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Synopsis

Until you’ve been pushed past your limits, you don’t
know what you’re capable of.

When a terrorist group brings down three passenger
jets, CIA Threat Analyst Jessie Coltrane is plunged into a
netherworld where it’s difficult to tell friend from foe. Nothing
is what it seems. Case in point? Darien Troy, the beautiful but
deadly operative brought in to help neutralize the threat. Jessie
is drawn to Darien. She’s just not sure she can trust her.

Darien’s never backed down from a challenge, but this
one’s suddenly very personal. As the body count increases and old
secrets come to light, she’ll have to decide how far she’s willing
to go. Because this time, more than survival is on the line.
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Dedication

To my first and only chosen daughter.

Thank you for coming into my life.


Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig
two graves.

—Confucius


Chapter One

Imam Sahib District

Kunduz Province, Afghanistan

 


In the shadows cast by the first light of day, death
waited patiently. Still. Silent. Focused.

That she found herself in the remote tribal lands of
northern Afghanistan near the Tajikistan border was of little
importance. What mattered were the conditions, and they were as
close to perfect as they could get for the job at hand. No wind,
the temperature was mild, there was unlimited visibility, and the
region’s rocky hills and thick brush afforded plenty of natural
cover.

A perfect kill zone.

Lying on her belly, legs spread out and feet arched
down, partly embedded in the ground, she stared through the scope
on her rifle. By her calculations, it was 630 meters from her
current position to the road. But even after she compensated for
bullet drop, wind drift, and ambient temperature, she knew her
target would be well within the range of both her skill and the
weapon she held with the gentle touch of a lover.

For just an instant, she paused. Reassessed. But one
final glance confirmed what she already knew. The benefits of the
location she’d selected outweighed any risk. It afforded the best
vantage point—an unobstructed view of the road—and the suppressor
would reduce the sound of the muzzle blast.

She knew a ballistic crack would still be heard, but
it wasn’t a concern. In the unlikely event anyone other than her
target happened to be in the vicinity, they would find it almost
impossible to determine where the shot had come from. And with the
bullet traveling at three times the speed of sound, her target
wouldn’t hear anything before it was too late.

Satisfied, she settled in to wait. Remaining alert
for anything unexpected, her thoughts turned back to her target. A
man named Ivan Fyodor Sakharov.

According to the intel she’d obtained—information she
routinely augmented regardless of who sanctioned the job—the former
Russian military officer was a major player in the business of
trading military-grade weapons for heroin. And he had found the
perfect place to ply his trade.

Afghanistan. A country known to produce roughly 3600
tons of opium annually, almost 90 percent of the global total.

The opium was harvested from farms across the country
and taken to factories in the remote Pamir Mountains, where it was
turned into heroin. Large quantities were then transported—by
truck, motorcycle, even on foot—into Tajikistan, where a kilo of
good quality heroin could net a wide array of weapons, including
assault and sniper rifles, rocket-propelled grenades, handguns, and
cases of ammunition. Even American-made Stinger missiles could be
had for the right price.

The weapons inevitably found their way into the hands
of the numerous terrorist groups which proliferated around the
globe, while the heroin made its way into Russia, across Europe,
into the UK, and into North America.

It was a dirty business. But it was Sakharov’s rapid
rise through the ranks in the Russian mob—the Bratva—that
had raised flags in international circles. And someone in the chain
of command at one of the alphabet soup of intelligence
agencies—MI6, CIA, DGSE, NSA—wanted him neutralized.

She shrugged mentally at the clinical euphemism and
allowed herself, if only for a moment, to wonder at the
pointlessness of the contract she’d accepted. Because she knew one
inescapable truth. For every weapons or drug dealer who disappeared
in the lawless borderlands, there were a dozen others ready to take
his place. Monsters were like that. Each seemed to come with a
ready-built succession plan. And life simply went on without
skipping a beat.

But in spite of what she viewed as self-evident
futility, she had made herself available. Her choice. It was always
her choice when it came to which jobs she accepted, which ones she
turned down. And her feelings about death were seldom wrong.

By accepting the contract, her clients were assured
whatever she did would be done quietly and efficiently. She was
very good at what she did. She had never failed to deliver. And she
ensured there was no blowback—no unintended consequences—from any
covert operation she took on.

As for her targets? They were terrorists. Extremists.
People who trafficked in drugs and weapons and humans and put
innocent lives at risk. They had made their own choices.

*

As seconds and minutes passed, she continued to stare
at the dust-covered road. But in the heat and silence, with nothing
to do but wait, her thoughts turned in a familiar direction and she
was conscious once again of the questionable moral compass that
guided her existence.

Trust no one.

Kill or be killed.

They were the tenets that guided her life. Truths she
never questioned. She knew a lot of people would suggest it wasn’t
a comfortable way to live. And perhaps they’d be right. But it was
the only existence she’d known for a very long time. More
importantly, through constant vigilance and by remembering each and
every lesson she’d been taught, she’d managed to stay alive.

Flashes from the last fifteen years filtered through
her mind. The lessons begun by her mother, then continued by
others—the ones who had taken an interest in her over the years.
The things she’d done. The mistakes she’d made along the way, as
well as the successes.

The violent fury that once drove her had long since
flamed out. She’d learned to channel it and had even managed to
make some sort of peace with the fates that had set her on this
path. She focused on keeping things simple and normally didn’t let
emotions dictate her actions.

She was no longer the same person. But in any case,
that would have been impossible because death changed everything.
And Cairo and Damascus, Tikrit, Gaza, Tel Aviv, and all the places
and years in between had left their mark.

