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DEDICATION
To Mother and Father;
to my Stash,
so many decoys but only one true one;
and Mike, my ranger Buddy,
whose generosity and patience are unequalled.
Love doesn’t consist in gazing at each other but in looking
outward together in the same direction.
—ANTOINE DE SAINT EXUPÉRY,
MY FAVORITE WWII HERO AND VERY WISE MAN
Mountain pass, Macedonia
Love’s like riding a wave, dude. Sometimes you fall on your face, even when the ride’s incredible, you know? All you have to remember to do is get up, get back on your board, and paddle out and meet the next big one.
Reed settled back against the shrub, one eye trained on the scope, arcing the night viewfinder across the midnight-dark landscape. Dead silence. Nothing moving. He put the scope down and looked up into the clear night sky.
The situation was code yellow, just a notch up from green. His SEAL team was out here in the cold Eastern European terrain going through a few quick practice runs before going out into the mountains of Albania for the real thing. He could hear the lazy banter between members of his team over his helmet intercom.
Reed kept silent. He always paid attention to what was being said but rarely joined in unless necessary. He’d always been like that, and, not understanding his reasons, the others at training camp had started calling him Joker for irony. The name had stuck.
He studied the constellations, searching for the North Star. It was Archer who had taught him to read the night sky, Archer who had given him his love of the ocean. Reed had been just a spoilt, wealthy, blond-headed surf-rat taking a break from boarding school when Arch had come along and shown him that there was more to surfing than name brands and bright-print baggy pants.
But Arch had been gone for a long time now. The man who had said those words about love hadn’t really followed his teachings. When his lover of almost thirty years had unexpectedly been taken from him, Arch had taken his surfboard and headed out for that “next big wave.” Or so he’d said. Except he hadn’t come back.
“We’ll be moving to Position Two when daylight breaks, over,” Jazz, his team commander, said over the helmet radio. He was relating position and sitch-rep—situation report—to Hawk, their co-commander through Satellite. Hawk was still in the military hospital recovering from an injury.
“How’s the river? Nice and cold?” Hawk asked.
“Why don’t you come and try it for yourself?” Jazz invited. “Oh, I forgot, you’re in a hospital skirt and can’t escape from the loony bin.”
Reed smiled as he heard the others chuckle. He and his team had visited Hawk just that morning, and after making sure their commander wasn’t suffering too much from his internal injuries, they’d all teased him about chasing the nurses around in his wheelchair while wearing nothing more than a white skirt.
“You’re just envious.”
“Of your hairy legs, yeah, of course.”
Reed had the utmost respect and admiration for both his co-commanders, two best friends who seemed to have an uncanny ability to read each other’s minds on and off the battlefield. He knew Jazz had been worried all these months while Hawk had gone solo undercover, especially when he’d disappeared and been presumed dead. But things had worked out in the end. Mostly. Two weeks ago, the bad guy was killed. The team was now going to destroy the weapon caches that Hawk had located before they fell into the wrong hands again. Only one thing was missing—some kind of explosive device trigger.
The Joint Mission between GEM and STAR Force SEALs had two objectives, and only one had been accomplished. Reed wondered about the missing weapon that was so top secret even his team didn’t know much about it. He was sure that even as his team focused on the hidden caches, someone else was looking for the device.
Tonight they’d had a more difficult time than anticipated at one end of the bridge, where the water had basically turned into cold, stinking mud. By the time they’d made it past the bridge, they’d pretty much been caked with the slime.
“Come on, Lieutenant, make an escape. You’d love it,” Jazz said.
“Pardon me, sir,” Cucumber chimed in, “but I think Miss Hutchens will object.”
Miss Hutchens was Hawk’s current love interest. Reed wondered how long that was going to last. His commander had a reputation with women—Catnip was one of his nicknames. But after being gone from the team all these months, Reed had felt a change in Hawk during their reunion. He guessed Amber Hutchens had a lot to do with this change.
Hawk chuckled from his end. “At the rate you guys were moving down there, I considered coming down to give you sloths a hand.”
Reed checked the surroundings again with the nightscope as he continued listening. The practice runs were to familiarize the team with terrain and weather, so whether the code was red or yellow, it meant doing everything—from rolling in mud to setting up lookout points to staying up in shifts—by the book. Still nothing out there.
“Sloths. Like slothful in the Bible?” someone asked.
“He meant sloths, man,” Mink’s voice came over. “Those creatures don’t move more than an inch at a time or something. I read somewhere that it takes them a year to get down from a tree to have an annual crap.”
“Man, why don’t they just crap from the tree then?” Dirk asked.
Reed shook his head, a reluctant smile lifting the corner of his lips. It was a good thing no one else could hear their inane conversation. This was how his team was when they were semi-relaxed. Conversations like this reminded him of surfing. The ocean, too, had a language all its own, and the surfer had to pay attention to the ebb and flow of the tide as one rode the board and paddled out. Reed shook his head again. It’d been a while since he’d ridden the waves. He was missing it tonight.
“Do you think sloths have big balls?” someone lazily chimed in after a quiet lull.
“Ask Cumber,” Mink quipped back.
“Yo. Cumber, you awake?”
“I’m jerking off, scumbag. Go bother some other sloth.”
“You think if there were a Cumber Sloth he would take a year to jerk off to get an annual big O?” Dirk asked.
The suppressed chuckles came from different directions. There was another silence.
“Yo, Cumber.”
“I’m still jerking off.”
“I think a Cucumber Sloth would crap and jerk off at the same time,” Hawk observed. “Who’s on lookout duty?”
“Joker,” Jazz replied. “He’ll be on for the next two hours.”
Joker, as Reed knew everyone expected, didn’t acknowledge. He rarely had anything to say anyway. Unless he saw something out of the ordinary, he usually stayed away from conversation of any kind. He would check in every hour.
“Talk to you next Satellite update then, sloth.”
“Yeah, don’t have too much fun with your girl there, over.” Jazz signed off.
Amber Hutchens was also in the hospital, transferred to the UN base in Kosovo along with his commander, still recovering from an almost-overdose of drugs in her system. Reed hadn’t met her, but from what he’d heard from Jazz and Dirk, she was beautiful, very smart, and incredibly brave because of her role in saving a bunch of girls who had been kidnapped from their respective countries. Which made him think of Jazz’s fiancée, Vivienne Verreau, who was also beautiful, smart, and brave. Where the hell did they find these women?
“Hey, Cumber, you still jerking off?”
“Nah, taking a crap.”
“Knock off, Stooges.” Jazz brought them back on task.
Even though he enjoyed the camaraderie among his team, Reed liked the silence the best. But then he’d known since childhood that silence was a great tool. One could learn a lot just by listening to adults. People said one thing when they meant something else, and he’d discovered that words could have double meanings, especially in the adult world.
Better to be silent. Pay attention. Watch and learn.
He was good at all three, and, with time, he’d also discovered an inherent ability to shoot with an accuracy that had earned him many medals. He’d worked very hard to become an asset in an elite team for the Navy, and then he’d been assigned to the covert Standing and Ready Force, a job he held proudly, something that was all his own doing. His accomplishments had nothing to do with his background, which was exactly how he wanted it.
He’d been gone for so long he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been home. Was it a year or two? There’d been several tours to Afghanistan, Myanmar, South America, and now Macedonia. Of course, his family had probably visited those places too during his absence, except that they would have been doing a different kind of touring.
Reed smiled in the dark. He doubted his mother and father would be huddling against a shrub with a muddy jacket to keep warm. Or doing mock firefights, rehearsing with real bullets.
The practice runs tonight had two objectives. One, to reacclimatize the team, since they had just returned from an operation in the tropics. Two, to play out scenarios on how to approach the weapon caches they were seeking to destroy. Now that word had gotten out that Dragan Dilaver was dead, many of his enemies and other mercenary groups had started fighting over territory, as well as looking for Dilaver’s hidden caches. The SEALs had an advantage, of course. While undercover Hawk had befriended Dilaver and had gotten hold of all the coordinates to each weapons drop-off zone. All Reed and his team had to do was canvass each area and look for the caches.
The low humming of a motor alerted him that a vehicle was nearby, heading around the bend where his lookout point was set up. There was a small narrow roadway about ten meters below him, a winding, rocky path that led down toward one of the mountain passes, where notorious bands of mercenaries set up roadblocks to collect fees from travelers.
It wasn’t that late, and there were still vehicles passing through now and then, none of which looked like the Jeeps or trucks Hawk had told them were the transportation of choice for gunrunners. Reed radioed in each time, giving details of what he saw through the scope. They’d been ordered not to meddle or start any trouble during their practices, so as not to draw attention.
So far, nothing too unusual. Besides, they weren’t going to start anything when they weren’t anywhere near the targeted locations.
As a spotter, it could get pretty cold and miserable, especially if the ground was damp or if the weather decided not to cooperate. But this was a SEAL’s way of life—long periods of waiting before action, and practice run-throughs were taken just as seriously as the real thing.
Reed adjusted the intercom mic. “Sir, I hear another vehicle approaching. Will see it in approximately sixty seconds, over.”
“Keep me updated, Joker, over,” Jazz replied.
“Yes, sir.” He saw the headlights hit the darkness of the woods first. Then the vehicle turned into view. “It looks like a van. It’s slowing down, over.”
“Are you sure?”
“Affirmative. It’s almost to a stop.”
“Team A, code orange,” Jazz ordered.
“Standing and ready, sir,” came several answers over the mic. A vehicle stopping in the middle of the night could mean anything in these parts.
“Joker, give us any unusual details,” Jazz said. “I want to know why they’re stopping.”
“Sir, I think you should come here, over,” Reed answered as he looked through the scope. This…wasn’t what he’d expected.
Soon he heard sounds near him, and Jazz crawled over to his side. “What is it?”
Reed handed his commander the night viewer. “Women, sir. Many of them. And from what I can gather, they’re taking a piss.”
Jazz arched his eyebrows at Reed’s words. Silently, he turned in the direction Reed was pointing. He looked through the night viewer. The driver hadn’t bothered to turn off the headlights, so it was easy to recognize the female silhouettes moving back and forth. “They’re armed,” he murmured.
“Not all of them,” Reed said. “Three of them are. The others come out two at a time and disappear into the bushes nearby. So far, three pairs, so that makes six girls plus those three. Nine.”
