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To Kyle Mills—thank you for your friendship, support, and incredible storytelling. Because of you, MITCH RAPP LIVES!





AUTHOR’S NOTE

FELLOW Mitch Rapp fans—like you, I’ve always wondered how Vince intended to complete the trilogy he began with American Assassin. While none of us knows exactly what Vince had in mind, I hope you find Denied Access to be a fitting conclusion to our favorite assassin’s origin story. As always, happy reading!





PROLOGUE

MAY 1945

ORANIENBURG, GERMANY

SUBURB OF BERLIN

SOVIET UNION SECTOR

THOMAS Stansfield was sick of war.

Sick of the killing, sick of the destruction, sick to death of watching friends, comrades in arms, and civilians alike rendered corpses by the giant meat grinder that was war. Though he was barely in his mid-twenties, Stansfield knew that something inside him had prematurely aged. Perhaps terminally so. Thomas might be sick to death of war, but now, only days after the Allies had finally captured Berlin, he was terrified that he might just be the catalyst for a new one.

“Is that the convoy?”

Though he was almost certain of his answer, Stansfield still pressed the Zeiss binoculars to his eyes before replying. The trio of nondescript vehicles could have been among any of the hundreds currently poking through the smoking remains of the Third Reich’s capital like jackals swarming the still-cooling corpse of a wildebeest on some African plain.

They were not.

Though the day’s last light was draining away from a crimson sky, enough illumination remained for the binoculars. BA-64 armored scout cars guarded the front and rear of the three-vehicle column, but it was the center vehicle that garnered Stansfield’s attention. The Soviet ZIS-5 cargo truck lumbering along in a cloud of exhaust featured a single vertical scratch on the metal toolbox mounted just about the right rear wheel housing. The scratch was jagged enough to suggest that its origin was accidental.

It was not.

A fourteen-year-old member of the Resistance had etched the mark two evenings prior at considerable risk to her life. When he’d been fourteen, Stansfield had been focused on perfecting his curveball in the hopes of making the high school baseball team. The notion that he and his fellow spies used children to do the work of men had appalled him at first.

No longer.

Innocence was one of the first casualties of war.

But not the last.

“Ja,” Stansfield said, lowering his binoculars. “Give the ready signal.”

Stansfield’s answer, as was the original question, had been spoken in German. He had been horrified by the vicious attack against Pearl Harbor by the Imperial Japanese. Like many of his friends, he had set off for the Army recruiting station that very day, determined to enlist and do his part to avenge his countrymen. But unlike so many others, Thomas’s enlistment had been circumvented. He had filled out the required paperwork and waited for the official notification that would provide the time and date of his physical exam.

It never came.

Instead, one of Thomas’s professors had requested that he come to his office to sort out an administrative detail. Stansfield had dutifully complied, but the person waiting in his professor’s office had not been his professor. In fact, the trim, bespectacled man wasn’t a member of the faculty at all. He’d explained in a precise Ivy league diction that Stansfield had come to the notice of a select group of people. A group who’d been tasked to aid America’s war effort in an unconventional manner. Rather than enlist, Thomas was encouraged to complete his degree while incorporating two additional fields of study into his course load—French and German.

Thomas did as he was asked. A year later he graduated with honors and walked into the waiting arms of the organization that would later be known as the Office of Strategic Services, or OSS. Other men his age served as soldiers, sailors, or Marines, but Thomas became something else.

A spy.

“Moment of truth.”

Andre’s whispered comment thundered in Stansfield’s ears.

His work with the OSS had taken him the length and breadth of Europe. From gathering information on the state of German munitions factories, to coordinating airdrops for the French Resistance, to scouting possible landing zones for D-Day paratroopers, Stansfield had interfaced with countless Allied counterparts. As with anything else in life, the quality of agents and assets could be graded on a bell curve. Some he would have trusted with his life, while others he’d been convinced would get him killed through pure stupidity.

And then there was Andre.

Stansfield had first made the boy’s acquaintance in Paris, where Andre had worked as a runner—someone charged with conveying messages to Resistance cells scattered throughout the city. Though fanatical about hunting down spies and traitors, the Germans tended to ignore preadolescent boys. Especially boys whose asthma made it difficult for them to walk any significant distance without wheezing.

This was a mistake.

Though he looked no older than twelve, Andre was actually sixteen. In a sane world, this distinction might not mean much, but as Thomas knew firsthand, sanity had departed the European continent long ago. The German forces responsible for Berlin’s final defense had consisted in large part of old men and young boys. If he had been fighting for the Nazis, the French boy might very well be a squad leader by now.

Andre wasn’t fighting for the Nazis any more than he was plagued by debilitating asthma. Though French by birth, he had grown up in an eastern border town and could speak German like a native. A gifted polyglot, Andre was also fluent in Spanish, Italian, and English. Lately he’d been honing his skills with a language that might prove even more relevant to future conflicts.

Russian.

“Come on,” Stansfield whispered. “Come on!”

He was perched atop a rocky outcropping that overlooked a small village to the east. A north–south flowing river wound past the settlement’s western edge, separating him from the village. The river’s placid surface concealed a surprisingly deep body of water.

The village itself was unremarkable. A collection of houses, a bakery, butcher shop, and the prerequisite pub. There wasn’t much of Germany that hadn’t been ravaged by war and this went doubly so for Berlin’s suburbs. Case in point, several of the village’s dwellings sported gaping holes hastily covered by tarps and the like. A smoking crater denoted where another building had once stood, and the furrows torn into the fields by the metal tracks of countless armored vehicles were visible even without the aid of Stansfield’s binoculars.

Nothing that should be of interest to a Russian column.

Nothing except for the one hundred tons of uranium oxide housed in a metal barn.

This was the moment of truth in more ways than one.

The convoy had been approaching the village from the west, but the road they’d been following emptied into a north–south farm trail that paralleled the river.

The column slowed as it approached the intersection. To the left lay a packed dirt trail that meandered north for one hundred yards past a barren field before arriving at a bridge. The wooden span had been reinforced with metal girding, but the bridge still looked a bit rickety to Stansfield’s eye. To reach surer footing, the convoy would need to turn right and proceed south for another two miles to where a bridge constructed of much sturdier river stone spanned the river.

Sturdiness aside, Stansfield had wagered that the shortcut would prove too tempting for the road-weary Russians. The convoy was in a race with a collection of American and British scientists and soldiers who were also intent on claiming the German uranium oxide. Time was of the essence.

“What are they doing?” Andre punctuated his question by reaching for the binoculars.

Stansfield intercepted the teen’s questing fingers and pushed them away. Though it was often easy to forget, Andre was still a boy, and boys liked to see. “No binos,” Stansfield said. “Can’t risk a glint from the glass.”

