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IS WADE PARKER DEAD?

Almost three weeks ago on a cold dark pier in Boston, PI Miranda Steele saw her beloved husband shot down before her eyes. Now she and her team are on a quest to find his body and bring it back to Atlanta.

But the criminal mastermind who gunned down Parker has a plan that’s more devious and evil than anything Miranda could ever have imagined.
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Chapter One

 

Six weeks prior

 

Just after dawn in a port in Odessa, Ukraine, Boris Petrov stood on the deck of a sixty-thousand-deadweight-tonne cargo ship barking orders at the man operating the crane high above.

“Careful! Slowly now.” Ignoring the chill in the air, Petrov scratched his dark beard and signaled to the left.

The wooden crate dangling forty meters overhead at the end of the heavy chain was huge. The first of almost a dozen, it was giving Petrov an ache in the stomach.

Though it was padded with foam, Petrov was not certain of the box’s strength. In his opinion, they should have used regular containers. But those who were above him had decided the interchangeable metal containers would draw attention, and possibly inspection.

That could not happen.

As extra cargo loaded with the usual scrap metal the ship carried, the crates were less likely to be noticed.

But as the heavy box was lowered into the first hold, Petrov’s anxiety only grew.

“Gently, gently,” he shouted to the men who were guiding it into place. “Handle her like a woman.”

“She is fine,” a young man called back with a too confident grin. “I know how to handle the fairer sex.”

Petrov did not like the man.

His name was Andruko. He had arrived from Kiev yesterday evening begging for a job and telling horrific stories of a shootout in a parking lot. The contraband Petrov himself had loaded into a truck days ago had been seized by the police, Andruko had said. All two hundred and forty kilos of it gone.

There was more. Udar had been raided and shut down by the authorities. Sergei Chumak and Irina Savko were dead.

Unbelievable. The details made his head ache.

How could this have happened?

He had checked and double-checked the texts on his encrypted phone. Was the voyage today canceled? No. He was to proceed as ordered.

A week ago the funds had been wired by a senator’s aide in Washington. Today’s cargo had been packaged and shipped to port from somewhere in the east. No one knew where. It was unnecessary information.

No time to ponder it. The next crate was being lowered into the hold.

He had a vague idea of what each one contained. The boost controls, the body section, the cable assembly, and so forth. And most importantly, the warhead itself.

That would go on the upper deck under strict watch.

And then it would be off for the long trip to the island south of the United States.

Petrov had been ordered to travel with the ship to ensure the cargo’s safe arrival and to help with the unloading at the destination. Experts would be in place there to reassemble the thing.

He wanted no part of that.

But it was by no means certain they would arrive. If the sea did not behave, if the cargo shifted too much? Well, he and all the crew could wind up as fish food on the bottom of the ocean.

Why take such a risk? Because it was orders. Petrov always obeyed orders. And this time, the reward was too handsome to turn down. Not that he had a choice.

What his boss had in mind with such a weapon as this, he could only guess. He only hoped it would bring power back where it belonged.

He guided the next crate into the hold and wished for the best.

He did not have answers. All he knew was to obey and keep his mouth shut. It was all he needed. Once he was paid, life would be better. The risk was worth it.

Besides, one did not question the Man in Boston.


Chapter Two

 

Current Day

 

Miranda Steele opened her eyes and blinked at the sun streaming through the oval ceiling window high above the penthouse bedroom.

It shouldn’t be sunny, she thought.

It should be dark and stormy and depressing. The whole world should be in mourning.

Rolling over, she took in the other side of the bed as the now familiar emptiness filled her. Once again, the memory of her gorgeous husband lying there beside her, his head propped up on one elbow, invaded her heart. The pain she’d been living with for over two weeks throbbed inside her.

She touched the pillow and pulled it into her arms. Hugging it close, she breathed in what was left of his scent.

Tears began to burn her eyes.

Wiping them away had become as routine as brushing her teeth.

The alarm went off on her phone. With a heavy groan, she put the pillow back and sat up. It was time to go to work.

She reached for the cell and turned off the alarm. The text message waiting for her gave her a rare smile.

Mackenzie had been more talkative since she’d gone to England than she’d ever been in Atlanta.

Hope you have a good day, Mother. Thinking of you.

The poor kid had been devastated when Miranda told her what had happened to Parker. But her daughter was trying to be strong for her.

It was touching.

Thanks. One day at a time, she thumbed back, hating the platitude. But cute sayings were all she had now.

The next message was from Fanuzzi.

You doing okay today, Murray? I’ll call you later.

Despite being six months pregnant and still plagued by nausea, Fanuzzi had come over to sit with her and cry together every day since Miranda had returned to Atlanta and the penthouse.

Fanuzzi was a good friend.

I’m making it, Miranda replied.

She slipped the phone into the pocket of her sweatpants and went to the closet to find something to wear.

The sight of Parker’s suits greeted her there, hung in a neat row as if waiting for him to return. She should give them away to charity, but she couldn’t bear to part with them. Not yet.

She lifted one of the sleeves and pressed the luxurious fabric to her cheek. She could still smell his pricey cologne.

The tears started again. They would never end, would they? Why should they?

She’d never get over Parker. He was the love of her life. No man had ever been so good to her. No man had done so much for her. No man had loved her the way he had.

If only he could have stayed alive.

Her phone hummed in her pocket. She took it out and scowled at it. Appointment with Dr. Taggart. A follow-up to check on her shoulder injury.

Suddenly she was back on that pier in Boston. She could still feel the bullet piercing her flesh and bone. Still see Parker getting shot before her eyes.

Still feel that long last look they had before she’d passed out.

Why had he run into the back of that box truck? Not smart, Parker. Not smart at all.

She was furious with him for doing that.

The phone hummed again in her hand. “Okay, okay.”

With a sigh, she scanned her wardrobe. She’d need something with a belt. After eating little over the past two weeks, all her clothes were loose.

She picked out an outfit. Hoping it wasn’t what she’d worn yesterday, she pulled it on, brushed her hair, and headed out into Atlanta traffic.


Chapter Three

 

Sitting on the examination table, Miranda winced as Dr. Jackson Taggart gently pulled up her arm.

“Your extension is improved,” he said. “Have you been doing your exercises?”

“Every day,” she told him through gritted teeth. “Can’t wait for the next session.”

The doctor gave her a fatherly look. “The pain will subside eventually. Plus you’ll be able to get back to regular workouts soon.”

“Yeah.” It really wasn’t fair that she couldn’t take out her grief on the punching bags in the Agency gym.

Dr. Taggart sat down to jot down a few notes on his laptop, then turned to her with a weary sigh. “It’s hard to get through the days, isn’t it?”

She looked down at her folded hands. “Almost impossible.”

“Have you seen Dr. Wingate?”

Miranda nodded.

She’d had an appointment with her psychologist last week. All they’d done was cry together for an hour. Parker had been her patient, too.

“If you need anything from me—”

She shook her head. “I don’t want any more drugs.”

“I know. But if you’d like to talk or come over for dinner. Cloris would love to have you.”

The Taggarts were good people. They would always be grateful to her for finding their daughter’s killer almost two years ago. But she didn’t feel much like company.

“Thanks. Maybe next week.”

Dr. Taggart ran a hand over his thin face and stared out the window. “I can’t believe he’s gone.”

“I know.”

Miranda recalled the eulogy Dr. Taggart had given at the memorial she’d held for Parker at Saint Simon’s Episcopal last Thursday.

The altar area had been stuffed with hundreds of flowers, and the rest of the place had been filled to capacity with Parker’s friends and colleagues. Everyone in Atlanta had turned out. Everyone in the whole city loved him.

Dr. Taggart had told stories of playing ball and getting into trouble when they were boys. They’d grown up together. He said he had never had a better, more faithful friend.

“I wish—”

“What?”

The doctor turned to her, a stern look in his eyes. “Wade came in for some tests a couple of months ago.”

That made her back go straight. “What kind of tests?”

“He said he’d been feeling some palpitations in his chest, so we did an EKG and some blood work.”

He’d never told her. “And?”

“And he never got back to me for the results. I texted him several times, but he never answered. I think he was avoiding bad news.”

Miranda thought about that a moment. “That was why he was avoiding red meat.”

“What?”

“Red meat. I noticed he was eating more fish and less steak.”

Dr. Taggart nodded slowly. “I see.”

She remembered something else. “That was why he wanted to retire.”

“Wade wanted to retire?” The doctor sounded like he didn’t quite believe her.

“He talked to me about it several times. We fought over it.” She rubbed her arms, then straightened again. “So he had a heart condition?”

Dr. Taggart’s face growing sad again, he shook his head. “That’s just the thing. All the tests came back negative. Wade’s cholesterol was a bit high, but avoiding red meat would have taken care of that. He didn’t even need medication.”

She wished she had known that. Parker was always good at keeping secrets. Something to tell him in her next imaginary talk with him.

She glanced at her phone. She’d better get to work. “Is there anything else?”

“No, we’re done. I’ll let you go.”

She slipped off the table and straightened her blouse. “Thanks for taking care of me.”

“Of course.” He took her hand and pressed it in his. “Make another appointment for next week at the desk. And whenever you feel like dinner or just talking, don’t hesitate to call.”

“Sure. Thanks, Doctor.”


Chapter Four

 

Half an hour later, Miranda was sitting at the glassy desk in Parker’s huge corner office with a protein bar and a cup of coffee from the break room, staring at his laptop.

The numbers just didn’t add up.

Well, yes they did add up, but not the way they should. After recording the expenses from the trip to Boston, Parker and Steele Consulting was way in the red.

Last Friday she’d discovered their side business had been in the red even before the trip.

Miranda sat back with a groan.

With his taste for fancy hotels and restaurants, Parker had been spending too much. There hadn’t been enough paying clients to offset the bills. She didn’t know what to do about it. She couldn’t bear to think about layoffs.

Taking a bite of the protein bar, she stared at the blue-and-silver décor. The sun streamed in through the floor-to-ceiling windows, reflecting off the glassy furniture the same way it had when she’d first stepped into this place. She remembered Parker standing near the credenza in his dark blue suit and tie with his gorgeous face and physique, sizing her up with a wry smile.

Even from the grave, he could still make her heart flutter.

She squeezed her eyes shut. She would not cry at work. She refused to.

Instead, she pressed a palm to her forehead. How was she supposed to run this Agency? She wasn’t a businesswoman. But no, Parker had explicitly named her as his successor in his will.

Judd had told her to take six weeks off, but she couldn’t stand sitting around the penthouse and moping. Last Friday, when she’d come in and taken up residence in Parker’s office, no one had said a word to her.

They had been told Parker had put her in charge, Judd had informed her, but they seemed to be having as hard a time swallowing that news as she did.

At least, that’s what she told herself as she’d faced down the stares and whispers.

She’d also learned from Judd that Gen had turned in her resignation last week. Whether it was to mourn the loss of her father or because she couldn’t stand the idea of Miranda taking his place, she didn’t know. But she had a hunch it was mostly the latter.

Now she had to find a replacement for Gen, and she had only a vague idea of what the woman did.

“Parker,” she whispered to the air, “why did you do this to me?”

A knock at the door made her jump. She sat up and smoothed her suit. “Come in.”

It was Janelle Wesson.

“Do you have a minute, Steele?”

Gorgeous as ever, Wesson was wearing a gray turtle neck under a rose pantsuit that showed off her curves and somehow didn’t clash with the thick red hair curling over her shoulders.

Her expression was serious.

“Is something the matter?”

Though her three teammates had been supportive of her, Miranda hadn’t spoken much to any of them since they’d gotten back to Atlanta. What was there to say? They were all still stunned by the events in Boston.

Wesson came in, closed the door and took a seat in one of the guest chairs.

She cleared her throat. “How are you doing?”

“As well as can be expected.” Miranda never knew how to answer that question. “I want to die” didn’t seem like an appropriate response.

Wesson studied her with her green eyes. “How’s your shoulder?”

“Mending. Thanks.”

The woman nodded and gazed out the window.

“Do you have something to tell me?”

Miranda half expected Wesson to turn in her resignation the way Gen had. Holloway would probably be next. Becker would stick around out of loyalty, but she didn’t have much to offer him.

Wesson tapped her fingernails on the arm of the chair. “Curt and Dave and I have been talking.”

So they were all going at once. Wesson must have drawn the short straw and gotten the job of letting her know.

She drew in a breath to brace herself. “Okay.”

“We all agree that we should do something.”

Miranda frowned. “Do something?”

“You know what I mean.”

“Uh, no, I don’t.”

Wesson leaned forward. “Steele, don’t you want to bring Mr. Parker’s killer to justice?”

Miranda was stunned. “You mean you want to go after Donovan Santana?”

“Yes. Don’t you?”

Now it was Miranda’s turn to stare out the window.

Bring Parker’s killer to justice? How in the world could they do that? Especially since she’d vowed she’d never work another case. Once upon a time she thought it was her destiny to stop evil murderers like the one who had taken her husband’s life.

And look where that it gotten her.

Donovan Santana was the worst criminal she’d ever faced. He ran a massive international crime ring that ran guns, dealt drugs, and sold children as sex slaves. He had an army of big muscle-bound recruits from Ukraine at his beck and call. He lived under the guise of a respected businessman in Boston. No one there believed he was capable of harming a fly.

He’d kidnapped her daughter and tried to kill her team several times.

She shook her head. “I’m not going to risk your lives.”

“You aren’t risking them. We are.”

Wesson must be having a memory lapse. “If we could have found Donovan Santana and brought him to justice, we would have done it already. Aren’t you the one who told me the FBI was pulled from the case? The man’s too well connected. Too well insulated.”

Wesson’s shoulders sagged. “We should still try. Steele, don’t you—?”

“Don’t I what?”

“Don’t you at least want to—to find Mr. Parker’s body?”

Donovan Santana had driven off with Parker’s body in that box truck while she’d been lying unconscious on the pier. The sound of the gunfire that night came back to her.

Her eyes began to burn. The tears were coming again. She gritted her teeth.

“We were wondering if the team could have lunch together and talk about a plan.”

Plan? There was no plan. Miranda gripped the edge of the desk to steady herself. “Santana probably had his men toss the body in the harbor.”

It was what she’d told herself. She imagined Parker drifting down to the depths of the sea, serene and peaceful.

Wesson scoffed. “A body floating in the water would have been on national news.”

Miranda gave her a scowl. “People like Santana use weights. And there are a hundred other ways to get rid of a body. This wasn’t his first rodeo, you know.”

Wesson studied her hands a long moment before she spoke again. “Smith is willing to help too.”

“Smith?” Parker had reinstated Cindy Smith at the Agency after their case in the Outer Banks last November.

Wesson sat forward with the enthusiasm of an insurance salesman. “She finished her training a couple months ago. She’s done pretty well. She’s doing background checks now and she’s getting antsy.”

Miranda had once felt the same about background checks. She let out a sigh. She would have to dig up Parker’s notes on Smith. She had no idea what he thought of the woman’s progress.

“So should I invite her to lunch with the team?”

With a scowl Miranda shook her head. “I can’t talk about this now, Wesson.”

“But—”

“I said, I can’t talk about it.” Her phone hummed.

Miranda picked it up and read the reminder. Right. She’d forgotten she had an appointment with Mr. P and was running late. “I need to go.”

Wesson got to her feet and straightened her shoulders. “Okay, Steele. I get it. It’s too soon. But when you want to talk about a plan, we’re ready.”

Feeling more miserable than ever, Miranda watched Wesson go out the door. The team would be waiting a long time.

Her phone hummed again.

“I’m coming,” she grumbled.

Then she shut down the laptop and headed out.


Chapter Five

 

It was almost seventy degrees outside when Miranda reached Saint Simon’s Episcopal Church.

For a long moment she sat in Parker’s Mazda across the street staring at the building’s medieval stone façade and towering spires. Why had she agreed to meet Mr. P here? It only reminded her of the memorial last week.

Images of the flowers and the attendees in their dark clothes sprang to her mind. Everyone crowding around her, telling her how sorry they were and what a loss this was.

She recalled Evelyn, Parker’s stoic older sister, squeezing her hand and vowing she would do anything she could to help. Evelyn had secretly been working with the FBI and had assumed Miranda was going to bring Parker’s killer to justice.

Miranda had been in too much pain to explain why that was impossible.

She got out of the car and headed across the street, the warm air caressing her face as she noticed the dogwood trees were starting to bloom.

Parker had always loved the spring. They had met in the spring. Almost two years ago. Two short years.

As she passed the church’s gothic front door, she recalled Lieutenant Erskine’s words at the memorial. He’d spoken after Dr. Taggart and had told the crowd that even though they had sometimes disagreed on procedure, Wade Russell Parker the Third was the finest man he had ever known.

After the ceremony, Erskine had given her condolences and promised his support in her crime fighting efforts. Miranda suspected Parker had had a hand in prompting that.

She hadn’t been able to bring herself to tell Erskine her crime fighting days were over.

Turning her head, she spotted Mr. P’s white shock of hair and blue business suit. He was standing in the cemetery.

She went through the wrought iron gate and trotted down the sidewalk to him.

“Miranda,” he said warmly as he turned to greet her and took her hands in his. “Thank you for meeting me here.”

The meeting had been at Miranda’s request, but she’d let him choose the location. “I really just wanted to ask about Becker and Fanuzzi’s loan.”

His thick white brow rose. “What about it?”

Miranda’s best friend and her favorite coworker had been worried about making ends meet, now that they were having a baby. Around Thanksgiving, Miranda and Parker had decided to secretly payoff their mortgage and had arranged with Parker’s father to hold the payments they made in a trust fund.

“I mean, it was Parker who paid off the house. Is everything still okay?”

“Yes. He paid it in full. Everything’s still intact. They still don’t know a thing.”

She let out a breath of relief. “That’s good to hear.” She’d have to tell them sometime, but now definitely wasn’t it.

“You could have asked me that over the phone.”

“Yeah, I could have. But I wanted to see you. You know, to make sure you’re okay.”

He smiled knowingly. “I’m managing.” His gaze scanned the graveyard. “I want to show you something. Come. Walk with me.”

They made their way over the curving walkway past the headstones, some old and crumbling, some new and pristine. They were silent, but Miranda could see the pain in Mr. P’s face.

She still recalled the loud wails that had come from the man at the memorial service. She hated that Parker had been on the outs with his father before he was killed. And she knew Parker’s anger with his father was part of what had propelled him into the back of that truck in Boston.

But she could never forget how kind Mr. P had always been to her.

How he managed to pull himself together for his tribute to Parker, she’d never know, but she’d always remember his words.

While he himself had led a far from perfect life, Mr. P had said, his son had been a saint. If only he could have the chance to speak to him one more time, he would tell his son how proud he was of him, of the career he’d chosen, of his sacrifices for others. His loss was a loss for society at large.

They climbed a hill where a sprawling oak tree stood and stopped at a tall gray headstone with a cross atop it.

“My father’s grave.”

Parker’s grandfather had been a well-respected judge in Atlanta. Stepping closer, Miranda read the inscription. “Wade Russell Parker. A Warrior for Justice. Rest in Peace.”

She knew Parker had greatly admired his grandfather.

“My mother’s grave is there.” Mr. P nodded to a white stone with elaborate carving. “Beloved Spouse.”

Mr. P took her arm and led her further down the path. “And here’s Russell’s mother. And Sylvia.”

The two headstones were similar, decorated with flowers and angels and sweet words of love.

Mr. P pointed to the vacant spot between them. “That’s my plot.” He drew in a breath. “I want Russell to have it.” He’d always called Parker by his middle name.

Miranda turned and blinked at him. “We—don’t have a body, Mr. P.”

“And that, like all of this, is my fault.”

Miranda stared down at the dry grass. She hadn’t told Mr. P all the details of what had happened, but he’d surmised the Man in Boston had shot and killed his son. And he knew that man had been spawned by an affair he’d had long ago when he was married to Parker’s mother.

He reached for her hand. “Do you think you can find him, Miranda? Do you think you can bring my boy back to me?”

There was such agony in his tone, it broke Miranda’s heart.

She remembered what Wesson had said. The team was ready whenever she was.

But how could they find Parker’s body?

Santana had likely disposed of it shortly after the incident on the pier. She didn’t know where to look. She didn’t know where to even start. At the very least, it would mean going back to Boston. How could she bring herself to do that?

And then she saw the engraving on the headstone of Parker’s mother. “Beloved Wife and Mother…”

She looked down at the old-fashioned Art Deco diamond-and-sapphire ring on her finger. It had once belonged to the woman lying there.

Parker had done so much for her. If the situation was reversed, he wouldn’t rest until he found her body.

How could she not do the same for him?

The ring sparkled in the sunlight. When she was on a case, she’d always kept it in a safe. When she’d returned from Boston, she’d taken it out, and put it on her finger, promising herself she would never lock it in there again. And she’d meant it.

Until now.

Drawing in a breath, she straightened her shoulders and gave her father-in-law’s hand a squeeze. “All right, Mr. P, I’ll try.”

The sad smile on his face told her she’d made the right decision.


Chapter Six

 

On her way back to the office, Miranda called Wesson. “Tell the team lunch is on me. We’re meeting in the Lab in half an hour.”

“Really?” Wesson sounded stunned.

“Really.”

“Well, okay then. Umm.”

“Yeah?”

“What about Smith?”

Miranda scowled at the traffic. “What about her?”

“Do you want her on the team?”

Miranda tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. She still needed to look up Parker’s notes on the woman, though she believed what Wesson had said about Smith doing well in her classes. And Smith had showed a lot of courage in the Outer Banks. They could use the manpower.

“Okay, tell her she can come to the meeting.” Didn’t mean she was on the team yet.

“Great. I’ll go tell everyone and get them together.”

“See you in the Lab.”

“Roger that. And, Steele?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m glad you changed your mind.”

Miranda stopped at one of Becker’s favorite lunch spots and picked up a huge bag of Italian, meatball, and chicken Parm sandwiches for the team. When the young man at the counter handed her the bill, she winced.

Somewhere on this venture she’d have to cut costs.

As she went through the Lab door and was greeted by five grim faces gathered around the circular table near the cubes, she decided she’d worry about that later.

She looked over her cohorts.

Back in his typical brown suit-and-tie attire, a bandage around his wrist from where he’d been shot, lanky Holloway sprawled in a chair next to Becker. Becker was looking scruffier than usual, though he wasn’t wearing one of his “baby on the way” shirts. Instead, with his dark hair curling over his ears and a new beard sprouting on his chin, he was in a plain black T with jeans. He probably felt it was wrong to brag about a new life while death hung in the air.

Beside him sat Wesson, looking as fresh in her rosy outfit as when Miranda had last seen her.

On the other side of Wesson was Smith, dressed in a floral jacket, dark skirt, and matching pumps. With her back straight and her blue eyes wide, she smoothed the blond curls framing her face. Miranda could tell she felt like the odd man out.

“Here’s lunch.”

Becker brightened. “Thanks, Steele.”

She set the food in the middle of the table and let everyone get what they wanted. She didn’t want to get to the business at hand before they were fed.

For the next twenty minutes, no one said much.

While her team scarfed down their portions, Miranda focused on her own food. Parker would have made her eat before the task she was about to undertake. As if he were prodding her, somehow she managed to get down three-quarters of a meatball hoagie.

Then she stuffed her container into a bag, wiped her hands on a napkin, and got to her feet.

Becker came alert. “What have you got for us, Steele?”

Almost nothing, she thought.

“Only this. I just met with Parker’s father at Saint Simon’s cemetery. He wants to bury his son.”

Everyone was silent for a long moment.

Wesson cocked her head. “And how are we going to do that?”

“We’re going to get Parker’s body back. Or try to.”

With his usual skepticism, Holloway sat back in his chair and folded his arms. “What’s our plan for accomplishing that mission?”

Miranda raised her palms. “Does anyone see any way to avoid going back to Boston?”

Her team looked like school kids who didn’t know the answer to the math problem. No, the answer was obvious. No one wanted to say it out loud.

Miranda straightened her shoulders. “As I see it, the first step is to head back there.”

“To Boston,” Becker said.

“To Boston. The rest of the plan is up to you. If you’re willing to come with me.”

They all looked at each other.

“Of course, we’re willing,” Wesson said. “We should have stayed there two weeks ago and hunted down Santana.”

Becker shook his head. “Steele was wounded. She couldn’t do that.”

“But we could have.”

Miranda held up a hand. “It’s no good second guessing ourselves or talking about what we didn’t do. Let’s just deal with what we can do now. What we know is that Donovan Santana and his crew drove off with Parker’s body in that box truck.” She inhaled, wondering how she’d gotten that last sentence out.

Her green eyes flashing, Wesson waved a finger in the air. “After that thug, Gregor, shoved Agent Sloan’s car into the river, and smashed up the Boston team’s vehicle.”

“That must have been awful,” Smith said.

Wesson nodded toward her friend. “I’ve been briefing her on Santana and what happened in Boston.”

Holloway crumpled his lunch bag in his hands, stomped across the room, and tossed it into the trash like he was dunking a basketball. “That man defeated us. We can’t stand for that.”

He was angry. They all were. As well as taking their leader, Santana had humiliated them. They were too good to let that pass.

“So where did he go?” Holloway asked. “Is he still in Boston? Is he somewhere else?”

Becker bobbed his head. “And what did he do with Mr. Parker?”

“Exactly.”

Becker pulled out his tablet and began swiping at it. “There’s no news about Santana in any of the Boston TV stations or papers.”

Miranda came over and looked over his shoulder. He had pulled up the Boston Globe. “You’ve been tracking that?”

“Ever since we got back. I was hoping for something we could nail him with.”

Even mild mannered Becker wanted to get Santana.

That would be nice, but all she cared about was keeping her promise to Mr. P. “We’re only looking for Parker’s body. And to be honest, I don’t hold out much hope of finding it.”

But at least she could say she tried.

Wesson leaned over to glance at Becker’s laptop and frowned at the lack of information. “Maybe we should start by retracing our steps.”

As much as Miranda hated the idea of returning to Boston, it was all they had. “It’s as good an idea as any.”

“So is that what we’re doing?” Becker asked.

A trip to Boston would be another big expense the Agency couldn’t afford. But Miranda couldn’t let finances stop them. Maybe she’d ask for a loan from Mr. P when they got back.

She nodded. “That’s what we’re doing. I’ll book a flight and let all of you know when to meet at the airport.” She’d have to take care of all the details Parker used to handle.

“Okay.” Holloway sounded glad to at last have something to do.

“Everyone go home and start packing.”

Raising her hand, Smith cleared her throat. “Steele?”

“Yes, Smith?”

“Uh, what can I do to help?”

She was asking if she was supposed to come along. That was another plane ticket, but Miranda wasn’t going to turn down the offer. This was too big a task. She needed all the help she could get. If Parker’s report on Smith wasn’t good, she’d just keep her in the background.

“I don’t know yet,” she told her. “But you’re coming with us.”

Smith’s eyes glowed. “Thank you, Steele. You won’t regret it.”

Miranda hoped not.

As everyone filed out, Miranda crooked a finger at Wesson.

Looking surprised, she hurried over. “What is it, Steele?”

Miranda lowered her voice. “What do you think about calling Sloan?”

Wesson’s green eyes flashed with anger at the FBI agent’s name. “I don’t know. He’s been pulled from the Custodians. They’re shut down.”

“Still, he might be able to do things we can’t. Do you want to contact him?”

Looking embarrassed, she glanced toward the back of the room. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

She rolled her eyes. “He took back the secure phone he gave me.”

“Oh.”

Wesson hadn’t mentioned that in the hospital in Boston when she told her the Custodians had been shut down and the hunt for the Man in Boston had been suspended. No wonder she was angry. Well, who’d want a relationship with a G-man, anyway?

“I’ve still got the phone Sloan gave to Parker. I’ll charge it and give him a call.”

“Whatever you think.”

She didn’t like the idea of throwing Wesson and Sloan together again, but Miranda couldn’t worry about personal issues. “I’ll let you know what he says.”

“Okay. Is that it?”

“That’s it.”

“All right. See you at the airport.” And with a nod, Wesson headed off to her cube to gather her things and head home to pack.


Chapter Seven

 

Miranda didn’t know what kind of magic Parker used to work with the airlines, but the first nonstop flight she could get to Boston didn’t leave until after five.

Feeling frustrated, she booked it and texted the information to the team.

As she’d searched the travel sites, she’d dug for the key in Parker’s credenza and had used it to open the box in another drawer. There she’d found Simon Sloan’s secure phone with accessories.

After charging it, she’d put in a call to the FBI man.

No answer.

She drummed her fingers on the desk, wondering if she should try again.

Instead, she texted Mackenzie and told her she’d be on a case and out of touch for the next little while.

A moment later, Mackenzie texted back. Good luck in Boston.

The kid was too smart for her own good.

With a sigh, Miranda turned on Parker’s laptop and found some notes on Smith.

Smith had done pretty well as an IIT. She’d been attentive in class and had passed all of Judd’s quizzes with good marks. In the finals, she’d scored ninety-one in firearms, got a draw in martial arts, and eighty-five percent on the written exam, which was a bear. She’d just missed the cut for Level One Investigator.

Miranda read Parker’s comment. “Cynthia Smith has potential, but lacks self-confidence. Reassess in six months.”

Really? Miranda thought the woman would have gained more confidence than that after going after that serial killer on the Outer Banks. Had it been a mistake to ask her to come to Boston?

She hoped not.

Wishing she could discuss it with Parker, she stared at the brief note he’d written. She blinked hard at the screen. The tears were starting to come again.

Shaking off another crying jag and trying not to second guess herself about Smith, Miranda shut down the laptop and headed home.

She packed quickly, remembering to check the weather in Boston. It was cold and cloudy, so she stuffed sweaters, jeans, a couple of pantsuits, and a dress in her suitcase, as well as the black leather jacket Parker had bought her in Los Angeles.

Running her hand over the soft material, she thought of how he had packed for her the last time, when she’d been so hysterical over Mackenzie.

She squeezed her eyes shut. “Stop it,” she grunted to herself.

She couldn’t cry now. There wasn’t time.

Smashing everything inside, she pulled the case down the spiral stairs and headed to the Mazda and Hartsfield-Jackson.


Chapter Eight

 

The cheap flight Miranda had booked was an airbus with tight seats, few amenities, and too much turbulence.

Holloway looked miserable with his long legs, and Wesson and Becker seemed to be wondering why they weren’t riding in first class seats. But Smith looked as excited as a kid on her first field trip.

At least the flight was non-stop. They arrived in Logan International at seven-thirty that evening.

As they came in for the landing and flew over the harbor lights down below, Miranda’s heart caught at the sight. One of those piers was where the gunfight with Santana and his men had occurred.

The last place she’d seen Parker.

The plane landed smoothly. Forcing the memories of hunting for Mackenzie here with Parker from her mind, Miranda made her way to the rental area, her team at her side.

She’d splurged on the car rental and ended up with a dark brown Nissan Pathfinder that seated seven and included GPS. The hotel rates were higher than expected, but a third of what Parker had spent on the luxury hotel on Boylston Street.

Everyone piled inside the SUV while Miranda set the GPS for the hotel. It was across the Inner Bay, about six miles south. After about twenty minutes, they pulled up to a beige brick building that offered six-stories and few frills.

“Here we are,” Miranda announced without explaining this wasn’t the Ritz.

Everyone climbed out.

“Our new CEO is on the cheap side,” Holloway said under his breath to Wesson as they pulled their luggage into the lobby and checked in.

“I heard that,” Miranda said. As they rode the elevator to the fifth floor, she made a quick plan. “Everyone get settled and we’ll meet in Holloway and Becker’s room in half an hour.”

She had booked a double room for the guys, another double for Wesson and Smith, and a single for herself.

“Will do,” Wesson said as the party stepped into the hall.

Thirty minutes later they were sitting around the room still in their traveling jeans, sipping soft drinks Becker had retrieved from the vending machine.

“Sorry there aren’t enough chairs,” Holloway said, settling in on one of the beds.

It was an ordinary chain type hotel room done in blue and brown. Two beds, neatly made, a dresser, a desk, a TV, a place for drinks over a small fridge. No huge living room and kitchenette with a luxury décor. At one point in her life, Miranda would have thought it was a palace.

Wesson shook her head at Holloway. “Steele thinks Mr. Parker spoiled us. She’s right.”

Might as well tell them or they’d be complaining the whole time they were here. “The truth is Parker was a little too fast and loose with the cash.”

Becker set his drink on the nightstand. “What do you mean, Steele?”

She let out a sigh. “I mean the Agency is losing money.”

Wesson’s green eyes glowed with shock. “Really?”

“Really.”

“How bad is it?” Wesson wanted to know.

Miranda didn’t want to say. “I can’t tell yet, but we have to cut back. Luxury suites aren’t on the menu this time. Sorry.”

Looking a little sheepish, Holloway stared down at his bedspread. Then he shook it off. “Accommodations aren’t important. We’re here to do a job.”

“Right,” everyone muttered in agreement.

Miranda was glad for the change in attitude.

From an armchair near the window, Wesson cleared her throat. “Have you made that call yet, Steele?”

“What call?” Holloway wanted to know.

Miranda nodded. Might as well tell the others about that, too. “I decided to put in a call to Agent Sloan. I used the secure phone he gave Parker some time ago.”

Becker’s brows rose. “You called Sloan? What did he say?”

“He didn’t answer.”

“Sounds like him,” Wesson grumbled.

Holloway shook his head. “So we’re on our own. Where do we start?”

Good question. Holloway was right. They couldn’t count on Sloan. “Back in the lab, Wesson suggested we start by retracing our steps. What exactly did you mean?”

Wesson seemed surprised by the question. Then she turned thoughtful. “Well, we have two locations for Santana.”

“His penthouse in Golden Epoch Towers and the Sector Services Building.”

“But would he have gone to either of those places if he’s hiding out?”

“Probably not. On the other hand, if he’s got the police in his pocket, he might feel free to stick around and keep on running Group 141.” Group 141 was the name Simon Sloan had given Santana’s criminal empire.

“Especially if he knows we left the city,” Holloway said.

“Only one way to find out.” Miranda glanced at the time on her phone. It was getting late. Suddenly Becker’s stomach rumbled. It had been a long time since lunch. “I don’t know what we can get done tonight, but let’s go grab a bite and head over to the Sector Building.”

“It’s a first step,” Wesson said.

Better than sitting here twiddling their thumbs. “Okay then. Dinner will have to be fast food.”

“It’s okay, Steele. I’ll buy,” Becker offered.

“I can’t let you pay for all of us. You have a baby on the way.”

“But I want to.”

She couldn’t let him do that. “Why don’t we just go Dutch treat. Everyone pays for their own meals this time out.”

Wesson rose and started for the door. “Sounds perfect. Let’s get ready and go. I’m starving.”


Chapter Nine

 

The hamburgers and fries weren’t half bad, but Miranda didn’t have much of an appetite. Once again she forced down what was in front of her, feeling as if Parker were prodding her to eat.

Staring out the window at the evening traffic, she felt empty. Just being in this town again brought back the pain and numbness she’d felt in the hospital here.

This was the last place she wanted to be.

She didn’t expect to find much at the Sector Building. It was just the first step in a pointless journey. And she certainly wasn’t looking forward to seeing that skyscraper again.

As everyone was finishing up and pulling on coats, she shoved the car keys across the table to Holloway. “Why don’t you drive?”

“Me?”

“I’ll be focused on the building.”

“Whatever you say, Steele.” With a cocky grin, he took the keys and put them in his pocket as he got to his feet and zipped up his thick parka.

“It’s only about four miles to the Financial District,” Becker said as he climbed into the back of the vehicle. He’d mapped it with his phone. “I’ve got directions.”

“The ride has GPS, Becker,” Holloway reminded him as he started the Pathfinder and pulled onto Massachusetts Avenue, heading for the interstate.

“Just trying to help.”

Miranda turned to stare out the window. Her team was getting testy. All she needed now. They must be sensing her hopelessness. She needed to snap out of it.

“So we’re going to the business Donovan Santana owns?” Smith asked from the backseat. She was sitting between Wesson and Becker.

“It’s one of the places he owns,” Miranda said. “His headquarters.”

“Do you think he’ll be working this late? I mean, if he’s even there.”

“Don’t know.”

The team fell silent.

Traffic was light, but riding along the highway with the lights of the Financial District looming ahead in the darkness, Miranda’s stomach began to ache.

She could get through this, she told herself. She had to. She’d promised Mr. P.

About fifteen minutes later they were cruising through the city streets and the tall buildings. As they turned onto Congress and made their way through the clusters of towering skyscrapers, Miranda felt like a dwarf invading a forest of doom.

Holloway turned at the historic Liberty Square tower, went down a bit, turned another corner and pulled over to the same spot where they’d staked out the parking garage almost three weeks ago.

He let the SUV idle, while along with the rest of the team, Miranda peered out the window.

Just like the first time she’d seen it, the fifty-story glass giant sparkled above them like some dark evil castle. The day the team had parked here, she had gone into that building in a disguise and had somehow made it to the top floor. Acting like a new employee, then a reporter, she’d faked her way into Santana’s huge corner office with its sleek marble and teakwood.

The memory of the man sitting behind his fancy antique desk made her skin crawl.

With his gray hair and expensive suit, he had been supremely confident. Harvard graduate, successful businessman, arrogance oozing from every pore. He’d spoken with such an air of sophistication, but he was nothing but a criminal. There had been no feeling in his icy blue eyes, though they’d reminded her of Mr. P’s. That was when she’d known who he was.

The head of Group 141. The Man in Boston. Parker’s half brother.

Santana was smart, though. He’d known all along who she was.

She’d underestimated him. They all had.

And yet, along with the nausea the memories induced, she felt something else churning in her gut.

Anger. Raw, hard anger. Suddenly she knew something else.

This mission was about more than finding Parker’s body.

She couldn’t let Donovan Santana go free. He had to pay for what he’d done. She couldn’t let him go on running his empire. She had to stop him from ruining more lives. It was clear now.

This was her destiny.

But she wasn’t going into that building again. That would be stupid. There had to be another way to find him.

“It’s up,” Becker cried from the backseat.

Miranda turned around and saw Becker was tapping on his phone. “What’s up?”

“The tracker app. We’re in range, and it looks like the battery hasn’t died.”

She frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“The GPS device Wesson and Agent Sloan put on Santana’s limo.”

Wesson let out a huff. “I put the device on the limo. Agent Sloan just drove me inside the parking garage.”

She was really mad at Sloan, wasn’t she? “Wait. You mean it’s still sending a signal?”

“Yep. See?” Becker held up his phone.

All she saw was a black screen with blue lines and a radiating blue dot. “So what does that mean?”

“That the limo is still in the parking garage.”

She forced her mind back to that day. “Santana switched cars. He drove a gray Infiniti to Golden Epoch Towers himself.” He’d put her in the trunk of it and she’d gotten a look at the car when she’d climbed out at gunpoint.

“We know,” Becker said. “We spotted the Infiniti leaving the Sector Building and got the license number. That’s how we found Santana’s address.”

So that was how Parker and the team had found her and Mackenzie. “What happened to the Infiniti?”

Becker lifted his shoulders. “I don’t know.”

In all the fracas when they’d escaped from the penthouse, the cars had been forgotten.

“Maybe Santana went back to using the limo,” Wesson said. “Can you tell if it’s been driven in the past two weeks?”

Becker peered at his phone. “Maybe. I think I can still access the database.” He swiped around some more, then did a fist pump. “Yes. The password is still good.”

Miranda’s brow creased. “What does this database tell you?”

“It records the coordinates from the device at set intervals. Give me a minute.” Becker swiped around on his phone some more, his lips moving as he read through the data. “Okay. Nothing last week. Or the week before.”

Miranda’s shoulders slumped. “So it still hasn’t moved.”

“Wait.”

“What?”

“There was activity yesterday morning.”

“What kind of activity?”

Becker read through the information again to make sure he was getting it right. “The limo drove to Golden Epoch Towers at nine a.m. yesterday morning. Then it turned around and came back here to the Sector Building. It hasn’t moved since.”

Her nerves tingling, Miranda sat back and let out a breath. “Santana’s still in town.”

“And feeling safe enough to come out of his hidey hole,” Wesson added.

Holloway shook his head. “Not necessarily. What if the limo driver just wanted to keep the battery charged?”

“There’s still a chance Santana could be at his penthouse,” Wesson insisted.

It was the other place they had wanted to check out.

Miranda recalled the broken door and the mess in the bedroom where Sasha, Santana’s right hand man, had escaped. They’d thought Santana had gone into hiding then to avoid a kidnapping charge. And yet that night, there was Sasha and Santana on the pier. In that box truck.

There was more than a slim chance he could have gone back to his penthouse after that.

Suddenly Smith piped up. “But if Santana’s in his penthouse, we can’t go there.”

Miranda turned to peer at the woman and thought of Parker’s comment about her lack of self-confidence. “Why not?”

She blinked back at her. “We don’t have any weapons.”

“Good point.” They were all good martial artists but that was no match for Santana, his Colt 45, and whatever Ukrainian thugs he might have with him. “So how do we get some?”

Wesson groaned. “I don’t think we can, Steele. Sloan isn’t getting in touch with us, and we can’t go to the police. Someone on the force might alert Santana that we’re back in Boston.”

They were pretty certain Santana had law enforcement in his pocket. “Okay. Where else can we get them?”

Now Wesson was on her phone. “There’s a forty-day wait to purchase a handgun in Massachusetts. If you’re a nonresident, you need IDs, about three hundred bucks, and you have to pass a course on the gun range.”

“You could do that easy, Janey,” Becker told her.

“We don’t have time for all that,” Miranda snapped.

“I know.”

Holloway’s stare was cold. “Handguns and rifles are sold on the street.”

“Usually by the same folks who sell drugs,” Wesson said.

“What are you saying, Holloway? That we should try to buy weapons on the street? Illegally?”

He lifted a shoulder. “It’s an option.”

A pretty risky one. If they didn’t get killed by some dealer, they could get arrested by an undercover cop. But did they have another choice?

Suddenly an idea came to her. “The Boston team might be able to help us.”

The Boston team was the local FBI cyber crimes unit Sloan had introduced them to when they were last here.

“Sloan said they were being reassigned,” Wesson grumbled.

Miranda turned around to see her arms folded, her body tense. She was carrying a lot of resentment toward Sloan and Miranda couldn’t blame her. “But they’re still at the brownstone, right?”

“Maybe.”

“It’s worth checking out.” She turned to Holloway. “Do you remember how to get there?”

“Of course, I do.”

Miranda turned back and pointed out the windshield. “Okay, then. Let’s pay our Boston friends a visit.”


Chapter Ten

 

Twenty minutes later, they were winding through the cozy neighborhood streets of Boston’s South End, passing row after row of red brick brownstones that all looked alike.

Holloway turned down a dead-end street and when he reached the house on the corner, he pulled over to the curb.

Miranda eyed the place.

The shades were drawn in the bay window. A lone light glowed at the doorway. Was the Boston team in there, buried in another case?

Only one way to find out.

“Okay, everyone. Let’s go.”

Four car doors opened and shut as they all climbed out of the SUV. Miranda led the way across the street, down the walkway, and up the cement stoop.

Wondering what she was going to tell them, she rang the bell.

The place was still.

Maybe they’d gone home already. She glanced at the time on her phone. Past ten-thirty. Her timing was off.

But she rang again.

This time a dog barked and after a moment, she could hear feet coming down the staircase in the hall.

Another minute went by and the stained wooden door opened a crack.

Someone peeked out. “Who’s there?”

It was a man Miranda had never seen before. He had a youthful face, wispy blond hair, and a light-colored mustache.

“We’re looking for a man named Hernandez.” She thought it best not to use his title in front of strangers.

“Who?”

“Raoul Hernandez.” Miranda was surprised she remembered the agent’s first name.

“Never heard of him.”

“How about Rasmussen?” Holloway asked.

The young man opened the door a bit wider and stared at Holloway. He was in pajamas.

“They’re friends of ours,” Miranda improvised. “We just got into town and they told us we could drop by any time.”

“Friends of yours?” The young man seemed as if he had never heard of the concept.

Suddenly a baby cried down the hall and a young woman, also in PJs appeared with a bundle in her arms. “Oh, Roger. You woke the baby.”

The blond man turned to her. “Do you know anyone named Hernandez or Rasmussen?”

“No. Who’s at the door?”

He turned back. “Who are you again?”

“My name’s Miranda Steele and these are—some folks I work with. We just drove down from New York and were looking for Hernandez and Rasmussen.”

The couple looked at each other.

“That must be the previous owners,” the man said. “We never met them. We bought this house last week from the bank. It was a foreclosure.”

“Foreclosure?” The word hit Miranda in the chest like a punch.

Miranda peered past the woman and saw boxes in the hallway. The landscapes that had hung on the walls when she was here last were gone.

“Sorry we can’t help you.”

One more try. “How about a young woman named Archer. Judy Archer.” She’d made up that first name.

“I’m sorry. Everything was handled by the lawyers.” The man closed the door, as the baby started to howl.

“That’s okay,” Miranda said to the door. “Sorry to bother you. Have a good night.” Feeling stunned, she turned around and led her team back to the SUV.

“What happened?” Smith wanted to know.

In the passenger seat, Miranda slammed her palm against the dash. “Are you sure that was the right address, Holloway?”

Wesson held up her phone. “It’s right. I still have the address Sloan gave me in here.”

“So the FBI made the whole team disappear.” Holloway was angry.

