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Prologue

 


He sat behind his desk, absently
fidgeting with a small, black, velveteen box. Stacks of case files
took up most of the space but did not hold his attention as they
should. His gaze fell frequently on a framed photograph at the
corner of his desk. It seemed so long ago. A soft sigh escaped
him.

A gentle knock on his door drew his
attention away from work, again.

“Come in,” he instructed
and slowly rose to his feet.

The woman who entered stood five feet
eight inches tall with her two-inch heels. Her light brown hair was
swept back from smiling brown eyes in a neat bun. She was dressed
professionally in a dark gray skirt suit with a white cotton
blouse.

“I’m sorry to bother you,
Mr. Murphy,” she ventured.

“Nonsense, Natalie,” he
retorted gently. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, sir, there are two
parties to see you,” she explained.

He nodded slowly. “I’ve
been expecting them. Send them all in at once please. Go ahead and
take a long lunch, this will most likely be a while. Let Gretta
downstairs know she’s to take all my messages and I am not to be
disturbed for any reason until I say otherwise.”

“Yes sir,” she replied and
pushed the door open all the way. “Come in, gentlemen. All of you,
if you would please.”

There was a quiet clamor as six men
entered the office. Natalie closed the door soundly behind her as
she stepped out. She hurried to her desk, picked up her purse and
headed for the elevator.

He remained standing by his desk until
everyone had found a place to sit. The first three men through the
door, all familiar faces, sat on the sofa opposite the desk. The
second group of three men sat in the remaining
armchairs.

“I assume we all know why
we’re here,” Killian began.

“Mr. Murphy.” The man wore
a black suit, white dress shirt and dark blue necktie. His blond
hair was close-cropped and his piercing blue eyes regarded the
younger man with careful scrutiny. He stood only a few inches
shorter than Killian, with a light olive complexion.

“Killian, please,” he
responded, quickly and with a warm smile.

“All right, Killian, I’m
Special Agent Jamie Jones and this is my partner Special Agent Gary
Ramos,” the man stated.

His partner stood a mere five and a
half feet tall with a dark olive complexion. He wore a black suit
with a white dress shirt and light blue necktie. His black-brown
hair was in need of a trim and hung loosely over his dark brown
eyes.

The third man stood nearly seven feet
tall with the muscular build and gait of a man who had extensive
military training. He wore a tight black tee shirt and blue jeans.
He wore his blue-black hair in a military crew-cut while his sharp
blue-gray eyes studied all four men.

Killian inclined his head slightly.
“Welcome. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Agent Jones, Agent Ramos.
May I ask who your friend is?”

“I believe you are familiar
with Mace Rockwell,” Jamie stated. “You have employed him on
several occasions to track down criminals. We employ him as well,
for our most troublesome fugitives.”

Mace rose and took several steps toward
Killian. He looked down at the younger man, studying him
carefully.

“We expect your full
cooperation on this, Mr. Murphy,” Agent Jones continued.

Killian nodded. “Of course I will,
that’s why the four of us are here. I have a file with all the
information I have about her: all aliases, phone numbers, assets
and accounts. The others have done the same. Don’t be surprised if
some of them overlap. We haven’t been in her life that
long.”

“You would willingly give
us all this information on her,” Agent Ramos ventured, “even though
you intended to propose to her?”

A look of surprise spread over the
faces of the three men on the sofa. They turned their attention on
Killian. There was obvious surprise and confusion.

He gave a soft sigh. “Yes, I am
willingly cooperating, even though I intended to propose to
her.”

Mace took another step forward, staring
him down. “Why is that, Mr. Murphy?”

“How long has it been since
she fled your custody?” Killian responded. “Forty-eight hours?
Seventy-two? She hasn’t contacted any of us in that time. She won’t
either. Clearly, the CIA has told you nothing about her, other than
‘she’s a dangerous fugitive’. Zoey escaped so she could bring a
truly dangerous man to justice. Now, you can believe me or not, I
don’t care. You have our full cooperation in this investigation
either way. We just want to see her come home alive and
intact.”

Mace folded his arms over his chest and
gave a slow nod. “Fair enough, all I ask is that you stay out of my
way and let me do my job, if that’s how you’re going to handle
it.”

Killian nodded. “I have no intention of
getting in your way, sir. After all, I’m sure you’ll be heading out
as soon as you leave this meeting and I’m in no condition to
travel, according to my doctors.” He tapped his forehead with his
thumb.

Mace inclined his head
slightly and turned his attention to the other. “What about you
three? Do you intend to get in my way?”

The man on the left end of the sofa
stood up. His long black-brown hair was braided in cornrows from
eyes the color of bittersweet chocolate. A large-gauge spacer
filled his left ear. His ebony skin glowed beneath his light gray
suit, white silk shirt and crimson necktie. He strode over and
handed Mace the file folder he held.