As if hearing Stansfield’s thoughts, the lead scout car’s passenger door opened and a Russian soldier exited. A soldier with his own set of binoculars. Though he couldn’t be sure without using his binos to check the shoulder boards on the soldier’s uniform, Stansfield was willing to bet that the man was a member of the Russian military intelligence organization known as the GRU.

Stansfield sensed motion to his left and instinctively grabbed Andre’s shoulder. “Be still. We’re well hidden. At these distances motion is easier to detect than a human form.”

Andre’s muscles stopped twitching beneath Stansfield’s grasp. “What are they doing?”

This time the question carried more frustration than curiosity. Stansfield sighed. The boy’s body might no longer be in motion, but his mind was never idle. “Trying to decide which bridge to take. Safety to the right or speed to the left.”

“Will they choose left?”

“The Russians know they’re on borrowed time. Multiple countries are looking for that uranium just like multiple countries are trying to capture Nazi nuclear scientists. If it were me, I’d turn left.”

Unfortunately, it was not up to Stansfield, and while his reasoning was tactically sound, if the intelligence was correct, the Soviet convoy was not composed of just tactical men. Though he understood very little of the underlying science, Stansfield knew that the world’s top physicists were feverishly working to be the first to develop a weapon that unleashed unfathomable destructive power by splitting the atom.

Rare uranium oxide was critical to this endeavor.

Differentiating between uranium oxide and other remnants of the German nuclear weapon’s program was not a task for common soldiers. This column was rumored to contain two Russian physicists who had been rushed to the front lines for just this purpose. Scientists by their nature were slow, methodical creatures taught to plod through experiments with an eye toward reproducibility and bulletproof data.

Spies were a different breed.

Men and women whose livelihood depended on short, and often frantic, bursts of communication. An existence lived both figuratively and literally under the gun in which speed was its own variation of safety. Russian physicists might be the ones charged with validating that the strange material wrapped in tarps in an otherwise unassuming barn was the uranium the Soviet nuclear weapons program so desperately needed, but it was the GRU minders who were responsible for ensuring that they obtained the prize before the Americans or British did. Intelligence officers would choose speed over safety any day of the week.

At least that’s what Stansfield hoped.

As with everything the Resistance had used to wage their covert war against the Axis, German-manufactured RDX plastic explosives were in short supply. With only enough material to rig one of the two bridges, Stansfield had put all his chips on the closer one.

Now his wager was about to be put to the test.

For an impossibly long moment, the convoy remained stationary.

Not for the first time, Stansfield considered revising his plan and ambushing the vehicles outright. While traditional military doctrine stated that an attacking force must outnumber defenders by three to one, the Resistance had grown adept at adapting tactics to suit its perpetually numerically inferior members. The men and women who staffed its ranks had become experts in the art of sabotage and were quite proficient at engaging Germans with hit-and-run attacks. Skirmishes in which the goal was to inflict maximum casualties in the minimum amount of time.

The military maxim of gaining and holding terrain was just that—a maxim for conventional forces. Stansfield thought his band of ruffians stood an excellent chance of disabling the convoy and killing most of its members, but most wasn’t good enough.

There could be no one left alive to report what had transpired here.

The Soviets were still the notional allies of the Americans and British. Stansfield didn’t think this détente would survive the year, but for the time being, West and East were working together. It wouldn’t do for the Russians to discover that their convoy had been ambushed by American-aligned Resistance fighters. For this to work, the scientists and their minders had to die in a manner attributable to one of the few remaining pockets of German resistance.

A bridge destroyed by German explosives fit the bill.

Just as the tension gripping Stansfield’s stomach began to seep into his chest, the armored car at the front of the convoy lurched forward. Stansfield’s heart stopped as the hood swung to the right. Then his breath came back in a shuddered gasp when the car nosed back left.

“Pothole,” Andre said. “The driver must have been steering around it.”

Stansfield nodded in reply, not trusting his voice just yet.

While there was widespread division throughout the ranks of the OSS with regard to the Soviets, he was firmly in the camp that it was better to act now than to wait for the cancer growing in Eastern Europe to fully metastasize. He’d weathered several lifetimes’ worth of trauma over the last couple of years. The naïve college graduate was long gone, replaced by a hardened killer. A person who’d seen the depravities of men in unfiltered detail. He’d scouted the Buchenwald concentration camp shortly after its liberation. He understood evil at a visceral level.

Others might pretend otherwise, but the truth was that Stalin and Hitler were two sides of the same coin. The Soviets could not be allowed to develop an atomic bomb. The OSS chain of command was uncharacteristically indecisive when it came to whether they should prevent the Russians from obtaining Germany’s uranium oxide.

Stansfield was not.

“They’re on the bridge.”

Stansfield refrained from pointing out that he could see that convoy just as well as Andre. In some ways he found the boy’s observations refreshing. Stansfield had at least enjoyed a normal childhood before being thrust into war. War was all the French boy had ever known. Perhaps if someone as jaded as Andre could still feel excitement, there was still hope for the world.

Perhaps.

“Ready the signal,” Stansfield said.

He and Andre were not located with the demolition team. The charges emplaced on the bridge had to be denotated on command via an electronic switch. The only spot close enough for the demolition team to accomplish this while still remaining hidden did not offer an adequate view of the road leading to the structure. Accordingly, Stansfield had split the attacking force into observation and demolition elements. Leon, the demolition team leader, was experienced, but too headstrong for Stansfield’s liking. This operation required finesse, which usually meant his would be the hand holding the firing mechanism. Since that wasn’t possible, he’d drilled a set of simple instructions into Leon’s head—the explosives were not to be detonated until he gave the word. In this case, the word would come in the form of the electric flashlight Andre was holding.

The bridge shuddered under the convoy’s weight and for a moment Stansfield was worried the structure would give way prematurely. That would be almost as bad as if the bridge failed to collapse at all. The center of the river had both a treacherous current and the needed depth, but the first several feet featured a gently sloping riverbed that gave way to a precipitous drop-off. To obtain the desired result, the convoy had to be over the deepest part of the river when the bridge fell.

The aged timbers stopped swaying, and the convoy continued at a stately, if slow, pace. Stansfield sighed, but his relief was short-lived. Rather than follow the first two vehicles onto the bridge, the second armored scout car remained on the riverbank. Perhaps the driver was waiting for the first vehicle to make it to the far side before adding his vehicle’s weight to the rickety-looking span. Stansfield’s heart rate quickened at the implication.

He needed all three vehicles in the river.

By the same token, he couldn’t allow the lead scout car to reach the far side. His sources inside the village claimed that the uranium cache was unguarded by Nazi soldiers, but if he had assets among the townspeople, logic dictated that the Soviets probably did too. If the second scout car didn’t join the rest of the convoy, he would have to drop the bridge, ambush the remaining vehicle, and then push it into the river.

This would stretch his little band of partisans to the limit, but the mission was a no-fail operation. He would trade all of their lives if it meant keeping the uranium out of Russian hands. Stansfield was in the process of planning the ambush when the trail scout car rolled onto the bridge in a cloud of smoke.

