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    Pico, Island, The Azores 
 
      
 
    Jake Adams was still slightly hung over from ringing in the new year, but was finally starting to feel human again. Part of that had been his isolation all day while Sirena flew to Terceira Island to visit an old friend passing through the Azores. He had spent most of the day sitting on the rocks in front of the house he was renting, watching the Atlantic waves slowly lap against the shoreline. Until two weeks ago, when Sirena had finally had enough of his drinking out of complete boredom, he had cut his booze intake to nothing at all as he worked out each day for hours, pushing his old body back into shape. And it wasn’t like he had that much to drink on New Year’s Eve. Just a little rum and a shared bottle of Italian prosecco. 
 
    Sirena had gotten back just before dark. She seemed somewhat subdued, yet she still somehow managed to reflect an air of newfound rejuvenation. He knew that old friends could often lift the spirits. Yet, she had not talked to him about her visit. 
 
    Now, the two of them sat in the small living room of the house they had rented for the past couple of years. 
 
    Sirena got up and paced across the floor. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    She stopped, but gazed out toward the ocean instead of directly at Jake. Then she said, “Bayla wasn’t just passing through the Azores.” 
 
    He had a feeling. Her friend Bayla Ganz was an experienced intelligence officer in the Mossad. Jake had never met the woman, but he had heard many stories of her actions. In the rare photos where Bayla stood next to Sirena, the two women could pass for sisters with their black curly hair and broad shoulders. Most would take them for swimmers or volleyball players, if they had no idea that they could snap a grown man’s neck with their bare hands and handle nearly any weapon on planet Earth. 
 
    “I figured that much,” Jake finally said. “What did she want from you?” 
 
    Sirena turned swiftly. “What makes you think she wanted something?” 
 
    “She’s in human intelligence,” he said. “That’s how they work.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Sirena said, “She’s working with the Mossad venture capital division.” 
 
    Jake laughed and shook his head. “What? The Mossad is investing in start-ups now?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Economic security leads to physical state security.” 
 
    He guessed that was true, but he also knew that if the CIA tried to put together an overt funding branch, congress and the public would have a fit. However, he also knew that the Agency frequently set up dummy businesses, like the communications company he had once run for them in Germany, while he played spy games with the old Soviet Union. 
 
    “Okay,” Jake said. “What does this have to do with you?” 
 
    “Bayla knows that we work for Carlos Gomez,” she said. 
 
    “Who told her that?” 
 
    “I might have mentioned it a while back.” 
 
    Jake guessed that a Mossad officer could keep a secret. “And?” 
 
    “And the Israeli government is interested in aligned business ventures.” 
 
    Jake waved his hand at her and said, “I know you speak about a dozen languages, but could you use English economics for dummies?” 
 
    “Alright. Gomez has a division that is developing a secure technology device that could be revolutionary.” 
 
    “You mean his neural implants?” Jake asked. 
 
    “They’re not actually implanted into the brain,” she said. “I understand they implant them behind the ear.” 
 
    “What kind of battery life before replacement?” 
 
    “That’s the beauty,” she said. “The battery is the technology revolution. They are constantly being recharged by the electrical activity of the body. Don’t ask me how.” 
 
    Jake thought about any government or company able to access and control miniature implanted devices on millions of citizens. It was bad enough that companies had placed smart phones in the hands of nearly everyone. And now devices with cameras had been introduced to millions of homes around the world. Big Brother was probably not going to be a government entity, but instead would be tech companies with more money than God and the moral compass of pedophiles. 
 
    Before Jake could delve into the Mossad’s venture capital prowess, a signal came across his phone. He picked it up quickly from the coffee table and viewed the screen. Something had tripped his security camera out by the main road leading into their house. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    He watched the real-time video, where a man crept along with a rifle. Then another sensor went off and Jake knew exactly what he needed to do. 
 
    “Shit,” Jake said, getting up quickly. “We’re under attack.” 
 