“In case you didn’t
understand what Killian said: Zoey shut us all out. She’s flying solo on this
hunt,” he stated. “We’ll all be here when she picks up the pieces
but until then, we have to move forward with our own lives.” He
turned his attention to Killian, “Call me later about the details
on that job we discussed?”

Not waiting for a response, he made his
way out the office doors. The next man to his feet had a shaved
head and piercing blue eyes with a tattoo on the left side of his
neck. He wore a dark gray suit, white silk shirt and dark blue
necktie. He too handed Mace a file folder.

“If I were you, I’d be
careful,” he said quietly. “Karpov is a dangerous and now desperate
man. Zoey is tracking him because of what he did to Killian . . .
and to her, not to mention he’s the black stain on her otherwise
untarnished CIA record. She’ll be back when she brings him in.” He
turned to Killian, “Same here?”

With that, he left. The third man, a
very elegant-looking youth with short brown-black hair, hawk-like
features, olive skin and dark brown eyes stood up. He wore a dark
blue suit coat over a white cotton shirt and blue jeans. He handed
Mace his file folder as well.

“In the ten years she has
worked for the government, and even the last two months since she
left their employ, she has never
had a single civilian casualty,” he explained.
“She puts herself in harm’s way to keep the innocent from being
hurt. Don’t put the lives of your men in danger so the CIA can save
face. Killian, I’ll be downstairs if you need me.”

He exited the room, leaving Killian
alone with Mace and the two federal agents. “You’ll also find
statements from all four of us, giving you permission to tap any
and all lines you feel necessary. Is there anything else I can help
you with today, gentlemen?”

The two agents stood up.

“This has been a most . . .
interesting meeting, Mr. Murphy,” Agent Jones commented. “We look
forward to your full cooperation.”

“Just answer me one last
question,” Mace insisted.

“If I’m able,” Killian
responded.

“You were officially
released from the hospital only a few days ago,” Mace began. “Why
did you come back to work so soon?”

A faint smile tugged at the
corners of his mouth. “It’s because I needed to keep my mind
occupied. I was going to go stir-crazy otherwise. Besides, I
am the boss. My sister
has her own life to live. My men have their own work to do too. I
couldn’t ask them to do for me any more than they already
had.”

Mace nodded, seemingly placated by his
answer. With that, the three men let themselves out of the office.
Killian returned to his chair. Gingerly, he tucked the ring box in
the top drawer of his desk.

He gave a heavy sigh and turned his
attention back to the piles of case files on his desk. No sooner
had he opened the first file than his phone rang.

“Hello?”

“It’s good to hear your
voice, Killian,” stated the man on the other end. “I must admit I’m
a bit surprised you are back to work already. Though, I can’t say
I’m completely surprised. Have you heard from the FBI
yet?”

“They just left, as a
matter of fact,” Killian answered.

“I trust you cooperated
fully with them?”

“Of course, Mr. McGlynn, we
all did,” he replied.

“It totally blew their
minds, didn’t it?” the older man chuckled.

“Especially Mace’s,”
Killian agreed.

There was a silence. “They’re pulling
out all the stops, aren’t they?”

“It’s not going to end
well,” he persisted, “but we knew that from the start.”

“The team spoke their
peace?”

Killian heaved a soft sigh. “They did.
That confounded them even more. They’re having a hard time wrapping
their heads around the fact that we’re defending her but we’re
giving them everything they need to bring her in.”

“Take care of yourself,
Killian,” he stated.

“I’ll do my
best.”

He chuckled softly. “I’ll be in
touch.”

*

“How did it go,
Boss?”

The man who spoke stood five and a half
feet tall. His white-blond hair was kept short away from his hazel
eyes. He wore a pair of blue jeans and a dark gray tee
shirt.

Mace dropped the file folders on the
desk. He folded his arms over his chest and shook his
head.

“They were extremely
cooperative,” Mace commented, “more so than I expected. It was
strange.”

“Really?” he
murmured.

“Zen, where’s Tyler?” Mace
queried.

“I’m right here, Boss,”
Tyler answered, and strode over. “What do you need?”

Tyler stood five feet ten inches tall
with shoulder-length sandy hair and pale blue eyes. He wore a dark
blue tee shirt and black jeans.

Mace nodded to the folders on the desk.
“Start putting all this into the system. I want to know who she’s
pretending to be. We also got a photograph from her CIA file, run
it through facial recognition, start around the time of her escape.
Check airports, bus and train stations and car rental offices. I
want to know where she is.”

“You’ve got it,” he
stated.

“Mind if I ask why
we are going after a
single girl?” Zen inquired. “Isn’t it more than
overkill?”

Mace strode to the other
side of the room. He leaned against the wall and stared out the
window. “She’s on the FBI’s most wanted list. She is considered
armed and extremely dangerous. This woman is the most skilled and deadly person
to come out of Langley in a long time. Not only that, but we aren’t
allowed to kill her, either. We are to bring her back alive and . .
. unspoiled.”