“I didn’t know that was what Sloan meant by being ‘reassigned.’” Becker sounded bewildered.

“What do we do now?” Smith asked.

Miranda watched the lights go out again in the brownstone as the new residents settled in for the night. “We have two choices. Go see Santana unarmed or take the street option.”

Becker shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know, Steele. Don’t you need to be armed in the first place to take the street option?”

Becker was right. Doing business with a drug-slash-gun dealer was almost as dangerous as going up against Santana.

“I have this.” Holloway reached into his pocket and pulled out a switchblade.

Miranda’s mouth fell open. “How’d you get that past TSA?”

He shrugged. “It was in my suitcase. They didn’t notice it.”

“And what if they had?”

“But they didn’t.”

Good grief. If a TSA agent had found that in Holloway’s luggage, they’d all be back in Atlanta trying to bail him out of jail. On the other hand, it was security they needed right now.

“That will have to do. So where do we find such a seller?”

Everyone was quiet for several long minutes.

Finally Smith’s Southern accent broke through the silence. “There’s a bar in Dorchester that was raided by the police a week ago.”

Miranda turned around and saw Smith’s determined expression as she worked on her phone. She was really trying to impress.

“They locked several people up for drug dealing,” she said. “It’s called Bugsy’s Tavern.”

Becker moaned anxiously. “We don’t know if those dealers sell guns.”

Wesson waved a finger at Smith. “And if it’s only been a week, they wouldn’t be back yet.”

“Maybe others moved in,” Smith countered.

A turf war. That was all they needed. “If this tavern is on cop radar, it might not be the best place to do this.”

Holloway tapped the steering wheel. “We might be able to get the name of a contact, at least.”

“And how else are we going to find a dealer?” Smith was digging in her heels.

Miranda gave in. “Okay. We can check this place out. Let’s head that way.”

“Aye, aye,” Holloway said. He checked the address on Smith’s phone, then started the SUV and turned the car around in the nearby cul de sac.

As they rolled through the neighborhood in the direction they’d come, nerves ate away at Miranda’s stomach lining.

So far, they had gotten nowhere. If this trip to Bugsy’s Tavern didn’t work out, things could really go south. Was it worth the risk?

That hard core of anger churned inside her again. She had to stop Santana. She had to put him down. She didn’t want to put the team at risk, but she knew they felt the same. They would do almost anything. Pay any price.

Price. What was the going rate for street weapons and ammo?

“Hey, how much is all this going to cost?”

Holloway grimaced. “I don’t know, but the dealer will want cash.”

Yeah. Those guys didn’t take credit cards. Miranda let out a sigh. “I only have a few bucks on me.”

“We can stop at an ATM.” Wesson offered. “My limit is about five hundred, but I can contribute that much, at least.”

Miranda shook her head. “This purchase will be at the Agency’s expense.”

“We aren’t going Dutch treat this time?”

“No.” She couldn’t ask that of them. “I’ll use the Agency’s credit card. Stop over there.”

Holloway pulled into the tiny parking lot of the pharmacy she’d indicated.

Miranda got out, went inside, and found an ATM. Luckily, it had enough cash. She withdrew twenty-five hundred dollars.

That should cover five handguns and some ammo, she thought as she got back into the car.

Then she took a look at Holloway’s suit and tie. Wesson and Smith were dressed up, too, and so was she. Before they’d left for dinner, they had dressed for work, the way Parker had trained them. They looked like undercover agents.

“We need to change.”

“The hotel’s on the way,” Holloway said.

“Okay. We’ll stop there, freshen up, then head out to the tavern. Everyone in? If you want to back out, now’s the time to say so.”

“Are you kidding, Steele?” Wesson snickered. “We wouldn’t miss this for the world.”


Chapter Eleven

 

Alone in her hotel room, Miranda forced herself not to think about what she was about to do as she pulled on a dark turtleneck, jeans, and a pair of black side zip ankle boots.

Staring at herself in the mirror, she tried to do something with her hair.

A long time ago, Parker had called her reckless. Was she being that way again? If anything happened to anyone tonight, she’d never forgive herself. But then Parker had also told her she was courageous and that risk came with the territory.

In a last ditch effort, she reached for the secure cell phone and called Sloan again.

After five rings, once more it went to voicemail.

Crap. For all she knew, the FBI had given Sloan’s number to another agent. Hoping that wasn’t the case, she left a detailed message, telling Sloan the team was in Boston looking for Santana, and hoping to find Parker’s body. If he wanted to help, they could use him.

With a loud grunt, she hung up and reached for the black leather jacket Parker had bought her in Los Angeles. Running her hand over the zippers on the sleeves, she hoped it made her look tough enough. She locked the door and headed downstairs to meet the team in the lobby.

When she spotted them, she had to smile. They were all in the black leather from Los Angeles, too.

Even Smith had one, though she hadn’t been in LA. It had shoulder detail and wide lapels that kind of went with Wesson’s curve-hugging cloak.

“Great minds think alike,” Wesson grinned at her.

“When Janey showed me her jacket, I had to get one, too,” Smith said as they headed out to the Pathfinder. “I found it at Macy’s on Peachtree for half price.”

Nerves were making her babble.

“You fit right in,” Becker told her as he climbed into the backseat behind her.

Becker hadn’t been in LA, either, when Parker took the team on a shopping spree and he wasn’t the type to splurge on himself. He was the only one not in black leather. His jacket was a dark gray Polar fleece zip up.

It would have to do.

Smith and the rest of the team fell silent as they drove straight south through a residential street lined with two- and three-story clapboard buildings. After another mile and a half, small businesses and shops began to break up the scenery, and just past a barber shop and a pharmacy, they reached a dull tan single story building on the corner with no windows.

A cheap-looking neon light over the door flashed “Bugsy’s Tavern.”

Wesson peered out the window. “Here we are.” There was a note of cynicism in her voice. She was used to classier places.

But Miranda knew she wasn’t chickening out.

As they waited for the red light, she took in the scene.

The bar seemed to have no lack of customers. People were coming in and out of the door, allowing the loud music to spill onto the street. Clusters of folks stood outside on the sidewalk and on the corner, smoking, laughing, and drinking from beer bottles.

Were these the dealers they were looking for? They’d find out soon enough.

The light turned, and Holloway pulled into the tiny crowded parking lot next to the place. They were lucky enough to find a spot at the very end.

“It’s a good omen,” Becker said.

Miranda hoped he was right.

Holloway turned off the car and put the keys in his pocket. “So what’s the plan, Steele?”

She drew in a breath. “We go in, order some drinks, ask around, see what we can find out. I’ll do the asking, by the way.”

“Okay.” Holloway sounded like he didn’t care for that restriction, and she knew he wouldn’t feel bound to it.

“We should have a signal,” Becker said.

“A signal?”

“You know. A way to communicate with each other? If we need to cut and run?”

She got what he meant. “You’re right. How about if I point to the door and say, ‘Let’s go’?”

Becker frowned. “That’s not a signal.”

“Sure it is.”

“It’s not secret. How about ‘Flower Power’?”

Miranda’s brows rose.

“It’s a bike Callie wants. It has lots of colors, streamers, and a doll basket.”

Whatever. “Okay, Becker. If I say ‘Flower Power’, we’ll all know to haul ass. Everybody got that?”

“Got it,” they said.

“Good. Now let’s go do this.” She opened her door and headed for the bar.


Chapter Twelve

 

Bugsy’s Tavern was dark, crowded, smoky, and loud.

Blues music pulsed through the air along with a smell Miranda didn’t want to identify. Plus there was something sticky on the floor, she noted as she pushed through the patrons clustered into the narrow, hall-like space along the bar that led to a more open area with tables and booths.

She turned to Becker. “Get us a table.”

“Sure thing, Steele.”

Then she nodded to Holloway. “Come with me.” She sidled up to the bar with the ex-Marine next to her.

It was busy, and it took a while to get the barkeep’s attention.

“What would you like?” a young man said at last with little enthusiasm. He wore a wife beater T-shirt, and had dark greasy hair and an attitude.

“Crowded tonight, huh?” she said, trying to make conversation.

“We usually are.”

“Good for business.”

He shrugged. “What can I get for you?”

So much for small talk.

Miranda put a foot on the bar’s lower rung and leaned across the surface. “I understand there’s someone here we can get some blow from?” She felt embarrassed using the term. She didn’t know if she sounded street smart or silly.

The bartender gave her a long hard stare, then smirked. “I don’t know anything about that. Why don’t you sit over there and order some drinks.” He gestured toward the tables.

Had they been wrong about this place? Or did he think she was a cop?

But she laughed as if she’d been joking. “Sure, bud. Whatever you say.”

She gave Holloway another nod and they headed to the table Becker had found. As she scooted in beside Wesson, Miranda noticed the table rocked and the chairs were kind of shabby. Not the most upscale place in town, but that was where they’d find what they were looking for.

A waitress in a tight black crop top and skinny jeans came by and took their orders, which were mostly grenadine and club soda with lime.

Becker and Holloway conversed and kept an eye on the back, while she studied the rest of the place.

The paneling was dark faux wood and looked sticky. There were the usual neon signs advertising various brands of beer. Along the walls were a few sports jerseys and posters from mob movies interspersed with second hand Tiffany lamps, some of which were broken. She wasn’t sure what the décor was supposed to be. If they were trying for a touch of class with the lamps, they’d missed it.

The drinks were delivered, and as Miranda sipped her Roy Rogers, she took in the clientele.

At the bar a couple of rough looking guys in beards and Bruins hats slurped beers from mugs. Farther down, a skinny dude in a denim shirt with a Red Sox cap on backwards stared up at the TV. In a booth, a woman with long stringy blond hair leaned her head back, looking wasted.

And it was only Monday night.

At a nearby table, a long-torsoed guy was draped over a chair while the girl with him mouthed the words to the song that was playing.

Anyone in the bar could be a dealer. Or none of them. Though some were no doubt users. So how to locate the right person? Who else could she ask?

The song that was playing finished and another started. And another after that.

After a long mournful tune about being down on your luck ended, Wesson nudged her. “The bartender you spoke to is eyeing us.”

Miranda risked a glance in his direction. “He’s checking us out. Thinks were undercover cops.” At least that was her guess.

“I don’t know if this is going to work, Steele. How are we going to get anybody here to trust us?”

“We just have to be patient.”

The music blared and Smith started tapping her hands on the table in time to “Got My Mojo Working.”

“My mother used to play this song,” she giggled and took a slurp from her glass.

Miranda nudged Wesson. “What’s she drinking?”

Wesson whispered in Smith’s ear. Her eyes went wide. “A strawberry pina colada. Why?”

“Is it virgin?” Miranda hissed.

“Uh, no. Was it supposed to be?”

“Yes. We need to stay alert.”

Smith’s cheeks turned as pink as her drink. “Sorry, Steele. I didn’t know. But aren’t they going to think we’re cops if we don’t order alcohol?”

That wasn’t the point.

Miranda was about to chew her out when the waitress came over. “Anyone need a refill?”

“We’re good,” Miranda said before Smith could order anything else.

Then the waitress started wiping the table with a rag and leaned in near Miranda. “Lorenzo says you want to place a special order?”

Miranda sat up with surprise. Lorenzo must be the bartender. Clearing her throat, she relaxed her shoulders, trying to look streetwise. “If the price is right.”

“The guy you’re looking for is in the corner.” The waitress nodded toward the back. “Big guy. No hair. Wears lots of gold. Name’s T.”

Before Miranda could say anything else, she whisked away to another table.

Wesson stared at her, her green eyes glowing. “That’s our guy?”

“Apparently so.” Miranda looked at her team.

Everyone had gotten the message and was waiting for her cue. It might be awkward for all of them to go see this guy together, but there was safety in numbers.

She leaned in close. “All right. I’ll lead the way over there and do the talking. Everyone stay alert. If it goes south, we’ll do whatever’s necessary and get out of here ASAP. Got it?”

“Got it, Steele.”

“Let’s go.”

They rose as if they were leaving, and Wesson and Holloway laid some cash on the table. Miranda let them because she needed all of hers for the purchase.

She turned and weaved her way through the bodies to the spot the waitress had indicated.

In a dark corner stood a large booth with a smallish round table laden with drinks and ashtrays. Two tall muscle-bound men in black leather jackets stood at either side of it. The middle of the tufted seat was occupied by two women with heavy makeup, long hair, and big breasts. They were wearing gold and blue sequin outfits that didn’t leave much to the imagination.

Between the women, right in the center, sat a large man with a shaved head, heavy jowls, and several chins. The round body expanding out from the chins was clad in a black, long sleeved silk shirt open at the neck, where three strands of thick gold chains hung. He had something of an Asian look.

Sort of like a gangsta version of Buddha.

His dark tapered brows arched, as he studied them carefully while he puffed on a cigar. He remained silent.

“Are you T?” Miranda said at last.

The man rolled his cigar around in his mouth and blew a ring of smoke across the table. “Who wants to know?”

“Little Bo Peep.” She gestured to her team. “These are my sheep.”

T’s rather thick lips curled as if he liked her spunk, though she saw Holloway hiding a grimace from the corner of her eye.

Three of the crappy chairs were on her side of the table. Miranda gestured to them. “Can we sit?”

Puffing some more, T’s gaze went from Holloway to Becker to Wesson. He paused a moment when he got to Smith, making Miranda’s stomach tense. Did this guy have a taste for blondes?

Finally he nodded, and Miranda took the chair across from him while Wesson and Smith settled into seats at her side, and Holloway and Becker stood at their backs.

“I understand you might be interested in some product,” said the man.

“That’s sort of it.”

“Sort of?”

Miranda picked up a coaster and played with it a while. “What we really need, T, is some heat.”

T’s dark brows climbed even higher on his bare forehead. “You mean—” He extended his forefinger and pretended to shoot.

“That’s right.”

He chuckled. “So you’re going for the big stuff right away.”

“Something like that.”

He sat back and studied his cigar. “That will cost you.”

“We understand that.”

T looked up and settled his gaze on Smith again. “Maybe more than you think.”

Was this sucker wanting to trade guns for Cindy Smith? No way in hell she was going to let that happen.

“T,” one of the bodyguards along the wall said.

T looked up at him. He nodded toward the door.

Everyone turned that way.

A couple of clean cut young men in jackets and jeans were making their way through the crowd, scanning the customers as if they were hunting for something in particular.

Undercover cops? Or were they off-duty officers on the take?

“I believe those were the gentlemen who visited us a month ago,” said the bodyguard.

Her first guess was right.

T rose and got to his feet. “Sorry, Ms. Peep. I’m afraid we can’t do business right now. I have to be on my way.”

Miranda and her team scrambled to their feet to avoid being knocked over as the bodyguards, T, and the two ladies rose and hurried out a back door.

“Hold it there, sir,” called the taller of the two undercovers.

“What’s going on?” cried a woman at the bar.

People began to yell and shove each other as they tried to get away from the men. Glass shattered onto the floor. Someone threw a punch.

“We’d better get out of here, Steele,” Holloway said.

So much for ‘Flower Power.’ No way they could get out the front.

“Over there.” Becker waved a hand. “There’s a side door.”

Miranda craned her neck and spotted a gray exit door with a lot of graffiti scratched on it. Best option they had.

“Okay. Let’s go.”


Chapter Thirteen

 

As the metal door clanged shut behind her, Miranda found herself in a cold dark alley.

“What do we do now?” Becker’s voice was shaky.

“We need to get back to the Pathfinder,” Holloway said.

Over her shoulder, Miranda could see the main street and a lot of commotion on the sidewalk.

Not safe there.

They were on a paved surface about thirty feet wide, an alleyway big enough for trucks to get through to access the rear of the buildings for deliveries. Cars were parked on either side of the road, but no one was around. That wouldn’t last long.

The side of the tavern was behind them. Another building loomed into the darkness across the alley. Under a faraway street lamp she could see the distant edge of the other building. Looked like it opened to another paved lot.

She waved a hand in that direction. “Head that way. See if there’s a way back to Bugsy’s parking lot.”

Everyone moved along as quickly as they could, their breaths making telltale puffs in the cold night air, and the crunch of their footsteps on the pavement sounding ominous.

Just as they reached the end of the opposite building, Miranda thought she heard something. A chill went down her spine and it wasn’t from the weather.

She heard it again.

“Psst.”

She stopped. “Did somebody say something?”

Wesson turned her head. “No.”

“Psst.”

Miranda squinted past Holloway and saw a dark figure behind a car, leaning against the far building’s brick wall.

As she stared at him he raised a forefinger in the air as if to get her attention.

Giving the team a cover-me look, she crossed the pavement.

The man was short and thin. Like the team, he wore a black leather jacket and jeans. He had a dark woolen cap on his head, and a short dark beard framed his face.

“What do you want?” Miranda barked in her toughest voice.

The man raised his hands. “Hey, lady. I’m just trying to help. I heard you asking about heat in there.” His thick Boston accent had a swagger to it.

Miranda’s heart began to bang against her ribcage. Was this a guy who could sell them what they needed? Or was he an undercover cop?

She needed to get it right. If she went to jail, Parker wouldn’t be here to bail her out this time.

She decided to risk it. “What have you got?”

He grinned. “Come with me.”

He led them across a short lot behind the tall building to a beat up Buick parked in another dark alleyway.

Turning, he looked them over as if he was as suspicious of them as they were of him.

But at last, he opened the trunk of the car.

Miranda peeked inside. It was loaded with guns.

“I’ve got some sweet chrome here. Millis, a couple four-pounds, a Mag or two. Or are you looking for a flamestick?” He pointed to a stack of rifles and shotguns along the back.

“No flamesticks.” She looked over the handguns and saw her favorite nine millimeter. “How much for the Beretta?”

“The APX? That’s a nice one. Great ergo. I could let one go for a thousand.”

Her brows shot up. “A thousand?”

“That’s what I said.” He pointed to the far end of the trunk. “I’ve got some snubbies. I could let those go for three each.”

Miranda eyed the weapons. Short barreled Saturday Night Specials. Cheap.

She shook her head. “Those won’t do. I need five millis. It’s for a project we’re working on.”

The man’s gaze went from Holloway to Wesson to Becker to Smith.

“I was hoping to do a package deal. How about five hundred a piece? Plus ammo.”

The man laughed and reached for the trunk to pull it down. “I thought you wanted to do business, lady.”

Miranda pushed the trunk back up. “Seven hundred each.” She’d have to go with four weapons and borrow that extra cash Wesson had offered earlier.

The man’s lips thinned. “Nine.”

“Eight. Plus ammo. And I can only take three.” It would wipe her out and wasn’t all she wanted, but it would have to do.

He looked over his shoulder and shifted his weight back and forth. For a minute Miranda thought he was going to slam the trunk down and drive away.

Instead he said, “Deal.”

Okay, then. She reached into her pocket for her cash and realized this was the moment of truth. If this dude was an undercover cop, the cuffs would be on her wrists in the next second.

Her heart pumping, she handed the wad to him.

Instead of arresting her, he counted the money, stuffed it into his pocket, and handed her the Beretta, two Glock nine millimeters, and three boxes of ammo. He even threw in a few cleaning kits.

She gave the Glocks to Wesson and Holloway, the ammo to Becker, and slipped the Beretta into her coat pocket. “Nice doing business with you.”

“Same here. Good luck with your project.”

“Thanks. Hey, how do we get back to Bugsy’s parking lot?”

He pointed toward a building behind the bar. “There’s a gap in that corner. It’s tight, but it’ll get you there.

“Much obliged,” Holloway said.

They hurried off to the place the dealer had indicated and squeezed through. They had to go single file along the side of the tavern. Then the building ended and the barrier to the lot became a cyclone fence.

Becker stopped and pointed to the tangle of cars still parked there. “I can see the Pathfinder. We’re here.”

Except he was looking at it through chain link.

Miranda peered up at the top of the fence. “Can we climb it?”

“Here’s a gate,” Wesson said. She was ten feet ahead of them.

She gave the metal a hard push, and it jerked open. They hurried through the gap and ran for the SUV.

Miranda held her breath while Holloway eased out of the lot and turned into traffic. As they drove away from Bugsy’s Tavern, her heart was still pounding.

Miranda could hear Wesson puffing from the backseat.

“I can’t believe we actually did that.”

Craning his neck, Becker peered out the rear window. “I hope no one remembers us.”

They had more to worry about than that, Miranda thought.

“This didn’t go the way I thought it would,” Wesson groaned. “We don’t even know what we bought.”

“You mean what Steele bought,” Holloway smirked.

Miranda chafed at Holloway’s cynicism, but he had a point. “Okay. Here’s what we’ll do. Take these back to the hotel and clean them. We’ll get up early and find a shooting range to test fire them. Then we’ll head over to Golden Epoch before Santana leaves to go to work or wherever he might be going. Sound good?”

The team was silent as they mulled over the plan. Miranda was surprised when Becker was the first one to speak.

“Sure, Steele,” he said.

“I’m in,” Wesson agreed.

“Me, too,” Smith said.

Finally Holloway chimed in as he turned onto the main street. “It’s what we came here to do, isn’t it?”

“Right.” It most certainly was.


Chapter Fourteen

 

After Janelle Wesson finished her shower and blow drying her hair, she came out of the bathroom to find Cindy Smith sitting cross-legged on her bed in her blue flannel pjs, pieces of the Glock spread out on a towel before her. Barrel, slide, frame, and magazine.

“What are you doing?”

She picked up a brush and pushed it through the barrel. “I’m cleaning your gun for you.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I want to do something. I feel so stupid about that drink order.”

“Forget it.”

Smith put a dab of oil on a tiny cloth and ran it through the barrel with a pick. “How can I? Did you see the way Steele glared at me? Her eyes were like flamethrowers. She’s not patient like Mr. Parker was.”

Janelle came around and sat down on the other bed. “She’s having a hard time. Can you imagine what this must be like for her?”

“Yeah. I know. I still can’t believe what happened to Mr. Parker.” She sounded so sad.

“Neither can I. We’re all having trouble dealing with it. But this mission is the best way to fix that. Well, not fix it, but set things straight. In my opinion, at least. If we find Santana tomorrow, it’ll all be over.”

“Which is why we have to be ready.”

“Which is why we need to get some sleep. We have to get up early.”

“You’re right.” Cindy reassembled the gun, put it away in its case, and put the case in the nightstand between them. Then she took the towel into the bathroom, washed her hands, and came back to bed.

Janelle watched her climb in and pull up the covers. They’d been friends since they’d started together at the Agency, but a bad boss in North Carolina had done something to Smith. She’d like to fix that, too. Maybe facing Santana would help Cindy regain her confidence.

She reached for the light. “Goodnight, Smith.”

“Goodnight, Wesson.”

Janelle smiled at the standing joke their names made, then laid down and stared up at the ceiling in the dark.

“I’m sorry about Sloan,” Cindy said softly.

Janelle sucked in a breath at the sound of his name. “What about Sloan?”

“That he hasn’t called. I know you must be bummed out.”

Janelle had told Cindy too much about her relationship—or whatever it was—with Simon Sloan. She’d wanted to talk to her sister, but Olivia was having enough of a time adjusting to what had happened to her.

Last Saturday, Cindy had asked Janelle to go clothes shopping to try to forget the gloomy mood from Boston. They’d had fun, bought a lot of things they didn’t need, and then had lunch at a nice Italian place on Peachtree.

She ended up telling Cindy everything about Sloan.

About how impossibly handsome he was. About how she felt when she’d seen him at the brownstone. About the things he’d said to her. About his mind-blowing kisses.

None of which she needed to be thinking about right now.

“I’m okay,” she said. “Go to sleep.”

And she rolled over and pulled up the covers. She wasn’t bummed out Sloan hadn’t called. That was the way he was. She’d come to accept it.

Or tried to.

Her feelings for him were a jumbled mess. She remembered standing with him in the little office in the brownstone. Then in her hotel suite. She thought about those kisses of his. But most of all she was too angry at him for words.

First Simon asks her not to regret being involved with him. He says he wants to find out what they had and what it could lead to. Then he takes her phone, tells her he’s “tainted” and doesn’t want her to contact him again.

Okay, a lot of traumatic things had happened between those two events.

The shakeup at the FBI had been horrible. They’d shut down the Custodians. People had died. But shouldn’t that have brought them closer together?

No, Simon Sloan thought he was cursed in some way.

He thought he was accountable for the deaths of people under his command. She could only imagine the weight of that responsibility, and she sympathized. Up to a point.

He said she might end up dead if they pursued a relationship. She appreciated his wanting to protect her, but she could take care of herself.

If he had real feelings for her, he wouldn’t have pulled away. And no matter what, didn’t the work come first? Was it because of her he wasn’t calling Steele back?

If that was so, she would think even less of him.

One thing she was sure of. She had no interest in a relationship with a man with issues like that.

Dating had always been fun for her. Carefree. Light. She had no intention of hooking up with someone with a dark tormented past.

If Sloan wanted to help the team, fine. They could use him, though that didn’t seem likely. But any interaction with him from now on would be purely professional.

No more kisses.

Giving her pillow a sock, she closed her eyes and tried to sleep.


Chapter Fifteen

 

Miranda stared down at the encrypted FBI phone wanting to hurl it against the wall.

Still no return call from Sloan.

What had she been thinking? The Custodians had been disbanded. Whatever connections Santana had at the FBI had manage to shut down the group that had been putting a dent in his sex slavery operations for years.

For all she knew Sloan had been reassigned to a one man office in Wyoming.

She took the towel from her head and ran her fingers through her hair to let it air dry.

Then she sat down at the desk and finished cleaning the Beretta she’d bought tonight.

She ran her fingers over its dark gray contours, then checked the sight, hoping she hadn’t been fleeced.

The weapon looked okay. She’d find out for sure at the gun range tomorrow.

Her shoulder ached. She moved it around in a half hearted attempt at her physical therapy exercises to ease the stiffness, then gave up. Sorry, Dr. Taggart. That’s the best I can do.

She put the pieces of the Beretta back together and slipped the gun into a drawer. She wiped her hands on the towel, set the clock on her phone for five a.m., and climbed into bed.

Closing her eyes, she braced herself as the emptiness settled around her. She’d been able to push it away while she’d been working, but the stillness brought it back in full force.

For the thousandth time, tears welled in her eyes. Crap.

Focus on tomorrow, she told herself as she wiped them away.

After tomorrow she’d feel better. After tomorrow, she’d set things straight.

“I’m doing this for you, my love,” she whispered to the air.

And she meant it. She hadn’t realized it until now, but she wanted Parker’s body back as much as Mr. P did. And she would get it. She’d take him home, bury him in that plot in Saint Simon’s. Should she have another memorial? No, just a graveside service with family and friends.

But she might not even be there if she was in jail.

She turned over and tried to force herself to sleep. If she didn’t, she’d be worthless tomorrow, and that couldn’t happen.

Finally she drifted off, her heart filled with determination. She’d made up her mind.

She didn’t care what happened to her. She didn’t care if she went to prison for life.

Tomorrow, she would go to Golden Epoch Towers and find her husband’s killer. Tomorrow, she would put the barrel of that Beretta to Santana’s temple and make him tell her what he did with Parker’s body.

And after he did, she’d put a bullet in that bastard’s head.


Chapter Sixteen

 

Tuesday morning at 0700, Simon Sloan strolled across C Street in Washington DC and into John Marshall Park.

His overcoat shielding him from the brisk morning wind, he took a seat on a bench facing the court building and watched the pigeons as he waited under the bare trees.

Thirty minutes earlier he’d sent Cooley, his boss, an esoteric text using a code they’d invented when they were in training together. Cooley was already at his desk, Sloan had assumed, and the J Edgar Hoover Building was just a fifteen-minute walk from here.

He should be here soon.

A few blocks to the north stood the National Law Enforcement Officers Memorial wall where Sloan had been spending a lot of free time reading the names of the fallen.

A few members of the Bureau had been memorialized there, and he longed for the names of his people to be on that wall. His sister-in-law, Clarissa. Special Agent Endicott, whom he’d lost in Atlanta. Special Agent Toby Shaw, who’d been killed by Anatoly Tamarkin, aka Sasha. And someone else, as well.

That was highly unlikely.

No, he would have to honor them with action instead.

The sound of quick footsteps made Sloan turn his head as he caught sight of the tall broad shouldered figure coming toward him on the sidewalk. Wearing the same dark wool blend top coat as his own, Cooley moved with his usual well-bred air, the breeze teasing his blond Caesar cut as he moved to the bench where Sloan sat.

He stopped at the end of it and sat, keeping his gaze straight ahead. After a moment, he spoke.

“What’s all this cloak-and-dagger about, Sloan?”

Sloan kept his eyes on the building across the way. “I needed to discuss something with you, sir.”

“I’m sorry about the job. And the pay cut. As I’ve told you, it couldn’t be helped.”

After the fiasco in Boston, Cooley had moved Sloan to Records and Research, and had him going through old files in the bowels of the J Edgar Hoover Building. But actually, Sloan had been able to review several cold cases and write his recommendations on how they could be reinvestigated. Cooley had been kind enough to at least give him that.

“I’m not asking about the job.”

“Then what do you want, Sloan?” Cooley was irritated with him.

But not really with him, with the situation he was in. He was about to get more irritated.

“Steele is calling me.”

From the corner of his eye, Sloan watched Cooley’s back go rigid.

“Steele? What does she want?”

For a long moment Sloan watched a pigeon pecking its way along the eaves of the court building. “She’s in Boston with her team. They’re trying to find Wade Parker’s body.”

Cooley took in a few breaths as he processed that statement. “They should leave that matter alone.”

“It’s her husband.”

Cooley was silent.

Sloan’s heart sank. It was hard to see the man he’d once thought of as a bulwark of courage caving to the unseen forces pulling the strings above him. The consequences had to be dire for Cooley to do that. There were things he wasn’t telling him. Couldn’t tell him.

“You spoke to Steele?” Cooley said after a long pause.

“I didn’t have to. I heard her messages. I know what she wants.”

“And you want to help her and her team.”

“Exactly.”

“I can’t authorize it.”

“I didn’t think you could.”

That wasn’t the worst of it. If he said yes to Steele, facing the gorgeous redhead he’d snubbed would be harder than any repercussions of his decision. Harder than facing Santana, if they found him.

He knew he’d hurt her.

Since he’d left her in that hotel room in Boston, he’d thought of her every day. Heck, he’d thought of her every day since he’d met her. Her flowing red hair, her curves, the taste of her luscious lips. And not just the physical things. He admired her as a person and a professional. Her valor, her pluck, her grit made his blood rush. As a partner, she was topnotch.

With all his heart, he wished it could work out between them.

But he knew it never could.

To say working with her again was going to be awkward was a gigantic understatement. But he wasn’t going to let that stop him. He had to vindicate himself. He had to avenge the deaths of his people.

And of Wade Parker.

At his side, Cooley drew in an audible breath. “Then why did you bring me out here?”

“To tell you I’m going to Boston.”

“I would advise you to leave the matter alone, too.”

“I appreciate the warning, but I can’t do that.”

Finally, Cooley turned to face him. “Don’t you understand, Sloan? It’s dangerous.”

“It’s always been dangerous.”

Cooley shook his head. “Not like this. This is bigger than all of us, Sloan.”

Sloan studied the deep lines in Cooley’s face. He was only a year older than himself, but he looked fifty. The stress of carrying around unspeakable secrets. His boss knew much more than he was saying. Sloan thought he was warning himself as much as him.

“That doesn’t change what I have to do.” If he lost his life, it would be his personal tribute to his people.

Cooley’s shoulders slumped. “When do you leave?”

“As soon as I can get a flight out. I was hoping I could take some supplies.”

“Take what you need.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“And be careful.”

“I’ll try.” Sloan got to his feet and took one more long look at his boss.

There was nothing more he could say to his friend. He couldn’t change his mind. He couldn’t help him carry his burdens. Cooley wouldn’t let him.

And so, he simply turned and walked away.


Chapter Seventeen

 

The weapons turned out to be better than Miranda expected.

All three had comfortable grips, good action, handled well, and were accurate. At the gun range, after she’d watched Wesson plug eight quick rounds straight into the heart of the paper target she’d been aiming at, Miranda knew they were ready.

Except for the two unarmed members of her team.

As Holloway pulled the Pathfinder up to the curb across from the fancy courtyard of Golden Epoch Towers, Miranda gazed up at the silver glass-and-steel.

She made a decision. “Becker?”

“Yes, Steele?”

“Did you bring equipment with you?” He always carried a bag full of stuff.

“Yeah. What do you need?”

“Wires.”

“I’ve got some.”

“Just one. Can you rig me up now?” She was thinking about the last time she wore a wire when she went into the Sector Building to meet Santana.

This time it would be different.

After rummaging around in his bag and putting some things together, Becker handed her a small piece of clear tape with a bud in the middle of it.

“This is a new model. It’s smaller and more powerful.”

“Cool.” Gently Miranda took the tape from his fingers, lifted her blouse, and pressed it to her stomach. She was glad she’d had the team dress professionally today. Everyone was in dark colors and business suits. “This good?”

“Hold on.” Becker donned a pair of ear buds and adjusted some buttons on a small black box. “Say something.”

“Cowabunga.”

“Coming in loud and clear.”

“Okay, you and Smith stay here in the car while Holloway and Wesson and I go up. Monitor us, and if things go south, get help.”

Becker blinked at her. “You think things will go south?”

“No. I don’t. I’m just hedging our bet.”

Sitting next to Becker in the backseat, Smith wore a forlorn look. “We can’t go up with you?”

“You aren’t armed. It’s safer this way.”

Smith didn’t argue, but Miranda could tell she felt useless. Couldn’t be helped. She couldn’t risk it.

“Any activity on that limo, Becker?”

Becker rummaged for his phone. He scanned it a moment and shook his head. “Nada.”

“Let’s hope that means we can catch this bastard having breakfast.” She opened the passenger door.

Wesson got out along the sidewalk, while Holloway handed the keys to the Pathfinder to Becker, who locked the vehicle.

The trio crossed the street, then the courtyard, and finally made their way into the building.

Like the Sector Building, the lobby of Golden Epoch Towers was all marble, glass, chrome, and lofty ceilings. But instead of using the regular way up, Holloway led them around to the service elevator. He was familiar with it from when he entered the building posing as a workman a few weeks ago.

As they rode up to the sixtieth floor, Miranda’s nerves were tingling. But she kept her breathing steady, and when the elevator opened, she marched down the hall to the huge entrance of the penthouse feeling nothing but dogged determination.

Lowering her voice, she drew her weapon and whispered, “Holloway, you take care of Sasha. Wesson, you handle any other Ukrainians we find. I’m going for the head honcho.”

Wesson gave a short nod as she pulled out her Glock. “Got it.”

“Ready?”

“We’re ready, Steele,” Holloway said, brimming with confidence Miranda hoped wasn’t unwarranted.

She gave the door three raps and stepped to the side with her two cohorts, so as not to be seen through the peephole.

It took a moment, but at last the door was opened by someone, apparently without checking who was outside.

“Is that my latte?” said a sleepy female voice.

Latte?

Miranda put her gun behind her back and moved to the door.

A tall lean woman stood in the doorway. Her dark brown hair was parted down the middle and pulled smoothly back to the nape of her neck. Her eyes were large, and her cheekbones were high. Her face had little makeup.

Pulling a floor-length silky gold paisley robe around her, she stared at Miranda in confusion. “Where’s my latte and Danish?”

Must be Santana’s girl from last night. “Where’s Santana?” Miranda barked at her.

The woman blinked, her frown growing deeper. “Who?”

“Donovan Santana. The man you slept with last night.”

That woke her up. “What? How dare you? I don’t even know anyone by that name.”

“I think you do.”

She uttered an indescribable sound of frustration. “What are you? Paparazzi? Where are your cameras?”

“We’re with the police,” Miranda lied.

Dramatically, the woman pulled her robe up to her throat. “The police?”

“We’re investigating an incident that occurred here a few weeks ago. May we come in?”

The woman’s mouth remained opened. “No. I’ve got to be ready for a shoot in an hour.”

Santana was hiring beautiful women to do his shooting for him?

“Miranda.”

Suddenly Miranda became aware Wesson was poking her in the ribs.

She turned to her. “What?”

“That’s Arianna.”

“Who?”

“She’s a famous fashion model.”

Now it was Miranda’s turn to frown.

Full of indignation the woman in the doorway straightened, then she noticed Holloway and relaxed into a smile. “That’s right. I’m here in town for a photo shoot. We decided to go patriotic and use Boston as the backdrop. So if you’ll excuse me, I need to get ready.” She started to close the door.

Miranda put her arm against it, making her shoulder smart. “We still need to look around. May we come in a moment?” she said again. “This is an important matter.”

“Oh, all right.” Arianna let them inside, and Miranda and her team holstered their weapons as they began to scan the place.

The woman hadn’t asked if they had a warrant, so Miranda just pretended they did as she took in the open design.

The white beams of the vaulted ceiling. The honey color of the hard wood floor. The breathtaking expanse of the city and waterways through the glass curtain walls.

While Wesson checked a room near the kitchen, Miranda followed Holloway down the nearby hall as he scoped out the bedroom where she’d been held prisoner.

The door had been repaired, and everything was clean and spotless.

As she caught sight of the bed with its pale blue comforter, suddenly a whirlwind of emotions hit her. It all came back to her. Her long talk with Mackenzie, her fight with Sasha, the rush of seeing Parker again.

Refusing to break down, she gritted her teeth and moved back down the hall and across to the living room and its ivory fireplace.

A whole wardrobe of clothes had been draped over the white leather sofa and barrel chairs.

Arianna watched her closely as if she feared Miranda would shoplift an outfit or two. “What are you looking for?”

“We’re looking for the owner of this penthouse. His name is Donovan Santana. Are you sure you don’t know him?” She still didn’t quite buy it.

“No. I never met him. My agency rented this place for me.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Just two days.”

“How long are you staying?”

“No more than a month. The shoot won’t take that long, but I want to stick around and get some content for my blog.”

The woman had a blog.

Miranda moved to the other side of the room, found another hall that led to the master bedroom. No one popped out from behind the door. No one was hiding in the closet, but there was another store’s worth of clothes in there, and more strewn on the oversized bed. An elegant dressing table was filled with cosmetics and lotions. Not a stitch of anything masculine.

Arianna was telling the truth. Santana wasn’t here.

This was another bust.

Her heart sinking, she gestured to Wesson, who was lingering at the closet and led her back out to the living room where she found Holloway.

“I think we’re done here,” she told them.

She turned to the fashion model. “Sorry to bother you.”

“I didn’t mean to be testy. I’m always cooperative with the authorities.” She smiled at Holloway. “If you’d like to come and watch the photo shoot, you’d all be welcome.”

Holloway cleared his throat, his face turning a little red.

That was all she needed now. “No, thanks, ma’am. We’ve got to get back to the station.”

And she crossed to the door and left.


Chapter Eighteen

 

“Was it really Arianna?” Smith said.

Wesson nodded. “In all her glory. Complete with a massive wardrobe.”

“Oh, wow. I wish I could have seen it.”

They were gathered around a circular table in a pancake house Holloway had found near the Charles River. Their coats were piled up on an empty chair and humongous plates of food covered the table’s surface.

All Miranda could do was stare down at the fried eggs and pancakes before her.

“He’s not here,” she murmured. “Santana’s not in Boston.”

Wesson gave her a nudge. “You need to eat.”

Miranda came out of her stupor and curled a lip at her. Who did she think she was? Parker?

“Compartmentalize.” Holloway reached for the syrup. “That’s what they taught us in the Marines. Just focus on the task at hand.”

He meant eating. He was doing it, too.

She sighed.

She guessed she did need to keep herself fueled, though what good it did, she didn’t know. Begrudgingly, she picked up a fork and shoveled a huge bite of eggs into her mouth. She chewed, grabbed her coffee, and washed it down.

“Okay. I ate something. Now let’s talk about what we do next.”

Everyone was silent.

Miranda swallowed another sip of coffee. “What we know is Santana rented out his penthouse and left the tracking device on his limo, which he hasn’t been using.”

Becker picked at his blueberry pancakes. “Seems like he’s gone into hiding.”

Which was what they expected him to do after that shootout on the pier. “Okay, but where?”

“Hard to tell.”

Wesson speared a slice of banana off the top of her pancakes with her fork and swept it around in the gooey maple syrup. “He could be somewhere in the city.”

Neatly cutting a piece of his waffle, Holloway scowled. “Or outside the city.”

Which pretty much left the whole world. “He could be in freaking Kiev for all we know.”

No one had anything else to offer. They wanted to eat. Okay, she was responsible for their well being, so she’d let them.

“Let’s finish here, then go back to the hotel and brainstorm.” Maybe something would come to them.

“Good plan,” said Smith as she dug into the whipped cream on her strawberry pancakes.

Listening to the clanging of glass and silverware around her, Miranda took Holloway’s advice, concentrated on her eggs and got them all down. She even managed a few bites of pancake. And a lot of coffee.

When everyone finished, she paid the bill with the Agency credit card, and wondering how much debt she was racking up, she led the way out the door.

It was half a block to the cleaners where Holloway had parked the Pathfinder along the street. Just as they were climbing back into the vehicle, Becker’s phone went off.

Miranda turned around in the front passenger seat. “What is it?”

Becker was studying the screen. “The limo. It’s moving.”

Her shoulders tensed. “Where’s it going?”

“South on Congress. Now it’s turning. Looks like it’s headed back to Golden Epoch Towers.”

“Same place it went two days ago,” Wesson said.

“Right.” Miranda faced forward. “Let’s head back over there.”

Holloway shook his head. “I don’t think we can beat the limo there.”

“That’s okay. Let’s just go and see what we can see.”

“Roger that.” Holloway pulled out into traffic and drove through the old brick two-story buildings until the street opened up to a tree lined square.

Miranda spotted the towering Financial District in the distance.

She pointed to the tallest structure. “Is that Golden Epoch? It doesn’t look that far away.”

“I had hoped to avoid this part of the city,” Holloway muttered under his breath. “But I guess that isn’t possible.”

Miranda eyed the green space across the street. “Is that Boston Common?”

“Sure is,” Wesson said with a growl in her voice.

The place was a lovely historical site worthy of a visit from any tourist. But Miranda and her team had been duped by one of Santana’s thugs there, and the humiliating experience grated on their nerves.

Not to mention the memory of walking through its pathways with Parker at her side.

Focus, Miranda told herself and stared at the buildings opposite from the park as Holloway rolled down Beacon Street.

“Limo’s at Golden Epoch,” Becker reported a few minutes later, just as Holloway turned past a towering bank building.

“What’s he going there for?” Wesson wanted to know.

“Maybe we can find out.”

Five minutes later they were once again across the street from Golden Epoch Towers. On the courtyard, bare trees and old-fashioned tree lamps added a warm touch to the ultra modern steel and glass, while business folk bundled in winter wear scurried this way and that across the diagonal tiles of the sidewalk.

“There’s the limo,” Holloway murmured, as if the driver could hear him.

Miranda squinted at the long sleek six-door Lincoln parked on the other corner near the building’s door.

“What’s the driver doing inside if Santana doesn’t live here anymore?”

“Maybe he moved to another unit,” Smith suggested.

Hiding in plain sight? That would be smart.

“The driver didn’t go to the parking garage to pick him up,” Becker said. “That doesn’t sound right.”

Just the mention of the parking garage made Miranda’s stomach quiver as she recalled being locked in Santana’s trunk and ending up there.

After a moment, a tall man in a black limo driver’s uniform emerged from the glass doors and headed for the limo.

Becker shifted in his seat. “That must be him.”

He climbed into the driver’s seat, started the vehicle, and slowly pulled out into traffic.

It was him, all right.

“Santana wasn’t with him,” Wesson said.

Miranda exhaled. “No.”

“So what was he doing?”

Miranda could imagine any number of scenarios. “We might find out if we talk to the concierge.”

Becker groaned. “Sounds risky to me, Steele. What if Santana is living in another unit, and the concierge reports there were private investigators asking about his limo driver?”

“We won’t do it that way. We’ll pretend we’re interested in one of the units and just kind of ask about the driver out of curiosity. And we won’t all go in there. Just a few of us.”

Wesson shook her head. “I can’t do it. I rode up the elevator with the concierge along with Sloan and Mr. Parker the day we rescued Mackenzie. I’m sure he’d recognize me.”

“He’d recognize me and Becker, too,” Holloway said. “He saw us in Santana’s penthouse.”

Miranda let out a breath of frustration. They were right.

“He’s never seen me.”

Miranda turned around and took a good look at Smith. The concierge hadn’t seen her. She wasn’t in Boston then. She’d be perfect. But Miranda wasn’t going to let her go in there alone.

Pursing her lips, she pointed to Becker and Holloway. “As I recall, the concierge was too worried about the damage in the penthouse to get a good look at all of us. I don’t think he’ll remember either of you.”

Becker’s eyes grew round. “And?”

“And one of you will go in with Smith.”

Becker’s grin suddenly turned giddy. “You’d have to have bucks to go shopping for one of those units. I could play a wealthy software tycoon.”

She appreciated his enthusiasm, but she wasn’t going to risk Becker. The missing tip of his little finger induced enough guilt for one lifetime.

“You’re right. You’d have to be rich even to rent the smallest space. Okay, Holloway. You’re a wealthy rancher from Texas.” Miranda eyed his brown slacks and dark parka. They’d do for the part, though jeans would be more convincing.

Holloway’s brows popped up.

Next to Wesson, Smith bounced in her seat. “And I’ll be his gold digger wife.”