“Eleven now,” Jazz corrected, still looking. “All women.”
“Yeah, and not too concerned about how dangerous it is to stop in the middle of nowhere with the headlights shining for everyone to see.” Reed could only shake his head. He didn’t know who these women were, but it was foolhardy to be driving this late and stopping here on this particular road. He pulled out his night-vision binoculars. “They don’t look like tourists either, not with those weapons.”
“The blonde standing in front of the vehicle is the leader,” Jazz noted.
Reed turned his binoculars on the figure. The woman was taller than the others and held what looked like a small Uzi with the easy assurance of someone who knew how to use it. She was saying something to the two heading back, probably urging them to hurry. At least someone down there knew about the danger.
He adjusted the binoculars, pushing on the zoom button, for a closer look. The woman had shoulder-length blond hair she was flicking back impatiently with one hand. She turned to look upward in the direction of the lookout point, an uneasy expression on her face. She seemed to stare directly up at him, as if she knew someone was up there. A watchfulness replaced the impatience and she cocked her head, listening to the night, looking for clues.
Reed knew she wouldn’t be able to see him and his commander. They were hidden in a natural niche on the side of the mountain, in the shadows of shrubs and trees. But it was still uncanny the way her senses picked up something from their particular spot.
“She can feel us,” Reed said.
“She’s probably nervous. I would be, too, with so many women under my care,” Jazz said. “Bet they’re illegals. Wonder what country she’s heading to.”
Travelers with the right papers and enough cash using the mountain passes could easily move from Kosovo to Macedonia to Croatia to Albania without being asked too many questions. They could be smugglers, mercenaries, ordinary folks looking for a new life, runaways, even reporters doing some independent work. There was nothing surprising about a group of armed people traveling these roads.
“What do we do?”
“Nothing.”
Reed looked away from the binoculars for a second. “Nothing?” he echoed. That was very unusual coming from his commander. Jazz Zeringue had a soft protective core where women were concerned. Usually he would be the first to run off to help any females in trouble. But then, the women below didn’t look like they needed any assistance.
“There’s not much we can do. They are plenty nervous right now. What are they going to do if we show up suddenly?”
A group of men. In uniform. In the dark. “They’ll get the wrong idea,” Reed agreed. He imagined a bunch of screaming women running around in the woods. “So we just let them continue down the pass? They’ll meet up with some mercenaries sooner or later.”
He returned his attention to the scene. Well, a bunch of women screaming, minus that one. The blonde looked cool and steadfast as she gave out calm orders. The last of the girls returned to the vehicle. Then she turned and nodded to the two with her, and they made their way into the bushes while she stood guard.
“Do you have any suggestions?” Jazz asked. “We’re heading off tomorrow, so we can’t actually follow these women to their destination. I can radio back, but by the time anyone shows up, these ladies will be long gone. There are hundreds of illegals moving back and forth in these parts, Joker.”
Jazz sounded concerned, but he was right. There was nothing they could do. Reed wished he could somehow help the women. He didn’t care whether they understood the dangers ahead or not or that they were armed. They were no match for the firepower of a group of hardened criminals.
He looked down toward the vehicle for a few seconds. “They must have good reason to be doing this alone,” he finally said, reluctantly disengaging his personal interest. It was an easy thing for a sharpshooter to do, but then, he hadn’t needed much training to learn how to switch off his emotions. “I’m betting they know what they’re doing and that they’re prepared as best as they can be.”
“I’ll still radio in,” Jazz said as he adjusted his scope. “Maybe they have other teams not far from here who can keep an eye on them or something. For the moment, we’ll make sure they’re safe till they’re off.”
That was how Jazz was. He would go the extra mile to protect women and automatically expected that every other man, especially in uniform, should be like that too. Reed respected both his commanders very much; as leaders they’d taught him different things. Because he was a loner by nature, his decisions tended to be about himself. Now that he’d been working in the STAR Force team for a few years, he’d lately found himself asking what Jazz or Hawk would do in certain situations.
He zoomed in on the blonde woman again as she headed out behind the bushes alone. Unlike the others, who had sprinted like scared rabbits, she didn’t seem afraid. He couldn’t see her expression at this angle, but it was there in the way she held her weapon, the sure gait of her walk, the quick glances back toward the vehicle, as if she knew the girls in there depended on her strength.
In a few minutes they would be on their way, another image in his collection of unexplained interesting scenes during an operation. Maybe it was good it would be one of the unexplained ones. That way he could write a happy ending for these women. The real stories never gave him any satisfaction.
The woman emerged from the shadows and walked quickly back to the vehicle. She waited till the others got in on the driver’s side then slammed the door shut. The van started up. She moved to the passenger side and opened the door.
Reed watched her duck inside and was expecting the door to close and the van to take off. Suddenly, her head reappeared over the top of the van and the bright glare of a spotlight hit his binoculars.
“Damn!” Jazz said as he and Reed quickly pulled the scopes off their faces. The light wasn’t from a regular flashlight but from professional search and track teams. It could pick off reflections from glass and metal, just like sunlight.
The unmistakable sound of gunfire. A spray of bullets hit near the lookout point, some close enough to shake the leaves off the branches above onto them.
“I fucking hate Peeping Toms!” a female voice called out in Croatian just before the squealing of tires. More gunfire. Then darkness again.
Reed crawled forward and looked through the binoculars. The van was zipping down the road at a dangerous speed. Behind him he could hear the rest of his team climbing to their aid.
“What the hell was that all about?” Cucumber asked when they found that no one was injured.
Jazz gave them a brief account.
“Let’s see. We’re going to report to Hawk that tonight we saw a bunch of women traveling down the road and they all stopped for nature’s call. Then one of them turned her Uzi and nearly killed you,” Dirk said dryly. “He’s going to laugh his ass off.”
“At least it was just one person who was onto them,” Mink said. Reed could hear the laughter in his voice. “Imagine a whole bunch of very mad women shooting at the two of them and we’ve to come to their rescue.”
“I wonder how she knew,” Jazz said, rubbing his jaw. “There wasn’t any way she could have known.”
“What did she look like, Joker?”
Beautiful, smart, and very brave. Reed didn’t say anything.
* * *
She wasn’t going mad. She was just being herself, that’s all.
“That was crazy, Lily!” Marisa glanced at Lily.
Lily looked straight ahead into the darkness. “Drive on,” she ordered quietly. They had been on the road for days now, so she knew they were tired. “We’ll be with the others soon.”
“There was no one there!” Marisa obstinately persisted. “And even if there were, they could have followed us and killed us all.”
Marisa was right, of course, about the possibility of being shot at. But that was nothing new, everyone had been right for a long time now. Lily smiled bitterly. It seemed, even with her eyes wide open, she was determined to live life on the edge. But she’d been sure someone was watching. Those reflections hadn’t been her imagination.
“They were there.” She knew she sounded brusque, but she didn’t feel like arguing. “I got our first group through safely to Albania without a hitch. Don’t you trust my skills?”
“Of course we do, but why didn’t we just drive off? What if they had shot back?”
Lily looked behind her. She’d ordered the girls to duck down before she’d started her gunfire, telling them not to panic. Most of them didn’t seem particularly traumatized by her actions. But then, most of them had seen more than their share of violence during their captivity. Only the few who had been rescued before their imprisonment in the brothels were sobbing quietly.
Once upon a time, she would have shrugged and told anyone questioning her authority to shut up and just do as they were told. She would have replied that being shot at was half the fun. Besides that, she would have hired a few more bodyguards, giving the impression to any mercenaries or gang members roaming the countryside roads this was just another batch of kidnapped girls being transported to various kafenas around these parts.
But everything was different now. She had to do this alone because she couldn’t trust anyone. But could she even trust herself? “I don’t care about ‘what ifs,’” she finally replied. “It didn’t happen and we gave them warning in case they’d gotten any ideas of coming closer. Look, either you all have to trust me in this or we can’t do this at all. I gave you a choice and you chose to follow me instead of going with the peacekeepers. So are you all in or not?”
Lily had left out many parts of the truth when she’d told them what had recently happened. When she’d gathered them from the safe houses in which she’d found them hiding, she’d informed them the authorities had finally taken Dragan Dilaver’s illegal kafenas apart. The girls had cheered because many of them had been captives in those hellholes, but Lily cautioned there would be many gangs roaming around now, each one trying to be dominant, and they would, sooner or later, reopen similar places, and their clients would still be the same people.
This she knew without a doubt. The way these scumbags ran their illegal trades was the only thing she was very sure of.
They had to leave earlier than planned, she’d told them. She would transport them in two groups to a safe place, where they’d hide until she could get “legal” papers done for everyone.
“You know we’ll follow you, Lily,” one of the girls said from the back of the van. “You saved us.”
There were other murmurs of agreement from behind her. She knew the girls would understand what she was saying. Many of the brothel clients were, in fact, the peacekeepers themselves, because they were the ones with the cash flow to spend in the kafenas. There was no guarantee that if the girls went to the local authorities for help they would be safe from corrupt officials who were looking to make some money on the side. That was how they had been transported from country to country in the first place—through illegal channels and corrupted officials.
“Good. Go take a nap now,” she advised. “We’ll be joining the others sooner than you know, and then we’ll be okay for a while.”
Lily thought about the choice she had offered them: either place their lives in the hands of the local authorities or peacekeepers, whichever they liked, or come with her and she would do her best to get them to wherever they wanted after they were healed. There were two dozen girls in her care right now, most of whom weren’t able to travel without being noticed. They all needed time to lay low and recuperate.
Not much of a choice, she bleakly acknowledged, staring out at the road as the van sped into the darkness. They didn’t know it, but by giving her their trust, they had saved her life. She didn’t know what she would have done if she’d been left alone, without anything ahead of her. She had nearly—No, she wouldn’t think about that right now.
For her sake, she must focus on what was ahead and not let her past overtake her life like it had before. She would deal with her problem after she took care of the girls. That would be her atonement for all the wrongs she’d caused. She almost laughed out loud. When she had left Velesta behind, she had promised to be a different person from then on. She must be doing it right—atonement was scarcely a word the old Llallana Noretski would have used.