    The two of them had trained for this. They rushed around the house shutting off lights and grabbing weapons. Jake grabbed a M4 carbine with a suppressor and shoved a full 30-round magazine into his back pocket. Then he clipped his Glock 17 onto his right hip. Sirena found her own handgun and a 12-guage tactical shotgun. On her head she wore a set of night vision goggles. 
 
    Now, in the darkness, their eyes having adjusted, the two of them slipped out the back door and into the shrubbery on the back knoll overlooking their house. 
 
    Jake clicked on his night vision scope and scanned the perimeter of the property. Before firing, he needed to know their intent, he thought. At least four of his cameras had picked up movement, but some of those were redundant. They had to be dealing with at least three attackers, though. 
 
    Clicking on his comm unit, Jake whispered to Sirena, who was at least ten yards to his right, protected by the high brush and a huge volcanic rock. “At least three targets,” he said. 
 
    “Copy,” she said. 
 
    Within seconds, one of the attackers kicked in their front door. Jake could see movement in front of the windows, but he didn’t fire. Not yet. 
 
    Suddenly, a man in tactical gear swept out the back door. 
 
    Jake found a spot and pressed off a round, dropping the man to the ground. The cough of his round barely broke the silence of the night. 
 
    “Moving toward the front,” Jake said. He got up from his position and vectored around the side of their house, his rifle leading the way. 
 
    As he rounded the side of the house, another target appeared in his night scope. He shot twice instinctively at center mass, dropping the man to the dewy grass near the front door. When he was about to move in, he heard a shotgun blast from the back of the house. Then a second shot pierced the night air. 
 
    “Status?” Jake asked. 
 
    “One more down,” she said. 
 
    “Same here. Moving in.” He slipped around the front of the house, keeping low and ready to fire. 
 
    Hesitating at the front door, he thought about the numbers. Had they shot all of them? Or was there a fourth man? With one quick motion, he shoved the door in and start to move inside. But gunfire forced him behind the wall at the doorframe. 
 
    “At least one more inside,” Jake said. 
 
    “Entering the back door,” she said. “Watch your crossfire.” 
 
    “Roger that. Aiming high.” 
 
    Crouching low, Jake twisted his gun at an angle and fired off a long series of shots, which struck the living room ceiling. His shots were followed up by at least ten louder rounds hitting the doorframe and wall. But Jake knew that those rounds would never penetrate the lava stone walls, which were nearly a foot thick. 
 
    Jake shot again and waited for the response, which came almost immediately. Then those rounds were interrupted by three shots from inside. All three shots hit flesh with a dull thud. 
 
    “One more down,” Sirena said. “Sweeping the house.” 
 
    As Jake waited, he noticed the man he had shot out front was moving slightly. He aimed his M4 and almost fired. But instead, he kicked the man’s rifle away from his hands and pulled the gun from the holster on the man’s hip. 
 
    “Clear,” Sirena said. “Coming out.” 
 
    Jake clicked on his gun rail light and saw immediately that he had hit the man in his tactical vest with one round and his neck with the second round. The man was down, but he might live if he could get to the only hospital on the island. 
 
    Then Jake moved the light to the man’s face and noticed the guy was Asian. 
 
    “Ninjas?” Sirena asked when she got next to Jake. She flipped up her NVGs. 
 
    “Ninjas are Japanese,” Jake reminded Sirena. Then to the man he asked his name first in English and then in rudimentary Chinese. He knew perhaps ten phrases in Mandarin, compliments of an old girlfriend that had lived with him years ago in Innsbruck. 
 
    The injured man gnashed his teeth but said nothing. 
 
    “Shit,” Sirena said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Siren heading this way,” she said. 
 
    One of their neighbors must have called it in. 
 
    Jake switched to German and said to Sirena, “We need to get the hell out of here. We’re burned in the Azores.” 
 
    “What about this asshole?” she asked. 
 
    Aiming his rifle barrel at the man’s face, Jake asked for the man’s name and who sent him. Still nothing. 
 