She was wearing black knee-high boots and a faux suede coat with leopard print trim. That could work.

“And now it’s Smith’s turn to wear the wire,” Miranda announced.

Becker didn’t seem too disappointed as he worked his electronic magic and handed Smith a fresh piece of tape with the bud on it.

Smith took it from him and stuck it onto her belly the way Miranda had done earlier. “Testing,” she said grinning.

“Wait till I get the box set up,” said Becker.

Miranda waved a finger at her. “And don’t look too eager. You’ve got to be convincing.”

Her smile disappearing, Smith nodded.

Donning his earbuds, Becker twisted some knobs on the small black box. “Okay, now.”

“Testing,” Smith said again with no intonation in her voice.

“We’re good.”

“Okay.” Miranda pointed a finger at her. “Remember the signal is ‘Flower Power’. Use it and we’ll all come running.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Smith got out of the car with Holloway, and Miranda’s stomach tensed as she watched them trot across the courtyard together.

Was she sending them into a lion’s den? At least Holloway still had his weapon on him.


Chapter Nineteen

 

Miranda turned back to Becker. “You have extra earbuds?”

Sheepishly he glanced at Wesson. No, but we can just use the speaker. He pulled the buds off and adjusted the sound as interior echoes came through.

Miranda turned and watched Holloway holding the door open for Smith, and they stepped inside.

“There’s the desk,” they heard Holloway murmur.

Footsteps echoed and Miranda pictured them crossing the wide marble lobby.

After what seemed like an eternity, they heard a voice. “Yes, sir. How can I help you?”

Miranda half recognized the concierge’s Boston accent. She vaguely remembered him as a roundish, short haired man in his early forties.

“Yes, I think so,” Holloway drawled in his Texas accent. “We’re wondering if you have any units for sale.”

“Why yes, we do. We have several nice condos. How many bedrooms would you like?”

Smith’s twangy North Carolina brogue crackled through the speakers. “Condos? Do you really think we’re condo people? I’ll have you know my husband is one of the wealthiest ranchers in Texas.”

“Don’t push it, Smith,” Miranda muttered as she glanced back at Wesson.

Wesson seemed amused.

“How much time do you plan to spend in Boston, ma’am, if I may ask?” The concierge sounded a little huffy.

“It depends,” Holloway replied before Smith could. “I’m in negotiations for one of your sports teams. I really can’t talk about it.”

Good save, Holloway. Miranda remembered someone talking about the sale of some local team in the bar last night.

The concierge cleared his throat. “Well then, we have several floor plans for larger units. What do you think of these?”

Paper crackled as if he was opening a brochure. “We have a two-bedroom and a four-bedroom unit available.”

“No,” Smith whined. “We want a penthouse.”

“Our top five floors are where the penthouses are located.” The concierge was hiding his annoyance well. “I’m afraid there’s only one of those available right now. It’s a work of art, including custom fitted furniture and cabinet designs.”

“All hardwood floors?” said Smith.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“What type of wood?”

“Maple. they really are quite lovely.”

“Not Brazilian Walnut?”

“No, ma’am.” The concierge’s annoyance was mounting. Miranda hoped Smith wasn’t pushing her role too far.

“Amenities?” Smith said snippily.

“We have a pool, a steam room, a yoga studio, a fitness center.” Now the concierge was bragging.

“Valets and doormen?”

“Of course.”

“Hmm. I saw a limo driver coming out the door a few minutes ago. Is he part of your service?”

A stunned cough came from the concierge.

Miranda held her breath.

“I’m afraid not,” the man said at last. “That was one of our tenant’s private drivers.”

“I didn’t see him pick anyone up,” Smith challenged.

The muscles in the back of Miranda’s neck tightened.

Again the concierge gave an uncomfortable cough. “The tenant is out of town. He was checking for messages from him.”

“Messages?”

“That’s correct.”

Smith hummed a little to herself as if irritated by the answers she was getting. “And that service doesn’t come with the penthouse?”

Miranda let out her breath. Good save.

“No, I’m afraid not.” The concierge was starting to sound huffy again. “But you could arrange for such services with one of the many companies in town. I can give you a list.”

She could hear Smith’s nails tapping on the counter. “This penthouse. It’s on the top floor, right?”

The concierge chuckled condescendingly. “No, ma’am. I’m sorry. I’m afraid that one’s taken.”

“Taken? Honey, can’t you do something about that.”

Holloway’s voice came over the speakers. “I’m afraid not, sugar dumplin’. The deal hasn’t gone through yet. I don’t want to spend money before we have it.”

Miranda had to smirk at that one. Sugar dumplin’. What a cute couple.

“Money. That’s all you ever think about,” Smith shot back. “I’m done here.”

Smith’s shoes clicked on the marble floor.

“It might come available in a month,” the concierge called out, sounding a little desperate. “I’d have to speak to the owner.”

“Let me have his name and number,” Holloway said. “I’ll speak to him myself.”

Bold move, Holloway. There was a long pause. Smith seemed to have stopped in her tracks.

Another cough came from the concierge. “I’m sorry, sir. I can’t do that.”

“Why not?” Smith demanded.

“It’s against policy.”

Holloway chuckled. “Would two hundred help you to change your policy?”

Oh, gosh. She didn’t want Holloway to spend two hundred dollars on this. Did he even have that much on him?

But the concierge got really huffy now. “It would not, sir. I don’t have his contact information.”

“Well, I guess we are done. C’mon, sugar. Let’s try that place we saw on Atlantic.”

Radio silence. Except for Smith’s shoes. The concierge had lost the sale and probably didn’t think it was worth fighting for.

Whew.

As Holloway and Smith came through the entrance, Wesson did a fist pump. “Yes!”

She was right. They’d gotten some good intel.

Wanting to let out a whoop, Miranda turned around and saw Wesson holding up her hand. Acquiescing, she gave her a high five, then did the same with Becker.

When the two spies climbed back into the Pathfinder, they got the same greeting.

“You did great, Smith,” Miranda said.

The woman beamed. “Thanks.”

“She sure did,” Holloway agreed.

“You weren’t so bad yourself, Sugar Dumplin’.” Miranda couldn’t resist.

But Holloway just smiled.

“We still make a pretty good team,” Becker grinned.

“Yes, we do.”

“Now what, Steele?” Smith said, breathless from the exhilaration.

“Now we go brainstorm.”


Chapter Twenty

 

Forty minutes later they were sitting in Holloway and Becker’s room armed with soft drinks and bags of chips, and Becker was hooking his laptop up to the flat screen TV on the dresser.

When everything was set, he turned on the TV and a blank white page appeared.

He handed a keyboard to Miranda. “Just type, and it’ll come up on the screen.”

“Like a regular monitor.”

“Right.”

“Okay.” It was the best they could do for a white board. “So, what do we know for sure so far?”

“Santana isn’t living in his penthouse,” Holloway half snarled before popping a corn chip into his mouth.

“Right.” Santana not home, Miranda typed, and the letters appeared in big print on the TV.

“He didn’t have the tracker removed from his limo,” Becker said.

Wesson raised her soda. “Even though he told Steele he knew about it.”

Tracker still on limo, Miranda typed.

Smith squinted at the screen intently. “He’s sending messages to his driver through the concierge at Golden Epoch.”

Messages to driver.

Miranda read over the words. “Maybe that’s just a precaution. In case we did come back to find him.”

Becker scratched his shaggy head. “Maybe. But we haven’t tailed him, so Santana doesn’t know we’re here.”

Wesson got up from her chair and tossed her soda can in the trash. “Or the driver spotted us and just sent a message to Santana letting him know.”

A chill went down Miranda’s spine at the idea. No, that wasn’t likely. “At any rate, Santana is definitely in hiding.”

“But where?”

“Could be anywhere.”

Which was what they’d said at breakfast.

Feeling as if they were going in circles, Miranda stared at the words on the TV. The team followed suit and studied the letters.

It seemed as if half an hour went by. They were getting nowhere.

Suddenly, there was a sharp rap on the door that nearly sent Miranda three feet into the air.

She got to her feet, just as everyone else did and saw Holloway and Wesson reach for their weapons.

Her Beretta was already in her hand.

She put a finger to her lips and tiptoed to the door.

Was Wesson right? Had that limo driver sent a message to Santana? Was that Sasha or Gregor out there come to mow them down?

Gesturing for everyone to move behind the door, Miranda reached for the knob.

Make it quick, she thought and flung the door open, her weapon halfway in the air.

“Nice welcome, Steele.”

Behind her, Wesson let out a small squeal.

Sucking in a breath, Miranda took in the visitor’s lean muscular physique under his wool top coat and dark suit. She scanned the chiseled features of his leading-man good looks, his sleek black hair, his piercing blue eyes. There was a kind of bleakness in them, she noticed. In one hand, he carried a big green GI type duffle bag.

“Simon Sloan,” she sneered. “What in the hell are you doing here?”

He smirked. “I was under the impression you wanted my help. May I come in?”

She opened the door for him.

He stepped inside the room and scowled at her gun. “Did you drive here?”

“No. Why?”

“Where did you get that weapon?”

“None of your business,” Wesson snapped.

Sloan’s eyes shot to her. For a moment he looked like he had lost his tongue. Then he found it again as he spotted her weapon. “Have you forgotten I’m a federal agent?”

Wesson put a hand on her hip. “So what are you going to do, Simon? Arrest us?”

Sloan held her gaze a moment, then looked down at the floor. “If I did that, I’d have to arrest myself.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I’m pretty much AWOL here.”

“Wait a minute,” Miranda said. “Your boss doesn’t know you’re here?”

“He knows. He doesn’t approve. I’m on my own.”

On his own. Miranda wasn’t sure what the implications of that were, but Sloan with his wings clipped might not be much help.

He held up his duffle bag. “But I come bearing gifts.”

He dropped the bag on the end of the nearest bed and unzipped it. Inside, among a lot of other paraphernalia, were five shiny pistols. Miranda’s mouth began to water.

Sloan held out a hand to her. “Why don’t you give me those questionable weapons. I’ll deal with them later.”

“What is this, Sloan? Your personal gun exchange program?”

“Exactly.”

She wanted to argue, but she didn’t have much to say. So instead, she handed over her Beretta for a new FBI model, complete with clip-on waistband holster. Nice.

Sloan handed two more weapons over to Holloway and Wesson, lingering a bit on Wesson. He looked uncomfortable. So did Wesson.

Then he spied the newcomer. “Who’s this?”

“This is Cynthia Smith,” Miranda answered so Wesson wouldn’t have to. “She’s new to the team.”

“Welcome aboard.”

“Thanks.” The way Smith stared at him told Miranda she knew all about Wesson and Sloan and felt as awkward as they did.

“Smith and Becker don’t have weapons to turn in,” Miranda said without further explanation.

“I see.” Sloan seemed to pick up on the idea that Miranda wasn’t very good at street dealing. But he didn’t comment further as he handed Becker and Smith two more FBI issue Glocks.

Miranda folded her arms. “Okay, Sloan. So you’ve come bearing gifts. We appreciate it. What else have you got for us?” She meant information.

For a long moment, the G-man narrowed his eyes on her, then he gestured toward the TV screen with her notes. “What have you got there?”

He wanted Miranda to show her cards first. Okay, she could play it that way. “Have a seat and I’ll fill you in. Sorry about the cramped quarters.”

“I was going to say, you folks seem to have come down in the world.”

Miranda bristled. Sloan had been to Wesson’s luxury suite a few weeks ago. He knew the type of accommodations Parker had provided. “We’re just cutting a few corners.”

Without further comment, Sloan scanned the room and carefully selected a seat near the window, farthest away from Wesson.

As he read the scant text on the television screen, Miranda explained they’d discovered Santana was renting out his penthouse to a modeling agency, that his limo still had the tracking device he and Wesson had planted on it, and that the concierge at Golden Epoch Towers was transferring messages to his driver.

Sloan seemed impressed. “You’ve been busy.”

“Busy running in circles. The problem is, none of this information tells us where Santana is.”

“I’ve been doing my own research.” Sloan rose and pulled a flash drive out of his pocket. “May I?”

“Sure.” Becker hopped up, fiddled with Miranda’s keyboard to save her document, then took the flash drive and stuck it into the laptop. He handed the keyboard to Sloan.

After some fiddling of his own, Sloan opened a report with a lot of small text.

“In my spare time, I’ve done a thorough background search on Donovan Santana. Discovered he was under the FBI’s radar a few years ago.”

“Not by the Custodians?” Wesson asked.

Without glancing at her, Sloan shook his head. “By another unit. They didn’t find anything, but they were investigating his overseas holdings, which are pretty extensive. I decided to focus on his domestic assets.”

He scrolled down and numbers filled the screen. Big numbers.

Holloway let out a low whistle.

“Santana has shares of some sort in most of Boston’s top businesses.” Sloan pointed out some of the entries as everyone took in the data. “But what I found most interesting is this line.” Again he moved the cursor.

Smith got up and moved closer to the screen to make sure she was reading the print right. “He owns a summer house in Hyannis Port?”

“Yep.”

Becker cocked his head. “You mean like the Kennedy compound?”

Sloan nodded. “Right again. On Cape Cod.”

Interesting.

He flipped to another page. “Here’s the address. It’s about an hour and a half drive from here. Anyone up for checking it out?” He turned to the room without focusing on Wesson.

But Miranda was too fascinated by this new lead to pay much attention. A summer house in Hyannis Port. That would be the type of hidey hole that would suit Santana until the heat died down.

It was definitely worth checking out.

Becker looked at her, eagerness on his face. “What do you say, Steele?”

Almost smiling, she raised her palms. “We haven’t got a better plan.”


Chapter Twenty-One

 

The drive to Hyannis Port was long and boring.

Miranda decided to let Sloan take the wheel. Holloway and Becker were in the backseat studying their tablets, while Smith and Wesson had taken the third seat, Wesson keeping as much distance as she could from the G-man.

They proceeded south on I-93 through the city and then into residential areas where there was nothing but high fences and bare trees lining the multi-lane road.

Miranda closed her eyes and once again imagined facing Santana. She couldn’t kill him in front of Sloan, but Sloan could probably arrest him. Even if he was on his own, he was still FBI.

She’d let the G-man do that after Santana told her what he’d done with Parker.

How was she going to get it out of him? The bastard didn’t scare easily. Maybe if she shot off a toe and worked her way up.

Going with that image, she drifted off.

When she opened her eyes, she was greeted by a low cobblestone fence alongside a country road. The expanse beyond was covered with landscaping that would be glorious in a month or two. Between low hills and clusters of hedges and bare trees in the distance, peeked elaborate rooftops of huge houses, each with its own variation of the Cape Cod style.

What else would you expect on Cape Cod?

From Becker’s report on the trip here, Hyannis Port was an affluent seaside residential area with golf courses and yacht clubs and a population of under six hundred in the summer. This time of year, it shrank to just over one hundred. Which meant most of the houses were vacant.

Which meant no nosey neighbors. Miranda couldn’t think of a better place to hide out.

Sloan turned a corner, and soon they reached a white brick drive that wound its way up to a massive structure in the distance.

Becker’s voice came from the back. “Are we here?”

“Your destination is on the right,” Sloan smirked. Then he handed Miranda a pair of compact binoculars he’d produced from the duffle bag earlier. “Check it out.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” She peered through the glass.

On a low rise, a tall wraparound porch surrounded three sprawling stories of an estate with gray slate siding that stretched over an enormous yard. The house had a slew of windows, including a whole row of dormers on the roof, all with cheery white trim.

Nice place. Worth maybe ten million or so, she’d guess. Just a cottage for Santana.

But what caught her eye were the cars lined up along the driveway. She counted five black limos, a lot like the one Santana used. Or used to use.

She adjusted the view and tried to see through the living room windows. People?

“Is Santana throwing a party?”

“Odd,” Sloan murmured.

“For a man who’s supposed to be in hiding? I’ll say.”

Not the way to keep a low profile. On the other hand, if you needed to buy favors from the rich and powerful...

It threw a wrench in her plan for Santana’s lower extremities, though.

Just then another limo rolled past them and turned into the drive.

Two men stood on either side of the whitewashed stairway to the front door dressed in gray caps and great coats with brass buttons. Valets.

As the newly arrived limo came to a stop, one of them moved forward to open the rear door of the vehicle.

A woman in a red coat emerged.

“Let me see those,” Sloan said reaching for the binoculars as the valet escorted her up the stairs.

Miranda watched in silence.

Sloan let out a slow breath. “I know that woman.”

Becker twisted in his seat to get a better view. “Who is she?”

“A lobbyist on the Hill. For banking interests, I think.”

“What’s she doing here?” Holloway wanted to know.

“Good question.” Sloan set the binoculars aside. “So what’s the plan, Steele?”

Miranda tapped her fingers on her lap. “We need to find out if Santana’s in there.”

“We have the same problem as before,” Wesson said. “He knows what we all look like.”

Except for Smith. But Miranda wasn’t sending her into that house.

Her gaze went to the rise at the rear of the house. Plenty of trees for cover there. “Let’s go around the back. Maybe we can learn more if we just watch for a while.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Sloan eased the Pathfinder down the road another block, then turned around and headed back past the house.

He turned into a side road and drove all the way down to where it dead ended.

They were at the rear of the property now.

Miranda took the binoculars and scanned the yard for options. The yard dipped down from the hill and then went up again where the structure began. Along the top of the hill stood a long row of pine trees and elms. The elms were bare, of course, but they were thick enough, along with the shrubbery bordering the hill, to hide them.

She pointed out the window. “We’ll set up behind those trees and see what kind of view we can get to what’s going on inside.”

“Roger that,” said Holloway.

Apparently, he liked the plan.

Miranda turned to Sloan. “You have any more binoculars in your magic bag?”

“I do.”

While the G-man retrieved the goodies from the back, the rest of the team got out and began making their way through the thicket along the property’s edge, keeping well out of view of anyone peering out the windows from inside the house.

It took them a good ten minutes to find a spot and get settled in behind the trees.

Squatting behind the thickest trunk she could find, Miranda braced herself against the cold air and used Sloan’s binoculars to scan the back of the house.

The wraparound porch featured several white staircases leading to the various levels. A cobblestone chimney climbed up the side. On the opposite side, stood a turret-like structure with four stories. Where the ground dipped, there was a door that led to a lower floor of the turret. It was probably used for storage. Might lead to the kitchen.

There was a slab of concrete at the door, and a pretty cobblestone path that led away from the house and halfway up the hill.

Peering through his binoculars, Sloan was studying the rear picture window. “I think I recognize a cabinet member.”

A what? “As in an advisor to the president?”

Looking stunned Sloan lowered his field glasses. “I wasn’t referring to carpentry.”

Ignoring the sarcasm, Miranda adjusted her binoculars and tried to look through the windows. She could see shadows of people standing around talking, a member of the waitstaff serving drinks to them, but she couldn’t make out anyone.

Beside her Sloan stirred. “I think I see a couple of others I recognize.”

“Who?”

He shrugged. “People you see around town.”

In DC, he meant. “Do you see Santana?”

Sloan took another long scan through the lens. “Negative.”

Just then a young couple dressed in black came out of the door at the bottom floor of the turret. They stood on the slab, well out of view of the guests, chatting. After a moment, the guy lit up a cigarette. He said something that might have been flirtatious and the girl laughed and flirted back.

Waitstaff on a break killing time.

After a few more minutes, the guy snuffed out his smoke, and the pair went back inside.

Frustration clawed at Miranda’s insides. She wasn’t going to go through the trouble of coming all this way with nothing to show for it.

“Wesson,” she hissed.

Wesson’s red head popped out from behind a nearby tree. “What do you need, Steele?”

“Do you have a hair band?”

“I think so.” She dug in her pocket and pulled one out, handed it to her.

Miranda snatched it out of her palm and yanked her hair back into a ponytail with it.

“What are you doing?” Wesson asked warily.

“I need to get in there and check it out from the inside.”

“Why you?” Smith said from behind another tree.

Miranda gestured to her clothes. “I’m in black. Closest to what the staff is wearing.”

“But Steele—” Becker said.

“No time.” She pulled off her coat, handed it to Smith and hurried down the hill.

When she got to the door, she paused a moment to catch her breath and stepped inside.


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Janelle Wesson let out a sigh. “There she goes.”

Beside her, Becker’s shoulders slumped. “I was going to say she should wear a wire.”

Hands on his hips, Simon stepped up beside her. “Steele is pretty headstrong.”

Janelle shook her head. “Always has been.”

“What do we do now?” Becker moaned.

“Keep trying to find Santana,” Holloway hissed, sounding testier than Steele.

With a knot in her stomach, Janelle watched Simon scan the back of the house again.

He lifted an arm toward the far end of the structure. “I’m going to head off over there and see if I can get a better angle. You all stay here and wait for Steele.”

And without waiting for a reply he plodded off through the trees.

Janelle rubbed her arms. “So he thinks he’s in charge now,” she muttered.

“What?” Becker looked up at her, curiosity on his face.

Behind him, Cindy gave her a look of sympathy. She didn’t need that.

Straightening her shoulders, she made a decision. “Nothing. I’m going over to the other side of the house with Sloan. You three stay here.”

“Okay, Janey.” Becker went back to studying the Internet cables of the place.

Her irritation with the FBI man mounting, Janelle left the team and made her way through the bracken.

She found Simon crouched between two big tree trunks facing the far corner of the house, his binoculars trained on the second story.

“See anything up there?” she whispered.

He turned and scowled at her. He didn’t approve of her following him. “Not much.” He raised the binoculars again, signaling the end of the conversation.

“You’re pretty far out. Don’t you think we need to be closer to the team in case Steele needs us?”

“She can take care of herself.”

“Can she? Last time Santana kidnapped her.”

“He had her daughter. She was off her game.”

Janelle thought Steele had been off her game since they left Boston. Still, she’d seen the woman do some amazing things. Maybe she could take care of herself. But if there was any sign she needed help, she was ready to rush into that house and fight for her.

She squatted down between the next pair of trees and raised her own binoculars. She could see figures milling about inside the house the way people did at a party, but she didn’t see any sign of Santana.

Simon’s silence was annoying her.

“Sorry I disobeyed orders.” She hoped her sarcastic tone would break down that wall of his a little.

He lowered his lenses and pressed his forehead against his palm. “I’m glad you’re here, Janey. I mean, we’re alone and we can talk.”

He wanted to talk?

He turned and caught her gaze. All at once those deep blue eyes of his lit her heart on fire. She wanted to forget everything except him. Simon Sloan and his devilish kiss.

“I’m sorry about how we left things last time.”

The memory brought her back to her senses. “You mean when you said you didn’t want me to contact you again?”

He winced. “I said it badly. I know I hurt you.”

“Hurt me? Is that what you think?” The angry words spilled out of her before she could stop them.

Stunned, Simon blinked at her. “You can see for yourself how bad things are for me, Janey. For us. They can’t get better. I’ll probably get fired for going off on my own this time, no matter how it turns out.”

Same old song. How could one man make her so angry? She was nearly shaking now.

“Excuse me, Mr. Special Agent. Did you assume I wanted a relationship?” She forced out a laugh. “I don’t do long term.”

His blue eyes flashed first with surprise, then with irritation. “I don’t either.”

“Then what are we talking about?”

“I don’t know. It was a bad idea.” He crouched again and put his glasses to his eyes, this time concentrating on the lower floor.

Janelle folded her arms, suddenly feeling damp and cold and angrier than she’d ever been in her life. What was wrong with her? No man had ever gotten to her like this. Guys were for fun. A good time. They weren’t supposed to make her feel this way.

With a huff, she pressed her face to her eyepiece and peered through the windows, willing Santana to materialize.

Suddenly Simon let out a stunned grunt. “Criminy.”

Her heart beat picked up at his tone. “What is it?”

“That’s the Director of the Bureau.”

“The FBI Director?” She didn’t know what he looked like.

“Exactly,” Simon growled, getting to his feet. “Stay here. I’ve got to check this out.”

He hurried away, heading for the far side of the house.

Couldn’t get away from her fast enough, could he?

Rubbing her arms from the chill in the air as well as in her heart, she watched him go.

She’d had enough of this FBI agent and his secrets. From now on, she’d keep her distance. She could ride this case out for Steele and for Mr. Parker’s memory. But when they were done, she hoped she’d never see that G-man again.

Turning away, she shuffled back through the leaves to find her teammates.


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Miranda stepped inside the turret and found herself in a dark, eight-sided mudroom.

Along the opposite walls stretched an oak bench, a set of white wooden cubby holes, and a row of hooks that was now heavy with the coats of the guests.

As she got her bearings, she caught the scent of food and followed it up three wooden steps to a large open rustic kitchen full of noise and activity. Wooden beams along the ceiling added to the homespun look.

The smells of gourmet food were in full blast here. Ginger and lemon and fresh seafood. Her mouth watered in spite of herself as she took in the scene.

People in black waiter uniforms were everywhere. Shouting orders to each other, they were washing dishes, manning the stove, arranging trays of food on a huge center table.

Others were darting in and out of a doorway on the opposite site, retrieving food and drink for the guests.

Miranda scanned the big wooden table in the center. It was covered with large silver trays holding gorgeous canapés, each one a work of art. Seafood seemed to be the theme. There were salmon and lobster bites on cucumber slices, oysters sprinkled with dill and garnished with a bit of pear, mussels, and even sea urchins.

Fanuzzi would have loved to see this. But the food wasn’t her purpose.

Except as a passport.

As if she’d done it all her life, Miranda grabbed a tray, hefted it onto her shoulder, and headed up another three wooden steps and through a door. A short hall brought her into a spacious living room filled with well-dressed people.

Here the rustic theme of the house continued with more beams across the ceiling. It was echoed in the oaken fireplace and trim, and the accents of homey looking calico print sofas and chairs with matching throw rugs.

The guests were mostly gray-haired men in business suits, but there were a few women, as well. Miranda recognized the lady they’d seen exiting the limo outside. She was at a far window chatting with a serious-looking man, probably in his sixties.

No sign of Santana.

Luckily she’d been to enough fancy parties with Parker to know what to do. She glided up to three men clustered at the fireplace and held out the tray.

Two of them reached for a goody, while the third shook his head. None of them acknowledged her. It was as if she were invisible. Just what she wanted.

The tallest man leaned an elbow on the mantelpiece and chuckled. “You should have seen George in Fort Lauderdale last week. He shot a sixty-two.”

“He’s upping his game,” said a younger man wearing horn-rimmed glasses.

The third gray-haired suit made a mocking sound. “I’ll give him a run for his money.”

Golf. In Florida. That didn’t tell her anything.

She moved on to two women standing near the bay window. The taller one seemed to be about fifty. She wore her blond-and-gray hair in a pretty pageboy and had on a pale blue, double breasted jacket with large black buttons that matched her slacks. Her shoes were black flats.

Kindred spirit, Miranda thought.

She was talking to a chubbier lady in a red suit with a simple string of pearls around her neck. As they each took some of her offering, Miranda listened to their conversation.

“Harry’s doing so well now.”

“Is he?”

Harry? Someone who worked for Santana?

The blond woman smiled with pride. “He knows his alphabet by heart.”

“Wonderful. Cherise is learning her multiplication tables. We think she’s a genius.”

Miranda suppressed a frustrated huff. They must be talking about their grandchildren.

She moved through a door and into a sunny enclosed porch with lots of white wicker and homespun pillows in bright blue patterns.

All men in here, a couple of them puffing on cigars. None of them were Santana.

As she moved from group to group, she caught snatches of low conversations. Nuclear proliferation...arms race...rogue nation... Were they talking about national defense?

The idea of those discussions taking place in a house owned by Santana made her skin crawl.

She was thinking about trying to make her way upstairs when she heard someone clear his throat.

She looked up and saw one of the kitchen staff scowling at her. The one who’d been barking orders back there.

He marched to her side and whispered in her ear. “I need service. Now.”

She glanced down at her tray. It was empty.

“Sorry.” She turned away and hurried back to the kitchen.

When she got inside, the air was stuffy and the staff was getting restless, joking and telling stories to break up the monotony as the work wore on.

At the sink, a young man with his sleeves rolled up and his hands in dishwater laughed to his companions. “Have you been upstairs yet?”

“We’re not supposed to go up there,” said a young woman chopping potatoes.

“Says who?” sneered the dishwasher.

“Did you see that young congresswoman and the senator from Vermont in the act?”

“I saw how they were looking at each other in the living room.”

Miranda must have missed that.

“I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about the jewelry. There was a ton of it on one of the dressers.”

“So?”

“So people like this wouldn’t miss a bauble or two.”

The guy was a thief. He was going to ruin his life. “I wouldn’t mess with that if I were you,” she told him.

Several eyes turned toward her. Not the kind of attention she wanted.

“Nobody saw me,” the dishwasher sneered.

“You never heard of a security camera?”

He stopped rubbing the soapy pan he’d been working on. “What? Are you going to report me?”

“Wouldn’t think of it. It’s just that I heard the owner of this place is a real tough guy. If he finds out, he might make you pay for it.”

“Ha. Shows what you know. The owner isn’t even here.”

“He isn’t?”

“Heck, no.”

“Where is he?”

“How should I know? The service manager said he’d rented out his house until Monday.” Dismissing her, he turned on the water to rinse the pan.

Miranda’s shoulders slumped. Santana wasn’t here. This whole journey was a total bust.

The order-barking guy came through the door, and everyone shut up and got busy.

Avoiding his gaze, Miranda spied a bag of garbage near the back door. “I’ll get that,” she muttered.

Crossing to it, she grabbed the bag, shot through the door, and hurried through the mudroom and back outside.

Leaving the bag on the slab, she headed up the slope. The hill seemed twice as slippery as she climbed it. But at last she was at the top. She found her team waiting in the trees.

Smith greeted her with wide eyes. “Did you find Santana?”

Miranda shook her head. “He’s not here.” Quickly she counted heads and scowled. “Where are Sloan and Wesson?”

Becker shrugged. “They went to the other side.”

“What do you mean they went to the other side?”

Holloway pointed to the far side of the building. “Agent Sloan wanted to check something out over there. Janey followed him.”

“Good grief.”

The cold was seeping into her bones and her wounded shoulder was starting to throb. They needed to get out of here before someone on the kitchen staff realized there had been a spy in their midst.

Was she going to have to round those two up like a sheepdog?

“C’mon. Let’s go find them.” And she plodded off through the trees with her team trailing behind her.


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Simon Sloan sat in the tall reeds between a cluster of silver oaks on the west side of the house.

Beyond the turret, the porch became a full-blown deck. Beside it stood another short tower with a bay window. A sunroom, perhaps. He could see men standing around with their heads together there.

A few minutes ago, he’d even spotted Steele in there. She’d been posing as a server, offering hors-d’oeuvres to those men. That woman had spunk.

But she’d seemed okay, and he was glad for it.

What in the world were these power brokers doing in Santana’s house? It was Santana’s house. Sloan was certain of it. He’d done the title search himself.

A part of him felt like he was losing it. He wanted to find that bastard and be done with this mission, no matter what fate was waiting for him back in Washington. Plus he was still stinging from his conversation with Janey.

Why had he brought up their last time together? Why hadn’t he kept things professional?

Evidently she wanted it that way. She as much as said she didn’t want a relationship with him. He thought of the way she’d responded when he kissed her, they way she’d kissed him back. The way she made him feel. He knew there was something real between them. He could have sworn she felt the same way. Had he misread her?

Angry, he forced himself not to think of her. He needed all his faculties, but his heart was distracted. That’s what made this situation so difficult. So impossible.

He peered through the window again. Where had Steele gone? Was she going to try to take down Santana herself? She needed backup and she hadn’t bothered with a communication plan.

Suddenly a door to the deck opened, and a man stepped out. He walked to the railing and leaned on it, peering into the trees.

Sloan would have worried he’d been spotted if he hadn’t recognized that tall frame and the blond Caesar haircut.

It was Cooley.

His heart nearly stopped. What the hell was he doing here?

Lowering his binoculars, Sloan turned away and stumbled toward a tree trunk to steady himself from the shock. His mind raced. Could it be possible? Had his boss, his friend betrayed him? Was he conspiring with Santana?

Was Sloan going to have to take him down?

Had it been Cooley’s idea to shut down the Custodians? No. Impossible. But facts were facts. He was envisioning himself taking the stand before a senate committee to testify against his boss when he felt an arm slipped around his neck.

A force jerked him back until lips reached his ear. “What are you doing here, Sloan?”

It was Cooley. Was he going to have to kill him after he escaped from this headlock?

“Let me go, you bastard,” Sloan hissed. “Then you can tell me why you’ve betrayed your country.”

“You first.” The grip on his neck grew tighter.

Suddenly a female voice came from a few yards away. “Let him go.”

Sloan squinted into the forest and saw the gorgeous redhead standing between two trees. In her hands was the gun he’d given her.

She was pointing it straight at Cooley’s head.

He couldn’t help but smile. “Better do what she says,” he told his boss. “She’s a crack shot.”

He felt the pressure around his neck loosen as Cooley released him and stepped back.

Without lowering her weapon, Janey took a few tentative steps toward them.

“You can put the gun down, now, ma’am,” Cooley told her, his hands in the air.

Janey ignored him. “Who are you?”

Sloan cleared his throat. “May I introduce my boss? Special Agent Barnabas Cooley.”

“You’re his boss?” There was anger in her tone.

Sloan’s heart warmed. Janey had come to his rescue. No relationship, his tuchus.

He gestured toward the beauty. “And this is Detective Janelle Wesson from the Parker Investigative Agency.”

“I might have guessed.” Cooley’s gaze went back and forth as if he could tell it was more than a working relationship between them. “What are you doing here, Sloan?” he said again.

Sloan gave Janey a nod, and she lowered her weapon.

As Cooley lowered his hands, she inched closer to hear what he had to say.

Sloan turned to his boss. “What are you doing here, Cooley? Playing with the big guns?”

Cooley glanced at Janelle and remained silent.

“Anything you can say to me you can say to her. She’s on our side.” Or his side, at least. Sloan still wasn’t certain which side Cooley was on.

Cooley lowered his voice. “What do you think I’m doing? I’m trying to find out things I’m not supposed to know.”

“Did you know Donovan Santana owns this house?”

Cooley looked stunned. “I did not.”

“What are these bigwigs from Washington doing here in his house? Did you know the Director’s here?”

“Of course I did. I came with him.”

Sloan stared at him, once more wondering about Cooley’s loyalty. “Are you telling me you haven’t seen your host?”

“No, I haven’t. I’ve checked out everyone who’s here. Santana isn’t among them.”

Sloan had handed over all the data he’d gathered on the criminal mastermind. Cooley knew what he looked like.

“Everyone is here for a long weekend of meetings. I don’t think any of them know who the owner is. Besides, it took all I had to get myself invited, and I’m not going to let you blow it for me.”

“Well, I’m here to arrest Donovan Santana.”

“I told you, he’s not here.”

Sloan could see Cooley was telling the truth, but that only made the situation more confusing.

Looking as if he’d aged a year in the last few minutes, Cooley ran a hand through his hair. “Santana’s house. I can’t believe it. But I’m going to get to the bottom of this. All the more reason you need to get out of here now.” He gestured toward Janey. “And take the Parker Agency with you.”

Without waiting for a reply Cooley turned and stomped away across the lawn.

“Is he telling the truth?” Janey said when he was gone.

Wearily, Sloan nodded. “C’mon. Let’s find the others.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Even though she already knew it, Miranda’s heart sank when Wesson and Sloan emerged from the woods and confirmed Santana was not on the premises.

There was nothing left to do but crawl back into the Pathfinder and go back to Boston.

After being out in the cold air for two hours, the team was hungry again, so they stopped at a seafood place Sloan suggested before heading back to the city.

Surrounded by huge plates of clams and crabs and fried shrimp, Miranda picked at her food.

After swallowing a juicy forkful, Wesson leaned over the table and whispered to the team. “What is Santana doing hobnobbing with Washington politicos?”

Holloway dabbed butter on a roll. “He wasn’t hobnobbing. He wasn’t even there.”

“But why loan his house to them?” Wesson turned to Sloan. “And what was your boss doing there?”

Miranda nearly dropped her fork. “Sloan’s boss was there?” Neither of the two lovebirds had told her that.

Wesson’s green eyes glistened. “His name’s Agent Barnabas Cooley. Simon saw him come out of the house. That was when Cooley spotted Simon and came out to find him. He started a fight. I stopped it.”

Sloan gave her an irritated scowl. “This isn’t something we need to talk about in a crowded restaurant. Excuse me.” He got up and headed off to the men’s room.

Wesson’s cheeks turned crimson.

Ignoring the reaction, Miranda leaned toward Wesson while the others listened intently. “What does this Agent Cooley know about those guests? Are they thick with Santana?”

“From what I understand, he’s trying to find that out.”

Smith’s blue eyes went wide. “So some of those people in that house could be responsible for the shakeup in Sloan’s unit.”

“And the shutdown of the Custodians,” Becker added.

“That’s what it sounded like to me. But Simon doesn’t want to talk about it. His boss told him to stay out of it.”

Sloan returned to the table and everyone went silent. They remained so for the rest of the meal.

When the team climbed back into the Pathfinder, Miranda leaned her head back and closed her eyes against the downward spiraling sense of defeat. No matter how hard they tried, they couldn’t find Santana. And now they had reason to believe he had connections with some of the most powerful people in the country. People they had no chance of fighting.

The overwhelming thoughts plagued her all the way back to Boston.

It was almost dark when they reached the city again.

She stared out at the silhouette of the skyscrapers twinkling in the sunset and felt nothing but hopelessness.

“I don’t know if we can ever find Santana,” she said to Sloan, who had been silent during the entire drive.

“It’s definitely an uphill battle.”

She couldn’t imagine the frustration Sloan must be going through with even his boss against him.

She let out a long slow breath. “All I really came here to do was find Parker’s body.”

Sloan was silent for a long time. Finally he said in his low, eloquent voice. “Have you tried the morgue?”

Miranda lifted her head. “The morgue? Don’t exactly know anyone there.”

“Let me make some phone calls.”

Not expecting much, she closed her eyes and half listened to him dial and chat. She’d almost drifted off to the hum of his voice when he sat up with a jolt.

“Hah!”

“What is it?”

“My contact came through.” Turning somber, Sloan paused to draw in a breath. “They pulled a man’s body out of the Charles River yesterday morning. They can’t identify him. Want to go take a look?”

Her chest suddenly tight, Miranda stared at the G-man’s silhouette in the darkness. Had Simon Sloan really pulled off a miracle? Had he found Parker with a few phone calls?

She had to know.

“Of course, I do,” she told him.


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Twenty minutes later, Miranda stood in a short noisy hall outside the autopsy room of the Office of the Chief Medical Examiner waiting for Sloan’s contact.

One by one she looked into the faces of her team. They were grim.

“Do you need us to go in with you, Steele?” Wesson said.

Miranda shook her head. “I need to do this myself.” Sloan would be with her for authorization. One was enough.

Becker patted her arm. “We’re here for you, Steele.”

“Right,” Holloway and Smith agreed.

“I know you are.”

Her team would march into Hell for her. They’d already put their lives at stake too many times. If that was Parker lying in that room, she’d never ask anything like that of them again.

A silver door opened and a tired looking woman with short dark hair and glasses, dressed in a white lab coat appeared.

She marched straight up to Sloan. “Hello, Simon.”

“Doctor.”

“Sorry to see you again under these circumstances.”

Sloan gave a dark smirk. “It’s always under these circumstances, isn’t it?”

“So it is.” She looked over at her visitors.

Sloan came to attention. “This is Dr. Shana Ross, the medical examiner in charge of the deceased. This is Miranda Steele of the Parker Investigative Agency and her team.”

Sloan introduced everyone, his gaze lingering a bit on Wesson, and they shook hands.

Dr. Ross took Miranda’s hand. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

She wondered exactly what Sloan had told her. “We’re grateful for your help.”

“I’m always willing to help the authorities.”

And if Miranda could identify this body, it would help them, too.

“I’m sure in your line of work, you’re used to this, but I want to warn you, it’s not a pretty sight.”

Miranda nodded, bracing herself.

“Are you ready?”

Suddenly Miranda’s knees went soft. Was she ready? Was she really prepared to see Parker’s lifeless body? Maybe it was better to keep him just a memory in her mind.

But she’d made a promise. And she had to know.

She straightened her shoulders. “I’m ready.”

Dr. Ross pressed a button, the silver doors opened again, and she led them into a starkly lit autopsy room.

Miranda took in the usual accoutrements. Plain cabinets and countertops cluttered with equipment, labeled waste bins, scales for weighing organs. She was also familiar with the chill in the room and the smell of decay thinly covered by antiseptic.

“Our John Doe is over here.” Dr. Ross moved over to a stainless steel cart holding a sheet-draped body.

With Sloan at her side, Miranda stepped to the cart’s side. The sheet was extended into a balloon shape from the bloated corpse. She thought she could smell seaweed, which was silly. The body had been found in the river.

She began to shiver as if the temperature had dropped twenty degrees. Could she take seeing him like this?

She had to. She needed closure. Everyone did.

“Are you ready?” The doctor asked again.

Again Miranda nodded.

Dr. Ross pulled the cover away from the face.

The face had been nearly bitten off by crustaceans, the skin had the purplish hue of a drowning victim. She couldn’t recognize him. Suddenly she felt dizzy with confusion. She reached out for Sloan’s arm.

“Can I see the rest of him?”

“The victim was shot once in the chest,” the doctor warned.

“I understand.”

She pulled the cover down below his waist.

Miranda took in the swollen, blistered abdomen, its stretched skin greenish-black. Was this Parker? Her head began to swim. Was this her beloved husband?

She couldn’t tell.

And then she realized something. Despite feeling ill, she leaned close to the body and peered down closely at the abdomen. Nothing.

She blinked at the doctor. “There are no scars.”

“Scars?”

“One along here.” She pointed to the point on his stomach where Estavez had stabbed Parker when he was a kid. “And one along his right shoulder blade.”

The doctor shook her head. “No. The victim has no scars.”

“Parker had scars. It’s not him.”

Intense relief and bitter disappointment washed over her at the same time. It wasn’t him. The body wasn’t Parker.

She felt the tears coming again and stubbornly blinked them away. It wasn’t him.

And then the obvious question hit her.

Then where was he?

As the doctor covered the victim again, Miranda felt Sloan’s hands on her shoulders. She let him lead her out to where the team was waiting and watched him shake his head.

Then she was back in the Pathfinder heading to the hotel. After getting off the elevator, she murmured a goodnight to her team, and everyone headed to their rooms.

Alone in her bathroom, Miranda took a hot shower, trying to wash away the feel of the morgue. She plodded into the sleeping area, pulled on underwear and a T-shirt, and lay down. Still feeling numb, she turned off the light and stared up at the shadows on the plain white ceiling.

It wasn’t Parker. That corpse in the morgue wasn’t Parker. She wondered who he was.

That poor man. His poor family. They didn’t know where he was, either. They must be devastated. She wasn’t the only one mourning a loss. Her heart ached for them and for herself.

But what now?

They couldn’t find Santana. They would never find Parker’s body. She was out of options.

Despair gnawing at her heart, she pressed her hands to her face as her eyes grew moist.

What was she doing running around this city on this hopeless chase? Why had she dragged her team up here and given them a false hope? Why had she let Mr. P talk her into this?

All because she couldn’t let go.

Granted they were all having trouble doing that, but it was high time they did. At last.

She’d tell them so tomorrow. She’d call a meeting and tell them it was time to go home. Time to leave Boston behind and get on with their lives.

And what would her life look like now? She had no idea.

Tears began to fill her eyes and run down the sides of her face.

“Oh, Parker,” she whispered into the darkness. “I’ll never love anyone else. And I promise I’ll never forget you. But I’ve got to move on. Somehow. You’ve got to let me.”

Feeling emptier than ever, she rolled over and once again cried herself to sleep.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

His breathing was labored. In, out. In, out.

The only sound in the room.

His body ached with each contraction and expansion of his ribcage. Where was he?

Wade Parker opened his eyes. Darkness. He gritted his teeth as another round of pain rippled through his body on his exhale.

Now he knew. They’d strung him up again.

His arms were stretched over his head, his wrists shackled to chains attached somewhere in the shadowy ceiling high above. His bare toes just touched the cold concrete floor. They’d taken most of his clothes, and the damp air of his prison against his exposed flesh made him shiver.

Every muscle in his body throbbed, and his joints groaned from the unnatural position.

Where was he? He had no idea.

Around him was nothing but gray concrete and darkness. All he knew was that he was in some dank hole somewhere. And yet, though he had no evidence for it, he suspected he was still in Boston.

How long had he been in this dungeon?

Not more than a few days. From the stubble on his chin he would guess three. And the last beating? He would estimate eight hours ago. His cheek burned, and one of his eyes was nearly swollen shut. He could feel the dried blood under his nose, which he was certain they had broken.

And yet it wasn’t the worst they could do. They had held back, as if saving him for something. Why?

The expanse of time before they brought him here was a blur, but it must have been at least two weeks that he had been lying in a white hospital-like room strapped to a gurney.

During most of it, they had kept him under. A dark haired, wrinkle faced doctor with a hook nose had operated on him several times. Parker had thought they were experimenting on him. Then he’d realized they were trying to save his life.

He wished they had let him die.

He remembered clearly that he’d been shot. He recalled every detail of that night on the pier in Boston. He remembered running up the ramp and into the back of that cursed box truck.

