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Information specialist Vanessa ‘Michael’ Munroe has a global reputation for getting things done, often dangerous and violent things.
 

But her reputation has brought her dangerous enemies.


On a busy Dallas street, Munroe is kidnapped by an unseen opponent and thrust into an underground world where women and girls are merchandise and a shadowy figure known as The Doll Maker controls her every move. 

 
Now everything pivots on one simple choice: Munroe must use her unique set of skills to deliver a high-profile young woman into the same nightmare that she once endured, or condemn to torture and certain death the one person she loves above all else.
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DALLAS, TEXAS

Palms to the glass, watching the lot from his office window, Miles Bradford saw her topple. The fall was a slow-motion sort of thing, the type of tilt and drop that made him hesitate, unsure for a long second whether to laugh or worry. He held his breath, urging her up. Any second now, knowing he was there, she’d turn toward the building and wave. They’d laugh about it later.

But she didn’t move. Made no attempt to edge out from beneath the motorcycle that pinned her leg to the pavement. Didn’t even raise her head.

Seeing though not understanding, moving as if treading water, Bradford backed away from the window. Then turned and bolted out of the office, down the hall, and past reception. Bypassed the elevators for the stairs, took the five floors at a run, and emerged from the stairwell into the lobby, where he pushed through the big glass doors only to find an ambulance blocking the northern lot access and Munroe on a stretcher, being lifted into its interior.

Bradford yelled, swung his arms to attract the attention of the paramedics so they would wait a moment longer, and allow him time to get across the lot so he could ride with her. But they never turned, never looked. The stretcher slid inward, the doors shut, and Bradford ran again, racing the distance, arriving seconds too late.

The ambulance, siren blaring, pulled out onto the service road.

The Ducati lay on its side, shoved slightly from where she’d been pulled from underneath, engine off and keys still in the ignition. He stooped and heaved the bike upright. Straddled the machine, hit neutral with his foot, punched his thumb into the starter button, and compressed the clutch handle only to find that the impact with the pavement had snapped it off.

He swore and stared in the direction the ambulance had traveled, frustrated and motionless, catching his breath, processing, while the wail faded and traffic began to flow again. Had he run directly for a car instead of the ambulance, he might have had a chance to chase it down, but he was too late for that now. Bradford glanced back toward the building, where the small crowd of onlookers had already begun to disperse.

Two decades of working in the line of fire, of watching his back and chasing images from shadows, and he still had the tendency to think like a civilian on his home turf. What were the odds that one of the people on the ground floor had made the call and an ambulance had been close by? Not impossible, but not highly likely, either.

Bradford dismounted and rolled the Ducati to the garage, to the out-of-the-way nook Munroe typically stashed it, and then jogged back to the lobby with the mental tape of her fall playing inside his head. Watched her jerk and then glance down, saw her pause and the way her left hand had wandered over her thigh, the long hesitation before she slumped and toppled. Hers weren’t the motions—the sudden drop, the collapse—of someone passing out.

At the elevator he jammed a finger into the up arrow and ran through a list of possible alternatives—allergies, medical conditions, recent sicknesses—and drew one blank after another.

By the time Bradford returned to his floor, he’d gone through the replay a dozen times, more frustrated with each rewind. He pushed through the wide doors that separated Capstone Security Consulting from the hallway, crossed the plush reception area with its rich furnishings and oversize logo—corporate tokens that implied something other than the blood-and-guts outfit beyond the wood-paneled wall—and came to a full stop at the reception desk and Samantha Walker who sat behind it.

She stared up at him with her big brown eyes and the same give me the sitrep look she always got when his stress level soared. “What the hell was that all about?” she said. “You look like death paid a visit. Talk to me.”

Bradford ignored her with a vacant half-smile and leaned across the desk for the Post-it stack. What else could he do? Tell her that based on his gut and a ten-second memory loop that wouldn’t stop, he was pretty sure the woman he loved had just been tranqued and shoved into an ambulance?

He scribbled the few digits he’d caught off the plates when the vehicle had peeled out onto the service road and, with eyes still on the pad, said, “Where’s the closest emergency room?”

“Medical City and Parkland.”

“Call them, will you? Find out if Michael’s there?”

She gave him that look again, then reached for the mouse and her monitor came alive. “Am I calling about Michael or some other name?” she asked.

“Michael,” he said. Because unless Munroe was working, that’s who her ID said she was, but the inquiry sent his mind bolting in two directions, and while Walker searched for numbers, he forced thought fragments and scattered images into a coherent question: He’d watched Vanessa Michael Munroe being lifted into the ambulance, but to those who’d done the lifting, was it Michael they’d taken or another of her incarnations?

He struggled to draw from the ether some sense of why, of who would have had the means and motive to put her into that ambulance, and, more important, how she’d been traced. Munroe had surely made enemies in her life, trading secrets and buying souls, but she’d worked with disguises and aliases, had stayed away from home for so many years, that there were few who knew who she truly was or how to find her.

Walker cleared her throat, picked up the phone, and gave Bradford a decided stare that said she’d make the calls but not while he stood there listening and micromanaging.

He moved to get out of her way, swiped a key card through a scanner.

A segment of wall to the right of the desk clicked open a sliver. Bradford pushed against it and stepped through. Beyond the paneling, the interior hallways and facing walls were glass, with privacy blinds kept open, giving the entire floor a sense of light and space. He moved past the offices to what most businesses would consider a conference area but which was to Capstone the war room, the nerve center, the place from which the business tendrils reached out for thousands of miles to support and supply the private security gigs running at any given time.

There was no door, only a frame where one used to be, and at one of the desks facing a wall of oversize monitors, Paul Jahan swiveled away from a keyboard.

Bradford nodded, said, “Hey, Jack,” and handed him the Post-it. “Dallas Fire-Rescue plates. Can you run them?”

Jahan took the purple square with its three handwritten digits, gave it a look, and then stuck it to the nearest monitor. “Give me a minute,” he said. “I’ll see what I can get.”

