?” Gretchen asked.

“I’m fine,” he answered curtly.

“Okay, so who is going to take over Canada?”

He hesitated and then muttered, “I don’t know.” He glanced at her. “But I will find out, I promise.”

Gretchen mulled this over. “Well, you know what they say about Canada’s military defense?” He stared at her—clearly he didn’t know. She continued. “They essentially have none because the US will defend them from any foreign invasion.” When he didn’t respond, she added, “You have to admit, the US won’t stand by while some other country takes over Canada. That just won’t happen.”

“You’re not thinking correctly,” he gently scolded her.

“I’m not thinking correctly?” she wanted to say. But she held her tongue.

He leaned forward on the table. “If all the people die within a few weeks’ time, will the US act? Or will they protect their own people from the same fate? Hmm?”

Gretchen didn’t have an answer for that one.

He picked up the backpack at his feet and rose. “I will get the answers, I promise.”

Gretchen looked up at him. Was he crazy? Probably. She gave him a polite smile. “You know how to reach me.”

“Of course.” He picked up the tab for their two coffees and went to the front counter.

She watched him hand the cashier some bills as a man wearing a baseball cap and a blue COVID face mask entered the café. He quickly pulled a gun and shot Poloz in the head.

The shooter was gone before Gretchen could get out of her chair.
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The Hague, Holland ~ Two Days Later

Adam Patterson, forty-eight, carried a paper bag filled with an assortment of baked goods. It was his way of apologizing to Gretchen, who he had let down by not attending her meeting with Matias Poloz. The truth was, by the time he’d remembered, he couldn’t have made it across the city in time. In fact, by the time he’d arrived, emergency services were on the scene and the dead man’s remains had been covered by a white sheet. Gretchen sat in a café chair, which had been brought out to the sidewalk, surrounded by police questioning her, an old backpack at her feet.

At that moment, he’d known two things: The dead man was her contact and the backpack belonged to him, not Gretchen. Adam had kept his distance, and once she was free, he’d caught up with her a block later. “I’m going home,” she’d said. They’d gone to her hotel where he’d looked through the backpack while she packed her things. He’d found a glossy bank conference magazine, some conference flyers, and a notebook with handwritten Slovak notes. Finally, Gretchen had given him a condensed version of her conversation with Poloz and Adam had explained that he’d been too far away to make it to the café on time. He’d conveniently left out the fact that he hadn’t made the meeting a priority.

Now, two days after the murder, he headed to the Peace Palace, passing a tour group of Japanese tourists led by a woman guide speaking to them in Japanese. Adam imagined she was telling the group that back in 1903 Andrew Carnegie set out to build a magnificent building that would house legal mediators from all over the world who would settle disputes between countries in order to prevent war. Completed in 1910, the three-story building was home to the Permanent Court of Arbitration, or PCA, and the United Nations International Court of Justice as well as The Hague Academy of International Law. Here, disputes between any of the 122 contracting members—made up of countries, various organizations, and private groups—were settled by dozens of in-house attorneys. Typical disputes that came under the PCA purview included environmental issues, territorial quarrels, arguments concerning the laws of the sea, human rights, banking, and energy. Carnegie spared no expense building the iconic structure to carry out his noble idea.

Adam entered the building, walking quickly across the beautiful mosaic tile floor. He didn’t pay attention to the flying buttresses, or the main hall’s soaring two-story ceiling that came to a point at four separate panels featuring four goddesses—Peace, Law, Order, and Justice—nor did he notice the remarkable paintings and antique busts in the space, artwork that could fill a museum. Instead, he headed for the basement door.

On his way, he passed a uniformed guard he recognized. The man gave him a nice smile. “Morning.”

Adam gave a quick nod. “Morning.”

As Adam moved away, the security guard called out, “Hey. Just so you know, supposed to be servicing the furnaces down there today.”

Adam nodded. “Thanks for the heads-up.”

At the key-coded basement door, he tapped in the accounting firm’s four-digit code and went downstairs. The locked basement door was something new after drugs had been found in the cellar. To Adam’s way of thinking, some attorneys working upstairs had been partying down there. But now there was no public access, which was best for FROG anyway.