She was often uncertain what time zone she was in—or
even what country. And she traveled under so many different
passports, some days her own name sounded foreign to her ears. What
she had was her work. Her reputation. A violent past, a volatile
present, and financial security, whether she cared about that or
not.

At one time, she had thought it would be enough.

Until recently, it had been enough.

But it was not a lot to show for twenty-eight years
of living. She had no personal life. No ties, no family, no lovers
waiting anywhere in her shadowy life. There were fewer than a
handful of people she trusted. Only one or two she might even call
friends. And it probably explained why she found herself revisiting
her choices so frequently of late, making her think perhaps she had
stayed in the game too long.

Her former handler labeled it spook
burnout.

He worried she was accepting too many jobs, taking
too many chances. Maybe crossing too many lines that shouldn’t get
crossed. When he had finally broached the subject before she’d left
for Afghanistan, she knew he’d expected her to argue. But she
couldn’t see the point.

She’d already figured out that, over time, the job
could either steal your soul and turn you into an emotionless
killer or come close to breaking you. And sometime in the last
year, when she hadn’t been looking, her ability to distance herself
emotionally from her work had begun to shred.

Retirement, she supposed, was always an option. She
was an expert at being a ghost. She could disappear and settle
anonymously on a small island somewhere. A place filled with life
and color—lush greens, endless blues, and vibrant reds. A place as
different as you could get from the places work frequently took her
and still be on the same planet. A place where she could reinvent
herself and begin to rebuild her life.

It wasn’t as if it was the first time the idea had
occurred to her.

The thought of going native and living in a tropical
paradise inspired a smile. But only for an instant, because the
bigger question was whether the people who had helped create her
and routinely utilized her skills would ever let her retire. People
in her profession seldom did.

There was also the added worry that even if she
managed to walk away, her own need for adrenaline might have her
crawling back to this life, like an addict in search of a fix.
What if this is the only place where life makes sense? The only
place you belong?

It was that particular fear that was plaguing her
now, reverberating in her head. With no answers in sight, she
forced herself to shut out all extraneous thoughts and return her
focus to her current assignment. Ivan Sakharov.

She took several breaths, began going through a
routine she had gone through many times before. She’d learned long
ago how to compartmentalize, how to tune out everything but her
target, and she began the process of clearing her mind.

Just as slowly, she released all the tension from her
body and began lowering her heart rate until it was forty-five
beats per minute. Seeking the still point until only the whisper of
air over sand and rocks existed. And then even that ceased to
exist.

With her body and mind quiet, she could wait like
this for as long as she had to. No other reality existed.
Everything now came down to timing. The eternal wait until the
moment came, followed by the instant when instinct and reflexes and
training told her to act.

Minutes or possibly hours later, her patience was
rewarded, the silence disturbed by the sound of an approaching
vehicle. As expected, Sakharov was driving an open Jeep, throwing a
cloud of dust as he approached, his long blond hair shining like a
beacon. His posture was relaxed and unconcerned. Unaware his fate
was sealed and he had but a few moments left to live.

A second passed, then another as she took a couple of
deep, controlled breaths. She focused on the lone occupant in the
vehicle.

One last breath. And as she exhaled, she gently
squeezed the trigger.

*

In the last light of day, Darien Troy slid her bag
into the overhead compartment and sank into the comfortably
oversized seat in first class.

For the next few minutes, she scanned her e-mail
while half listening to the muted sounds of her fellow passengers
as they boarded the Boeing wide-body and settled in. One particular
e-mail caught her attention. Marked urgent, it came from Ben. It
was short and to the point, but then Ben seldom needed to say
more.

Need you in Paris. ASAP.

Had it been anyone else…

But this was Ben Takahashi. Her first case officer.
Her handler, mentor, surrogate mother and father, and the older
brother she sometimes wished she had, all rolled into one. He’d
seen to her education, her training, and had saved her young and
foolhardy life on more than a couple of occasions.

And somehow, when she wasn’t looking, he’d become so
much more. He’d slipped past her defenses, and somewhere along the
way, they’d forged a friendship—the unlikely pairing of a
well-connected son-of-a-diplomat-turned-spy and his too-young,
barely-in-control protégé.

She hadn’t cared about surviving when he took her in.
And yet somehow, by the end of their first year together, Darien
had found herself doing more than just surviving. She’d blossomed,
thrived under his tutelage. Developed a healthy appreciation for
life. And over time, her connection with Ben enabled her to
cultivate a patina of sophistication she might otherwise have never
achieved.

If nothing else, she owed him.

Without further thought or question, she began
swiftly entering the keystrokes that would change her current
flight plans from Afghanistan. Minutes later, it was done. Tomorrow
would still find her in Dubai. But Frankfurt, then London, and
ultimately Paris were now scheduled in the days that followed.

There was still room to fine-tune her connections.
And she’d need to stop long enough to pick up a few things before
catching up with Ben. Like her motorcycle…and some weapons. But
when it was all done, she’d make her way toward the Latin
Quarter.

There, in a sixteenth-century house she never seemed
to find the time to finish renovating, Ben would explain what was
so urgent he was willing to break the one rule he knew she insisted
on. A commandment engraved in stone that said she never worked
back-to-back jobs.

Of course, she knew without asking what job she’d
find Ben working on. She’d seen the newspaper headlines while
waiting for her flight. Had seen the horrific photos, the aftermath
of the three passenger airliners simultaneously brought down on
their final approach to Washington, Paris, and London.

Five hundred ninety-three lives gone in the blink of
an eye.