“The driver must have stalled it,” Andre said. “Good thing you knew to wait.”

Stansfield considered coming clean with the boy, but didn’t. Casualties were all too common in this line of work and treachery and doubledealing were the norms. Life as a Resistance fighter was usually both bleak and short. Partisan fighters needed to believe that they would defy the odds, and if following a commander with a fox’s cunning helped them sleep better at night, so be it.

The lead scout car was now two-thirds of the way across the bridge. Stansfield was running out of time. The trail vehicle hadn’t yet reached the drop-off, but with a little luck, its forward momentum would carry it into the river’s depths.

“Send the signal,” Stansfield whispered.

Andre slid the flashlight’s power switch forward.

Nothing.

Cursing, Andre toggled the switch on and off.

Still nothing.

The French boy flipped the flashlight on end and was reaching for the battery cap when Stansfield snatched the torch from him. The scout car had less than ten yards to travel. No time to mess with the batteries. Stansfield struck the metal cylinder against the ground and felt the jolt travel the length of his arm. Then he aimed the flashlight and slid the power switch to the on position. The bulb glowed a warm crimson through the filter he’d fitted over the lens. Like a madman, Stansfield waved the torch in a circle, praying that his demolition team got the message.

His prayers were answered.

A series of flashes flared across the bottom of the bridge as the charges detonated. A low rumbling followed, but by then the bridge was already collapsing. With a groan, wood splintered and pylons bent. The scout cars and truck followed the debris into the swirling river. The turbulent water swallowed the convoy and its occupants, leaving no trace of the Russians.

They’d done it.

“Look,” Andre said.

Stansfield followed the boy’s pointing finger and swore.

A single head bobbed in the water. Then the man began to stroke toward shore. The survivor was too far away for Stansfield to determine whether he was a soldier or scientist, but the distinction didn’t matter. Snatching the German Karabiner 98k sniper rifle from where it was lying beside him, Stansfield sighted on the swimmer and pulled the trigger.

The shot missed, raising a geyser of water to the swimmer’s right.

Taking a steadying breath, Stansfield adjusted his aimpoint left, exhaled, and fired again. The swimmer jerked and then sank beneath the surface. Stansfield swept the river with his rifle’s ZF-41 optic, checking the turbulent water for additional survivors.

There were none.

After waiting another minute, Stansfield slowly lowered the rifle. “Let’s go.”

The boy nodded. “Do you think we just prevented war or fired the first shots in a new one?”

“Prevented one,” Stansfield said before tousling Andre’s hair. “Most certainly.”

His battle-weary heart hoped that was true.

His cynical intellect feared otherwise.





CHAPTER 1

PRESENT DAY

BARCELONA, SPAIN

MITCH Rapp could feel the surveillance team.

Like an itch that he couldn’t quite reach or the buzzing of an unseen mosquito, he could sense their presence. If asked, he could point toward their watching eyes in the same manner in which a compass needle unerringly swung toward magnetic north. For most people, the notion that a person could intuitively detect an unseen observer was ridiculous.

He was not most people.

Over the course of the last hour, the team had grown bolder. As Rapp had followed his companion’s lead through the winding warren of Barcelona’s streets, the sensation had progressed from a buzzing at the edge of his consciousness to shapeless forms just outside his field of view. More than once he’d felt the compulsion to quickly turn his head in an effort to catch a glimpse of the unseen watchers.

Rapp had ignored that urge.

If the surveillance team realized that they’d been made, the members would have to make a decision—withdraw or escalate. Rapp knew the team represented a tactical problem that he would have to solve, but he intended to do so on his terms, not theirs. In addition to the standard mental checklist he addressed before choosing a time and place for possible kinetic action, this afternoon he had another factor to consider.

The blonde seated across the table from him.

“Something the matter, darling?”

Though she knew English, the woman asked the question in French in keeping with their agreement. Rapp spoke the language like a native, and the passport resting in his back pocket proclaimed him a resident of la République française.

This was a lie.

One of many.

“Everything’s fine,” Rapp said, studying his girlfriend.

Greta Ohlmeyer possessed the sort of magnetism that caused would-be suitors to make fools of themselves. The Nordic beauty was a statuesque five feet eight with bright blue eyes, high cheekbones, and a strong jaw that tapered to a little apple chin. The Swiss woman’s hair was almost always pulled back into a high ponytail, and though they’d been dating for a little over a year, Mitch was often at a loss for words in her presence. He’d lost count of the number of suitors who had gone to ridiculous lengths in the hopes of garnering a smile from her. Collisions between members of the male species and inanimate objects were almost a daily occurrence around Greta.

“You’re not behaving as if everything’s fine.”

“I need to use les toilettes,” Rapp said. “Could you please order me another glass of sangria?”

“Of course.”

The brief change in her countenance suggested that Greta was not buying what he was selling. A slight narrowing of her eyes, a pursed lower lip, and a single worry line that marred her otherwise smooth forehead. Someone who had not spent hours memorizing her every feature might not have noticed the minuscule differences in her expression.

Rapp noticed.

Reaching across the table, he squeezed Greta’s hand. Her soft fingers sent a jolt of electricity crackling up his arm. She smiled. It was tentative, but a smile nonetheless.

She knew the effect she had on him.

She also knew what he did for a living.

Rapp slid his gaze across his surroundings as he stood.

He and Greta were seated among a cluster of tables that served as the outdoor eating area for a café located on the southwestern corner of the Plaça dels Àngels. The open-air plaza was anchored to the northwest by the Barcelona Museum of Contemporary Art and a municipal building to the southeast. To Rapp’s eye, the museum’s edgy lines and endless panes of glass seemed at odds with the municipal building’s stodgy faded stone façade, but the throngs of pedestrians who transited the plaza didn’t seem to mind. Mothers pushing baby strollers jostled with young professionals on their way to or from lunch, while tourists clustered in twos and threes armed with cameras and maps.

The shops and restaurants lining the courtyard made Plaça dels Àngels a natural gathering point for Catalans and tourists alike, but another, more distinct clique also made use of the slate walking area. A coterie of skateboarders incorporated the museum steps and tiered concrete entrance into their aerial performance. While predominately male, a handful of women also numbered among the dozen or so skaters.

A redhead wearing a tank top and loose cargo pants broke from the pack, riding her board straight at the concrete ledge adjacent to Rapp’s table. The velocity she generated in the run-up to the trick was impressive. Her twin braids streamed behind her, reminding him of a crimson battle ensign snapping in the wind. He guessed her to be about his age, but with her face scrunched up in concentration, she looked much younger. The ledge was only a few board lengths away, but the woman was determined to go faster still. Risking her balance, she shifted her trail leg off the board for a final, monstrous push. Then she stomped the tail of her board and went airborne.