As far as anyone upstairs knew, FROG was the accounting firm of Froberg, Rube, Olsen, and Gunst that took up the otherwise unused office space in a portion of the basement. The firm supposedly ran the numbers on the cases under arbitration, such as a contracting member’s revenue loss incurred when their ships could no longer dock at a given port. In truth, the numbers were actually crunched off-site at a real accounting firm. And because the whole world was electronic, it was very seldom that someone from upstairs actually came down to the basement. If they did, they would see two beautiful mahogany doors with the brass letters reading FROG. But the doors would never open to those who didn’t belong. In fact, a pressure pad and hidden camera instantly alerted those inside that someone was within six feet of them. Unbeknownst to the staff upstairs, an adjacent hidden panel housed both a numeric keypad and a retinal scanner. This was the only way to gain access.

Behind the airtight security doors was the home of an independent intelligence agency known as FROG—Foreign Reconnaissance Operational Group. The clandestine agency had been started by a WWI veteran who came from a very wealthy family and didn’t want the world to endure another war of any kind. He had seen his own soldiers gassed and suffer horrific injuries. So after the war, he’d started a private firm for monitoring Germany without government interference in the hopes they could prevent another war—even if it meant assassinating top players in the field. They failed miserably to prevent WWII but learned from their mistakes and took corrective action. Unknown to the outside world, FROG had grown by leaps and bounds and now monitored trouble spots the world over.

And today, while attorneys toiled on the upper floors trying to keep the peace, FROG operators worked in the basement, keeping the peace in their own way—usually by taking out the bad guys before they could act. In this way, they were proactive instead of reactive. And in their own way, they, too, had helped prevent wars. Adam slid open the wood panel and looked in the retinal scanner. He quickly got a green light and put in his seven-digit code on the numerical pad. He got a green light there, too, and went inside.

FROG Headquarters, The Hague

Marsha Leenhouts, forty-three years old, sat alone in the conference room busily typing on a laptop. American by birth, she had come to FROG a number of years ago after working for the Department of Defense. Before she’d arrived, FROG had struggled with good intel, but she’d put her computer expertise to good use setting up surveillance on other intelligence agencies—not for nefarious purposes, but to gather intel on what the CIA, MI6, or the ASIS in Australia were working on. They also spied on AIVD right there in The Hague, looking for intelligence in their own backyard. Quite often, when AIVD received a tip about something, they would grab the request and erase it from the AIVD servers. This was the case for Gretchen’s meeting with Matias Poloz.

Marsha sat in her usual spot with her back to the glass wall that looked out on the office area. Moments ago, her laptop had sounded the warning chime that someone was at the outer door and she saw it was Adam. She smiled as he entered the conference room with a bakery bag. “Either you’re about to confess to some sort of screwup or you’re trying to butter someone up.”

“Wow,” Adam remarked sarcastically. “Good morning to you, too.” He placed the bag next to her and she quickly opened it up.

“Blueberry muffins?” she said in awe. “You really screwed up something, but I’ll take it.”

“I didn’t screw up anything,” Adam protested.

Marsha took out a napkin and a muffin. “It would have been nice if you had been there for the meeting.”

Adam rolled his eyes and sighed. “You think I don’t know that?”

“Sometimes the timing of these things just doesn’t work out,” she said.

“Exactly, thank you,” Adam replied.

The door opened and Marsha’s assistant, Nora Stern, came in with a large covered dish, small serving plates, a large knife, and forks. Like Marsha, she handled all things IT for FROG, having risen in the ranks quite quickly, and now she was indispensable. Some years before, she had been given the nickname “Two” because she was Marsha’s number two, and she had once confessed to Marsha that she’d rather be known by Two than Nora since she thought her given name was incredibly outdated and old-fashioned.

Two stopped in her tracks when she saw the bakery bag. “What’s this?”

Adam picked up the bag. “This? This is my hard-earned money being spent on my coworkers as a show of appreciation.”

Two eyed him suspiciously. “What went wrong in Geneva?”

Marsha laughed and said to Adam, “You’re so easy to read.”

Adam pointed to Two’s dish. “What’s that?”

“Gingerbread with icing,” Two replied.

“So, you’re still dating him?” Adam asked happily. “That works for me.”

“We’re not dating. We’re friends.”

“Right. If you want my opinion—”

“I don’t.”

“—keep it going. I love his handouts.”

Swallowing a bite of the muffin, Marsha said, “Makes you wonder how much food is wasted upstairs.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Adam said. “I’ll bet he tells the kitchen to make extra.” He looked at Two. “You better hope he doesn’t get caught handing out treats like this.”

“I’ll let him know that you’re concerned,” Two replied sarcastically.

Gretchen walked in, also looking surprised by the food. “I guess we’ll need some coffee.”