    Sirena set her shotgun against the house wall and grasped the man and swiveled him to his face on the wet surface. She checked all of his pockets, but found nothing. 
 
    “Pros,” Jake said. Then he heard the siren getting closer and could finally see the lights flashing in the distance down the road. He had selected this house so they could see any traffic coming from the only major town near them. Police presence on Pico Island was nearly non-existent. Dangerous crimes were rare. Murders never happened here. 
 
    Sirena rolled the man over to his back and shoved her foot into the man’s crotch. “Who sent you, asshole?” she asked in English. 
 
    “Suck my dick,” the Asian man said with a heavy accent. 
 
    “I knew he spoke English,” she said. Then to the man she added, “I barely feel enough for a light snack.” 
 
    The man swore in his native tongue and Jake now knew for sure that he was Chinese. He remembered being called those same derogatory terms in the past. 
 
    “He won’t say a word,” Sirena said. “We’ll just turn him over to the local police.” 
 
    “I agree,” Jake said. “He’s with the People’s Republic of China Ministry of State Security, Bureau Two.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “I’m sure the Portuguese government will like to know that MSS sent hitmen from their International Intelligence Division.” 
 
    The Chinese man’s eyes shifted side to side, but it was obvious that he understood what they were saying. 
 
    Finally, the man said in English, “Kill me.” 
 
    “The police will be here any second,” Sirena said. 
 
    “Damn it,” Jake said. Then a thought came to him. He kicked the man’s handgun toward his right hand. When the man grasped the gun and started to lift it, Jake pressed off a bullet into the man’s forehead, dropping him to the ground like a sack of flour. 
 
    Sirena grasped Jake’s arm. “What do we do about the police?” 
 
    “Grab the go bags,” he said. “I’ll handle the cop.” 
 
    She nodded and went inside. 
 
    Jake turned and walked with purpose toward the end of his driveway. Within seconds, the police car pulled up and must have seen Jake with his rifle slung over his shoulder, since the car came to an abrupt stop. He could have hidden in the underbrush, but he needed to give Sirena time to load the car with their bags. 
 
    Out of some respect for the local police, Jake raised both arms as if giving up. Then he slowly walked toward the stopped car. 
 
    The police officer opened his door and aimed his gun at Jake, yelling instructions in Portuguese. Although Jake had picked up enough of this language in the last few years to comply with his orders, he pretended not to understand, still walking closer. 
 
    “Ich verstehen nicht,” Jake said in German. 
 
    “I don’t understand German,” the police officer said. “Do you speak English?” 
 
    “A little,” Jake said with an accent. 
 
    “Then put your gun down or I will be forced to shoot you.” 
 
    Jake continued forward and said, “This is my home. I was attacked by four men.” 
 
    “That gun is illegal in Portugal,” the officer said. 
 
    “So is four men trying to kill an innocent resident. I assure you that I’m not a threat to you.” 
 
    The police officer wasn’t budging. 
 
    In his ear, Jake heard Sirena say, “Everything is loaded and ready to go. What about the police?” 
 
    “Working on it,” Jake said. 
 
    “Do you want me to wait?” she asked. 
 
    “No. He might have called for backup.” 
 
    Then Jake got an idea. To the police officer he said, “I am putting my gun down now.” 
 
    The officer kept his gun trained on Jake and simply nodded understanding. 
 
    Jake slipped the sling from his shoulder and gently set his M4 onto the grass alongside the gravel driveway. 
 
    “The handgun also,” the policeman said. 
 
    Jake nodded. Then he picked up his gun butt with two fingers and set it next to his rifle in the grass. 
 
    Satisfied that Jake had complied, the police officer moved around the car door toward Jake. With the worst tactics Jake had ever seen in a police officer, he watched the man get way too close to Jake. 
 
    Turning to look back toward his house, Jake tried to look as compliant as possible. Then he said, “My girlfriend is coming. We were almost killed tonight.” 
 
    The officer was about to say something when Jake quickly took the man’s gun from him and swept the man to the gravel driveway, crashing hard to the ground. The man’s breath was taken away. He gasped for air. 
 
