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To the memory of Leona Baldacci Jennings, my aunt and second mother:

You lived life big and touched the worlds of all those around you with grace and love.
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WALTER NASH WAS JOLTED AWAKE as the jet he was on en route to Hong Kong encountered some rough air. He turned to see his employer, Rhett Temple, sitting next to him.

Nash’s now-alert gaze then moved to Lynn Ryder, who was asleep in a forward seat on the privately owned plane soaring westward toward Asia. Ryder was in her thirties with long white hair that was either colored or natural, he didn’t know which. She was also an emissary for Victoria Steers, one of the most dangerous criminals in the world. They were currently aboard Steers’s jet and were traveling to see the woman, at her behest.

He next glanced out the window and saw his image reflected back. That spurred Nash to reflect on his life. He used to be a mild-mannered, law-abiding business executive, tall and skinny, with no discernible muscle, a full head of hair, and nary a tattoo within a mile of him. Out of necessity Nash had shaved his head, grown facial hair, and transformed himself into a muscled and tatted fighting machine, complete with a new identity: Dillon Hope, personal security expert. No one—not even his wife, Judith—now recognized him.

He had gone from reviewing business plans and acquiring companies and flying on corporate jets, with not a whiff of intrigue or danger in his life, to playing a deadly game of cat and mouse and having to fool everyone around him into believing he really was Dillon Hope. Because he knew that Lynn Ryder and Victoria Steers wanted nothing more than to kill Walter Nash because he had been recruited by the FBI to help bring down the Steers criminal empire.

I truly am living in the upside-down world. And I seriously doubt I will ever get back to my world, if it even still exists.

He turned to Temple, the CEO of Sybaritic Investments, Nash’s former employer. The man had been across the aisle when Nash first shut his eyes, and Nash wondered why he had changed seats. It was a small detail, but Nash sensed that even seemingly trivial acts clearly mattered right now.

As Dillon Hope, Nash had dexterously placed himself in a position to be employed as his old boss’s personal bodyguard, without Temple having any clue as to Nash’s real identity.

Speaking in the slow, deliberate tone he had adopted as Hope’s voice, Nash said, “Is there a problem?”

Temple replied quietly, “Look, Dillon, it’s delicate, but Victoria Steers is not. . .completely on the up-and-up.”

“Okay,” said Nash cautiously. “Meaning what exactly?”

“She’s. . .well, dangerous. And I don’t want you to slip up and get yourself in trouble when you meet her.”

Nash thought it far more likely that Temple didn’t want Nash to get him in trouble with the villainous Steers.

Though he well knew the answer, Nash asked, “Exactly how is she not on the up-and-up and dangerous?”

“She’s into illegal drug distribution on a global scale. And she has people killed. That’s how.”

Nash stared back in feigned astonishment at his boss. “What the hell, Mr. Temple? Why is a rich guy like you involved with her?”

“It’s a long story, Dillon. My father. . .he was working with her to recoup his fortune and he got me involved. I wish I had an out but I don’t. I really don’t. Trust me, I’ve tried.”

“So she wants to meet? Why?”

Temple leaned in closer and said in a near whisper, “The FBI has tried to make some inroads at my company, finding a mole—a spy there to help them.”

Nash let his jaw go slack. “The FBI! Jesus, Mr. Temple, I didn’t sign up for this.”

“Then you shouldn’t have come,” said a voice.

Both men looked up to see Ryder standing in the aisle, scowling at them. “In fact, as I made very clear, I did not want you to come.”

Nash glanced at Temple before saying, “As his personal security guard, I insisted on coming because I was concerned with Mr. Temple’s safety. But, frankly, I might have declined if I had known all the facts.”

Ryder gave Temple a withering look. “And now that you have been provided some facts, we will see what happens when we arrive in Hong Kong.” She walked back to her seat.

Temple glanced at Nash. “Dillon, I’m sorry you got caught up in all this. I really am.”

He returned to his seat, where he closed his eyes and started taking deep, calming breaths.

Nash looked out the window, his heart heavy but his spirits coalescing around a possible opportunity. Well, Nash, this might be the end of you. But if I go down, I’m taking others with me. Starting with Victoria Steers.
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A MAN WAS WAITING FOR THEM in the airport with Lynn Ryder’s name on an iPad. He led them to a large Mercedes passenger van in the parking garage. There were four men there in addition to the driver. Nash could see that all of them were armed. After their bags were loaded in they were driven off; one sturdy guard sat on either side of both Nash and Temple. They passed through a tunnel under Victoria Harbour and emerged into daylight on the other side. After negotiating a series of surface roads they reached a high-rise building in the Hung Hom neighborhood, which was located in the southeast section of Kowloon Peninsula. Nash recognized the area because he had stayed nearby on a previous trip while working for Sybaritic.

The Mercedes parked in the building’s underground garage, and a minute later a glass elevator was carrying them skyward.

Temple looked nervous, Ryder confident, and Nash, despite his anxiety level riding pretty high, did his best to appear calm.

The doors opened directly into an entry vestibule, where two armed men appeared. They efficiently searched Nash and Temple, and promptly confiscated Nash’s two guns and both men’s phones.

“I want those back,” demanded Nash. However, nothing was returned.

They were escorted into a large room with floor-to-ceiling windows and sweeping views of the dazzling harbor. Ryder took a seat next to a large chair set in the center of the room, while Nash and Temple were directed to a pair of seats across from her.

Nash’s gaze took in every aspect of the room, especially the armed men. What Nash was observing was not good, since he had no weapons and the exits were guarded by men who did. And he was in a foreign land that was controlled by China.

Your margin of error is basically zero.

Then she came into the room.

Prior to this Nash had seen only a photo of Victoria Steers, briefly shown to him during a meeting with the FBI. Steers was the product of a Chinese mother and an English father. Tall and lean, with long black hair and porcelain skin, Steers glided across the floor dressed in sleek dark clothing that covered all of her body except her neck, face, and hands. She carried no weapon and did not look particularly threatening, yet at her appearance every hair stood up on the back of Nash’s neck. There was an aura around the woman that was undeniable; it filled Nash with a sense of foreboding that something violently destructive could happen without warning.

When he eyed Temple, Nash noted that his boss was staring at Steers with palpable fear.

Steers smiled at Ryder. “Thank you, Lynn, for all your good work.”

“Of course, Ms. Steers.”