MI6 probably pulled Ben in before the dust had
settled. And even if they hadn’t, CIA would have asked for him.
Because even before NTSB had boots on the ground, she knew they
would find US-made surface-to-air Stinger missiles had been used to
bring down the three jets.

Light to carry and easy to operate, Stingers were a
fire-and-forget weapon, employing a passive homing seeker that
needed no direction from the operator after firing. The operator
wouldn’t need to maintain a lock on the target and could disappear
immediately after firing. That made them perfect for hit-and-run
acts of terrorism. And utterly lethal against civilian airliners,
which weren’t equipped with the countermeasures found on military
aircraft.

It was also commonly known that hundreds of Stingers
were still missing from the arsenal supplied by the CIA to the
mujahideen in the Soviet-Afghan war, in spite of attempts to buy
the weapons back.

Darien wasn’t keen on being in bed with the CIA. But
she knew what Grace Lawson wanted, Grace Lawson got.

What didn’t make sense was why Ben and Grace would
feel they needed her particular expertise, especially this early in
what would undoubtedly prove to be a long investigation. That
thought was troubling and left her feeling unsettled as too many
images from the past suddenly bombarded her.

Shutting down her smartphone, she closed her eyes.
There were limits to the number of personal rules she would
break—even for Ben—and the answers to her questions would have to
wait until she got to Paris.

After the flight crew had completed last-minute
preparations, after the pilot had welcomed the passengers aboard,
and after canned instructions and warnings had been issued, the jet
began to roll along the runway before gaining momentum and surging
into the late-evening sky. Shifting in her seat, she turned her
head and stared out the window.

Below her, Kabul and the Hindu Kush mountains receded
in the darkness. Only then did she allow herself to relax.

“Is everything all right? Is there anything I can get
for you?”

She turned toward the voice and gazed into the lovely
smiling face of a flight attendant. Returning the smile
reflexively, she shook her head. “Nothing, thanks.”

Watching the gentle sway of the flight attendant’s
hips as she walked away, she slipped her iPod out of her jacket
pocket. What she needed was music, something aching and bluesy, and
a moment later a sax softly wailed as she closed her eyes.

She was tired and welcomed fatigue as it crept upon
her. Allowed it to carry her toward sleep, where she hoped there
was no room for worrying thoughts or regrets.


Chapter Two

Charles de Gaulle Airport

Paris, France

 


What now? The question ricocheted in Jesslyn
Coltrane’s head on the heels of a sudden premonition. A tingle at
the back of her neck—her version of a spider-sense—had sent out an
unexpected warning. Moments later, she spotted a colleague walking
into the departures lounge she was in.

It could have been a coincidence. But it wasn’t. She
knew that even before Garth Smith approached and pulled her from
the line of passengers preparing to board Air France flight 324 to
JFK.

That her first instinct had been to tell him to go to
hell and continue boarding her flight was a clear indication of
just how tired she was. But then she’d just spent ten months with
her team in Pakistan. Developing and working assets. Gathering
intelligence. Endlessly reviewing data, video, and audio
recordings. Considering possibilities, interpreting and discarding
them.

She must have eaten and slept at some point. Right
now she was far too tired to recall when. But too many days fueled
by coffee and adrenaline would do that to anyone.

Closing her eyes, she could still hear them…angry
voices shouting anti-US slogans in multiple languages. She could
still see them…crowds comprised mostly of youths who took to the
streets in violent protest. Clashing with embassy security forces,
throwing rocks and bottles, smashing windows, and burning American
flags.

Jessie repressed a shudder as her composure
threatened to abandon her. Swallowing, she took an extra moment.
Concentrated on her breathing and tried to let the tension drain
from her body. It helped that even with her eyes closed, she could
feel her team—Elle, Rob, and Adam—form a protective circle around
her, although she knew they had to be as tired as she was.

Maybe if she counted to ten, by the time she opened
her eyes again Smith would be gone.

Right. Or she could click her heels together three
times, find herself in Oz, and marry the scarecrow—or better yet,
Dorothy.

She opened her eyes, pushed back a flash of anger,
ran a hand through hair at least three weeks past needing a cut,
and sighed. She knew the score.

Smith didn’t deserve her anger. He had no way of
knowing he was the fifth thing gone wrong today. Or was it the
sixth? No matter. He was simply doing his job. It wasn’t his fault
he’d caught her on the slippery downward slope of an adrenaline
crash. Just as it wasn’t his place to provide her with any kind of
explanation.

He did what he was supposed to do. What he’d been
instructed to do, no doubt. He informed her that the Deputy
Director of Operations was in Paris and had requested a
face-to-face meeting with her. Preferably within the hour.

Jessie was certain she’d misunderstood. “I’m sorry.
What did you say?”

Smith shrugged, indicated it wasn’t a battle worth
fighting, and repeated the message. But hearing it a second time
didn’t make it any easier because the words remained the same.

Terrific. She was tired, hungry, and not in the mood
for a confrontation. She had also grown up in the shadows of the
business, the daughter of two legendary agents, and knew better
than most that any request to meet with the deputy director was a
polite way of saying she had no choice in the matter and she’d
better get moving.

Because what Grace Lawson wanted, Grace Lawson
got.

It took Jessie several seconds to gather her thoughts
and regain her equilibrium. Several more seconds to pull on the
mask of professional detachment. Several final seconds to think
things through.

Given the lateness in the day and the rain which had
been falling on and off since early morning, she could well imagine
the traffic waiting to ensnare her beyond the self-contained chaos
that was Europe’s second-busiest airport.

“Just me or the whole team?”