But then the old Lily hadn’t had the problems she had now. She was afraid again. Being on the run. Living life like there was no tomorrow. She’d never thought this would happen again to her after so many years. She didn’t like the insecurity and fear that engulfed her whenever she thought of the future. It was as if she was back to square one, when she’d been in those girls’ shoes.
Lily deliberately pushed those thoughts away again. Later. Not now. Instead, she focused on the girls and the rest of her plans. This was the final trip, with no problems in both runs. At least the first group, the ones who needed the most care, was already waiting for them in Tirana, Albania.
With everyone in one place, they would lay low while she tried to find out what was happening out there. She had already checked on Amber and Hawk. They were alive, thank God. Hawk hadn’t failed her. In her madness, she’d still found a way to save her friend.
Stop it. You have more important things to think about. Like figuring out the different routes to ensure the girls get to where they wanted to go. And the downtime would help her recuperate too. She’d to get better with time, right? She wanted to thump on the dashboard in frustration. Again her thoughts had circled back to herself.
Lily heard the girls behind her whispering among themselves as their nervousness dissipated. It was good they had each other to talk to. They could help each other chase away the bad memories for a while.
She wished she had Amber to talk to again. Amber would know what to do with her problem. No one would better understand what they’d done to Lily, but Amber was now seriously ill in the hospital because of her. After what she’d done, her ex-friend probably hated her guts.
Lily glanced at the side-view mirror to check whether they were being followed. There had been no telltale signs back there, but she had been on these runs before. Mercenaries. KLA gangs. And this time it was just her and a bunch of women. Without the presence of any men, they would look very suspicious to anyone who might stop them.
If nothing else, at least she knew how to do this right. Knowing she had this one mission to do was like a rope thrown over the side of the cliff on which she was hanging desperately. She didn’t dare look down below her. Long way down. Maybe she would fall into hell, where she belonged.
That was just her being silly. She wasn’t going crazy.
*.*.*
“Das macht nichts. I’ll find it. She can’t be too far if she isn’t dead. No matter what, I’ll get this operation done so I can get back home.” There were nieces and nephews who had never met her whom she wanted to see. There was a nice country dacha waiting for her, with all the things she had missed so much. She tried not to sound too impatient as she interrupted her caller. “That makes two of us. Isn’t it your job to find out who activated her and tried to double-cross me? I thought she was the decoy, and it turns out she was the real thing. There I was at the summit waiting like an idiot when news got back to me that my nephew had been killed. What does the CIA have to say about that?”
It wasn’t easy conversing in German for long periods anymore, and the man on the other side was irritating her. After all, it had been more than ten years. Of course he knew her background and must think that since she was German by descent, that was the language that came naturally to her. But she’d been recruited by the Soviets for almost a quarter of a century, so her language of choice would be Russian or Croatian. Nobody, however, knew that. They all still thought the Germans were behind this.
“What, is it so surprising there is a double agent in the Agency?” She wanted to laugh. What did that make her? A double double agent? “I want everything you have on her ASAP. She’s responsible for Dragan’s death, so I’d like to handle her myself, if you know what I mean.”
She studied her hand as she listened. She liked looking at her longer nails. It’d been such a long time since she had painted them her favorite pink. “Are you suggesting that I’m too old for the game?” she asked, injecting a note of politeness in her voice. She supposed they had a right to be concerned. After all, she was no longer in her prime as an assassin, but a woman didn’t like being told she was too old, even to kill. “My ten years away from the job hasn’t diminished any of my skills. After all, I’ve had to personally take care of a few of your little spill-ups in the States, remember? You owe me this, Gunth. Fax me all you have on her tonight.”
She switched the cell phone to her other ear so she could inspect her other set of nails. Damn it, two were chipped. Her voice sharpened as she changed into English. “Tell you what. I’ll fly over to where you are and extract what I want from you. Then I’m going to send your favorite body part back to the top.” She smiled at the image. “Are you daring me? I may be old, but I still love a challenge. And Gunth, I’ll remember that you’ve insulted me. Verstehen?”
Greta snapped her cell phone shut. She tapped it against her chin, as she stared thoughtfully out the train window, half-listening to the growl and rumble of wheels speeding over steel tracks. Usually she would be enjoying a good cup of espresso while she sat in her private compartment, doing a little bit of knitting, or playing solitaire. It was a good way to relax.
She smiled again. Perhaps she was getting old. After all, she had played being old for so damn long. Her gaze fell on the knitting bag on the seat across from her. The knitting habit came from her other life, when she had projected the image of a harmless, grandmotherly older woman with ever-whitening hair, knitting peacefully in the corner of the bus or train, with her black pearl-handled knit bag. The CIA loved her. Nobody had given her more than a second glance.
Ten years. Maybe she had really begun to believe that she was a sweet old grandma. Even now her hands itched for the soothing motion of one knitting needle looping a woolen thread from another. Loop, slide out, tighten.
Greta looked at her hands. They always said one could tell how old a person was by looking at her hands. She didn’t think so. She had nice hands, but with short, unpainted nails and a simple gold ring, they had looked very normal. Now that she was out of DC, her hands were hers again—nicely manicured with long nails that would have looked ludicrous on the old lady in the bus. She frowned. She really didn’t want to give up knitting yet, but it wasn’t good on her nails.
She put down her cell phone and smoothed her hands across the tabletop. It was that stupid bitch’s fault, of course, that her plans were delayed. If everything had worked out right, she would have been on her way home, happily retired—or semi, she hadn’t quite decided that yet—and she would have been on her way to meet the nieces and nephews she hadn’t seen in over a decade.
Family. She’d thought about them often while she had been away. Impossible to have stayed in touch, of course. She’d spoken briefly on the phone several times in ten years, but most of the conversations had been too short and not satisfying. If everything had gone according to plan, that last operation would have been a nice wrap-up of her career.
She shook her head. All right, at least for a while. She wasn’t quite ready to fade into nothing yet. Let’s face it. If she’d succeeded in assassinating the current newly elected premier of Slavinistan, then the international summit would have been a failure and the powers-that-be would have been very happy with her homecoming. Now they were just pleased. After all, she’d given them ten years of her life. It would have been nice, though, if she’d returned with that little present she’d promised them, the tiny explosive device trigger, so they could copy its technology. It would have been very nice if she’d been able to demonstrate its effectiveness with Liashenko’s assassination.
But that was the fun of being out in the field, something for which she’d yearned when she’d walked into the CIA building and headed to the same office every day. Being a handler to several American traitors was boring, boring work. Not at all challenging. If not for her, these stupid men would have been caught and killed off a dozen times already. As it was, the whole charade at that office had lasted ten years.
She knew she’d done well even without this final victory. She was already achieving legendary status among the covert world, and especially with the operatives back home, for all that she had accomplished. The whole big scandal in DC right now, with all their internal investigations and Intelligence committee hearings, was because of her doing.
Greta couldn’t help but smile at the thought. Ah, that little old white-haired grandma had wreaked havoc for the CIA all right. And it was all her, Greta Van Duren’s, doing.
She leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes, savoring the feeling of accomplishment. It would be easy to trace a stupid thing like Llallana Noretski. She was just another greedy loser being used by the agencies.
There were still people in the CIA she could contact besides Gunther. She sniffed at the memory of how supercilious the other agent had been to her on the phone. As if she were a washed-out old operative, running away from DC. She frowned. That was not the perception she wanted to end her career with.
She would get the files on Llallana Noretski. Someone had thought of using her as a human bomb to kill off an entire summit filled with world leaders. There must be more to this. They must have something over the Noretski girl. What?
The ambitiousness of that plan had astounded Greta when she’d figured out what was happening. One hit, she could understand, but an entire board of world leaders? That would have certainly been someone’s career icing. But who? And why?
She was intrigued. That was why she didn’t actually want to truly retire. That would mean she would be out of the loop, and after playing secretary at the great CIA office, handling secrets back and forth between deputy directors, she was addicted to the power of knowing everything.
Langmut. One thing at a time. After ten years dawdling around CIA red tape, she had learned the patience of the old man at the sea. There went that stupid word again. She opened her eyes. Old. She didn’t want to look old when she returned home. She wanted to look beautiful and sophisticated, the way she’d been when she’d been the number one assassin.
Langmut. Greta released a long sigh, then cracked her neck to release the tension. She would knit and think of a plan to teach Miss Noretski and her handler a lesson about double-crossing Greta Van Duren.
Six weeks later
There’s nothing wrong with me.
Lily stared at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. There were smudges under her eyes from lack of sleep, but, apart from that, she felt and looked perfectly fine. Just a little stressed out, that was all.
After all, she was living with a bunch of moody teenagers, for heaven’s sake. There were enough catfights around here to last her a lifetime.
She welcomed it, which was ironic. She wanted to be alone, had always preferred to be alone, and now she was afraid of it. That was because when she was by herself, she started to think, and thinking made her afraid.
Lily ran a comb slowly through her hair. The back was curling out softly around her shoulders. She needed a haircut; she liked the short, easy style she’d kept for years. All she needed was a pair of scissors and a few quick snips.
She stared down at the scissors by the sink. There was no logical reason for it—she just couldn’t make herself cut her own hair. It was as if staring at her reflection scared her. What if something inside had been programmed that Lily must have short hair? Maybe she was being prepared for another task.
She shook her head and quickly turned on the tap. Leaning down, she splashed her face with cold water, welcoming the sharp, icy slap.
It’d been over two months since she’d run away with the girls, and except for one time, she still hadn’t been able to say the words out loud. The only person who knew about her condition was Tatiana, and even she wasn’t too sure what was wrong with Lily. Hell, she wasn’t too sure herself. She could only remember up to a point, and then everything was a jumbled mass of images. After that she was just…herself. Right?
She bit her lip, drawing her teeth slowly over the lower one. How could she explain brainwashing to a teenager when she didn’t even know how it’d been done to her? But at least Tatiana had accepted the story and had kept an eye on her to make sure she didn’t go anywhere without a reason. That was important—she couldn’t disappear without permission.
She wanted to laugh at the incongruity of that thought but couldn’t. These days the things going round and round in her head were bizarre. If she were programmed to disappear, how would she or anyone else be able to stop her?