Then Steers looked at Temple. “Mr. Temple, introduce me to your colleague, whom you insisted accompany you on this trip despite my objections.”

Temple cleared his throat and said, “This is Dillon Hope, my personal bodyguard.”

“Your personal bodyguard? Do you have something to fear, Mr. Temple?”

“Everyone has something to fear, Ms. Steers.”

She glanced at Ryder before saying, “I also understand that Mr. Hope has been told some things?”

Temple’s lips curled in displeasure in the face of Ryder’s smug features. “He had to be told some things about our business, Ms. Steers. But he is a professional, and everything will be kept in the strictest confidence, I can assure you.”

Steers’s features turned even more stern. “You have revealed some of our business to a man I do not even know? You have, without question, performed an act that is truly unforgivable.”

“I was told you had approved it,” Temple added, with a sharp glance at Ryder. “And he can be a real asset to you,” he added. “He’s top-notch. I’ve seen that for myself.”

“I have many top-notch people in my employ already, Mr. Temple. I require no others.”

She slowly withdrew her searing gaze from him and swung it around to Nash. “However, Mr. Hope, now that you are here, it will be interesting to see if you can become an asset. I trust you understand all that this entails?”

“I do, Ms. Steers,” Nash said in a casual tone, although every muscle in his body was tensed in the face of her threatening phrasing.

If I can just reach the man who took my guns . . .

As though she were reading Nash’s mind, Steers held out her hand. One of the guards produced a Glock nine-mill and placed it in her palm. She gripped it, checked the mag, and racked the slide, loading a bullet.

As she looked at them Temple went rigid in his chair, and Nash felt his butt cheeks involuntarily clench.

“A good choice in a personal sidearm, Mr. Hope,” she said. “However, I prefer a Norinco NP42 Mini. But then again, I like to buy local.”

“The Chinese also make good weapons,” Nash said.

“Indeed they do. They made me, after all. I also understand that three of my people are now in the custody of the FBI. That is a decided setback that I find unacceptable. Accountability must be served.”

At this abrupt segue, Temple glanced anxiously at Ryder and blurted out, “I had nothing to do with that. That was not my call. I argued against it, in fact.”

Steers said menacingly, “You disavow all responsibility for this debacle? Is that really what you are telling me?”

Temple sputtered, “I didn’t mean. . .I just wanted to point out that . . .” He glanced at Ryder and saw her smug look deepen even as he squirmed.

Before he could say anything else, Steers raised the pistol, causing Temple to put up his hands and flinch backward. Nash prepared to leap at the woman before she could fire.

Steers then pointed the gun to her left, pulled the trigger, and shot Ryder in the head. The woman fell to the floor, blood and other bits of her spraying all over her clothing and white hair. Some of the blowback also dotted Steers’s cheek, hand, and sleeve. One of the guards hustled forward and used a wet cloth to thoroughly clean her off. Two other men rushed in, wrapped Ryder in plastic, and carried her out. The chair in which she had been sitting was also removed and the marble floor underneath the chair thoroughly mopped. Temple and Nash sat there, stunned, while Steers had her eyes closed.

When all traces of the woman had been removed, Steers opened her eyes and studied the two men.

“Death can be awkward,” she said quietly. “And unpleasant.”

“Yes, it can,” said Nash evenly, though he felt sickened.

“And also necessary,” Steers added. She looked at Temple. “Decisions that led to my agents being in the custody of the FBI are. . .not. . .good.”

“No,” agreed Temple quickly. He still looked horrified by what had just happened.

Steers once more turned to Nash. “I trust that you understand the implications of what has just transpired, Mr. Hope?”

Nash said cautiously, “You mean Ryder’s death?”

She shook her head. “You disappoint me. I thought it rather obvious.” She held up the pistol. “You and your weapon have just committed a terrible crime in Hong Kong. And though Hong Kong does not have the death penalty, China does. It is done by lethal injection, or else they shoot you.” She handed the gun to one of her men. “That choice will be theirs. But you also have a choice to make.” She glanced at Temple. “And as an accessory, Mr. Temple, your fate will not be much better: life in prison. But again, you have a choice as well.”

“You mean we can choose to work with you?” Nash said grimly.

She shook her head once more. “To work for me.”

“And if we refuse?” said Nash, already knowing the answer.

“Then steps will be taken to demonstrate that my colleague’s murder occurred in China, and all necessary evidence to implicate both of you in her death will be provided. The rest is assuredly known to you. One of you will be executed, and the other will spend his life in a Chinese prison.” She added coolly, “I think I would prefer death, actually. The Chinese are often not kind to their own law-abiding citizens. And they are completely ruthless with respect to their criminals.” She glanced at Temple. “And Americans in particular are not at all popular in China at present.”

“To work for you doing what exactly, Ms. Steers?” asked Temple in a tremulous voice.

Nash thought he knew the answer. But it would turn out that he could not have been further from the truth.

She said, “My mother is being held in a prison in another country. And you both are going to help set her free.”




CHAPTER

[image: ]
3

WALTER NASH STARED UP FROM his bed at a ceiling that was a frothy shade of seafoam green. It was so calming and neutral that he almost forgot he was in Hong Kong and that his life was in serious peril.

Almost.

It was two in the morning local time. He had been asleep for only three hours and now was wide awake. And it had nothing to do with jet lag. The reason was two floors above him in the penthouse, where, he assumed, Victoria Steers was sleeping just fine in her bed.

Nash had no idea what they’d done with Ryder’s body, but he was certain that if he didn’t do what Steers wanted him to do, he would be taken to China and charged with Ryder’s murder.

But rescue her mother from a prison in another country? How the hell are we supposed to do that?

Yet he had one thing going for him: His Army veteran father had had an unstoppable motor, powering through every obstacle to reach his goals under the most hellish of conditions. And though he and his father had been estranged for over half of Nash’s life, he had apparently inherited this attribute from him.

He listened for sounds from the adjacent bedroom where he knew Temple was sleeping. His boss had mentioned he was looking for an exit from this nightmare with Steers. However, Nash thought it far more likely that they would both leave Hong Kong in body bags.

But her mother being in a prison did answer the question of where Masuyo Steers had been all this time.

His thoughts next turned to his wife, Judith. She was in FBI protective custody after Nash had saved her life from Steers’s killers. Judith had initially believed he had sexually abused and then killed their daughter, Maggie, until the FBI had released proof that he had been framed. This was a plan that Steers had come up with to destroy Nash’s relationship with the FBI, who had recruited him to help bring down Steers’s criminal empire.