“Are you
kidding me?” Zen
guffawed, threw his hands in the air and heaved a sigh. “Well,
their first check cleared so I’m not going to argue. I’m just going
to voice my concern on this matter. I don’t think this is a good
idea.”

“Duly noted,” Mace
answered.

“Got a hit, Boss,” Tyler
announced. “She was in the airport. She purchased a last minute
ticket to . . . San Juan, Costa Rica, under the name Carrie Westin.
The flight landed yesterday. I’ll start checking for other hits on
that ID.”

“Perfect,” Mace stated.
“We’ve got some place to start. Let’s pack up gentlemen we’re
heading to Costa Rica.”

“Yes, sir.”

Two heavily armored SUVs were parked
outside their warehouse. Michael backed them into the building to
make them easier to pack.

The group worked meticulously. Zen
focused on his computer equipment. He carefully tucked everything
into their designated cases. He carried them to the vehicles and
shoved them to the back.

Tyler and Seamus packed up their
artillery and medical supplies. They had six large cases filled by
the time they were done. Gingerly they packed them into the back of
the second vehicle.

Mace watched with a scrutinizing gaze.
His mind constantly returned to the meeting with their target’s
companions. He was baffled by their actions. Something didn’t feel
right about the situation.

“We’re ready to go, Boss,”
Michael reported.

“All right then, let’s head
for the airport,” he ordered.

Jason climbed behind the wheel of one
SUV, while Michael took the other. With that, the six headed out of
the warehouse and through the streets of the city. Before long,
they were pulling up to the cargo bay doors of their airplane. As
quickly and effectively as they had loaded the vehicles, they
transferred the gear to the plane. Michael and Jason parked their
SUVs behind the hangar and hurried on board.


Chapter One

 


Patiently, she waited. The line was
moving at a painstakingly slow pace. At last, a thin sheet of
safety glass stood between her and the customs officer. She slid
her passport through the slot, smiled and waited.

“What is the nature of your
visit to Costa Rica?” the man queried.

“Business,” she answered,
“and hopefully a little pleasure.”

He glanced from the document to her and
back. After a minute, he nodded, stamped and returned
it.

“Thank you,” she beamed,
took her passport, picked up her bag and headed through the
gate.

No sooner had she exited the building,
than she dropped the document in a trash can. She shouldered her
bag, hailed a taxi and climbed in.

“Where to,
chica?” the driver
questioned.

“The nearest mall,” she
directed.

He chuckled softly. “Barely
into the country and already you’re shopping? You’ve got it,
chica.”

She ignored the comment and stared out
the window. The cityscape raced by as they zipped through
traffic.

At last, they squealed to a stop in
front of a two-story outlet mall. She handed a roll of bills over
the seat.

“But, chica . . .” he began to
protest.

“This is to forget this
trip ever happened,” she directed evenly.

He gave a slow
understanding nod. “You’ve got it, chica.”

Without another word, she climbed out,
shut the door and melted into the crowd. She used the windows of
shops to watch the crowd as she moved through it. Cautiously, she
made her way to the nearest electronics store.

She purchased three prepaid cell phones
with cash. Two, she tucked into her pack. The third she opened and
dialed a number.

“I need artillery,” she
stated, “something anonymous. I’ll call you back in
twenty.”

She hung up and headed for the GAP
store nearby. As she walked, she dialed the phone.

“It’s me,” she said. “I’m
looking for a Russian. I’ll call you back in fifteen for
info.”

The directions were repeated half a
dozen times as she selected five brightly-colored camisoles, two
gray tank tops, two pairs of black shorts, five black pairs of
gauchos and undergarments. After cashing out, she headed for a Hot
Topic store. There, she purchased a pair of black form-fitting
leather gloves and a black leather jacket. At the register, she
found a pair of sunglasses that caught her eye. On her way out the
door, she made the return calls. Her fourth conversation yielded
results.

“How long ago?” she
questioned.

“Yesterday,” came the
answer, “by all accounts, he was headed for Panama
City.”

“Really?” she mused. “All
right, thank you.”

With that, she hung up and looked
around. She spotted a public restroom and made her way into the
first available stall. As she shed her clothing, she dialed the
first number again.

“What do you have for me?”
she insisted.

“I’ve got a guy. He can
meet us tomorrow afternoon,” he offered.

She gave a quiet sigh. “All right, I’ll
call you in the morning for details.”

Not waiting for a response, she hung up
and dropped the phone into the toilet. She pulled on the emerald
camisole, a pair of gauchos and drew her hair into a loose bun at
the base of her neck. As she emerged, she threw the clothing she
had removed into the garbage then put on the gloves, sunglasses and
jacket.

She exited the facilities and building.
Without hesitation, she headed off down the teeming street. As
always, she watched the crowds with the myriad of reflective
surfaces around her.