The well dressed man had stood with his back to him. Parker had had a clear close range shot, right through the back of his tasteful topcoat.

But something had made him hesitate.

Then the man had turned and he’d seen his eyes.

Crystal blue. His father’s eyes, though there was nothing in them but cold cruel hate.

Again Parker had hesitated.

And Santana had fired.

A fiery pain had engulfed Parker’s lower abdomen. He’d spun around from the force of the shot and was now facing the truck’s rear. And as he fell to the floor, he had seen Miranda running toward him on the pavement.

No, my darling, he’d thought. Go back. You can’t save me now.

But she had kept running.

He heard the shot from behind. It hadn’t come from Santana’s gun. It was the Ukrainian. Sasha.

Parker had watched the bullet hit her. Watched her body recoil, watched her crumble to the pavement. Their eyes had locked in one last mystical farewell.

And then she was gone.

Grief overcoming him, Parker inhaled too deeply. Once again pain shot through his body making him groan.

But it was nothing compared to that night.

She’d been ripped from his heart, his soul. Nothing they could do to him could match that agony. No pain was as horrific as watching his beloved wife, his soul mate, the love of his life, shot down and killed before his eyes.

Now all he wanted was to die, too. All he desired was to fly up to Heaven somewhere and be with her.

He would make it happen.

Something in the room made a loud creak. Parker lifted his head and saw a dull light from the faraway door. He could make out the figures as they entered.

His tormentors were back.

Now. Today. Parker would make them kill him.

The hook-nosed doctor waddled in first, wearing his lab coat. Two men were with him. Next to them, he looked very short.

The first man, the tallest and bulkiest, stepped in behind the doctor. Parker grimaced at the black spiral-and-spike design decorating his shaved head.

Sasha, a.k.a. Anatoly Tamarkin, among other aliases. The sight of him was sickeningly familiar by now. Dressed in his usual black, he stood off to one side as if awaiting instruction.

And behind the doctor, in an expensive business suit like the kind Parker used to wear, was Donovan Santana.

Parker glared at the man’s features.

The styled gray hair, nearly the color of his own, the arc of his professionally groomed brows, the cut of his tailored suit, the air of sophistication, even in this dungeon.

He recalled the rage he’d felt the first time he’d seen a photo of the man. Though they were shackled, of their own accord his hands balled into fists. If he could have a fair fight with the man, he would beat him to death.

This could not be his brother.

“To what do I owe the honor of this visit,” Parker called, not hiding the bitterness.

Santana chuckled. “How I love to see you at my mercy.” He turned to Sasha. “Raise him.”

The muscle-bound brute moved to a medieval-like wheel mounted on the wall and began to turn it.

Gears shrieked, and the chains holding Parker rattled as they were drawn up into the ceiling. His toes left the floor and the pain in his body grew unbearable with his full weight.

He refused to let it show.

When he was suspended about two feet up, the doctor stepped forward, his eyes on Parker’s gunshot wound. “He seems to be healing despite this treatment.”

Apparently the doctor didn’t approve of it.

“Is he strong enough?” Santana said.

“Let me see.” The doctor produced a medical glove from a pocket and pulled it on as he approached. He touched the tender spot below Parker’s navel.

It was still sore and Parker hissed through his teeth at the bite of it.

Letting his animal instincts loose, he raised a leg and kicked the doctor square in the chest as hard as he could.

The man flew back and into Sasha’s arms.

“What do you think you are doing?” the Ukrainian barked.

Surely kicking the physician who had saved his life would extract a death sentence. Besides, Parker despised the man for bringing him back to life.

Sasha set the doctor on his feet again. “Shall I make him pay for that?” he said to Santana.

“No.” A kind of fascination on his face, Santana stepped toward Parker, grabbed him by the ankle and squeezed. “I’m not going to let you die, Wade Parker. I have plans for you.”

Parker inhaled as more pain ravaged his leg and his body twisted, making his chains rattle and his joints feel as if they were on fire.

“Not everything always goes according to plan, Santana,” he grunted.

He watched the man’s lip twitch. “What are you talking about?”

It was the first time he’d been coherent enough to speak to the man. Now was the time for the truth. “Take my father, for instance. He never planned to meet your mother.”

“How dare you speak of my mother.” His grip on Parker’s ankle grew tighter.

“My father confessed it all to me. He met your mother decades ago. They had an affair.”

“They did not.”

“They did. You were the result.” Parker forced out a painful laugh. “Didn’t you know? You’re my half brother.”

Santana dropped his leg and drew back a fist. Then he paused. He knew a blow to the solar plexus would open the wound.

He could not let his prisoner die. He could not give him what he wanted.

Instead, he lowered his arm. “Phineas,” he called.

A boy stepped forward from the shadows near the door where he’d been hovering. “Yes, sir?” he said in a quaking voice.

“It’s time.”

“Yes, sir.” The boy crept nearer.

He was dressed in a button-down shirt, tie, and lab coat. Thick rimmed glasses and a sandy undercut hairstyle with a short curly fringe parted down the middle gave him the look of an egghead, which Parker was sure he was. He carried something in his hands.

A hypodermic needle.

The boy stared up at him as if in awe. Then he smirked. “Not so cocky as you were in Sweet Water Park. My traps had you going, though.”

Sweet Water Park. Parker’s mind went back to the hell he had gone through there. This boy was responsible for it? He thought of what he had done to Miranda. That was what was in that needle.

The mind control drug.

Parker tried to swing away, but Sasha caught him in his strong arms. He held his legs as the boy dabbed his upper thigh with a swab and plunged the needle into it.

“No!” Parker cried, despising them all.

Sweet Water Park. Once more the horrors he and Miranda had suffered there flashed through his mind. The boy was the accomplice who had escaped. Simon Sloan had been right. It was all connected. Everything led back to Donovan Santana.

He sucked in breath, forced his eyes open, willed himself not to succumb to the drug. But already the chains over his head were spinning, the voices around him blurring.

“No,” he said again. But this time it was only a whisper.

His muscles relaxed. His body dangled in the air and now he didn’t even feel it. The dim light around him grew dark.

And as he felt consciousness slipping away, the last thing he heard was Santana’s laugh ringing in his ears.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Rocking. Swaying. Back and forth. Back and forth.

Bump.

Parker jolted awake and blinked. His body ached and his head felt as if it were stuffed with cotton. His mouth was dry as dust.

But his hands were free. He felt around him, hoping first for water. Instead he found the metallic surface he was lying on. The dungeon? No, that was concrete. And this floor was moving.

He looked down at himself. They’d dressed him in Army fatigues. That made no sense. The needle. Now he remembered the young man sticking him with it. He must be hallucinating.

Then another jolt made him realize he wasn’t.

He looked up and saw a woman on a bench beside him. Like himself, she was dressed in Army fatigues. Her back rigid, she sat facing forward, the bill of her cap as straight as her spine. There were others beside her. More across and aisle on another bench. A dozen, perhaps. All of them staring straight ahead into nothing.

Like automatons.

Or like an army going off to battle. But even soldiers spoke to each other. These were as silent as mannequins.

As his head began to clear, he heard an engine rumble. They were in the back of a truck being transported somewhere. He had to get out of here.

He tried to raise himself and realized there was a needle in his arm. He turned his head and saw an IV pole beside him with a plastic bag hanging from it. What were they pumping into him?

Then he saw the woman on the bench was staring down at him. Her eyes were large and brown. There was a strange look in them. As if she were begging for help.

Then she turned away again.

“Why are you awake?”

Parker started at the voice. The Ukrainian.

He’d been sitting on the opposite side of the truck floor, watching him. Rising, he came toward him.

Parker forced his dry tongue to move. “Sasha,” he whispered. “Help me. Help yourself.”

But the bulky man ignored him. He reached above him and adjusted the IV bag.

“Don’t,” Parker said.

But no one heard him.

Raising his hand, he tried to grab the man, but his fingers touched only air.

And then against his will, his eyes closed and he was out again.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

More swaying.

A gentle movement this time. Like a lullaby. He could almost feel a sea breeze against his face. An image came into his head of gliding over a lazy river in a rowboat with his father as a young boy. It was warm and the insects hummed around them. They were supposed to be fishing, but his father had been no fisherman. It was a feeble attempt to bond with his son. It hadn’t worked out very well.

Once more Parker opened his eyes. He was lying in a dark room. On a bed. A real bed.

Straining to orient himself, he sat up and blinked.

A lamp was mounted on the wall next to the bed. He switched it on.

He was alone.

A bland abstract print took up most of the space over the bed’s low headboard. Feeling groggy, Parker looked down at himself. He was still dressed in Army fatigues. A pair of boots sat neatly on the floor beside the bed. Putting them on, he took in the rest of the room.

Industrial carpet on the floor. A dresser, a desk area. Like a hotel room.

There was a window. He rose and went to it, pulled back the curtain. His stomach clenched.

Was that water?

He turned back, crossed the room to a door, and flung it open. Bathroom.

He tried the next door. It was unlocked. Opening it a crack, he dared to peek out.

It opened to a narrow hall lined with some generic beige paneling. Ceiling lights glowed above, showing no sign of life. There was a door every ten feet or so. Rooms. Staterooms? Were the others he had seen in that truck in those rooms? Or had that ride in the truck been a dream?

He stepped into the light, closed the door behind him, and headed for the end of the hall. He found a stairwell and climbed up it three flights.

He pushed open another door and found himself in a large open space.

Three tall stories high, surrounded by golden staircases with amber trim. High above, in the center of the domed ceiling were hooks for balloons or banners or other whimsical decor.

This was a cruise ship.

Parker crossed the glossy floor and headed up one of the staircases. On the second floor, he followed a curving hall past decorative columns, cafe style tables and chairs, an ATM machine, shops and restaurants with glossy signage.

All of them were dark and empty. No customers anywhere. No music. No signs of life.

A cruise ship with no passengers. At least not vacationing ones.

A ghost ship.

He went through a swinging door and found himself suddenly outside. He was on a wide deck with no deck chairs. He could feel the ship’s movement now. But here, too, there was no one.

The cool wind blew gently through his hair as he gazed up at the stars. Quarter moon. From its position among the stars, he would guess they were heading south. He couldn’t be sure.

He moved over to the railing and peered over it.

Down below dark waves rolled as far as he could see. No land in sight. Where were they taking him?

Breathing in the sea air, he let the waves below mesmerize him. But the image that came to him was that night on the fish pier in Boston. The sense of loss singed his throat, tore at his heart.

Oh, Miranda. She was his soul mate. The love of his life.

He recalled how she had challenged him with her bold blue-eyed stare the first night they met. In her jail cell. She was strong, independent, full of determination.

He remembered how stubborn she’d been when she’d moved into the Parker mansion with him, insisting their relationship would never last. He thought of how relentlessly she’d pursued the Desiree Langford case. And the fight she’d put up on their wedding day. He’d nearly lost her then. And again when she went to Lake Placid and saved her daughter from a madman.

How could she be gone now? How could it be that he’d never again touch her hair or feel the softness of her skin. Never press her lips against his and feel her warm breath on his cheek, her hands on his flesh, his on her lean luscious body.

He put a hand to his face. His cheeks were wet with tears.

There was no hope for him. His family was in shambles. The love of his life was dead, murdered before his eyes. He had no desire to live. Existence was pointless now.

The murky water below seemed to beckon to him.

They had dressed him in fatigues. He thought of the others he had seen in that truck. What was Santana planning? He didn’t know, but he would not be a zombie in that man’s army. All he wanted was to be reunited with the love of his life.

This was the way. Slip down into the water and let it take him into its depths. His lungs would fill. And then there would be nothing.

Except relief.

He glanced around him. There were no guards. No one would see him. They’d never even find his body.

He put a foot on the rung of the railing and pulled himself up.

Before he could lift his other leg over, a shout came from behind him. Ukrainian.

Footsteps ran toward him as he struggled to get over the rail.

Strong arms reached out for him, grabbed him. He looked at the face. Orange Phoenix tattoo. Not Sasha. Gregor. And another one. Parker didn’t know him.

“Let me go.”

“Oh, no. We cannot do that,” said Gregor.

If he hadn’t been shot, had several surgeries, and been treated like a criminal in a medieval prison, he would have been able to fight them both off. But his strength had waned.

“Stop. Release me.”

The two men ignored him and pulled him back over the railing and onto the deck.

Parker thought they would beat him. Instead they simply held him down. Then there was the sound of more footsteps.

“He’s awake?” It was the hook-nosed doctor. This time, instead of his lab coat, he was wearing plaid pajamas.

“He got out,” Gregor barked at him. “You did not give him enough.”

“He’s stronger than I thought.” The doctor leaned down.

From the corner of his eye, Parker saw he was holding another hypodermic needle. Why should that be a surprise?

“Hold his arm,” the doctor said.

Parker tried to pull away, but the bearded man grabbed his wrist and stretched his arm out tight.

His muscles ached at the movement, having been stretched too much recently.

He gritted his teeth as the needle went into his arm.

He would kill them. He would kill them all, Parker told himself. But the concoction was fast working. Already he felt as if he were flying.

The pressure on his arm loosened, the figures holding him, the night sky all disappeared into a dark whirl. He closed his eyes as nothingness enveloped him.

And once again, he was out.


Chapter Thirty

 

Miranda woke early the next day and went down to the hotel’s complimentary breakfast near the lobby alone.

After forcing down some scrambled eggs, half a bowl of oatmeal, and two steaming cups of black coffee, she headed back toward the elevator, pondering how exactly she was going to tell the team it was time to go home.

She didn’t know what she was going to say to Mr. P, but she had honestly done her best. Or had she?

She was almost to her floor when the thought struck her.

Of course. Why didn’t she think of it before? Nothing like a good night’s sleep in a strange hotel to put things in perspective.

She dug out her phone and thumbed a quick text to everyone.

Holloway and Becker’s room. Fifteen minutes.

When the doors opened, she nearly ran down the hall.

It was only thirteen minutes later that Miranda knocked on the guy’s door. It didn’t matter she was early. The team was already there waiting for her.

“What have you got, Steele?” Becker was at the coffee machine, brewing a cup.

Wesson sat in a corner with a coffee already in her hand. Sloan was in the opposite corner. Holloway and Smith sat on the end of the farthest bed. Smith also had a cup in her hand. The whole room smelled of coffee.

Becker had been busy.

Miranda felt a little guilty she’d eaten without them, but she stepped to the side of the dresser to face everyone. “There’s one place we haven’t checked out yet.”

Her team and Sloan stared at her.

“The fish pier.”

“You want to go back there?” Becker gasped.

“Yes, I do.”

She studied her team’s faces. That place held as traumatic a memory for them as it did for her. But that didn’t mean they could avoid it.

Sloan folded his arms. “I don’t know why you want to go there, Steele. It isn’t as if Santana’s going to be waiting for us.”

“No, he won’t be. But do you remember what Gregor said to you that night?”

Sloan gazed up at the ceiling as if plucking the answer out of the air. “That they were loading fish onto that box truck.”

“He said it was a fish market.”

Holloway shook his head. “But Gregor was lying, wasn’t he? They were smuggling drugs.”

Miranda shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. If he wasn’t loading contraband into that truck, that means he was doing business with the fish market. Santana told me he worked the fish markets on the docks to put himself through college. If we go down there and ask around, we might find someone who knows him really well.”

Sloan rubbed his chin. “Someone who knows where we might find him.”

“Right.”

“How will we know which store it is?” Smith asked.

“Good question,” Miranda told her. “We found Santana and his men in about the middle of a long building on the pier that night.”

“I think I can figure that out.” Becker set down his cup and hurried over to the laptop that was still attached to the television.

He thought a moment, then his fingers flew over the keyboard. After another minute, the TV came to life.

“That’s it,” Holloway said.

Miranda squinted at the lifelike map on the screen. It was an overhead view of a metallic gray rectangle jutting out into dark water. Her stomach clenched. That was it all right. The fish pier where they’d had that horrible battle with Santana’s goons.

The place where Parker had been shot.

Holloway pointed to a spot in the middle of the rectangle. “We were here. Right?” He turned to the others for confirmation.

“Looks right to me,” Wesson said.

“I agree,” Sloan said.

Becker zoomed in on the image a bit. “The name of the market is Olde Towne Seafoods.”

“Okay then. Are we ready for a trip there?” Miranda didn’t want to push them if they couldn’t handle it.

Wesson tossed her Styrofoam coffee cup in the trash and got to her feet. “I’m game, if no one else is.”

Rising, Holloway scowled. “Nobody said that.”

“It’s a good idea,” said Sloan.

Becker turned off the TV and started closing down his equipment. “At least it will be daylight.”

That was some consolation. And Miranda was grateful for their eagerness. “All right. Everyone get your coats and meet at the Pathfinder in ten minutes.”


Chapter Thirty-One

 

Becker was right. The fish pier didn’t look half as ominous in the daylight.

As Sloan took a ticket and rolled through the gatehouse—which was down today—Miranda’s stomach tightened.

Just as he had before, Sloan paused at the stop sign, and she took in the long aisles of concrete and terra cotta buildings along the pier jutting into the Inner Harbor. The place looked so different in the daylight. Cheerful, friendly, busy. The parking spots were jammed with cars.

They proceeded down the road between the large buildings that divided the pier in two and slowed at a tall arch made of beige and red brick.

Becker pointed out the window. “There it is. Olde Towne Seafoods.”

So the sign said.

There were no parking spots in front of the store. People were strolling around, heading inside or coming out laden with their purchases. Sloan had to go down to the end of the row and wait for someone to pull out. But at last, Miranda was leading her team down the walkway and into the fish market.

Inside it was crowded, noisy, and smelly, though the fish odors were fresh.

With her team around her, Miranda strolled over the concrete floor of the huge open space, pulling her coat around her. It was almost the same temperature in here as outside.

There were tall metal web carts holding trays of packaged flounder and haddock, massive refrigerated cases filled with ice, and an assortment of fish laid out in long rows. The place was crowded with customers and salespeople, their chatter echoing up to the high ceiling.

Miranda scanned the scene.

The knowledgeable were snatching up the fresh catches of the morning, while fishmongers in blue vests and yellow aprons convinced restaurant managers how fresh and tasty the red snapper or Chilean sea bass was today. Home cooks tried to pick out something special for dinner, and bored children begged to see the live lobsters.

Miranda studied a woman at a counter considering a huge halibut. Farther down, a man was squeezing one of those lobsters for the kids.

To a crowd around him, another man at an ice chest pointed out the shape of what looked like a large eel. He was telling them about its liver.

“We need to talk to someone,” Holloway whispered at her side.

“Just about to do that.”

Miranda spied a man in a yellow apron who seemed to be free. She hurried over to his counter. “Good morning.”

He turned to her with an eager grin. “What can I help you with, ma’am?”

“I’d like to see the manager.”

The grin turned to a scowl. “Is there a problem?”

“No, I’d just like to inquire about—a special order.”

“I can help you with that.” He was probably afraid of getting yelled at.

She gave him an understanding smile. “I’m sure you can, but I need to see the manager for this one.”

Looking disgusted, he turned his head toward the back and shouted. “Mr. Bowman. Customer wants to see you.”

Helpful, wasn’t he?

After a full minute, a man with wavy dark gray hair in the standard blue-and-yellow appeared. He seemed to be about fifty, and had thick gray brows and a worried look Miranda suspected was permanent. Fish blood was smeared across his apron.

He gave the man behind the counter a tired look. “Can’t you handle it, Sean? I’m really busy.” His Boston accent was thick.

Miranda took a step toward him. “It won’t take long, Mr. Bowman. You’re the manager?”

Bowman eyed the group with her and narrowed his eyes. “I am. What do you need, ma’am?”

“I need to talk. In private.”

He grimaced. “Everything’s in the display cases. My staff is very knowledgeable.”

Miranda heard Sloan exhale beside her. He pulled back his coat so the man could see the badge on his waistband. “I think you’ll want to listen to the lady.”

Bowman’s eyes grew round as he stared at Sloan, then at the rest of the team. “Are all these people with you?”

“They are,” Miranda said.

In defeat, Bowman raised his hands in the air and let them drop to his sides. “Okay, then. Follow me.”

He led them around a corner, down a short cinder block hall, then into a large, bright and noisy space where workers were processing fish on an assembly line. After passing a man shoveling ice into bins, Bowman opened a door.

“My office. Come in.”

Before she did, Miranda made the mistake of glancing down a hallway that led to the rear of the store.

The doors stood open and she could see the pier. A bucket from a vessel at the dock swung in the air. Gulls swooped around it.

That was it.

That was where Santana’s Ukrainians had loaded their containers onto the back of the box truck that night three weeks ago.

Once again she could hear the lapping of the water against the pier, the cry of the gulls in the dark sky. Once again she could see Santana as he surveyed the water. Once again she could hear Parker running along the pavement and up the ramp to the back of that truck.

And the crack of Santana’s gun.

There was pressure on her arm.

It was Wesson. “Steele?” she whispered. “Are you okay?”

Coming out of the reverie, Miranda shook herself. “I’m fine.”

She inhaled and stepped into Bowman’s office.


Chapter Thirty-Two

 

The manager’s office was a tight cluttered mess with an old metal desk covered with invoices and reports. There was only one guest chair with a stain on the seat.

Bowman wiped his hands on his apron and sat down in a creaky rolling chair behind the desk. The team bunched into the crowded space. No one took the guest chair.

“Now, what’s this all about?” Bowman said. “Our certifications and inspection records are up-to-date.”

Miranda nodded with as much authority as she could muster. “I’m sure they are. This is about one of your customers.”

“Who?”

She wasn’t going to get around having to say his name. “Donovan Santana.”

Bowman’s head snapped back as if she’d slapped him. “You’re asking me about Mr. Santana?”

“He’s a customer of yours, isn’t he?”

He smirked. “Customer? He used to work here when he was a whippersnapper.”

Bingo. This was the place Santana had told her about. “Oh? What can you tell us about him?”

Bowman poked out a lip as he eyed the team.

They were standing in a cluster with their hands in their pockets or at their sides, their faces glowing with determination. They were at the ready if she needed them, but waiting for her to take the lead.

“Donovan was a hard worker,” Bowman said at last. “But he was—”

Holloway took a step toward the desk. “What?”

Bowman waved a hand in the air. “Oh, you know. He thought he knew everything. He was a college kid. Going to Harvard. You know how they are.”

She could imagine. Time to fast forward. “Didn’t he place an order with you recently? A large order?”

Bowman frowned as if she’d insulted him. “There was nothing wrong with that order.”

Bowman didn’t seem to know about Santana’s criminal exploits. He knew Santana as the philanthropist. The local boy makes good part.

She smiled reassuringly. “I’m sure there wasn’t, Mr. Bowman. We simply want to know where it was delivered.”

Bowman shuffled through some papers as if the answer were there. “Oh, right. It wasn’t delivered. Mr. Santana had a crew pick it up.”

A tingle went down Miranda’s spine. “About three weeks ago, right?”

“Yeah, that seems like when they got the first order.”

“First order?” There had been more?

“He placed several with us.”

Holloway folded his arms. “Are you sure he was just picking up fish?”

Bowman’s mouth opened in exaggerated shock. “What are you implying, sir? Of course, it was fish. Mr. Santana places orders with us all the time during the season.”

“During what season?” Miranda couldn’t imagine Santana owning a restaurant.

Bowman lifted his palms. “The cruise season, of course. He has a line.”

This was news. “Santana owns a cruise line?” She wasn’t sure how that fit in.

“Of course, he does. Well, it’s just one ship. Bliss on the Sea, he calls it. When he first acquired it, I assumed it was a business venture he would dabble in a while and then lose interest, but he’s held onto the ship. Usually he has a manager order the seafood. I was surprised when he made the call himself.  It’s a little early to stock the ship, but I thought he was trying to get a jump on his competitors, maybe he’s thinking about expanding.”

So it had been fish they’d been loading that night. For this ship. “Where is this cruise ship now?”

“Docked on the next pier, if it hasn’t gone out to sea yet.”

If it had, it would be gone. But Santana wouldn’t be on a cruise ship, would he? Too much exposure and no place to go in the middle of the ocean.

Miranda moved to the corner of the manager’s desk and picked up a pink paper from a tray. “So you’ve been doing business with Santana for a long time?”

Bowman snatched the paper out of her hand and put it back on the pile. “Years.”

She folded her arms. “Where do you send the bills?”

He scoffed as if the answer was obvious. “To his office, of course. The Sector Building downtown.”

That didn’t help. She tried another angle. “If you were to make a personal delivery, something to go straight to Mr. Santana, where would you send it?”

Bowman shook his jowls. “We don’t do that.”

“Not even for Mr. Santana?”

“Not that I recall.”

Which didn’t mean it didn’t happen. The guy was busy. He didn’t even seem to know about the shooting on the pier behind his store a few weeks ago. On the other hand, it had been hushed up.

Bowman’s gaze moved behind her.

Miranda turned her head and saw a shy looking young man standing in the open doorway. “Mr. Bowman?” he said in a squeaky voice.

“What is it Jimmy?”

Jimmy pointed back toward the main area of the store. “Someone’s asking about the squid. You said you wanted to handle that.”

“All right, all right. Be there in a minute.” Bowman put his hands on the desk and pushed himself up. “I hope you don’t have any more questions. That’s all the time I have.”

Without waiting for an answer, he rushed past them and out the door.

But he’d told them enough. They needed to check out the neighboring pier and “Bliss on The Sea.”

Miranda started to go, then she noticed Jimmy hadn’t left. He was still standing in the doorway staring at them as if they were escaped octopuses.

What had he heard? Miranda wondered.

“Uh, ma’am?” he said.

“Yes?”

He rubbed a finger under his nose. “You were asking about a special delivery to Mr. Santana?”

“Yes, I was.”

“Mr. Bowman must have forgotten. I made one two days ago. Three cases of Wild King Salmon.”

“Oh? Where did you deliver it?”

Her heartbeat kicked up. Was he going to say Golden Epoch Towers? Did he have the number of the unit Santana was using now? Or maybe there was some connection with the messages to Santana’s limo driver.

Jimmy inhaled and rattled off the street address. “I have sort of a photographic memory,” he explained, looking embarrassed.

It came in handy just now. Miranda didn’t recognize the address, except that she knew it wasn’t Santana’s penthouse.

She had a feeling they just got the information they’d come for.

Grinning, she patted the young man on the arm as she passed through the door. “Thanks, Jimmy. You’ve been very helpful.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

 

As fast as they dared, the team piled into the Pathfinder and headed back down the pier to the main street. While Sloan fired up the GPS, Miranda entered the address Jimmy had given them, and they took off.

After a fifteen minute trip through the city, they found themselves on a busy street in the south side of Boston off Washington, staring up at a red brick high-rise.

Becker tapped on the window. “This is near where you were in the hospital, Steele.”

“Is it?” A chill went through Miranda at the thought of recuperating so close to the man who had shot her.

The chill was accompanied by a renewed urge to take him out.

They rolled past the glass entrance, and she read the sign etched over the door. “Medical Annex. Research Center.”

Wesson let out an annoyed huff. “This is the address the guy in the fish market gave you?”

“Doesn’t make sense,” Holloway muttered.

No, it didn’t.

“Santana owns a research center?” Becker said. “He’s not exactly the philanthropic type.”

“But his cover is.” Sloan’s voice was dark and angry. He pointed toward the building’s side. “There’s the entrance to a parking garage. Should we try it?”

What if Santana was in there with his men waiting for them? No. Santana didn’t know they were in Boston. If he did, his men would have come after them already. Besides, they had to check this place out.

“Weapons at the ready, team,” Miranda said. “Let’s go.”

Sloan turned and slowly eased the Pathfinder through the opening to the parking garage.

There was no ticket booth, no personnel anywhere. And also no cars. Not on this level, at least.

Sloan eased around to the second parking level. No cars here, either. He tried the third.

Miranda had a sinking feeling as she scanned the empty slab of concrete. Were they on another wild goose chase?

“Looks like there’s an elevator over there,” Holloway said.

Sloan drove over to it and stopped the Pathfinder in the nearest space. “Are we going in?”

From the look of the parking garage, there was no one in there. But you never knew. They had to give it a try.

“That’s what we’re here for.” Miranda opened her door and started for the elevator.

The car doors slammed behind her as the team followed suit.

She pressed a button and the elevator opened. Everyone stepped inside the small space.

Becker eyed the panel. “Ten floors. That’s a lot to cover.”

“We should split up,” Holloway said.

Miranda agreed, though she didn’t like the idea. Otherwise it would take all day to search this building. Better split up the lovebirds, too. Wesson was looking miserable and avoiding the G-man all she could.

“All right. Becker, Wesson, and Holloway, you take the lower levels. Smith and Sloan, you’re with me. We’ll take floors six through ten.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Wesson said, a little too enthusiastically.

Miranda watched Sloan flinch, but he hid it well.

They rode up a floor and the three got out.

“Be careful,” Miranda told them. “This guy’s sneaky.”

Wesson nodded. “We know.”

“Call if you get in trouble.”

“We will.” They turned and headed for a pair of glass doors.

As she thought of all her people had been through for her, suddenly the raw animal hatred of the man they were after roused in her. “A bonus to the first one who shoots Santana,” she called.

Sloan scowled at her. “We need to bring him in, Steele, so we can press charges.”

“We’ll bring him in wounded.” And with a huff, she pressed the button for the sixth floor.


Chapter Thirty-Four

 

Miranda stepped into the dim entry hall on the sixth floor, her weapon drawn.

There were no decorations on the walls. No inviting music playing. No footsteps. Nothing.

A set of glass doors stood on the far end of the hall. She stepped over to it, Smith and Sloan following silently behind her, their weapons also drawn.

Slowly she pushed down on the handle.

The door opened.

She stepped inside and found a space that could be used for a reception area, but there was no desk, no chairs, and no receptionist.

Again the air reverberated with silence.

“Nobody home?” Sloan murmured, a skeptical brow raised.

“There’s a hall over there.” Smith pointed toward a gap in a dark blue wall.

“Let’s check it out.”

Miranda led the way across the floor and into the darkened passageway. The doors to the rooms stood open. One by one she checked them.

Most held no furniture. It was as if the space was sitting there waiting to be rented with no takers.

“This is a dud,” Miranda said as she reached the end of the hall.

“I’d say so.”

“Sorry, Steele,” Smith commiserated.

Wasn’t her fault. “Let’s go check the next one.”

The seventh floor was just as empty, except for a variation in the layout. Again there were no people and little furniture.

“Onto number eight.”

They headed up to the next floor. When she stepped off the elevator this time, Miranda was stunned.

“Whoa,” Sloan said behind her.

“What is this?” Smith gasped.

Miranda wasn’t sure.

She took a tentative step onto the polished wooden floor that stretched out before her, taking up the entire length and width of the building. It looked sort of like a basketball court, but with no spectator seating.

The ceiling was at least twenty feet high, and their steps echoed and squeaked as they crossed the glossy surface.

No one came out to greet them.

She reached the opposite side of the floor and stopped at the sight before her. There was a large spray of holes in the concrete. Several pieces of the wall had broken off and fallen onto the floor.

Miranda dared to touch the wall. “Is this what I think it is?”

“I’d say so.” Sloan ran a hand over one of the indentations. “Nine millimeter.”

Smith trotted over to the corner and picked up a stray piece of paper. “Look at this.” She held it out as she hurried back.

Miranda took it from her hand. A scrap that had been torn from a paper target. “Was this space used as a shooting range?”

Sloan didn’t answer. His focus was on an opening along the adjacent side of the space.

The three of them scooted over to it and, weapons ready, stepped through the recess and into a hall.

Miranda sniffed the air. “Soap,” she whispered.

They went through another doorless opening. Sloan found a switch and turned on the lights. Tiles, sinks, and bathing areas appeared.

Shower room.

He went down the row, aiming his gun at anyone left in the stalls.

But there was no one here.

“Look at this.” He bent down and with the barrel of his gun, picked up a washrag that had been left on the floor.

Miranda dared to touch it. “It’s still slightly damp.”

Sloan nodded. “It’s been used not too long ago.”

“Maybe a couple of days.”

The sound of running water made them turn their heads. Smith was at the sinks and had turned on a faucet. “The water’s still on.”

Okay. “So is this where Santana trains his Ukrainians to shoot?”

Sloan raised a shoulder. “Could be.”

And what did a shooting range have to do with medical research? “Let’s go see what’s on the next floor.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

 

The ninth floor was also a surprise.

It was open and high-ceilinged, similar to eight, but this time the floor was covered with generic linoleum. Long tables with mobile stools attached to both sides stood spread out in rows. Where the showers had been on the floor below, they found a large industrial type kitchen with stainless steel counters and sinks.

A dining hall. Miranda realized. “How many do you think this place would hold?”

Sloan did a rough count in his head. “I’d say about two hundred and fifty or so.”

A chill went down her spine. “Where are they?”

“Gone,” Smith whispered in an uneasy tone.

“But why?”

Slowly Sloan shook his head. “I don’t know, Steele. But my gut doesn’t feel good about it.”

“Mine either.”

Smith rubbed her arms. Then her eyes went round. “Hey. I’ll bet they’re all aboard that cruise ship.”

“It’s big enough to hold them,” Sloan had to admit.

And if Jimmy at Olde Town Seafoods had made a delivery here two days ago, they left either yesterday or the day before.

But they weren’t finished here yet. “One more floor to go. Let’s check it out.”

 


Chapter Thirty-Six

 

In a narrow entryway on the tenth floor, they were met with a thick steel door.

It was secured with a lock that had both a keypad and a card slot.

Crap.

Miranda was scratching at her hair, thinking she’d have to call Becker to come up here, when Sloan took out his cell phone and a thin flat cable with a connector on one end and a card on the other. He hooked the connector into his phone’s port, shoved the card into the slot in the lock, and started pressing buttons on his screen.

Lights flashed on the phone and the lock, and after only a second or two, she heard the latch snap.

She grabbed the handle and the door opened.

“Guess it’s good to have some FBI magic at the ready,” she said to Sloan.

Sloan almost smiled, and she felt a bit of satisfaction.

Then she turned and saw she was in a long white corridor that seemed to stretch the length of the building.

Another chill went through her, and she started to feel that familiar antsy feeling. The sensation of insects crawling up her neck.

Was this where Santana was hiding? If so, she’d find him.

With Sloan and Smith on either side of her, she started down the passageway.

It was strange and disorienting. Everything was white. The floors, the baseboards, the walls, the ceilings. No windows. No pictures or posters or even a plant to break up the monotony.

She felt like she was trapped inside a tube of toothpaste.

At last they reached a door, also painted white.

His weapon drawn, Sloan reached for the knob and opened it.

It led to another corridor just like the one they had just left. Down they went, Miranda’s stomach doing somersaults.

What if they got lost in here? What if they were doomed to wander through these halls until they starved to death? Her stressed mind was playing tricks on her.

They reached the end of the hall and went through another door. Of course, it led to another white passageway. But this one had doors on one side every twelve feet or so. Offices?

Miranda stepped over to one, pushed down the latch and entered waving her gun side to side.

No need. Like the rest of the place, it was empty.

There was a bed frame with no mattress, no sheets or pillows. A small white desk was bolted to the far corner.

“A bedroom,” Smith said.

“Yep. A deserted one.”

They moved to the next room and found another bare bed frame and desk. The next room was the same. And the next and the next.

Five doors down, they found a latrine, but after that, room after room were exactly alike.

As she scanned the monotony, questions pounded in Miranda’s brain. Who had occupied these replicated rooms? Ukrainians? Why were they here? Why were they gone? And where were they now?

Peering through another door, Sloan smirked. “Looks like whoever was doing target practice on eight and eating on nine, was sleeping here on ten.”

“This is creepy,” said Smith.

It sure was.

Finally they reached the last of the sleeping quarters. The next door led to a shorter hall, and in the middle of it they found a conference room.

There was a long walnut table with rolling chairs around it and a projector screen hanging from the wall. Miranda would have expected to see papers and debris, but the space had been wiped clean.

Sloan crossed the room and peeked behind the screen. “Did Santana use this for business meetings?”

Miranda scratched at her hair. “I can’t imagine him having any business execs here.”

“Not legitimate ones, anyway.”

Smith was looking pale.

“Let’s keep going,” Miranda said. “We’re starting to find stuff.”

At the end of another hall they found an office.

Not any office. A corner office. With windows and wood paneling. The only part they’d found with any color so far.

It was large.

“This had to be Santana’s office,” Miranda said, pulling out a drawer of the mahogany desk.

But the drawer was empty, just like the rest of the place.

Sloan pulled out a drawer to a filing cabinet. “Looks like he flew the coop, too.”

“Looks like it.” A wave of disappointment slithered through her. Why couldn’t they find this bastard?

Once more they stepped out into the white hall. It was even more sickening in contrast to the office.

“Should we try to find our way back?” Sloan said.

Something stirred in Miranda’s gut. “Let’s go this way.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven

 

Miranda turned a corner and found something different in this hall.

It was a room with an interior window and a pair of glass doors. There wasn’t much to see through them.

She pressed a button on the wall and the glass doors whisked open. She stepped into an oblong room with narrow counters mounted along the walls. All of them were white, of course.

No windows to the outside.

Mounted on the walls over the counters were white cabinets. One of them had glass doors and a lock, but it had been left open. There was nothing on the shelves.

Behind the far counter, another room was separated by a glass divider like the one near the entrance.

Through the opening she saw a square office space with more counters and drawers. Overhead an array of metal mountings hung from the ceiling. Nerves danced over her skin as she wondered what those were for. The ants were back.

Suddenly her mind went back to Sweet Water Park. The place where she’d been sprayed with that mind control substance and experienced its horrors. Holloway had shot the main perpetrator in that place, but there had been one who had escaped.

Was that was this was? A lab? Was Santana cooking up more of that stuff with whoever it was who had gotten away?

She eyed the drawers beneath the white countertops. Madly she began jerking them open one by one.

In the first one she found a pair of earbuds. Nothing else.

Nothing in the second or the third. Then she pulled open the bottom drawer.

At first she thought it was empty, too. Then she bent down and ran her hand along the back of it.

Her fingers touched glass. A bottle?

She pulled it out, shut the drawer, and held it out in her hand. A small amber vial with a dark liquid inside. The lid had an eye dropper. She felt dizzy.

Sloan’s voice pierced through her haze. “What is that, Steele?”

Miranda looked up and saw Smith and Sloan staring at her as if she were crazy.

“I think this place is a lab. I think Santana has been brewing up more of his mind control tonic.” She held up the bottle. “But this is the antidote.”

Sloan took it from her palm and held it up in the light. “It does look like some of the stuff the FBI lab was testing.”

Smith looked confused. “What are you talking about?”

Miranda gave her the most abbreviated account she could think of. “A few months ago, Parker and I found an underground lab on the west side of Atlanta. They were making a mind control drug.”

“Made from plants of the nightshade family,” Sloan added.

Miranda remembered John Fry, the Parker Agency’s crack lab guy, explaining that. “During the investigation, I found a bottle that looked a lot like this. The contents appear to be the same. Fry analyzed the contents and said it was the antidote for the drug.”

Sloan nodded. “Our lab concluded that, as well.”

Miranda knew it was true. Parker had saved her life with that bottle.

Smith gestured around the room. “And you think they were making that stuff here?”

“I do.”

“But now it’s all gone.”

“Yeah.” And they had no idea where Santana and whoever was with him had taken it. Or how much of it they had. Or what Santana was going to do with it.

Suddenly her phone buzzed.

Miranda snatched it out of her pocket. Becker. Her stomach twisted. Had the rest of the team run into Santana?

She answered. “Becker?”

“You’d better get down here right away, Steele.”

“Did you find Santana?”

“Not exactly. There was nothing on the lower levels.”

Miranda frowned. “Where are you now?”

“On another floor of the garage. The entrance was locked. I opened it with an app that has a programmable sensor and a—”

“Enough, Becker. How do we get to you?”

“Go to the back of the second floor. There’s a stairwell.”

“If we’re not there in ten minutes, come looking for us.”

“Roger.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

 

After zipping back through the maze of halls and riding down the elevator to the second floor, Miranda found the exit to the garage.

With Sloan and Smith behind her, she stepped into the large dark space and again saw no vehicles in any of the parking spots.

Except for the one in the middle of the lot.

And when she saw it, she thought her heart had stopped.

The white box truck.

While her team stood at the back in as much shock as she was feeling, slowly Miranda began to circle it.

Her head spun. This couldn’t be the same vehicle that was on the pier three weeks ago. What was it doing here? But it made perfect sense. This was Santana’s lair. Or it used to be.

She was surprised the truck had hardly any damage.

The bullet holes in the driver side door from the shots Sloan had fired. A nick in the bulletproof window where O’Cleary had aimed. Only a few dents from plowing into the G-man’s Chrysler.

As she came around to the rear again, she saw it was almost intact, even after crushing the Boston’s team’s car against a brick wall.

Holloway reached for the rear latches. “We need to get in there.”

Becker grabbed a strap and the metal squealed as together they pulled down the ramp to the cargo area.

Wesson took out her phone and began snapping pictures. She turned to Miranda, concern on her face. “You might not want to watch this, Steele.”

But Becker and Holloway already had the doors open.

Miranda couldn’t hold back. She ran toward the truck just as fast as she had the night she’d first seen it. But this time, she clanged up the ramp and into the back of it.

“Don’t,” Becker warned.

It was too late.

Her chest heaving, Miranda breathed in the dank air as she stared down at the floor.

Blood.

A large pool of it. Dried.

Parker’s blood.

Her eyes began to burn. She shivered suddenly feeling cold. Suddenly she couldn’t move. All she could do was stare down at it.

Then she realized Becker was standing beside her holding a lab kit he must have retrieved from his bag.

“We need to collect this evidence.” He knelt down and began swabbing the stain.

Feeling completely drained, she turned and went back down the ramp.

Holloway was getting ink and brushes out of Becker’s bag to take fingerprints. Wesson was already at work on the door handles.

Sloan bent down and reached for a plastic glove from the bag. “Becker’s right, Steele,” he said. “If we can take this to headquarters and get them to process it, we’ll be one step closer.”

“Closer to what, Sloan?”

“To prosecution, of course.”

“Who can we prosecute? Santana’s gone. His people are gone. We have no idea where they are.”

Wesson trotted over, her gloved hands covered with ink. “We’ve got this, Steele. Why don’t you walk around a bit.”

She meant to get away from the truck, to clear her head, her heart.

Miranda watched her give Sloan a nod.

He put the glove into his pocket and took Miranda’s arm. “That’s a good idea. I could use a break.”

Her team was mollycoddling her, but maybe they were right. She did need to clear her head. She needed to think.

She pulled her arm out of Sloan’s hand and paced around the concrete pillars, her footsteps echoing against the concrete walls as she passed the yellow lines that marked the parking spaces.

She thought about the fish pier. They had been there just a few hours ago. The people there knew Santana.

Then she recalled what Bowman had told them.

She stopped short. “That cruise ship.”

“What about it?”

Miranda raised her hands in frustration. “We need to check it out. That has to be where Santana took his people and his fish. If he left two days ago, the ship is no longer at the dock. It’s out on the ocean. We need to find out where it’s going.”

Sloan glanced back at the truck, his gaze lingering on Wesson as he let out a slow breath. “I’m not sure we can do that.”

“What do you mean? Wouldn’t Santana have to file a manifest? A list of passengers? A route map? Maybe with the Coast Guard?” She wasn’t exactly sure how it worked.

“The man has shipped drugs and guns and human contraband all over the world. I’m sure he knows a way around the regulations.”

And he would have to get around them since he was on the run. Her shoulders dropped.

Besides, Sloan’s badge wouldn’t work so well with the coastal authorities. Like he said, he was on his own. He had no backing from the Bureau.

She paced across to the cinder block wall where the elevator was. Absently she looked up and noticed the display indicated they were on level five. That meant the elevator went down below ground.

She didn’t have time to think about that right now, so she kept pacing. There had to be a way to find Santana. If he was out on the high seas, someone had to know where he was.

When she turned the corner she looked down. And spotted something. It was a small black box.

“Sloan?”

“Yes, Steele?”

She pointed to the floor. “What’s that?”

Sloan pulled the glove out of his pocket and slipped it on. He bent down, picked up the box, and read the serial number as he stood erect. There was shock on his face. “It’s the tracker Janey put on Santana’s limo.”

A chill went down her spine. “What the hell is it doing here?”

“I don’t know, but it means the limo driver knows about this place and how to get into this part of the garage.”

Still wearing his gloves, Becker trotted over to them. Apparently he’d seen they’d found something.

He stared at the device in Sloan’s hand. “Is that what I think it is?”

Sloan nodded. “It’s the tracker from the limo.”

Becker tried to reach for his phone, but then realized he’d get ink on himself. “It can’t be. I didn’t get any alerts the limo was moving.”

Sloan turned it over and removed a small cover. “The batteries are gone.”

“What did he do that for?”

Sloan snapped the useless cover back in place. “And why did he leave the tracker here?”

Anxiety eating at her, Miranda shifted her weight. “When he kidnapped me, Santana told me he knew about the tracker. He must have sent the driver a message and ordered him to take it off and put it here.”

“Maybe the driver knows where Santana is,” Becker said.

Sloan nodded. “He might, if Santana told him.”

Miranda huffed. “But we can’t go and ask him. He’d send a message to Santana and tip him off, and the bastard would go deeper into hiding.” And probably send someone after her and her team.