“She asked for you and Jackson.” Smith indicated Elle
with his index finger. “The others are expected to go on to New
York.”

The team immediately separated. Rob and Adam took a
step back, their expressions clearly indicating they were grateful
for the reprieve they’d just been given. Elle, on the other hand,
young and coming off her first field assignment as a tech analyst,
moved closer to her and mumbled, “Boy howdy,” through her
teeth.

Unable to reassure Elle for the moment, she looked at
Smith. “And where are we supposed to meet the DD?”

Smith shrugged. “She said you’d know where.”

Jessie swore under her breath and slowly rubbed the
bridge of her nose, knowing that while no headache yet existed, one
would likely start in short order. Doing a quick calculation, she
realized it could take the better part of half the time she’d been
given just to get through the concourse. But she’d already accepted
this wasn’t going to be one of her better days and was equally
determined not to let it show.

Beside her, Elle picked up her small carry-on while
Rob and Adam shifted uncertainly. A few feet away, she could also
sense the gate attendants, hovering impatiently just beyond her
peripheral vision, waiting for them to board their flight so the
Jetway could be closed.

Without uttering another word, she grabbed the
leather satchel at her feet. Shrugged and muttered a brief farewell
to Rob and Adam, then silently indicated for Elle to follow her.
Leaving Smith to deal with the airline people, she slung the
satchel diagonally across her body, walked out of the departures
lounge, and waded into the fast-moving stream of people intent on
making their connections.

Excuse me. Pardon me.

She winced as an elbow connected and wearily
acknowledged she’d have bruises before she got out of the airport.
But she was on the clock now. Cursing softly in three different
languages, she kept her head down and persevered through the noise
and bedlam. Aware Elle was silently keeping up, she didn’t bother
to check her momentum until she felt the first faint breeze ruffle
her hair.

It was immediately obvious the weather hadn’t
improved. But it matched her mood, so that was all right. As she
pushed the rest of the way through the doors, Jessie glanced toward
the brooding sky, blinking a couple of times to clear the rain from
her eyes. Shivering, she pulled her leather jacket closer and
inhaled cool, damp air laced with aviation fuel and vehicle exhaust
fumes.

Elle spoke for the first time. “Do you know where
we’re going?”

“Yes.”

Over the next few minutes, providence intervened. The
line for a taxi proved blessedly short and moved swiftly. And in
less time than Jessie could have possibly hoped, she and Elle were
tucked comfortably in the back of a Mercedes, only slightly damp.
She gave the driver the address she wanted on Boulevard
Saint-Germain—a café once known to be the haunt of Hemingway,
Picasso, and John-Paul Sartre.

“I don’t know if it will make a difference to you,”
the driver responded, “but you should know it will take a miracle
to get a table there at this time of day.”

“I’m afraid we don’t have much choice. We’re supposed
to meet my boss there.” Jessie paused and tried to imagine the
deputy director being told no table was available. The image was
almost enough to make her smile. “I’m not worried, though. My boss
is as formidable as they come, so I’m confident she’ll have managed
to find us a table by the time we get there.”

The driver glanced in the rear view mirror and for an
instant Jessie met his eyes. “And does mademoiselle wish to be late
or on time for this meeting with her boss?”

Jessie choked back a laugh. “All I can tell you is we
have a little over thirty-five minutes to get to our meeting, and
unfortunately, being on time is the only option we have. So if
there’s anything you can do…”

She got a quick grin back from the driver as he
nodded and merged aggressively into traffic. “Then I shall see what
I can do to get you there on time.”

As the car accelerated, Jessie realized the driver
meant business. Almost immediately, he began to weave in and out of
the rain-clogged lanes of traffic in the seemingly random fashion
perfected by Parisian drivers. Ignoring horns and curses and the
occasional red light, he dodged motorbikes, trucks, and other cars
with finesse.

Releasing a sigh, she leaned back and watched Paris
life blur by.

She’d learned over the years that attempting to guess
what was on the deputy director’s mind would be a colossal waste of
time, so she didn’t bother. She simply listened to the discordant
notes playing in her head—the flats and sharps that made up the
overture—and wondered what it all meant.

*

Forty-three minutes after leaving the airport, Jessie
paid their fare, tipping the driver generously. Pushing her hair
back from her face and pulling up the collar of her jacket, she
joined Elle on a crowded sidewalk where music, voices, and the
tantalizing aroma of food drifted on the evening air.

The café was just ahead, and with the rain having
stopped, the street corner was filled to overflowing with artists,
students, and business people. But in spite of the crowd, she had
no trouble spotting Deputy Director Grace Lawson—an attractive
woman in her late-fifties, dressed in a business suit that fit in
with the chic Parisian crowd.

As expected, she was sitting alone at a corner table,
having chosen a vantage point screened by the crowds that also
afforded a perfect view of the café and the surrounding area. She
might not have been in the field for a number of years, but her
instincts were clearly still sharp from more than twenty years of
fieldcraft. The deputy director didn’t like surprises, and no one
would be able to approach her position without her knowledge.

Jessie led the way as she and Elle reached the table.
“Sorry if we kept you waiting,” she said as a greeting. She pulled
off the satchel and let it drop to the ground before taking an
empty seat across from Grace while Elle slid silently into the
third chair. “As you can imagine, traffic coming back into the city
at this time of day was a bitch.”

She could feel sharp hazel eyes appraising her. No
doubt taking in the rain-damp hair, the pale face, and shadowed
eyes. But whatever Grace noticed, she refrained from making any
comment.