“I’ll help you,” Adam offered.

After they left, Two looked at Marsha. “From what Gretchen said, it wouldn’t have mattered if he had been there. The guy was shot point-blank.”

“He might have been able to chase down the shooter.”

“Yeah, well, that’s a would’ve, could’ve, should’ve that we’ll never know.”

Marsha said, “I think he feels bad because that’s two cases in a row where she meets with someone and they end up getting killed right in front of her.”

Two’s eyes widened. “I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

Marsha was referring to a case from just a few months earlier. While Gretchen had been gathering information from the tipster, the woman had been shot and killed. Fortunately, they had still been able to put the pieces together and get to the bottom of a global terror threat.

As soon as Adam and Gretchen returned with a large pot of coffee and mugs, Marsha got to work. She looked at Gretchen. “I have to ask: Is there anything more you recall about your meeting with Matias Poloz?”

Gretchen shook her head. “No.”

“We’ve found out he was staying at the Warwick Hotel. It’s fairly close to where the banking conference was taking place.”

Adam raised his eyebrow. “Is that from the local police leads?”

“No, we found it on his work email,” she said. “Weeks before he was killed, he received the hotel confirmation. He had a personal email account, but it looks like it was seldom used.”

“We know what the police found at the hotel?” Adam asked.

Marsha said, “We have the police report listing the hotel guest’s contents, and there was nothing of interest. No computer, tablet or anything. Police have his phone—it was on him when he was killed.” She looked at Adam. “And no, they haven’t done any reports regarding the phone, so we’re in the dark on that.”

“You’d think a banker would have a laptop. But if this was a planned hit someone could have grabbed things in his hotel before he was killed,” Adam said.

“Good point.”

Two spoke up. “And we can’t look at any hotel CCTV footage since it’s apparently been down for weeks. So, if someone broke in, there isn’t anything for us to see.”

Gretchen leaned forward. “You know what gets me? If he hadn’t been executed like that my report would read that he was a complete looney tune. Period. End of story.”

“Execution is the right word,” Two said.

“I grabbed his backpack,” Gretchen reminded them. “It had bank conference stuff and a small notebook with handwritten notes in Slovak, or some other language.”

“It was Slovak,” Marsha told her. “It had what looks like some sort of food diary, with the date, time, and foods eaten.”

“Hardly relevant to us then,” Adam noted.

“Anything on the shooter?” Gretchen asked.

“That’s been a nightmare,” Marsha admitted. “Besides the fact he was wearing a baseball cap and a COVID mask, he knew where the cameras were.”

“The way I see it, he must have been lying in wait,” Gretchen theorized. “He saw that Poloz was paying the bill and about to leave.”

“Believe it or not, no,” Marsha said. “It was just great timing on his part.” She tapped some keys on her laptop and the large TV screen at the far end of the room came alive with footage of a man walking briskly down the street. He wore jeans and a light jacket with his hands in the pockets. As she had mentioned, he wore a baseball cap and COVID mask and kept his head down. “You can see he passes by others, but as far as we can tell, he’s flying solo. No one nearby is watching the café. You can see pedestrians come and go along the street, and the same with vehicles. Every single one is moving.”

They watched as the man headed toward the camera. Near the café, he slowed, and then stood at the glass door. He opened it and stepped inside. The door hadn’t even shut before he came back out, the gun visible in his right hand. He casually slipped it in his jacket pocket and kept walking in the same direction as before. It took a few minutes before Gretchen appeared on the sidewalk, looking all around. She took off in the other direction, but soon returned as another person joined her outside the café. There was some discussion, then Gretchen went back inside.

“Where’d he go?” Adam asked. “We know?”

“Yep, keep watching.”

The shooter walked swiftly, turned a corner, and another camera picked him up. A car slowed. He quickly got in and the car kept going.

“Plate?” Gretchen asked.

“Car was stolen two days before.”

“We have anything on it?” Adam asked.

“Afraid not. You’ll notice the car is a four-door VW sedan. Most common car anywhere. We lost it when it headed south on A3. The coverage is spotty at best through parts of it. The car was found abandoned at the Au Peninsula. It was illegally parked near the train station and towed.”

“They have some rail station CCTVs,” Two added. “But no footage near where the car was parked, so maybe that’s why it was left where it was. Once you start looking at footage from the train station, it’s a joke, because we have no idea about the guy at all.”

“White,” Gretchen said.

“Well, yeah,” Two agreed. “I mean we have no description of the guy: height, hair color, age, all of that.”