Well, I might have a new goal now that is not aligned with the FBI’s.

Killing Victoria Steers. And if I get the chance I need to take it. So my being here so close to the woman might be a good thing.

He slept fitfully for a few hours, rose from his bed, showered, changed into a clean set of clothes, and joined Temple in the small kitchen, where a breakfast had been laid out by a woman who never made eye contact or spoke a word. Both men ate their meals in silence, lost in their own dismal thoughts.

After Temple finished his coffee he said, “Jesus, I can’t believe she just shot Ryder like that. And she seemed to like her. So God help us.”

“You ever see her kill someone before?” Nash asked.

“I heard her order someone to be killed. And I’ve seen some of her handiwork.”

“Don’t know how you kept all that to yourself, Mr. Temple. Although I guess you had no choice.”

“Look, Dillon, like I said before, I’m sorry you got sucked into this.”

“I sort of insisted, Mr. Temple. Although I have to say I didn’t foresee this.”

“I. . .I never should have come, either. I should have run for it. But Steers would have found me. And she would have killed my stepmother, Mindy, and her kid, and my siblings, too. My father took the easy way out by jumping off his balcony.”

Nash strongly suspected that Temple had killed his father, Barton Temple, but that didn’t matter right now. Maybe one day the son would be held accountable for his father’s death if he had indeed murdered him. But right now Nash needed to worry about himself. One small misstep and his cover might be blown. He had done well up to this point in keeping the truth from Temple. But with Steers on the scene, tomorrow was simply another day to make a critical mistake. And then he would be dead.

“Any idea who the hell her mother is?” he asked.

Nash actually knew some things about the woman, only because the FBI had filled him in. But the extent of his intel was limited, and he wanted to know whatever else the other man did.

Temple said, “Steers has never mentioned her parents to me, but I found out some details from other sources. Her mother’s name is Masuyo. Her husband was a Navy guy from England who stayed in Japan after he got out of the service. He wasn’t any sort of criminal, at least I don’t think so. But Masuyo had the connections, brains, and cunning that pushed the empire she created to a truly global level.” Temple paused and then said, in a resigned voice, “You should know that Steers killed all her siblings in order to take over the business in some sort of survivor’s contest. I mean, how sick is that?”

“She mentioned turning us in to the Chinese. Is she tight with them?”

“I don’t know for sure,” said Temple. “But I do know she’s dangerous and all the guys who work for her could kill us with their pinkies.”

Nash suddenly thought of something he should have before. He rose, grabbed a piece of paper and pen from a drawer, wrote something on the paper, and slid it across to Temple. When the man read it, he looked up, utterly terrified.

Nash had just suggested that the apartment was bugged. He said, “I guess we just wait until she tells us the plan.”

“Right,” said Temple as he tore the paper into strips and threw them into the trash. Then he put his face in his hands and moaned.

A knock on the apartment door a minute later caused both of them to jump.

“I guess it’s time,” said Nash.
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THEY WERE ONCE MORE SEATED across from Steers in her penthouse. Nash found his eyes wandering to the spot where Lynn Ryder had died and felt some sympathy for the woman, even though she probably would have cheered if he had been the one to perish.

Getting your humanity back, Nash? Don’t. It won’t be useful now because no one around you has any.

His gaze finally landed on Steers, and he had to fight the urge to try to strangle her.

Steers said, “Gentlemen, what I am about to divulge will show the faith that I am placing in each of you. This mission that you will undertake is delicate and dangerous, but the rewards for each of you will be. . .enticing.”

Nash thought the woman had an oddly formal way of speaking. But he assumed that Mandarin had been her first language, or perhaps Japanese. The FBI had told him that Masuyo, while she had purportedly been Japanese and had met her husband there, had actually been an agent of the Chinese Communist Party, and had been sent to Japan to undermine its democratic institutions.

Nash said, “We’re listening.”

Steers closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them they seemed, to Nash, to sparkle with an ethereal force.

“My mother is Masuyo Steers. She is currently being held in a private prison facility in an isolated region in Myanmar near the Chinese border.”

“A private prison in Myanmar?” said Temple. “I didn’t know there was such a thing.”

She gave him a superior look. “You and your father traveled extensively in what was then Burma.”

“How did you know that?” said Temple in surprise.

“I always know what I need to know. And your father worked for me. I elicited this information from him because I knew it might be useful one day. And so it has become. Now enlighten me as to what you do know about the country.”

Temple glanced at Nash. “That it’s a very unstable place. I wanted to travel there last year on business. Like you just said, I’d been there with my father a number of times, when it was still called Burma. I even became passable in the language. But then Covid hit, and the State Department strongly advised Americans not to travel there because of the junta’s coup and the presence of armed militia and insurgents. It’s a chaotic hotbed with lots of different factions asserting authority over a patchwork of territories and cities. A real mess.”

“Doubtless, you will not be surprised to learn that I am also aware of all that, Mr. Temple,” said Steers. “But it is good that you are as well and have familiarity with the language. This will increase the odds of successfully bringing my mother home safely and was also the reason I constructed this plan with your involvement.”

Steers now made a point of turning to Nash. “However, while your employer has some value to this mission and has long worked for me, you must think it somewhat curious that I would engage you, Mr. Hope, whom I know not at all, with the task of freeing my mother from her incarceration.”

“Well, you can pin a murder rap on us. And we’re in a foreign country, totally in your control. Our only chance of getting out of this alive is to do all we can to succeed in freeing your mother. I assume that is why you’re entrusting both of us with this mission. It’s not like we have a choice.”

“I must congratulate you, Mr. Temple,” said Steers.

“For what?”

“Your judgment in selecting bodyguards.”

She said to Nash, “Lynn Ryder informed me that you had saved Mr. Temple and a friend from grievous bodily harm.”

“I can hold my own and I did my job, yes.”

“Good, because I believe that your skill set will be required. I will now explain in detail.”
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MY MOTHER HAS BEEN IMPRISONED for many years now,” began Steers.

“Why?” asked Nash. “What crimes did she commit?”

Steers said dismissively, “She has broken no laws. She is a political prisoner.”

Temple said, “So she’s a political prisoner of the Myanmar government? What did she do for them to imprison her?”