She thought about the limo sitting in the garage of the Sector Building. She thought about going up to the top floor in her disguise to find out where Santana lived. She thought about how she got into Santana’s office.

Then it came to her. Of course.

“I know someone who can tell us where he is.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine

 

It took another fifteen minutes to finish processing the truck. Then they packed up, headed out to the Pathfinder, and made their way back to the Sector Building.

Miranda chose Sloan and Wesson to go inside with her and left the others in the SUV. Becker had given her a duplicate of the keycard she’d used when she accessed the elevator bank to the upper floors before, and by some miracle it still worked.

It wasn’t long before the three of them were on the fiftieth floor, marching through the white Italian marble and teakwood aisles, past the 3-D workstations, and straight up to the matching marble desk outside Santana’s office.

Miranda eyed the young man in the gray suit behind it. He was highlighting numbers in a report.

She leaned an elbow on the marble. “Hello there, Fitzhugh.”

The man jumped, his eyes as wide as if he’d just caught his finger in his electric pencil sharpener.

He looked from Miranda to Wesson to Sloan as he cleared his throat to regain his composure. “How may I help you?”

Miranda nodded toward the large door next to the desk. “We’re wondering if you’ve heard anything from your boss lately.”

Fitzhugh frowned. “I’m sorry. Did you have an appointment with Mr. Santana? He’s out of the office at the moment.”

Miranda studied the man’s pale eyes and thin pale lashes. He had prematurely gray hair and a scrawny chicken throat to match his demeanor. A rule follower who fancied himself a rule enforcer. She bet he’d be the first to run in a fight.

So he’d be easy to break.

She glanced around the office. Too many ears. “Actually, we need to talk to you. Where can we do that?”

“Me? I’m sorry. I can’t leave my post.”

Sloan took his badge from his waistband and tapped it on the desk’s shiny marble surface. “You should rethink that answer, Mr. Fitzhugh.”

Fitzhugh stared at him as if he’d lost his voice. But just as she suspected, he didn’t put up a fight.

Flustered, he did something to his phone to transfer calls, Miranda guessed. Then he smoothed the lapels of his jacket and got to his feet.

“Follow me,” he said stiffly.

Miranda saw Wesson’s lip turn up in a satisfied grin. She felt the same rush of victory, but it was too early to celebrate.

Fitzhugh led them around a corner and down an unoccupied hallway to a conference room at the end of it.

Miranda stepped inside to a glorious view of the city through the windows and a long clean table with padded ergonomic chairs around it.

She pointed to one. “Have a seat.”

Looking like a mouse trapped by a relentless cat, Fitzhugh settled into one in the middle of the opposite side. “What is this about?”

Miranda nodded toward Sloan. The FBI-man was the one Fitzhugh was most afraid of.

Sloan leaned on a chair across from the admin. “We’re looking into some of your boss’s activities,” he said.

“Activities? He’s the CEO of Sector Services.”

Wesson came around the table and took a chair next to Fitzhugh. “And what exactly does Sector Services do?”

Fitzhugh straightened his tie. “We provide professional and business services, such as management consulting, IT, and tax advice.”

Miranda smirked. The same canned spiel Santana had given her. “But you provide other services as well, don’t you?”

Fitzhugh blinked at her. “I don’t know what you mean. Is Mr. Santana in some kind of trouble?”

Miranda let Sloan take that one.

“Let’s just say Mr. Santana is under investigation.”

Fitzhugh sucked in a breath. “Investigation? For what?”

He really didn’t know about his boss’s dark side, did he?

Sloan leaned over the table. “That’s confidential. What we need to know from you is where he is.”

Fitzhugh blinked faster. “Where he is?”

“That’s right. You’re his admin. You know his every move, don’t you?”

“Usually. Sometimes.” Again he smoothed his lapels with a semi-haughty air. “But that’s confidential as well.”

Miranda turned to Sloan. “We’re going to have to take him in.”

Without missing a beat, Wesson leaned back in her chair. “Give him another minute or two.”

Fitzhugh glowered at her, then at Miranda, then at Sloan. “What do you mean, take me in?”

“For questioning,” Miranda said. “And then to be charged.”

“For what?”

Sloan folded his arms over his chest. “Obstruction of justice for starters.”

“B—but I can’t go against company policy. I’ve already broken too many rules just by speaking to you.”

Sloan clucked his tongue. “That’s too bad. Obstruction of justice carries some stiff penalties. Up to eight years in some cases.”

Fitzhugh looked like he might faint. “You can’t do that. If Mr. Santana finds out I spoke to the FBI, I don’t want to think about what he might do.” He rubbed his arms.

“What do you mean?” Wesson said gently.

She made a perfect good cop in contrast to Miranda and Sloan’s bad ones. Not to mention the chemistry Wesson and Sloan had.

Fitzhugh turned to Wesson. “Everyone thinks he’s a wonderful generous man, but he has a terrible temper. Anytime something goes wrong, he curses at me and tells me it’s my fault. I hear him yelling in the office a lot. Once he threw a glass of whiskey against the wall and made me clean it up.”

Wesson patted his arm. “Then it’s in your best interest to help us.”

“No.” He shook his head. “No, it isn’t.”

He was terrified of Santana. But they had to know where the man was.

Miranda came around the table and stood over the skinny man. “That’s really too bad, Fitzhugh. I’d hate to think about what those boys in the federal pen are going to do with a little guy like you.”

The color drained from Fitzhugh’s face. “I don’t know where Mr. Santana is.”

Now they were getting somewhere. Miranda sat down on the other side of the admin. “What do you know?”

Fitzhugh raised his hands in a helpless gesture. “He hasn’t been in the office for weeks. Then suddenly two days ago I went into his office, and he was sitting at his desk.”

Came in through his secret elevator, no doubt.

“He called me in and told me he was going on a sabbatical. He didn’t say for how long.”

Miranda kept her voice steady. “And where did he say he was going?”

“He didn’t. He didn’t say anything. Just that I was to tell no one.”

Miranda glanced at Sloan. He looked as disgusted as she felt.

But she wasn’t giving up. “Is he on his cruise ship?”

Fitzhugh’s mouth opened. “You know about that? No one is supposed to know he owns that company.”

“Bliss on the Sea,” Sloan said as if he were reporting the weather.

“Yes, that’s the one. How did you know?”

Miranda wanted to shake the man. “Where’s the ship going?”

“Going?”

“What’s its destination? How far out to sea is it?”

“I don’t know. I don’t even know if he’s on that ship.”

She let out a slow breath and rose. Sloan and Wesson followed suit.

“I guess we’ll have to warm up that jail cell after all.” She turned to Sloan. “You have the cuffs?”

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” Wesson said.

Fitzhugh’s eyes began to water. “All Mr. Santana left me is some numbers. I don’t really know how to contact him. I swear it. He can be secretive at times.”

“Phone numbers?” Sloan asked.

“No. I don’t know what they are.” His fingers trembling, Fitzhugh took his cell out of his pocket and scrolled to some notes. He held it out for Miranda to see.

It was a long string of numbers with decimal points and commas. She handed the phone to Wesson. Wesson stared at it a moment, then handed it to Sloan.

Sloan copied the numbers and texted them to his own phone. Then he erased the text message on Fitzhugh’s phone.

He handed the cell back to the man, who was quaking by now.

“This is what we need. Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Fitzhugh. Looks like we won’t have to take you in, after all.” Sloan turned and started for the door.

Wesson hurried around the table.

Miranda felt a surge of hope as she headed toward the door with them. Whatever those numbers were, Sloan could read them.

“Wait,” Fitzhugh cried.

Frowning, Miranda turned around. “What’s the matter?”

“What if somebody saw me talking to you? What do I tell them?”

Miranda let out a smirk as she went out the door. “Tell them we were trying to sell you office supplies.”


Chapter Forty

 

They grabbed a big sack of burgers and fries and headed back to the hotel.

Miranda tried to get information out of Sloan, but the G-man wasn’t talking until he was at the controls of Becker’s laptop in the guy’s room and had an image up on the TV screen. It was a cluster of odd-shaped green blobs against a blue background.

“So what were those numbers?” Miranda said, her mouth full of burger.

“Just a moment.” Sloan arranged the blobs on the screen until the numbers from Fitzhugh’s phone were superimposed over them.

Mesmerized, Smith made a sucking sound with her straw. “You got those numbers from Santana’s administrative assistant?” she asked.

“Yep.” Miranda had tried to explain it to the team on the ride back, but she hadn’t been very clear.

Becker squinted at the screen. “Are those—coordinates?”

Sloan sat back and grinned. “Good observation, Becker.”

What? “Do you mean geographical coordinates?”

“I sure do.” Sloan seemed pleased with himself.

Wesson peered at the screen. “Are you sure that’s what they are?”

Sloan’s eyes twinkled as he gestured at the image. “It makes sense, doesn’t it?”

Miranda didn’t think so. “What do you mean, Sloan? What are those blobs?”

Sloan frowned. “I guess it is kind of esoteric.” He pressed some keys, moved the mouse, and the image zoomed out, growing smaller and smaller.

When they were nearly dots, familiar shapes began to appear. A jagged circle of blue. A long tail of green. A map.

Miranda blinked at the screen. “Is that—Florida?”

“You pass the geography test, Steele.”

Wesson pointed to the green splotch southeast of what must have been Miami. “And that’s the Bahamas, right?”

“Is that where Santana’s cruise ship is going?” But that wasn’t where the numbers were.

Sloan took the mouse and moved the cursor over the green under the numbers. “No, if the numbers indicate his destination, he’s heading here.”

Becker looked fascinated. “So Fitzhugh’s numbers are the latitude and longitude of this location.”

“That would be my guess.”

Miranda was getting impatient. “But where is it?”

Sloan sat back again. “It’s called Cayo Solitario. Lonely Island. An uninhabited island off the Eastern coast of Cuba.”

“Cuba?”

“It’s US territory. But not many people know about it. It’s only about two square miles.”

“Tiny.”

“Maybe Santana bought it,” Smith said. “Snapped it up and built a resort there.”

Sloan shrugged. “Could be.”

Holloway got up to toss his drink in the trash. “Great place to hide from the authorities.”

“Bask in the sun in the lap of luxury.”

“Yeah,” Miranda murmured, her thoughts churning in her head.

Bowman at Olde Town Seafoods had said Santana had stocked his cruise ship early. He’d placed the order himself. Olde Town Seafoods had made a special delivery to the medical annex two days ago—the morning Fitzhugh said Santana was last in the office at the Sector Building. The first time he’d seen him in weeks. Santana must have been hiding in the annex all this while. He had been training people to shoot there. He’d been manufacturing his mind control drug. He’d had his limo driver leave the tracker there because he didn’t need it any more.

He was running away. It made perfect sense he’d be heading to an island in the Caribbean.

An island only two square miles wide. Probably with a luxury resort.

All they had to do was find him on that island.

She pointed at the map. “We have to go there.”

Everyone was silent as the message sank in. Nobody could disagree.

Miranda straightened her shoulders. “If anyone wants out, now’s the time to say so.”

Wesson looked horrified. “What do you mean, Steele?”

“I mean none of you signed up for this. We have no idea what we’re getting into. If you want to call it quits and go home, I understand.”

Becker looked hurt. “You don’t know us very well, do you, Steele?”

She knew them only too well. And she was grateful and proud of them. “So everyone’s in?”

Holloway nodded. “Of course, we are.”

“Okay, then. Let’s figure out how to get to Cayo Solitario as fast as we can.”


Chapter Forty-One

 

Parker awoke with a start.

He opened his eyes and discovered he was in a small room lying on a narrow cot with fresh clean sheets. Where was he now? Had they moved him to another cabin? He had no clue. He looked down at his hands.

Again, no shackles.

He sat up and ran his hands through his hair. It had been washed. He touched his chin. Someone had shaved him.

He felt dizzy.

He’d been dreaming of his father and himself as a teenage boy. The screaming, the yelling, the denial when Parker told him about Laura’s death.

Shaking off the cobwebs, he saw he was still dressed in Army fatigues like those others in the back of that truck. Maybe he could find them.

He started to get up. The room spun.

He reached out to brace himself against a nearby wall. His stomach rumbled. It wasn’t just the drugs he’d been given. They probably hadn’t fed him for days. He was starving and weak from it.

So hungry that he imagined the smell of food.

No. That smell was real.

He turned his head and took in the room. White linoleum floor. White walls. White ceiling. The bedding was white, too. A small white table on the other side was molded to the wall.

There was a tray of food on it.

Bracing himself against the wall, he made his way over to the table and sank down into the white plastic chair.

He picked up the plastic fork and began shoveling the meat into his mouth.

Fish. Cod, he thought. It was good. Fresh. And boiled potatoes with butter and green beans. Delicious. And water. A whole bottle of water. He’d never been so thirsty in his life. He twisted the red cap off the bottle, noticing the lid had already been loosened.

He put it to his lips and drank down half of it in one gulp. It was cool and soothing to his parched tongue, and it had a hint of an herbal-like taste.

And then he remembered something Miranda had told him.

It was about the water bottles when she and Mackenzie escaped from Santana’s penthouse. They had also been opened.

The water had been tainted with the mind control drug.

Just as the thought formed in his mind, tiny stars began to twinkle at the edges of his vision.

He remembered the IV on the truck and the needle they stuck in him on the cruise ship. That wasn’t the mind control drug. That had been merely a sedative. But this—whatever was in that water bottle—this was that drug.

Parker forced himself up, held onto the chair to turn himself around. There was a narrow door in the corner. A bathroom. He hobbled toward it, hoping he could induce vomiting in time.

But before he could reach it, there was a sharp rap on the door.

“Private Parker!”

Santana’s voice.

At the sound of it, his legs stopped moving.

Private? Parker looked down at himself and remembered he was still in the Army fatigues they’d dressed him in. No, a fresh set of them.

The door opened and Santana’s dark form appeared. As usual, he was perfectly groomed and dressed in a tailored charcoal suit and silk tie.

Parker wanted to lunge at the man. He wanted to sink his fingers into his throat and choke the life out of him. But he couldn’t move.

“Exit your room, soldier,” Santana barked.

“Yes, sir.” The words came out of Parker’s mouth as if he were possessed.

His feet began to move in a military rhythm and he marched through the door as Santana stepped aside.

“Halt.”

“Yes, sir.” Parker’s feet stopped marching.

“You will address me as Commander.”

“Yes, Commander.”

Commander? What did this maniac imagine himself to be?

Santana made a broad gesture. “Welcome to your new home, Private.”

Taking in the sight, Parker could hardly believe what lay before him.

They were standing on a balcony-like structure, about five feet in width. A four-foot iron railing guarded the balcony, its bars painted a startling white. The floor of the balcony was also white.

The railing ran around the entire perimeter of a huge circular space about the size of a sports stadium. They were on the top-most balcony, perhaps two-hundred feet up. There were two other identical balconies below with the same white iron railing.

The entire interior space was white. Sickeningly white. He could feel its monotony in the pit of his gut.

Not a window in sight. The lights were artificial, LEDs he would guess, lining the dome high above. The air seemed strangely sterile as if it were being pumped and cooled from the inside by machinery.

On each floor, endless white panels were broken every so often by a metal latch indicating a room. Doors around the circular rows spaced equally apart.

Rooms? Like the one he’d just stepped out of? This wasn’t the cruise ship. The space was too large. And his dizziness was from the drugs, not from the rocking of the ocean.

But what disturbed him most was the movement he saw.

Straight ahead along the opposite side of the arena twin spiral staircases led to a floor below the top balcony.

The floor was open, a handrail around its perimeter serving as a guard to prevent a fall, and supported underneath by a series of white iron poles. Parker could see workstations lined up on the floor. About a dozen people dressed in Army fatigues like himself sat at the desks, working away at keyboards and glistening transparent computer screens.

Another set of spiral stairs on either side led to a second, larger floor. Again a white railing guarded its perimeter and white poles running to the ground floor supported its weight. Here there were rows of tables.

A dining area for a large number of people. Several women also in battle fatigues were wiping down cafeteria tables, as if several hundred people had just had a meal there.

And down below on the ground floor, four groups all dressed in the same garb were doing drills. Bend and reaches, squats, jumping jacks.

Parker could hear their cadences. “One-two-three-one, one-two-three-two.”

Another group crawled on their bellies through an obstacle course. Near the far wall, yet another group was practicing archery. A leader for each unit shouted instructions as they executed their drills.

In sharp contrast to the camouflage and the white background, two men dressed in black stood at the opposite sides of the group, as if guarding them.

Enforcers.

Both were tall, large, and well-built. Their pose was a mirror image of each other. Feet apart, muscular arms crossed over broad chests. One had a thin beard and short dark hair. The other was beardless and had a shaved head. No tattoos for him, but they must have been two of Santana’s Ukrainians. They looked like the men on the fish pier.

Why were there only two of them? Parker wondered.

Then his stomach went tight.

Did Santana fancy these people in camouflage as his army? Did he expect Parker to be a part of it? And were they all drugged with the mind control substance? What in the world was this maniac going to do with them?

Before Parker could think of an answer, Santana barked again.

“As a new recruit, Private, your duties start at the bottom. Literally,” Santana chuckled. “Pick that up.” He pointed behind him.

Parker turned his head and saw a man who must have been standing a few feet away from him the whole time.

Tall, muscular, dressed in black unlike the “soldiers.” Parker recognized the orange Phoenix tattoo on his shaved head.

Gregor.

There was a bucket of soapy water at his feet.

He grinned as he gestured to it. “He means this,” Gregor said in his Ukrainian accent.

Parker wanted to pick up the bucket and toss its contents over the man’s head, but his body obeyed the order.

He bent down, picked up the bucket, and awaited further instruction.

“Come with us.” With Gregor bringing up the rear, Santana turned and led Parker all the way around the balcony to one of the white spiral staircases.

The three men descended the metal steps until they reached the workstation floor. Gregor opened a gate and they stepped on to a balcony which was identical to the one they had been on a moment ago.

They walked around it for several yards, then Santana opened the door of a room.

It was also white and very similar to the one Parker had left upstairs.

Santana strode across the floor to a door in the corner and opened it. “In here.”

Parker marched over and through the door.

It was a bathroom.

“I assume you know how to clean a toilet.”

So that was to be his duties.

“On your knees.” Gregor gave him a shove.

Parker went down, caught himself on the bowl.

“You’ll need this.” Santana handed him something over his shoulder.

A toothbrush.

“Get busy,” Santana barked. “I expect you to have this entire floor done by noon.”

“Yes, Commander,” Parker heard himself say.

Then he dipped the toothbrush into the soapy water and began scrubbing the base of the toilet.

Santana watched him a long while. Parker could feel him gloating behind him, relishing the sight. But after a time he and his minion went away.

Parker tried to get up, tried to stop scrubbing the porcelain, but his arms and legs wouldn’t do what he wanted. All he could do was obey the orders Santana had given him.

He watched the toothbrush go back and forth over the crevice in the floor as if it were mechanical. It reminded him of the time he brought Antonio home and made him clean toilets. His motive had been entirely different.

Antonio. He and Coco were having a baby. Suddenly, all he wanted was to get back to them. And to what was left of his family.

His arm was growing weary, but it wouldn’t stop. This wasn’t the experience Miranda had told him about from the mind control drug. The Elixir, as that boy in his dungeon had called it. She had said it was all dreams and hallucinations. They must have improved the formula. Parker’s mind was perfectly alert. And evidently, the drug was powerful enough to continue working without any supervision.

A fear came over Parker like nothing he had ever experienced before.

Would this madman, this criminal, be able to make him do anything? And what about those others out on the floor? Were they just as frustrated inside their bodies, being forced to act against their will? Who were they? Real soldiers? Parker doubted it.

Anger began to wrestle back the fear.

There had to be a way out. There had to be a way to stop this substance. He would find it. Right now, he couldn’t imagine how he was going to manage it, but he would. Somehow he would escape. Somehow he would get out of here.

And he would stop that lunatic.


Chapter Forty-Two

 

It was hours later that Santana returned for him. “You’re only half finished with your assignment.”

He had cleaned all the commodes along the half circle. There wasn’t time for more. He had a feeling Santana knew that.

He gave Parker’s thigh a kick. “Half-rations for dinner.”

“Sorry, Commander,” Parker heard himself say.

“On your feet, Private.”

Parker felt his body scramble up. He reached for the bucket.

“Leave that there. Come with me.”

Santana led him down the balcony, and once again Parker got a view of the “soldiers” practicing maneuvers on the lower floor. They were perhaps a hundred feet away, but he could tell their movements were rigid and unnatural.

A sick feeling burrowed into the pit of his stomach.

They went up the white spiral stairs again to the top level. For a moment Parker thought Santana would return him to his room and drug him again.

Instead, he turned the other way and led him to a door exactly like the others except for the gold nameplate on the wall.

“Commander Santana.”

The usurper was taking his new role seriously.

They stepped inside and Parker had to blink at the sight. There was color.

The walls were painted a pale green. A large mahogany desk sat at one end of the room, a comfortable looking black leather chair behind it. Deep red velvet curtains decked an artificial window with a faux pastoral scene. Large eighteenth century paintings hung on the walls in gold frames, as if the office was an art gallery. Most of the works depicted buxom ladies in pastel garden settings reclining or bending over in suggestive poses. Refined pornography to entertain the sophisticated lowlife.

At the other end of the room stood a small work table and several mahogany filing cabinets. Stacks of papers sat on the table.

Santana strode to the desk and sat down. “I need an office boy.” He waved at the table. “File those papers, Private.”

Office boy. The man delighted in humiliating him, didn’t he?

Without even trying to resist, Parker let his body sit down in the chair and reached for the first stack.

While Santana busied himself at his desk, Parker read the papers as he put them in order. They were invoices, bills of lading, payment slips.

He glanced at the details.

Building supplies. Tons of concrete and metal. Electrical supplies. All sorts of material. Was it to build the structure he was in now? He looked at the dates. Most were from months ago, but some were newer. Santana must have recently completed this place.

Parker sorted them by supplier and date, then rose, opened the filing cabinet, and began putting them into the proper hanging folders.

Before he was finished, there was a knock on the door and Sasha entered the room.

“I have completed my work in the kitchen, Commander.”

“Very good. Stand over there.” Barely acknowledging the man, Santana waved a hand toward the corner behind him.

“And what am I to do there?”

“Wait, Sasha. Or are you too stupid to do that?”

“Yes, Commander.” The big man trod over to the corner and took his place, his hands behind his back, his gaze before him, looking at nothing in particular.

Despite his muscular body and his black clothes and head tattoo, he looked rather helpless. He wasn’t under the Elixir, but he, too, was a slave here. Parker glanced at the gash on his cheek. The one Miranda had given him in Santana’s penthouse.

Santana was treating him like a misbehaving child for that, making him stand in the corner.

Sasha looked perfectly miserable.

“I’m having your claim disproved, by the way.”

It took a moment for Parker to realize Santana was speaking to him. He wondered what he meant.

“You remember, don’t you, Private? Your claim that you’re my half brother? My scientist is working on our blood samples right now. When he disproves it, I’ll have to think of a special punishment for you for lying to me. It will not be pleasant.”

“Yes, sir,” Parker’s mouth replied.

He would like to know those results, as well. His claim was not conclusive, after all. If would be worth taking a punishment to learn he was not related to this man.

Parker closed the drawer, sat down at the desk again, and took up the next stack of papers.

These were invoices from Olde Town Seafoods in Boston. Several of them.

Parker thought of the fish he’d eaten in his room. He thought of the men and women in Army fatigues working out on the lower floor. And the cafeteria area. It would take a lot to feed such a crew. The dates on the invoice were three weeks ago.

A chill went through him.

Had it been fish from that market that Santana’s men had been loading onto the box truck on the pier that dark night he lost Miranda?

If only he had a cell phone and could take pictures of these papers.

But what crime would they prove?

A ring sounded, making Parker sit up straight in his chair.

It was a phone. A landline Santana must have had installed for himself. There must be no cell service here.

As the man answered it, Parker imagined making a call for help on it. As if that were remotely possible.

“Yes, Senator. This line is secure. We can speak freely.”

Santana was speaking to a senator? On a secure phone?

Santana leaned back in his chair. “I already told you. Everything has been completed on my end. The rest is up to you.”

Pressing his lips together as he listened to the voice on the other end, Santana seemed displeased. “Are you sure you don’t want to use the Elixir? It would be easier.”

Why would a senator need the Elixir?

Santana listened a moment, then rolled his eyes. “Unless he doesn’t comply.”

Unless who doesn’t comply? And with what?

Shaking his head, Santana sat forward again. “No. As I said before, I don’t think he will. And then we will have to wait until things clear.”

Clear? What was he talking about?

Looking annoyed, Santana listened again for a long moment. “Yes, yes, I understand your reasoning, Senator. Very well. I expect to hear from you tomorrow morning then.”

He hung up and ran a hand over his face.

What in the world was this monster up to?

There was another knock on the door.

As Parker rose to file his next stack of papers in the cabinet, he saw someone standing in the doorway.

It was the boy in the button-down shirt, tie, and lab coat with the glasses and the nerdy hair style.

Santana looked up and scowled at the boy. “What do you want?”

He gestured toward Parker. “You said I could have him.”

“He’s working on an assignment for me just now.”

“I need help. I can’t promise I can keep up the quotas if I don’t get it.”

Santana stiffened. “Very well. Private Parker, this is Phineas, my biopharmaceutical researcher.”

Is that what he was called? But Parker remembered the name from his dungeon. This was the boy from Sweet Water Park.

“You will go with him,” Santana told him.

“Yes, Commander,” Parker heard himself say, completely against his will.

“You will address him as ‘sir.’”

“Yes, Commander.”

The boy’s lip turned up in an adolescent smirk. “Come along now, Private Parker.”

“Yes, sir.”

Cringing at the words he had just uttered and the prospect of being under the thumb of an insolent teenager, Parker followed the boy out the door.


Chapter Forty-Three

 

Phineas took him just a few doors down to another long room.

This one was as white as the rest of the place. White walls and ceiling, white countertops, white cabinets, white shelves. But the microscopes and measuring equipment made the color more appropriate here.

This was a lab.

There was a second section of it, separated by a wall that was half window. Inside he could see monitors and wires suspended from the ceiling. Also hanging from a sturdy bracket was a white cushioned chair. Seatbelt like straps hung off the sides of the chair.

To hold down the subject.

His gut growing hard, Parker was reminded of the chair in the lab in Sweet Water Park he had found Miranda in. He realized some of those hanging wires were electrodes. Phineas performed his experiments here on live victims.

The boy led him over to a double sink in one of the counters filled with beakers and test tubes.

“I need these cleaned.” He lifted a plastic bottle with a red cap and spout. “Rinse each piece with this.”

Acetone. Parker recognized the chemical as well as the process.

Phineas tapped the faucet. “Then use this to rinse four times.”

Deionized water. Parker had similar procedures in his lab at the Agency.

Phineas pointed over his head. “Then put everything in this cabinet. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.” Parker was hating the subservient words coming out of his mouth more and more.

“Be careful. And don’t break anything.”

“No, sir.”

The boy left him to his work and took a seat on a stool at the opposite counter.

Obediently, Parker donned a pair of gloves lying next to the sink, reached for the acetone and began squirting it into the first test tube.

From the corner of his eye, he could see the boy was watching a screen mounted on the wall.

“Why do I have to be the one to watch these morons?” Phineas muttered under his breath.

Parker rinsed the tube with the deionized water and put it into the cabinet. As he did, he squinted over his shoulder and got a better look of what was on the screen.

Three torsos in light blue coats stood behind a slow-moving conveyor belt. Narrow side rails held a continuous line of plastic water bottles in place.

As the bottles passed by, the belt halted and a pair of rubber-gloved hands opened one of the bottles, removing its blue cap. The bottle then moved to the second pair of hands, which held an eyedropper and squeezed the contents of the dropper into the bottle.

Again the belt moved and halted as the bottle made its last stop before a third pair of hands, which screwed a new lid onto the bottle. This cap was red. Then the belt moved again, the bottle drifted off the side of the screen, and the process continued with a new bottle.

Phineas continued to mutter. “I’m sick of having to prepare this stuff every day and monitor them. Why am I the only one who can get it right? It’s not brain surgery. One four-milliliter dose per person. That means a whole liter a day.”

While he spoke, Parker noticed a plastic liter bottle sitting on the counter. It was marked with a red diamond with an exclamation mark inside it, which was probably a warning for narcotic effects.

The Elixir.

One liter, one four-milliliter dose per person. That would be enough for two-hundred and fifty people. Was that how many brain-washed soldiers Santana had?

It was a disturbing thought.

But then he spotted a utility case on the wall above the counter. There was a shelf of small glass vials. The liquid inside them was dark.

Was that the antidote? Surely they would keep a supply handy in case of accidents. If only he could get to it.

But the case was locked.

“It’s a lot of freaking work,” Phineas whined. “Plus I’ve got to clean up and make notes and do my own experiments. And now he wants me to do DNA matching to boot.”

So Phineas was the one who would learn whether Parker and the monster had the same father.

The boy shook a finger at the screen. “That process should be automated, but Santana said there wasn’t enough time to design the machinery. He’s a cheapskate. That’s what I think.”

It seemed Santana had a disgruntled worker on his hands. And an important one. Perhaps Parker could use that to his advantage.

Before he could think how, the lab door flew open and two men entered.

They were muscular and dressed in black. One wore a dark beard, the other was hairless. The guards from downstairs. Parker was certain he recognized them from the fish pier in Boston.

Between them they held a young woman in battle fatigues by the arms.

She was kicking and struggling to get free. “Let me go, you bastards. Let me go, I said.”

What had she done?

Phineas hopped up from his stool, a look of horror on his face. “Oh, no. How did this happen?”

“That is for you to figure out,” said the bearded man in a Ukrainian accent.

“Take her in there.” Phineas nodded toward the separate room beyond the glass windows.

The two men forced the woman across the floor and into the space. They turned her around and began strapping her to the chair.

She twisted and turned as hard as she could. “Let me go. Don’t you know you’ll all go to prison for this?”

Phineas opened the locked cabinet on the wall with a key and took out one of the clear bottles. He removed a large syringe from a drawer, stuck the needle into the bottle and slowly filled the syringe.

“Two milliliters. That ought to take care of her.” He glared at Parker. “C’mon. You have to help.”

“Yes, sir.” Parker followed Phineas into the room where the bearded man was wrestling with her kicking leg.

The other man pulled the strap around it and she was secure.

She rolled her head back and forth. “No, no, no.”

Her short brown hair was matted from her struggle. Her brown eyes were full of tears.

Phineas was angry. “I don’t understand why her dose wore off. She’s small. Did someone mismeasure her dose in the kitchen?”

“Too much exercise,” offered the bearded man.

Watching the woman writhe, Parker felt sick. But this meant the operation had its flaws.

And then the woman looked at him. Now her brown eyes were familiar. She was the woman on the truck. And she was looking at him in just the same pleading way she had then.

“I was a school teacher in New Jersey,” she said to him. “I was getting into my car and someone grabbed me from behind. I don’t know how I got here. You’ve got to help me. You’ve got to.”

If only he could. If only he could give these men a beating and rescue her from them. But his body refused to move.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Phineas scoffed.

And he moved to the woman’s side and plunged the needle into her arm.

The woman cried out and her eyes rolled back in her head as she continued rolling it from side to side. “No, no, no,” she murmured.

And then her cries softened and she grew quiet.

Parker watched her breathe a moment. Then her eyes shot open and her back went stiff.

“Corporal Bennett reporting for duty.”

“It worked,” the bearded man chuckled.

Phineas huffed. “Of course it did. Take her back downstairs.”

The two men unbuckled the straps.

The woman stood and saluted them.

“You are to report to Unit One downstairs, Corporal.”

“Yes, sir.” And she turned and marched through the lab and out the door.

The two men followed her.

Phineas turned to Parker. “Well, don’t just stand there.” He handed him the empty syringe. “Get rid of this over there.” He waved toward a waste receptacle in the corner. “Then come back and finish your washing.”

“Yes, sir.”

While Phineas returned to his stool in the other room, Parker stepped over to the receptacle feeling sicker than ever. He had to do something. He had to get out of here and get help.

The boy’s instructions hadn’t been very specific. He wondered if he could alter them.

A red plastic bin marked for biohazard waste sat on the floor next to the counter. On the counter was an open box with individual plastic sharp containers.

Parker picked up one of the plastic containers and placed it over the needle, then twisted the needle off by its base, releasing it from the syringe. He tossed the base of the syringe into the red bin. And stood holding the white plastic container with its needle in it.

His hand shook.

With all the willpower he could muster, he forced his hand down and into the pocket of his camouflage jacket. Then he willed his fingers to let go of the container.

It fell into his pocket.

He’d done it. The needle was in his possession now.

“What’s taking so long?” Phineas grumbled. “Get to work.”

Parker turned and headed for the door. He returned to the sink, picked up a beaker and the acetone, and resumed washing.

But inside he was glad he was incapable of facial expression. Because he would be grinning.


Chapter Forty-Four

 

Parker lay on his bed in his room staring up at the ceiling, forcing himself to stay awake.

He had been allowed to eat with the rest of the army and then to march in formation with them on the ground floor.

The exercise had felt good and he hoped his body was recovering from its recent abuse.

While he’d been marching, he’d looked up at the third floor. He’d seen Santana go into a room that wasn’t his office with two men. A meeting room of some sort, Parker had surmised. One was an older man, perhaps seventy, also dressed in Army garb. The other was perhaps in his forties. He wore glasses and had been dressed in a suit.

The men and women Parker had marched with were in the twenties and thirties. These men were different. Special somehow.

At ten o’clock, the troops were given the command to return to their rooms, and Parker had marched up the steps in single file with the others. Just as Parker reached his door, he saw the four Ukrainian guards, including Sasha, go into that conference room.

He raised his arm and flexed his fingers. Had the Elixir worn off? He’d soon find out. By his guess, it was well past midnight. Time to execute the plan he’d been thinking about all day.

He rose from his bed and moved to the door. He felt a surge of exhilaration. He was moving of his own accord. Perhaps his dose of the Elixir was too small to last twenty-four hours. He hadn’t swallowed all of it that morning.

He placed his hand on the latch. Slowly he opened the door a crack.

Blue night lights flooded the balcony and spilled over the rails, filling the huge space below.

So this was night mode.

Parker stepped out of his room and onto the platform. He peered over the railing.

Not a guard in sight. He scanned the walls. No cameras.

Security was lax.

He thought of the bills he’d filed in Santana’s office. The man must have run out of time to install a system. On the other hand, why go to the expense of tight security when you have a potion that can turn anyone into a compliant slave?

Parker would put an end to that, if he could.

He turned and headed for the lab. When he reached it, he tried the latch. As he expected, it was locked.

He reached into his pocket and withdrew the plastic sharp container with the needle in it. He removed the needle from its sheath and carefully inserted it into the small keyhole. Forcing his hand to remain steady, he worked it around until he heard the tumbler snap.

He tried the latch again. This time it opened.

He stepped inside and hurried over to the locked cabinet. There were night lights here, as well. Again he worked the needle in the keyhole and the cabinet opened easily.

There were twelve bottles of the Elixir and ten of the antidote. He took one from the back, rearranged the others a bit so that it wouldn’t be noticeable one was missing.

He put the bottle in one pocket, the needle back into its sheath and into the other pocket. Then he relocked the cabinet, stepped back out onto the balcony and relocked the lab door.

Now it was time for the next phase.


Chapter Forty-Five

 

As noiselessly as he could, Parker made his way down the spiral stairs and into the dining area.

He wove through the long tables where Santana’s army sat on mobile stools for their meals and slipped behind a wall that led to the kitchen.

There he found industrial-style counters and sinks and large matching stainless steel refrigerators and freezer cases. No doubt they were stocked with the orders of seafood and fish from Boston.

And then he found the coolers.

Listening to their hum, Parker peered through the glass at the rows of red-capped bottles.

Two hundred and fifty of them, according to Phineas. For the breakfast shift. There were four more coolers along a far wall. They held the blue-capped bottles for the rest of the day. Lunch, Dinner, and an evening snack. And then it would start all over again, and everyone would get another dose.

Two liters a day. Most people couldn’t survive more than two days without water. Especially with a rigorous physical routine. But the rations were minimal. Meant to keep them thirsty. Keep them swallowing down the Elixir every morning.

Parker wished he could destroy those red capped bottles. Pour them down the sink, flush them down a toilet.

But Phineas would only make more.

He went back through the kitchen, down another set of spiral stairs to the ground floor. He inched along the curve of the wall, certain there would be a guard here, but he found no one.

The rooms seemed larger here. The doors were larger and their handles were spaced farther apart than on the balconies. Perhaps the favored Ukrainians slept behind them.

Suddenly a crevice in the wall appeared. A semi-hidden hallway.

Parker took it and followed it several feet to where it turned ninety degrees. He went down about ten more feet and found a door.

His adrenaline surged. Was this the way out?

Fearing alarms would go off, he opened the door.

Nothing happened. No alarms sounded. The door wasn’t even locked.

Wondering what that meant, he stepped into another hallway. This one was dark and humid and lit only by a string of thin red lights that gave it an evil glow.

It was a tunnel. Did it lead outside?

He decided to follow it.

Down he went, each step taking him farther and farther away from Santana’s lair. Streams of insulated conduit and pipes lined the entire length, making Parker believe this was how air and water was pumped into the place. On the other hand, that didn’t seem quite right.

On and on he went. Minutes passed. He thought he might run out of air, but he was still taking in oxygen.

Was it coming from the outside? Would he find the exit soon?

After what must have been another ten minutes or so, suddenly the passage made another sharp turn.

Parker stopped, peered around the corner, half-expecting Sasha to be standing there with a gun pointed at his head.

But no.

It was another door. A solid iron one with rivets around its frame. Parker’s heart sank. It had a keypad lock. He had no equipment for hacking the lock. On a whim, he tried the standard emergency code.

It worked.

He turned the handle and the lock clicked open. Parker stepped through the door. Rather careless not to change the code, if this was the way out.

And then he understood. It didn’t lead outside, but instead to another tunnel. This was a short one.

After about six more feet, the tunnel opened up to a wide circular space.

Low light illuminated a huge length of metal perhaps forty or fifty feet high. It was the shape of a long cylinder with several sections. Stages. Russian lettering had been scrawled along its side.

Parker couldn’t see the top of it, but up there somewhere, he expected it to form into a cone.

There was a glass panel about twenty feet up with wiring and controls. A ladder was bolted to the wall to access the panel. He could probably climb up and reach it, but he had no tools to disable the thing.

If he could figure out how to do it without setting it off.

Sweat began to form on his brow. His breath grew shallow. His gut became a hard rock as rage filled him.

He thought about Santana’s conversation with a senator that afternoon. He thought of what it must have taken to build this place, to stock it, to kidnap two-hundred and fifty people and dress them in Army garb. And why all that had been done. He had no answers, only suspicions. And questions.

What kind of scheme was that madman planning?

And why did Donovan Santana need a nuclear bomb?


Chapter Forty-Six

 

It had been a helluva trip.

By now Miranda was thinking she’d have to rent out the penthouse and get an apartment to pay for it.

First, she couldn’t get a plane out of Boston until after five, so they had to wait around chewing their nails until it was time to head for the airport. The flight was five hours long with a layover in Miami, putting them in Key West International just before eleven at night.

They found another cheap hotel, had a decent night’s sleep, and went to a breakfast spot the next day to scarf down homemade corned beef hash and Belgian waffles at a table overlooking a white sand beach.

Then they’d had to go shopping—since the weather had changed from end-of-winter to middle-of-summer. It was almost eighty freaking degrees in Key West.

They found a Banana Republic outlet and stocked up on tank tops, shorts, and light slacks.

Becker insisted on getting a cooler and making sandwiches. They wouldn’t want to expose themselves by eating in any of the resort restaurants in their destination, after all.

Finally, they had to rent a boat.

After much dickering, they ended up with a thirty-foot cabin cruiser for the week. With six people, they would need the bathroom and the sleeping accommodations, though a few of them would have to be on the floor.

Holloway volunteered to pilot the thing. After paying the hefty bill, climbing aboard, and getting settled, Miranda took off with her team for Cayo Solitario.

Five hours later, they pulled up to the shoreline of the island matching the coordinates Fitzhugh had given them.

A warm sea breeze teasing her hair, Miranda peered out at the rough-looking beach. The sand reminded her of gray mud, riddled with clumps and rocks where it should have been smooth. Not a place for sunbathing. About forty yards out, it led to a low incline of rocks and weeds that blocked the view of anything beyond it.

There were no people anywhere.

Had Fitzhugh sent them on a wild goose chase?

Wesson stepped up beside her and shaded her eyes with her hand. “Where’s the tropical paradise, Steele?”

“Could be over that rise,” Smith said.

“Or there could be a line of armed Ukrainians waiting for us there,” Holloway smirked.

Becker looked worried. “What do we do?”

“I have an idea.” Sloan stepped over to his trusty duffle bag, bent down, and took out a small black case.

He opened it and removed a piece of gray-blue plastic about the size of a man’s hand. He began unfolding more pieces of the thing until it looked like a bug. Then he set it down on the deck of the boat, retrieved a set of controls from his bag, and snapped his phone onto its holder.

Next the G-man grabbed a cord and stuck it into the end of his phone. “Do you have your tablet?” he asked Becker.

“Yeah. It’s in my bag.”

Becker’s bag was lying on the deck next to Sloan’s. He pulled out the tablet and Sloan handed him the end of the cord.

“Connect it with this.”

Becker did, and Sloan began to work the controls.

The plastic bug jiggled, played a little song, then its propellers began to spin. After a minute, it lifted off the ground.

A drone.

“Way cool!” Becker said. “I’ve been meaning to get one of those for the kids.”

Sloan gave him a cocky grin. “It’s got a 4k ultra HD camera. The picture’s great.”

As the thing took off over the beach and navigated the rise beyond, everyone crowded around Becker’s tablet to see what the camera picked up.

Miranda watched the mound at the end of the beach slope a bit, and then the general terrain of the island came into view. It looked pretty bleak. Uneven ground, rocks with beach grass growing between them, lots of gnarled brush. A short stretch of sand, a bit of green that looked like moss, gnarled trunks of driftwood lying around.

Definitely not a vacation spot.

Sloan adjusted the controls, and the drone ascended, taking in more of the ground. After a moment, something manmade came into view.

It was also gray, but made of metal. It was round in shape and very large.

“That’s not a luxury hotel,” Smith said, pointing at the screen.

“Yeah,” Wesson smirked. “No big spenders lounging around the pool there.”

There wasn’t a pool.

As she stared at the screen, Miranda felt herself shiver. Beams of metal forged together with large rivets formed a huge dome-like shape. It looked like a colossal manhole cover or a giant dull gray hubcap. Or a spaceship.

The ants were back. Marching up and down her spine like they never had before. This time, they were biting.

“A weird kind of resort,” Holloway muttered.

Sloan turned a rod on his controls to take in more of the thing. “It’s not a resort. It looks like a military base.”

“An underground one,” Wesson noted.

“Right,” Sloan agreed.

Becker pointed at the screen. “What’s that?”

Miranda squinted at the small dark spot next to the spaceship.

“Looks like a cavity in the ground,” Sloan said. “Could be some sort of entryway.”

Irritated, Miranda shook her head. “This can’t be right. What would Santana be doing in a place like that?”

“Let’s see if we can find out.” Sloan pulled up a little more, and the drone’s camera gave them a view of the northern half of the island. Several ports had been built along the shore. One held a small speedboat. But what she saw in the next dock made Miranda’s heart stop.

“Look,” Becker cried, pointing to the screen. “It’s the cruise ship.”

“Can you zoom in on the side of it?”

“Yes, I can.” Sloan maneuvered the controls as if he were winning a video game.

Soon the lettering on the ship came into view.

Bliss on the Sea.

“It’s him. It’s Santana’s cruise ship.”

Sloan raised the drone again and proceeded along the northwestern side of the island. “There’s got to be some sign of life here.”

But there was just sand. The place looked deserted.

“Wait. What’s that?” Holloway pointed to a tall scaffolding.

Again Sloan zoomed in.

“That’s a crane,” Miranda said. “What’s that doing here?”

“They probably used it to unload supplies.”

For the army of Ukrainians? She squinted at the lower side of the screen. “Wait. What’s that?”

Sloan moved the drone in the direction she had indicated.

A dark crevasse appeared in the ground. It was perfectly round, but too shadowy to make out much of it.

“Is that the entrance?” Miranda said. It wasn’t very close to the giant manhole cover, but it was the only thing she could see that fit the bill. “We need to go check that out.”

“On foot?” Wesson asked.

“I don’t think we’re going to get a taxi.”

Clearing her throat, Wesson gestured to her clothes. She was in peach colored Capri pants and white sandals. Beside her, Smith was in a pale blue beach outfit. Becker had on a horizontal striped shirt and shorts. Holloway was in jeans and a polo shirt with a Panama hat on his head and sunglasses. Sloan was in a short-sleeved button down shirt and khaki shorts, as casual as Miranda had ever seen him.

And she was wearing a pair of tan crepe slacks and a flowery crop top tied at the front.

Sheesh. “You’re right, Wesson. We can’t go hiking like this.”

“Good thing I thought of that possibility when we went to the outlet.”

Miranda frowned at the G-man. “What do you mean, Sloan?”

“Hold on and I’ll show you.”

Sloan disappeared down the steps to the berth and returned a few minutes later carrying sacks of clothes. He set them on the deck and everyone started grabbing.