    “Sorry about this,” Jake said. 
 
    The policeman raised himself to his elbows, trying to catch his breath. Before the man could say a word, Jake kicked the man in the face, knocking him out. 
 
    Then Jake quickly went to the patrol car to see if it was equipped with a dash cam. It wasn’t. But he guessed the officer had at least called in his position because the dispatcher was asking for his status. 
 
    As Jake got back to the driveway, he picked up his guns. Then he wiped his prints off of the police officer’s handgun before setting it on the grass. 
 
    Sirena showed up with their car and Jake slid into the passenger seat. 
 
    “You didn’t kill him, did you?” she asked. 
 
    “Not even close. Let’s go.” 
 
    She pulled the car onto the grass around the police car and then to the main paved road. “Which way?” 
 
    “Good question. They’ll close the Pico Airport and the ports. We’ll need private transport.” 
 
    They had planned for this. Sirena turned left and headed toward a small fishing village about five miles away. From there they could get a small boat and travel to another island. While she drove, Jake texted his organization, saying they would need an extraction. He would send the location soon. 
 
    Since the only airport was on the north shore of the island, they would travel along the south shore to their planned departure point. 
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    Lisbon, Portugal 
 
      
 
    The lone Asian woman kept pace with two much larger men ahead of her in the downtown region of this port city. By now they were only a couple of blocks from the main train station. 
 
    Chen Fang had worked for the International Intelligence Division of the Ministry of State Security of the People’s Republic of China for nearly fifteen years. Her star was rising within MSS. But failure in Portugal would be a huge setback, and she wasn’t about to let that happen. 
 
    She had hired and tested these two men for the past couple of weeks. Although they had a sketchy background with underworld criminals, she suspected they would act as she hoped, considering the amount of money she was paying them for their services. Security Chief Fausto Crespo was their main target. The fact that this man was having an affair with his subordinate, Gilda Freitas, was a fortunate bonus for them. Two for one deal, she thought. 
 
    On the comm, her associate said, “Approaching the apartment building.” Since their only common language was English, that’s what they would use for this operation. 
 
    Yan Shen was a year younger than Chen, but he had been with MSS for the same amount of time. Yan was a deliberate man with a curiosity for this work, but he lacked the temperament to complete missions with deadly accuracy. He had been the advance man, waiting outside the apartment complex for their target to return from dinner and drinks. When the man returned, and was accompanied by his deputy security officer, Chen knew that the time to strike was now. In fact, all three of the strikes had to be coordinated this evening. That way the targets would not be alerted to the danger. She had not gotten word on the outcome in Dublin or the Azores. The strike on Pico Island was the most important, since that man was more dangerous than all of the others combined. 
 
    “Engage,” Chen said in her mic. 
 
    Only grunts came back through her comm from the Portuguese men. 
 
    She strolled up the block and watched the two men enter the apartment building. Then she passed in front of the building and met Yan. As coordinated, they hugged like old friends. 
 
    When he put his hand on her butt, she turned off her comm for a second and whispered into Yan’s ear. “If you touch my ass again, I’ll rip off your arm and beat you with it. Then I’ll shove it up your ass. Do you understand?” 
 
    He nodded slightly. “I was trying to be authentic.” 
 
    She glanced down the street at the apartment and saw flashes from the second floor from silenced guns. Chen turned on her comm again just in time to hear the Portuguese men say they had completed the task and were heading out. 
 
    Chen told the men where to go to get their additional payment. Then she turned off the comm again and glanced at her colleague. 
 
    “Are you ready to meet with them?” she asked. 
 
    “Must we?” 
 
    “Yes, we must. We promised full payment upon completion.” 
 
    The two of them walked back down the block and found their current car. Yan drove out to an isolated position on the west side of the city, close to Belem. They were on the edge of the shipping docks near the large suspension bridge that crossed the Tagus River where it met the Atlantic Ocean. Here sat a massive fishing and sporting boat harbor lined by warehouses that had started to be gentrified. But at this hour of night, most folks were either at home or drinking in one of the newly-trendy bars in the area. 
 