Steers said sharply, “That is not relevant. And the prison is not run by the government; it is private, as I said. Nor is it controlled by the various rebel groups.”

“Then who does control it?” asked Nash.

“Again, irrelevant to the mission. What matters is my mother is not in good health, and I will not allow her to remain there.”

Nash said, “I’m sure you have highly skilled people to do this for you.”

“I have people who are well-known to the people from whom we will be extracting my mother. Whereas, you both are unknown to them, which makes you particularly useful to its success.”

“Just so it’s clear, I would do anything to help you, Ms. Steers,” said Temple. “But two Americans trying to free your mother from what I assume is a heavily guarded prison in a hostile land in Asia does not seem a recipe for success.”

“It’s all in the details, Mr. Temple. I have thought through every conceivable possibility and have arrived at a bold plan that I believe represents the best opportunity for my mother’s freedom. And you both will be critical to that success.” She glanced at Nash. “At first, I was only going to allow Mr. Temple to journey there, Mr. Hope. But when Mr. Temple insisted you come, I queried Lynn Ryder and, as I alluded to before, she told me of your. . .strengths. I was intrigued, and thus here you are as well. I trust you will not disappoint me.”

“And when do you plan on our executing this mission?” asked Nash.

“Very soon. Ideally, we would have more time, but there is nothing ideal about the situation. Thus, you both will have to learn most of what you need on the ground in Myanmar.”

“This prison?” began Nash. “I assume you have someone on the inside who will help with the extraction?”

“You are thinking at a level which I appreciate, Mr. Hope. Yes, I do have someone on the inside. Otherwise, the plan would have little chance of success.”

“How far is the prison from here?” asked Nash.

“Normally, the flight time is around four hours, but commercial service is not reliable and in some regions completely unavailable. The airspace around the prison is tightly restricted. And the junta, which now controls less than half the country, has taken to bombing the parts held by rebel factions. So it is decidedly risky on all levels. Thus, you will work your way to the prison from points north, where you will be initially dropped.”

“Points north!” exclaimed Temple. “But to the north of Myanmar is China. And I don’t think going across that border is a good idea.”

“China is not the only country to the north of Myanmar, Mr. Temple,” she chided. “I would have expected you to know this with your many trips to that part of the world.”

“So we enter from the north and make our way south to the region where the prison is located?” said Nash. “How long will that take?”

“A week, at the very least. And you must ingratiate yourself with the people there using the cover provided by others in Myanmar who are working for me on this.”

“And how do we do that?” asked Nash.

“Simply put, Mr. Temple is a businessman seeking commercial opportunities, which will work to his strengths. And you, of course, Mr. Hope, will be his personal bodyguard, which will be a natural fit for your skill set. Despite its political and governing challenges, and the hostilities unfolding across the country, Myanmar is opening up more to foreign trade. Locals engaged by me will be there to help you on your way.”

“And what about my company, Sybaritic?” asked Temple. “I told them I was taking some time off and I’d check in periodically, but still, I can’t just disappear for long periods.”

“All in good time, Mr. Temple. My mother’s welfare comes before all other things.”

“And the enticing rewards you mentioned if we do succeed?” said Nash.

Steers turned her gaze to him. “You get to live, of course.”




CHAPTER

[image: ]
6

BACK IN THEIR APARTMENT THEY found books and maps and other information on Myanmar with a note from Steers telling them to go through the material thoroughly.

Temple said scornfully, “Great, we’re back in high school.” He glanced at the sliding door leading to a small balcony overlooking Hong Kong, and motioned toward it.

Outside, the noises of the large metropolis cascaded over the men. They watched in silence as an Emirates A380 jet drifted by in preparation for landing at the nearby Hong Kong International Airport. They had left the door open and positioned a small clock radio near the door with the sound turned up high to cover their conversation in case there were bugging devices out here as well.

“I don’t trust the woman any farther than I can throw her,” muttered Temple as he leaned on the balcony and studied the cityscape below. “You believe her mother really is in a prison in Myanmar?”

“If she has an inside person, why not deploy a well-trained extraction team to do the job quickly and precisely, instead of us slowly making our way there?”

“Does she want her mother to die? And us along with her?”

Nash shook his head. “Why not just leave her in prison then? And if she wants us dead, she doesn’t need an elaborate scheme to do so. Bang bang and we’re done.”

“Then she really must want her mother out of there. So I guess we’re headed to Myanmar on an impossible mission,” Temple said miserably.

They went back inside, where Nash started to go through the materials left for them. Temple, however, walked past all of that and headed to his bedroom.

Nash called after him, “Hey, it would be a good idea if we knew some of this stuff.”

“Yeah, brief me when you’re done.”

Nash shook his head and settled down to his studies.

Later that night, as he went to his room, Nash thought, I’ve done the impossible up to this point. Maybe I can do it one more time.

But then another thought occurred to him.

Why wait?
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IN PREVIOUS BUSINESS NEGOTIATIONS WHERE the outcome was anything but certain, Nash had sometimes sought to throw a scare into the other side, to get them thinking about things they could not completely control. Well, the time had come for him to do that here.

He opened the exterior door of their apartment. There was no one there. He walked toward the elevator at the end of the hall, and that was when two men appeared. They were both around five ten and wiry. He could see the bumps of the guns in their shoulder holsters as they walked toward him. He knew if he attempted to leave the floor these twin guards would not allow it. And he had no interest in fighting that battle, which he would undoubtedly lose.

“I’d like to talk to Ms. Steers,” said Nash.

“What about?” said one.

“It’s for her to hear only. But it’s important. Very important to the reason we’ve been brought here by your boss.”

Nash said this authoritatively and kept eye contact with the man.

“Stay here,” the guard said. He moved away and pulled out his phone.

A minute later he came back and nodded at Nash. “This way.”

He was led into the elevator and up to the top floor of the building. Steers was waiting for him in a small room. The walls and floor were dark in color and the light subdued to the point of near blackness. It was very unsettling at first, but the longer he was there the more calming the surroundings became.

The room had no chairs or other furniture, only tatami mats, and pillows and small colorful balls. The smell of incense tickled his nostrils. The man left him there alone with Steers, who sat in a lotus pose on one of the mats. Her eyes were closed, but she said, “Sit, Mr. Hope.”

Nash sat across from her, his limber joints allowing him to easily duplicate her position.

She opened her eyes, observed this, and said, “You are a practitioner of qigong perhaps?”