After an hour and a half of wandering,
she found a motel that would suit her needs for the night. She paid
cash, took the key and went directly to the room. Once inside, she
locked and bolted the door. At that, she dropped her bag onto the
floor and collapsed onto the bed.

She stared at the ceiling trying to
ignore the throbbing in her sides. Her stomach voiced its disdain.
It was then she realized she hadn’t eaten in more than a
day.

Finally, she forced herself back to her
feet. She shoved the room key in her jacket pocket, tucked her
things under the bed and headed back out. Down the street she found
a small café and ordered dinner.

Overhead, the sky was coloring. Clouds
took on silver and golden highlights. A warm breeze played with the
loose strands of her hair.

The server returned with her meal and a
second club soda with lime. She nodded her gratitude and turned her
attention to sating her hunger. At last satisfied, she left money
to cover her bill and returned to her rented room.

Earlier than she expected, the sun
roused her from her sleep. After a refreshing hot shower, she
dressed in a sapphire blue camisole and black gauchos. She braided
her hair down her back and pulled on the gloves. With a quick check
in the mirror, she dialed her phone.

“Hey, I’ve been expecting
your call,” stated the voice on the other end. “My guy can meet us
this evening at five.”

She gave a soft frustrated growl.
“Fine, I’ll be there. Text me the location site.”

“As you wish.”

*

“I don’t like to be kept
waiting,” she grumbled. “If your guy doesn’t show in five minutes
I’m finding someone else.”

A response was forming on his lips when
a black Range Rover rolled into the alley. He made a sweeping
motion with his left hand.

“See,” he offered, “he just
has a flare for the dramatic.”

She folded her arms over her chest and
shifted her weight. “This had better be worth it.”

The front passenger door swung open.
The man stood only a few inches taller than her. He wore a tailored
black suit, white silk dress shirt, crimson necktie and highly
polished black shoes. His black-brown hair was slicked back from
designer sunglasses. A sly smile drew his lips back and he lifted
the glasses.

“Shame on you, Jova,” the
man purred. “You should have told me what a lovely customer I had.
I wouldn’t have kept her waiting.”

She regarded him with skeptical
caution, watching his every movement. He motioned her toward the
rear of the vehicle. She hesitated for a minute then
complied.

To her relief, he displayed a wide
variety of handguns, holsters and a few assault rifles. With a
quiet sigh, she took a step closer and perused the weapons.
Carefully, she studied a pair of Glock 21s. She then examined a
Glock 19. At last her gaze fell on a Walther P22.

“I’ll take all four,” she
stated, “and a dual shoulder holster for the 21s, if you’ve got
one.”

He nodded slowly. “The lady has
excellent taste in weapons as well as being beautiful. I’m
smitten.”

She shifted her weight impatiently.
“How much?”

An oily chuckle slid from his throat.
“For you, I can part with this impressive hardware for
five.”

After a moment she folded her arms over
her chest. “Throw in a pair of combat knives and you’ve got a
deal.”

He let slip another chuckle that made
her skin crawl. With that, he nodded.

“You’ve got yourself a
deal,” he purred.

She gave a sharp nod and reached into
her pack. After a minute, she pulled out a roll of cash. She held
it out and he reached for it. Quickly, she pulled it
back.

“What are you doing,
chica?” he
demanded.

With a soft sigh, she reached into her
bag and pulled out another roll of cash. She handed him the first
and offered him the second.

“This transaction
never happened,” she
instructed harshly.

He arched an amused eyebrow. “Fair
enough.”

With that, she slipped off her jacket
and pulled on the shoulder holster then snapped the Glock 21s in
place. Carefully she tucked the Glock 19 into the back of her pants
and slid the jacket back on. She tucked the Walther into her left
boot and a combat knife into the right. The second knife she tucked
into her pack.

Without another word, she turned and
left. The men stared after her in open-mouthed
astonishment.

She made her way through the crowded
streets. When she reached her destination, she got in line behind a
young couple. Anxiously, she shifted her weight as the elderly man
at the window moved slowly attending to a dainty, weathered old
woman. There were five other customers between the woman and the
couple.

It felt like hours had passed. At last
it was her turn.

“One ticket to Panama
City,” she requested, “on the first available bus
today.”

“Oh, I’m sorry
chica,” he offered. “The
last bus of the day just left five minutes ago. The next one isn’t
leaving until two in the afternoon, tomorrow.”

With a heavy sigh she nodded. “Fine,
I’ll take a ticket for that one.”

“That’ll be one
hundred Colón,”
he stated.

She dug into her pack and handed him
the equivalent in American dollars. With a smile he rang up her
ticket and handed it to her.

“Thank you,” she
managed.

He smiled and nodded. At that, she
turned and headed down the street. All of these delays were making
her nervous, anxious. She feared the trail would go cold and she
would lose him forever.