The ollie was expertly done.

The redhead’s board cleared the ledge with room to spare. The same could not be said of her rear foot. The edge of her toe clipped the concrete lip, sending skateboard in one direction and woman another.

Over the course of the four years he’d spent on the Syracuse University lacrosse field, Rapp had developed the ability to mentally slow down a developing play and determine its probable outcome in real time. Imagining the skateboarder as an attacker hurtling down the field with the ball in her crosse’s pocket and a clear shot at goal made the rest easy. In the blink of an eye, Rapp analyzed the woman’s flight path and computed a likely point of interception. Sliding left, he interposed himself between the redhead and the unforgiving pedestrian walkway. A millisecond later, she slammed into his chest. Rather than attempting to arrest her momentum, Rapp went with the flow, cradling her unhelmeted head as they both tumbled to the ground.

The jarring collision between the unforgiving stone and his arms and shoulders foreshadowed bruises to come, but he was able to take the majority of the impact across his thick back muscles. Maybe not as clean as the countless falls he’d practiced in the jiujitsu dojo, but it got the job done. For a moment he was flat on his back and nose to nose with the startled woman.

He wondered what she saw in his coal-black eyes.

A startled tourist?

A Good Samaritan?

Or maybe something else.

Rapp unlocked his arms, and the skateboarder shot to her feet. He couldn’t understand the torrent of Spanish pouring from her lips, but judging by her embarrassed smile and flushed features, he could guess.

“C’est bon,” Rapp said. “C’est bon.”

The woman loosed a final bit of Spanish before grabbing him in a surprisingly strong hug. Then she picked up her board and headed back to the circle of skaters. Rapp watched her go before turning to Greta.

He smiled.

She did not.

Chuckling, Rapp summited the steps and entered the museum.





CHAPTER 2

THE Barcelona Museum of Contemporary Art had a rather uninspiring lobby.

Rapp already knew this because he’d spent an agonizing four hours traipsing through the museum the day before as Greta regaled him with details about each exhibit. This was not to imply that he was uncultured. In addition to English and French, Rapp spoke Arabic and Italian fluently and could get by in Persian. He’d forgotten more about the inner workings of the Fertile Crescent than most academics knew, and he’d graduated from Syracuse with a degree in international business and a minor in French. He did not think much of modern art, but he was smart enough not to voice this opinion to his girlfriend.

In a nod to its contemporary sensibilities, the museum eschewed the traditional soft lines, vaulted ceilings, or murals that made Barcelona a destination for architecture aficionados. Instead the lobby consisted of sharp edges, boxy walls, and uninspiring displays. Rapp would not have termed anything that graced the ample wall space art. Indeed, the most inspiring vista did not come from within the museum’s Soviet-style decorum at all. That honor belonged to the floor-to-ceiling tinted windows that offered an unobstructed view of the skateboarders’ courtyard antics.

Rapp approached the ticket counter and tried to catch the eye of the disinterested twentysomething manning the register. He did not succeed. When it became apparent that the young man was content to indefinitely ignore Rapp in favor of his paperback novel, he spoke.

“One ticket, please,” Rapp said in French-accented English.

With a long-suffering sigh, the man slapped the book onto the counter and looked up at Rapp. “No hablo inglés.”

This was an interesting, not to mention unforeseen, development, since the same young man had been only too happy to speak English with Greta at great length just yesterday morning. Normally, Rapp reserved his ire for actual problems rather than just inconveniences.

Normally.

But the thought of a surveillance team lurking just out of sight had him in no mood to deal with the man’s bullshit. “Listen to me, you arrogant fuckstick. I know you speak English. Now sell me a ticket before I lose my patience.”

The twentysomething swallowed and his eyes traveled over Rapp’s face as if seeing him for the first time. He reached for the ticket dispenser and ripped one off from the roll. His paperback was apparently forgotten, and this was a shame. The Cardinal of the Kremlin was a fantastic read.

The man handed the ticket across the counter with shaking hands.

Rapp was accustomed to this reaction. In sticking with his legend as a French tourist on holiday, he was dressed in European casual. A button-down shirt, slacks, and Italian loafers. On the surface, he looked about as dangerous as a pastry chef.

On the surface.

A closer inspection revealed an olive complexion, thick black hair, and muscular build, but it was his eyes that really told the story. Rapp’s eyes were so dark as to be black, and when he was angry, they communicated an unnerving intensity. The museum worker might not have been able to explain his reaction, but he would have no trouble naming the emotion gripping his heart.

Terror.

“Enjoy the museum, monsieur.”

“Gracias,” Rapp said with a smile as he dropped a handful of pesetas on the counter. “Keep the change.”

Rapp took the ticket and made his way toward a spiral staircase, ascending the stairs with quick, even strides. Contrary to what he’d told Greta, his hurry had nothing to do with the toilets located on the second floor. Neither was his urgency driven by a desire to experience for a second time the avant-garde exhibit consisting solely of discarded paper napkins. Instead Rapp was anxious to make use of the added height offered by the second floor’s towering windows.

After confirming that the corridor’s handful of patrons was more interested in the exhibits than him, Rapp stepped to the tinted glass. Though he’d already examined the windows while outside and determined that their reflective surface didn’t offer a view into the museum, Rapp still positioned his torso behind the thick concrete wall. As his mentor and onetime instructor Stan Hurley had beaten into his head, safe was better than dead.

Stan would know.

Though he was more accustomed to the role of hunter than prey, the events from ten days ago had driven home the precarious nature of Rapp’s current profession in rather unambiguous terms. Betrayed by his own countrymen, ambushed in the middle of a job, and subsequently hunted across France by several intelligence services and a national police force, Rapp knew that his honeymoon period with the Central Intelligence Agency was officially over. As the dull ache in his shoulder and puckered flesh from a still-healing gunshot wound could attest, he was not invulnerable.

To make matters worse, the surveillance team Rapp had been sensing all morning had found him despite his intentions to disappear. This was troubling. Prior to the almost life-ending events in a French hotel room, Rapp had plied his trade with relative impunity. While not every assassination had gone exactly as planned, Rapp had no reason to believe that his cover had been compromised. He’d been living his Paris-based software-salesman legend while hunting his nation’s enemies on their own turf for over a year. Now, in less than two weeks, he’d been burned twice. Rapp accepted that Murphy’s Law was real.

Sometimes shit happened.

Sometimes.

But a formerly airtight cover repeatedly breached over the course of a relatively short period of time suggested that pure dumb luck was not to blame. He could think of only one explanation for the surveillance team’s presence.

They’d had help.

Now that he was no longer pretending to be just another diner, Rapp surveyed the courtyard in a methodical manner more akin to the way in which a countersniper hunted an enemy shooter. A good surveillance team was maddeningly hard to detect if its members were disciplined enough to resist the urge to crash the subject, and equipped with a big enough bench to frequently rotate the member charged with close surveillance.