Lily leaned closer to the mirror, looking deeply into the dark irises of her eyes, trying to find answers to her unspoken questions. Who was in there? She felt like one of those people who had multiple personalities. Could she really have undergone some kind of brainwashing? It had taken years before the CIA had activated her, and even though she’d somehow stopped herself in time, something inside her was still ticking. What if there were other things she’d been told to do?
The notion horrified her. She blinked back the sudden swell of tears. She’d worked so hard all these years to be in total control of her life, and to find out that she had never been—ever—both devastated and pissed her off. Like this crying. She’d been doing that a lot lately. As if tears could change her situation and what she’d done. As if self-pity would make her feel less lonely.
She knew there was a reason why she’d always hated the CIA. Something inside her had been trying to warn her, trying to make her remember. She’d brushed the feelings off, but now she understood those were real feelings—the hatred and the fear. Everything else was fake. Right? She wasn’t sure anymore. She couldn’t trust her own emotions.
Sometimes she wondered whether she was going through some kind of drug withdrawal. Maybe the CIA had picked her because she was schizophrenic and they’d somehow given her drugs to suppress some of her personalities. She straightened from the mirror, blinking rapidly.
Don’t even go there. You’re driving yourself crazy, thinking like that.
“Lily, are you all right in there?” Tatiana tapped on the door.
Good, at least someone out there was making sure she was okay. That was why she needed this last job, of taking care of the girls and transporting them to their new lives. If she were alone, she would just stand in front of the mirror all day and slowly go insane.
“Yes,” Lily replied, quickly applying lipstick. “I’m fine. Thanks, Tatiana.”
“Dinner’s ready and the others are already at the table.”
“I’ll be right out. You girls start without me.”
“All right, but don’t take too long, okay?”
“Okay.”
Lily had to smile at Tatiana’s concern. Two months ago the girl had barely talked because of what the thugs had done to her. She had sat in a zombie state in her room, and nothing had seemed to touch her. Now, in spite of still needing crutches to walk, she’d become the den mother.
Lily’s smile dimmed. It was because of Hawk and Amber that Tatiana had improved. They’d somehow known what Tatiana had needed and had drawn her out of her shell.
She wondered how her friends were doing. They should be out of the hospital by now. If Hawk was the man she thought he was, he would make an honest woman out of Amber quickly. They both deserved all the happiness in the world.
Lily tossed one last glance at her reflection before opening the bathroom door. Not like some people who ran around betraying and drugging friends, and then almost causing a political scandal as a human bomb at an international summit of world leaders.
* * *
Undisclosed location, VA, the following week
“What are two things you like to do?”
Reed looked at the woman across the table. This was no ordinary interview. Tess Montgomery, or T, as she liked to be called, was the leader of GEM, the organization with which his SEAL team was conducting a Joint Mission.
When she was first introduced to them, his initial impression was that of a glamorous creature—model tall, with a face that had the classical Renaissance lines of a Raphael angel, and red-gold hair that cascaded in waves that had made him wonder how she kept them tangle free. No one on his team could quite believe that this woman knew anything about covert operations or running a team.
But she had the full backing of Admiral Madison, the chief commander of STAR Force, the covert SEAL teams deployed for black ops, so everyone had kept their opinions about women joining their team to themselves. It hadn’t been too long, though, before the guys had been smitten by Miss Montgomery. Yet Reed had never felt he was seeing the real Tess.
With her perfect hair and long nails, he’d also felt a bit doubtful at first about T’s skills, but his skepticism had disappeared immediately at the final Joint Mission conference. T had arrived looking nothing like the red-haired beauty they’d first met. Everyone in the room, except for Admiral Madison, had sat there in stunned silence when they’d realized who it was who had joined them. She had turned blond. It’d still been her when she’d talked, but even the way she’d moved and smiled had been different. Since then Reed had paid closer attention to everything T said.
Since then he was always careful whenever he talked to her. “Like, in hobbies?”
Tess leaned back against the leather seat, her tawny eyes thoughtfully studying him. For some reason she always reminded him of a big predatory cat eyeing prey. There was just something very feline about the woman, from the way she played her cat-and-mouse games during conversations to the curiosity she always displayed at the new things that she managed to dig out of a person.
“No,” she said, giving a shake of her head. The gold hoops in her ears glinted back at him as they swung back and forth. “Let me rephrase. What are the two things you enjoy doing?”
She asked the oddest questions. This was supposed to be a final assessment to make sure that he was ready for the mission ahead, not some personality evaluation. He didn’t feel like telling her anything, but Admiral Madison had given strict orders: Answer all of T’s questions. Still, he hadn’t said that Reed couldn’t ask a few questions himself.
“How would those differ from hobbies?” he asked cautiously.
T’s smile made him even more uncomfortable. It was as if she’d predicted his evasive tactic. “Interesting. You’re careful and suspicious. Most people would just answer my question without needing to so thoroughly break it down.” She clicked the top of her ballpoint pen several times as she continued to study him. “Hobbies take time. Stamp collecting, for example, is a hobby. Or building model trains. Of course, what one likes to do can be part of a hobby.”
“So we’re just splitting hairs,” Reed pointed out politely.
“Yes,” she said, “but you started it. What does that say about you?”
He stared back at her. She was right. She’d asked relatively simple questions and he had grown more and more reluctant and suspicious. He was sure she’d manipulated the whole conversation, yet somehow it’d ended with him to blame. How did she do that?
“Surfing,” he replied abruptly. “And dancing.”
T arched a brow. “I get surfing, but why dancing?” She waved away his next words with her pen and continued, “There’s nothing wrong with dancing. What I meant was, Reed, since you’re a SEAL, it’s obvious that you would like swimming. And surfing suits your personality profile. It projects your aloofness. However, dancing needs a partner, and that’s completely the opposite end of the spectrum. Very sad to dance alone, darling.”
Reed could feel the tension rising behind his neck. He didn’t like being psychoanalyzed, especially by strange agencies. And GEM was a very strange agency, consisting of contract operatives that were mostly women, with a lot of government connections. He wasn’t sure whether he liked them, even though he was intrigued by the way it was run. Yet he was under orders to undergo this training, if one could call it training. He decided not to be so cooperative.
“You asked and I answered. I don’t have to explain my likes and dislikes,” he said.
“Defensive, too.”
“I’m not—” Reed stopped himself just in time. T’s expression was watchful as he sat back in his chair. Hawk had already warned him that the woman’s mouth was lethal. He now understood what his commander had meant. Fine, he would play her game. Emptying his mind of all thought, he explained, in a soft, toneless voice, “Both require timing. If you don’t do it right, then you’ll either crash into the water or into your partner.”
T put down her pen. “Thank you for the interview. We may now proceed to the general meeting about your assignment. Lots of notes to take there. Have you studied the files we’ve given you?”
Again, her sudden change of direction surprised him. He’d done nothing for two weeks but read up on Llallana Noretski and what the mole had tried to get her to do. “Yes, I’m ready. Does that mean I pass this…test?”
T smiled. “What, did you think you wouldn’t?”
“Failure is not an option.” That was why the admiral had insisted on this assignment. They’d failed to complete the second objective of Hawk’s mission—the explosive device was still out there somewhere.
“Ask all the questions you need at the meeting. It’s very important you understand what you have to do. We know that you’ve traveled here before, and it’s good that you’re familiar with the cities and its customs so that you don’t come across like a tourist. That’s why you were recommended for this operation. After reading those files, what do you think is the most important thing missing?”
Reed didn’t hesitate to answer. It was important to him to have this on record. “Llallana Noretski was a young girl of whom the CIA had taken advantage, and, in a way, she was also repeatedly raped, just as those bastards had done to her when she was a sex slave. This isn’t just about what some traitors have attempted through her, but what the CIA has done to Llallana with their mind-control programs. The information in the file didn’t point the finger in the right direction.”
T’s smile widened as she pushed her seat back. She waited till he stood up too. “It’s also good to know the SEAL team’s sharpshooter is also a very astute man,” she said. “Let’s go to the conference room, shall we?”
Reed walked to the door and opened it for her. As she passed him on the way out, she paused and touched his sleeve. She was standing a bit too close for his comfort. “What’s the book that’s influenced you most, Mylos Reed Vincenzio?” she asked.
He wasn’t exactly sure how she did it. “The Little Prince,” he said, without thinking, then blinked when she smiled beguilingly at him.
“Antoine de Saint-Exupéry,” she murmured and walked down the hall.
As Reed followed, he realized T had addressed him by his full name, which not even his teammates knew.
* * *
Lily stared out the window. Thank God it had finally stopped snowing. The winter weather wasn’t helping their schedule at all. She hoped they wouldn’t be snowed in too long or she would have to rearrange her plans yet another time. They were very behind as it was.
“What are your plans for us, Lily? What can we do to help? We know you’re short of cash, so we thought perhaps we could go out and find some jobs and help with the bills.”
Lily turned around to face Sonja. She was right. Cash flow was becoming a problem as time went by. If it were just her alone, she would be all right, but she had more than a dozen girls living here and one nurse she had to pay.
When she’d run off from Velesta, she’d only had time to grab what had been available in Amber’s safe. There hadn’t been enough passports for everyone, since the batch had been just enough for the group most ready to leave the safe houses. Lily had taken all the cash, too, which had been substantial, but it still wasn’t enough. After almost two months, they were running low.
Since then, she’d found out that some people had emptied or frozen all the accounts under her name. Probably the damn CIA again. She still had two sources, under an alias. One overseas, so that was currently unavailable. She needed the weather to cooperate so she could withdraw from her second source. It was out of town, and she would have to do it quickly before they found out about it.
She wasn’t sure who was doing it to her, but she had several guesses. After all, she was a wanted woman. She had something in her possession everyone wanted. CIA. Hawk. Even Amber.
Not Amber. Surely Amber would know that she needed all the funds to help the girls. Her friend wouldn’t be that heartless.
Why not? You let Dilaver… Disgusted with herself, Lily shook off the memory.
What did she expect? She deserved everything they were doing to her. She had given Amber to Dilaver. She’d known very well what kind of man Dilaver was; all she had to do was look around her at the girls. She had gambled that Hawk would save Amber, which would have given Lily enough time to finish her task. Had she thought they would understand? Especially if Amber had been…Lily squeezed her eyes shut.
“Lily, are you all right?” Tatiana’s voice cut into the horrific images in her mind.