In the ensuing silence, Bradford strode to the marked-up whiteboards that functioned on the right wall as the monitors did on the left. He followed the note changes, minor updates on the two-man team in Peshawar, but read them without really seeing. His mind was elsewhere, still running, still torn in the two directions Walker’s innocuous question about Munroe’s identity had sent him.

Having nothing to answer the first, he shifted to the second: If something happened to Munroe, Logan’s number was the emergency contact in her wallet. No first name, no last name, just Logan. He was her surrogate brother, soul mate, partner in crime, the man whose history was nearly as convoluted as her own and who guarded her back as fiercely as she guarded his.

Bradford checked his watch. Checked his phone. Ten minutes, if that, since he’d watched Munroe take the bike down with her fall. Still early if he meant to start tracking, but that didn’t matter. He pulled from speed dial the number known to few, the phone Logan always carried and almost certainly answered.

Called and was sent directly to voice mail.

Bradford hung up without leaving a message.

Thumbed through the contacts for Tabitha, Munroe’s eldest sister, hit call, and then ended it before the dialing began. No one in Munroe’s family had any idea of the life she led off the grid and she took care to shield them and leave nothing that would trace back to them. It was still too soon for this kind of call, and he wasn’t ready to step into the resulting quagmire of explanations if Tabitha should happen to pick up. Needed to script a plausible cover story first.

From across the room Jahan said, “Looks like those digits belong to valid Fire-Rescue plates. I can’t say for sure with only half of them, but they seem to check out.”

Bradford turned from the whiteboard wall. “Is it a stolen vehicle?”

“Not that I’m showing, although it might not have been reported yet.”

“What about a trace on the GPS? Can we figure out where the ambulance ended up, maybe where it’s been?”

Jahan swiveled his chair around to face Bradford and then shifted a couple of inches to the right, then left, and back again in a maddening fidget. “I might be able to do that,” he said, and stopped. “When do you plan to let us know what’s going on?”

Bradford sighed. Walked to the nearest blank spot on the whiteboards, picked up a red marker, and drew the beginning of a diagram. Wrote: Michael—passed out or taken down?

He turned. “That’s all I’ve got.”

Jahan’s mouth opened for a full second before he spoke. “You’ve gotta be kidding.” And a beat later: “What did you see?”

“Not enough.”

Jahan’s index finger moved toward the whiteboard. “But enough for that?”

Bradford’s posture sagged and he glanced again at the diagram.

Given Munroe’s lifestyle, it was more than enough, but there was nothing he could point to for confirmation. The nine months since the infiltration in Argentina had been quiet, her initial week in Dallas had turned into months, the occasional overnight stay at his place lengthening into more, until she, who had no home of her own, gradually grew comfortable in his. He’d offered her security contracts as a way to delay the inevitability of her leaving, but they’d been small and relatively inconsequential—the longest had been a month in Abuja, Nigeria, which had evolved into an adult baby-sitting gig—definitely nothing to write home about, nothing he could connect to today.

The intercom crackled. Walker said, “I’ve got a Michael Munroe at the emergency room at Medical City.”

Jahan raised his eyebrows; Bradford shook his head.

“It’s too soon,” he said.

Jahan’s head tilt was subtle, an acknowledgment of trust rather than agreement. Bradford reached for the key rack, lifted off a set, and moved toward the door space. “Keep an ear for the phones, will you? I’m closing down the front and taking Sam with me.”

Bradford and Walker took the elevator down to the ground floor and crossed to the parking garage, to an Explorer, one of three vehicles Capstone kept on hand. Bradford got in behind the wheel. Walker slid into the passenger seat, buckled up, and kept her focus beyond the windshield, biting back, he knew, questions she wouldn’t ask.

Her silence now was part of the same dance of avoidance that had descended on most of the team when Munroe had first come onboard. Suspicions of preferential treatment tainted the waters. Bradford had brought Munroe into the company, it was no secret that he was sleeping with her, and he’d already dropped everything once before to watch her back. Until proven otherwise, this little jaunt to the hospital was Bradford’s overly paranoid, overly protective private mission, and as such, a waste of company resources.

THE EMERGENCY ROOM at Medical City, like most emergency rooms, was harshly lit and filled with depression. Seating took up the bulk of the waiting area. The next-of-kin story got Bradford and Walker beyond the wide swinging doors that divided the helpless from the helped and into the hallway, where the smell of antiseptic filled the air and the glare of fluorescent tubing illuminated nothing Bradford wanted to see and everything he didn’t.

He found the room and passed through the curtained entry, only to back out as quickly as he’d gone in.

Walker, close behind, nearly collided with him in the process. She jumped sideways to avoid impact.

“What the hell?” she said, and when his only response was to search out the room number again, she gave him that look and continued past.

The room held one bed, an assortment of medical equipment, and a small space to move about. Bradford joined Walker beside the bed, where, expression clouded over, she stared down at a stranger, bloodied, stitched up, and doped.

“You want me to check with the nurses?” she whispered. “Find out if there’s been some mistake?”

Bradford drew the curtain fully around, and motioned for her to keep watch. Belongings lay to the side of the bed and he searched through them, rifling through clothing, shoes, and purse until he found a wallet.

Munroe’s wallet.

There was nothing else to indicate who this person was—no notebook or gadgets, no phone or identifying items. Only the folded leather that had, until this morning, been in Munroe’s back pocket. Bradford flipped through it and pulled out the ID, turning it toward Walker long enough for her to get a good look, then nodded his head toward the exit.

She turned and left.

He continued past the driver’s license and credit cards, which were still there, searching for the emergency numbers and the cash, which should have also been there but were not. Bradford pocketed the wallet, lifted the sheets slightly to see what lay underneath—a violation of privacy to whoever was in that bed, but he needed to confirm what he already suspected—and then having done so, slipped out.

Walker waited for him at the Explorer, arms crossed and leaning against the hood, and when he was within hearing distance she straightened and said, “The woman was brought in at about ten-twenty this morning. Michael didn’t leave till eleven-thirty. The timing doesn’t work.”