    Yan parked in the designated area, but he kept the engine running. 
 
    Chen stepped out and unbuttoned her long leather jacket, giving her access to her suppressed 9mm handgun. 
 
    When the older SEAT sedan pulled up and parked a short distance away, she turned on her comm again and spoke into the mic. “Stay there,” she said. “I will bring the money to you.” 
 
    She opened the back door and lifted a duffle bag from the seat, slinging it over her left shoulder. Then she walked with purpose toward the Portuguese men in the other car. 
 
    The driver of the car powered his window down and said to her, “Put the bag in the back seat.” 
 
    She hesitated and said, “Are they both dead?” 
 
    “I would hope so,” he said. “We emptied our guns on them.” 
 
    “Good job. They can’t be too dead. You made it look like a robbery?” 
 
    “We took their computers, phones, wallet and purse,” the driver said. 
 
    As she went for the handle on the back door, she simultaneously drew her weapon behind her coat. Then, instead of placing the bag full of dirty clothes onto the seat, she put a bullet in the back of the driver’s head. The passenger looked at her in shock and she put a bullet in his face. She closed the back door and pointed her gun into the driver’s window, about to fill them with more bullets. When she saw the impact of her well-placed shots, she thought for a moment. The comm units. She took a bloody earbud from the driver and went around to the passenger side, taking his comm unit as well. She found a bag of items taken from the apartment, which contained laptops and other personal items from those killed. Then she simply walked back to her car and got back into the front passenger seat. 
 
    Her colleague gave her a shocked look. She had not told him her plan. But he had to know they couldn’t leave loose ends. 
 
      
 
    Dublin, Ireland 
 
      
 
    Jimmy Leary had walked directly from work in the Silicon Docks area to his favorite pub between that trendy area and the Temple Bar area frequented by obnoxious tourists fired up on Guinness. He was easing into his retirement years, working now as a chief security officer for a multi-national communications company. He found the work much more sedate than the government job he had recently retired from, but the money was much better. 
 
    After a number of beers in the pub, he had called an end to his night. Since it was New Year’s Day, most of the drunken revelers had done damage to their brain the night before, so the pub had been almost normal for a Wednesday. 
 
    He stumbled down the street and turned through a short cut, a narrow alley that would take him to the street where he lived near Trinity College. 
 
    Halfway down the alley, a man suddenly appeared in front of him. Jimmy considered turning around, but the man was small in stature. He could take him. 
 
    As he got closer to the man at the end of the alley, he suddenly heard footsteps behind him. He stopped and bent down to tie his shoe, which was actually a loafer. But it gave him a second to assess the man behind him. This one was much taller, he thought. 
 
    In his mind, he developed a plan of action. Take out the big man first and then move on to the smaller fellow, he thought. As he backed up slightly to put the stone wall behind him, he tripped slightly and caught himself with a hand on the cold stone. Jimmy tried to recover, but he felt a sharp pain in his lower back. 
 
    Then the night was filled with flashes from both men. Why were they shooting at him? He found himself face down against the cold, wet pavement, his eyes still open and in wonder. 
 
    Jimmy’s last thoughts on this Earth were muddled by the sound of a foreign language echoing off the stone walls of the alley. Then he closed his eyes for his final sleep.  
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    Jake and Sirena got to the small fishing village a few minutes before ten p.m. He had insisted on laying low for a little while, knowing the Pico police would take some time to close down all of the exit points from the island. Jake had rented the house under one of his many personas, paying in cash to his landlord, who wasn’t a fan of the Portuguese government or taxes in general. And the two of them had been very careful to not be photographed while on Pico Island. 
 