“No, but I try to stay flexible. You live longer that way.” He eyed her intently as he said these last words.

“That, of course, remains to be seen,” she shot back. “And what do you want at this late hour?” she said, shutting her eyes once more.

“Just to be clear, I speak for myself, not on behalf of Mr. Temple.”

She nodded. “Go on.”

“I obviously came into this situation late in the game. I don’t have the history with Mr. Temple that you seem to.”

“Agreed. You do not.”

“But he is my employer, and my duty is to keep him safe to the extent that I can.”

“And your point?” she prompted, sounding impatient.

He looked at her long neck and his fingers tensed. He knew her guards were just outside, but Shock had shown him how to do it: prevent the target from calling out, then break the neck at the C1 or C2 vertebra. He edged a bit closer.

“Your point?” she said again, opening her eyes and perhaps, in his mind, noting his slightly closer proximity to her. She called out in what he recognized as Japanese.

A moment later the door opened and the same two men appeared, watching them closely, pistols in hand.

In that moment Nash realized that he had lost the opportunity to kill the woman. But that was the short game. The smart game was bringing her to justice and destroying her empire.

And you have to play it smart, Nash, no matter how much you want to end her life now, to avenge Maggie.

His gaze met hers. “So even if we are successful in rescuing your mother from this prison, you really have no incentive to let us go, or let us live, despite your words to the contrary.”

She stared at him in a way that was deeply unnerving. But Nash had no time to let this intimidate him. This was a negotiation, and whether you were haggling over money or property—or your life—the principal framework remained the same: Your position was only as strong as what you could offer in return.

“So?” she said, no longer appearing to be in a meditative mood.

“Well, as you can understand, I’m sure, that matters to me and my boss.”

“Once you stepped on my plane, Mr. Hope, you put yourself under my complete control. You do not strike me as a stupid or rash man, quite the opposite, so surely you know this. There is nothing you can say or do that will influence me one way or the other. I think you came here to negotiate. But one needs at least a single card in their hand to do that.” She eyed his empty ones. “You clearly lack that.”

This next part was tricky, and Nash had to play it to absolute perfection or he might not walk out of this room alive.

“I believe, if you think about it, Ms. Steers, there is a flaw in your plan.”

“Such as?” she demanded sharply.

“We do have some control over the process. And if certain events occur, we will have more still.”

“What events?”

But Nash had already risen from the lotus position and was now staring down at her. It actually felt good to be looking down on the woman who had had his daughter kidnapped and then murdered.

Deep breaths, Nash. Four in, hold for four, four out, hold for four. Repeat. Your chance will come to avenge Maggie.

This was a breathing technique his father had taught him when, as a child, Nash had been riddled with anxiety. The technique almost always worked, and it did at this moment as well.

He said calmly, “It would be foolish on my part, you would agree, if I were to explain in greater detail. Otherwise, you would immediately work to correct this flaw.” He bowed. “I wish you a good night, Ms. Steers.”

He turned and walked to the door, where the two men escorted him back to his apartment. He lay in his bed and stared at that ceiling painted seafoam green, wondering if what he had just done had worked. Or had sealed his and Temple’s deaths.

It might be both. And maybe I’m okay with that so long as Victoria Steers goes down, too. So next time you have the chance to kill her, for God’s sake take it.
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THE NEXT MORNING THEY WERE summoned to a room where Steers stood in front of a laptop with a projection screen hanging on the wall behind it. She motioned them to chairs.

“I am now going to explain the logistics of the mission to you.”

She picked up a remote and clicked a button. An image appeared on the screen: It was video of a prison complex seen from an overhead shot.

“This is the facility where my mother is being held. It is roughly halfway between the towns of Katha and Bhamo, the latter of which is only forty miles from the Chinese border. Katha is in the Sagaing Region, while Bhamo is located in the Kachin State. Both towns lie along the Irrawaddy River.”

“Who operates the prison?” asked Nash, his eyes on the double security fences, concrete block walls, armed sentries, and guard dogs set against a flattened landscape with absolutely no cover.

“I told you before that that is irrelevant,” Steers said severely.

“Okay, how do we get there?” asked Nash.

“As is obvious, you must first get into the country. Once inside, travel for foreigners is. . .difficult, as I mentioned before.”

Steers hit the remote and another screen appeared; she pointed to a spot on it.

“Myanmar is bordered on the northeast by China, but it shares a border on the northwest with India and Bangladesh.” She glanced at Temple. “Which answers your confusion about only China being to the north of Myanmar. There are two official border crossings through India that are open and do not require permits for foreign travelers.” She tapped two spots on the screen. “Tamu and Moreh there, and Rikhawdar and Zokhawthar to the south, there. Moreh is considered the gateway to Southeast Asia and is the main point of exporting goods from India to Myanmar. You would traverse the Friendship Bridge at that point.”

“But we don’t want to enter at an official border crossing, do we?” asked Nash.

She glanced at him again, her expression unreadable. “No. Besides other problems, you receive only a day pass and must return by four thirty. Thus, neither Moreh nor the other location will work.”

She clicked the remote and another picture came up.

“Now, 120 kilometers inside the Myanmar border from India is a place called Shingbwiyang. During the Second World War it was located within the China Burma India Theater, and consequently an airbase and runway were built here.” She placed her finger on this spot. “It is lightly populated. You will fly from here to India to a location near the border with Myanmar. And then you will travel from India to Shingbwiyang, where the runway, with my secret funding, has been recently upgraded to accept a small private jet. The junta allows me to fly into this airspace for my ‘business.’ However, this time they will not know what my business is.

“You will be met there by two men whom you will stay with overnight. They will then drive you to a second location, where you will be met by three people. Their names are Thura, Zeya, and Amrita. Your initial destination is Myitkyina. Roads and trains are not really viable at the current time, too many checkpoints and other issues. And there are no flights available that will work.”

“So how do we do it?” asked Nash.

She turned back to the screen and indicated a route with a laser pointer. “You will go overland across very rugged terrain along this path. Your guides are experienced with the lay of the land and will deal with the people that you may encounter. This part will take several days via dirt bikes, horseback, and walking.”

“Horseback?” exclaimed Nash.

“You do not ride?” she said, a touch of amusement in her expression.

“No, I never have.”

“The guides will give you all the help you require.” She looked at Temple. “And you?”

“I can ride.” He looked at Nash. “I was on the polo team at the country club college my old man got me into.”