She simply offered a faint smile and said, “You made
better time than I had any right to expect. I hope you don’t mind,
but I anticipated your arrival and ordered drinks for you.” With
that, she raised her hand.

Almost immediately, a waiter approached, poured a
German beer into a glass and put it in front of Elle, then placed a
wine glass on the table in front of Jessie. “Kir,” he said. “With
crème de cassis.”

“Thank you.” Jessie looked at the glass and allowed a
small smile to show. “You know, I’m not sure what astonishes me
more. The fact you always remember what to order, no matter who
you’re with, or that you manage to get this level of service in
Paris.”

“Don’t sound so surprised. I know fifty is rapidly
becoming a distant image in my rearview mirror, but should I not
remember Elle likes German beer? Or that you always preferred Kir
with black-currant liqueur rather than blackberry?” Grace paused
and a first, rare smile appeared. “Or that we were sitting here the
first time you tried it? And as for the service—”

“The waiter’s one of yours, isn’t he?” Jessie tried
unsuccessfully to hold back a quick laugh.

Grace nodded and seemed almost pleased.

Aware Elle was nervously watching, Jessie flashed a
tight smile. “Well, as lovely as this is, I’m sure you have more
pressing matters to deal with than to sit in a café in Paris
reminiscing while having a drink with Elle and me. So why don’t we
take care of business. What can we do for you? What do you need
that has you in Paris and warranted pulling us from our flight back
to New York?”

Grace’s smile faded and her features suddenly
tightened. “Believe it or not, I came to ask for your help on a
matter of some urgency.” Grace paused, studied Jessie, then gave a
faint shrug. “Now I’m not so sure it’s the right decision. You look
tired, Jesslyn.”

More fatigued than Jessie cared to admit, the faintly
maternal-sounding concern produced nearly the same physiological
effect as hearing Grace Lawson admit she needed help from anyone.
Jessie stiffened. It was an instantaneous reaction, even if it was
unintentional. She simply couldn’t help it.

Just as across the table, Grace clearly couldn’t help
but notice. She reached out with one hand and brushed Jessie’s
fingers. “I’m sorry, Jessie. But old habits are the hardest to
break.”

Half a dozen sarcastic replies immediately sprang to
mind, but Jessie cut herself off, kept her comments to herself.
“It’s all right.” She sipped her drink, using the time to regroup.
“How about we put family history aside for the time being while you
explain what kind of help you need? Can we do that, Mother?”

Her comment caused an eyebrow to rise. “So you do
remember from time to time?”

“Remember that you’re my mother?” Jessie blinked,
shook her head. Elle momentarily forgotten, she knew the
frustration in her voice was unmistakable but couldn’t help it.
“The last time I checked, I still work for the CIA. And even if I
wanted to deny my DNA, there’s no escaping the reality both my
parents are legends in the Agency, so no one’s likely to let me
forget.”

“Did we make things so difficult for you?”

Jessie smiled thinly. “I joined the CIA for a lot of
reasons. Maybe not all of them were good ones. Mostly, I think I
wanted a chance to prove myself.” She pushed aside the messy
motives and emotions attached to the past and moved her shoulders
in a faint, restless shrug that was a match for her mother’s. “But
the truth is I could have just as easily gone to work somewhere
else. It’s not as if I didn’t have other options. Both the NSA and
NRO were interested in recruiting me before I finished school.”

“Well, of course they were. They’d have been fools
not to be.”

She didn’t bother trying to suppress her laughter
this time. “Spoken like a mother.”

“I’m not sure I would go that far,” Grace responded
dryly.

The humor might have been unintended, but it broke
the tension. “I’ve got an idea. Why don’t we get whatever business
we need to discuss on the table. After that, perhaps we can take a
few minutes to sit back and enjoy an evening in Paris before you
have to leave.” She watched and waited for Grace to nod. “I assume
we’re here about the three jets that were brought down. Tell me how
you think Elle and I can help.”

“All right. Those three planes—all those lives lost.
They didn’t just fall out of the sky. And there was no warning.
What happened was instantaneous, catastrophic, synchronized, and
highly sophisticated. Someone went to a lot of trouble to plan and
carry out what can only be described as an act of terrorism. And my
every instinct tells me this is only the beginning,” Grace
said.

“Of what?”

“There’s chatter, as always, but there’s certainly
more than the usual. In particular, a listening station monitoring
mobile communications in Eastern Europe intercepted a cellular
transmission between Prague and Paris.”

“What was the gist of the conversation?”

“The transfer of funds. All our analysis indicates
they’re arranging for something bigger. Something truly large
scale. Everything points to a planned terrorist attack on US soil.
That’s why I’d like you working on this here.”

Jessie took a sip of her drink, gazed at the people
and the street scene surrounding her—such a beautiful spot and
totally incongruent with the conversation they were having.

There was no question, of course. She would do
whatever was being asked of her. As she’d already made clear, it
was in her DNA. And it was her duty. Swallowing, she found her
throat dry and reached for her drink once again while Grace
continued to speak.

“We’re running this on two separate fronts. We’ve
already got a team in place on the ground ready to follow the
money. As soon as the transfer takes place, their sole focus will
be to follow the money to whoever is orchestrating the purchase.
But we also want to identify the salesman. Replace him with one of
our own and filter the shipment. That’s where you come in. After
your time in Islamabad, you’re already familiar with a lot of the
players. That’s why I need you and Elle working on this end with
MI6.”

Grace watched her for a moment with a level of
scrutiny that unnerved most people. But Jessie didn’t blink. “All
right. Who’s running the team here? Who are Elle and I going to be
working with?”