Lily opened her eyes. “Yes. I’m just tired, that’s all,” she replied quietly. The others were looking at her, worry in their eyes. “I don’t mind one or two of you working, but not everyone can go out. This is a small town, and we don’t want to draw too much attention to us, okay?”
“Okay, maybe two of us older girls will get a job waitressing or something,” Sonja said.
“How are we going to get hold of you while you’re out of town?” Tatiana asked.
“Leave a message at the hotel if I’m not there,” Lily replied, making eye contact. Tatiana would understand. She wouldn’t be answering the phone at all.
“Still in English?” Tatiana asked.
Lily hesitated. They’d been talking more in English than anything else because so many of them were from different countries. It was also good practice for those who didn’t want to return to their homelands and were heading out of the country. After all, English was an international language everywhere. “Yes,” she finally said. “Everyone will assume it’s a foreigner’s message, and if they were tracing us somehow, they would expect one in Croatian.”
She was sure those after them didn’t know where they were or they would have been here by now. Still, she and the girls had to be doubly careful. Lily looked at her charges again, some of them too young to be traveling alone to their destinations. But this was what had to be done. She couldn’t take care of them forever.
“I’ll send messages to Tatiana as often as I can,” she said, knowing that some of the girls were afraid that she would abandon them. “Nothing’s going to happen to me, so stop worrying. I’ll get more money and try to get some contacts about more passports. Before you know it, you’ll be spending Christmas with family! Or in America with new friends. Wouldn’t that be something?”
It was surprising how the thought of Christmas could cheer the girls up; the room was immediately filled with babble about holidays and presents. Lily turned away to look out the window again.
They were so young, so easily distracted. A tap on her shoulder. She glanced to her side. It was Tatiana.
“How are you going to find any contacts when you can’t use the phone?” she asked.
Lily looked at the landscape outside. Everything was hidden under a thick blanket of snow. For some reason the sight made her tired. “I’ll find a way,” she said.
There was no way she was ever going near a phone. Not as long as the CIA could set off that fucking trigger in her head. She would be damned if she was ever going to be their little weapon again.
* * *
Reed didn’t like being the last one to enter the conference room. It gave him a disadvantage, since all conversation stopped and everyone turned and looked at him. GEM had thought one of their own field agents might be better. He knew he was under the microscope, since he was being sent out at the admiral’s insistence. He didn’t like working without his SEAL brothers, but Admiral Madison had said this was an important mission, so he would do it.
Retrieving the missing weapon was part of Hawk’s assignment when he went undercover in Macedonia. Since it was a Joint Mission, he had two tasks: one, to find the weapons caches that the enemy had so the SEALs could destroy them and two, to locate the explosive device before it fell into enemy hands. However, his commander had only been able to achieve one of the goals; someone had run off with the stolen weapon before he’d been able to get to it.
That culprit had been Llallana Noretski. So now it was Reed’s job to get Llallana before she handed the weapon over to someone else. And he would get it done.
Admiral Madison had insisted that it was still his and his team’s responsibility to retrieve the device for GEM, their partner in this Joint Mission. SEALs always completed their missions. Because Llallana was already familiar with Hawk, they needed someone else. Reed had been surprised when he had been picked. He was hardly a good candidate to sweet talk a woman into giving up a weapon worth millions of dollars.
He soon found out the reason he was chosen. He was the team sharpshooter, one of the best from sniper school. GEM wanted him for a specific reason. He’d also included the languages he spoke in his files. He was sure they were aware that he could speak and understand Croatian and had spent a fair amount of time there, enough to know the cityscape.
There were new people present this time. In previous meetings, one or both of his commanders would be present, depending on whether Admiral Madison could do a satellite video link or not. Hawk was here today. This time he had Amber Hutchens by his side. An Asian woman was sitting at the far end. Probably another GEM operative. The man sitting at the other end of the long table reading some files looked familiar.
The others in the room were operatives he’d met in the last few weeks who had given him quick workshops on language, etiquette, and bar manners, which had privately amused him. They reminded him of the private lessons his mother had made him take when he was a kid, except, of course, the one about bar manners. His mother hadn’t thought of her youngest son growing up to be a Navy SEAL carousing in a bar.
“Reed, this is Jed McNeil, from the COS Command Center.”
The man looked up and Reed met a pair of startling light eyes in a tanned face. His handshake was firm. Close up his eyes appeared almost silver. Reed had seen this man before—wasn’t he the one who’d been some kind of undercover commando with the Triads during the first part of the Joint Mission with GEM? Hawk had filled him in on the various different departments and agencies connected with GEM and COS, how the two agencies had merged two years ago so they could go after a common goal.
“Jed’s part of the third phase of Operation Foxhole to retrieve the explosive device. You’ll be in contact with him when you have any information about the weapon.”
“Good to meet you, sir,” Reed said.
“Call me Jed. We keep things pretty informal here. Have a seat,” Jed McNeil said, indicating the chair next to him. “Admiral Madison spoke highly of you.”
“Thank you.” T joined McNeil on the other side. “You’ve met Miss Hutchens, of course. She’s been helping us with building a more complete profile of the target. Amber accompanied Llallana Noretski on several of her trips before, so we’ve used her information to keep an eye on those routes.”
Hawk had told him about Llallana’s relationship with Amber Hutchens, how Llallana had sabotaged their weapons search and escaped with the device while Hawk had been busy saving Amber. Reed nodded politely at Amber, who smiled back in acknowledgement.
“Miss Hutchens came on board on the specific condition that you give an evaluation of the target’s psychological condition before you take her out.”
And that was his assignment in a nutshell. Retrieve device. Kill Llallana Noretski before she was instructed by her handler to do more harm. GEM wanted him for the job because, as a trained sharpshooter, he wouldn’t have any problem looking at a woman and seeing her as a target. He was also fluent in several languages. Another thing courtesy of his mother.
Reed noticed that Amber had noticeably reacted to Llallana’s being called “the target.” She had looked up sharply at T, then glanced away. Could anyone be tricked by a friend so thoroughly and still be so forgiving? Reed wondered whether he had that kind of generosity in him. He thought of his mother. His father had never forgiven her.
“I don’t know how to do that,” Reed said quietly. He’d never needed to evaluate a target before. “If she could deceive Miss Hutchens so well, how would I be able to tell whether she’s fine or not?”
“Which is why we have Nikki Harden on our team this time,” T responded. The Asian woman gave a slight nod and smile. “Nikki’s one of our top operatives and has expressed interest in this operation because of our target. She’ll be your advisor when it comes to dissecting Llallana’s current mental state. Once you’ve established contact, you have to report to her whenever possible.”
So many people to report to. Reed frowned. He had to establish certain points here. “Pardon my question, ma’am, but how is reporting back and forth about a target’s personality going to help me finish my assignment? I don’t know how to care for a mental patient.” He didn’t want to waste time getting to know Llallana Noretski. Establishing a bond wasn’t good for a sharpshooter. He didn’t say that out loud, though. “I was under the assumption that once I know the weapon’s location, I would retrieve it, and finish up.”
He tried to be tactful because of Amber’s presence. This was what emotional bonding could bring about—the inability to coldly look a target in the eye and pull the trigger.
Nikki Harden’s smile was gentle. “You first have to establish a trust between the two of you, Mr. Vincenzio. There’s another way to do this, of course. Capture Llallana Noretski and make her tell us what we want to know, in which case, she might do one of a few things. A, she could still be under the influence of her handler and be ordered to self-eliminate. B, she could lie several times to us while someone she knows is handling the sale of the weapon. Or, C, the weapon is already gone and she’s just a decoy to distract us. We’ve evaluated a higher probability of retrieving the weapon if you have direct access to it yourself through her. I hope to help you anticipate any problems you might have dealing with her.”
He was a SEAL. He knew how to deal with an enemy. A target. They were requiring of him two very different tasks here.
“Are you a psychiatrist?” Reed asked.
“No,” Nikki replied quietly, “but I’ve had experiences similar to those that Llallana Noretski has gone through and can provide you with insight on the effects of brainwashing and drug manipulation, as well as how the mind deals with fear and mental pain. Do you have any similar experience with these topics so we have a starting point in discussion?”
Reed considered a few seconds. He hadn’t thought this assignment would go quite so deep. He wanted to clarify his position before they went too far into left field. “I’m a SEAL, ma’am. We’re trained to be mentally strong so we can withstand pain from being in extreme conditions, be it from the weather or mental pain. We spend weeks in boot camp with very little sleep while our bodies and minds are broken down into survival mode. But I don’t feel comfortable in judging whether a woman’s head is right or not.” He took a deep breath before quietly adding, “I’m not going to play psychiatrist.”
“But you do have something to help you understand Llallana Noretski. You can always report to me using your training as a basis,” Nikki said. “Is that easier?”
“Yes.” He hadn’t thought of his SEAL training as anything to do with mental torture and brainwashing. He would have to think about this later.
“Perhaps this will help put you in perspective about your target,” T said. “We have the final recording of her last conversation moments before she disappeared. The man she’s talking to, Bradford Sun, was a friend of hers and Amber’s. He’s the chief of CIVPOL, the UN drug and human-trafficking arm. During this conversation, we were trying to deactivate Llallana. At that time, we only knew that her key trigger line was ‘Things fall apart.’”
Reed frowned. “From the Yeats poem?”
Nikki nodded. “Yes. Are you familiar with it?”
“Yes,” Reed replied, keeping his expression deliberately blank as T canted an eyebrow. Boarding school had taken care of a lot of his knowledge of classical literature.
“Pay attention to what happens when Llallana says the trigger line,” T said and pressed a button.
The room speakers picked up background sounds of a car moving. Then Reed heard a woman’s voice.
“What am I?” She sounded distant.
“You’re a CIA sleeper. They used your anger and hatred and programmed you. They channeled all your emotions into looking for a sister you don’t have so you could have a purpose in life, and then they put a trigger in that they could set off when the time’s right. All those cell calls you have been taking…don’t let them use you, Lily!”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You don’t have a sister. It’s been you all along! You know this! Stop lying to yourself, Lily.”
“Llallana. ‘Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold.’”
There was a slight pause, and then the male voice replied slowly,
“’The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere the ceremony of innocence is drowned.’ What comes next, Lily? Say it and be free.”
Reed found himself holding his breath as he listened. This was a sleeper cell awakening from her trigger.