“Of course you were,” said Nash dryly.

Steers said, “The guides will get you to Myitkyina, where you will hold meetings with local businessmen who are interested in exporting their goods to America. You will be fully briefed on this before leaving Hong Kong.”

“Look, do we really have to waste time playing this businessman subterfuge?” said Temple. “It’ll just allow mistakes to be made.”

“On the contrary, it will allow you and Mr. Hope to avoid death. Two Americans traveling straight through to a highly restricted prison complex? You will be dead before you have any chance at all. The groundwork must be laid, gentlemen. The area you will be in is fraught with peril. The junta is not in control of the Kachin State, where both Myitkyina, the capital, and the prison are located. The KIA, the Kachin Independence Army, commenced its operations against the junta a few years ago. As a result KIA has taken back great swaths of land in the region, and also gained control of military bases and most of the police stations.

“The junta’s Border Guard Force is now in tatters after this offensive. Of course the junta did not take this lightly, and they conducted bombing raids among some of the villages there. But the KIA and its allies pressed on, and they have largely driven the junta out of the region. But the junta’s army, the Tatmadaw, is still a formidable force.”

“So the KIA controls the prison?” asked Nash.

“I did not say that, did I?”

“Well, do they or don’t they?” said Temple irritably.

“It is not a yes-or-no question,” she replied smoothly before moving on. “The KIA are not fools, and even though you will enter the country in secret, do not think that your presence will remain unknown for long. But if we give you roles that could actually help the Kachin State economy, which they desperately need? Your odds of success are enhanced and there will be no suspicion about you traveling in the direction of the prison complex. Now, after your meetings in Myitkyina, you will fly to Bhamo. It is a short trip on Myanmar National Airlines, which still operates in the region because the KIA allows it.”

“Won’t traveling by plane raise uncomfortable questions?” said Temple.

“Not after your positioning as an American businessman has been established. Now, once in Bhamo you will be met at the airport by more of my operatives, and driven to the vicinity of the prison. There all of you will be met by another group of my associates.”

“And then what do we do?” asked Temple, looking incredulous. “Jump the fence, fight off the guards and dogs, punch through concrete, snatch your mother, and, what, fly away like birds?”

“All in good time, Mr. Temple. I am giving you the big picture only at this point. After you secure my mother, you will travel south to Lashio, which is the largest town in the northern region of the Shan State, and which sits on a low mountain spur overlooking the Yaw River Valley. The population there is roughly 130,000, which will allow you to more easily blend in. Those seeking you for liberating my mother will almost certainly believe that you will attempt to take a river ferry from Bhamo to Mandalay, which is the most obvious initial escape route out of the country, but it takes a great deal of time.”

“Are there no roads that we could take via car?” asked Nash.

“All surface roads in that part of the region are in deplorable condition, but the ferries are available, both slow and fast. But, as I just said, they will know this, and thus will commence their search on all boat traffic. But you will be transported from Lashio to Mandalay far more quickly than a ferry ride would provide. Mandalay is a city of over one million persons with an international-grade airport. Thus, while they are still looking for you on the water, you will be on a private plane and heading back here.”

“Who will be looking for us?” asked Nash. “If the prison is in the Kachin State, will it be the KIA? But will they be able to pursue us into junta-controlled regions?”

She once more studied him with. . .fascination, thought Nash.

“It matters little who will be after you, Mr. Hope. Their goal will be to kill you and retake my mother. You will have the necessary monies, human support, and logistical wherewithal to be successful, I am confident.”

“The only thing you haven’t mentioned is how do we get in and out of the prison with your mother,” said Nash. “And that’s the most important part of the plan.”

The next screen she brought up held the image of a heavyset man in a drab uniform.

“He is the principal guard of my mother. And this,” she said in a reverent tone, “is Masuyo-san.”

She clicked the remote and a picture of a woman in a gray sackcloth dress appeared. Masuyo Steers looked beaten down and exhausted to Nash, but when he focused on the woman’s penetrating eyes, even as depicted in lusterless pixels, she appeared far more formidable.

“Is this guard your inside man?” asked Nash.

She nodded. “He is doing it simply for the money. That is the extent of his loyalty, but since it represents a treasure for both him and his family, we can count on him doing everything to make the situation successful.”

“And the extraction plan?” prompted Nash.

“It is known there that my mother is not in good health. She will suffer a serious condition that cannot be dealt with by simply taking her to the medical unit at the prison. An ambulance will be ordered to take her to a nearby hospital. The ambulance will never reach that hospital with Masuyo-san inside. It will be overtaken and my mother will be transferred to another mode of transportation.”

“And where do we come in?” asked Temple.

“You will be part of the group that overtakes the ambulance. You will be with Masuyo-san when she leaves the country and comes back here. That is why I gave you no details on breaking into the prison, which would have been impossible. Now, of course, the ambulance will have guards. They will need to be quickly overcome and left unable to communicate afterward.”

“You mean we’re supposed to kill them?” said Nash.

“Not necessarily. If they can be bound in such a way that they cannot free themselves for at least two hours. But if there is no other way . . .” She didn’t need to finish the statement.

She continued. “It is a one-hour-and-twelve-minute drive to the hospital. The overtaking of the ambulance will take place fifteen minutes into the journey at a particularly isolated spot. That means you will have just under an hour to leave the area before the hospital will contact the prison about the ambulance not arriving.”

“Unless someone gets off a communication between the time the ambulance is ambushed and the time all of them are subdued,” pointed out Nash.

“That is one of the risks, yes,” conceded Steers. “But I believe that our plan of ambush will be so effective that no such opportunity will present itself.”

“Can you tell us what that ambush plan is?” asked Nash.

She glanced at him. “You do not need to know that. Others will take care of those details. Your mission is to accompany my mother back here.”

“Okay, but what is the transportation conveyance we will be on with your mother?” asked Nash. “I assume we need to know that.”

“You will be picked up by a helicopter at a spot approximately a mile south of the ambush site. There a road intersects and you will turn left onto that road. The chopper will be waiting at a clearing a few hundred yards down. That is the much faster travel option I mentioned. This will all take place at night, of course. The assault team will already be in place to stop the ambulance, which is why you do not require knowledge of the actual ambush plan. The chopper will fly you and my mother to Lashio. The distance is roughly 160 miles. The chopper can easily do that in one hour and twenty minutes. A car will be waiting for you in Lashio and will take you to Mandalay, which is a 120-mile trip and on good roads. That car journey will take no more than two and one half hours. There a private jet will be waiting. You will be wheels up within ten minutes of arrival.”