Put another way, the technique used to determine whether or not you were under observation hadn’t really changed in the thousands of years the art of espionage had been practiced. Seeing an identical face across multiple locations and times meant that you were being followed. To avoid detection, a surveillance team needed to ensure that its target never glimpsed the same person twice.

Though he’d yet to see a familiar face staring back at him from a shop window’s reflection, Rapp had identified other tells. A male coffee drinker who’d ignored Greta when the Swiss beauty had passed by his table. A flurry of motion that had exploded from an adjacent park bench when he and Greta exited a store, and a scooter engine roaring to life the moment they’d turned a corner. These tells all had viable explanations, but Rapp was not interested in the evidentiary standard practiced by courts of law. He knew what his instincts were telling him. Rapp no longer entertained the question of whether or not he was being followed. Instead, his thoughts were focused on a different dilemma—how to deal with the surveillance team.

One story below and fifty feet in front of him, Greta checked her watch.

Over the last several weeks, she’d had an up close and personal view of his life. The kind of up close view that resulted in his dried blood beneath her fingernails after she’d bandage his gunshot wound. Rapp was still trying to navigate a world in which his professional life had so thoroughly intruded into his personal. This quasi vacation had been suggested by Hurley as a way to allow the events in Paris to blow over.

Rapp had also thought it would be an excellent opportunity to sort through his relationship with Greta. While an assassin paired with a beautiful woman might be a spy-movie staple, it didn’t work quite so well in real life. Besides trying to decide how much to tell her about his work for the CIA, Rapp also needed to balance the danger this information might pose to Greta.

Danger like the sort represented by the man rapidly approaching Greta’s table.





CHAPTER 3

DAUGAVPILS, LATVIA

JOE Gaunt took a mammoth swallow of his Valmiermuiža beer.

The amber lager glided across his tongue before disappearing down his throat in a pleasant rush. Many, many times he’d questioned his life choices, usually when he was bent over double with a hundred-pound rucksack on his back and boot-deep in mud or snow, with moisture dripping from the brim of his boonie hat. Those were the days when he wondered why he’d ever thought it a good idea to drop out of law school in favor of earning the coveted Green Beret.

And then there were days like today.

“This ain’t a bad gig.”

Joe nodded and wiped the beer remnants from his lips with the back of his hand. “Almost makes the last twelve months worth it, right?”

His companion, a tall, slender man with a mop of brown hair, paused before answering. “Jury’s still out on that one.”

Joe nodded again and took another swig of beer to hide his smile. His grin was partly because he was pleased that the young recruit had answered correctly, but also due to the man’s thick Bronx accent. His companion could have played an extra in Goodfellas.

At just twenty-one, David McCloskey was barely old enough to drink beer in his native New York. Had he chosen a normal vocation such as plumbing, David would now be in the third year of his apprenticeship program and still functioning under a master plumber’s watchful eye. If he’d stayed in college, where he’d been majoring in theater, David might be auditioning for a coveted role on Broadway.

David had chosen differently.

Instead he’d decided to serve his country first in the Navy as a cryptologic technician and then by volunteering for one of the most demanding and least-known units within Joint Special Operations Command, or JSOC. The organization went by several names, each meant to be more confusing than the last, but among its initiates it was simply called the Unit. The selection process boasted an attrition rate of around 75 percent, while the operator training course, or OTC, that followed graduated less than half the recruits who began.

As Joe had remarked more than once, the training was supposed to be hard because the Unit’s unique mission was equally challenging—something David had learned firsthand over the last ten days. As Joe’s first team sergeant had told him when he’d first reported to Tenth Special Forces Group as a newbie Green Beret, the more you sweat in training, the less you bleed in combat.

But he didn’t say that to David.

This was partly because he was trying to avoid the label of crotchety old team sergeant. But only partly. The real reason was that at that moment he was more interested in something else.

The disagreement brewing in the far corner of the bar.

“What are they saying?” Joe said, nodding toward the group.

The pub in which the pair were seated could most charitably be described as intimate. A pair of large picture windows at the front of the room helped to disabuse the stereotype of a dimly lit bar, but the rest of the establishment’s features were more traditional. A freestanding structure of brown, scarred wood served as the room’s centerpiece. Two busy bartenders dispensed alcohol from behind the island of oak, and serving glasses hung upside down from racks above their heads.

Patrons gathered in twos and threes around circular tables of the sort that would have looked more at home in a drawing room than the neighborhood bar. Illumination came courtesy of a trio of glittering chandeliers, and music was delivered by a retro turnstile upon which was propped an album cover displaying Bob Marley’s smiling face. On a good night, the space probably held thirty customers.

Tonight, Joe counted half that.

Most of the customers were quietly talking over glasses of frothy beer. Most, but not all. In the opposite corner of the bar, four seated men were vigorously arguing with two newcomers standing over them. Though he couldn’t put his finger on why, Joe had a feeling what they were discussing might be important. To his credit, David didn’t turn in his chair toward the loud voices. Instead he set his beer on the table and slouched as if he hadn’t a care in the world.

It was an act.

David might have demonstrated the physical and mental fortitude required to join the ranks of a Tier One unit, but beneath his bushy beard and shaggy hair, he was still a twenty-one-year-old kid. When he was really concentrating, the former thespian scrunched up his nose. At the moment, he looked like he’d just bitten into a grapefruit.

“Everyone’s speaking Russian, but I hear two distinct dialects.”

Joe knew they were speaking Russian.

Army Special Forces commandos were unique among the greater special operations community in that every Green Beret attended language school as part of their postselection training known as the Q Course. Tenth Special Forces Group’s area of responsibility included both Europe and the Soviet Union. As such, Joe had spent several months studying Russian after completing the Q Course. He worked hard to maintain conversational proficiency, but he was by no means fluent.

David was in another league altogether.

As the son of a Polish father who’d traded in his ethnic name for one he considered more American and a Russian mother, David had grown up in a home in which multiple languages were spoken. His family had immigrated to the United States when he was in elementary school, and he’d added English to his repertoire within months of landing in New York City. As was often the case with first-generation immigrants, David fiercely loved his adopted homeland. When the money he’d saved for college had dried up, it had been an easy decision to express this love through national service.

He’d disclosed his polyglot abilities to a Navy recruiter, who in turn had pitched him on the job of cryptologic technician interpretive—a billet tasked with collecting and translating foreign communications. David’s sterling work had brought him to the attention of yet another recruiter. This one from the Unit. The secretive organization was built around pairing special operators like Joe with linguists who had signal-intercept experience like David.