“Except Michael got to the office around ten,” he said. “The timing works if they were waiting for her to arrive, if they knew they’d get her on her way out.”

“They’d have to be watching your place,” Walker said.

“Maybe they are.”

Bradford opened the doors and slid in behind the wheel, a hundred questions charging through his head, all of them superseded by guilt. Munroe would never have been found if she hadn’t been in Dallas, and she’d stayed in Dallas for him.
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Samantha Walker was five-foot-two, brunette, buxom, wide-smiling, and naturally tanned. She was the type of inviting cliché that men in bars mistakenly groped and called “honey,” only to later call “bitch” after she’d broken their nose.

Walker was a military brat: an only child, a dual citizen with a U.S. Marine sniper for a father and a Brazilian exotic dancer for a mother. At twenty-six, she was not only the youngest member of Bradford’s nine-man team but also the only woman, besides Munroe, who was temporary.

It was easy to mistake Walker for Capstone’s mercy hire—the token female brought into a man’s world to appease civilian workforce standards—or for eye candy, especially when she sat behind the front desk, but those were ignorant assumptions based on not knowing Walker—and on not knowing Bradford. At Capstone, where an assignment often meant life or death, egoism, sexism, and racism were wastes of time. If you could do the job, you got the job, end of story. This was the internal culture that kept the team tight, and as far as Bradford was concerned, Walker was one of his best—which was why he’d brought her with him to the hospital.

She sat in the Explorer, eyes closed and thumb pressed to the bridge of her nose, doing that thing she did: remembering, retracing steps, imprinting details that meant nothing in the moment but which she might need later. Bradford took the Explorer out of the parking lot, pulled the phone from his belt clip, dialed Logan, and was once more connected to voice mail.

On an average day, Logan not answering would be an understandable oddity, but today the silence screamed of complications. Bradford tossed the phone onto the front console, yanked a hard left on the steering wheel, and swerved. Cut across two lanes to pull a U-turn. A lady in a red Mazda hit the horn and let it blow. The guy behind her was more explicit and gave Bradford the finger.

Walker grabbed the hand bar for support and through clenched teeth said, “Where are we going?”

Bradford swung tight and punched the gas. The Explorer lurched forward just fast enough to keep from being rear-ended. “Logan’s not answering his phone,” he said, and though Walker wouldn’t fully grasp the implications, she knew enough to save him an explanation.

When they were once again moving with the flow of traffic, Walker said, “Why the body double in the hospital? Why’d they even bother to plant the wallet?”

Bradford looked away from the road and stared at her a second too long. Shifted his focus back to the traffic and answered with an audible growl. Twice now, so intent on getting to Munroe, he’d run in the wrong direction, hadn’t seen the maze before Walker asked him to.

She answered for him. “They knew we’d come looking and gave us a distraction, not for long, just long enough, because they had to know as soon as we got to the hospital the ruse would be up.” She paused. “You asked Jack to run plates, right?”

“Yeah.”

“What’d he get?”

“Valid Dallas Fire-Rescue,” Bradford said. “Nothing reported stolen.”

“But your gut says the paramedics weren’t the real deal.”

Instinct told him many things, none that he wanted to articulate. He said, “At this point, it’s all conjecture.”

She was quiet for a moment, then said, “If they were real, we’ll find her eventually, so let’s agree they weren’t and that Jack is right. Where’d they get the ambulance? Emergency vehicles aren’t exactly easy to drive off with, not without causing a commotion we should be able to pick up.”

“I’d use an out-of-service unit,” Bradford said. “The city’s got to keep them stored somewhere.”

“It’s a lead.”

He reached for the phone and tossed it to her. “Get Jack on it,” he said, and swung the vehicle down a semideserted industrial strip.

FAR ALONG THE street on either side and in both directions were squat block buildings, businesses divided one from the next by narrow windows and truck bays. The signage on one, scripted in large metallic block letters, read logan’s, and Bradford pulled to the front of it.

The parking area was empty, and from the ground level the building appeared quiet, if not deserted. Concrete steps under a roofed walkway led up to a mostly glass front door. Beyond the entry, all was dark, and daylight reflecting off the glass created a mirrored effect. The door’s latch rested against the frame as if someone in a hurry hadn’t realized the spring was broken.

Bradford reached for the weapon holstered under his arm and toed the door open. Walker, following suit, went in behind him.

The hallway was a straight, empty shot forty-five feet back to another door, which led to the warehouse area. Off the hall on both sides were the four rooms that made up the entire office—two in the front for workspace, two to the rear that had been used as a kitchen and a bedroom for as long as Logan had leased the place. At the moment, the only light was what filtered through the front door.

The interior was silent, the floor littered with glass shattered from one of the large framed posters that had once hung high and now lay disjointed at the base of the wall. Bradford stepped beyond the shards, moved from one room to the next, staying in each just long enough to confirm it empty.

The primary evidence of a struggle was in the kitchen, where the table was broken and dishes lay shattered on the floor. Dried blood streaked across the floor and counters. He found a light switch and elbowed it on, adding a garish illumination to the mix, and then, seeing what he needed to see, backed out, nodding for Walker to take a look.

She stopped just before the chaos, and after a moment her eyes cut to his. He continued down the hall to the door that led to the warehouse and the restrooms, though he knew he’d find nothing out there. Whoever had done this had come for Logan, found him in the kitchen, taken him, and left.

The warehouse, double the width of the front office, was spaced with machines, tools, and storage. Bradford stood in the oversize area listening to the buzz of electricity that ran through unseen wires to powerful lights. In the silence, he holstered the weapon, then turned a slow circle and willed the facts to come to him.

The events of today were too connected to be coincidence, were too well informed to be new. There was a history that pulled everything together, something from their past, someone who would have known where to look and who to grab, and somehow all of this tied in to today. The events of Argentina tumbled inside his head.

He pushed past Walker, who guarded the egress.