Llallana’s voice sounded faint, even uneasy.
“’The best lack all conviction, while the worst are full of passionate intensity.’”
The rest of the tape was the male voice calling Llallana’s name over and over. The phone then went dead.
There was a short silence in the room. The recorded conversation had been intense and personal, and Reed felt a twinge of pity for Llallana. The poor woman must have been brought to awareness right at that moment.
The files reported the initial conclusion that Llallana had committed suicide because a car had been found wrecked at the foot of a cliff. However, no body had ever been found. Nor was there any trace of the explosive device.
Llallana, or Lily, as her friends called her, was still out there somewhere. And she might be the only person who had the weapon.
“We want to give you all the help you need to bring Llallana Noretski back here alive,” T told him. “This was our agreement with Amber before she’d agree to come aboard. If Llallana’s too far gone and has become too dangerous, then you must eliminate her, Reed. That’s why we picked you for this job. You have a reputation of being in control of your emotions at all times, and if you see Llallana Noretski selling that device before you can get to it yourself, you have to put her in your crosshairs and take her out, Reed.”
Taking out targets was his expertise. He would do his team proud and finish the original Joint Mission. “Not a problem,” Reed said.
Stimoceiver, developed in the 1950s by Dr. Joseph Delgado and funded by the CIA and the Office of Naval Research. Current miniature telemetry devices.
Reed’s head hurt from thinking about all the implications of what he’d been reading for the past hour. The possibility of a person being implanted with a tiny transceiver to control and modify behavior and emotion was science fiction stuff to him, but, according to these files, it’d been done for decades.
Nikki Harden had told him she didn’t think Llallana Noretski had had such an implant put in her, but it was a possibility because of her sudden erratic change of behavior shortly before she had betrayed Amber. Nikki had wanted him to understand how a person could be subjected to mind control and the different ways this could be achieved.
Reed studied the two women in the room with him. Sitting at the far end, Nikki was pulling out different sheets from her files to compile into one for him, quietly asking Amber questions as she was doing so. The two women worked well together as they went through the different cases and possible ways they could save Llallana Noretski. He liked that they both didn’t view the woman as just a target.
He went back to his reading.
Project BLUEBIRD, 1950s program authorized by the CIA. Operation ARTICHOKE, authorized by Deputy CIA Director Richard Helms. Psychological Warfare. Drug experimentation on subjects to create hypnosis, amnesia and also implant posthypnotic suggestion.
The documents gave accounts of subjects being put into some kind of living hypnotic state and given new identities in different countries. The hypnotic suggestions had successfully stayed with the individuals.
The creation of the perfect sleeper cell: using the subject’s past with implanted hypnotic “triggers.”
There was no way Reed would have believed that the government could actually be doing this to real human beings, except that in the current world, with so many terrorist acts by supposedly normal people, the term “sleeper cell” had entered the vernacular. If the enemy had been doing this, why not his own government?
And Llallana Noretski was one of them. Or so they said. He didn’t really buy all this mumbo jumbo. All his life, he’d held a person to be fully responsible for every one of his or her actions and their consequences. Arch might have blamed Kim’s death, but it was Arch who’d paddled out to sea, who hadn’t swum back. His mother might have blamed his father’s coldness, but it was she who had chosen to—
The door slid open and T walked in, urgency in her stride.
“We’ve got her location,” she said, moving to the panel that controlled the video screens. “She showed up at the bank just as we hoped she would.”
Anticipation arose. Action time. He was growing tired of research and reading. He put down his file and swiveled his chair to face the wall. Amber and Nikki joined him at the main table, their attention on the screen.
The video showed that it was nighttime. A woman walked toward the camera, hands shoved deeply into her heavy fur coat. Her head was covered with a dark scarf, but Reed could see the dark hair curling at the shoulders. She looked up. It was Llallana Noretski.
“We knew there weren’t enough passports in Amber’s safe, so we’ve frozen most of the accounts she and Amber were using,” Nikki explained, “hoping that she’ll still be trying to help the rest of the girls escape.”
“She’s let her hair grow long,” Amber murmured. “Lily’s never had her hair that long in the years I’ve known her. Said long hair tickled her neck.”
“Then perhaps she’s reverting to her former self,” Nikki said. “You mentioned she avoided talking about her sister all that time.”
“Well, we know why, don’t we?”
“Or maybe she’s just trying to hide,” Reed suggested. “I mean, don’t women just change their hairstyles when something drastic happens in their lives?”
T clicked the video on pause, freezing Llallana in the middle of withdrawing money from the machine, and all three women turned and looked at him. He stared back. Maybe he should have kept that observation to himself.
Then T laughed and leaned a hip against the table. “You know, darling, you do say the most interesting things with the straightest face. Is this hair phenomenon just a standard male assumption or from past experience?”
Darling. When T called him that, Reed was beginning to suspect it meant her mind was targeting him for one of those weird probing conversations. “Darling” was just the distraction. It was the rest of her sentence he had to be careful of. He was still wondering what she knew about his background.
“You were joking, right?” Amber didn’t even try to hide her amusement.
She would be telling Hawk about this later. Reed knew what his commander’s reply would be, since he was known for it. “I don’t joke,” he answered, then he looked at T. “Observation.”
“That many girlfriends then, Reed?” T teased, patting her hair. “Are you the drastic thing in their lives?”
“No, my mo—” Reed stopped, closing his mouth firmly. Damn, she’d done it again. He didn’t want to bring up anything to do with his family. He went back to the subject that had started this. “I was just thinking that since I’m letting my hair grow longer than I like, just like the target is, that maybe she’s trying to hide her true identity. Maybe she just doesn’t like herself at the moment, or her situation, and so she changes her hairstyle.”
The length of his hair was way longer than he was used to. It reminded him of his surfrat days when he used to have the wavy blond mane his friends favored. They had been shocked out of their minds when they’d seen him return one day with all his locks shorn off, after he’d joined the Navy. Now they were back—no longer sun-streaked, and a lot darker, but still the same thick wave.
Nikki and T exchanged a brief glance. They seemed to agree on something.
“We’ll know when you meet her,” Nikki said, turning back to the screen.
T reactivated the video. Llallana made her withdrawal, shoving the cash into her purse. She looked up, straight into the camera. Reed frowned. There was something in her expression….
“This is good,” Nikki said. “This might mean she’s still somewhat in control of her thoughts, that her trigger hasn’t been reactivated, or she wouldn’t care so much about taking care of the rest of the girls.”
“The girls’ well-being was her life,” Amber said quietly. “She even went back to take them with her when she wasn’t herself.”
“Yes. The posthypnotic suggestion reversal worked, but who knows how confused and terrified she must have been at all the memories flooding her head. I wonder why her handler never called her back to retrigger the switch.”
Reed listened as he watched the woman on screen make one final quick sweep of the area with those dark eyes. Maybe it was just the play of shadows, but the lone light from the bank machine seemed to emphasize the ones under her dark eyes. He felt sorry for her. If she understood what had happened to her, as they were telling him she did, then she mustn’t be sleeping very well. He wouldn’t want to fall asleep thinking something could talk to his brain and trigger some kind of damn switch.
“We don’t know what she’s doing with the money,” T pointed out. “We have nothing on the girls except for the first group, who we’ve tracked with those passports.”
“She used those passports, T. That tells us something,” Amber said.
“I know she’s your friend, Amber. I have to play devil’s advocate, since we’re sending Reed in after her. We don’t know what her state of mind is, and he has to keep remember that in all his dealings with her.”
“I know.” Amber turned to Reed. “She has a very sarcastic and dark sense of humor. I don’t care if they said her behavior could have been modified. That sarcasm and wicked attitude is innately Lily. And if she asks you to call her Lily, you’ll know that she trusts you at some level.”
“All right,” Reed said, his eyes still trained on the screen. “There’s someone in that corner. I don’t think he’s out on a late evening stroll.”
The three women returned their attention to the video. “He didn’t move from that spot,” T said. “There wasn’t any vehicle following her.”
“But you can see the license plate from his angle,” Reed said. “Can you trace a foreign car from here?”
T glanced back, her eyes thoughtful. “I’ll call in and have that possibility checked right away. So let’s say someone else is also tracking Lily. Why?”
“She has the weapon in her possession,” Reed pointed out the obvious. “So maybe it’s her handler, who wants her back in the fold.”
Nikki shook her head. “All he has to do is to call her and activate that hypnotic trigger we were talking about earlier, Reed.”
“Then it’s someone else, someone who might not know what Lily is,” Amber said, “but still knows what she has.”
“Greta.” T said at the same time as Amber.
“Who’s Greta?” Reed asked. No one had mentioned that name to him yet.
“Too much information for your operation, darling. Rewatch the video. I’m off to start preparations for your trip back to Eastern Europe.” She stood up. “Nikki, you have to brief him about the state of mind of a sexual slave and how that could be used as a basis for emotional triggers.”
“Yes.”
Looking at Nikki, Reed couldn’t imagine the slight woman having lived through such horrors, but she had all but suggested to him that she had been subjected to similar experiences when she’d been captured during an operation. But that was ten years ago. Perhaps there was hope for Llallana.
This was precisely what he wanted to avoid: He was beginning to think of Llallana Noretski not as a target but as a victim.
“What if Greta gets to Lily before we do?” Amber asked.
“You leave Greta to me,” T said. “Reed?”
His reply was automatic. Everything was a state of mind, anyway. He was going into mission mode. “Standing and Ready,” he said.
* * *
Somebody was following her. Lily tightened the scarf around her neck as she continued walking to the bus stop.
She could feel a presence behind her. Or she was just being paranoid again.
Ever since she’d snuck into the library a month ago and done some research with the public computers, she hadn’t been able to shake off the growing sense that nothing was real. Too much information about things that had nothing to do with her world.
She could write the story of her life in a few sentences. A kidnapped girl. Rescued from a brothel. Grown up through shady means to become self-supporting. Now a rescuer of young girls kidnapped by mercenaries.
Not exactly a normal life by any means, but now she could add CIA sleeper cell somewhere in that paragraph. Rescued by the CIA, and, she’d thought, freed after a short stay to recuperate. How could she have known they’d messed with her mind? She wouldn’t have believed it possible at all if she didn’t have these memories now of what she’d done, what she’d believed to be the right thing while she’d been doing it.