“Not to mention, he would have gotten rid of the hat and jacket,” Gretchen pointed out.

“Exactly,” Two said.

Marsha said, “The car was found completely clean, no prints other than those belonging to the woman that owns it and her four kids. There was quite a bit of DNA, but that’s not back yet.”

“So we have nothing,” Gretchen complained.

“We have something,” Adam argued, looking at Gretchen. “The hit itself, and the car being wiped clean. Whoever the shooter is, he’s a professional.”

“Swiss police came to the same conclusion,” Marsha said as her iPhone sounded an alert tone. Two’s phone echoed the same tone. Marsha looked at the message. “We’re on with Hal in five.”

High-Rise Residential Building, Bratislava, Slovakia

Miles Wallace was quite pleased. He had entered Matias Poloz’s condo building without issue, arriving at the locked security glass front entrance door at the same time that an older woman was exiting. With his backpack over one shoulder, he quickly stepped aside as she came out, holding the door open for her, before going inside. He’d found Poloz’s condo on the 14th floor, and after donning disposable gloves, he’d used a pick set to enter the flat in a matter of seconds. Fortunately, there was no alarm.

Upon entry, Miles’s nostrils were assaulted by a foul odor. He actually wondered if there might be a dead body somewhere. Suddenly, three cats scampered into the small living room, stopping dead in their tracks upon realizing a stranger had intruded into their domain. The combined living and dining room was modestly furnished with a flat-screen TV atop a long credenza and the floor-to-ceiling windows featured a great view of the city.

On a quick look around he found a small room which appeared to serve as a home office with a computer monitor on a desk and the CPU on the floor. He also found the source of the foul odor—there were two large litter boxes, both quite full. He wondered how many days it had been since they were last emptied.

Beyond the office was the bedroom and bathroom. He made sure no one was under the bed and opened the bifold closet doors, finding shoes and clothes.

Hurrying through the living room, he entered a small kitchen, neat and tidy, with the cats’ dry food auto-feeder still containing plenty of food. Next to it was an automatic water dispenser. Beyond the kitchen was a laundry area with a stacked washer and dryer. A long-haired gray cat came in and meowed several times, no doubt complaining about something.

Back in the office, he kneeled down by the CPU on the floor and went to work, sneezing a few times. Miles suffered from a sensitivity to cats and was sorely tempted to unplug the CPU and put it in his pack. But he knew it would be better if the missing hard drive was discovered later. Besides, he didn’t want it to look like anyone had been there. The owner had only been dead two days, but at some point, either the police or some family members would show up.

The gray cat joined him and rubbed against his leg, causing him to sneeze again. Damn. With his eyes watering, he soon had the CPU’s cover off and the small screws stacked up on the floor. He removed the hard drive and put it in his backpack. He carefully put the tower cover back in place and had picked up a small screw when he heard a noise and froze. The gray cat hurried to the living area and Miles cautiously followed, screwdriver in hand, peeking into the living room just as the front door opened.

Federal Office of Police, Geneva, Switzerland

Hal Todd sat next to Anna Bauer, the chief of the Swiss federal police group. In her mid-fifties, Anna’s job was to coordinate all of the law enforcement agencies within Switzerland’s 26 cantons as well as the country’s intelligence group. As for Hal, he was nearly 10 years older than Anna and had left America and the Department of Defense years ago to work at FROG. No longer doing field work, he now sat behind a desk, overseeing the various FROG operations.

As soon as they’d gotten word that Matias Poloz had been killed, he’d hurried to Geneva to share what little they knew with Anna Bauer. They had crossed paths on two previous FROG ops and if there was one thing Hal knew only too well, it was that Anna hated when another intel agency secretly conducted ops on her turf. Since they were already in over their heads on this particular op, he had confessed everything he knew as soon as he’d arrived. Of course, she’d berated him for not telling her ahead of time about Gretchen’s meeting with Poloz, but she’d finally calmed down when he said they’d thought it was a bogus tip from the get-go and only Poloz’s murder made them suspect he might have been on to something.

Having worked with FROG on previous ops, Anna had been led to believe that Hal’s group was a subset of the Netherlands’ AIVD intelligence group, which was a ruse, of course. Their relationship had evolved to the point of mutual respect, but not exactly complete trust—though, they would combine forces when each side found it beneficial.

They now sat side by side at her desk facing her monitor, which showed Adam and Two on one side of the conference table and Gretchen and Marsha on the other side.