In Logan’s bedroom, he dug through dressers and drawers, scanned the walls and surfaces, added almost as much to the mess as those who’d come before him, searching for photographs, artwork, personal touches, anything that would lead from Logan to Hannah, Logan’s daughter, who’d been the catalyst for Munroe’s infiltration in Buenos Aires.

He found nothing. Like Munroe, Logan was careful not to leave anything that traced back to the ones he loved, and this one relief was drowned out by several more destructive possibilities. Bradford paused, then looked up to find Walker studying him. He straightened, ignoring what she left unsaid. No matter how it might appear to her, his weren’t the actions of a man who’d witnessed the abduction of his girlfriend. Walker didn’t know Munroe’s history, didn’t understand how Logan factored into the equation, and without having seen it, lived through it—survived it—she could never understand the place from which his fear was born.

Vanessa Michael Munroe was a killer with a predator’s natural instincts; she could take care of herself. What scared him—terrified him—was what would happen if she was pushed too far. He’d seen that place of destruction, had witnessed firsthand what the darkness could do to her mind, and if whoever had taken her had also taken Logan …

Bradford let the thought die and cut off the murky places to which it led. He stood in place, deliberating, analyzing, then whispered, “Surveillance footage.”

Walker’s head tipped up and around.

He said, “Fiber optics.”

They found the security system racked inside the kitchen’s closet, the miniature cooling fans still blowing and signs of hurried disturbance along the walls.

The recording tray was empty.

Bradford scanned behind the equipment, where clusters of wires fed to and from machines through the wall. He used the closet walls to brace himself and shimmied up to the faint outline of a cutaway. Pushed up, and the segment of ceiling lifted and slid away on rollers.

The area above the kitchen was clean, had been decked, and the heating and cooling air vents redirected to include this small area—everything opposite what one might expect in an unused crawl space. A foot away from the opening were two servers and next to them a small rack of jacketed DVDs. He punched the button to open the recording tray, ejected an unmarked disk, slid it into a sleeve, and dropped it down to Walker.

They moved from the kitchen back to the front area, where the computers had been destroyed and the hard drives removed. Hunted for logs, journals, notations on paper, anything that might direct them to Logan’s last visitor, but what they were searching for, if it had ever existed at all, had probably ended up on a scrap of paper tossed out with yesterday’s trash.

They didn’t speak again until they were back inside the Explorer and Bradford had found a random pay phone from which he made an anonymous call to 911.

“What’s the connection?” Walker asked. “Michael and Logan?”

Bradford, eyes fixed on the road ahead, didn’t respond. He didn’t have the words to articulate the jumbled confusion of experience and history, the obscure paths Munroe had trod, from them the murky depths they were about to wade.

Walker sighed and turned back to the window. Said, “You know things I don’t know and I can’t help solve this thing if you insist on playing the role of grieving boyfriend.”

Bradford stole a glance in her direction. Said, “Whoever did this came after Michael and took Logan as collateral, as a hostage.” Paused. “Either that or they took him as a setup to a revenge killing—for Michael to witness before they kill her, too. One of those two.”

A long, heavy silence filled the car and eventually Walker said, “Wow.”

“It’s all just conjecture,” he said, “but you wanted to know.”

She shifted in the seat so that she faced him. “I don’t understand. Logan races motorcycles for a living. Why the hell does he need his place wired like that?”

“He races, he retools performance engines, but he’s also got a supply business that has nothing to do with his machine shop. Logan’s kind of a go-to guy. If you need something military-grade and difficult to get, he’ll do the getting.”

“But no alarm system?”

“Nothing that would bring law enforcement to his doorstep.”

“And you don’t think what happened today might possibly be because of him and”—Walker air-quoted—“his supply business?” Bradford shot her another glance and turned back to the road. Whoever had done this had taken Munroe clean while Logan’s place was trashed and bloody. Even without knowing the history, it didn’t take a genius to follow the logic. He waited until he’d exited the freeway and stopped at a traffic light before answering. “It may be intertwined with his business somehow,” he said, “but ultimately this is about Michael.”

“And you know this how? More gut instinct?”

“Stop sniping at me,” he said. “I know you see it. Whoever did this grabbed Michael in public and in broad daylight, went through a hell of a lot of effort to create a diversion. This is not an amateur, so let’s just assume that if all he wanted was her dead, Logan would be here grieving over her body with us, but instead he’s missing, too. The only reason to take Logan is to control Michael.”

“Fine for a theory,” she said, “but why take Logan specifically? Sure, he’s her friend, but if the idea is some sort of hostage situation, why not take you? Why not me for that matter, or some kid on the street?”

Bradford waited again before speaking. How to explain who Logan was to Munroe? “Holding Logan hostage is the best weapon they could have come up with,” he said. “She’s tighter with him than with any blood bond.”

“Someone knows this?”

Bradford nodded. Someone knew. Who was the big fucking question.
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Down the hall and through the glass walls, Jahan shifted away from the monitors, watching their approach, swiveling the chair back and forth until Bradford entered the war room.

Before Bradford spoke, Jahan said, “Confirmed the VIN numbers to the ambulance. Found the service depot and am working on tying in to Dallas Fire-Rescue records and GPS systems so we can figure out where it came from and where it’s been.” He paused. “News on Logan?”

Bradford shook his head. “He’s missing, too.”

Walker handed Jahan the disk. “Don’t know if it’s current, but we pulled a surveillance backup.”

Jahan stared at it for a moment, then turned to the computer and inserted the disk into a DVD tray.

Bradford and Walker leaned in closer.

At their crowding, Jahan put his palms against the desk and rolled the chair backward. “Please,” he said.

They both straightened, then took a step back. Jahan waved them on farther. “Go do what you do and let me do what I do.” When neither of them budged, he slid lower in the chair, stretched his legs, and tilted his head upward. “I’ve got all day.”

Walker glanced at Bradford, and when he offered no reassurance, she took another step in retreat, headed for the hall, and paused in the door frame just long enough to lean back in. Said, “You’d better call me if there’s news, Jack—you leave me out of this and I swear I’ll find a way to make the rest of your life fucking miserable.”