In a mission that was a Unit staple, the two men had spent the last week emplacing clandestine devices around the periphery of the former Soviet air force base located in the Latvian city of Lociki, about nine miles to the northeast of Daugavpils proper. The low-profile receivers were designed to intercept radio communications and telemetry transmitted by the Russian fighter-bomber squadron that called the airstrip home. The MiGs were capable of carrying nuclear weapons and the American intelligence agencies that provided the Unit’s operational taskings wanted to keep tabs on the aircraft in an effort to decipher Moscow’s thinking.

Like many Baltic states, Latvia was still on unsteady ground with its former parent nation. Tensions had erupted a little over a year prior when Soviet paramilitary forces had attempted to brutally suppress a series of dissident protests that had engulfed the Latvian city of Riga. After the Soviet Union’s dissolution, Russian paramilitary units continued to attack Latvian border stations, killing several Latvians in the process.

While emplacing the clandestine receivers was his primary mission, Joe’s overall tasking was to develop intelligence. Many in the West feared that Latvia was on the brink of an armed conflict with its Russian agitators. As such, Joe’s secondary objective was to gather on-the-ground insight into how the ethnic Russian people who called eastern Latvia home might respond to an armed Russian incursion. At the moment, his operational sixth sense was telling him that the conversation across the room might be useful in that regard.

Which was where David came in.

“Why don’t you take a leak and see what you can hear?”

The red door leading to the facility’s restrooms was conveniently located near the quarreling group. David nodded before downing half his pint in a single swallow. “What?” he said in response to Joe’s raised eyebrow. “I’m a Method actor.”

True to form, David got to his feet and started toward the bathrooms. His gait was a bit unsteady, and he flashed the bartender a disarming smile as he passed. Joe had been skeptical about the former thespian at first. The Unit normally had a hard-and-fast rule that no one with less than five years’ military experience could attend selection, but the kid was proving to be a natural.

Maybe JSOC should be recruiting more theater majors.

Joe gave his partner a couple of seconds’ head start, then downed his own beer. He wasn’t usually one for amber brews, but this one had sucked him in. He only wished he’d paid a bit more attention to the alcohol content before ordering. Grabbing his mug, he headed toward the bar for a refill, conveniently arriving at the same moment David drew even with the quarrelsome men.

Joe set his mug carefully on the polished wood and angled his body so he could see as well as hear the action. David did his part to linger as long as possible as he approached the bathroom door, but he didn’t try to feign a reason to stay. That was the right play, as things at the table had just escalated. One of the newcomers shouted a couple of choice epithets that Joe recognized from the crash course his partner had provided on Russian curse words.

The seated man closest to the offender seemed remarkably calm considering what the agitator had just said about his mother. Without even acknowledging the other man, the seated patron grabbed his beer mug and lifted the glass to his lips. Joe had heard the phrase patience of Job before, but this was the first time he’d seen it embodied. Maybe patience was just in the Latvian blood.

A millimeter before the beer’s foamy head touched the seated man’s lips, he had a change of heart. A considerable one. With an expertly executed flick of his wrist, he rocketed the contents of his mug at the offender. The standing man pawed at his face, no doubt to clear the burning alcohol from his eyes.

He didn’t quite make it.

The moment his midsection was unprotected, the seated man fired a right hook into his opponent’s liver. Joe cringed in sympathy. The punch’s recipient never stood a chance. One moment he was digging the heels of his hands into his eyes. The next he was on the ground in the fetal position.

As if on cue, the table’s occupants swarmed to their feet. No weapons had been drawn, but Joe still would have thought twice about mixing it up with the men had he been the offending party. The four had the heavy shoulders and meaty hands of laborers, and their expressions didn’t speak so much to anger as quiet resignation. They were not bar-fight novices.

The remaining aggressor seemed to share Joe’s assessment.

With hands raised in the universal symbol of surrender, he crouched over his fallen comrade and hooked his hands beneath the unconscious man’s armpits. Then he dragged his companion out the door and into the night.

While Joe was fine with the notion that all’s well that ends well, he was still suspicious. Very rarely did a drunk retreat from the field of battle with his tail tucked between his legs. More often than not, the night air revitalized his fighting spirit. Were he a betting man, Joe would lay odds that the agitators would return with friends or lurk outside in ambush.

Or both.

With this in mind, he reached into his pocket for his stash of currency, dropped a few lats on the bar, pointed to his empty mug, and held up two fingers.

“Nyet,” the bartender said. “Za schyot zavedeniya.”

Joe was a little iffy on the literal translation of the second half of what the bartender said, but he thought it equated to something along the lines of it’s on the house. The bartender seemed to confirm Joe’s hunch by pushing the bills back across the polished wood before filling two glasses with Valmiermuiža. After setting the steins in front of Joe the big man said, “Zah zdah-rohv-yuh.”

“Zah zdah-rohv-yuh,” Joe echoed back.

Life was good.

He had a beer in his hand, a completed mission under his belt, and a teammate who was well on his way to earning a permanent spot in the Unit. Latvia might not be Club Med, but Joe had certainly been on assignments that were worse. Much, much worse.

Life was good.

“We’ve got a problem.”

Joe turned to find David at his elbow. For a former theater kid, David was pretty good at moving silently. “Maybe, maybe not. Drink your beer. If those two knuckleheads don’t come back with reinforcements by the time we finish, I think we’re in the clear.”

Joe had intended his words to be reassuring. David didn’t seem to be taking them that way. Rather than grabbing the mug, he gripped Joe’s shoulder and leaned closer. “I’m not talking about the fight. I’m talking about what I found in the bathroom.”

Joe should have known this was too easy.

Latvia was no longer part of the Iron Curtain, but its proximity to Poland and thereby Western Europe made the nation a convenient transit point for black-market goods destined for Russia. From hashish to heavy weapons, there was literally no telling what David had discovered stashed in the shitter.

Bracing himself for bad news, Joe asked the inevitable question.

“What’d ya find?”

“A bomb.”





CHAPTER 4

FOR a long moment, Rapp tracked the man’s progress in silence, attempting to reconcile what he saw with what he’d expected to see. Though she’d become an initiate into the world of shadows, Greta’s pathway to that community ran through him. Yes, her grandfather had done some clandestine money-laundering on Hurley’s behalf back when the banker had lived in East Germany, but Carl Ohlmeyer was not a spy.

Neither was Greta.

Rapp had therefore assumed that the surveillance team was targeting him.

Erroneously assumed.

The man confidently striding across the courtyard was locked on to Greta’s table. He threaded through the gaggle of skateboarders without missing a step, moving unerringly toward the Swiss beauty like an arrow fired from a hunter’s bow. With calm, deliberate motions that belied his thundering heart, Rapp withdrew a flip phone from his pocket and thumbed the speed dial.

A two-tone beep indicated the call had gone through.

Greta reached for her purse.

“Allo?”

“Inside the museum. Now.”

Greta might not have been trained as a clandestine operative, but she’d begun to behave like one. Grabbing her purse, the Swiss beauty pocketed the phone, tossed a handful of pesetas onto the table, and made for the museum’s beckoning door.