“Actually, it’s someone I worked with quite closely
when I was still a field operative. An old friend by the name of
Ben Takahashi. That’s the best possible scenario since Ben’s been
out there for a very long time, and you’ll be operating in a world
he’s quite familiar with. Smartest thing you can do is follow his
lead. Your survival may well depend on it. And if luck holds—and
I’m hoping it does—he’ll have already arranged another old contact
to work as the fourth member of the team.” Grace paused. “No
comment?”

Jessie’s breath caught in her throat and the murmur
of voices around her faded. “I’m sorry. Is one required?” she asked
mildly.

A dark chuckle said it all. “Smart girl. Just keep
your eyes open and your head down and you’ll be fine.”

“Thanks.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Grace cautioned. “This isn’t
going to be easy.”

“It seldom is.”


Chapter Three

Paris welcomed Darien back like an old friend. The
Eiffel Tower, Notre-Dame Cathedral, even the tourists and college
kids crowding the sidewalks and cafés seemed to welcome her as she
circled and backtracked through a labyrinth of narrow streets and
ensured no one was following her.

Traffic was heavy, but no more than usual for a cool
and damp evening, and she made good time. She moved past the
Saint-Michel Metro station into the Latin Quarter and haphazardly
wound her way through a warren of centuries-old narrow streets.
Twenty minutes later, she silenced the engine, turned off the
headlight, and coasted through the shadows before coming to a
stop.

She took a quick glance at her surroundings, checking
for surveillance. One final scan of the street and sidewalks for
possible threats. Around her, the world continued to move. But
nothing pulled at her. She saw no one paying particular attention
to her, heard only the distant sounds of music and laughter and the
ticking of the cooling motorcycle engine.

Satisfied, she parked a short distance from the
house. Grabbing the saddlebags, she left the motorcycle gleaming
dully in the half-light the French called l’heure bleue.

The blue hour. Twilight. Between dawn and sunrise—or
dusk and sunset, in this case. When the world and everything in it
lay suspended between light and dark, painted in a blue-shadowed
hue. Her favorite time of day.

Timing was everything and dressed as she was, in dark
jeans and black leather, she blended easily with the shadows.
Making her way through the gloom along a damp footpath, she took
the stone steps two at a time, unlocked the front door, and stepped
over the threshold. The house silently greeted her as the door
closed behind her and darkness closed in around her.

The alarm sensor glowed a steady green, indicating
someone had already turned it off. But she wasn’t concerned as,
almost immediately, her already primed senses picked up the light
citrus scent of Ben’s aftershave. The familiar fragrance brought a
measure of reassurance in spite of the absence of sounds or any
aroma from the evening meal.

Ben was probably somewhere upstairs with his head
buried in computer files and had, no doubt, forgotten to eat. Much
like someone else, she thought wryly, as the pangs she felt
reminded her she hadn’t eaten in some time. Had it been lunch
yesterday? Or was it the day before? She knew better, but she’d
been too tired to pay attention.

Driven as much by hunger as by the need to delay
finding out what Ben wanted from her, Darien wandered toward the
kitchen, dark except for light spilling in from the hallway.
Dropping the saddlebags onto the floor and laying the keys on the
counter, she opened the fridge.

Clearly Ben had not spent any time shopping, as only
a couple of apples, a piece of cheese, two bottles of Bière de
Garde, and a half-empty bottle of wine sat forlornly on the top
shelf. She selected one of the apples and hoped it would at least
tide her over, already knowing it wouldn’t satisfy her hunger.

She sighed tiredly, felt the early stages of a
headache. Tomorrow would be soon enough to go to the market. For
now, she wanted nothing more than to grab a quick shower, then find
Ben and see if perhaps he could be persuaded to order pizza. And
then she wanted to curl up in her own bed for the first time in
more than a month and sleep.

In the process of undoing the chin strap on her
helmet, her senses suddenly picked up something her tired brain
hadn’t fully processed yet. Her heart began to race, but even as
adrenaline flooded through her, her mind became focused and
clear.

“Looking for something?” a voice asked from a few
feet behind her.

Darien straightened slowly. But even without turning
around, she already knew three things. The person behind her was a
woman. Young. And she had no doubt she would find a gun leveled at
her chest when she finally turned to face her.

“How did you get in here?” the woman asked, nerves
evident in the voice. That was interesting and potentially
troubling. Guns and nerves seldom combined to yield happy
outcomes.

Her blood quickened, but Darien kept her movements
slow and steady. She put the apple down and reached for the keys
she had left on the counter, holding them up for the woman to see
while she turned to face her.

The keys were a perfectly timed distraction—a
magician’s sleight of hand. The woman’s eyes automatically followed
the motion of her arm as she held it above her head and away from
her body. As the woman focused on the glint of the dangling keys,
it bought Darien the time she needed to slip her other hand
unnoticed inside her jacket pocket. Enough time for her fingers to
curl around the cool metal of her SIG Sauer.

Keeping her hand where it was, she tilted her head
and silently contemplated her next move. Shoot first, ask questions
later?

An instant later, the decision was made for her, even
before someone turned on the lights and a familiar voice shouted
from the doorway, “Darien—Dare, no. Don’t kill them. They’re with
me.”

Darien stilled. She hadn’t needed Ben’s warning to
hold back because another woman had just stepped into the kitchen
and captured her attention. She experienced a strange sense of déjà
vu.

Five eight. Slender physique. Delicate features
framed by collar-length blond hair. Eyes the color of warm honey. A
sexy mouth.

Grace. Only younger.

*

“If I’d wanted to kill them, they’d already be
dead.”