The click of the wall segment followed a half-minute later.

Jahan muttered under his breath, his right hand making a talking motion, “As if she doesn’t trust me!” When, after a long silence, Bradford didn’t move, Jahan glared up at him.

“I need to watch,” Bradford said.

“No, you don’t. I know you think it’ll help you feel better, keeping busy, being up-to-the-second on what’s going on, and all that. But standing there breathing in my ear while I pull this apart is only going to give you anxiety—is going to give me anxiety. There are new notes on the board and you have a business to run.” Jahan motioned across the room toward the whiteboards. “Go that way.”

Bradford sighed, shifted away from the computer and everything he hoped, and fought against hoping, to find.

Hope. The activity of the impotent. His was a world of action, of relying on his own wits and ability to create the luck that kept him alive, and yet here in a moment of weakness he was a mendicant hoping for alms.

He turned away, a concession to a friendship with Jahan that went back far enough that privately they still called each other names earned during rougher and cruder times.

Jahan’s career path had taken him from army intelligence into Bradford’s mercenary fold. At thirty-seven, he was a second-generation American, semi-attached to an extended family in Mumbai, and having spent the predominance of the last eight years working private security in the Middle East, he could now, at least on the surface, as easily pass for Pakistani, Saudi, Persian, or Syrian as he could Indian—sometimes Mexican or Colombian, depending on a person’s prejudice, and there always seemed to be plenty of prejudice to go around.

Jahan had a snarky way of bringing bigotry to the fore, and as it wasn’t easy to argue with a smartass who had a penchant for mockery and an IQ of 152, his words often provoked blows. Dodging, mocking, he would laugh and taunt, claiming that jacking with intolerance was the best free entertainment around. It didn’t take long for the Capstone term of endearment to follow.

BRADFORD FACED THE whiteboards and the diagram he’d put up this morning when the image of Munroe toppling off the motorcycle was still fresh and raw and hadn’t felt like two weeks of decay smothering his airway.

He rubbed out his previous words and replaced them simply with Michael. Then, as if on autopilot, filled in the blanks with what little he knew: They, whoever “they” were, knew Michael was in the country, knew where to find her, knew she was a woman, knew who Logan was to her, and knew how to find him and that his place was wired. In the heaviness of the unanswerable, Bradford’s eyes wandered along the boards to Jahan’s latest updates on the team in Peshawar. The satellite phone bill on that job alone was going to bankrupt him.

Seven of his core team were currently out on assignment—the two in Pakistan, plus four in Afghanistan and one in Sri Lanka. With the exception of himself, who as boss and owner got to cherry-pick for his own schedule, the overseas assignments were rotated with homebase operations and factored by time and expertise.

Home was nice, but the big money was in the hazard pay. It took a certain mentality to sign on for something that meant more time living rough in shithole situations than with hot water and clean sheets. The job was difficult on relationships, if you were lucky enough to have them, and it seemed at times that a good portion of running the business involved weeding out the lunatics.

Dozens of others worked under Capstone’s umbrella, foot soldiers who came and went, but like partners in a law firm, these nine—ten if you counted Munroe—were vested: they were Bradford’s people, tried and proven, a breed apart from polite, or even impolite, society. Their motives for staying with the company varied, but one thing was consistent: They were each very good at what they did because the incompetent didn’t live long.

VIABLE FOOTAGE WAS sparse, but not for the reasons Bradford had expected. Though the intruders had grabbed the original disk, they’d still taken precautions against being recognized. They were a pack of three, with a leader who had let himself in with a key, followed by two accomplices with baseball bats, their faces shielded from the camera by caps and lowered heads. The fight, which had taken place in the kitchen, was off camera but had lasted a painful four minutes.

Three against one. For four minutes.

When they’d hauled Logan out, his right leg appeared to be broken. He was cut and bleeding, but so were two of his assailants, and he still fought, still took a beating, all the way out the front door.

The final scene was cued at 10:13 a.m., minutes after Munroe had arrived at Capstone, and for a long while the war room was cocooned in stunned silence. Almost simultaneously, Bradford let out a stream of expletives and Walker went off in Brazilian Portuguese. Jahan remained quiet, his fingers tap-tapping against the desk. Finally he said, “Did they take out Michael to get to Logan, or take out Logan to get to Michael?”

The question was more or less the same line of inquisition Walker had raised in the car and Bradford didn’t want to run through it all over again. “Put out a run for information,” he said. “See if Logan owes anyone money or if there are any jealous lovers in recent history. My bet is he’s clean. He’s got too much to lose, is too focused on living life and reconnecting with his daughter.”

Jahan said, “But—”

Bradford cut him off. Said, “Michael is the target, Logan is the collateral.”

“Collateral for what?”

Bradford closed his eyes. Pressed the base of his palm to his forehead. Another go through the same information. “Collateral to save their own lives. Protection. They just grabbed Michael,” he said. “Michael.” He paused for emphasis. “Assuming she’s tranquilized now, what happens when she wakes up? Logan is the cage, the shock collar, the shackles …” He stopped. This was pointless. A waste of time.

In his peripheral vision, he saw Walker shush Jahan. She’d tell him later. They would hash out reservations and alternate theories on their own. At the moment the motive didn’t matter half as much as moving quickly with what little they knew.

Bradford paused, waiting for argument, for contradiction, and got nothing. Said, “Besides those of us here in this room, those on our team, how many people know the role Logan plays in her life?”

Walker shook her head. Jahan turned palms-up.

“There can’t be many,” Bradford said, “and that does us some pretty big favors in narrowing the playing field.”

Jahan stood and strode to the whiteboard. Added notations to Bradford’s scrawl. He turned to the others. “Where do we go with this?”

Bradford said, “Find Michael, find Logan,” and turned back to the screen, where the image of the intruders stood frozen in time, two heads down, the leader’s tilted up just enough that the side of his face showed to the camera. There was a look of youth in his posture, an arrogance that hadn’t yet dimmed through time and experience. “That son of a bitch knows it’s there,” Bradford said. “And he’s smirking.”