The bags contained rugged camouflage slacks, drab olive Ts and tank tops, jackets, and even boots.

Miranda couldn’t help but be impressed. “Okay, Sloan. I guess you saved the day.” With his drone and his shopping instincts.

But Wesson narrowed her eyes at the G-man. “How did you know our sizes?”

“I eavesdropped a little around the dressing rooms, and I just guessed the rest.”

Miranda shook her head. Sneaky as ever.

“Okay. Let’s get dressed and meet back here in five minutes. Gather up all the equipment you think we’ll need. Sloan, bring your duffle bag.”

He gave her a salute. “Don’t go anywhere without it, Captain.”


Chapter Forty-Seven

 

The terrain on the island was even rougher than it had looked on the drone’s camera.

There were potholes hidden in the tall brown grass, slippery spots where puddles lurked, and not a flat spot on the whole expanse.

It seemed to take hours to get to the other side of the island.

The hike that should have been no more than thirty minutes lasted over fifty. There was a sulfur smell in the air, everyone was hot and sweaty, and the boots Sloan had gotten them turned out to be conducive to blisters.

No one complained. And Becker, God bless him, had carried enough bottled water to keep everyone hydrated.

When they reached their destination, Miranda didn’t like how out in the open they were. It was still another quarter mile or so to the cruise ship, but she felt too exposed.

Crouching behind a rock that wasn’t much cover, she stared at the perfectly round ring of concrete in the ground.

“Doesn’t look like much of an entrance.”

“Doesn’t look like it’s guarded, either,” Holloway observed.

He was right. There was no one anywhere.

Smith let out a huff of frustration. “If we have to scope it out, let’s just do it.”

She was right. “Okay, then. Ready, set, go.”

With her team behind her, Miranda raced around the rock, rushed to the hole, and got to her knees to peer down into it.

What she saw took her breath.

Inside the circle a series of waffle-shaped panels surrounded the perimeter of the hole. In the middle of the space sat a long metal cylinder that stretched down into darkness, maybe forty feet or so. The top of the cylinder narrowed to a point.

It was shaped like a giant bullet pointing up at them.

Suddenly it was hard to breathe. The ground seemed to shiver beneath her.

Miranda dared to point at the thing. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Looks like an MRBM to me,” Sloan said in a hoarse whisper.

“Speak English, Sloan,” Wesson snapped.

“A medium-range ballistic missile.”

Miranda glared across the hole at him. “Do you mean a nuclear bomb?”

Gravely Sloan nodded.

That’s what she had thought—and hoped she was wrong. The ground seemed to fall away, as if the island was about to disintegrate. She felt like she was losing her grasp on reality.

“Looks like it has a plutonium core. The yield might be ten kilotons or so. Enough to kill almost a hundred thousand people. Destroy a whole city.”

The wind kicked up a cloud of dust, making Miranda feel even more sick and disoriented. This couldn’t be happening. How could anyone do this? How had Donovan Santana gotten possession of a nuclear weapon? What in the hell was that bastard going to do with it?

Whatever it was, they had to stop him.

She turned her head and peered at the curved edge of the spaceship that was just over a far ridge. But it wasn’t a spaceship. Or a huge manhole cover. It was a bunker for a missile site. A mega bunker.

The control center.

Santana had to be somewhere inside it. “We have to get in there.”

“How?” Wesson’s voice sounded shaky.

Miranda thought a moment. “That smaller hole we saw along the other side in the drone footage could be an entrance.”

Sloan considered the idea. “We could try it.”

“Now?” said Becker.

Miranda gazed across the sea at the horizon. The sun was starting to set. If Santana had a hoard of Ukrainians in there with him, no telling what they’d encounter inside.

Holloway echoed her thoughts. “We should wait until they’re asleep,”

“You’re right. Besides, it’s getting dark, and we’re all wiped.” They’d been traveling since yesterday. They were in no shape to face an army. “We’ll go back to the cabin cruiser and rest until midnight. Then we’ll make our way inside.”

Wesson nodded. “Sounds good, Steele.”

“Let’s head back.” Miranda turned her back on the bomb and started down the hill.

“And we can have some dinner, too,” Becker said in an attempt to sound cheerful.

Miranda put a hand on his shoulder. “Yep. Guess those sandwiches you made are going to come in handy after all.”


Chapter Forty-Eight

 

It was the hardest thing Parker had ever had to do in his life.

At six a.m. that morning Reveille had sounded through the loud speakers—he must have missed it his first day here due to the drugs—and he’d been summoned with the rest of Santana’s troops to the second level with the cafeteria tables and fold-out stools.

Breakfast. It was a mess hall.

Parker had relished the scrambled eggs and bacon he was given, but it wasn’t easy to get them down with no water. There was no juice and no coffee.

Just the red-capped bottle on his metal tray.

He watched the others tossing back their bottles and finishing them quickly. There was a heavy set young man who looked like he wished his meal portion was larger. He drank his bottle in one gulp. At another table a serious looking thirty-something with glasses carefully sipped his drink, as if he could make it last longer that way. Corporal Bennett had been sitting a few tables over. Parker saw her struggling to resist drinking, then give in. Like the others, she was too thirsty not to gulp down the bottle’s contents.

Parker had recalled the words of John Fry, his chief lab technician at the Agency, after he had analyzed the antidote some months ago. The Elixir was a derivative of a drug of the nightshade family. But two or three drops of the antidote would reverse its effects. Too much was toxic, so one had to be careful. He’d used it once before to save Miranda.

Miranda.

With all his heart he wished he could have saved her in Boston.

It had been foolish to race into the back of that box truck. He had underestimated his enemy. Something he knew better than to do.

He would not make that mistake again.

And to that end, he had waited until he’d finished his breakfast. Then he had opened the red-capped bottle and swallowed it down whole. The familiar hint of herbs bathed his tongue.

Just as the lights began to flash in the corner of his eyes, Parker glanced about to make sure no one saw him, then slipped the amber bottle holding the antidote out of his pocket. Gently he shook two drops onto the tip of his forefinger and stuck it into his mouth, as if he were picking his teeth.

When the drops were under his tongue, he closed the bottle and put it back into his pocket.

No one saw what he had done, thank God.

After another moment, the flashing in his head stopped, and he felt a surge of energy.

He’d done it in the nick of time. Bugles sounded and everyone rose. He followed the crowd as they took their trays to a conveyor belt and headed downstairs for morning calisthenics.

He had been allowed to do several hours of exercise with the others. It felt good to be free of the Elixir’s effect. His mind felt clear. His body was healing, and he was getting stronger. He would need all his resources soon.

At noon he ate lunch with the other soldiers and was able to drink a new bottle with a blue cap without fear.

There was marching after lunch. But what seemed to be several hours later, Gregor came to fetch him and brought him to Santana’s office.

This was the test. The most difficult part.

He had to behave as if he were under the Elixir’s influence.

He’d never had to play such a difficult role in his life. But if he did not execute it flawlessly, it might mean the end of everything. Certainly of any hope of escaping this place.

This afternoon, Santana had him mopping the floor in his office. Once again Sasha stood in the corner.

Fortunately the “Commander” ignored him, concentrating his attention on his computer. As he mopped alongside Santana’s desk, Parker stole a glimpse at the screen.

Santana was playing a chess game.

There was a note stuck onto the screen, written in Santana’s hand, Parker surmised. As he read it, his blood turned cold.

Tomorrow morning.

Senator Beasley.

Deploy our secret weapon.

Was he referring to the nuclear missile Parker had found last night? Did that note mean Santana was planning to set it off tomorrow morning? Why did he need a note to remind himself of that? Perhaps he was merely thinking on paper.

That would be bad enough.

Slowly Parker mopped away from the desk. When he was under the false window, there was a knock on the door, and the older gentleman he had seen with Santana last night opened it.

Looking annoyed at being disturbed, Santana scowled at him. “Yes, General?”

“Pardon me, Commander,” he said in a tremulous voice. “But the enemy is getting nearer. We need your advice.”

Enemy? What was the man talking about? Did it have something to do with that note?

With a sigh, Santana turned to Parker. “Put down that mop, Private, and go help Phineas in the lab.”

“Yes, Commander.”

Parker imitated the obedient response of his body as best he could and set the mop against the filing cabinet.

But as Santana went off with the man he called “General,” Parker locked eyes with Sasha. The Ukrainian was clearly miserable.

Parker paused. Santana had left them alone. The man was seriously overconfident.

Then again, when everyone around you gave you unquestioned, chemically-induced obedience, or obeyed you out of fear, like Sasha and the other Ukrainians, it could make your head swell. And perhaps affect your judgment.

For a moment, Parker considered trying to enlist Sasha as an ally. Surely, if there was a way out his predicament, Sasha would take it. But there wasn’t enough time. And it was too risky.

Instead, keeping his back as straight as he could manage, Parker went through the door and made his way to the lab.

There was more glassware to clean today, but at least no one was strapped into the chair.

After a few hours, Phineas dismissed him to go down to dinner. Then there was marching, a snack with another bottle of water, a few light exercises, and another bugle sounded for bedtime.

As Parker stepped inside his room and closed the door, he let out a sigh of relief. He’d made it. No one had realized he wasn’t under the Elixir’s influence.

He went into the bathroom and washed his face. The sight of himself in the mirror was disheartening. His eye was a little better. Though still swollen, he could see through it now. He touched his nose. It was painful. Broken. Nothing he could do about that right now. This wasn’t a beauty pageant, after all.

He went back to the bedroom, turned off the light, took off his boots and lay down on his bed.

He was going to have another busy night.

High above the top floor, he’d noticed a large ridge that ran around the perimeter of the dome. About every thirty feet was a small panel that looked like it could be slid open for viewing. That ridge had to house a maintenance area. A place to hold the equipment that ran the lights, the electricity, cooled the place, and pumped in the air and water. Somewhere behind that ridge, there had to be an exit.

Tonight, he would find it.

Somehow he had to rescue two-hundred and fifty people from this madman. He couldn’t do it alone. He had to get help. He had to get out of here and get to the authorities. He had to make them listen to his preposterous story and convince them to at least check this place out.

Once they saw it, they would take action.

At least, he hoped that was how it would go. Last night he’d gone down. Tonight he would go up.

What he would find up there, remained to be seen.


Chapter Forty-Nine

 

At half past midnight, Miranda led her team out of their boat, across the beach, and over the hill at the end of it.

The air was warm and sticky, and insects flew up at their feet as they tromped through the reeds and navigated the rocky ground to Donovan Santana’s underground lair.

Thanks to Sloan’s duffle bag, they were supplied with flashlights, so once they reached the east side of the giant manhole cover that was the compound, it wasn’t too hard to find the dark spot they’d seen on the drone’s camera footage.

“Hey, look,” Becker hissed running his flashlight around the perimeter.

Miranda pointed her light in the same direction. Soon the structure became clear.

Sure enough, it was a hollowed out circle with concrete stairs and an iron railing leading down. Way down.

There were a lot of steps. The stairs seemed to descend a hundred feet at least.

“There’s got to be a door down there.” Miranda grabbed the rail and started down the steps.

“Be careful, Steele,” Wesson warned.

“I’ll be okay.” She still had the Beretta Sloan had loaned her clipped to the waist of her camouflage pants, and a second pistol in an ankle holster.

It seemed to take forever. The steps were steep and narrow, and she had to stop halfway down to catch her breath.

As she reached the bottom, she ran her flashlight over the bunker’s wall, and her heartbeat kicked up even more than from the descent.

There was a door.

Dark and foreboding, it was welded in place with big rivets all around the steel frame, but it was a way inside.

Miranda tried the handle.

Locked.

Turning around, she saw her team had climbed down the steps after her.

She nodded toward the door and whispered. “Okay, Sloan. Do your stuff.”

Sloan knew what she meant. Pulling out his cell phone, he trotted down the remaining steps. He hooked his cell up to the magic card he’d used in the medical annex in Boston, and stuck it in the slot below the door’s latch.

“At least this thing’s good for something,” he muttered as he worked.

Miranda frowned. “What do you mean?”

“While everyone was asleep, I tried calling my boss.”

“And?”

“No answer.”

“He’s still busy in Hyannis Port,” Wesson insisted.

“Maybe. I called five times and left five messages. Then I tried a few more numbers of some higher-ups in the Bureau. No answer from them, either.”

So they were on their own. It didn’t change the situation. They still had to get inside and stop that madman.

Just then the door clicked open. Miranda put her hand on the latch. “Everybody ready?”

Still on the last step, Holloway nodded. “We’re ready.”

Miranda opened the door and they all stepped inside.


Chapter Fifty

 

It was nearly dark.

Eerie blue lights mounted on the wall made it feel like a real spaceship. The air had the strange smell of plastic and metal that told Miranda it had been newly built.

She blinked and waited for her eyes to adjust to the glow.

At last she could make out that they were in a tunnel-like space. A large tube that ran as far as she could see in both directions. Along the walls were pipes for plumbing and padded ductwork for A/C and ventilation. A low hum told her machinery was nearby.

The place was just low enough so that a short person could stand up in it. She picked a direction and started down it, following the curve of the tube, crouching as she went.

“This is a maintenance area. It has to lead somewhere,” she whispered to her team.

“What’s our plan, Steele?” Wesson wanted to know.

She didn’t have much of one. “We need to find Santana and arrest him.”

“What if we run into that army of Ukrainians?”

She didn’t have an answer for that. She barely knew where they were.

“Maybe that could help us.” Smith lifted her flashlight and shined it on a spot on the wall that was about shoulder level.

It was a small door, maybe the size of a five-by-seven card. With a molded handle, it looked like it would slide back.

Could be a trap of some sort, but they had few options.

Miranda decided to take a chance. She put her hand on the thing and tugged.

It opened.

She put her face up to the hole and peered through it. What she saw took her breath.

They were just under a gigantic dome. Below it, more eerie blue lights showcased a huge open facility. It was as large as a football stadium, maybe two hundred feet to the bottom. Three balconies ringed the perimeter, each about thirty or forty feet apart.

On one end, two large discs formed floors. They looked like the layered stands of a baseball stadium, except they were flat and supported by a series of tall round poles. Twin spiral staircases stood on either side of each floor, joining them.

On the upper floor, she saw work desks with computer equipment. The second floor held long tables with attached stools, like the ones she’d seen in the medical annex in Boston. An area for meals. The ground floor was mostly empty space, except for archery equipment standing in a corner.

Still, the whole place was a vast chasm of emptiness. There wasn’t a soul around. It reminded her a lot of the medical annex in Boston, now that she thought about it. But she didn’t think this place was deserted.

A chill came over her as she scanned the doors behind the balcony rails on each floor. Rooms. A couple of hundred, at least. Was that where Santana’s Ukrainians were sleeping?

One word came into her mind.

Outnumbered.

Wait. What was that? She adjusted her weight and peered harder.

Movement. Someone was out there.

A dark figure was creeping along the banister on the third floor. He was wearing Army camouflage. A strange gnawing began in her gut. The way he moved seemed familiar.

As Miranda watched him descend the spiral staircase to the second floor, the blue light caught his features.

She let out a gasp, then stifled it.

“What is it, Steele?” Wesson said, alarm in her voice.

“Hand me those binoculars.”

Wesson took a pair from Sloan’s bag and gave them to her.

Miranda pressed them to her eyes and focused on the man.

He reached the last rung and started along the next balcony, giving her a good view of him.

She took in his face. He was neatly groomed. His hair was trimmed, his chin shaved. The shape of his cheekbones were the same, but she could tell his nose had been broken. His eye was swollen. He’d lost weight.

Waves of hot and cold poured over her, ran through her whole body from the top of her head to the soles of her feet. Her heart began to pound in her chest as if it would burst into pieces. She felt herself start to quake as tears began to stream down her face.

Turning away, she pressed her back to the wall, then slid down it to the floor. Her shoulders bobbing uncontrollably, she pressed her face to her knees and sobbed.

“What in the world?” Wesson took the binoculars from her and peered through the opening. “Oh, my God.”

“What is it, Janey?” said Sloan.

“It’s—it’s Mr. Parker.”

“Can’t be.” Sloan snatched the binoculars from her and had a look for himself. “It certainly looks like him, though he’s a little beat up.”

Far away down the tunnel a metal door sounded.

In the dim light, Smith’s eyes went round. “He’s coming this way.”

Miranda reached for a flashlight, scrambled to her feet, and started towards the sound.

Becker started to panic. “You can’t go over there alone, Steele. What if it’s a trap?”

Ignoring Becker’s warning, she hurried through the passageway and found a stairwell at the end of it.

She could stand up straight here.

She started down the stairs and stopped on the first landing. The figure was on the foot of the steps beneath her.

Holding her breath, she stared down at him.


Chapter Fifty-One

 

Parker raised his hand to shield his eyes from the flashlight.

His heart sank. He should have known he’d run into a guard sooner or later. It was too risky to roam around here at night. He should have brought some protection. A knife or something sharp from the lab, perhaps. He’d dropped the needle off in the waste receptacle that afternoon so it wouldn’t be found on him.

Too late now.

His best bet was to pretend he was acting under the effect of the Elixir.

“I am lost,” he said to the guard, trying his best to sound like an automaton.

The light lowered and the guard’s figure came into view. It was a woman. Her slacks were army camouflage and the tank top that hugged her lean figure was drab olive.

“It’s me, Parker,” she said.

The voice tantalized his ears. He knew it. No. It couldn’t be.

His dead wife stood before him like a specter from another world.

Were the effects of the Elixir resurfacing? Perhaps the antidote had a delayed reaction. Fry had said it was toxic.

She took a step down from the top stair. “Parker, did you hear me? It’s me. Miranda.”

Had the guard shot him? Was he dead now, too?

But no, everything still felt real. Suddenly his mind cleared. That woman was real, too. But how could she be Miranda?

He would find out.

He started up the stairs just as she started down. They met on the landing between the floors.

He stood mesmerized, drinking in the sight of her.

She was slimmer, but he knew her lean, muscular form. Her wild hair was pulled back in a ponytail. The thick black lashes that always seemed to challenge him pierced his heart as he drank in the deep emotion in her lovely blue eyes.

He raised a hand and dared to touch her cheek. And then he knew.

It was her.

He couldn’t fathom how, but it was her.

The tears were back, streaming down Miranda’s cheeks. He had touched her so warily, she couldn’t stand it.

But it was true. This was Parker. Somehow, he was alive.

She took his hand and pressed it to her cheek. She wanted to feel him, smell him, taste him. She pressed her lips to his fingers.

And then she heard his beautiful low Southern voice in her ears. “Miranda.”

He pulled her close and kissed her, and the whole world, this strange and terrible place they were in seemed to drop away. All she felt now was sheer happiness. Greedily, she drank in the taste of him, longing for more, yet drawing in a deep satisfaction. It was better than any kiss he’d ever given her before.

Her heart soaring, her arms went around his neck as she pressed into his lips.

Suddenly, he pulled back with a hiss.

He was in pain.

She touched his face. “Your nose. Your eye. What did that bastard do to you?”

“I’d rather not talk about it.” There was agony in his eyes. She didn’t dare question him anymore.

It was okay now. He was okay. He was alive.

Still reeling from the sight of him, gently she wiped her tears from his cheek with her hand. “Oh, Parker. I can’t believe you’re here.”

“I can’t believe you’re here.” He held her with both arms. “You’re so thin. Have you been eating?”

She half smirked. “I’ve been in mourning. I thought you were dead.”

“I thought you were dead.”

“I saw Santana shoot you in the back of that box truck.”

He took her hand from his face and kissed her fingers. “He had a surgeon work on my wound and somehow, I survived. But I saw Sasha shoot you. I saw you fall to the ground.”

“Was that Sasha?” She’d thought it had been Santana who had shot her. “He nicked an artery in my shoulder. I had surgery, too. Nearly didn’t make it, but I pulled through.”

“Thank God. Thank God.” He touched her hair, delighted in the sight of her, dared to kiss her again.

Then a voice came from overhead. “Thank God, indeed.”

Sloan.

The G-man trotted down the stairs followed by the others and Miranda realized they had been waiting up there to give her and Parker some time together.

But time was up.

Becker pushed through and hurried up to Parker. When he reached him, he threw his arms around him and laid his head on his chest. “Mr. Parker, you’re alive. You’re alive.” There were tears in his voice.

Then it was everyone’s turn to gather around for hugs and tears.

Her team loved him, too. They were really his team.

Sloan gave him a hearty handshake. “Good to see you alive, Parker. I knew a little gunshot wound wouldn’t keep you down.”

“Did you, now?” Parker said with a chuckle.

Then his face grew grim, telling Miranda he was coming back to reality. And the danger they were in.

“We have to get out of here. We have to get help.”

She rubbed her hands on her pants. “Uh, that’s not going to be so easy.”

“What do you mean?”

She drew in a breath. “We’re on a deserted island in the North Atlantic Ocean, somewhere between the Bahamas and Cuba.”

“Cuba?”

She nodded.

“I knew I was on a cruise ship for a time, but I was drugged. I couldn’t tell where it landed.”

Drugged. The urge to kick Santana’s teeth in came over Miranda, but she kept her head. “That cruise ship is docked in a port on the northwest side of the island. It’s part of how we tracked Santana here.”

“How did you all get here?”

“We flew to the Florida Keys and rented a cabin cruiser. Turns out Holloway’s a pretty good sailor.”

“Good work,” Parker said to him. “But then there’s a way to radio for help.”

Miranda shook her head. “Sloan’s been going solo. His boss has basically disowned him.”

“We have to get to someone,” Parker said. “You won’t believe this, but Santana has a nuclear weapon.”

Miranda was stunned he knew that, but she nodded. “We believe it. We saw it this afternoon.”

Parker frowned with surprise. “How?”

“We hiked over to the other side of the island and found the silo. Sloan says it’s a midrange missile, still capable of incredible destruction.”

“I would concur.”

Now Miranda was even more surprised. “You’ve seen it?”

Parker nodded. “I found it last night. There’s a tunnel on the ground floor on the opposite side of the building. It runs almost a mile, I would estimate. We have to report this to someone. In Washington, if we can.”

Wesson grimaced. “I don’t know about that, Mr. Parker. There are some strange things going on up there. Agent Sloan called all the contacts he had a few hours ago. No one’s answering him.”

Miranda’s heart sank. “And then there’s Hyannis Port.”

Parker folded his arms. “Hyannis Port?”

Miranda explained the meeting of Washington bigwigs they’d discovered there in Santana’s summer house.

Parker rubbed his chin. “I heard Santana on a secure phone yesterday. He was speaking to a senator. They’re planning something.”

Miranda’s stomach tightened. “And that nuclear weapon has something to do with it.”

“I suspect so. I saw a note on his desk. It indicated they might be executing that plan tomorrow morning.”

Miranda let out a breath. “Then we don’t have much time at all.”

Becker put up his hands in exasperation. “What are we going to do?”

Parker thought a moment. “I saw the controls on the weapon last night. If someone could climb up and remove the cover, it might be possible to disarm it.”

Miranda turned to Becker. “Do you think you could do that?” He’d been studying bomb defusing ever since Paris.

The idea spooked him. His eyes went wide. “A nuclear bomb? I don’t know, Steele.”

Not a good enough answer. “Sloan? Could you do it?”

“It’s possible. Hard to say without having a look first. But if we got it wrong—”

She glared at him. “What are you saying?”

“If we make a mistake, it could blow right here.”

She drew in a breath. “And destroy this bunker and everyone in it.”

Sloan nodded. “And probably cause a few tsunamis. Wipe out the southern part of Florida and a portion of the Bahamas, as well. Cuba wouldn’t fare well, either.”

“We can’t risk that.” She thought a moment. “Our best bet is to get to our cabin cruiser and head back to the Florida Keys. We’ll get hold of authorities there and convince them to do something.”

Wesson agreed. “Before Santana acts.”

“What if we don’t make it in time?” Smith said.

They’d just have to go fast. “We’ll have to take that chance. I want to get Parker out of here. He’s been through enough.”

Parker squeezed her hand. “I can’t go with you, Miranda.”

His words sliced her in two. “Why not?”

“Because there are two-hundred and fifty innocent people inside this structure. I can’t leave them.”

She didn’t understand him. “Are you talking about Santana’s Ukrainians?”

“They aren’t Ukrainians. They’re brainwash victims. Victims of that drug we discovered back in Sweet Water Park.”

She felt as if he’d punched her in the chest. “The mind control liquid.”

He nodded. “They call it the Elixir. It must have taken him months to do it, but Santana has perfected the formula. He’s kidnapped two-hundred and fifty people. He dresses them in Army clothes, gives them four milliliters of the Elixir every morning, and trains them in combat skills.”

Miranda drew in a breath. “Is that why you’re wearing camouflage?”

He nodded. “Once they swallow the drug, their bodies do whatever they’re commanded to do. They have no way to resist it.”

A sick feeling roused in her stomach. How did he know all that? “Did Santana give you a dose of the Elixir?”

“He did. I was under its influence for a time, but I managed to steal this from his lab.” He reached into his pocket and took out a small amber bottle.

“That’s the antidote,” Becker said.

He’d seen it at the Agency when Fry analyzed it.

“Correct.”

Miranda suddenly remembered what was taped to her leg—the one without the ankle holster. Putting her foot on a stair, she lifted the leg of her camouflage trousers above her boot and pointed to it. “I’ve got one of those, too.”

Parker leaned over to see it. “Where did you get that?”

“From a medical annex in Boston.”

He frowned.

“Santana was hiding there before he came here. I’ll explain it all later.”

Wesson took the bottle from Parker and held it up under the blue lights. “We could give it to this army of victims. Then they wouldn’t be under its influence.”

“I don’t think it would be that simple,” Parker said. “I saw a woman yesterday who had somehow come out from under the Elixir’s influence. Two of Santana’s guards had hold of her. They brought her into the lab, strapped her to a chair, and injected her with more of the stuff. And then she was as willing to follow any command as before.”

Miranda didn’t think her hatred of Santana could get any more intense, but it just had.

She took the bottle from Wesson. It was maybe half an ounce. Her bottle was smaller. “I don’t think there’s enough in these bottles for two-hundred and fifty people. Fry said it takes two or three drops.”

Parker thought a moment. “I have an idea. They feed the Elixir to the army every morning at breakfast. It’s infused into their water bottles. The bottles for breakfast are marked with a red cap. The water the army is given the rest of the day has blue caps. That water is free of the Elixir.”

Miranda blinked. “So we could switch them out.”

“Yes.”

“And after breakfast, everyone would come out from under the spell.”

“It could be mass chaos,” Sloan warned.

“But that’s what we want,” Parker said. “Santana and his men won’t be able to contain it. They wouldn’t be able to subdue them all.”

“His men?” Wesson said. “I thought you said there weren’t any Ukrainians.”

Parker turned to her. “There isn’t an army of them. I’ve counted only four of them. The men we saw on the fish pier. Minus the one you shot.”

Wesson had to blink at that.

But even four Ukrainian thugs would be no match for a panicking crowd of two-hundred and fifty.

Sounded good to her. “It’s a great idea. Where are these bottles?”

“In the kitchen. I can take you there now.”


Chapter Fifty-Two

 

With the team behind her, Miranda followed Parker down the stairs and onto the lower balcony of the monstrous mega bunker.

Trying to be as quiet as possible, they moved along until they reached the cafeteria tables. In single file, the team weaved through the tables, heading for an opening behind the conveyor belt where empty aluminum trays were stacked.

Security must be lax, she decided. How else could seven people sneak around this place without being noticed?

Parker made a beeline for a passage along the far wall, and they followed him into a gleaming kitchen that looked large enough to accommodate the needs of a small army.

The place looked spotless and smelled of disinfectant.

He pointed to one of the large coolers humming behind the sink area. “Here they are,” he whispered.

Miranda eyed the rows of water bottles with their red caps. They were stacked neatly on wire shelves. For a moment she felt like she was in a convenience store.

But a printed label reading “Breakfast” had been taped to the top of the cooler.

“Here are the others.” Parker gestured to another set of coolers along the adjacent wall.

There were three of them, separate and at a ninety degree angle from the Breakfast unit. These held the blue-capped bottles and were marked, “Lunch,” “Dinner,” and “Snack.”

She pointed to the farthest one. “The ‘Snack’ bottle is served after dinner?”

Parker nodded. “Yes.”

“We should exchange the Breakfast bottles with those to give us the most time before the army gets the next dose.”

“Agreed,” Parker said. “But we have to be careful we don’t mix them up.”

“Right.”

“And we have to be quiet,” Holloway warned.

“Correct.”

If someone found them, it wouldn’t be pretty.

Miranda scanned the kitchen. On the other side of the sinks, she spotted two rolling utility carts. Each of them had a polyethylene container with a compartment for each bottle. Must be how they moved the bottles around. One container was red. The other was blue.

Apparently Santana was concerned about kitchen workers mixing up the water bottles, too.

“Let’s grab these.” She gestured at them. “Holloway, Wesson, you put the red-capped bottles in the red cart. Becker, Smith, you put the blue-capped snack bottles in the blue cart. Then we’ll bring them together over here and switch the caps.” She pointed to a clear spot between the coolers.

“Sounds like a plan.” Holloway grabbed the red cart, rolled it over to the cooler and got to work.

“What can we do?” Sloan asked.

Parker peered behind the blue coolers. “There are two more carts here. Let’s help them.”

Miranda took the second blue cart over to the “Snack” cooler, and once Becker and Smith had finished, began loading blue-capped bottles from the second shelf into the blue container, while Parker and Sloan got a load from the “Breakfast” cooler.

Everyone met in the middle and began exchanging bottle caps.

“Careful,” Wesson said. “Don’t drop them.”

“We won’t,” Becker said. “I guess I should get used to this. I’ll be up late warming baby bottles soon enough.”

Not exactly the same thing, but Miranda appreciated the upbeat attitude.

They worked steadily, each group waiting for the other to finish so they didn’t get in each other’s way. Row by row by row, the bottles were exchanged.

When Miranda shoved the last blue-capped bottle with the Elixir into the “Snack” cooler, it was quarter past three.

“What now?” Wesson whispered.

Good question. She turned to Parker.

“Reveille sounds at six a.m.,” he told them. “Breakfast is served at six-thirty.”

Miranda tensed. “You’ll have to be there, won’t you?”

“If we don’t want to arouse suspicion.”

She straightened. “Okay, so we have a little over three hours before the soldiers start to come out of the effects of the Elixir. What do we do until then?”

Parker thought a moment. “We don’t really know what will happen when everyone wakes up, so to speak. But it would be good if some of you are in the tunnel where we met tonight to lead them out of the bunker.”

“We can get them over to the cruise ship,” Holloway said.

Sloan had a different idea. “Depending on their frame of mind, some of them might be able to help us subdue the Ukrainian guards and overtake Santana.”

“That would be fun.” Miranda still wanted to kick the monster’s teeth in.

“There’s an elderly man who believes he’s an army general,” Parker said. “He might be one, for all I know. He met with another younger man and Santana the other day. I’m not sure what role they’re playing, but when they come out of the brainwashing, they might be able to help us the most.”

An army general? This maneuver could get complicated fast. “Is there anyone else here?”

“A young man named Phineas. An adolescent. Apparently he’s the genius who created the Elixir. He was Drew Iwasaki’s partner at Sweet Water Park.”

She shuddered at the memory. “Good grief. We’ll have to take him into custody, too.”

“So that’s six people to apprehend and an army to help us do it,” Holloway said. “Sounds like a piece of cake.”

Miranda gave him a scowl. This wasn’t going to be easy. There were too many unknown variables. “And what about that weapon over there?” She pointed in the direction Parker had indicated earlier.

Sloan held up a finger. “I’ve been thinking, going over some explosives training in my head. Maybe Becker and I could take a look at that nuke, after all.”

Miranda nodded. “Okay.” It was worth a shot. “Just don’t set it off.”

Sloan’s nose wrinkled at that remark. “I’d like to request that Janey comes with us.”

Of course, he would.

He hurried to explain. “I need a sharpshooter for a guard in case we’re discovered, since we’ll be concentrating on disarming the bomb.”

“It’s okay, Steele,” Smith said. “The rest of us can wait in the tunnel that leads outside and help the soldiers get out or deal with whatever happens.”

Miranda thought about it. A lot of moving parts, but she didn’t have a better plan. “All right. Just try to get a little sleep before reveille. We all need to be as alert as possible.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

They returned the carts to their original places, then stepped through the dining area again to the balcony.

At the railing, Parker pointed out the exit to the bomb tunnel. He told them about the door at the end of it and the code to use. As Sloan and his party headed off in that direction, he pulled Miranda to him. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

“But the team—”

“It’s okay, Steele,” Smith whispered again. “Holloway and I can handle it.”

Of course, they could. “All right.”

The lanky ex-Marine and the short blonde were already halfway to the stairwell.

Miranda felt Parker’s breath on her neck as he spoke softly.

“My room’s on the top floor.”


Chapter Fifty-Three

 

Their boots side by side on the floor and her two FBI guns on the nearby table, Miranda lay next to Parker in his single bed, their arms wrapped around each other.

Trying to get comfortable, she moved her hips. “This is the tiniest bed I’ve ever shared with you.”

Parker ran a finger over her face, studying her intently. “It’s not exactly the penthouse. I apologize I couldn’t make better arrangements.”

“The best arrangement is you. Alive.” She kissed him, relishing the taste of him, still hardly believing he was really here.

“You handled the team well tonight.”

“I guess they’re getting used to me.”

“How did you find this place?”

“I told you. We took a cabin cruiser from the Keys.”

He scowled at her answer.

“We got the coordinates from Fitzhugh, Santana’s admin.”

He was even more surprised. “You went to Boston?”

“Yeah. Searched high and low for Santana.” She let out a sigh. “I didn’t want to go back there, but your father wanted to bury his son. I’m glad now he insisted on it.”

“My father?”

“He wanted me to find your body and bring it back to Atlanta.”

Parker’s expression was unreadable.

“We thought Santana had killed you. I had a memorial service for you at Saint Simon’s. It was beautiful. You should have seen it. I think Becker filmed it. You’ll have to see it when we get home.”

Parker was silent.

Now Miranda understood what he was thinking. Not only was he pondering the prospect of watching his own funeral, and of facing his father, he was pondering the prospect of getting home at all. Home was a long way away.

There was no guarantee they’d get there.

He brushed her cheek with his hand. “We should try to get a few hours sleep.”

“Busy day tomorrow.” They really didn’t have time to deal with anything but the task at hand.

“Indeed.”

“You will wear my extra gun tomorrow, won’t you?”

“I’m debating it.”

“Parker—”

“We need to sleep.”

She let out a tired sigh. She’d fight with him in the morning. “Okay. Better get to it.”

“Sleep well, my love.” He kissed her, and she closed her eyes.

The next second she was sound asleep.


Chapter Fifty-Four

 

When Janelle Wesson signed up for the Parker Agency, she was hoping for adventure. But she never imagined anything like this.

She’d never been so scared in her life.

As she followed Becker’s flashlight down the creepy red tunnel that led to a nuclear weapon, she wondered if they could really get out of this alive.

Sloan plodded along at her side, silent and serious.

She couldn’t stand the quiet. “Long, isn’t it? This tunnel, I mean.”

“Most silos are built about a mile from the control center.” His voice was emotionless.

“Makes sense.” As if any of this did.

Sloan waited until they’d gone another few yards before he spoke again. “Can I ask you a question, Janey?”

Automatically Janelle tensed. “What?”

“Did you mean what you said back in Hyannis port? About our relationship?”

His question annoyed her. “We’re on our way to defuse a nuclear weapon and you’re asking about our relationship?”

“I want to know.”

Before he died? She’d been too busy hunting for Donovan Santana in Boston and tromping around this island to think about what she’d said in Hyannis Port. Okay, she’d blown him off. But that didn’t mean Sloan couldn’t still turn her heart upside down. He was doing that right now. She felt like an awkward schoolgirl at her first dance.

A little too distracting given the task at hand.

“Tell you what,” she said to him. “If we’re still alive in twenty four hours, ask me again.”

That shut him up.

He didn’t say another word until they reached an iron door about ten minutes later.

Becker stopped and turned around. The poor guy looked terrified. “What do we do now?”

“Mr. Parker said to use the standard emergency code,” Janelle said.

“I know it.” Sloan’s fingers tapped deftly over the keypad, and the door opened. “Piece of cake.”

“Magic,” she said as she stepped through.

Then her heart stopped.

The huge missile stood before them, stretching up to what seemed like eternity. But no, they’d seen the top of it outside.

It was a huge silver tube-like structure, like a gigantic bullet. A rocket. She could make out the rivets that had been used to weld the parts of it together, and the Russian lettering up its side.

Its outer shell, the silo that housed the bomb, was filled with oddly shaped panels. Perhaps to absorb its force during liftoff. But a metal ladder had been welded to one side of the silo.

It ran up the rocket about twenty feet to a control panel.

Becker was braver than he looked. He slung the tool bag he’d brought over his shoulder, put his foot on the first rung of the ladder, and hoisted himself up.

Sloan climbed up after him.

Janey stayed on the ground. She was supposed to be the guard, after all. Waving the flashlight from side to side, she peered down the tunnel. She didn’t see anything or hear anything. No one was in here.

A groan came from overhead.

She looked up and saw Becker handing the glass cover to Sloan.

“Got the housing off.”

Sloan took the cover and balanced it between his knee and the ladder. “Step one accomplished.”

Becker examined the wires. “The assembly looks clean and new. State-of-the-art. There’s a mass of silver-blue and gold wires like strands of thick hair, and gold screws holding them in a star-shaped configuration onto a circuit board. Reminds me of the toy robot I put together for Tommy last Christmas.”

“Can you disarm the thing, Becker?” she whispered to him.

“Let me study it a minute or two.”

Watching him, Janelle thought she sensed a metallic smell. Maybe that was just nerves.

She looked at Sloan. His neck was craned as he studied the complex circuitry himself. For several minutes Becker was quiet.

“So what do you think, Becker?” Sloan said at last. “Becker?”

Janelle switched her focus and saw Becker had rested his cheek against the side of the missile. His eyes were closed. Was he listening for something?

Then she heard a snoring sound.

Sloan let out a sarcastic chuckle. “He must really be beat if he can fall asleep next to a nuclear missile.”

“He’s exhausted from all the running around we’ve done today.” After all, they’d started their day in Key West. “Let’s go back to the entrance and try to get some rest.”

“All the way back?”

“They’re going to need us to help herd that crowd over to the other side of the building in the morning.”

“You’re right. Okay.” Sloan gave Becker a nudge.

“Hmm?” he said.

Sloan tucked the housing unit under his arm and started down the ladder. “C’mon sleepyhead. Time to find you a pillow.”


Chapter Fifty-Five

 

His hands clasped behind his back, Donovan Santana stood at the fake window in his office, looking out at the artificial scenery and longing for the view of the Charles River.

Though the underground edifice he’d built was huge, he was nonetheless starting to feel a bit claustrophobic. It wouldn’t be easy to remain underground for the requisite month or two.

But he would do it.

The reward of limitless power was too great not to sacrifice a little comfort.

He strolled back to his desk and sat down. Too excited to sleep, he had risen earlier than usual. He felt like a child on Christmas morning. Of course when he was a boy, his own Christmases had been lean. His poor mother had slaved to scrape together enough to buy him a few clothes and a single toy. He remembered the other children laughing at him as they’d bragged about how much they had received.

That was when he had vowed to himself someday he would be rich. Some day he would have it all. All the money. All the authority. All the power. And that day was almost here.

Restless, he stared down at his phone, thinking of his last call with Beasley.

How would the senator’s meeting go today? he wondered.

There were only two possibilities.

Jealous of his popularity, Beasley despised the president. The man had won the last election by a landslide, while the Senator could never get himself elected as a candidate in a primary, much less win the race for president, though he had tried three times.

Some called the chief executive a reincarnation of JFK. He was a young, energetic idealist from the Midwest and humble beginnings. Unlike the moneyed Senator who came from a wealthy family and had gone to the best schools.

The president believed in being a servant of the people.

Santana suspected he didn’t care much for Beasley, either. He highly doubted the man would be cooperative. And so he had to be prepared for the worst case scenario.

And after it was over, Santana would pile his army into his cruise ship and head for Washington. He would sail up the Potomac and march them straight to Beasley’s office. It would be simple. He would have one of his men kill the senator and take over himself.

Beasley would no longer be needed, after all.

Either way, in the end he would win. A rush of excitement rippled through him. He couldn’t wait. He could fairly smell the power within his grasp.

But in the meantime—he tapped the papers on his desk. It was the report on the DNA testing he’d had Phineas do. He picked it up and read it again. Then he tossed it back down as anger roused inside him. A hot furious volcano. How could it be?

How could it be true that Wade Parker was his brother?

Half-brother, to be specific. But the distinction hardly mattered. So the real estate mogul in Atlanta who had fathered his enemy was the man who had bedded, then abandoned his dear sweet mother. He was the reason Santana had been raised in poverty, while Wade Parker had been born to luxury.

A hard knot of rage formed in his stomach, like a cannonball about to explode. Wade Parker may have lived his life in wealth up to now, but Santana would make sure the rest of his days would be spent in utter misery.

And he just thought of a way to sweeten his suffering. Yes, that would be precious. Wouldn’t it?

A knock on his door made him growl. He’d wanted an hour of quiet to himself before the day began.

“What is it?” he barked.

Looking sheepish, Phineas poked his head inside the door. “Um, Commander?”

“Come in, come in.” He didn’t have time for whimpering.

Phineas did as he said and closed the door behind him.

Then he stood at his desk, looking pale, as if he might pass out.

“Well, boy. What do you have to tell me?”

“I’m sorry, but—I have some bad news.”


Chapter Fifty-Six

 

As reveille sounded in his ears, Parker groaned.

It was far too early. He didn’t want to leave his bed. Especially not with his beloved wife in it.

He kissed her gently and she opened her beautiful eyes with a tantalizing scowl.

“That’s really annoying.”

Parker snuggled her cheek. “I hope you meant the bugle.”

“Of course, I did. Your kiss is anything but.” She pulled him close and kissed him again.

He let himself drink in the taste of her, longing to linger, but after another moment he pulled away. “I have only fifteen minutes to get to breakfast.”

“Better look sharp, then, soldier.” She rolled over to watch him as he donned his fatigues. “Have I said how great you look in camouflage?”

He grinned, taking in the length of her. “I could say the same.”

Laughing, she sat up and pulled on her boots.

He sat beside her and did the same. “Once the commotion starts downstairs, I’m wondering whether you should stay here.”

Miranda raised a brow, even as she gorged on the sight and smell of Parker sitting next to her. “Seriously?”

“I thought that might be your answer.”

She’d already thought it through. “I’ll wait up here until I’m sure the Elixir is wearing off. Then I’ll make my way downstairs and help direct Santana’s victims to the exit.”

Parker nodded. “If we can quickly convince some of them of what has happened to them, perhaps we can enlist their aid as well.”

“That will be good. Santana’s Ukrainians will try to subdue the crowd, no doubt.”

“Probably. I’ll stop them if I see them. Do you have your gun?”

He lifted his pant leg to reveal the Beretta in the ankle holster she’d given him.

“Sexy,” she grinned. She was glad he’d come to his senses. “You’d better get going.”

“Yes.”

He pulled her close. “I love you, Miranda.”

“I love you, too.”

“I never want to lose you again.”

“We’ll try not to let that happen.”

He gave her a hard kiss and then he was out the door.

Feeling empty, Miranda sat down in a nearby chair and waited. If they were very lucky, in a few hours, this would all be over.


Chapter Fifty-Seven

 

Parker straightened his shoulders and with the motions of an automaton made his way down the spiral staircase, past the work area with the computers, and down the second staircase to the mess hall.

There he joined the others lining up for breakfast. He took his tray, a plate and utensils, and allowed a kitchen worker to lay the fare of the morning onto the dish. Today it was hard fried eggs and bacon, with a biscuit smothered in gravy. Another worker laid the water bottle with the red cap alongside his plate. Again there was no juice. No coffee.

He found his spot at the table and sat down to eat.

Carefully, he watched the others around him as they gobbled down the food and guzzled the water from the red-capped bottles Parker and the team had switched out only a few hours ago.

Just as the previous morning, no one spoke. What was there to say?

Suddenly Parker was filled with compassion for these people. They were hungry and thirsty, and they didn’t even know where they were. They had had lives somewhere, and probably families who were looking for them.

He would help them anyway he could.

He watched the heavyset young man eating his eggs. Then his gaze went to the man with the glasses. Both of them looked sad and weary. A few rows down, once again he spotted Corporal Bennett. She, too, wore a strained look.

Once the Elixir wore off, he would speak to her and explain what was going on. He had a feeling she would be rational and would help get everyone out.

He ate his eggs, finished off the biscuit, and reached for his water bottle. He opened it and took a sip.

It tasted fresh and free of the herbal flavor. He drank it down and waited.

No lights flashed behind his eyes.

Again he scanned the tables. The soldiers were finishing up, staring straight ahead, waiting for orders. No one seemed to be acting differently. No one was looking around as if he didn’t know where he was.

No one was coming out of the drug induced stupor.

Something was wrong.

Parker’s mind raced. When Corporal Bennett was brought to the lab yesterday, it must have been late afternoon. Did it take that long for the Elixir to wear off?

Phineas must have built some overlap into his dosage calculations. But how long was it?

It could be hours.