With a sharp shake of her head, she
forced herself to focus on her surroundings. The last thing she
needed was to be caught off guard by another of his cheap
tricks.

At last, she returned to the motel she
used the previous night. She rented the same room and collapsed
onto the bed.

I hate
waiting, she thought as she turned onto
her side, and I hate having to stay in the
same spot this long. I don’t want to drag this out any more
necessary.

She startled awake with the Glock 19
trained on the doorway. With a frustrated growl and a soft whimper,
she returned the weapon to its place. Slowly, she dragged herself
off the bed and stumbled into the bathroom. The sky outside was
dark as she set her weapons on the toilet seat and shed her
clothing.

A quiet groan escaped her as she turned
on the water as hot as she could stand. She stepped beneath the
torrent and let the heat soak out the ache of her damaged and still
slightly bruised ribs. Sleep began to weigh heavily on her eyes.
She washed, turned off the water and climbed out. Carefully, she
dried and pulled on the tank top and shorts from her pack.
Gingerly, she draped her clothing and dual holster over the back of
the nearby armchair. The Glock 19 and Walther, she tucked under her
pillow and bed. The moment her head touched the pillow, she was
swept into the darkness of exhausted sleep.

The sun was well past the eastern
horizon when she awoke with a start. She groaned softly, dragged
herself out of the bed and dressed. Her ribs ached, making the
process tedious.

Once she had finished, she secured her
weapons, pulled on her gloves and jacket, shouldered her pack and
headed out the door. After returning her room key, she wandered
down the street. Her stomach voiced its opinion as she passed the
nearby diner without stopping.

Not far from the bus station she found
a small restaurant. She ordered coffee and a pastry. Her gaze
traveled over the ever-moving crowd, in search of trouble. Lost in
thought, she broke her fast then continued on through the teeming
streets. At last, it was time to board the bus.

*

She rested her head against the cool
glass of the window on the crowded, rickety bus. In the background,
she heard a crying baby. The crying went on extensively as the bus
raced along the rough, narrow road. Finally, she turned her head to
see a petite Panamanian woman, in a seat three behind her, with two
little children and a baby. The other cramped passengers began
complaining and muttering insults at the woman. With a soft sigh,
she rose and scooted back, dropping into the seat.

The woman looked up at her, startled.
The two children, a dirty boy and girl dressed in little more than
rags, cowered.

“Would you like me to
help?” she asked, in Spanish.

A look of surprise, awe and disbelief
spread across the woman’s round face. The younger woman dug into
the pocket of her jacket and pulled out two pieces of hard candy.
She offered them to the children. With a gleeful giggle, the two
hurriedly snatched it up. She held out her arms to take the wailing
infant. After a moment of hesitation, the mother handed the child
gently to her.

Much to the surprise and relief of the
mother, and all other passenger, the infant fell silent. He stared
intensely up at this new and unfamiliar face. She was unlike every
other person onboard, with long auburn curls, dancing emerald eyes
that held an unnerving intensity and a medium olive complexion. The
younger woman wore a ruby camisole under a black leather jacket,
black gauchos and combat boots. Barely noticeable beneath her curls
was a dainty pair of ruby earrings.

The child reached up and grabbed a
fistful of her curls. A faint smile drew up the corners of her
mouth and she spoke softly to him. After a minute, she began
singing. He yawned and rubbed his eyes with his little fists, still
holding firmly to her hair. He stretched in her arms. She watched
with a touch of awe as his little eyes slowly closed. She continued
to sing, until the song was done.

“Thank you so much,” the
woman all but sobbed, in rapid Spanish. “I don’t know what I would
have done without your kindness. You’re a godsend. How can I ever
repay you? I don’t even know your name. Are you an
angel?”

She placed her free hand
atop the dainty woman’s hand. “My name is . . . unimportant. I’m
just glad I could help. You looked like you had your hands full.
There’s really no need to thank me. And I am most assuredly
not an
angel.”

With that, a comfortable silence
reigned. The two older children took advantage of the reprieve and
scrambled onto their mother’s lap. They looked up at the woman with
the same wonderment as their baby brother had.

She felt tightness in her chest. The
children’s intense dark brown eyes, dirty black-brown hair, grimy
faces and tattered clothing made her heart ache.

“Where are you going?” the
younger woman questioned.

“My husband passed away
recently,” the mother explained. “We are going to live with my
family in Penonome.”

“That’s a long journey to
take alone, with three little ones,” the younger woman murmured.
“Would you like some help? I’m on my way to Panama
City.”

The woman’s eyes shone bright with
impending tears. “You would really do that for us? We are complete
strangers. I don’t know what to call you. I’ll never be able to
repay you. Are you certain it’s no trouble? These three can be such
a handful, even when their father was alive.”

She placed her hand lightly on the
woman’s cheek. “You can call me “Aidan”. I wouldn’t have offered if
I weren’t certain I was willing to help. Don’t worry children seem
to be . . . enthralled with me. What are their names?”