When Brad had made her repeat some lines from some poem…Lily closed her eyes briefly at the thought of Brad. Oh God. What she’d done to Bradford Sun was totally unforgivable. But the man had tried to save her, had somehow known the code that would release her from whatever it was that was controlling her mind. If only she could remember what she’d said. That was the key—some poem. But she had no idea what that was, only that she’d said it at his prompting and then…everything had turned into a horrifying realization of what was in her possession and what she was planning to do.
She’d learned new terms from that website she’d found about sleeper cells. Whatever it was she had repeated was called a subconscious trigger. She bit down hard on her lower lip. They’d somehow hypnotized her and inserted it inside her head. How was that possible? She couldn’t remember any such sessions with the CIA.
Lily reached the bus stop and walked into the shelter. There were two other people sitting there—an older lady and a man, both reading as they waited for the bus. She sat down at the far end. If she was being followed, then she would either see a car or someone would join her on the bus.
No matter how paranoid she was, one thing was real. Many people were after her and what she had in her possession. She wasn’t sure whether they just wanted what she had or they wanted her too, but, either way, she would be damned if she was giving it to them.
Why would they want you? a voice in her head mocked. Because you belong to them.”
“I belong to no one!” Lily muttered fiercely, then looked up at the other two people in th station. She hadn’t meant to say that out loud. They looked at her curiously, and she gave a shrug in answer, as if nothing was wrong. They went back to their reading.
She looked up sharply at the sound of footsteps. A man stepped into the shelter. He was tall and broad, with a thick mustache. He nodded at them as he brushed off the drifts of snow on his thick jacket. Then he sat down in the middle of the bench.
Lily watched him put his hand in his right pocket. If he pulled out a weapon…
The headlights from the approaching bus shone into the booth. Everyone stood up. The man pulled out his hand. It was empty.
Lily lined up behind everyone and got on the bus, heading straight to the back. She could watch the other passengers in front and also look through the back window to make sure no vehicle was following.
She should have taken a taxi, like she had when she’d gone to the bank, but funds were low enough as it was. She wanted to kick herself for not having anticipated that her bank accounts would be gone. After all, she was dealing with the CIA; they had those kinds of powers. She blamed it on her lack of sleep. She really, really needed a good night’s rest.
But at least there was this one account. And the one overseas. She’d been so relieved when the library computer had confirmed they were still active. God knew what she would have done if she’d been totally penniless.
If it was just herself, she would have gotten by, but she had a big responsibility. She could relax a bit now that she had the money in her hands. She had secretly been worried her card wouldn’t work and that there would be nothing in there. As it was, she would have just enough to purchase the passports and pay some bills. She frowned. She needed to think of a way to make money to pay the usual under-the-table fees to the relevant officials.
The big man with the mustache turned and looked around. Lily kept her eyes on his hands, unconsciously holding her breath as he pulled out something from his coat pocket. It looked bulky.
It was a cell phone, one of the bigger types that had gone out of style a few years ago. “Ya, hallo?”
Lily exhaled slowly. She hadn’t been this jumpy since she was on her own with nothing but the clothes on her back. She must pull herself together or this wasn’t going to work. Right now she needed to be very logical about what she was going to do. She had a lot on her plate. A group of girls was waiting patiently for her to get back. Illegal passports to purchase. She glanced up at the man still on the cell phone. And trying to find a way to get around the phone problem. It was so damn stupid not being able to use one. How on earth was she going to explain that while she made her deals?
Oh sorry, can’t call me, I’ll call you.
Yeah, that was going to make the illegal traders less suspicious of a woman asking for so many passports. Before, Amber had been able to do it through her information channels. Now that she had to do it face-to-face, the traders would probably want a good reason for the sudden change.
Lily became aware of the man on the cell standing up abruptly, still on the phone. He headed for the exit as the bus came to a stop. See? He wasn’t following her after all. There were a few more passengers in the bus, but they weren’t paying attention to her. Everyone appeared normal.
Except her, of course. She was the odd person here. Show of hands, people—anyone here a sleeper cell? She grinned at the thought of standing up and actually asking that. And oh, anyone here own some special kind of bomb? She had one.
She felt herself grinning. She was probably the only woman in Pristina who fit the description she just gave. If she looked at the positive side of things, it couldn’t be easy for those looking for her to go around describing her. Let’s hope so.
Lily got off at her destination, then walked around for a few minutes to make sure the bus wasn’t followed. The roads were eerily silent as she trudged across the median. She caught sight of the restaurants with their bright lights on and suddenly remembered she hadn’t eaten dinner yet.
She could get room service at the hotel. She stopped. No, she couldn’t. She would have to use the damn phone. Shit.
Maybe she’d come down to the café later. Reaching her hotel, she looked up at the lit sign, which she hadn’t noticed before. Welcome to Pristina, it said.
“Welcome to hell,” she muttered, then walked quickly through the foyer into the lobby. She smiled at the proprietor-cum-desk clerk. “Dobro veèer.”
Let’s hope she still had some charm in her to persuade the nice gentleman to help her make a very special call.
Hey man, there’s got to be more than just loving to ride the waves, you know. For me, it’s a quest. I go out there practically naked, just me and my board. The ocean hides everything, son. Sharks. Undertows. You’re out there paddling and then, just like that, it can get you. You can’t be a surfer and be afraid of what the ocean can do. You’re alone and you catch a wave and ride your board like a magic carpet all the way back home. I love that feeling, man! Especially when I see that little curl of a wave on the horizon and I know it’s going to grow for me as I paddle hard toward it and that if I time it right, it’s going to rise up and challenge me. Wooooohoooo! You know what I mean? Son, there’s nothing like that perfect wave crashing all over you. And that’s what the right woman can do for you, too. Now get out there and get laid.
The corner of Reed’s lips quirked at the memory of that particular conversation. He’d been fifteen and horny. Arch had been a rather unconventional father figure, if nothing else. He’d taken Reed to a rather wild surfing party and…Reed looked at his surroundings at the moment. Yeah, this place had a lot of Arch in it.
The right woman in a place called The Beijing Bombshell in Pristina, Kosovo. It couldn’t get any more surreal than this. The Beijing Bombshell was the hottest underground place in town right now, catering to a very exclusive clientele. One needed to pull strings to get into the club—money, influence, illegal trading, or in his case, veza, the Croatian version of returning a favor from the past.
T had told him his identity—an ex-peacekeeper, MIA, now in the arms-dealing business. “You’re still American, darling, so just be yourself,” she’d said. “You know your weapons, so there should be no problem with discussions about types and quality. We’ve set up your MO for months now, so they’ve heard of you.”
“They know me?” Reed had asked.
“Not you. The person you’re going to be. They’ve done business with you before, but not in person.”
“Ah, understood. What about name?”
“Funny thing, that. We used the initials R.C. for our fake setup, and you’re Reed. So you can stay Reed.”
Reed remembered the expression in T’s honey-colored eyes only too well. The woman could speak volumes with just one look. “So do they call me R.C. or Reed?” he’d asked.
“Whatever you like.” She’d shrugged. “It’s your identity now. Make it personal.”
That was the first thing they’d told him at the training workshops. He had to make it personal or it wouldn’t look real. “Okay. Reed to my friends, R.C. for business,” he’d said.
“Now, darling, you have to tell me what R.C. stands for,” T had said.
Reed had thought for a moment, then said solemnly, “Really Cool.”
T’s face had lit up with amusement. “That,” she’d said, “was pretty funny, Joker.”
But the Joker never joked. Not in public, anyway. Reed leaned back against the bar lit up with neon lights, which shot colorful electronic pulses to the beat of the music. He soaked in the strange atmosphere of blond Asian women strutting around in bustiers and fishnets, cavorting in and out of the arms of men that looked as if they had either come out of the theater district or a street fight, depending on the state of their clothing. T had told him that was one of the club specialties—all its women wore Marilyn Monroe blond wigs. It had become such a rage that even the women who came to party had begun to dress up that way. On the weekend they came by the hundreds, partying while making deals involving drugs, weapons, and other illegal activities. All to the beat of some kind of techno tango. The owner was a very eclectic man.
Reed was here to meet with him. He looked around again. Men were openly caressing lines of women, choosing their companions for the night. Some went for the petite Asians; others preferred the taller, more voluptuous, heavily made-up Caucasians. He was supposed to mingle with the crowd so the owner could see where he was, but he really didn’t have any desire to go over there and make a play for any of those girls.
There was a dance floor in the middle, lit up by disco lights and littered with dancing couples. The oddest thing about it all was the music. He’d noticed it the moment he’d walked into the club, but only now realized that it wasn’t just one song. Every song was pure old-fashioned South American music with a techno-beat. Right now everyone was ole-ing to a lone female in the middle stripping to the beat of “Kiss of Fire” sung in accented English. The moment she pulled down her bustier, she disappeared behind an excited group of three or four men. Reed looked away. That was when he caught sight of her.
Everything clicked into place. He’d studied Llallana’s photo many times in the last month and had felt drawn to her somehow, that he’d seen her somewhere before. But her short dark hair had thrown him off.
“I see her,” he said, knowing his mic would pick up his voice.
“Are you sure?” Nikki asked, her voice surprisingly clear over the noise. “Our scouts haven’t seen anything.”
“She’s blond too, you know,” Reed pointed out.
“Ah. So how can you be sure that’s her you’re looking at? I believe the women are all heavily made up at this club.”
“She isn’t.” He didn’t say he’d seen her in that blond wig before. He straightened up. “She’s heading toward Johnny Chic’s office. Someone’s blocking her path, bothering her. Should I intervene?”
“Is she in trouble?” Nikki asked.
He didn’t think so, but he didn’t care for the way the man had one arm across Llallana’s shoulders while the other reached for a more intimate grope. Reed was about to head that way when suddenly the man was backing away from her, hands held up pacifyingly. The lighting wasn’t good enough to see, but he guessed that she was holding a small weapon against the man’s chest. She had quick hands, he noted.
“She’s knocking on Johnny’s door. Can we trust him to do exactly what we’ve told him?” Someone tucked her hand under Reed’s arm and he turned, finding himself eye to eye with T. His eyebrows lifted as he silently studied her before politely saying, “That’s a nice wig.”