“Good morning,” Anna said.

“Morning,” Marsha said.

Hal peered at the screen. “What’s going on there? Breakfast?”

Adam laughed. “You’re missing some wonderful gingerbread cake.”

“I’ll save you a slice,” Two said.

Hal turned to Anna. “That’s Nora. She’s part of our team. You missed meeting her the last time you were in town.”

“Nice to meet you,” Anna said politely.

“Thank you... Nice to meet you,” Two said.

“Okay, I think we need to start,” Anna said. “Right now, we have no leads on the man who killed Matias Poloz. He walked in, shot him, and walked out. A few blocks later, a car pulled over, he got in, and they took off. We lost track of the car, but it was later found at a train station in Au. Unfortunately, there are no CCTVs where the car was abandoned. The train station has cameras and we’re looking at all of them. But we have no idea what the man looks like. Plus, it could be that the driver left the car there after dropping off the shooter somewhere else before that.”

“You have DNA from the car?” Marsha asked.

“Not yet.”

“Wait a minute,” Adam said. “Let’s back up a moment and discuss the shooting. Do you have any witnesses from the café?”

“I’m afraid not. There weren’t all that many people in the café, and no one really saw anything. Even the cashier who was right there only saw that the man was wearing a baseball cap and face mask. I think she was in such shock that she was essentially useless.”

“Unfortunately, even though I was also right there, I’m of no help either,” Gretchen said, shaking her head. “It just happened so fast, so unexpectedly, that by the time I got outside, he was gone.”

“Right,” Anna said. She took a sip of water. “I have some questions, if you don’t mind... Who suggested meeting at that café?”

“He did.”

“Any idea why that particular café?”

“No idea,” Gretchen said. “I just went with it.”

“Okay...” Anna said thoughtfully. “And reading your report, I’m still wondering if this is about forty-five million dollars going up in smoke, not forty-five million people.”

Hal could see Gretchen bristle.

“You met with a banker,” Anna added. “A banker. It would make sense this was about money.”

Gretchen said, “I know, and when he insisted it was the country of Canada, I told him no way. Canada doesn’t even have forty-five million people. He got mad and said it was forty-five million people. People. Not money.”

Anna frowned. “Did he show any signs of mental issues? Maybe early dementia? Or that he had invented the story? It was a hoax?”

“No,” Gretchen said. “He was adamant about what he was telling me. He talked fast and he jumped from subject to subject a bit, but I think he was agitated—he wanted me to understand. It’s hard to describe since I had never met him before, but I’m positive that he was all there, totally of sound mind.”

“I see,” Anna replied quietly.

“Look,” Gretchen said, “I was telling my colleagues here that if he hadn’t been killed, I would have written a report that said his warning just wasn’t plausible and we’d walk away. The fact that he was killed...” Her voice trailed off.

“Makes it look like he was stopped because of what he knew,” Hal said.

“Yeah,” Gretchen agreed.

Adam broke in. “You know what? Maybe we’re looking at this all wrong, believing that his murder had something to do with his discussion with Gretchen. He could have been killed for a whole host of reasons. The wife wants him dead—”

“She died years ago,” Gretchen interjected.

“Okay, his kids want him dead.” He looked at her. “Let me guess. No kids?”

“No kids.”

“Okay, but you get what I’m saying. There are two different things going on: Why he was killed is one thing, and his meeting with you is a completely separate thing.” Adam looked at them. “Hell, maybe it’s as simple as his bank was laundering money for someone and he found out and was going to put a stop to it, and that’s why he was taken out.”

“I’ve asked the Slovak bank for their cooperation,” Anna said.

“Getting anywhere on that?” Hal asked.

Anna turned to him. “What’s that American saying? Crickets? I get crickets.”

High-Rise Residential Building, Bratislava

Luckily for Miles, as soon as the two women had entered, they’d both gone into the kitchen, one talking energetically in Slovak the whole time. He had retrieved his backpack from the office and, unseen by them, moved to the bedroom, taking cover in the closet by squishing himself into a back corner. Now he waited. There was a crack of light where the doors met, but he found it impossible to shut them tightly from the inside.

He heard a scratching sound and saw a cat’s paw reaching under the closet door. He told himself to ignore it. However, to his horror, one bifold door started to open. Miles quickly pulled it shut, his heart racing. The paw came back for another try and Miles had no choice but to gently step on it. The cat howled just as Miles’s eyes started to water again and he felt a sneeze coming.