Nash said, “But why not have the chopper take us directly from the ambush site to Mandalay? I’ve studied the maps and other materials on Myanmar you provided us.” He quickly calculated the distance and time in his head. “It’s less than two hundred air miles. Your chopper could easily do that in less than two hours. We’ll be wheels up in Mandalay and out of Myanmar in half the time you just cited.”

“Very good, Mr. Hope, you show initiative and attention to detail. However, nothing is easy in Myanmar after the coup and the war that is currently going on between the junta and the various rebel factions. And the fact is that they will be searching for my mother immediately after the hospital notifies the prison of the ambulance not arriving. That will be less than one hour after your escape with my mother. They will immediately take steps to lock down all of the airports and ferries.”

“Which makes it all the more critical that we are out of the country as quickly as possible,” countered Nash. “They’ll close Mandalay Airport for sure. And even if it takes us only two hours to get there by chopper rather than by car, which is your plan, they’ll still have shut down the airport in Mandalay before that. So how the hell do we get out?”

“I didn’t say you were flying out of Mandalay Airport, did I?” she said.

“You said we were driving to Mandalay and that it had an international-level airport!” retorted Temple, glancing at Nash.

“Mandalay is a large city, Mr. Temple. With a wide footprint, but, again, during World War II there were improvements made to further the movement of Japanese troops and equipment. A bit of additional clandestine enhancement on my part has made that long-ago improvement valuable once more.”

Nash said immediately, “You mean another runway?”

She nodded, looking impressed. “One that the junta knows nothing about.”

“But why not still have the chopper take us straight there? It will save time all around.”

“A helicopter coming into Mandalay airspace at that hour will raise immediate suspicion. It will direct the authorities to the nearby airstrip and you will all be arrested.”

“But it will be impossible to miss a jet lifting into the air,” countered Nash.

“The runway does not appear on their airspace grid. And even if they detect the plane, it will be impossible to shoot it down at a moment’s notice,” said Steers. “For that you need certain equipment that is not currently in the vicinity of Mandalay, or so my high-level contacts tell me. And Myanmar is not a large country. By the time they scramble whatever aircraft they can, you will be outside of their airspace and in another sovereign’s jurisdiction. And while my mother is important to some, she is not important enough to incite an international incident.”

“But whoever operates the prison is important enough to the junta’s and/or the KIA’s interests,” noted Nash. “Otherwise, why would they allow it to operate there?”

“You display an awareness of strategic elements that mildly surprises me, Mr. Hope.”

“I guarded VIPs, Ms. Steers. People who were intimately involved in the world you are describing. I would be dull indeed not to have absorbed as much of that as I could.”

She tapped the remote against her long leg and continued to watch him intently. Nash could feel his pulse spike and sweat accumulate in his armpits simply from the woman’s glare.

“You leave in two days. If you bring my mother back safely, then you will have fulfilled your part of the bargain.”

“And if we fail to save your mother?” said Temple.

“Then my people will bring you back from Myanmar and you both will be turned over to the Chinese government for the appalling murder of Lynn Ryder.” She eyed each man in turn. “The Chinese do not dawdle when it comes to such crimes. It will not take years like it does in your country. It will take weeks. So I strongly recommend that you do. . .not. . .fail.”
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ONLY ONE NIGHT LATER NASH was in his bed asleep when strong hands seized him and something was placed over his mouth and nose. A few seconds later he fell unconscious.

When he awoke he was lying on the floor in a darkened room, spreadeagled and bound to steel rings set into the floor, so he could not move. As his eyes adjusted to the darkened conditions and his senses began working normally, Nash jerked when Victoria Steers said, “Hello, Mr. Hope. Thank you for joining me.”

“I didn’t have much of a choice,” he replied tightly.

She ran her eyes over his bare chest. “You are to be congratulated on your obvious physical discipline. And your skin art runs the spectrum from ordinary to. . .interesting.”

Nash had had the scales of justice tattooed on his chest, a roaring lion on his back, a dragon running from his right delt down his arm to the back of his hand, medieval shields across both thighs, and one large die on each of his calves. She let her fingers dance over his shaved head. “This is the truly interesting one. The kinks in the chain? What is the meaning?”

Running from earlobe to earlobe and over the crown of his head was a long chain, kinked in three separate places equidistant from one another into a fairly indistinctive shape, but one that he knew to be a heart.

He cleared his throat. “Honor, devotion, and sacrifice.”

This was a lie. But he could not tell her the truth without giving up a clue as to his real identity. They actually symbolized him, his wife, and his now-dead daughter.

Steers bent forward and let her long hair drift into his face. It smelled pleasantly of lavender and coconut. But he turned his head to the side.

Steers looked amused. “You do not like to be touched?”

“Not after being taken from my bed, knocked out, and bound, no.”

She stood over him, straddling his body. He could see she had on a long white robe that covered her completely. Not knowing what was going to happen, but suspecting something truly unpleasant was about to occur, Nash closed his eyes.

“Open your eyes, Mr. Hope,” she said softly.

When he didn’t she put a bare foot on his crotch and started to press.

As it became more and more painful, he finally opened his eyes and was surprised that she had only drawn up the sleeves of her robe.

Seeing his look she said derisively, “Did you really think I would take off my clothes for you?”

“I . . .” But then he focused on her arms and drew in a quick breath. They were covered in what looked to be long-healed burns now cast as ripples of twisted flesh. When she turned, and lowered her robe to her waist, he saw that her back, too, had been burned in sections; the flesh was raw and looked exceedingly painful.

She covered herself and turned back around to face him. “This is my skin art, of a sort, although I did not choose to have this done, as did you yours. Tell me, Mr. Hope, what do you see in what I have just shown you?”

“I. . .see someone who has obviously suffered greatly.”

Nash now believed that Steers might have been on the plane owned by the Steers family that had crashed, and perhaps killed her father. If true, he couldn’t even contemplate how she had survived, or handled the pain. And then he thought of her meditation. The way she moved, slowly and gracefully. Had she the mental willpower to make the pain, if not go away, at least subside to a manageable level? She did not strike him as one who would control pain with medication, because that would mean Steers had to rely on some artificial means, when it was clear she preferred to rely only on herself.