    Before leaving the house and the grounds, Sirena had destroyed any access to their cameras. Since the videos uploaded directly to the cloud, the only hard copies were on their phones and possibly their laptops, which were on them in their go bags. The only thing left behind at the house would be their DNA and fingerprints, which would leave the police nothing at all, since both would be still purged from all law enforcement and intelligence agency databases. There could be a slight possibility of lingering matches in the Interpol system, but Jake guessed that even that would have been wiped out by now. 
 
    That left their car, which Jake had purchased for cash from his landlord’s cousin. Again, he had used his Austrian passport exclusively on Pico Island, along with his International Driver’s License. Jake would have to dump the car, since the police would be looking for that. 
 
    Now, Jake drove down to the small waterfront, where the tide seemed to be in, the waves lapping gently against the jetty and the large rocks along the small harbor. Only a couple of small fishing boats sat against one side of a small pier. The larger boat took up the entire other side. Their ride. 
 
    “Do you trust this guy?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “As much as money will influence,” Jake said. “I’ve been out fishing with the guy a couple of times. We’ll see.” 
 
    Jake pulled their little Fiat sedan to a small parking area. There were no other vehicles there, which made some sense, since the boat captain lived only a block away. 
 
    “Let’s dump the bags and I’ll stash the car in the trees up the hill,” Jake said. Then he got out and helped Sirena pull the bags from the trunk. He kissed her on the lips and said, “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    Then Jake got back in the car and drove up the hill, finding an isolated spot to park. Once Jake got out and fluffed up the shrubbery on the back of the car, there was no way anyone would be able to see if from the road. Satisfied, he jogged back down the hill toward the pier. 
 
    When Jake got there, the old fisherman was standing next to Sirena, and they were laughing about something. 
 
    “Your wife says you had to take a dump before heading out,” the fisherman said, his English strained. “Good move. We have a bathroom aboard, but the quarters are tight, so the smell can be a problem.” 
 
    Jake simply smiled at both the notion of Sirena being his wife and his bowel movement. “Let’s go,” Jake said, remembering to use his German accent. 
 
    They got onto the boat and the captain immediately turned over the engine. Jake unleashed the ropes and threw them aboard before shoving off and jumping aboard. 
 
    The captain slowly cruised out of the small harbor, his running lights on and the dark ocean out in front of them. The boat was large enough to carry about a dozen people, Jake guessed. 
 
    “What can you tell me about your boat?” Jake asked. 
 
    “She’s a ten-point-five meter beauty, with twin three hundred seventy horse engines. Maximum speed of about thirty knots. Where are we heading?” 
 
    “What kind of range on this boat?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Four hundred nautical miles. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Is she fully fueled?” 
 
    “She is. But I thought you said we were only going to Faial. That’s about twenty miles, depending on the port. Again, what’s our heading? I can punch it into our GPS.” 
 
    Before Jake could answer, the radio squawked and a man’s voice came over the speaker. 
 
    Sirena put her hand on Jake’s lower back. Her Portuguese was much more fluent than his. But even Jake could understand his Austrian name and Sirena’s fake name through the quick lingo. 
 
    The captain picked up the mic and was about to push the button to talk when Jake drew his gun and pointed it at the man’s head. 
 
    “Set down the mic,” Jake said. 
 
    The captain did so without hesitation. “You’re the people the police are looking for. It doesn’t matter. Put the gun away.” 
 
    By now, they were about a mile away from the harbor, heading directly south. 
 
    “Cut the engine,” Jake demanded. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    The captain shut down the engine and turned to Jake. “Listen,” he said. “Someone doesn’t ask for a ride in the middle of the night just for the hell of it. I knew what I was getting into. But the money was good.” 
 
    “Along with the GPS,” Jake said, “I’m guessing this boat has a transponder.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Turn it off.” 
 
    The captain shook his head. “I don’t know if it can be done.” 
 
    Jake smiled. “You forget the last time you took me fishing? I asked you about the transponder. After a couple of beers, you told me you could disable that to keep the coast guard from tracking you.” 
 
    The captain gave Jake a sheepish grin. 
 
    “Disable it now,” Jake said. 
 