There was a part of him that wanted to laugh at the irony of the situation. He had spent seven years with Britian’s SAS elite special forces unit conducting counterterrorism work, surveillance, and hand-to-hand combat. He had received several decorations after fighting in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and several African countries where the Brits had attempted to break the toehold of Islamic terrorists. He had fought vicious foes, seen his comrades killed in the line of duty, and here he was, about to be upended by a damn cat.

The sneeze came and he turned his head, muffling it in his bicep.

More scratching sounds and the cat’s paw was back.
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High-Rise Residential Building, Bratislava

Inside the bedroom closet, one hand holding the door closed, Miles heard the doorbell and then voices talking. He swore one woman had said policia with a surprised tone. Police. The voices grew louder and he held his breath. The voices came closer. The thin line of light from the vertical crack in the bifold door disappeared as someone walked past. A man. His voice was loud. A shorter person followed, a woman talking urgently.

Several minutes later, the man walked by again, followed by the woman, still jabbering about something. His phone vibrated in his pocket. It was a text message from Marsha: Police on their way. Respond ASAP with status.

FROG Headquarters, The Hague

“Dental records are best in my opinion,” Adam said, hoping to keep Anna Bauer’s eyes on him so he could provide cover for Marsha who had pulled her phone into her lap as soon as Anna had mentioned sending the police to Matias Poloz’s apartment in Bratislava. “I mean, DNA is perfect only if you can verify the source. Take his toothbrush, but for all you know, it could belong to a girlfriend. Seriously, get the man’s dental records.”

“I understand what you are saying,” Anna agreed. “But we will try this first.”

Adam glanced at Marsha. She was staring at her phone. “We’ve been caught up on the wrong side of DNA tests in the past, that’s all,” he said. This wasn’t true, but he was stalling, hoping that Anna wouldn’t notice Marsha.

“Dental records are fine,” Anna said. “But they make life a lot more complicated. You have to find the dentist, and trust me, you spend a great deal of time simply filling out paperwork.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Adam offered. “I never thought about it like that.”

Anna gave him a slight smile. “You don’t know me, but I will admit to hating paperwork. Especially with other countries. They will insist something was lost in translation and delay things to no end.”

Adam laughed. “I believe you.” Marsha now looked up, so he smiled at Anna. “You know what you’re doing. I was just thinking dental records are the most definitive. But you’re right—I didn’t think of the paperwork hassle.”

His mind turned to Miles. He hoped to hell that Miles had gotten in and out. The last thing they needed was one of their own tied up in knots by local cops.

High-Rise Residential Building, Bratislava

Still inside the closet, Miles looked at his watch and saw that 12 minutes had passed since he’d heard anything in the apartment. He knew from Marsha’s text that the local police had been asked by Anna Bauer to collect DNA from the scene for identification purposes and presumed they had gone into the bathroom to grab some personal items, such as a toothbrush or razor. He also reasoned that the police had kicked both women out since the occupant had been reported deceased.

The cat’s paw appeared under the door again. This time, Miles didn’t shoo it away. He was pretty sure he was alone in the apartment. The gray cat instantly opened the door and came in, meowing and rubbing against his legs. He slowly took a step and peeked out. The room was empty, so he stepped into the bedroom, the cat at his feet.

Still moving cautiously, he entered the living room area. No one was there. The kitchen was also clear. He had been right. They’d all left. He went back to the office and noticed there was no more odor—the sandboxes were now clean. He took a moment for a quick glance in the desk drawers. He couldn’t read Slovak, but one small book looked like some sort of diary, so he put it in the backpack. With a final glance at the CPU, he debated whether it was worth taking the time to insert the tiny screws to keep the cover in place. Then he saw that only one screw remained from his stack of six screws. He stared, baffled. The gray cat seemed to read his mind as it came over and batted the only screw with his paw. It went under the desk.

Miles took that as his cue that it was time to leave. He went to the front door and looked out the peephole. To his surprise, a uniformed policeman was on the other side of the door.

FROG Headquarters, The Hague

Apologizing to Hal and Anna, Marsha had abruptly disconnected the call with Switzerland, explaining that they had another meeting in minutes. Only then did Marsha say, “Miles is in a pickle.”

“What?” Gretchen asked with concern.

“He’s inside Matias Poloz’s apartment on the fourteenth floor. The police came in, and he hid in a closet. But now a policeman is stationed right outside the door.”

“Oh crap,” Adam groaned. “Is there a balcony? Could he move over to another apartment?”