If she has such mental strength, she is even more formidable than I thought.

She gazed down at her arms. “This was once something of significance to me, but no longer. I was advised to have operations, to cleanse myself of. . .it. To return to my normal self, or as normal as possible. But though some medical attention was required, I decided to let it mostly. . .lie, as it were. As a remembrance.”

“Of what?”

“Of defeat, Mr. Hope. It is quite powerful. But if you hold it only up here,” she added, touching her temple, “that memory will fade. And you may even convince yourself it did not actually occur because the mind, the ego, does not like to dwell on personal defeat. And thus you forget your failures, your vulnerabilities, and become weaker, not stronger. But I will never forget, because I see this failure of mine every time I look at myself.” She turned her gaze to him. “What do you think of my logic?”

Nash chose his words carefully. “I think it is. . .unique. But I don’t think many people would have the. . .strength to carry this reminder with them so. . .viscerally.”

She ran her hand over the damaged skin on her right arm. “Most people are not me.”

“We are in complete agreement on that.”

“Do you know what I see when I look at you?” she asked, meeting his gaze once more.

“No.”

Steers cocked her head slightly and her disappointment in his rushed response was clear to Nash, as were her subsequent words.

“A quick answer that is wrong, is as wrong as an incorrect answer delivered after substantial delay,” she noted.

He collected his thoughts and an answer occurred to him with startling clarity. It was as though Nash and Steers were suddenly operating on intermingled wavelengths. That could be an advantage in all this, he knew. Yet it also rattled Nash that he could even approach thinking along the same lines as this woman.

He said slowly, and in a measured tone, “Your whole life is about understanding and thus controlling everyone you come into contact with. And yet in me you see only an. . .enigma.”

She studied him for a long moment. “Much better, Mr. Hope.” She glanced at her arm. “You are perhaps repulsed by my injuries?” she said.

“What does it matter what I am? I am nothing to you.”

She stared at him as though he were a fascinating beast behind zoo bars. “If I cannot comprehend you, Mr. Hope, I can at least own you. That is something, is it not? Perhaps more important in the end.”

He left this comment unanswered simply because he wanted to. And in that, at least to Nash’s thinking, was conclusive proof that she did not own him.

“Is that why you brought me here?” he said instead. “To dispose of an. . .unwelcome mystery? So does that mean I’m not going on the trip to free your mother?”

“I have committed to your participation, and I never go back once committed.”

“So where does that leave us?” he asked.

“It leaves me still wondering, Mr. Hope, and it leaves you with this.”

Steers picked up a knife from the floor. She said, “I will not ruin your lovely dragon, as I am partial to them myself.”

She squatted and placed the tip of the knife near his left wrist and proceeded to walk it up his arm, careful not to sink the blade too deeply or hit an artery or a large vein. She kept her focus on her work, but when she was finished, with the end of the incision right below Nash’s shoulder capsule, she moved herself squarely back over his torso and looked him in the eyes, her expression impressed.

“You barely flinched,” she said breathily, from the effort of slicing him. To Nash, her gaze now held the conflicting emotions of disappointment and admiration.

Nash, in truth, had known what she was going to do to him, because the FBI had warned him that Steers sometimes sliced up her underlings, including, probably, Rhett Temple.

While the blade had bitten into him Nash had held the mental image of a painting he had seen in Rhett Temple’s home back in America, depicting a young girl and a dog running in a field. During a conversation Temple had been having with a detective concerning his daughter Maggie’s death, Nash had seized upon the painting as a mental refuge. His friend Shock had told him how Ty Nash, his father, while a POW in Vietnam, had used the memory of himself as a teenager riding a beloved horse in Mississippi where he had grown up, to survive the torture inflicted upon him by his captors. It was all about separating your mind from the present. And if you did that, the pain, while still there, could be managed. Nash was glad that he had practiced this technique over and over. Otherwise, he would have been screaming in pain while Steers carved up his arm.

“Mr. Temple was not nearly as stoic when it was done to him,” she said, confirming what Nash had long suspected.

As his mind left the girl and the dog behind, Nash let out a long breath and felt the spread of blood across his skin.

“What good would that have done?” he said quietly. “If you can’t change something, the waste of energy is unforgivable.”

She wiped the bloody knife off on his bare chest, smearing, perhaps symbolically and intentionally, the tattoo of the scales of justice. “And are you saving your energy for something important, Mr. Hope?” she asked, her expression holding an air of expectation.

“Aren’t we all?” he replied smoothly.

Then Steers leaned down and kissed him on the lips. When she pulled away and looked at him Nash noticed the strange expression on her face, as though she was surprised by her action. Her lips parted and he glimpsed strong, white teeth and a flicker of tongue. She started to lean back down, perhaps for another touch of his lips, but then stopped. The woman rose and was quickly gone.

A few moments after that men were all over him. One injected him with something in his other arm, and Nash fell unconscious once more.

When Nash awoke he was back in his bed. He would have thought it was all a dream but when he moved his arm, he realized it had all happened, painfully so. He lifted his limb and looked at the wrapped and bloodied bandages. He had the same brand that he now knew Temple carried.

We’re both owned by that woman, or at least she thinks so. But if I survive Myanmar her life will be over, even if it costs me mine.
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SPEERS SAT ON HER TATAMI mat with a large mirror hanging on one wall in front of her. Her mother was Chinese, her father of English descent, but culturally she was Japanese, and her possessions, interests, and lifestyle reflected that upbringing.

With her white robe off she ran her gaze over her naked reflection. Steers’s eyes passed along her face, her chest, her flat belly, her long legs. The flames had not reached there. In those areas she looked “normal.”

The clothing she typically wore concealed everything that she wanted hidden from view. This was not from embarrassment. She could walk naked through her people and no one would ever make a comment, or even flinch in revulsion. Not because they cared about her, but because they cared about living. That was the power she held, and it was an intoxicating thing.

Sometimes too intoxicating. Sometimes too . . .

No, Steers kept her damaged flesh away from everyone because it belonged to her and no one else. Steers had been running the business for years when the accident had occurred.

The plane they were on had suffered an explosion of some kind while in the air. Her father had looked upon her in horror, as, afire, she screamed in her plane seat across from him. This was moments before part of the plane’s interior dislodged from the violent impact with the ground, and crushed his life away.

The only other person to survive the plane crash had been her loyal
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