“Ai dios mí
o, I’m sorry, how silly of me. This is my
daughter Maria. My older son is Adrian. And you are holding little
Gamaliel,” the woman offered. “I am Rosa. Rosa
Oliverra.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet
you, Rosa,” Aidan smiled and turned her attention back to the
sleeping Miguel.

The tightness in her chest wouldn’t
desist. At last, she forced herself to turn her attention to the
two older children.

“Tell me, Maria,” she
requested. “How old are you?”

Both children giggled.

“Your accent is funny,”
Adrian tittered from behind his hands.

Aidan felt color rise in her cheeks. “I
learned Colombian Spanish, that’s why.”

A look of surprise spread over Rosa’s
face.

“I was in the United States
Marines,” she offered quickly and quietly. “I was stationed in
Colombia for a year, trying to take down some of the largest drug
cartels in the country. It was necessary to learn the language. I
promise you, I intend you and your family no harm. I’m simply
tracking down a dangerous man who was last seen in Panama
City.”

Rosa studied her carefully for several
minutes. She gave a soft sigh and nodded slowly.

“You don’t have children,
do you?” Rosa queried.

Her free hand strayed absently to her
abdomen. “No . . . I am no longer able to have children. It was an
old . . . war wound.”

“Children are very good
judges of character,” Rosa explained. “If you were truly a
dangerous person, they wouldn’t want to come within fifty feet of
you.”

A faint smile turned up the corners of
her mouth. “That’s reassuring.”

At that, the two fell silent. The
children played quietly and the baby slept soundly. He adjusted
himself in Aidan’s arms. Rosa leaned against the window and watched
the scenery go by.

Hours passed and the children grew
restless. Gamaliel woke up and began to fuss. Rosa took a bottle
out of a bag at her feet. She took the baby and fed him. Aidan
coaxed the children onto her lap. She reached into the bag at her
feet and took out two more pieces of hard candy.

Finally, the bus pulled into the small
station in Penonome. Half a dozen passengers rose and made their
way to the front of the bus. Aidan stood and helped Rosa and the
children out of the vehicle. A Panamanian couple, not much taller
than Rosa, waved frantically when they saw her. They were leery and
hesitant when they saw Aidan. When Rosa hurried over and embraced
them, the children followed her lead. After a moment, Rosa
disengaged and hurried back to the younger woman.

“Thank you, so much, for
your help,” she beamed. “God bless you.”

A hint of sadness crept into her eyes.
“You are most welcome. Take care and good luck.”

She waved to the children and climbed
back onto the bus. Carefully, she placed her pack on the seat
between her and the wall of the bus. It would still be the next
morning before the bus reached Panama City. She sat back and got
comfortable for the long ride.

Her mind wandered. Despite her best
efforts, haunting images crowded their way into her thoughts. His
strong arms around her. The feel of his lips on hers. Steely
iceberg-blue eyes behind a muzzle flash. His head in her lap with
his blood soaking her gown.

With a soft frustrated sigh, she shook
her head willing the images away. She ran her fingers through her
hair and leaned her head against the cool window. The sun slipped
below the horizon.

The darkness closed in on the bus. She
glanced around the vehicle. It was only half-full, with passengers.
Many were dosing.

Eight days had passed since she had
escaped from custody. She had been on a frantic search for Karpov
the entire time. This pursuit had left her with little time to
herself. Little time to consider her next move. She had been acting
on pure instinct for the entire time. Now that she had time to
think, she was running things through her mind.

So far, she had chased him through
Central America. He had been stopping at every capital city on the
way. It piqued her curiosity. It also concerned her that he was
planning something awful, like in the Caribbean.

She startled awake, reaching for the
nearest weapon then realizing where she was. With a quiet
frustrated sigh, she shook her head and stared out the window. The
sun was just cresting the horizon, washing the world in golden
light.

Not much later, the bus rolled to a
stop. She looked around, confused, and saw only a handful of
shacks, a small shop and several people. Three or four passengers
disembarked. Eight to ten more boarded.

Amid the shuffle she stood and
stretched the ache from her limbs. As the vehicle jostled off once
more she plunked down and took out a small half-liter water bottle.
After taking a long drink from it, she returned it to her
pack.

She stared out the window as the bus
continued to bump and bounce along the winding road. There was
nothing else to do. Despite her best efforts to keep her mind
occupied, she found her thoughts wandering. As the sun climbed, she
stood to stretch her limbs once more.

The bus arrived in Panama City near
midday. She disembarked and headed for the nearest motel. Much to
her relief, there was one within walking distance. She paid cash
for a room, took the key and headed for the room.