Marsha studied her phone. “No balcony, no back door.”

Gretchen frowned. “Isn’t that illegal? Don’t apartments need two doors in case of fire?”

“No idea.”

Gretchen said, “Call the police, have a woman say someone just broke into her flat, have her freaked out, in immediate danger—”

“Yes!” Marsha interrupted, looking up from her phone.

“—and get the cop to go away, just for a few minutes,” Gretchen continued.

High-Rise Residential Building, Bratislava

Miles received a text from Marsha explaining the plan. It seemed to take forever as he stood by the door, straining to hear. But the only thing he could hear was the gray cat meowing intermittently as it rubbed against his legs. Finally, he heard a muffled voice and looked out the peephole.

The cop had his head tilted to the right, a hand on his shoulder-mounted microphone. A moment later, he shouted a reply and took off in a full sprint down the hall.

~ ~ ~
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Yarmilla Nagy sat on a bench in the building’s front courtyard trying to get a hold of herself. She knew she would have to call Lukas and tell him, but she didn’t have the strength to do it right now. A part of her wondered if her reluctance to call was because she thought someone would tell her there had been a terrible mistake: Matias was alive and well. Or Matias himself would call.

But her phone remained silent. She had cried for some time and knew that she couldn’t go to the office with her eyes so red. She wanted to blame her emotions on the early onset of menopause, but the truth was that her tears stemmed from losing the only man she ever truly loved. Ironically, she had actually been married when she’d started working for Matias, and in less than a year’s time, she’d realized that she was head over heels in love. Two years later, eleven years ago now, she had become a free woman when she’d woken up next to her dead husband. An autopsy had revealed a heart attack as the cause of death.

She had hardly cried at all when her husband died. Instead, she’d made plans for his burial and systematically cleaned out all his things, donating all of his clothes to her local church. She remembered that Matias had come by with a bottle of wine and they’d sat in her small yard and discussed how fleeting life could be. She learned that his wife had died many years ago and he had never remarried. He had offered her paid time off, but she’d insisted she would be better off continuing to work. In truth, she’d needed the comfort of being near him, and that meant working.

Just an hour ago, she had met Matias’s neighbor in the lobby of his high-rise. The woman was responsible for taking care of his cats during his absence, but she had lost the key to his flat a few days ago now. When they’d met, the woman had apologized profusely for bothering her, while Yarmilla had politely, but firmly, berated the woman for not calling sooner, saying that Matias loved his cats and neglecting their care was inexcusable. The woman was quite chagrined and said that she had kept thinking that the keys “would turn up,” but of course, they hadn’t.

Using her own key, Yarmilla had unlocked the door and immediately found the stench unbearable. The woman had quickly explained that the odor was from the litter boxes. She’d followed the woman into the kitchen where she pulled out a large plastic trash bag from a box. Inside the office, the woman scooped the clumped litter into the bag. Then the doorbell rang.

Yarmilla had gone to the door, surprised to find two men there. One introduced himself as the building’s manager. The other man was a plainclothes policeman and showed his ID. The policeman had dismissed the manager and entered the flat, looking around. He’d asked her name and what her relation was to Matias Poloz. She’d explained as the policeman looked around the flat. When she’d demanded to know what was going on, she received the shock of her life—Matias was dead and the Swiss police had asked for DNA material to be sent. She had shaken her head, insisting there was some sort of mistake. In response, he’d asked where the bathroom was and she had told him, quickly following after him and asking dozens of questions, but the man had not been forthcoming. He’d separately bagged Matias’s toothbrush, hairbrush, and comb. She couldn’t help but think, at the time, that Matias would need the items when he got home, but of course, if he was dead, he wouldn’t be coming home.

She couldn’t wrap her head around that.

She and the cop had waited as the neighbor lady dutifully cleaned out the boxes and added fresh litter. Once the chore was done, the police officer said they both had to leave since the premises had to be “secured.” He’d asked for her key and she had no choice but to hand it over—not without reminding him that the cats would need attention. He had promised that “someone” would see to the animals. She’d wondered what that meant, exactly.

Her phone vibrated and she looked at it. A message from her assistant asking when she would be in. As she texted back that she was on her way she heard sirens and turned to see two motorcycle cops arrive.

~ ~ ~
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Miles was about to exit the building when he saw two policemen in the front courtyard, getting off their large BMW bikes. He saw a middle-aged woman sitting on a nearby bench, watching with clear surprise. The policemen hurried toward the front entrance and Miles quickly stepped out, keeping the door open for them. They rushed past and disappeared inside.