Walker came to stand beside him, then drew closer and also focused on the image. Jahan said, “Perhaps we’re giving them too much credit for sophistication. Maybe they’re bumbling idiots, figuring it out as they go along.”

Bradford and Walker stared at him.

“Or maybe not,” he said. “But while I have your attention, and without intending to sound callous or change the subject, with Michael out of the picture and our available resources put toward finding her, what do you want me to do with the Tisdale assignment?”

Bradford paused and blinked, a long, slow open-and-shut, then turned to look at his office, where, although he couldn’t see it, the Tisdale folder still sat on his desk and the signature page Munroe had signed this morning waited to be faxed. Tisdale. The reason she’d come into the office today.

Tisdale wasn’t a security gig or one of the peace offerings Bradford handed Munroe to entice her to hang around longer. This was different, a request for her services, though it hadn’t named her specifically, and it hadn’t arrived through normal Capstone channels.

The plea had come to Bradford personally from two frantic, desperate parents in California, in the hope that he might know where and how to locate Munroe. They might not have known her by name, but anyone who was anyone within the upper social strata knew the story of Emily Burbank, missing for four years in Africa and presumed dead, and how Munroe had found her. Bradford was still connected to the board of trustees that had bankrolled the search. Henry and Judith Tisdale, one a Silicon Valley giant, the other a United States senator, with their combined power and influence, hadn’t needed much time at all to track him down.

Neeva Eckridge.

Missing person.

Could Munroe find her?

Bradford had made no promises, given no indication that he even knew how to locate Munroe, told them he’d see what he could do. And now Munroe was missing, too. If the Eckridge kidnapping had been a ruse to pull her in, it was a goddamn masterpiece of ruses, because the whole world was looking for Eckridge and nobody could find her.

Two weeks ago, the girl had been an up-and-coming B-list Hollywood starlet and now hers was the most recognizable face in the country. Amid a busy schedule and a flurry of appointments, she’d vanished in the only one-hour window that she would have been unaccounted for. No signs of foul play, no eyewitnesses, no details: It was as if she’d simply vanished.

What started out as sensational gossip soon turned into a media feeding frenzy, because until Neeva Eckridge had gone missing, nobody, not her agent, not her boyfriend, not her Hollywood friends, had had any idea that the Tisdales were her parents. Speculation buzzed as much over Neeva’s true and fabricated pasts as it did in regards to what could have happened to her, and regardless of the angle—sensational, fearmongering, alien abduction, or otherwise—Neeva’s picture, and her parents’, were everywhere.

Bradford continued to stare at his office, toward the documents. Munroe had wanted the assignment, had been eager for it, but if she was the Tisdales’ best hope for finding their daughter, then at the rate things were going today, it was a lost cause.

Walker drew near and stood beside him, the top of her head reaching his shoulder. When he’d shifted straighter, taller, and had obviously returned to the present, she spoke.

“Do you think they’re connected?”

“I can’t see how,” he replied. “But the timing is freakishly coincidental.”

“We have Michael taken down,” she said, “Logan being held as a hostage, and all of this possibly connected to Neeva Eckridge, who also disappeared with no witnesses. What thread draws them together?”

“I wish I knew,” he said. “Because if I had that piece of information, I’d find the bastard who’s behind this that much faster.” He turned to her and she looked up to meet his gaze. “I will find him,” he said. “And I will destroy him.”
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ALTITUDE 29,000 FEET, U.S. AIRSPACE

OVER THE GULF COAST

Valon Lumani looked down at the woman lying on the bench seat, so docile, so relaxed. Studied her face and tracked the length of her long body, and as he’d done the first time he saw her, he scoffed.

Because she was a woman. This was the solution he’d gone through such effort to secure on behalf of his uncle.

Lumani understood the need for expertise and the need for a stranger, but not why so much energy and expense had been put toward this one in particular, even if the nonsense was true—and really, maybe half was about right.

She was even less worrisome up close than she’d been from a distance, dressed in black on that black motorcycle. Even so, he’d used a heavy dosage calculated for her height and estimated weight, and he’d give her another during the trip to keep her unconscious until it was safe. But the rest of it? The rules and the talking—so much talking? Bah. Superstitious nonsense.

Do not let her hear your language, the source had said, she will use language as a weapon. Keep the area around her free of objects, everything will be used as a weapon. Stay clear of her reach, she doesn’t need a weapon to kill you. Don’t use restraints, she will find a way out of them, and they will only give a false sense of safety. Do not touch her, the source said. Leave her in peace, and treat her respectfully, only then will the violence stay muted. Disrespect these and make no mistake, she will kill you.

Lumani smiled and made his fingers into the shape of a gun, placed it to her forehead, and pulled the imaginary trigger.

Bang.

In the end, this woman was no different from any other piece of merchandise. Disposable. He patted her face, the way he would a dog, as if to say Sleep well, little animal, until you are needed. And then he straightened and moved to the fore of the cabin, where a drink waited for him.

He took no alcohol today because until he delivered, the job wasn’t complete, and because once started there would be no stopping until his own inner carnival ran dead. There would soon be time enough for private celebration.

Lumani took a sip of the soda and checked his watch. They flew against the sun, seven time zones east, on a Gulfstream G550, an extravagant expense toward speed and flying range that nudged the overhead for hunting down this one woman to the same level as for a run on merchandise, maybe more.

Who could say if she would be worth it? He was only the right-hand man, the doer. Extract, Uncle had said, and so Lumani had performed, and perhaps in having executed this job so perfectly, he’d achieved enough to earn a smile, or a Well done, or something, because to solve the problem would bring enough to lease this jet outright for years, if that’s what Uncle wanted—although he wouldn’t. Only idiots kept toys that attracted such attention.

Another glance at his watch.

Once beyond U.S. airspace, he would notify the pilots of the change in plans: They would land in the Dominican Republic to refuel and then continue on to Tenerife, where he had connections and could charter something smaller and more affordable—something European, less ostentatious and easier to hide.