With a heavy sigh, she collapsed face
first, onto the bed. It smelled funny. She wrinkled her nose and
turned onto her side. After several minutes, she forced herself to
her feet. She strode over and locked the deadbolt on the room door.
After that, she picked up her bag and headed into the bathroom. She
closed the door and ran the water as hot as she could stand.
Carefully, she set her Glocks and the Walther on the counter.
Slowly, painstakingly, she peeled off her clothing. Her body still
ached from the injuries she sustained a mere two and a half weeks
prior. She tossed her garments into the sink, filled it with hot
water and some hand soap. With a quiet sigh, she climbed into the
shower. There she stood, hot water beating down on her.

At length, she washed, climbed out and
toweled dry. She took a gray tank top, clean undergarments and a
pair of black shorts from her pack and slipped into them. She
stepped into the bedroom and carefully tucked her Glock 19 beneath
the pillow, the 21s she left in their holsters beside the bed and
the Walther under the bed. Next, she returned to the bathroom,
washed out her clothing and hung them over the shower curtain rod
to dry. Finally, she picked up her pack, dropped it beside the bed
and sank onto it with a heavy sigh. She took her hairbrush from the
front pocket and carefully brushed out her long curls. At last, she
lay down and closed her eyes not caring that it was not quite two
in the afternoon.

Her sleep was haunted with nightmares,
restless and fitful. Around two in the morning, she awoke in a cold
sweat, sitting bolt upright, with her Glock trained on the door.
She gave a soft groan of disdain, dropped back onto the bed and
returned the weapon beneath her pillow.

The first rays of dawn danced across
her face, peering through the gaps in the shades. She sighed softly
and rolled out the bed. She dragged herself to her feet and strode
into the bathroom. Her clothing was mostly dry so she changed and
tucked her Glock 19 into the back of her gauchos, pulled on her
jacket over the shoulder holsters. She drew her hair into a loose
bun at the base of her neck and made her way out the
door.

She took the sunglasses from a side
pocket of her pack. With a gentle smile, she shouldered her pack
and headed down the street. She was careful to keep constant
surveillance of those around her as she walked, using store and
vehicle windows.

At last, she came across a small café
with nearly a dozen outdoor tables. She slipped into a chair with a
good view of the street and sidewalk. A minute later, a server
approached her. She ordered coffee and a pastry.

No sooner had the server returned, than
her phone rang.

“Yes?”

“Zoey? It’s me,” stated a
voice on the other end, “Pablo.”

“What a surprise,” she
murmured. “What can I do for you?”

“I heard you were looking
for a Russian,” he answered.

“You heard
correctly.”

“Meet me downtown in the
park across from city hall in an hour,” he directed and hung
up.

With a soft sigh, she returned her
attention to breaking her fast. She took her time, enjoying her
coffee, savoring the flaky pastry with its sweet raspberry filling
and reveling in the early morning sun.

Finally, she rose to her feet and left
money on the table. At that, she strode off down the street, pack
over her right shoulder once again. She used the window reflections
and passing vehicles to keep a watchful eye for anyone following
her. After several dozen turns and wandering around for over an
hour, she was certain no one was tailing her. With that, she made
her way toward the center of the city.

She lounged casually on a bench and
watched the crowds move past. Her gaze traveled constantly,
watching and waiting. Abruptly, a man sat at the opposite end of
the bench from her.

“Do I know you?” she asked
cautiously. “You aren’t Pablo, the contact who called
me.”

The man gave her a wry
grin. “I should certainly hope
you know me. You saved my life seven years ago,
Zoey.”

Zoey studied the man carefully. His
short dark brown hair was trimmed close to his head. Golden brown
eyes danced with mischief. He had a paler complexion than the
locals, and wore a light gray tee shirt and dark blue
jeans.

“Marcus O’Reilly,” she
breathed, “oh my stars! What are you doing down here in Panama?” she
inquired as she flung her arms around his neck.

“Well . . . after we
finished our bids we decided to stick around,” he
explained.

“We?”

He laughed gently. “Where are my
manners? Why don’t you come with me and I’ll introduce
you?”

Zoey hesitated. Immediately defensive,
she scanned the area for signs of a pursuit team.

“Z,” he offered gently. “We
drove all the way up here from Colombia to help you out. I
promise we’re not going
to turn you in.”

Her hand hovered near her concealed
Glock 21s as she folded her arms over her chest. After another
quiet, tense minute, she rose to her feet and motioned for him to
lead the way.

“If I’m not mistaken, you
were in because you didn’t want to disappear into the NSA or
prison,” Zoey ventured. “I’d ask how you’ve managed to disappear
after you left, but I think I know the answer.”

He grinned wryly as he opened the
passenger door to a white panel van. Again, Zoey hesitated, leery
of the situation. With another quiet sigh, she climbed in and he
closed the door.

Marcus made his way around to the
driver’s side and slid behind the wheel. He pulled into traffic and
drove to the outskirts of the city. He stopped in front of a small,
abandoned-looking car garage.

Zoey climbed out of the vehicle and met
Marcus at the door. He strode through and approached a table near
the back. Warily she followed him, ready for an ambush.