Rapp lived in a world bound by distances and angles.

An existence in which the difference between a successful hit and one in which his body acquired another bit of puckered flesh came down to inches and degrees. Though the cold metal of his Beretta’s frame still pressed comfortingly against the small of his back, Rapp knew the pistol was not the solution to this problem.

Not yet, anyway.

Greta moved toward the museum’s door with quick, distance-eating strides, but her pursuer was also determined.

It was going to be close.

Then it wasn’t.

One moment Greta was just feet from the door. The next, the redheaded skateboarder tried another ollie. What was meant to be a hop onto the smooth wall that fenced the museum’s entrance off from the courtyard became a pile of tangled limbs and curses. Once again, the skateboard shot from beneath the woman’s feet like a wheeled missile. Rather than following the board’s trajectory, the woman tumbled to the cobblestones directly in Greta’s path.

The Swiss beauty stopped.

Her pursuer did not.

Rapp felt more than saw the equations governing angles and distance change. Greta was not going to make it. Time for plan B. Turning from the window to the wall, Rapp saw salvation in the form of a red metal square with the word FUEGO stenciled in white block letters across the top.

Rapp smashed his elbow into the safety glass.

Then he pulled the fire alarm with his knuckle.

An electronic Klaxon sounded accompanied by flashing strobes. The handful of art aficionados sharing the second floor with him froze as if unable to reconcile the blaring alarm with the tranquil environment they’d been enjoying just moments before.

Not Rapp.

He was already in motion.

Rapp bounded down the staircase, taking two steps at a time. Sprinting past the welcome desk and the much more animated employee, Rapp shot from the front doors like a pinball launched by a spring. The fire alarm’s Klaxon echoed across the courtyard, and the skaters had largely paused their antics and were gesturing at the lights flashing from the building’s exterior.

The crowd of diners and streams of meandering pedestrians were similarly frozen. Several café patrons had gotten to their feet but remained tethered to their tables as if unsure whether to stay or go. The man hunting Greta did not suffer from the same indecisiveness. As everyone else remained poised on the brink of motion, he closed the remaining distance to the Swiss beauty and snared her elbow.

Greta was no wilting flower.

Wrenching her shoulder, she tried to rip her arm away from the man’s grasp. Against a slighter opponent, the maneuver might have worked. The man gripping her elbow was not slight. Heavy shoulders bunched beneath his dress shirt, and though the man was shorter than the statuesque Swiss woman, he more than made up for his lack of height with muscle. Slipping forward with an agility that seemed out of place for his thick, blocky build, the man kept hold of Greta as she stumbled backward.

No matter.

Greta did not have to escape. She just needed to buy time for Rapp to flip the equation governed by angles and inches to his favor. With a burst of speed, Rapp flowed down the museum’s steps while formulating the manner in which he would deal with the threat. His concealed Beretta was the most obvious answer, but Rapp was loath to employ the pistol in broad daylight, especially since the stubby suppressor was not screwed onto the pistol’s muzzle. The knife hidden in his belt buckle was another option, but that weapon required time to retrieve.

Time that Rapp did not have.

Instead, he would have to rely on two things he possessed in abundance—speed and violence of action. Rapp tightened the knuckles of his dominant hand into a fist and selected his target. Haymakers to the jaw made for great TV, but these sorts of strikes often did as much damage to the attacker as the recipient.

During an early sparring session in the Lake Anna, Virginia, training center he ran for potential Orion Team members, Stan Hurley had boiled the art of hand-to-hand contact down to a simple parable—use hard things on soft targets and soft things on hard targets. Case in point, Rapp intended to embed his hard, bony knuckles into the soft flesh lining the man’s muscular neck. If he hit the vagus nerve, so much the better, but the strike didn’t require that level of precision. The punch only needed to stun the man and thereby open a pathway for a follow-on blow from Rapp’s pointy right elbow.

Rapp surged across the courtyard. The Swiss girl was still struggling, but her assailant was undeterred. Lifting Greta from her feet, the fire hydrant of a man shouldered his way past the tables and advanced toward the confluence of streets to the west.

A Good Samaritan moved to intervene.

The newcomer was rail-thin with narrow shoulders and shaking hands. He seemed to have as much expertise with unarmed combat as Rapp did with quantum mechanics. Still, what the man lacked in martial skills he made up for with courage. While his fellow diners seemed content to watch a man kidnap a resisting woman, he acted. The Good Samaritan reached for Greta with a pianist’s delicate fingers.

The kidnapper was unimpressed.

With the same disregard he might show a puppy attacking his trousers’ hem, the kidnapper cuffed the man with an open-handed slap to the head. The heavy thunk generated by the flesh-on-flesh collision echoed across the courtyard. The Good Samaritan spun in a half circle and crumpled. He tried to arrest his fall with a limp hand, but succeeded only in overturning a chair.

A chair that tumbled directly in Rapp’s path.

The stricken man struggled to his feet on unsteady legs. That his efforts thus far were proving to be unsuccessful didn’t seem to register. Or perhaps his addled brain was still trying to reboot after bouncing off the inside of his skull. Either way, Rapp figured he stood a better-than-even chance of joining the man on the cobblestones if he tried to leap over the prone figure.

Instead, he deviated to the right.

The distance and angles changed again.

The kidnapper gained a step.

Greta’s wide eyes found Rapp’s. The fear radiating from their depths became something else.

Resolve.

Greta tucked her knees against her chest like she was about to cannonball into a swimming pool, held the position for an instant, and then rocketed both legs toward the ground. The abrupt change in her center of gravity caused her assailant to stumble. Like a yo-yo winding back up its string, Greta used the man’s motion to her advantage by arcing her head toward his face. She missed his nose but connected solidly with his chin.

Her abductor stumbled a second time.

Rapp did not.

Sprinting past the still-addled Good Samaritan, he closed the remaining distance to Greta and reached for her wrist.

Missed.

Reached again.

Brushed her fingertips.

Greta elbowed her abductor in the torso twice, turning her shoulders into each blow. The kidnapper grunted and faltered, trying to restrain his captive.

A step later, Rapp was on him.

Or at least he would have been were it not for the Citroën that barreled into the courtyard from a narrow side street. Rapp heard the redlining engine and instinctively leapt skyward. The car’s bumper missed his leg but caught the bottom of his foot, spinning him in midair. Rapp crashed into the sedan’s hood, tumbled off the metal, and fell. His head bounced against the hard stone and his vision swam. For a long moment the world seemed far away as he drifted on the euphoria of semiconsciousness.

Then a shrieking engine birthed a single thought.

Greta.

Rapp groaned and pushed himself to his feet just in time to see the kidnapper bundle a flailing Greta into the rear seat before climbing in after her. The passenger door slammed shut and the car’s engine revved. The driver made eye contact with him through the windshield. Rapp tried to get clear of the car’s bumper, but his sluggish legs weren’t responding.