T patted her platinum blond hair. “Darling, I have had better compliments than that tonight.”
He bet she had. Her costume left nothing to the imagination—some skintight, black lacy thing that molded to her gorgeous form. She wore see-through black lace stockings and high heels. Again he wondered at this woman who could put on disguises like outfits. He cocked his head. “Nice garters.”
“Hmm. You’re hurting my feelings.”
“Why are you here?” he asked.
“To distract you.”
Reed stiffened. “Why?” T flicked a lazy finger at his shoulder. “Because, darling, despite your cool and collected demeanor, a SEAL is ingrained with honor. You would rush your cute ass over there and save Lily if she got into trouble while negotiating with Johnny.”
He narrowed his eyes at her. “What’s he going to do to her?”
T considered him for a long moment. “Suppose he asks for sexual favors from Lily? Are you going in there to stop this whole thing because of your sense of outrage?”
“Lily would kick Johnny’s bloody ass first.”
It was hard to have a conversation with so many women in his head. “Amber said—”
“I’m wired, too,” T said with a smile. “I can hear what Amber says.”
She leaned over, way too close. He suddenly realized she had covered the button mic with her thumb. “We don’t know how desperate Lily is,” T said quietly into his ear, “and whatever choices she’s making now isn’t any of your business. Johnny Chic will do what he’s agreed to do, but don’t expect sleaze like him to help us out by the book.”
Reed covered T’s hand, and she didn’t resist him as he slid it off the button. “I understood the idea was to get her desperate enough to come to me,” he said, with emphasis, “not to get her so desperate that she would actually sell herself.”
T smiled again, her red lips pouty and totally at odds with her words. “My assignment doesn’t include evaluating the target’s mind-set, darling. Yours does. So you keep what she does in mind as you decide whether to cancel her or not.”
His hand tightened. “You’re playing with my head again. Stop putting suggestions in there.”
“I think he’s onto your NOPAIN, T,” Nikki chimed in.
“Just doing my job, darling,” T mocked. “Now, I just know that a Vincenzio dances very well. Did you know that the tango was a dance started in the brothels, signifying the intimacies of a whore and her pimp? Johnny Chic knows how to make fun of everyone in his own way. Shall we?”
Reed let her lead him toward the dance floor. How much did she know about him? He couldn’t ask her anything while these damn recording pieces were on them.
* * *
It was much easier for Lily to come here than she’d anticipated. She didn’t think she would have been able to do it if she’d just been herself. The old Lily wouldn’t have walked through here without hurting someone. She really hated these places.
However, tonight she was here for another reason. She tried not to look at the huge two-way mirror that filled up half the wall. Instead she concentrated on Johnny Chic.
She had imagined Johnny to be some tall, fat slob sitting in some brothel, making his oily living doing illegal trading. Instead, a trim man with a small mustache greeted her from the desk. She couldn’t place a finger on his nationality. He looked very exotic, almost Asian, but not quite. When he stood up, he wasn’t very tall at all, maybe about five-three at the most.
His eyes were too bold, as if he was imagining her naked, and she wanted to reach across the desk and grab him by his snazzy tie. Biting back a rude comment, she instead tried her best to smile.
“You aren’t what I expected, Ambrosia,” Johnny said, his accent tinged with an Italian or South American flavor.
Another thing for which to apologize to Amber. She’d used her friend’s code name to get Johnny’s attention. “Yeah well, vice versa,” Lily said.
“Are you blond under that beautiful wig?” he asked.
She chose not to give him an answer. She smiled again. “I’ve brought the cash for the passports.”
“Oh yes, the transaction.” Johnny’s attention seemed to be fixed on the two-way mirror. He swayed to the muted music piped through the speakers. “Oh, but we have great dancers tonight. Look.”
Lily gave the mirror an impatient glance. She wanted to get out of here as quickly as possible, but this was a different world than her usual transportation of kids over borders, and she had to play by the rules. It was a strange place, with too many weird people in here.
There was a half circle around a couple who seemed to be in a world of their own as they danced to the rhythmic sway of whatever this music was. They were well matched—the man was holding the woman close enough to be obscene, yet the woman seemed to be able to turn and swirl without bumping into him.
“The tango is so beautiful to watch, isn’t it?” Johnny murmured. “Especially if it’s done right. Look at that. He holds her like he owns her, and he does because he’s the master and she’s his slave. Yet he gives her a little room and she’s a spitfire, following his steps.”
Lily didn’t want to hear about masters and slaves. “You’ve just made me dislike this dance,” she told Johnny, unable to hide the wry tone of her voice. “Shall we get back to business?”
Johnny Chic shook his head, his eyes still on the couple out there. “You can’t dislike the tango till you actually dance it, Ambrosia, my dear. Ah, look, look! He’s definitely a good dancer. He controls his lady so well.”
He gave a long sigh of pleasure and, squeezing the fingers of his hand together, he kissed the tips loudly, while his hips moved suggestively to the music. “Tell me, Ambrosia,” he added, “why are you here in person? Usually we deal through our couriers. You give me the information and I supply what you need, so this is indeed a surprise.”
He stopped and turned toward her suddenly. Lily met his gaze squarely.
“I’m passing through,” she said smoothly, “and needed this done as quickly as possible. Besides, I’ve heard about The Beijing Bombshell for a long time and wanted to check it out. It’s everything I’ve imagined.”
He beamed at what he thought was a compliment. “It’s all about me,” he said.
“Is that right,” Lily murmured rhetorically.
“Oh, yes. Surely you already know, with your excellent sources, that my mother was imported from China by my Argentinian father?” His gaze narrowed a little as he questioned softly, “Don’t you?”
She had to be very careful. She plopped down on the sofa and crossed her legs. His gaze slid down, following the movement of her hands as she smoothed the silk stocking. “Johnny,” she chided, “are you trying to test me? I don’t share information unless there’s a bargain, you know that. Now, I want my passports.”
“And what is this hot information you will give me in return, besides the cash?” He took a few steps toward her. “You always give me some information to seal the deal, Ambrosia.”
Her mind was careening wildly as she looked up calmly. She didn’t know that. She’d thought Amber had gotten the passports with just cash. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Amber dealt with information. Of course she would have used it as a means to get other illegal things, such as passports to help the girls.
She didn’t have anything that she wanted to share with him. Certainly not about a sleeper cell on the loose. She stopped the maniacal laugh that rose at that idea.
“I’ve heard,” Johnny continued, coming even closer, “about a secret weapon that everyone’s after. Have you heard of it?”
Not that piece of info either. She wasn’t going to use that as a way to get the passports. Was she? “Of course,” Lily said. Ambrosia wouldn’t be able to deny knowing about this weapon if it was such hot news. Lily shrugged. “There’s nothing gainful about it till someone finds it. It’s lost or gone.”
Johnny looked a tad disappointed. “I thought you might know more,” he said.
“I will sooner or later,” Lily said, “and I can forward that information to you when I do. But I really need what I came for right now.”
“They’re on my desk.”
She got up, trying not to walk too eagerly. She hated the way he was looking at her butt as she headed toward the desk.
“This package?” she asked, turning around. When he nodded, she added, “Can I check the goods out?”
“Of course. They are the best out there, as you know.”
She opened the box. Picking up the stack of passports, she counted them. And recounted. She turned to face Johnny again. “This isn’t the number I ordered. There are a few missing.”
“Yes,” Johnny smiled. “That guy dancing out there offered me a great deal for four of them just before you arrived. That’s all I have for you.”
No way. She couldn’t leave without all the passports. “Then I’m not giving you all my money,” she said.
Johnny shrugged. His eyes turned crafty. “Of course, if you would let me see whether you’re really blond all over, I’ll personally get R.C. to give you those passports. I can’t kill him, you understand. Bad for business. But you can negotiate with him.”
Lily looked at R.C., and then she smiled. Messed-up head or not, she really felt good about fulfilling this urge to beat the crap out of Johnny Chic.
* * *
Reed swiveled his partner one last time. She turned, kicked one leg out, swiveled back into his body, and slid down the length of it as he deftly caught her weight in one arm while he leaned over her. The music ended. The crowd clapped enthusiastically, some yelling lewd suggestions.
Reed looked down at Tess for a second. Her eyes half closed, she didn’t push away, as if she were still in the middle of the dance. He straightened, bringing her up slowly. The music had already restarted.
“Supremo, darling,” T said, scarcely out of breath. She fluttered her eyelashes teasingly. “A girl would fall like a sack of potatoes for a man who can move like you.”
They were just moving slowly to the music now. “She’s heading this way,” Reed said.
T’s gaze didn’t move from his face. “On the other hand,” she said, “a girl would be easily devastated to know you’re looking at another woman while moving like that. It’s very interesting, though, how you seem to know that she’s near when there’s a crowd all around her.”
He couldn’t explain it either. He had been watching for Johnny’s door to open even while they were dancing and was disappointed that it took the whole dance before Llallana reappeared. He hadn’t wanted her to…he quickly compartmentalized his thoughts. T was watching him way too closely.
“What next when she’s here?”
“Tell her no, whatever she offers, unless it’s the right offer, of course.” T’s expression shifted, turning serious. “If she does, you know what to do.”
Then a flirtatious smile appeared and her face resumed its bold, come-hither look as she led him off the dance floor. The woman either guessed right or her timing was excellent, because she bumped right against Llallana Noretski. Reed suspected the latter.
“Oh!”
T somehow managed to pull him forward, using the momentum of their two bodies to knock Llallana off balance. The collision caused Llallana to stumble backward hard, and Reed reached out and curled an arm around her waist, pulling her against him. T, however, was still holding his other hand, and she followed his thrust forward. She swung into Llallana again, pushing into her target’s back and sandwiching her between them.
It was like part of a dance, Reed thought, as he absorbed the combined force, closing his arms around the women for balance. Again, somehow, T was already stepping away and he found only Llallana in his hug. He looked down at her. Her upturned face, cushioned against his chest, registered a startled realization at where she was and then an awareness of their closeness.
“Hey, watch where you’re going!” T yelled out in Croatian. “And find a man of your own!”
He could have released her but he didn’t. “Are you all right?” he asked, his Croatian halting and a bit off-key, just the way he’d been practicing. “Sorry, I didn’t see you.”
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