Not that he really worried. He’d taken precautions within the United States to buy time, and once they were international, he might as well have become invisible. The switch in the Canary Islands was one last precaution in case the pilots talked when they returned, because someone highly motivated would come looking for this woman, and Lumani knew better than to lead a straight path to her.
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DALLAS, TEXAS

Palms against the glass, Miles Bradford stood precisely where he’d been when Munroe had toppled. His eyes roamed from the frontage where she’d fallen to the neighboring buildings and then over and across the Dallas North Tollway, up one office tower and down the next, creating a mental map, searching out the several positions a shooter could have used to make the hit.

The fear was gone now. Shut off, tamped down, and replaced with the same emotional detachment that kept him alive in combat, allowed logic to replace panic, and made it possible to block out the anguish of holding a bleeding friend to the last breath, in order to go on to fight and survive.

This was a war in which the fight had been brought to Bradford’s doorstep, and in place of fear sat only the mission: track the enemy, find him, destroy him, and take back what had been stolen.

From behind, Walker said, “If it was me, I’d be perched over there.”

Bradford turned and watched, silent, as she strode across his office to stand beside him. Paul Jahan had come with her from the war room, but he remained in the doorway, arms crossed and leaning against the frame.

“Or there, or there, or there,” she added.

Bradford followed the line of her finger as it jumped from building to building, returning finally to her original target: a twelve-story at ten o’clock, with an attached parking garage.

“It’s a clear line of sight,” she said. “The garage offers a place to stash a vehicle during the wait without worrying about it getting ticketed or towed, and it’s close enough for a half-assed shooter with a decent rifle to guarantee a hit. Even if he’s an expert marksman, if he tranqued her, then he’s using something special, something modified, and that’s going to affect the calculations, maybe limit distance, so he’s going to want to get in as close as possible for accuracy. If it had been me set up there, I’d be gone before the ambulance even got here.”

Bradford nodded and returned to staring out the window. Out of the many points from which to choose, Walker had singled out the same location he’d zeroed in on. He pounded the glass, a brief hit of frustration, and then straightened, took a calm step back, and said, “Go find me my building, Sam. Call me when you’ve got it, and we’ll pick up the leads from there.”

He would have preferred to work with her directly, hunting clues, staying updated to the instant, but Walker would find what they searched for more quickly than he could and he needed to see what had become of Logan’s place after the call to 911. She lingered at the glass and Bradford waited until she turned and passed by him into the hall, watched her go and then moved to head out.

Jahan stepped into his path.

Impatient, Bradford attempted to brush past, and Jahan shifted fully into the doorway. Bradford said, “Get out of the way, Jack. Don’t make me knock you on your ass.”

Jahan put a hand on Bradford’s shoulder. Maneuvered so that Bradford couldn’t avoid his eyes. “Listen,” he said, “I know you’ve gotten a lot of flak from all of us for bringing Michael onto the team, but we’ve got your back on this, okay? She was ours, too.”

Had the words been said yesterday, Bradford would have countered wiseass to wiseass, but at the moment he had nothing but a desire to get out the door, to keep moving, so he nodded a silent thanks and gave Jahan’s shoulder a jab of camaraderie.

Jahan caught his fist. “You’ll feel it eventually,” he said. “You know you will, and when that happens, don’t take it out on someone else or get yourself killed or arrested; you come to me.”

Bradford held his place, kept silent, until Jahan released his hand, and then continued to the exit without a word. The concern was warranted, but getting killed or arrested wasn’t on the agenda, he was smarter than that.

BY MAKING THE call that he hoped had turned Logan’s place into a crime scene, Bradford had added manpower and resources to the task of solving, at the least, Logan’s disappearance. He wanted latents that might lead to whoever had taken Munroe, and there was no point in doing what local law enforcement was better equipped to handle. He made the trip to confirm the level of interest in the broken and bloodied office, a shortcut to figuring out whom to pressure, where to start calling in favors—or, as the case may be, discover where new friends needed to be made.

The parking area in front of Logan’s building was busy, as much a result of the morbidly curious as from city vehicles and the official personnel. The crowd was a good sign, meant crime scene techs had been called in, and if anything was worth having inside that building, he could eventually get to it.

Bradford drove to the end of the block, parked in front of an upholstery wholesaler, and walked the slow trip back to the yellow line—just one more face in the gawking crowd—until seeing all he’d come for, he made the return trip to Capstone.

Three blocks from the office, his phone chirped.

On the other end, Walker, excitement in her voice, said, “I’ve got it.”

Bradford checked his watch. If she’d truly found what they wanted, she’d done it in under two hours: fast, but not surprising. Walker wasn’t shy about utilizing sexism’s dirty flipside, casually oozing sexuality and preying on hormones and the stupidity they induced to get what she wanted. He expected that right about now, in a building somewhere along the tollway corridor, a security guard was hiding a hard-on and jumping all over himself to get the lady whatever she wanted.

He’d never asked that behavior of her, but if that’s what she chose to do to get the job done, then like an exotic weapon used in battle, he was glad it was on his side.

The address came by text and Bradford swung a right to accommodate it. The building wasn’t the one they’d originally targeted but the one next door, of the same height and with access to the same garage.

He found her exactly as he’d expected: holed up in a room the size of a large walk-in closet, surrounded by closed-circuit monitors, and with two guys in uniform trying, and failing, to avoid staring at her chest. When he stepped through the door, the room fell silent.

She waved a cursory greeting in his direction and leaned across the desk to control one of the machines. Jeremy Justin, according to his ID, slid out of her way, just enough to avoid appearing rude but not enough to avoid her brushing against him.

Walker, oblivious, said to Bradford, “You’ve gotta see this.”

Her fingers flew across the machine’s controls to rewind a recording, her explanation a staccato faster than the grainy video, until she froze the process, leaving on the screen the image of a late-model Impala.