He thought of Holloway and Smith in the utility tunnel. Wesson and Becker and Sloan in the tunnel that led to the nuke. Miranda in his room. How would they handle it if it took that long?

They needed an alternate plan.

Before he could think what to do, Parker felt a strong hand on his shoulder.

“Private Parker,” said a Ukrainian accent.

Pretending to be under the Elixir’s influence, Parker shot to his feet and saluted. “Yes, sir.”

It was Gregor.

“The Commander wishes to see you.” He touched the firearm at his belt. “And do not try any of your tricks.”

What did that mean?

“No, sir,” Parker said.

Narrowing his eyes in a smirk, Gregor answered with a shove and ushered Parker upstairs.


Chapter Fifty-Eight

 

Miranda paced back and forth in the small space in Parker’s room, wondering what was going on.

She took out her phone and glared at the time. Five past seven. Breakfast had to be over. Why wasn’t there a commotion going on downstairs? Had someone seen what they’d done last night and switched the bottles back? Maybe they had others in reserve they were using this morning.

Her team was spread out on either side of the bunker, and there was no way to communicate with them. She couldn’t get to them.

She wanted to open the door and look out, but she might blow Parker’s cover.

Still, she had to do something.

Just as she was about to check her weapon, the door opened.

Parker? No.

A tall muscular man in black stood in the doorway. He had short hair and a thin beard. Miranda thought she recognized him from the fish pier in Boston.

He had a pistol in his hand, but he stared at her as if she were a ghost.

“Where did you come from?” he said in the Ukrainian accent she expected.

Miranda’s heart pounded in her ears. Everything was spinning out of control.

Thinking fast, she pointed toward the bathroom. “Over there.”

The distraction worked for a second. The big man turned his head and she rushed him, going for his gun hand.

But his reflexes were good. As soon as she reached him he grabbed her wrist with his free hand and gave her arm a twist.

Letting out a yowl, Miranda sank to her knees. Once again, she lunged for the gun with the rest of her body.

It didn’t work.

She tried to bite. He slapped her face, making her cheek sing.

The next second she was on the ground with the Ukrainian’s pistol at her temple.

“Miranda Steele,” he said with an evil smile. “I do not know how you are alive, but we will find out. Come with me.”

And then he yanked her to her feet and dragged her out the door.


Chapter Fifty-Nine

 

Janelle opened her eyes and discovered she’d been lying on the concrete floor with her head on Simon Sloan’s chest.

Dismissing the mishmash of feeling that fact evoked, she sat up and looked at the G-man. Despite their predicament, he was sleeping with a smile on his face. Dave Becker was curled up beside him on the other side, his longish hair messier than ever.

She took out her phone.

It was past seven. She hadn’t even heard the reveille bugle Parker had told them to expect.

She got to her feet and brushed off her wrinkled clothes. Wishing she could change or at least brush her hair, she paced down the short way to the door to the main area. She didn’t hear anything. It must be soundproof.

Opening it, she realized she was right. The sound of marching footsteps greeted her ears.

She crept down the hallway to where it opened to the ground floor, pressed her back against the wall, and listened hard.

Tromp. Tromp. Tromp.

That didn’t sound like the chaos and confusion they had been expecting.

She stood there a long moment wondering how she could get more information about what was going on. Or rather, what wasn’t going on.

“Janey.”

She nearly jumped at the sound of Simon’s whisper behind her.

Before she turned around, he pressed something into her open palm. “Use this.”

She lifted her hand and saw it was a collapsible tactical mirror. The man was useful.

“Thanks.” She opened it up and carefully held it out just beyond the opening.

In a spot about thirty feet away, twenty men and women in camouflage were doing rear lunges in formation and chanting together. “One-two-three. Hut. One-two-three. Hut.”

Janelle whispered over her shoulder. “They’re still brainwashed. They still think they’re soldiers in the army.”

“Something went wrong,” Simon murmured.

“Darn straight it did.” She folded up the mirror and gave it back to Simon. Struggling to control her mounting panic, she turned to face him. “You know what this means, don’t you?”

His too handsome face was lined with apprehension. “Santana is going to set off that nuke this morning, according to Parker.”

“We’ve got to stop it. Now.”

With a nod Simon turned around, and they hurried back through the door to the tunnel. They woke up Becker, and then the three of them raced down the passage to the missile.

There was no time to spare.


Chapter Sixty

 

“In here.”

The Ukrainian shoved Miranda into a large room painted pale green with mahogany furniture and old-fashioned paintings on the walls of big-breasted women in long velvet gowns.

It was an office. Santana’s office.

The arrogant bastard sat in a leather chair behind an ornate desk as if he were king of the world. He was staring at her with his mouth open.

Sasha stood behind him in the corner, his obedient servant, in his black clothes with the black spiral tattoo on his shaved head.

In the other corner near some filing cabinets was another Ukrainian in black. He shifted his weight, and she saw the orange Phoenix tattoo on his head. Gregor.

Then he moved and she saw Parker standing on the other side of him.

The weapon and ankle holster she’d given him lay on Santana’s huge desk. Next to it was the bottle of the antidote Parker had stolen.

Her heart sank down to the bottom of the sea.

How had everything gone so wrong so fast?

“Look who I found in the traitor’s room,” said the man holding her.

Miranda realized it was shock on Santana’s face. His expression hadn’t changed since she’d come through the door.

Then, he laughed sounding both pleased and annoyed. “I did not know you could raise the dead, Zahara.”

Like Parker, Santana had thought she’d been killed in Boston.

“I could have sworn Sasha’s bullet took your life a few weeks ago.” Santana turned his head toward the henchman in the corner. “Another mistake you will have to pay for.”

“Yes, Commander.” Sasha’s look was sullen.

Santana was still punishing the guy for letting her get away in his penthouse. And now there was this.

The monster studied her a long moment. “I don’t know how you survived, Ms. Steel, but I think I like it better this way. Now our party can begin in earnest.” Turning his attention to Parker, Santana rose and came around his desk. He picked up the amber bottle.

“Do you think I’m a fool, Wade Parker? I have Phineas count these every night. You’re the only one who knows what this is. I never should have let you into my lab.”

“Do you want me to beat him in front of his wife?” said the man named Zahara.

Miranda twisted in his grasp. “Don’t you dare touch him, you sonofabitch.”

Zahara gritted his teeth and squeezed her arm. “Maybe I should beat her instead.”

Santana only chuckled. “We’ll save that for later. Let her go.”

Zahara released her with a shove.

Miranda rubbed her arm as he stood guard at the door. Then she looked at Parker and caught his eye. His expression said to wait for an opportunity, but she couldn’t imagine what that could be.

Then she thought of the bottle of antidote still taped to her leg. If they gave Parker a dose of the Elixir, she’d fix that.

Santana leaned against his desk and relished the sight of his prisoners. “Right now, I want to inform our guests what they can expect in the coming hours.”

Miranda’s stomach tensed. She had an idea what that might be.

“In a little less than an hour, a good friend of mine is going to march inside the oval office in Washington and give the president of the United States an ultimatum. A deal he can’t refuse, so to speak.”

“The Senator you’ve been talking to on that phone,” Parker gestured to an old fashioned telephone on the desk.

Santana’s brow rose. “Correct, Wade Parker. Senator Beasley. How astute of you.”

Parker was a lot smarter than Santana gave him credit for. Miranda hoped that might give them an advantage.

“As I was saying, Beasley will present the man an executive order. A document Beasley has had drafted himself. It will quietly and immediately transfer all power over to the Senator.”

“What?” Miranda couldn’t help herself.

Her reaction put a smile of satisfaction on the bastard’s face. “Not just presidential power, but the power to dissolve Congress and the Supreme Court. And especially, to take control of the military. Of course, such a document will never pass in the courts, but it will not have to get that far.”

Now it was Parker’s turn to laugh. “The president will never sign such an order.”

“We know that. That’s where the ultimatum comes into play. Beasley will inform the president that if he does not sign the order immediately, in exactly fifteen minutes Washington DC will be attacked by a nuclear missile from an unknown site. That window will give Beasley just enough time to reach his personal fallout shelter.”

So that was what the nuke was for.

Parker looked like he wanted to strangle Santana. “The US has a response system for attack. You’ll trigger that.”

Santana shook his head. “We don’t believe they’re programmed for this location. Nonetheless, Beasley and I have spent a considerable sum bribing top military officials to look the other way, so to speak. The promise of money and power is an irresistible incentive for most people. We won’t be hit.”

“There will be fallout,” Parker said.

“Yes, we’ve prepared for that. It will take about two months for it to clear. Then we’ll come out and get to work.”

On ruling whatever was left of the world? Miranda couldn’t believe his arrogance. “You’re going to let this Senator Beasley run things?”

“Oh, no. He doesn’t know it, but he’s expendable. I and my people will relieve him of his duties as soon as we get to Washington.”

Of course, he would. And the whole world would be under Donovan Santana’s thumb. They couldn’t let that happen. They had to stop it. But everything they’d tried so far had failed.

Santana strolled across the room and studied Parker’s face close up. “A fitting end for the free world, isn’t it, my dear half-brother?”

Half-brother? Santana knew?

Parker glowered at the man. “Your test results came back.”

“They did. You are indeed my brother. And because you are, I’m going to make the rest of your existence particularly painful. I’m actually delighted your wife is still alive. You will appreciate the artistry of the misery I can inflict on her while you watch.”

Miranda watched Parker’s face turn to stone.

Breathing audibly, Santana took a step closer to Parker. “You’ve plagued me ever since Kennesaw. You ruined a profitable business in New Orleans. You destroyed my lab in Atlanta. Oh, the years and money I put into that project. And finally, you put an end to Udar in Kiev. I will make you pay for every dollar I’ve lost. Both of you.”

Parker remained calm. “Pride goeth before a fall, Santana.”

Santana snickered. “Your sense of humor is quite entertaining.”

“Take care, brother.”

At the word, “brother,” Santana’s expression changed in a flash. Now his eyes were filled with nothing but raw hatred. “This from the man born with the silver spoon in his mouth. This from the one who touts himself as the best private investigator in the Southeast. I guess I’ve disproven that theory.”

Parker had never bragged like that. Other people said those things about him. But now she could see Santana’s real incentive. He had been raised by a single mother. He’d grown up poor. His misfortune had driven him to create a multi-billion dollar business conglomerate.

But it wasn’t enough. He’d wanted more. So he’d turned to crime. And even that wasn’t enough. He wanted all the money, all the power. He wanted to be king of the world.

All because he was jealous of Parker.

Parker regarded the monster and without blinking said in a low voice, “I will kill you, Santana. Whatever it takes.”

“Hah. Keep telling yourself that.” Santana clapped his hands. “Gregor, take my dear brother back to his room.” He snapped his fingers toward the corner. “Sasha, stay inside the room to guard him. Gregor will guard the door from outside. He can be tricky.”

The two Ukrainians grabbed Parker’s arms.

Miranda’s stomach wrenched. No. They couldn’t take him away from her. Not again.

She spun around to Santana. “Lock me up with him,” she demanded.

His smile made her sick. “I have something else in mind for you.” He turned to Zahara. “Take her to the conference room. I want her to see something.”

“Yes, Commander.”

Zahara reached for her. Miranda stepped away and spun into a roundhouse kick that landed her heel hard against the big man’s cheek.

He stumbled and caught himself against the wall. “I will kill you, you bitch.”

Santana held up a hand. “Patience, Zahara.” He strolled over to the desk and picked up the gun he’d taken from Parker. Then he aimed it at Parker’s leg.

“Ms. Steele, would you like me to shoot off your husband’s kneecap?”

All Miranda could do was leer at the man.

She looked at Parker and saw him give his head a slight shake. He had something else in mind. She hoped.

“I didn’t think so.” Santana tucked the gun into the waistband of his suit. “Proceed.”

And with that, the henchmen manhandled both of them through the door.


Chapter Sixty-One

 

Parker stumbled as Gregor shoved him into his room and shut the door.

He couldn’t decide which one of these monsters he despised more. And then he saw the bed he’d shared with Miranda last night and his heart broke.

No.

There had to be some shred of hope. There had to be some way to stop Santana’s power grab. His head was still aching from the details of the man’s plan. A US senator was about to wrest power from the president? It could never work. But if Santana set off that nuclear weapon, it would cause momentous destruction. He could very well take control of the country.

He had to find a way to stop Santana. But the confirmation that the monster was his brother derailed his thoughts. Half-brother, he corrected himself.

That didn’t mean he didn’t still want to kill him. He wanted it more than ever.

But he couldn’t allow that to be his focus. He had to concentrate on saving Miranda. On saving all those people downstairs. On saving the world.

He glanced over at Sasha, who was once again standing in the corner.

There was his hope.

He gestured to the bed. “Why don’t you sit down.”

A thin dark brow rose. Sasha shook his head.

“Please. I’m tired of watching you stand.” Parker took a seat at the small table.

Sasha stared at him a moment, then bent his knees and slid down to the floor.

Progress. Parker tried for a bit more. “It’s a shame he treats you that way. You don’t deserve it.”

Staring straight ahead, Sasha hugged his big knees. “You do not know what I deserve.”

Several scenarios ran through his head, but in truth Parker knew this man was just a puppet. “As far as I can see, you’ve been faithful. I would reward that sort of loyalty, not crush it.”

He watched Sasha’s chest expand and contract. “I do not care what you think.”

Oh, didn’t he? No doubt he craved attention from an older man. He had ever since he’d left his home in Kiev. Parker recalled the story Sasha’s sister, Anastasia, had told him and Miranda. Before Ukraine’s independence, Sasha’s mother had been raped by Soviet soldiers. The family was never sure who his real father was. The tension had made Sasha leave home at eighteen. Parker imagined Sasha saw Santana as a father figure.

He’d turned into an abusive one.

A man like Santana would always prey upon the weak.

Parker thought of his trip to Kiev with Miranda. “Did I tell you I met your sisters?”

“You brought Tatiana to my interrogation room in New York.”

“No, I meant Anastasia and Katrina. Miranda and I visited them in their village last month.”

Sasha stared at him as if he had punched him in the gut.

Parker took that as a sign of softening. He dared to get up and stroll across the floor. Then he sat down on the floor next to the big man.

His mouth turned down in a stubborn expression. “I do not speak of them. I do not think of them.”

That last statement was most certainly a lie. “We met your mother, too,” Parker continued. “Oh, what a meal she made for us. Kielbasa and potato pancakes with sour cream. Borscht and cabbage rolls and Chicken Kiev. With plenty of wine and vodka. Cheese crepes for dessert while they sang folksongs and told stories in your living room. It was delightful.”

He stole a glance at Sasha. The man had a hungry look on his face. He must have longed for such a meal for years.

“I forgot to mention we met your father, too.” The man’s name was Pavlo Davydovych, with the family name Antonenko.

Suddenly Sasha drew back. “He is not my father.”

Parker forced out a laugh of camaraderie. “I know what you mean. Think how I must feel. My father told me he had an affair when my mother was still alive. With a woman in Boston.” He gestured toward Santana’s office. “And look what the result was.”

Sasha blinked at him, taking in the new information. Then he shook his head. “That is not the same.”

No, it wasn’t. “Anastasia told us what happened to your mother,” Parker said softly.

Sasha put his head down on his knees. His shoulders bobbed. Was he crying?

“I’m so sorry for that.”

Sasha wiped his nose. “It happened. All it means is that I am a Russian. That is why I belong here and not with them.”

“Are you sure?”

“What do you mean?”

Parker turned to face him. “Do you remember Agent Sloan of the FBI?”

“Of course, I do. He interrogated me for hours. I cannot stand the man.”

“Well, he did something for you.”

“What?”

“When Tatiana came to New York, he asked her for a sample of her DNA.”

Now Sasha’s eyes were boring holes through him.

“Sloan had her sample tested against yours.” Parker got to his feet. “But I don’t imagine you’re interested in the result.”

Sasha rose as well. “You should not assume things.”

“Your mind is made up about your family.”

Sasha grabbed him by the arms. “What did the test say? You must tell me. You must.” There was such desperation in his voice, Parker promised himself he would get this man back to Kiev if he could.

But right now, he was glad to tell him the outcome of that DNA test. “Pavlo Davydovych Antonenko is your real father. You are no Russian.”

Sasha let out a whimper like a lost little boy. Then he put his face in his hands and wept.


Chapter Sixty-Two

 

Miranda stood in the corner of the elongated white conference room, shivering.

In the middle of the room stood a rectangular oak table surrounded by executive chairs. It looked a lot like the conference room she and Sloan had found in the medical annex in Boston. But this one had world maps on the walls, and on the screen at the front was an image of swirling blue and purple stars against a background of deep black.

Two men sat at the far end of the table manning the laptop that projected the image.

The older one looked to be in his mid-sixties. He had short, pure white hair and wore the same Army fatigues as everyone else. The other one was younger, bearded, and looked a little nerdy.

Beside her, Santana gestured to the older gentleman. “This is General Horatio J. Brown. He’s leading our initiative.” He indicated the other man. “And this is Professor John Tufton of MIT. He has worked on the setup of our defense weapon.”

The nuke, he meant. This was the general and the other man Parker had told her about.

“What are they doing?”

“You’ll see.”

The General looked up at Santana. “I’m sorry, Commander. I don’t have good news to report.”

Commander. What a crock.

The General pointed to the image on the wall. “The situation is getting desperate. The enemy aircraft is over the US now.”

What enemy aircraft?

Santana strolled over to the end of the table and peered over the General’s shoulder at the laptop screen. “That is grim,” he agreed.

He was playing along.

The General indicated a spot on the image. “The aliens are here now. If they get any closer, we’ll have no choice but to launch our weapon.”

Santana turned to the professor. “Can our MRBM handle this attack?”

The younger man nodded. “It’s capable. And it’s ready for deployment.”

The general concurred. “An airburst at twenty-two thousand feet will cause the least damage to life and property.”

“Is that necessary?” Santana said, feigning surprise.

“I’m afraid so,” said the professor.

The bottom dropped out of Miranda’s stomach. They were really going to launch that weapon, weren’t they?

Waving her arms, she stepped out from the corner. “Listen to me. You’re both under a delusion. This man has put a chemical in your drinking water that makes you believe anything he says. But it’s all lies.”

The two men only stared at her.

“Wake up. This isn’t real.”

The General’s eyes turned to flame. “Young woman, how dare you try to sabotage the operation.”

“You have to believe me. Listen to me. You can’t set off that weapon. There are no aliens. It will kill scores of innocent people.”

He turned to Santana. “You should put her in the stockade, Commander.”

“I have plans for her.” Stroking his chin, Santana smiled at her futile attempt to wake up the men.

He had plans all right. Plans for a lot of people. They probably wouldn’t go as smoothly as he wanted, but he’d still cause a lot of damage. And if he managed to take over the US? She could only imagine what it would be like for the whole world to be under the thumb of a criminal mastermind. He’d legalize the sex slave trade. He’d put his thugs in charge of everyone. Good people would be harassed and jailed.

Life would be sheer hell for every decent person.

Miranda’s mind raced. There had to be a way out. There had to be a way to stop him before he blew up the world.

And then she remembered.

As far as she knew, Sloan and Becker and Wesson were still in the tunnel that led to the missile. Had they made any progress?

With all her heart, she hoped so. They were their only hope now.


Chapter Sixty-Three

 

Janelle felt as if she were going insane.

Nerves had sweat trickling down her back under her ugly tank top. Her arm ached from holding a flashlight to give the guys a little more illumination.

It seemed like hours since they’d run back down through the long tunnel. Hours since she’d been standing at the bottom of the ladder leading to the nuclear missile controls. Long hours that she’d been watching Simon hand Dave probes and testers, while listening to them discuss the results.

Which all seemed to be pretty inconclusive.

A beep came from Becker’s gauge. He pulled it away from the circuit board and wiped his brow with his sleeve. “I’ve identified several resistors, capacitors, and their respective components. The transformers are surface mounted, of course.”

“Of course,” Wesson said, letting her irritation show.

Becker ignored her tone. “But the schematic pattern is complicated.”

Sloan ran his own flashlight over the board. “Wish we could just short circuit it.”

Becker shook his head. “That could make it blow.”

“I know, I know.”

Becker pointed to some component just over his head. “The light blue wires go from this set of relays to various mechanical parts inside the missile. And the gold wires go elsewhere. That might be the key, but I’m not sure.”

It was maddening.

“Can you shut it down, Becker?” Janelle had to know if they had any chance at all.

“Well, I don’t see a battery or a switch of any kind.”

“Interesting.”

Interesting? Simon thought it was interesting? She was ready to scream. “We don’t have much time, guys.”

Becker studied the board again. “I think I’m following the traces right.”

“Is there a circuit breaker?” Sloan asked.

“No. Just wires connected to the circuit board. There’s a display, but it’s dark. Looks like the power comes from an external source.”

External source? “Isn’t that what that conduit is for?” Wesson said.

Sloan looked down at her. “What, Red?”

She couldn’t hold back a grunt as she pointed to the long horizontal lump along the wall. “This insulated conduit. It runs from where we started all the way up there.” She pointed back down the tunnel.

Sloan turned to Becker. “She’s right.”

Becker’s eyes went as round as a frightened child’s. “That means the weapon is controlled by—something back there.”

“One of those computers we saw on the third floor.”

Oh, dear God. Janelle felt herself start to panic. It was morning already. “And Santana’s about to push the button.”


Chapter Sixty-Four

 

The door to Parker’s room opened, and Gregor’s orange tattooed head appeared.

He glowered at the two men sitting next to each other on the floor, but focused on Parker. “The Commander has an assignment for you, Private Parker.”

His lip curling, Parker got to his feet. “Can’t keep the Commander waiting,” he sneered. He was sick to death of his half-brother’s charade, of his ego.

“You will come with me.” Gregor grabbed his arm and shoved him into the hall. “Downstairs.”

Parker crossed the length of the balcony and descended the spiral stairs to the workstation area. Here he counted twenty-five computer desks, each with a transparent curved screen and keyboard. Brainwashed soldiers sat at most of them, working the keys as if they were inputting data.

The Elixir had not worn off. Something had gone very wrong with their plan. He might never know what.

There was one desk in the middle that was free.

Gregor pointed to it. “You sit here.”

Reluctantly Parker took a seat in the small chair.

Gregor pointed to the keyboard. “Do not touch the red button.”

Parker looked down at the desk. It held a small keyboard made of glass. The Enter key was painted red. On the screen an image of a strange looking spacecraft hovered among the stars.

Parker leaned over and saw the same image on the other screens. It appeared to be some sort of video game. No doubt it was a video game Santana had had invented for this purpose.

As he waited for the next instruction, Parker noticed the sound of cadences down below. He turned his head.

The soldiers on the ground floor were marching in formation. One-two-one-two. Left-right-left-right.

Then everyone came to a halt and looked up at the top balcony.

Parker turned back and looked up with them.

Following the curve of the railing around to the left, Parker watched the door to the conference room open and Santana emerge. With him was the man he’d called the General and the intellectual-looking man in the suit and glasses Parker had seen going into that room his first day here.

And next to Santana was Miranda. Zahara was on her other side.

Parker could see the monster had a tight grip on Miranda’s arm. She looked distressed.

His heart lurched.

Leaving the General and the man with the glasses in front of the conference room, the rest of the group moved along the railing toward the center of the balcony.

Parker’s stomach hardened and his jaw went tight.

They came to a halt at the point where everyone on each floor could see them.

Santana turned to face the crowd below.

The man named Zahara handed his Commander a microphone and a remote control. Santana clicked the control, and a huge live image of himself appeared on the massive space over his head, rather like a rock concert. Without the music.

As Santana began to address the crowd, Parker noticed Sasha standing at the wall behind Miranda.

“Men and women of the base,” Santana said in a presidential voice. “As you know, you are all here on a special emergency assignment. I am here to inform you that the time has come.” He gestured toward the conference room. “This is General Horatio J. Brown. He has been working with me on this mission for several months. We have tried to delay this outcome, but we are now out of options. General Brown will give you the details.”

Holding his own microphone, the elderly gentleman stepped toward the railing with a troubled expression. “I am sorry to inform you that an alien spaceship has been spotted hovering over an American city. We have attempted to make contact and have determined they are not friendly. They are about to attack. It’s our job to destroy them before they do. We have only one choice. To fire the nuclear weapon in our possession.”

The entire arena was silent.

Surely these people couldn’t be taking this man seriously. How could a two-star general take himself seriously? Space aliens about to attack?

It was a testimony to the power of the Elixir. Even if they didn’t believe what the general said, they would do as he told them.

As Santana told them.

No one around him or beneath him on the ground floor made a sound. Inside, they might be raging, but all they could do was listen.

“Professor Tufton, give us the details of our defense initiative.” The General handed the microphone to the slight man in a suit and glasses standing beside him.

The professor cleared his throat and spoke in a timid voice. “Our weapon is a ten-kiloton MRMB. An airburst at twenty-two hundred feet should minimize fallout. The heat wave of the blast zone will reach almost three miles. The area of destruction will be approximately fifteen square miles. Unfortunately, there will be civilian casualties. We cannot avoid it. Estimated fatalities will be around forty-three thousand. Seventy-four thousand estimated injuries.”

As if he hated the words he had just uttered, he handed the microphone back to the General.

“After the weapon is deployed, we will wait for the fallout to settle. This may take some time and require patience. But when that time is over, you will be called upon to fight the invaders on land. I expect you to give all you have to that battle.”

“Thank you, General,” Santana said into his microphone. He gazed down at his puppets. “Do we have your support?”

“Yes, Commander!” Everyone shouted in a loud chorus.

Someone began to chant. “Hail to the Commander! All Hail!”

It was as if they were bowing down to some ancient Caesar.

Santana raised his hands and the crowd went silent. He turned to the two men at the far balcony. “Are you ready to give the order, General?”

Give the order.

Evidently the president had not complied with Senator Beasley’s request. This was it. Donovan Santana, Parker’s half-brother, was about to fire a nuclear weapon on Washington DC. Whether or not he could take control of the country after that remained to be seen. But he was definitely going to destroy it first.

And then a last desperate thought came to him.

As far as he knew, Sloan and Dave Becker and Janelle Wesson were still in the tunnel that led to the missile. Had they been able to defuse it?

Parker looked up at Miranda for reassurance.

She was frowning at the two men before the conference room door.

“General?” Santana repeated. “General?”

There was no answer.

Parker turned around and saw the poor elderly gentleman with a hand to his brow, turning his head this way and that as if waking from a nightmare. He was—and going straight into another.

“Where—where am I? What am I doing in battle fatigues? What’s going on here?” He reached out for the professor.

The professor stepped away. “I don’t know you. Who are you?”

Down on the floor, Parker heard murmuring.

“What am I doing here?”

“I don’t know. I was walking my dog and someone grabbed me and dragged me to the back of a van.”

“What’s this about aliens? And a nuclear weapon? We’ve got to get out of here.”

It was happening. Later than Parker had expected, but it was happening. The Elixir’s power was wearing off.

Santana spoke firmly into his microphone. “The General seems to be overcome at the moment. But I have just received an order from the president to fire the weapon at the invaders.”

That was a lie, but Senator Beasley’s ultimatum must have failed. The president had to have refused to sign the order transferring power to him.

“And the president has given us a new target.” Santana clicked the remote, and a huge map appeared on the screen over his head.

A large gray circle delineated the blast radius. Within it, a green circle indicated the radiation extent. And within that an orange circle displayed the area of the most destruction.

But what made Parker’s heart stop was the label over the city.

Atlanta.

Atlanta, not Washington. Santana had changed the plan.

Staring at the image, Parker shot to his feet, a vision of the devastation flashing through his mind.

Skyscrapers collapsing. The city skyline he’d known all his life disintegrating into rubble. Glass shattering. Screams and death everywhere. A mushroom cloud forming in the sky.

And everyone he knew and loved destroyed, evaporated in an instant.

The professor’s words rang in his ears. Forty-three thousand fatalities. Seventy-four thousand injuries.

His family. His sister. His daughter, Gen. Antonio. Becker’s wife Joan. Judd. Everyone else in the Agency. Erskine and everyone at the APD. Tatiana. And yes—his father.

He didn’t want his father to die, no matter what he’d done in the past. And certainly not like this.

And then he realized Santana was speaking to him. He raised his head and glared up at the madman.

“Private Parker, you will do the honors.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Go to your computer and press the red button.”

So that was what activated the weapon he’d found in the tunnel. “You’re insane,” he shouted up at the man.

Santana’s shoulders sagged. “You can be so tiresome.” Then he raised his hand.

There was a pistol in it.

Parker saw Miranda attempt to knock the gun out of his hand, but the brute Zahara grabbed her arms and held them behind her before she could.

“I said, press the red button, Private.”

“Don’t do it, Parker,” he heard Miranda cry.

She was willing to die to save others. To save his family, their loved ones.

But it wouldn’t save them, and he could not lose her. Not again.

He listened to the rumble of panic growing down below. Holloway and Smith were still in the utility tunnel, waiting to see how this game played out. And the rest of the team—Sloan and Dave Becker and Janelle Wesson? They were in the tunnel that led to the nuclear weapon.

They were some of the finest people he’d ever worked with. They served both him and Miranda faithfully. Not out of fear, like Santana’s people. Out of loyalty and dedication and high ideals. And love.

He’d been touched at their heartfelt greeting last night.

Surely people like that could find a way to defuse that bomb.

It was their only hope.

Parker would never have believed life and death would come down to having faith in an FBI agent, especially the cocky Simon Sloan. But he trusted the man. And he trusted Dave Becker, too. And Janelle Wesson.

They would come through. He had to believe they would.

He walked over to the desk, and pressed the red button.

The lights overhead began to flash on and off. An ear piercing rhythmic alarm sounded over and over.

A loud female voice rang through the air. “Launch initiated. Ten minutes to liftoff. Target Atlanta, Georgia.”

On the screen over Santana’s head, a digital clock appeared.

It was ticking down. Nine minutes, fifty-eight seconds.

He had made the wrong move.

People began to scream down below. “Help! What’s happening?” “Get us out of here!”

The soldiers manning the workstations around him started to get up. “What’s going on?”

“Did I set that off?” said a young woman to his right.

“What am I doing here? What is this place?”

The Elixir was wearing off in earnest and the soldiers were overwhelmed with fear.

“Private Parker.”

Parker spun around at the sound of Santana’s voice. He still had the gun pointed at Miranda.

“Excellent work. Now say goodbye to your wife.”

Of course, Santana had double crossed him. Made him a promise he never intended to keep.

He had to get up there. He had to get to Miranda. But there was no time.

Parker started to run toward the staircase, but Gregor caught him by the arm.

The man grinned at him. “The Commander will kill her and there is nothing you can do about it.”

Parker refused to accept that. But at this moment, all he could do was spin back around and bash his fist into Gregor’s face.


Chapter Sixty-Five

 

Miranda couldn’t let herself be distracted by the din below or by what Parker had just done.

Her breath coming in snatches, she dared to peek over the railing. On the floor just below her, Parker and Gregor were fighting. She nearly gasped as Parker slung the big man into one of the workstations, smashing the screen to bits.

Santana spoke to Zahara over her shoulder. “Go see what’s wrong with the General and the professor. Then get that crowd below in order.”

“Yes, Commander.” And the Ukrainian trotted off down the balcony.

Downstairs there was a near riot going on. Santana should be paying more attention to the mess he had on his hands. Instead, he wanted to shoot her.

And the clock overhead was ticking down.

She turned back to the monster and eyed his Colt 45. The same gun he’d pointed at her in Boston.

She had to buy time. “You’ll never get away with this, Santana. The government will find you. They’ll execute you for treason.”

He laughed. “They won’t be alive to do it.”

“Yes, they will. You didn’t send the nuke to DC, remember?”

“It will do enough damage.”

“You don’t know that. You can’t be sure what that missile will do.” If she could just get her foot around his ankle. But he’d pull the trigger first.

And then she saw movement out of the corner of her eye. It took all she had not to register her shock. Sasha was in a crouch, closing in behind his boss.

She had a chance.

“Of course, I am sure,” Santana sneered. “I’m in complete control of that missile.”

“Oh, yeah? What if the wind changes and it veers off course?” She had no idea if that could happen, but it made him stop and think just long enough.

At that moment, Sasha came up from his crouch like a giant sea serpent rising out of the ocean. His big hands cupped over his head in a giant fist as big as a bowling ball, with a vicious guttural growl, he brought his hands down as hard as he could.

Right on top of Santana’s skull.

The bastard spun around, his mouth gaping in astonishment. And then he crumbled to the floor at Miranda’s feet.

Quickly she bent and scooped up Santana’s Colt 45. She looked up at Sasha, wondering what had made him change sides. “Thanks.”

“He is a swine. Your husband is a good man. I did it for him.”

She couldn’t agree more, and she’d loved to stay and discuss the bastard’s flaws with Sasha, but they had other issues.

The alarms were still sounding.

She looked down below. People were yelling and pushing and shoving in every direction. Mass chaos. She peered down at the computer floor, but she couldn’t see Parker anywhere.

And the timer on the wall was still counting down.

Six minutes, forty-nine seconds.

Somehow, she had to get to him.


Chapter Sixty-Six

 

Janelle stood at the bottom of the ladder, staring up at Simon and Dave as they frantically worked on the weapon. She felt absolutely numb.

When the alarm had gone off a few minutes ago, she’d had to slap a hand over her mouth to keep from screaming out loud. And now its relentless blare unnerved her.

Wah. Wah. Wah.

She stared up at the flashing lights and the digital timer on the missile that had suddenly come to life the same time the alarm went off.

Five minutes, thirty-nine seconds.

She was still shaken from the mechanical words that had sounded with the alarm.

“Target Atlanta, Georgia.”

Atlanta? That monster was going to blow up Atlanta?

On the ladder over her head, Dave Becker looked like he was about to cry. “Did I do that? Did I set this thing off?”

Simon reached for Dave’s arm to reassure him. “No. It was from back there. Santana must have pushed the button that controls the missile.”

“Atlanta. It’s going to Atlanta. Oh, my God. Joanie and the kids. They’re going to be nuked.” Dave started to cry. He was losing it.

Simon grabbed his arm harder and gave him a shake. “Get hold of yourself, Becker. You can’t lose your nerve now.”

“But—what can I do?”

“You can defuse this thing,” Sloan reminded him. “And we’ve got five minutes to do it. Make that four minutes and forty-seven seconds.”

“I can’t. I just can’t.”

Sloan gave him another shake. “You can, Becker. You’re an electronic genius. And I can help. We can save Joanie and the kids.”

Dave began to sob.

They had to do something. They didn’t have time for tears.

“Dave,” she called up to him. “Remember what you said about putting the robot together for Tommy?”

He nodded.

“Just pretend you’re doing that now.”

“Okay. Okay.”

That seemed to do it.

He took a few deep breaths and forced himself to calm down. Finally, he pointed to the assembly with his light. “So the light blue wires go from the relays to somewhere inside the missile. The gold wires lead to the conduit and the main switch back in the bunker.”

Which Santana had set off a few minutes ago. Janelle blinked up at the clock. Four minutes, three seconds.

“One of these sets of wires has to disable this thing.”

“Which one?” Simon said, trying to sound calm.

“That’s the problem. I don’t know. Tommy’s robot came with instructions.” He started to whimper again.

Janelle looked up again. “What do you think, Simon?”

“I think we’ve got a fifty-fifty chance of getting this right. Disconnecting the gold wires that run to the switch could short circuit the assembly.”

“And blow us all to bits.” Simon’s description of tsunamis and the destruction of Florida and the entire Caribbean ran through her head. Plus their own disintegration.

“Right.”

She took a deep breath. “Then we should disconnect the light blue wires.”

“That could cause a short circuit, too.”

They were screwed.

“We’ve got a fifty-fifty chance. But there’s one thing I do know.” Simon looked down at her, his gaze piercing. “If we guess wrong and it goes off here, it’s better than blowing up the Southeast.”

He was right. “And we’d kill Santana.”

Steele and Parker and the rest of the team, too. But she had a hunch they’d feel the same way.

“Let’s take a vote. I vote for the blue wires.”

“I do, too,” Simon said. “Becker?”

“Me? I’m outnumbered.”

“Then the blue wires win.”

Simon was forcing Dave’s hand. Making him make the decision.

He looked at Simon, then down at Janelle. At last, he nodded. “Okay. The blue wires it is.”

She looked up at the timer. Two minutes, twenty seconds.

Dave raised his screwdriver. “Hold the light.”

There was a set of five light blue wires attached to the circuit board with gold screws. Carefully Becker loosened the screw on the first wire and pulled it off.

He grinned as he held it up. “It didn’t blow.”

Two minutes, two seconds. “Keep going,” she said.

Dave went to the next wire. This one was a little harder to loosen.

“Don’t strip the screw,” Simon warned.

“Trying not to.” At last, he pulled it out. “Two down.”

One minute, forty-nine seconds.

The third and forth wires came out with a bit more effort. “One more to go,” Becker announced.

Again Janelle glanced up at the clock. No. “Twenty seconds left.”

“Get the last one,” Simon barked.

“Right.” Dave maneuvered his screwdriver to the farthest corner of the circuit board. He grunted as he worked it. “This one’s tougher than the rest.”

Wouldn’t that just be their luck.

“We’re almost there,” Simon told him.

Ten seconds.

“I can’t get it.”

“Let me try.”

Becker handed the screwdriver over, but he was so shaken, he dropped it.

Janelle stepped back in horror as it clattered to the ground. That was it. They were doomed.

“Wait. I’ve got another one.” Dave pulled out a second screwdriver from his belt. “This one’s got more torque. I should have used it to start with.”

He went to work again, but it was too late.

Janelle stared at the seconds ticking down. Five. Four. Three. Two.

“I’ve got it!” He held up the end of the wire.

One. Had they guessed right?

Over their heads the female mechanical voice rang out. “Launch aborted.”

Janelle’s head spun and her heart felt as if it had jumped straight out of her chest.

“Yes!” she heard Simon shout. “You did it! Dave Becker, you’re a genius!” He gave Dave a slap on the back.

Coming to, Janelle glared up at the guys. “Get away from that thing!” she cried.

“Good idea.” Simon climbed down the ladder with Dave right behind him.

As soon as he reached the ground, he took her in his arms and pulled her close.

He wanted to kiss her, but she was too rattled. She pulled away. “We need to get back to the bunker and find out what’s going on.”

“You’re right.” Simon turned back to Dave, who was smiling giddily. “Let’s go.”

“Okay. Anything you say. I’m not making any more decisions today.”


Chapter Sixty-Seven

 

Breathing hard, Parker watched the orange tattoo on Gregor’s head disappear as the man fought his way through the crowd scrambling down the spiral stairs to the mess hall.

He’d managed to cut the Ukrainian’s lip open, but Gregor had punched Parker in his swollen eye, and he couldn’t see well. He could still hear the loud, obnoxious alarm going off.

Wah. Wah. Wah.

Getting his balance, he turned around to look at the countdown clock.

Four minutes and forty-nine seconds.

And then his gaze caught sight of Santana’s bloody figure hovering on the stairs to the top balcony.

How had he recovered?

Parker had had only a glimpse of the crushing blow to the head Sasha had leveled at the man, but it had seemed decisive. And yet there he was. Miranda was nowhere in sight.

Santana’s gray hair stuck out at the sides. His tailored suit was torn and stained with his own blood. For once, there was not a wisp of sophistication about him.

He looked like the lowlife he was.

“You!” Santana cried. “This is all because of you!” He started down the stairs.

A rage filled him, the likes of which Parker had never experienced before.

Now was his chance. He would do it. He would stop this madman once and for all.

He would kill him.

Parker glanced around, yanked one of the remaining computer screens off a nearby desk, and rushed for the stairs.

Taking them two at a time, he met Santana just past the halfway point. The man had hurtled down the steps, about to throw himself onto him.

Just as he reached him, Parker raised the screen and smashed it over the maniac’s head.

Santana let out a stunned cry and paused on the step above him. As he wobbled, Parker grabbed his arm.

But his other arm swung free.

As if the attack hadn’t fazed his reflexes a bit, Santana balled up a fist, swung, and hit Parker hard with a right hook, just on the sore spot under his eye.

With a cry of rage, Parker flew back and caught himself on the handrail in the nick of time.

Santana lunged toward him, about to hit him again, but Parker drew back a leg and kicked him as hard as he could in the chest.

Santana staggered backward with the impact—and did a flip over the railing on his side.

But as he slipped down, he caught Parker’s raised ankle in a lobster lock. Parker slid across the stairs and over the white metal bar.

Grunting with effort, Parker seized hold of the railing and shook his leg, trying to make the monster turn him loose.

But Santana was swinging and swaying his body like a trapeze artist. The effect worked. Parker couldn’t hold on any longer. His fingers slipped, and down they both went.

He landed with a hard thud on the mess hall floor just a few feet away from one of the tables. Somehow he hadn’t landed on top of the man.

Winded, he lay there a moment, certain Santana must have knocked himself out.

Then he lifted his head and saw Santana a few feet away, getting to his feet. He clambered across the floor to the mess hall conveyor belt where the soldiers put their dirty dishes when they were finished eating.

There was no one there now. Everyone was on the main floor. Parker could still hear their cries of confusion.

Forcing himself up, Parker rushed after him. Just as he neared the last table, an aluminum food tray came whizzing through the air, nearly slicing his head off.

He ducked behind the table as the tray clattered to the floor behind him.

Another tray flew over the table, nearly hitting him on the other side.

“What are you trying to do, Parker?” Santana called out. “You’ll never defeat me.”

Did he still think he had a chance? “Look around, Santana. Listen to that sound. Your army is coming out of their stupor. They’re all running away.”

“Where are they going to go? It’s a simple matter of recapturing them and giving them another dose of the Elixir.”

Parker leaned as far to his right as he could and picked up one of the trays. “And how are you going to do that?”

“If you’re good enough, there’s always a way. But that concept is beyond you, of course.”

Taking a chance, Parker shot up and hurled the tray in his hand toward Santana.

But Santana made a break for it and ran for the stairs that led to the lower level. The tray clattered onto the floor.

Parker raced after him, reaching the landing just as Santana’s head was level with the lower stair. Parker put both hands on each bar, raised his body and his legs, and kicked Santana in the back of the head.

The man tumbled forward in a somersault, twirling around the spiral. Then he got up again.

He must be demon possessed. Perhaps this monster was right. He couldn’t be defeated.

But Parker refused to stop fighting.

He rushed forward, grabbed him before he could get down any more stairs. Parker leaned him back against the outside railing. Santana threw another punch and caught him in the chin. Resisting the force, Parker threw one back, boxing his ear.

The hatred in Santana’s eyes glowed like the devil’s. “I will destroy you, Wade Parker.”

Parker glared back at him. “I believe you should reconsider that statement.”

And suddenly a serene sense of calm came over him. This fight wasn’t about himself any longer. It wasn’t about revenge for what this man had done to him and to others. It wasn’t even about Miranda.

It was about ridding the world of this menace.

With all his might, Parker drew back his fist and punched the man as hard as he could.

For a brief moment, Santana’s eyes rolled back in his head. Then over the railing he went, feet flying.

Parker reached the barrier just in time to see him hit the bottom. With a hard splat, Santana’s body hit the ground, his arms and legs spread out as if he were about to make snow angels on the white floor.

He was gone.

Just then, the alarm stopped. And a sweet female voice came over the loud speakers.

“Launch aborted.”

Parker’s heart soared. They’d done it. Becker and Wesson and Sloan had come through. Atlanta was saved.

Miranda. Where was Miranda?

Somewhere in this crowd. He hurried off to find her.


Chapter Sixty-Eight

 

“Launch aborted.”

Miranda turned her head and stared at the clock. One second to go. A wave of relief rippled through her. They’d done it. They’d stopped the bomb. Her team was the best. She was going to give Dave Becker a big sloppy kiss.

If she could ever find him again.

As soon as she’d come down the far stairs, she’d been grabbed and clawed and shoved by the crowd of soldiers coming out from under the effects of the Elixir.

“Where are we?” they’d asked.

“What’s going on? What do we do?”

“Help us.”

Miranda had done everything she could think of to persuade them they were going to be all right. And now it was really true.

“Is it safe now?” asked a young woman who looked scared out of her wits.

“Yes,” she told her. “It’s over. Just go down there.” She pointed to where Smith and Holloway were directing people out of the building. “See that blonde and that tall skinny guy? They’ll show you the way out. They’ll get you back home. I promise.”

The woman and the group around her hurried down the stairs, carrying her with them. Not the way Miranda wanted to go.

When she got to the bottom, finally she was able to break away. She turned back toward the other set of stairs.

And there he was.

Parker was coming toward her at a fast trot. If she didn’t know it already, she could tell he’d been in a fight.

She didn’t care. She ran toward him.

They met between the staircases, threw their arms around each other, and at last Parker’s lips were on hers, devouring her as hungrily as she was him.

After a long moment, she came up for air and took a good look at him. “You’re bloody again.”

“Not as bloody as Santana.”

Oh? “From Sasha you mean.”

Parker shook his head. “He revived somehow. I had to put him down again.”

She liked the way he’d phrased that. “Put him down like the dog he was.”

“Precisely.”

They had a lot of reasons to celebrate now.

She pointed up at the clock. “Becker did it. Or Sloan. They stopped the nuke.”

“They did indeed.” Parker’s eyes narrowed as he peered over her shoulder. “What’s Holloway doing over there?”

Miranda turned her head and saw Holloway had found a hidden panel in the wall and was working the controls.