    Reluctantly, the captain opened a small panel below the wheel and pulled a cord apart. “That does it.” 
 
    Jake waved his left hand at the man. “Let’s have your cell phone.” 
 
    “It only works for a few miles off the Pico coast,” the captain said. “Then you’ll pick up another signal about three miles out from Faial Island.” 
 
    Jake accepted the cell phone from the captain, placing it in his back pocket. “Let’s go out on the deck.” 
 
    The man’s eyes grew. “You can’t be serious. The water temperature this time of year is brutal. I won’t survive five minutes.” 
 
    While the two of them went to the stern of the boat, Sirena had taken over the controls, powering up the engines and turning them toward the west side of the island in the direction of Faial Island. She moved closer to shore than Jake would have liked, but he guessed she was going to give the captain a fighting chance of survival. 
 
    “I take it you can swim,” Jake said. 
 
    “Of course, but. . .” 
 
    “You’ll be less than a hundred meters from shore up ahead,” Jake said. “I’m sure you can make it that far.” 
 
    Sirena slowed the boat and glanced back at Jake. 
 
    “Now would be a good time to jump,” Jake said. 
 
    “At least give me a life vest,” the captain said. 
 
    Jake found an orange ring lifebuoy and threw it to the man. “Now, go over.” 
 
    “Where will I find my boat?” the captain asked. 
 
    “On Faial somewhere. I’ll turn the transponder back on eventually.” 
 
    The captain nodded. Then, without further hesitation, the captain jumped overboard, hitting the light waves with barely a splash. 
 
    Jake holstered his gun and glanced out at the fisherman, who had surfaced and was hanging onto the ring flotation device. Then he found the captain’s phone in his back pocket and threw it into the ocean, before heading back into the cabin with Sirena, who had started to slowly power up the engines again. 
 
    “Will he be alright?” she asked. 
 
    “That old sea dog will be fine. He told me he once swam twenty miles in the Atlantic. If he was lying then he might have a slight problem. But he should be halfway to shore by now.” 
 
    “He will call the cops on us,” she said. 
 
    “I’m banking on that.” Jake touched the map screen and found his destination. Then he locked in the position and said, “Alright. Let’s see what this boat will do.” 
 
    Sirena pushed forward both throttles and the boat lurched forward, finally trimming out to level. 
 
    Once they got around a small point, Jake turned off their running lights. Now they would be blind to others, but the GPS would keep them on track. 
 
    “We aren’t going to Faial Island,” Sirena said, handing over the wheel to Jake. 
 
    “Nope. While we still have cell service, you need to contact your friend and let her know we’re coming to see her.” 
 
    “She’s only there for a few more days.” 
 
    That’s what Jake thought. But he really wanted to know how this Mossad officer might have had something to do with their Chinese visitors that evening. Or, did they simply follow Sirena back to their house? That wasn’t too likely. Sirena was one of the best in the game. She didn’t let just anyone follow her. But Jake would find out soon enough. 
 
    “GPS says we have six hours at this speed,” Sirena said. 
 
    “That’s good. We want to get there in the dark. Take the wheel.” 
 
    Sirena stepped in and handled the wheel as they cruised along the western point of Pico Island. 
 
    Jake found one of their go bags, pulling his M4 from inside. He removed all of the accessories from his weapon, including sights and lights, and then took the full upper assembly off and replaced it with a new one. Now he had a new barrel and bolt, with a pristine firing pin. Once he got the new rifle together, he zipped it back into the bag. Then he took the old barrel out onto the stern deck and threw it overboard. It wasn’t like the authorities could tie this weapon to him, since it had been given to him by the Gomez people, but he didn’t like to take chances. Sirena’s handgun could still be a problem, but she could easily dispose of that when needed. 
 
    As he stood at the stern glancing at the water churning by, he saw that the ocean was beginning to pick up in ferocity. Part of that, he knew, was the channel between the Azores islands. This area had three close islands: Pico, Faial and São Jorge. The old captain had told him about the winds and heavy seas, especially between Pico and São Jorge to the north. 
 