FROG Headquarters, The Hague

Just five hours after leaving Bratislava, Miles sat in Marsha and Two’s office pigging out on the last of the gingerbread cake.

Two turned to look at him. “So, what? There’s no food in Slovakia?”

“I wasn’t there long enough to tell you,” he replied, his mouth half full.

“I promised Hal I’d save him a slice.”

“He’s not here,” Miles said, stabbing the last bite with his fork and holding it up for her to see. “His loss.” He popped it in his mouth with a grin.

Two laughed. “You need to buy another one.”

Marsha scoffed. “Miles is good for one thing: eating. He does not produce edible stuff for the office.”

“Hey!” Miles protested defensively. “I’ll have you know that providing food was never in my job description. And didn’t I grab the hard drive, just as directed?”

“But who bailed you out when the cops showed up?” Two asked.

“I thanked you for that,” Miles insisted.

“Okay, okay,” Marsha replied, studying her monitor. “We have something here.”

“Really?” Two asked, rolling her chair closer to Marsha.

“Got a document with two different personal biographies.”

“Who are they?” Miles asked, suppressing a belch.

“Some people that Poloz had asterisked in his conference magazine,” Marsha said.

She explained that the first name was a woman who was on the board of the BNP Paribas Bank and the second name was a retired president of the Deutsche Bank in Budapest. A quick check of the two people failed to show any connection between themselves and Poloz or Slovakia. The only commonality linking all three was that they were bank executives attending the Geneva conference.

“When was the file created?” Two asked.

“Almost three months ago,” Marsha said.

“So did he attend the conference because of those two people—”

“—and if so, why? Why are they important?” Marsha said, finishing Two’s thought. “We need a deep dive on these two. Maybe all this is tied to one of them.”

Prima Banka, Bratislava

Hours had passed since Yarmilla had come to work. After getting off the elevator on the tenth floor, she had scanned her ID into the RFID reader at the reception counter and went straight to the lady’s restroom. She had studied herself in the mirror and carefully reapplied her makeup. She put on lipstick. Yes, her eyes were still a bit puffy, but she doubted anyone would notice.

At her desk, she opened all the waiting emails, for both herself and Matias. For years now, he’d had her look at his email first thing in the morning. Her job was to filter out the items that could be ignored, or at least answered by her and made to look like he was replying. The emails that remained were the ones he needed to reply to himself. In the middle of doing this task she was summoned to the president’s office.

Samuel Jires was a petite man who never showed any warmth whatsoever, nor any sense of humor, but he was very efficient at his job. His secretary wasn’t at her desk, so Yarmilla knocked on the closed door and opened it a fraction.

Mr. Jires looked up from his desk, saw her, and waved her in. “Have a seat.”

She sat in one of the two chairs facing his desk and wondered if she should have told him what she knew as soon as she had arrived at work. Driving to the office, she had wrestled with the dilemma and had decided against it for the simple reason that she’d rather he did not know she had a key to Matias’s home. Yes, Matias was single, as she was, and yes, it was always prudent to give a friend your house key. However, she knew it could easily be misconstrued, and considering that they had never had that kind of relationship, she didn’t want anything to tarnish Matias’s stellar reputation.

As Jires busied himself with papers on his desk, Yarmilla realized that she was protecting Matias, even now that he was dead.

Finally, Jires put the papers aside and gave her his attention. “I’m afraid I have rather startling news. The federal Swiss police contacted me this weekend to report that Matias Poloz has been murdered.”

“M-m-murdered?” she stammered, truly shocked. She realized that she hadn’t asked the policeman how Matias had died—she had presumed it was from a heart attack. He’d had two heart attacks in the last three years and had recently been fitted with a pacemaker.

Mr. Jires went on. “He had been at a café and as he was paying the cashier, a man came in and shot him in the head.”

Yarmilla found herself shaking. “No...”

“I’m not formally announcing it since the Swiss are waiting for DNA verification. No one expects him here this week due to the conference, but I wanted you to know. And I expect you to keep this to yourself for now.”

“Of course,” she said. Her mind raced. “Was-was it a robbery?”

“From what little I was told, no. He was targeted on purpose it seems.”

There was a knock on the door and Mr. Jires’s secretary looked in. “They are here.”

“Very well.” Jires stood and Yarmilla did the same.

Two men entered. The older man introduced himself as Henry Kováčiková, and the younger man was Sebastian Marko. They were from SIS
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