Much to her relief, four figures were
seated around the table playing cards. They looked up and smiled as
their gaze fell on Zoey.

The person closest to them was a man
with short, light brown hair, warm gray eyes and a medium
complexion. He wore a dark blue tee shirt and blue jeans. To his
right was a woman with long, dark blond hair braided down her back,
dark blue eyes and a deep tan. She wore a black tee shirt and blue
jeans. At the back of the table was a young man with wild
blue-black hair streaked with dark blue, almond-shaped dark brown
eyes and a golden-brown complexion. He wore a crimson tee shirt and
blue jeans. The last man had short, dark blond hair, dark blue eyes
and a dark tan. He wore a black tee shirt and blue
jeans.

“Guys,” Marcus stated, “I
believe you are all familiar with Zoey? Z, I believe you remember
Colton, in the black and Iam, in the dark blue? This is Leila,
Colton’s baby sister and Daichi Kimura.”

A chorus of greetings followed the
introductions. After a minute, they all fell silent
again.

“Since you all know
my area of expertise,
I’ll move on to the rest of my team,” Marcus continued. “Daichi is
a black belt in karate and a master . . . forger. Iam, you
remember, is a certified marksman, sniper and tactician. Leila is
our demolitions expert. Colton is our wheelman and resident
purveyor of necessary items. Now you, Z. Why don’t you bring us up
to speed on your situation?”

Zoey gave a quiet sigh. “Four and a
half months ago Andre Karpov opened fire on me and an entire
funeral service. I was shot, twice. After making my recovery, I
baited him into an open confrontation. In front of God and hundreds
of witnesses, he shot Killian Murphy, my boyfriend, in the head. He
nearly died. My team and I went in pursuit and chased him through
the Caribbean. We lost him and returned home. I was taken into
Agency custody, tried and sentenced to life imprisonment in
Guantanamo’s Omega camp. During the transfer I escaped, learned
Karpov’s last-known location and headed down here,” she explained
and shifted her weight.

“I’ve never even
heard of Omega camp,”
Iam muttered.

“Trust me, it’s not
someplace I’m looking forward to going,” Zoey assured
him.

“What?” Daichi
questioned.

“I’m with him,” Leila
interjected. “What do you mean? You’re planning on going
back?”

Zoey folded her arms over her chest.
“How else am I to deliver Karpov to the Agency?”

“Then . . . what’s the
point of us helping her if she’s only going to surrender in the
end?” Colton asked Marcus. “You made it sound like she’d be a
permanent addition to the team.”

Marcus arched an amused eyebrow and
glanced to Zoey. “Did I? Or did you all simply make that
assumption? Either way, we all owe Z something. I don’t know about
the rest of you, but I like to square my debts.”

“You, I understand,
Marcus,” Zoey remarked. “But what do the others owe me? I don’t
think I know them.”

“My father was the official
you rescued in Thailand,” Daichi stated. “I’m not sure I agree with
your endgame but I’m in. Maybe we can change your mind along the
way.”

“Iam and I were in a convoy
in Afghanistan that your unit bailed out,” Colton added. “Count us
in. But I strongly suggest you let us surrender Karpov and keep you out
of the mess.”

Everyone turned to Leila.

She shrugged. “You’re the reason I
joined the military. You paved the way for women to join
MARSOC.”

“It’s settled then,” Marcus
announced and handed Zoey a passport. “You five will pose as
college friends traveling through South America before going off to
grad school. Those are your rides over there. I’ll meet you in
Medellin, in a week. I have a few things that need my attention.
Now, be careful. Z, you have a team of bounty hunters after you.
I’m not sure how far behind they are. Last I checked, it was three
to four days, but they could have closed that gap since we left
Bogota.”

Zoey nodded. “Thanks. I’m sure we can
handle them, if it comes to that.”

At that, Colton stood and headed in the
direction Marcus had indicated. Zoey followed and the others
hurried after. They stood beside five Kawasaki Ninja street
motorcycles. Each was a different color: red, blue, purple, yellow
and green. Matching helmets hung from the handlebars.

“I’ll take the red one,”
Zoey whistled.

“Green’s mine!” Leila
announced.

Daichi snatched the helmet off the blue
one. Colton and Iam looked at one another and then to the two
remaining motorcycles. Both dove for the yellow. Iam came up
victorious. Colton groaned in disdain.

“Fine,” Zoey sighed with
mock frustration, “take the red one, sissy. I’ll take the
purple.”

The others chuckled quietly. Colton
shot them a glare.

“Remember,” Marcus said.
“Five college students, friends.”

He walked out the door leaving the five
alone.

“So . . . what the
hell do we do now?”
Colton grumbled.

Zoey levelled a cold glare
at him. “Watch your mouth around me,” she snapped. “I will
not tolerate
vulgarities.”

The four took a step back, clearly off
guard.

“Uh . . . sorry
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