The face of the driver was blurry and he wore sunglasses, but the license plates were clear. “I’ve been running time stamps,” she said. “Searched for ins and outs based on our estimates. We know he was holed up before ten but have no idea when he got here. Better, we know when it happened. I figure our guy would want to get out as fast as possible. He’d be an idiot to stay on foot, so for now I’ve focused on parking. For most of these buildings, free visitor parking has a time limit, and”—Walker paused, and in an instant personality shift, smiled kindly at Justin, whose face reddened at the attention—“Jeremy here tells me visitor parking is patrolled hourly and violators towed. This garage is gated and vehicles need a pass card. No cards reported lost or stolen, so …”

She scanned backward, running the machine at high speed, and pounded the stop with a force that made Justin twitch. “There,” she said. “Tailgating into the garage. One other car did this in the same time period, so I ran through the interior cameras. There’s not a lot we can use, nothing that takes this guy up to the roof, but look by the elevators.” She hit the stop again.

“The time stamps coordinate, the tie and pattern on the shirt match the person in the first car. Briefcase,” she said. “Check the size of that thing.”

Bradford leaned in closer. “Can you zoom in on his face?”

Walker stepped back and to Justin sweetly cooed, “Can you zoom?”

Justin leaned forward and handled the controls, maneuvering the image to capture as much of the face as possible. “That’s the best resolution we can get,” he said.

There were similarities between this face and the one they’d captured on Logan’s surveillance disk. Walker reached for the control again, brushing her hand over Justin’s in the process, and went back to the original image of the driver in the Impala. “Check the time stamp on the exit.”

The driver had headed down the ramp and out toward the street at the same time Bradford had run for the office door.

Justin said, “What about the briefcase?”

Walker smiled. “It’s awesome, isn’t it?”

Bradford said, “You have the plates?”

Walker handed him a piece of paper.

“How many sites did you visit?”

“Three so far.”

“It’s good work,” he said. “I’ll get Jack on these, but let’s assume we missed something, okay? Keep looking.”

Walker nodded.

Justin said, “What about the briefcase?”

Bradford headed to the door, and behind him, Walker, full of sugar, said, “I want one for my birthday.”

FROM THE VISITORS’ parking area, Bradford called Jahan with the plate numbers and then dialed the first of several contacts within the Dallas Police Department. If this request didn’t stick, there were other possibilities. Favors begat favors, and Bradford, in this world of walking the gray lines of the law, had done many. A return back-scratch like this was easy to put out, and if there were prints, if the police had any suspects or leads, he’d eventually get the details, although not nearly soon enough.

It was a seven-minute drive to the office, and when Bradford got there, he knew Jahan had worked his magic. Leaning back with his palms behind his head and grinning like an idiot, Jahan swiveled his chair. When Bradford stepped into the war room, Jahan said, “Plates go to Enterprise rental, and I’ve traced the ambulance.”

Bradford paused midstep, then continued to the board. This was good. This was progress. But it had also been five hours since Munroe was taken, and if his and Walker’s earlier conclusion was correct, if the entire ruse was only intended to be a temporary distraction, then Munroe and Logan could be anywhere by now and every piece the team uncovered might come too little, too late.

Bradford studied the Michael diagram, mentally placing the surveillance footage of the parking garage.

The chair squeaked.

Bradford said, “Talk.”

“You were right about the out-of-service depot. Getting into the GPS system was easier than pinpointing the ambulance, but no question, that’s where it came from and where it returned. I’ve yanked chains to see what we could flush, but far as I can tell, everything we’re looking at there is low-level: misplaced paperwork, dubious signatures—hallmark signs of a few well-placed Ben Franklins—no masterminds or anything.”

Bradford turned. “The paramedics?”

“Nothing.”

“So the ambulance is a dead end.”

“We could go digging,” Jahan said, “but I don’t think it’s worth our time. Not if we’ve got the plates on that rental.”

“We could be wrong on the rental.”

“Could be,” Jahan said. “But the way Sam tells it, it’s pretty convincing, and she’s bringing over the footage for me to analyze. Where there’s a rental, there are credit cards.”

“Can you get them?”

“Yeah, eventually.”

“I guess that’s our focus.” Bradford paused. “Where did the ambulance go between Michael and the depot?”

“There’s an unexplained four-minute stop,” Jahan said. “Then Medical City, then back to the roost.” He fiddled with the keyboard and pointed to the screen on his right. “X marks the spot. What do you have on latents?”

“I’ve got calls in,” Bradford said, and walked to the street map. Stared. The stop was a parking lot, of all things, as if the fuckers didn’t even care if they were observed.

Jahan followed Bradford’s line of sight. “You’ve gotta admire their balls.”

Bradford turned just enough to glower at him.

“Or not.”

“Zoom this thing out,” Bradford said, and when Jahan had enlarged the surface area of the map, Bradford studied it for a long while, processing. He had the what and he had the when. If he could trace the how or even the why, he could find the who and take this fight to a whole new level. Finally he straightened and swore under his breath. “The airport,” he said.

He reached for the phone and dialed Walker. “What’ve you got?”

“So far, that parking-garage footage is the best lead we have. I could go further on the search, take it to fifteen hundred yards, but I dunno.” She paused. “To make a hit like that from that kind of distance …” She let the sentence fade.

“You did good,” Bradford said. “Come on in, I need you.”

SIX HOURS SINCE Munroe’s take-down, and with the critical time window to manage a speedy find-and-rescue fast closing, the airport was another hunch that might just be more misdirection. But it also made perfect sense. If the shooter had been prepared, then Addison Airport was, quite literally, the fastest route out of town. A small head start would have been enough.

Bradford pulled to a stop outside the administration building.

The bulk of the complex lay in the tarmac of the seventy-two-hundred-foot runway and its smaller twin. Straddling these sister strips were more than one hundred fifty hangars in a range of sizes, hundreds of thousands of square feet of office-related facilities, an FAA tower, and a lot of open field.

He stepped from the vehicle and tossed Walker the keys. What he hoped for were flight records to point him in the right direction—everything and anything that had departed out of Addison since ten that morning, more specifically between
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