The wry intonation in the faintly accented voice was
unmistakable, even behind the motorcycle helmet’s face shield.
Jessie heard Elle sputter angrily in response, but there was
nothing she could do for her. All she could do was work to control
her own reaction, gather her composure, as the tall, leather-clad
woman Ben had called Darien tossed the keys she was holding on to
the counter. In the next instant, she stripped off the helmet.

The act shook loose a waterfall of hair as dark as
night and revealed a face that immediately caught and held Jessie’s
attention. She was trained to notice faces, but even if she hadn’t
been, she would have noticed this one. Late twenties with ice-edged
cheekbones, dark eyes fringed with thick lashes. She’d been blessed
with a flawless golden skin that was faintly sunburned and spoke at
mixed heritage. Possibly European and Middle Eastern.

Stunning, yes. Without a doubt. But the simple
statement rang true. She could hear the truth of it in the
woman’s—Darien’s—voice. See it in eyes that had seen a lot and
weren’t at all trusting. And in her predatory stance. Disciplined.
Intense. Deadly.

This woman could kill them. Of that she was equally
certain.

“And to be clear, it’s not that I had some wild
epiphany,” she continued softly, her voice low and smoky as she
briefly slanted cool eyes toward Jessie, “but that one looks too
much like Grace to be anything but a relative. Her daughter, I
would guess.”

“I’m thinking right now that’s a good thing,” Ben
muttered.

Jessie’s suspicion was piqued. “You know my
mother?”

Dark hair swirled as Darien turned to look at her
once again. Her lips parted, allowing the tip of her tongue to
momentarily appear, as if tasting the drawn out silence. “It was a
long time ago. Almost Jurassic. But, yes, I know your mother.
You’ve got Grace’s face, your father’s eyes. Makes me wonder if you
resemble them in any other ways.”

“I’d like to think so, but at a minimum, my
attitude’s my own,” Jessie responded dryly. Observing Darien, she
sensed an air of danger about her that took her aback even as her
voice seemed to hold a trace of humor.

She quickly told herself it was her imagination.
Before she could think to say anything else, Elle interrupted.
“Maybe you believe recognition stopped you, but I was the one
holding a gun on you. So just how were you planning on killing
anyone?”

Darien’s stare was dark and sharp as she turned to
face Elle, and Jessie had no doubt most people backed down from
that stare. Without saying a word, Darien’s right hand disappeared
into her jacket pocket. When it came back into view, she was
holding a SIG Sauer P229, her index finger resting lightly by the
trigger.

“Well, damn,” Elle whispered.

Jessie stared at the weapon a moment longer, then
smiled faintly. “That would have certainly done the trick,” she
said. “But it would have made a hell of a mess of your jacket,
don’t you think?”

“Wouldn’t have been the first time.” Darien’s voice
was soft and amused. “But it would have been a shame. The jacket’s
a favorite of mine.”

The stunning face was suddenly lit by a surge of
silent laughter before it ghosted away, leaving only a memory of it
in her eyes.

Unprepared for the effect the smile had on her,
Jessie stared for just an instant longer. It was the kind of smile
that made a woman think of doing whatever she could to see that
smile again. Her pulse leaped and nerves danced skittishly across
her skin.

As thoughts began to jumble in her mind, she realized
she’d have to steel herself the next time she saw that smile and
kept her eyes on the gun as it disappeared back into a pocket.

Ben chose that moment to step the rest of the way
into the room. “Personally, I still prefer the Heckler & Koch
HK45 to the SIG.” He kept moving until he was in Darien’s space,
close enough to touch a leather-clad arm, but not yet touching her.
“You’ve been off the grid for five weeks. And then after I sent you
that e-mail, you didn’t call and I didn’t know if or when to expect
you.”

Darien lifted one hand and rubbed her neck where
tension had undoubtedly gathered. But her voice remained measured
and controlled as she said, “Hello to you too, Ben.”

There was history there, they were obviously
connected. Probably not family, Jessie thought, noting there was
nothing of Ben visible in Darien’s face. But she knew ties when she
saw them, just as she knew the ties that bound people together
weren’t always forged in blood.

Whatever their connection, Darien revealed nothing.
“I’m not sure how or why, but for some reason I missed that
disapproving tone of yours,” she said softly.

Ben laughed aloud. “Dare—”

“Oh, bloody hell, Ben,” she sighed. She was clearly
fighting a losing battle to keep fatigue at bay, but there was a
stubborn set to her chin and defiance in her eyes. “I didn’t call
because I was in an airplane preparing to leave Kabul when your
e-mail reached me, and believe it or not, there are things even I
can’t control—like flight times and seat availability.”

“Really?” Ben raised a brow.

“Yes, really. I wasn’t sure how quickly I would be
able to make things happen. As luck would have it, at the last
minute I managed to catch an earlier flight out of Dubai. But it
was plain and simple luck, and I had to move quickly before my
window of opportunity closed. I was also still trying to tie up
loose ends from my last job, which left no time to call.”

Jessie watched the exchange unfold, uncertain what to
make of it. Whatever was happening, they’d clearly reached an
impasse, and that didn’t bode well for the job at hand. Especially
if Darien was the colleague her mother had alluded to. She found
her gaze drawn back to Darien once again but couldn’t see anything
beyond the cool eyes and the remote, beautiful face.

Breaking the taut silence, Ben cleared his throat. “I
assume you were successful in Afghanistan?”

“I’m here and in one piece, aren’t I?”

“Indeed you are”—Ben nodded and indicated the smudges
of fatigue under her eyes with a finger—“but you’re tired.”