Suddenly a loud crunching sound filled the hall. It was coming from overhead. Miranda looked up.

The ceiling opened and a huge pair of doors parted to reveal the sky. Below the doors an enormous suspended platform began to lower by pulleys.

Miranda was stunned by the sight. “That’s how Santana got so many people in here.”

“And several months of supplies for them.”

She took in the brilliant blue and the billowy clouds overhead. The real world. “The sky is beautiful.”

“Not as beautiful as you.”

“Or the sight of you.” Smiling at Parker, her heart full of gratitude that he was alive, she heard another sound.

“Look,” Parker said.

Again she looked up and into the sky. Far above, whirling wings cut through the clouds. “A chopper.”

“I’d say that’s the Coast Guard.”

“Then we really are rescued.”


Chapter Sixty-Nine

 

In less than an hour, a slew of real soldiers from the US Coast Guard, the Army Reserves, and the Royal Bahamas Defence Force landed nearby and made their way inside the massive bunker. It took another hour to calm down Santana’s kidnap victims and get them settled onto the cruise ship.

Then a special squadron headed off for the Keys with them.

Each of the two hundred and fifty members would be debriefed there and taken back to their families. Psychologists, counselors, and clergy members would be on hand to help them deal with what had happened to them.

Miranda, Parker, and the team had their share of debriefing. It took a couple of hours for officers to take down the details of all they had been through, as well.

Simon Sloan was finally able to get through to the FBI Director for the full story.

It seemed the president had held his own and had refused to comply with Senator Beasley’s demands. Instead, he called in a member of the Secret Service to extract Santana’s location from the senator. Then he dispatched a rescue order to the island, and the Coast Guard helicopter had shown up first.

Beasley was arrested for treason and was now sitting in a federal prison.

Back on the island, real soldiers from the Reserves rounded up and arrested all of Santana’s men.

They could not find Santana. Parker had taken a troop to the spot where he’d landed on the floor. There was blood, but no body.

Then someone noticed the speedboat Miranda had reported was gone.

They dispatched ships to search for Santana in the water. It was all they could do.

Hours later, Miranda was snuggled next to Parker in one of the cabin cruiser’s cushy seats, breathing in the sea air and surrounded by her team of heroes, as she now liked to call them. They were heading back to the Keys. They’d book a hotel for the night and would fly back home in the morning.

Wesson sat staring out at the waves. “I can’t believe Santana got away.”

Sloan opened one of the last cans of Becker’s sodas and handed it to her. “Where can he go? He’s a wanted man.”

“They’ll find him sooner or later.” Miranda said. At least, she hoped so.

Everyone was quiet. Nursing their wounds and contemplating the idea of having saved the world from tyranny. It was a lot to take in.

But what Miranda cared about most was that Parker was here with her. And alive. She could still hardly believe it.

And being the man that he was, Parker had persuaded the sergeant to release Sasha into his custody. He and Sloan were going to pull some strings and have all charges against him dropped, since he’d helped save the day.

The big man sat on the other side of the boat, his gaze on the water.

“I can’t wait to get home to Joanie and the kids,” Becker said.

Miranda smiled. “I can’t wait to tell her what you did.”

Becker’s cheeks turned crimson.

“I forgot to show you this. One of the officers handed it to me.” Parker handed her a folded piece of paper.

Miranda opened it and read it. It was a note from one of Santana’s former prisoners thanking whoever it was who stopped the brainwashing.

“It’s from the woman who called herself Corporal Bennett,” Parker explained.

Miranda had to smile at that one.

“And what about you, Sasha,” Parker said. “What will you do when we get to Atlanta?”

After a long pause, he spoke softly. “I would like to see my sister.”

Tatiana would be thrilled.

“That can be easily arranged,” Parker said. “Because the first place I’m going is to see my father.”


Chapter Seventy

 

It was almost daybreak on the following morning when Santana reached the outskirts of the commune.

Leaning on Phineas, he made his way through the weeds and the bracken that had grown up in the wide field they had to cross. He had forgotten how many insects there were in Kentucky.

He scanned the landscape under the security lights on the tall poles posted here and there around this part of the property. “It’s smaller than I remember it.”

“It’s exactly as I remember it,” Phineas said.

It had only been four months since the boy had left here and come to Boston at his summons. Irritated at the memory, Santana tried to hurry.

But Phineas was panting under his weight. “I can’t move any faster, Commander.”

“Keep going, Phineas. And stop calling me that.” He needed the boy to support his injured leg, so he forced himself to slow.

The boy let out a nerdy snort. “I can’t believe we came all this way.”

“You should be thanking me for getting you here,” Santana grumbled.

“I can’t believe how fast you made that speedboat go. We got away before anybody knew we were gone.”

“I have some boating skills. I used to live on the harbor, remember?”

“Right. Still, I’m surprised the ride didn’t kill us.”

He’d like to kill the boy. It was because of him Wade Parker had outsmarted him. But he couldn’t indulge himself in revenge fantasies now. He had to survive. He had to get to safety.

They were nearing the hut now. “Did you destroy the Elixir?”

“As much as I could.”

“And what about the formula?”

Phineas tapped his temple. “It’s where I always keep it. In my head.”

That was good, Santana thought as the entrance to the hut appeared.

Hut. It had been just a modest shack when he had first come here. Now it was a sprawling estate. A three-story brick chateau-like structure with countless rooms filled with sumptuous luxuries. There were actually huts scattered about on the property. The followers lived there. The fools who swallowed whatever philosophy du jour Bach would spout.

Only those selected by the master himself were invited to the mansion. They were mostly nubile young woman who had aroused his libido.

But for Santana, the place was sanctuary. A place to heal, to recover, to regroup.

Hobbling alongside Phineas, Santana made his way under the columns to the large oak door. He knocked on it with authority.

After a long moment, a light came on and the door opened.

Bach appeared at the threshold, illuminated from behind like some spirit ghost.

Lee Bach, former head of the government’s secret mind control program in the seventies, the mentor who had raised him after his mother died, the man everyone here called “Master,” and Phineas’s grandfather.

With his long gray hair and beard growing down to his chest, his cotton robe falling to his ankles, and the leather sandals on his feet, he looked like some wizard in a fantasy story.

“I’ve been expecting you, Donovan,” Bach said in a quiet voice. “Come in.”

As they stepped into the elegant entry hall, Bach drew Phineas into his arms. “My boy. My dear, dear boy.” Ignoring Santana, he bent his head and kissed the boy’s cheek. “You must be hungry. Come. Let’s get you something to eat.” He gestured toward Santana. “You may join us, Donovan.”

He led them through an oak paneled hall to a large dining room where a barefoot woman with dark hair down to her waist wearing a floor-length robe that was nearly see-through served them dishes made of local vegetables, seasoned with saffron and other Middle Eastern spices. Cauliflower, turnip greens and tomatoes. And a flatbread made out of tsampa, barley flour from Tibet and consumed by the Dalai Lama. There was also roasted lamb and pork, which Bach forbade his devotees to eat.

There was no talk during the meal. There usually wasn’t. But Santana couldn’t help noticing the indulgent smiles Bach showered on his grandson while he shoveled in food.

When Santana had had his fill, he decided to breech the unmentionable subject.

He finished his wineglass and set it down gently. “You’re not in the fallout shelter.” The plan had been for Bach and the followers he’d selected to hide there until they received word from Santana that it was safe to emerge.

Slowly Bach wiped his lips with his napkin and tossed it on the table. “It seems I don’t need to be. It’s been all over the news. Beasley has been arrested. You failed me, Donovan.”

The idea of having the world under a mind control drug he had helped create had given Lee Bach his own kind of high. His displeasure would be fierce.

He rose. “Wait here, Donovan.” He held out his hand to Phineas.

The boy got to his feet, took his grandfather’s hand, and they left the room.

Santana waited a long time for Bach to return. The dark-haired woman cleared the dishes and served him coffee. It seemed like an hour after he’d finished it for his mentor to finally appear. Santana was nearly asleep in the chair when he heard the sound of his mentor’s sandals.

Opening his eyes he saw the man standing behind his seat at the head of the table as if he were about to make a pronouncement. “You may stay here for the rest of the night, but you’ll have to leave in the morning.”

The morning? That was only a few hours from now. “But I have nowhere to go.”

Bach shook his head, making his gray beard shimmer. “I can’t have you here, Donovan. Eventually, the authorities will come looking for you.”

“They don’t know my connection to this place.”

Bach ignored the statement. “Phineas told me how you treated him. I am not pleased.”

That was the real reason he was kicking him out. Santana pressed a hand to his head. “I’m sorry. I was under a lot of stress.”

“Stress you apparently couldn’t handle.” Bach started to go.

Santana took a few steps toward his mentor. “Let me make it up to the boy.”

Again, Bach shook his head. “My mind is made up.”

Santana crossed the room and grabbed the man’s hand. “Where will I go? I can’t access my bank accounts. The authorities will trace it.”

With a disdaining scowl, Bach pulled away. “I’ll give you one of the old cars, and I can spare about a thousand dollars. But that’s all I can do for you.”

A thousand dollars? “Bach. I all but grew up here. You took me in after my mother passed. You’ve been like a father to me.”

The man frowned as if he didn’t understand the concept. “After your spectacular failure, our relationship is at an end. By tomorrow morning, I expect you to be gone.”

Gone? He refused to let him stay?

Santana’s head began to pound as the reality of what Bach was saying sank into his brain. A thousand dollars wouldn’t go very far. What would he do when it ran out? He couldn’t live like that.

Falling to his knees, he reached for the man’s robe. Tears falling from his eyes, he began to beg. “Please, Bach. You can’t do this—I’ll be destitute—poor. How will I live?”

Bach pulled Santana’s fingers away with an angry jerk. “Not my problem, Donovan. You’d better get some sleep. It’s only a few hours until daybreak. Diana will show you to your room.”

And his old mentor turned and left him kneeling on the floor, in his ears the sound of his sandals flopping against his heels.


Chapter Seventy-One

 

She had always loved the atmosphere of Washington. Its cherry blossoms in the spring, its historic buildings that housed the seats of power, the exclusive parties where the rich and powerful connected with each other.

She had always been ambitious.

It was why she’d helped fund this little scheme. If there was going to be a transfer of power in this town, she wanted to be part of it.

Clearly, she hadn’t understood the risks.

With the cardboard box under her arm, she unlocked the office and stepped inside. She reached for the switch on the wall and warm light bathed its elegant contours. Delicate gold brocade on the armchairs, the fanciful design of the carved ivory fireplace, the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf.

Of course, the place smelled like a cigar shop.

With a frown, she crossed the antique Persian carpet to the vintage desk and found the butt of a stogie in the Gucci-style ashtray. Disgusting.

Gingerly, she picked up the ashtray and emptied it in a nearby trash basket.

She put it into the box, along with several papers from the desk.

Then she sat down in the plush genuine leather chair. Again she surveyed the office. She could get used to this.

But not while the senator was locked up in federal prison.

He’d been so sure nothing would go wrong. He’d forgotten the Privilege from Arrest Clause didn’t apply to treason. There was talk of adding racketeering and money laundering charges, too.

Not smart, Uncle. Not smart at all.

The Senator was talking to his lawyers about appeals, but she doubted that would save him.

She had to protect her own skin now.

Deep in thought, she tapped her fingers on the desk’s smooth surface.

According to her resources, Santana was on the run and his men had been arrested. None of them would talk. They were loyal and terrified of Santana, even if he was nowhere to be found.

The only possible trace back to herself and those associated with her was with the FBI.

Specifically, the elite group who’d first tracked down Santana’s sex trade operations. Uncle Beasley had done a lot to shut them down, but there were two left who could still prove to be a threat.

She had a few contacts of her own that could take care of that problem. And there was the Circle. She should start working on that right away.

Now.

Getting to her feet, she scowled at the cardboard box. She’d send one of the servants to finish up here and get the things her uncle had requested. She should distance herself from him, anyway.

There was too much to do. She didn’t have time for him.

As far as she was concerned, he could rot in jail. She had to think of herself now.

The details of a secret plan buzzing in her head, she locked the office behind her and headed home to make some calls.


Chapter Seventy-Two

 

After landing in Key West, Simon Sloan decided to forego the hotel and head straight for the airport.

Becker came with him. The guy was eager to get back home to Atlanta and his family.

Sloan didn’t blame him. They said goodbye at the TSA checkpoint, and after passing through with his paperwork and his duffle bag, Sloan headed for the red eye flight to DC.

He got in at one a.m., went straight to his apartment, showered off the smut of Santana’s bunker, and fell asleep.

A few hours later he awoke, restless and thinking of Janelle Wesson.

She’d been scared out of her wits in the nuke tunnel. They all had. But she’d held it together with a determination he’d rarely seen in anyone who’d served under him or with him.

She was the one who’d realized the conduit held the wires that connected the weapon back to the bunker. She was the one who’d given Becker the final push he needed to do what had to be done.

Sloan’s heart thumped in his chest as he remembered looking down into those stubborn green eyes. Inexplicable feelings filled him.

What a woman.

She would make a terrific agent. He was certain Cooley would see it that way. And if he did, Sloan would be heading back down to Atlanta soon to make her an offer in person.

He hadn’t said much to her on the cabin cruiser ride back to Florida. He hadn’t wanted to put her on the spot. He knew she loved her job at the Parker Agency. But he hoped she’d say yes to a position with the Bureau.

Sloan rolled over and eyed the clock.

He hadn’t talked to his boss since Hyannis Port. Surely he was back now. Cooley usually got into the office in the wee hours. Five-thirty wasn’t too early for him.

Sloan pulled back the covers and got dressed.

Thirty minutes later he was making his way through the darkened halls of the J. Edgar Hoover building. No one else was in yet, and the place was empty and silent.

A little unnerving, even for an agent with his years of experience, especially the one he’d just been through. But Sloan didn’t let it dampen his mood.

With a grin he couldn’t suppress, he knocked on the door marked. “Special Agent Barnabas Cooley.”

No answer.

Hmm. He tried again.

Still nothing.

Sloan couldn’t believe he’d beaten his boss into the office. Maybe Cooley wasn’t back from Hyannis Port yet.

He reached for his phone to text him, then he noticed there was light under the door.

That was odd.

Putting his phone back in his pocket, Sloan opened the door a crack and peeked inside.

The light was coming from an old-fashioned desk lamp his boss liked to use instead of the fluorescents. Sloan was surprised to see Cooley’s head on the desk. Was he napping?

Sloan stepped inside and closed the door. “No wonder you always look so fresh when I first see you in the morning.”

But Cooley didn’t move.

Frowning Sloan took a few more steps toward the desk, then stopped in his tracks.

There was blood under Cooley’s head.

Blood running over the desk and spilling down onto the floor.

Sloan rushed to the body. Then a wave of sickness hit him. Cooley’s throat had been sliced. But his suit was unwrinkled, and his blond Caesar cut looked like he’d just combed it.

The entire J. Edgar Hoover building seemed to rock.

Sloan couldn’t catch his breath. His heart pounding and his head spinning with shock, he stared down at his old friend. This couldn’t be happening. It had to be some kind of sick joke.

What the hell was going on?

He glanced up at the wall behind the desk and saw the FBI seal and the photo of the president. The man who had called the traitorous Senator Beasley’s bluff.

They had won. They should be celebrating.

What had gone wrong?

Then he saw Cooley’s arm hanging loose at the side of the chair. Blood dripped from his forefinger. Sloan glanced back at the pool of red on the desk. There was a mark in the blood.

Sloan made it out easily, even though tears were starting to fill his eyes. With his dying breath, Cooley had drawn a symbol from the code they used when they were in the Academy together. A delta.

Instantly Sloan understood its meaning.

The tip of the delta pointed to the drawers on this side of the desk. Sloan bent down and slid open the bottom drawer. He pulled it out all the way and found a small key taped to the back of it.

He removed the key, put the drawer back in its place, and hurried across the room to the bookshelf.

He began riffling through the volumes. Where was it? Which shelf? Here. The book on ancient Greek warfare.

Sloan pulled it out and opened it. Inside the book was hollow.

The hollow space held nothing but a small metal case. He took it out and opened it with the key.

There he found a letter.

He put the case back into the book, the book back onto the shelf. He put the key in his pocket and moved back toward the light to read.

Simon,

If you’re reading this it means I’m dead.

The things I found out in Hyannis Port are beyond belief. Santana has been working with someone in the legislative branch. A US Senator named Webster Griffith Beasley. But that’s only part of it. There’s more. There’s a secret group conspiring to shut us down. If Santana’s plans don’t work out, they’ll come after us.

They’ve already gotten to me. You’re next, Sloan.

All I can tell you now is to rely on your training. And one more word of advice.

Run.

Barnabas


Chapter Seventy-Three

 

His mind reeling, Sloan stood staring down at the letter.

This couldn’t be happening. Cooley couldn’t be gone. But he was. The proof beyond question was right there in front of him.

Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he wiped down everything he had touched. Thank God, it wasn’t much.

But if Cooley was right—and Sloan had no reason to doubt him—his boss’s killer would try to blame the murder on him. Or they’d kill him, too.

You’re next.

Sloan wanted to go after them, but Cooley hadn’t given him a clue who they were. He had no one on his side. No resources at all.

There was only one thing left to do.

Follow orders.

On his way out of the building, Sloan took a detour to the supply room and helped himself to anything he thought he might need over the coming days and months.

He went back to his apartment, which he found empty, packed up all his clothes, and left. He stopped at an ATM and emptied his bank account.

He headed north into Maryland and stopped at a town outside Gaithersburg for a fast food breakfast, which he ate in his car. Then he headed up I-270, hoping anyone who might be tracking his movements would think he was headed for the Canadian border.

By the time he reached Frederick, businesses were starting to open. He found a used car dealer, and after checking his vehicle for tracking devices, traded it in for a previously owned clunker, using an alias he had at the ready, a part of standard operating procedure in his job.

Or what used to be his job.

Outside Frederick, he switched routes and headed for Cincinnati. He hit midday traffic around Columbus. After pulling over to gas up, he switched directions again and headed south to his real destination.

Atlanta.

No, it wasn’t his destination. It was a stop along the way. Part of him said he shouldn’t go there. He had to get out of the country, and he had no idea how much time he had to do it.

He had formed a partial plan in his mind. A spot to spend the next several weeks or so. Plus he had an offshore account that would sustain life while he figured out what to do next.

But he couldn’t leave his homeland without seeing her one more time.

The last time.

By the time he hit Knoxville, it was after dark and his eyelids were drooping. He’d been driving for over fifteen hours.

He pulled over at a rest stop and dared to sleep for a bit.

When he woke again, it was after ten. He drove to a gas station, refueled, got a cheap hot dog, a large cup of hot black coffee, and got back in the car.

The next three hours went by in a blur. Just after one a.m. he pulled onto Peachtree Street in Buckhead.

He didn’t know what he was going to say to her. He feared he’d turn into a blithering idiot.

There was nothing good to say. Nothing like what he had hoped to tell her.

At the moment, the only thing he could think of was goodbye.


Chapter Seventy-Four

 

Janelle Wesson rolled over in bed.

She sat up, fluffed her pillow, and turned over again with a groan.

She shouldn’t have taken a nap this afternoon. Her sleeping pattern was off.

With Curt Holloway and Cindy Smith, she’d taken a flight from Key West International, and they’d landed back in Atlanta just before eleven that morning. Curt had taken off for his apartment, but Cindy had wanted to go shopping.

So they’d headed downtown, had lunch, and hit the mall. They rewarded themselves with a couple of nice outfits and found the cutest little T-shirt for Dave and Joan’s baby. Since they didn’t know whether the couple was having a boy or a girl, they picked out a yellow one.

On the front it read, “My Daddy’s a HERO.”

He certainly was.

Janelle still couldn’t believe the ordeal they’d survived. They’d saved all those people. Saved the world, really. But then, wasn’t that what she was meant to do?

And Simon Sloan?

He’d gone back to Washington without a word. The intensity on his handsome face as he worked on the wiring with Dave kept running through her mind. She’d felt such a connection to him. It was if they were acting as one. Single minded. With the same purpose. If they had died together, it would have been worth it.

Simon Sloan.

He was the real reason she couldn’t sleep. But she’d probably never see him again.

She was okay with it. Sloan was that kind of hero. A man whose heart would always choose his work first. That work was too important not to.

She decided to be professional about it. She was glad she’d known him. To have gotten to work with him. Maybe their paths would cross again. Maybe not. She could live with it.

With a sigh, she sat up. It was almost one-thirty in the morning. Maybe some warm milk would help her sleep.

She was just reaching for the light when there was a knock on her door.

She jumped. Who in the world was that?

After pulling on a robe, she switched on the light on her nightstand and got her gun from the drawer. Then she went into her living room.

She tiptoed across it and into the small alcove. Squaring her shoulders, she peered through the peephole.

The sight on the other side of her door made her suck in a hard breath.

It was Simon.

She stuck her head out the door and stared at him. “What are you doing here?”

“May I come in?”

She stepped away from the door to let him enter on his own as she moved into her living room feeling stunned. Wasn’t he supposed to be in Washington? Maybe she had fallen asleep and this was a dream.

Then she turned around and caught the delicious sight of him.

As always, he was as handsome as any leading man in a blockbuster movie. Dressed in black slacks and a dark gray pullover that showed off his sexy physique, he made her mouth water. But his black hair was tousled, his eyes were bloodshot, and he needed a shave.

She let out a laugh. “You’re a mess.”

“Am I?” He ran a hand through his hair, drinking her in with his gaze. “You’re not. You’re like a cool drink on a hot summer day.”

Not knowing what to make of that statement, Janelle cleared her throat and pulled her robe around her. “What are you doing here, Simon?” she said again.

Suddenly, he looked bone weary. “Can I have a seat?”

“Of course.”

He took an armchair across the room, so she laid her gun on the coffee table and settled onto the sofa. Best to keep her distance until she figured this out.

For a long moment, he stared at the wall as if gathering his thoughts, and suddenly she realized he had something terrible to tell her.

At last he spoke. “My boss is dead.”

Janelle felt as if he had grabbed her gun and shot her. “Cooley?”

Simon nodded. “I found his body in his office this morning. Well, more than twenty hours ago. He’s been murdered.”

She stared at him in sheer disbelief. “That can’t be.”

“That’s what I keep telling myself. But I saw it with my own two eyes. I won’t describe it. I’d rather spare you the gory details. But his throat had been slashed.”

His throat? Vicious. She could only imagine what those other gory details might entail. But her mind was racing. “Was it someone from Hyannis Port?”

“I don’t know. All Cooley left me was this.”

Rising from his seat, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. He crossed to the sofa, handed it to her, and sat down beside her.

While she read he put his face in his hands.

As she took in the words, Janelle wanted to weep. Cooley was dead. And he’d known it was coming. He’d discovered Senator Beasley’s involvement in Santana’s plan. But there was a secret group? Coming after Simon?

“It was someone in Hyannis Port,” she told him.

Sloan shook his head. “Cooley doesn’t say that. He only says he learned about this group there.”

“It doesn’t matter. We have to find them. We have to stop them.”

He turned to her, his blue eyes intense. “We can’t, Janey. I’m only one man. I have no support. I think Cooley knew what he was saying when he told me to get away.”

“And so you’re giving up?”

“No. I’m going away to gather resources. To figure all this out.”

And he needed a rest. A break from all this horror.

“So why are you here?” she asked for the third time.

His face was so somber and full of pain, it made her want to cry. He was going through hell.

And then he said the words she’d known were coming.

“To say goodbye.”

She turned her head away. “Oh.”

“I covered my trail. They won’t find you.”

That wasn’t what she’d meant. She straightened her back. “I can take care of myself.”

“I know you can.” He took the letter back from her and got to his feet. He slipped it back into his pocket. “That’s all I had to say. I’d better be going.”

“Where are you going?”

“You know I can’t tell you that.”

Couldn’t or wouldn’t. Maybe it was all for the best. Maybe he’d stopped here just out of courtesy. Maybe she’d never meant anything to him.

But just now, she didn’t want him to leave.

“Why don’t you stay here for the night. You look exhausted.” Though the idea of Simon Sloan spending the night in her apartment made her head swim.

He looked at her as if she were a piece of forbidden fruit. “I can’t. Thanks for the offer.”

He moved to the door.

Then he turned and stared at her a long moment.

This was it.

She was never going to see him again. She drank in his features, trying to memorize every line of his face.

He looked like he was doing the same to her.

At last he put his hand on the door knob.

“Goodbye, Red.”

That did it. She couldn’t stand it anymore.

“Don’t go, Simon.”

She rushed across the room at the same time he headed for her. They met somewhere in the middle and threw their arms around each other.

And then his lips were on hers.

Oh, those magical mind-blowing lips.

She was suddenly swept away. Nothing was real anymore. Nothing but fireworks and lights and explosions and dancing through the air.

All at once, all the terror slipped away and she felt nothing but sheer joy. All at once she understood what she felt for him. All at once she knew she couldn’t live without this man. This exasperating G-man with his secrets and his moods.

She pulled away from his scrumptious mouth and sucked in air. “I’m coming with you.”

He stepped away as if coming to his senses. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

“You didn’t ask. I volunteered.”

“I can’t let you.”

He was so exasperating. “Why not, Simon Sloan? Don’t you love me?”

He stared at her as if he was just coming to the realization himself. “Of course, I do, Red.”

And he took her in his arms and kissed her again, making her feel as if she were on the Tilt-a-Whirl at Six Flags.

His lips went to her ear. “Are you sure, Janey? You’d be giving up your career. Your family. Your whole life.”

She forced herself to take in his words. It was a big decision. A monumental one. She’d be sacrificing a lot. But all she knew was her life would be empty without her FBI agent in it. Even if he wasn’t one any longer.

With a determined look, she pulled back and held him at shoulder length. Then she grinned. “Give me fifteen minutes to pack.”

It took her only twelve. And when she hurried outside and around the back of the car, she saw there were three heavy duffle bags to keep her single suitcase company.

Simon was prepared for anything.

She got in the car beside him. “New ride?”

“You like it? It’s the latest model.”

It was a dark green Ford hatchback that had seen better days. The front bumper was dented and it was sorely in need of paint job. “Latest? It must be twenty years old.”

“Try twenty-five. But it’s held up so far. We won’t need it much longer.”

She didn’t give a wit about the car.

As Simon started the engine, she took out her phone. “I need to send Steele a message and tell her I’m resigning.”

“Tell her you’re taking a trip.”

She understood. “Okay.”

And as she tapped the message into her phone, Simon pulled out of her driveway, onto the highway, and they sped off to places unknown.

And a new life. Together.

Whatever came their way, she knew it was going to be exciting.


Chapter Seventy-Five

 

Miranda hadn’t been able to wait. Back on the cabin cruiser halfway to the Keys, while Parker was sleeping, she had snuck away to the berth and put in a call to Mr. P.

“I found your son,” she’d said quietly.

There was a long grim silence. “I knew you would. Are you in Boston? How are you transporting the body? I’ll pay for—”

“Not in Boston. And he’ll be transported on foot.”

More silence. This time she could feel the shock through the phone. Or maybe it was her own shock she was still feeling.

“What do you mean, Miranda? Are you saying—?”

She broke into a teary smile. “Yes, I am. He’s alive, Mr. P. Parker is alive!”

Mr. P wasted no time. He booked the fastest flight he could find to Key West, and when the cabin cruiser pulled into port, Mr. P and Tatiana were on the dock waiting for them.

Miranda would never forget the tears streaming down the elderly gentleman’s face as he hugged his son’s neck.

And she’d never forget the tears in Parker’s eyes as he hugged him back and told him, “All is forgiven.”

The rest of the team held back in the boat, giving them some space as they watched the emotional reunion.

Finally, Sasha could stand it no longer. It was his turn. The big man climbed over the bow and hurried to his sister.

“Sasha!” Tatiana clutched her chest as she caught sight of him.

Mr. P’s mouth opened in even greater surprise. “You found Sasha, too? How?”

Miranda hadn’t told Mr. P about him. It was too hard to explain. “It’s a long story.”

“We’ll have plenty of time to tell you all about it later,” Parker said.

He wasn’t in the mood for reliving it now, Miranda knew.

Sasha hung his head as he held his sister close. “Dear Tatty. Can you forgive me for all I’ve done? For the things I said to you in New York?”

Tatiana touched his cheek with her fingers. “Of course, Sasha. You are my beloved brother. You always will be.”

There were more tears and talk, but finally the party pulled themselves together and got going. They returned the cruiser and rented another car. Sloan and Becker decided to go straight to the airport, while Mr. P found a nice hotel for the rest of them.

The next morning, Miranda said goodbye to what remained of her team, then she, Parker, Mr. P, Tatiana, and Sasha indulged in the breakfast Holloway, Wesson, and Smith had refused.

Over sausages and eggs Benedict, they had a long chat, though Parker avoided the details of what they’d been through by saying it was classified. And so the talk turned to Sasha and his future.

Tatiana’s conversation with her brother was mostly in Ukrainian, but by the time they had finished breakfast, everyone was in agreement.

Mr. P found them the next flight to New Orleans.

Five hours later, they were at the Honorary Consulate, and Parker, dressed in the tailored suit and tie his father had brought him, was schmoozing one of the officials. Of course, Mr. P was helping.

The dude didn’t stand a chance.

Still, it took until the next day to get the paperwork straightened out. But at last they did. That afternoon, they put Sasha on a plane and said goodbye.

As Tatiana stood at the window, tearfully watching the plane takeoff down the runway, Mr. P suggested seafood. There was some of the best in the world on the Gulf Coast, he told her. He wanted to see her face when she tasted it for the first time.

But Miranda had no desire to linger in New Orleans. Too many bad memories here.

So the cagey gentleman talked them all into going to the next state east.

Three hours later, the four of them were sitting in a triple-A four diamond restaurant overlooking the Back Bay of Biloxi and munching on crawfish, crab legs, and lobster tail.

Miranda was happy to see Parker getting a good meal, and she could tell from the look in his savvy gray eyes he felt the same about her. She had to smile at the way he was getting along with his father. Nothing like death to draw a family together.

She was overjoyed it hadn’t come to that.

Tatiana was enjoying herself, but by the time dessert came, Miranda caught her looking at her watch.

Shyly, she smiled. “Sasha told me it was his heart’s desire to go. I could not say no.”

“I understand.”

She truly did. And though she still had mixed feelings about the man, he had saved her life. She couldn’t deny he had changed. Somehow, Parker had turned him to their side.

Tatiana reached across the table and squeezed her arm. “He will be there soon.”

“Yes, in a little while.” It was a long trip.

As she checked her phone for the flight status, Miranda noticed she had a text message.

It was from Wesson.

She was asking for extended time off, maybe a month. After what they’d been through, she said, she wanted to travel, see some of the world, and take things in more deeply.

Miranda had never thought of Wesson as the contemplative type. But yeah, what they had just experienced could make you truly appreciate what you had.

She glanced over at Parker. He was engrossed in conversation with his father, sharing a memory of his mother.

Well, she was still in charge.

She thumbed back a reply. “Sure.”


Chapter Seventy-Six

 

The train from Kiev was just as he remembered it. Long ago he had taken trips to the city with his family on this railway. He had forgotten that until now.

The plane trip had seemed endless. He had slept for most of it, but this leg of the journey seemed even longer, though it was only forty kilometers.

On his way from the airport to the train station, the elaborate eighteenth-century architecture in the main part of the city had stunned him, and then he remembered this was what Kiev had looked like. Now he stared out the window at the colorful roofs of the shops, and the billboards and the rows of twenty-story apartment complexes. After a time, the buildings gave way to fields and forests. Finally the train stopped in the village.

He slung his bag over his shoulder and got out.

He would walk the rest of the way. He took the path through the forest.

Amazed, he took in the sight of maples and pines and linden trees. Once he had known every millimeter of these woods. But where there had been saplings, now tall oaks grew. Where there had been bare ground, a field of grass had sprouted. Meadow sage and clover would be growing there soon. And wild roses would bloom.

The sun was shining and the sky was blue and cloudless, but there was still a chill in the air. It was not quite spring yet.

His cap kept his head warm. He would have his tattoo removed and grow out his hair. So many years of evil to atone for. He did not know how, but he would try. It was as if he had lived several lives. He had been Anatoly Tamarkin and Yakiv Doroshenko.

But now he was content to be Sasha. The nickname his mother had given him.

At last the road began to incline.

Trudging up the hill, he moved with long strides alongside the fence. He knew to avoid the ruts in the road. The fence posts had been mended in places, but it looked the same as he remembered it.

And then the rooftop of the house came into view. Its stucco exterior appeared, and the window to the kitchen, and the front yard.

At last he reached the gate and came to a halt, staring in awe at the sight before him.

It had been fourteen years since he had stomped through that gate and rode away on his bicycle.

Long ago his heart had been broken here. Now it was whole again.

His gaze went to the buildings in the back. The place where the chickens and pigs were kept. Back then he had hated them. Now he longed to feed them.

He heard a mooing sound. They had added a cow.

Hesitating, he could not bring himself to go through the gate.

Suddenly a woman emerged from the barn and started up the path to the house.

In one hand she carried a milk pail. With a serious expression, she looked down at the ground as she moved to the house.

Her cheeks were rosy. A pretty sky-blue kerchief was wrapped around her honey blond hair, she wore a blue sweater and a skirt with flowers on it.

He knew her instantly.

Ana. His sister.

Then she stopped at the corner and looked up.

For a long moment she stared at the stranger at the gate. His heart sank. She did not know him.

Or did she?

All at once her expression changed. She dropped the pail and began to run toward him. Emboldened, he stepped through the gate and came toward her.

She met him halfway and threw her arms around his shoulders. Weeping, she covered his cheeks with kisses.

“Sasha,” she cried. “Oh, Sasha. Is it really you?”

“Yes, Ana. It is I.”

“Oh, Sasha. We feared you were dead. We thought you would never come home to us.”

“But I have, my dear sister. I have.”

Shrieking came from the door of the house. Two women in skirts and scarves and sweaters hurried into the yard, their arms outstretched.

His sister Katrina, the youngest of the three girls.

And Mama.

Oh, Mama. He could not hold back his own tears as he kissed them all.

He relished the touch of his mother’s hands on his face, wiping his tears away. “Sasha, my dear heart. We have been so lonely without you.”

“I know, Mama. I am so sorry I went away.”

“But you are home now. I cannot believe it. I do not know how.”

And then everyone became quiet as a male figure appeared in the doorway.

In boots, a coat, and a flat wool cap, slowly he strode across the yard, staring at this stranger.

He stopped and studied him a long moment. His face said he could not believe his eyes.

“Is it really you, son?”

“Yes, Papa. I am home.”

Papa. He had dared to call him Papa. He could not read his thoughts, but his face had many more wrinkles now. His hair had a bit of gray in it.

For a moment, Sasha thought he was about to tell him to go away.

And then Pavlo Davydovych lifted his arms and pulled his son to him. “Sasha. Oh, Sasha. Look, Mama. Our Sasha has come home to us.”

He pulled away to wipe his face, then hung his head. “I am sorry for that day, son. Sorry for the things I said.”

“I am sorry, too, Papa. For everything.”

Pavlo put a hand on his big shoulder. “In my heart, you will always be my son.”

“In my heart, you will always be my father. But it is true.”

“What do you mean, Sasha?”

Sasha clasped his father’s hands. “There was testing done. Scientific testing. We have proof at last. There is no longer any need to doubt it. I am truly your son.”

His mother shrieked out loud and put her hands in the air. “God in Heaven be thanked.”

Pavlo did not understand. But he smiled nonetheless. “You must tell us more, son.”

“I will.”

“But first we must go inside,” Mama said. “Sasha must be hungry. We must have a feast.”

“Oh, yes,” said Ana. “We will invite all the neighbors. They will be astonished.”

“And joyful,” Katarina added.

“But not as joyful as we,” Papa declared, beaming at his son.

And with their arms around each other, the family went inside to the home Sasha had longed for so many years.

It was true. Thanks to Wade Parker and his sister, Tatiana, and her husband, he was home at last.

 


Chapter Seventy-Seven

 

It was late the next afternoon when, with Parker just behind her, Miranda stepped into the entrance hall of the penthouse.

Her heart full, she ran her hand over the niche shelves where the antique porcelain vases sat, strolled into the living room and took in the white leather sofas and the tall bookcases.

They were home.

The place smelled crisp and fresh. The cleaning service had been here. But it sure felt a lot different from when she’d left.

“You can’t imagine how lonely this place was without you.”

“Oh, I think I have an idea.”

She spun around and grinned at Parker. He was dressed in another outfit Mr. P had brought him. Black designer jeans and a black blazer over a classic-fit blue checked shirt. He looked incredibly handsome, and a lot stronger than when she’d first seen him in that bunker.

With cold packs and antiseptics, the swelling around his eye and nose had gone down. He was almost back to himself.

Miranda was in jeans, a tank top and a jacket. She didn’t think either of them would be wearing camouflage again anytime soon.

The morning had been both exhilarating and exhausting.

After their plane landed at Hartsfield Jackson, the first place Parker had wanted to go was the Agency. Miranda would never forget the look on Sybil, the receptionist’s, face when Parker strolled through the elevator doors.

Sybil let out a scream, then got on the intercom and announced the boss’s arrival. Before Miranda could count to five, the lobby was flooded with astounded Agency employees. Detective Judd was the first one to greet them, followed by Tan and the Collections crew and the bodyguards. No one could believe their old CEO was here in the flesh.

They spent an hour hugging and laughing while Parker and Miranda explained what they could of all they had been through.

Then it was off to the Parker mansion, where Mr. P and Tatiana had been busy gathering a crowd of family and friends. More shrieks and cries, hugs and tears awaited them when they entered the estate.

As soon as Parker walked through the front door, Estavez was there to hug his neck, weeping like a little boy. Evelyn was next, also in tears. As were Coco and Fanuzzi, who were both looking very pregnant as they served refreshments to everyone.

With watery eyes, Gen wore a look of disbelief the whole time. Especially when Parker took her aside, told her he was disappointed that she had quit the Agency, and made her promise to come back right away. All she could do was hug him and say how happy she was he was alive.

Estavez’s mother, Carlotta, was there, and his two sisters. So was Wendy Van Aarle and her folks. As well as Dr. Taggart, who took Miranda and Parker into a side room, gave their gunshot wounds a quick look-over, and made them promise to come into the office the next day.

Dr. Taggart said the physician who had operated on Parker had pulled off a miracle. For which Miranda was grateful.

Back on the island, the Reserves had found the doctor locked in a suite on the ground floor of the bunker. He had been well cared for, but was going stir crazy, since there was no need for his services. Magnanimously, Parker had tried to get the charges against him dropped, but since the doctor hadn’t been drugged with the Elixir, and had been paid several million dollars by Santana, it wasn’t possible to save him.

After a little while, Miranda had snuck away to a side room to call Mackenzie and tell her about Parker. After more stunned squeals and tears, they had a long chat. Well, fifteen minutes, which was an eternity for a teenager. Then Mackenzie had to go.

Miranda had hung up smiling. She felt closer to her daughter than ever before.

But now she was glad to finally be alone with her husband.

Parker smiled back at her. “I’m very proud of you the way you led the team while I couldn’t be there.”

Was he? “They did a good job.”

“They had a good leader.”

As always, his compliment thrilled her.

Gazing up at the penthouse’s spiral staircase Parker frowned. “Perhaps we should have that replaced.”

Miranda had to laugh. “I’ll call and get an elevator installed tomorrow.”

Smiling Parker crossed to the kitchen and ran his hand over the marble counter as if it were an old friend. Then he opened the cabinet, took out two glasses. He went to the refrigerator and filled them with ice and filtered water.

He gave one glass to Miranda and drained the other himself. He would probably never get enough fresh un-drugged water to satisfy him again.

She sipped on her glass a moment, then set it down as she thought of the look on Judd’s face when he’d first seen Parker that morning.

Wait a minute.

She came around the counter and gave Parker a punch on the shoulder with the heel of her hand. Not too hard. “Hey, bud. What’s the big idea of putting me in charge of the entire Agency?”

Parker’s sexy dark brows rose. “I beg your pardon?”

“You don’t remember? It was in your will. Judd came to me when I was in the hospital in Boston and told me you put me in charge of everything.”

Parker’s face grew somber. Slowly he nodded. “Yes, I did in fact do that. I was intending to discuss it with you, but hadn’t found the right moment.”

“The right moment?”

“I wasn’t expecting my will to—go into effect so soon.”

Of course, he wasn’t.

Leaning against the counter, he folded his arms. “You seem to have handled things well. As I said, I’m proud of you.”

“Ha.”

“Ha?”

She moved to the fridge and poured more water into his glass. “You think? We’ve got problems, Parker.”

“What kind of problems?”

Shaking her head, she turned away from the fridge. “I did my best Parker, but sheesh.”

“What are you talking about?”

She moved back around the counter and reached for her drink. “I’ll just come out and say it. You’re a spendthrift, Parker.”

He looked as if she had slapped him. “A spendthrift?”

She waved her hands in the air. “Luxury hotel suites, sumptuous gourmet meals for the whole team, pricey rental cars. It adds up. The truth is the accounts for Parker and Steele Consulting are in the red. They have been for months. It’ll be worse now after this little caper.” She winced as she thought about all the expenses she’d racked up in Boston and Key West.

Then she saw Parker was holding a finger under his nose to hide a chuckle.

“What are you laughing at? This is serious.”

“I’m sorry, but we don’t have a problem, Miranda.”

She couldn’t believe him. “Yes, we do.”

“The accounts are not in the red.”

“Yes hell, they are. If I had the paperwork I’d show you.”

“It’s temporary.” He set down his glass and took her hands. “I usually let expenses climb above profits for a quarter or so. For tax purposes. And then I replenish the account from my trust fund.”

She blinked at him. “Trust fund?”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about that. It was one of my father’s strategies. Again, I wasn’t expecting to be shot.”

“Oh.” Dropping his hands, she sank down onto a nearby stool and stared at her water glass. She didn’t know what to say to that except that he was as sly a fox as ever.

He moved closer to her and spoke gently. “The fund has enough in it for a thousand cases. We don’t ever need to be worried about being overdrawn or not earning enough.”

“Okay.” She was still absorbing the news. But there weren’t going to be a thousand more cases. Not if she had anything to say about it. “There aren’t going to be any more cases, Parker. Not after this. I’ve learned my lesson. You told me you wanted to retire? Well, I’m game.”

Her words had him bracing himself against the counter in surprise. Then his brow furrowed. “I have another confession to make.”

“What?”

“A few months ago I had a routine checkup with Dr. Taggart.”

“I know. He sent you texts about the results and you ignored them.”

There was more surprise on his handsome face. “How did you know that?”

“He told me when I saw him for my shoulder. By the way, your results were fine. You just need to watch your diet a bit.”

“Well, that’s a relief.” He looked as if she had knocked the wind out of him. Then he smiled at her, his eyes twinkling with admiration. “I pushed for our retirement when I thought my health was endangered. Things are different now.”

She shook her head. “No, they’re not.”

“No?”

“I’m glad you’re healthy, but I can’t lose you again, Parker. We saved the world once. That’s enough.”

His expression grew somber as he took in her words. At last he nodded. “You have a point. We have paid our dues as they say.” He studied her intently. “And so you truly want to retire together?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“And give up your career? Our career?”

As exciting and fulfilling as working with Parker had been, she meant what she’d said. She’d had her fill of it. They’d taken enough risks for a lifetime.

“I do.” She said it as solemnly as a wedding vow.

Taking in this new surprise, Parker stroked his chin as he stepped toward her. “The North Georgia Mountains would be a nice place to settle.”

One of his favorite places.

She raised her palms. “Like I said, I’m game.” She didn’t really care where they lived as long as she woke up beside him every day. “Oh, but we’ll have to come back into town in a few weeks.”

“Why’s that?”

“We have baby showers to plan.”

“Yes, we do. Don’t we?”

Fanuzzi and Coco were due in a few months. And they were supposed to be godparents to both babies.

Slipping off the stool, she took his hands in hers. “So what do you say, gumshoe? Are you ready to hang up your guns?”

His low laugh made her heart soar. As well as his words. “I love you, Miranda Steele. There’s no one else in the world I’d rather retire with.”

“Is that a yes?”

“I’ll show you.” He pulled her close and kissed her so hard, she felt as though a ten-kiloton bomb had gone off in her heart.

And then he picked her up in his arms and carried her to the spiral staircase and up to the bedroom.

Kicking at the air, she giggled with delight.

A life in the mountains with her sexy husband. No more criminal masterminds or deviants or psycho tyrants to chase. Nothing but relaxation and love making and delicious food.

It sounded like just what the doctor ordered. She couldn’t wait.
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Dear Reader,

Thank you for reading Retribution, the fifteenth Miranda and Parker Mystery. I’m working hard on my next book now.

If you’d like be among the first to be notified when the book comes out, feel free to join my no-spam newsletter list here. You’ll get some free stories as a bonus.

Thanks again.

I love all my readers and am truly grateful for your support!

Linsey

PS: I love getting reviews.

PPS: Most of my books are now on Amazon exclusively. If you missed a book in the series, did you know you can read Kindle books on your iPad, iPhone, tablet, or Android? All you need is the free Kindle app and an Amazon account. You can purchase the books from Amazon and read them on your iPad or other device with the Kindle app. Pretty cool, huh?

I love my readers and am truly grateful for all your support!
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Thank you for respecting the author’s work and helping her earn a living.
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