The driver popped the clutch, and the Citroën lunged.

Backward.

With equal parts bewilderment and disbelief, Rapp tracked the car as it reversed out of the courtyard, executed a precise J-turn, and sped away in a cloud of exhaust.

Rapp shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs.

The driver’s actions made no sense. The man had had him dead to rights. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to cause a scene by running over a pedestrian in broad daylight, but Rapp had been at this game long enough to know that displaying mercy on the battlefield was a recipe for disaster. An enemy permitted to live today too often translated in an enemy that would have to be faced tomorrow, often on less favorable terms.

Thoughts about the Citroën’s driver brought with them something else: a revelation fluttering at the edge of his consciousness. The man’s startled expression was important somehow. Rapp thought he could decipher the expression’s significance if he just pushed a bit harder, but another matter demanded his attention.

A motor scooter.





CHAPTER 5

DAUGAVPILS, LATVIA

SAY that again,” Joe said.

“A bomb. There’s a freaking bomb in the stall of the men’s bathroom.”

Joe stopped himself from asking the obvious question—Are you sure? Before coming to the Unit, David had been part of a team that manned listening stations designed to scoop up RF energy transmitted by foreign adversaries. These stations were often situated on remote hillsides and mountaintops, meaning the men and women who lived there had to be able to repair the sensitive radio equipment if it malfunctioned.

David knew the difference between a bomb and a bundle of wires.

“Could you tell what kind?”

David shook his head. “I don’t know shit about bombs, but it looked straight out of central casting. A bunch of nails wrapped around a couple of sticks of dynamite and a glass bottle full of liquid. Maybe gasoline.”

Perfect.

Just perfect.

The prudent course of action would be to get the hell out of Dodge, but even if they could convince the patrons to leave with them, there would be questions after the device exploded. Questions asked by trained professionals, who were suspicious by nature. He and David were traveling as tourists on Canadian passports. Joe was confident that their legend would stand up to the coming scrutiny, but he was less sure about their ability to withstand sustained questioning by Latvian or Soviet counterintelligence officers. Members of the Unit often traveled surreptitiously, but they were not CIA officers trained for deep-cover operations.

Joe needed to resolve this situation in a way that didn’t lead to an interaction with the police, but neither could he walk out of the bar and hope for the best. Latvia wasn’t an ally at the moment, but neither were the Latvian people enemies. Joe didn’t pretend to be a geopolitical analyst, but it didn’t take a genius to see that the tiny country’s populace yearned to be free of Russian oppression. Joe couldn’t stand by and allow innocent people to perish in the name of operational security.

Which left just one option.

“Let’s take a look,” Joe said.

“Thought you’d never ask,” David muttered, but the thespian headed for the bathroom all the same.

The bartender fired a burst of Russian at Joe as he followed David’s lead. The man’s accent was too thick and his diction too quick for him to understand what he’d said, but based on the laughter that echoed from the other patrons, Joe could make a guess.

Nothing like being the butt of a joke from the very people you were trying to save.

Joe quickened his stride and entered the bathroom on David’s heels. Closing the door behind him, he threw the bolt home on the simple latch screwed into the wood and then turned to see what awaited. David had already opened the cabinet above the toilet. “I was looking for toilet paper and found this.”

This was a package of wires and dynamite about the size of a child’s lunch box.

Joe leaned closer, careful to keep his hands at his sides. Only now did the enormity of the situation fully register. He knew as much about bombs as he did calculus, which was to say not a whole hell of a lot. He supposed he’d been hoping to see something that looked familiar from the movies. Perhaps a bright red LED with numbers steadily counting downward or maybe even an old-school alarm clock connected to a pair of red and black wires. Instead Joe was confronted with five sticks of dynamite, a bundle of wicked-looking roofer’s nails, and a brown glass bottle filled with an ominous liquid.

Not great.

“Now what?” David said.

“I’m thinking,” Joe said.

“Love that for you. Maybe think faster?”

“I don’t know how to disarm a bomb. Do you?”

“Of course not, but I’m not the one who said we should take a look. Remember?”

Joe did remember and that decision was beginning to feel dumber by the second. He had to imagine that whoever had planted the device had done so with the intention of detonating it. He had assumed that the trigger would be linked to a timer of some sort, but he didn’t see anything that looked like a clock. Nor did the bomb appear to have buttons or dials that would enable someone to set a countdown timer.

Maybe he was approaching the problem the wrong way.

“You’re a radio guy, right?” Joe said.

“And a theater major. I also have a decent singing voice, but I’m not sure any of that’s gonna be super beneficial at the moment.”

“Stay with me, jackwagon. Could this thing be designed to be detonated remotely? Like with a radio?”

David shrugged. “Possibly. Lemme take a look.”

That David hadn’t dismissed his hypothesis outright seemed like a good sign. Or maybe the new operator was just happy to have something to think about besides what it would feel like to be disemboweled by a piece of ten-gauge galvanized steel. And if the nails or concussive shock wave didn’t kill him outright, he could always look forward to being burned alive courtesy of whatever accelerant was probably sloshing around in the glass bottle.

Maybe David wasn’t the only one who needed something to focus on.

“I don’t see any antennas, so it’s probably not radio-operated. I’ve heard of bombs that were configured to use pagers or cell phones as receivers, but I don’t see those either. Maybe there’s something at the back of the bomb. Should I take a peek?”

In for a penny, in for a pound. “Yeah, but try not to jostle it too much. Sometimes they have anti-tamper devices.”

“Care to specify what constitutes too much? Never mind, it’s probably better if I don’t know.” David balled his hands into fists and then shook them out. “Here goes nothing.” The thespian cleared his throat. “We few, we happy few, we band of brothers.”

“What are you doing?” Joe said.

“I quote from Henry V when I’m nervous. Want me to pick a different stanza?”

“Maybe just concentrate on the bomb?”

“If you’d like to switch places, say the word.”

Joe bit back his reply and tried to remember that David was a newbie operator on his shakedown trip. Aside from the snide comments and weird theatrical tics, he wasn’t doing half bad.

“Gonna take that as a no,” David said. “All right, I’m leaning into the cubby to see if I can see the backside of the device. Here we go—”

A boom shook the room.

Fortunately, it was the boom of the bathroom door slamming against its frame as someone tried to gain entry. Unfortunately, that distinction seemed lost on David. A second boom followed closely on the heels of the first. A boom caused by the newbie operator’s skull smashing against the wooden enclosure.

“Mother of God,” David said. “I—”

Joe shouted in Russian, hoping to drown out his partner’s English.

“Why did you say that?” David hissed.

“I told whoever’s pounding on the door that the bathroom’s occupied,” Joe whispered back.

“No, you did not.”

The thunderous laughter from the far side of the door seemed to confirm David’s statement. No matter. The bar’s
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