“I’ll sleep tonight. Too tired not to.”

“That’s good.” He gazed steadily at her, his frown
more pronounced. “I know it’s not what you want to hear. But after
Grace pulled me in, I realized the only person I could think of who
might be able to help was you. And since you’re here now—”

Darien gave a barely discernible shrug and then
released another soft sigh. “I’m here now.”

It took Jessie a moment to realize that somewhere in
the subtext they’d arrived at some kind of accord. Perhaps even
more noteworthy was the unexpected change in Ben Takahashi’s
expression. Over the course of the days since she’d met him, his
visage had always remained the calm, impassive face of a warrior
with high, perfect cheekbones, dark eyes, and an unsmiling
mouth.

He was smiling now. And there was something else in
his face Jessie couldn’t quite read, but it looked a lot like
affection as he eased into the process of finally introducing
Jessie and Elle to Darien Troy.

Darien sent a brief salute across the room,
acknowledging Elle who was still bristling and intent on keeping
her distance. She then turned to Jessie and offered her hand—long
and slender with a cool, firm grip. All business. “Grace only ever
spoke of you as Jessie. Is it short for Jessica?”

“It’s Jesslyn, actually.”

“Nice. It suits you better than Jessica. You’re both
Company? CIA?”

“Yes.” Jessie tried to place the hint of an accent as
she accepted the handshake. Definitely some French and Spanish with
Arabic and Russian influences thrown into the mix. She waited, one
brow rising, but there was nothing forthcoming. Whoever and
whatever Darien was, she was volunteering no reciprocal
information.

In the span of the next two heartbeats, Darien picked
up the apple she’d left on the counter and bit into it, chewing
slowly before asking, “So, who’s going to bring me up to
speed?”

“Jessie, why don’t you take the lead,” Ben
suggested.

She gave a quick nod, but she was still distracted,
studying Darien. Still evaluating. Wondering where she’d fit. And
how. “Sure, I can do that,” she said. “Better yet, if you can give
us a few minutes to set things up, Elle and I will show you what
we’ve got and what we’ve managed so far.”

Darien nodded back, agreeing without any apparent
reservation. “That works. I’ve been traveling for three days to get
here and I could really use a shower and a change of clothes. Why
don’t I freshen up, and then come and find you.”

Jessie was about to direct her to the nearest bath
when it occurred to her that Darien had keys to the house and could
probably find her way on her own. “All right. We’ve set up in one
of the rooms on the second floor. The one with the tiny perfect
replicas of Michelangelo’s David all over one wall.”

For a moment she thought she heard Darien groan, but
she could have been mistaken.

Pushing away from the counter she’d been leaning
against, Darien tossed the remains of her apple into a compost
container and rinsed her hands before reaching down to pick up the
saddlebags.

“You’ve probably not eaten,” Ben said. “Can I
interest you in some pizza?”

Darien shrugged. “The apple I just ate must have done
the trick because I’m not very hungry anymore. How about I let you
know after I’ve showered?” She moved to go, but as she reached the
doorway she paused briefly. “If I can ask one question before I
go—of all the rooms available in this house, why would you choose
to work in the second floor dining room?”

Jessie looked at her curiously. “I don’t think we
gave it much thought. Ben said we could use anything on the first
two floors and it seemed like a good work space. The room has a
long table in it and Wi-Fi, which more than compensated for putting
up with the images of David. Elle’s our resident tech
expert, and she was able to set up our computers and hook us up to
an agency base station.” Unable to see why it mattered, she moved
her shoulders restlessly. “Is there a problem?”

Darien cast a glance at Ben before she shook her
head. “No. No problem. Go set up. I’ll be back down in a bit.”
Before anyone said another word, she pivoted and left the room.

As soon as Darien left, Elle moved to follow. “I’ll
go get things ready. Both of us don’t need to do it.”

Jessie absently agreed and waited to hear Elle’s
footsteps receding as she climbed the stairs before turning to Ben.
“I suppose the good news is that no one’s on the kitchen floor
bleeding out,” she said dryly. “But since we’re supposed to be
working on this together, the question just begging for an answer
is when you were going to tell us about Darien.”

She studied Ben’s expression, but it remained
inscrutable as always and told her nothing.

“I wasn’t trying to hold anything back. But there was
no point in saying something to you if Darien wasn’t coming. And
since all I got from her was an acknowledgment she’d received my
e-mail asking her to meet us here, I wasn’t all that certain she’d
agree to help.”

“Why not?”

“She’s got this…I can’t exactly call it a rule,
because Darien doesn’t do a lot of rules. But she doesn’t normally
take on back-to-back jobs without some kind of break in between.
Not if she can help it, and she just spent the last five weeks in
hell-and-gone Afghanistan, deep in the middle of something.”

Jessie raised her eyes to his. “My mother described
you as an old friend and said she worked closely with you when she
was in the field. And you’ve got a long history with MI6. So I’m
guessing you don’t need to be told we can’t afford to have someone
on the team whose head isn’t completely in the game. It makes it
dangerous for them and everyone around them. If your friend Darien
doesn’t want to be here…”

“Darien will be fine.”

“Because you say so?”

“Actually, yes.” Ben’s jaw flexed, and for a moment
or two, he seemed far away.

Jessie waited in silence until he raised his eyes
again. “About Darien?” she prompted.

“Right.” He rubbed his hands together and she felt
him studying her in much the same way he had when they’d first met,
days earlier. “What do you need to know?”

“Maybe start with who she is. Is she MI6?”

“Once upon a time, maybe
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