    Now the rain started to fall. First it came in periodic drops, like the mist from the sea splashing through the midnight air. Then the rain fell in earnest, as Jake found his way back into the cabin. 
 
    Latching the door shut, Jake came next to Sirena at the wheel. “It’s getting nasty out there,” he said. 
 
    “Let’s hope it’s just the Venturi Effect,” Sirena said, both hands struggling against the wheel. 
 
    Jake put his hand on her waist and kissed her on her left cheek. “Look at you getting all science on me. That makes me hot.” 
 
    “Easy boy. This boat won’t drive itself.” 
 
    “It does have autopilot,” he said. “But in these heavy seas, I’m not sure we should trust it.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted to the left toward him. “Do you suppose the captain made it to shore?” 
 
    “Absolutely. The ocean can’t kill that old sea dog.” 
 
    “And you’re sure he will tell the police we took the boat to Faial?” 
 
    “Definitely. That should throw them off for a while.” 
 
    She nodded agreement. Then she said, “We should talk about what happened tonight.” 
 
    “You mean the Chinese men who attacked us?” 
 
    “That’s right. I didn’t get a chance to tell you everything my friend from the Mossad was working on.” 
 
    He had a feeling he knew where this was heading, but he let her come out with her explanation. 
 
    Sirena continued, “She’s in the Azores to try to get Gomez to work with them, but she’s also tracking a cell of Chinese intelligence officers.” 
 
    He needed to draw a conclusion. “And you think they followed you from Terceira Island?” 
 
    “I thought I was careful,” she said with deference. 
 
    Normally, it would have been easy to spot any Chinese officer in the Azores, but the Chinese government had been moving into Portugal in a big way recently. Jake guessed the Chinese saw an economic opening and decided to take advantage of an opportunity. 
 
    He rubbed her lower back. “I understand. It happens.” 
 
    She turned her head to him. “But not with me. I almost got us killed.” 
 
    “Almost. But we were ready for them.” 
 
    “But now we’re burned in the Azores.” 
 
    He moved his hand from her lower back to the side of her face, pulling some of her dark hair away from her eyes. “Truthfully? I was getting bored with Pico.” 
 
    “Is that why you were drinking so much?” 
 
    “Boredom does that to me,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    She cracked a slight smile. “I guess that’s not a problem now.” 
 
    The boat suddenly hit a big wave raising them up and smacking them down on the other side. The action threw Sirena into Jake’s arms. 
 
    “Easy, Jake,” she said, capturing the wheel again. “Let’s deal with the situation at hand before you get all randy.” 
 
    He pulled her away from the wheel and took her place. “We’ll need to trade off every half hour.” 
 
    Now she put her arms around his waist. “Do you forgive me?” 
 
    “There’s nothing to forgive.” 
 
    “I forced you to kill two men tonight,” she said. 
 
    “Well, you took out a couple yourself. These were bad guys who attacked our home.” 
 
    “The local police might not see it that way,” she said. 
 
    “That’s why we left. It was easier than explaining our weapons to them. I’m more concerned about why they attacked us. That must mean your Mossad friend has been compromised.” 
 
    “I know,” Sirena said. “Now she does too.” 
 
    “She’ll take appropriate action?” 
 
    “With a vengeance.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured,” he said. Then he was forced to struggle with the wheel as they were thrown against another rogue wave. “I sure wish I could see those coming.” 
 
    “We could turn on the lights,” she reasoned. 
 
    “Not yet.” Then he turned to gaze into her eyes. “Will your friend meet us as planned?” 
 
    “Yep. She just asks for a ride off the island.” 
 
    “Gomez is sending his jet,” Jake said. “We’ve got extra room. Assuming we make it there in one piece.” 
 
    As if the sea heard Jake’s words, the waves crashed over the bow and rattled them together again. Jake glanced at the GPS again and noticed that they were still miraculously on track to arrive on time. Then Jake asked Sirena to get his NVGs from his go bag. At least now he would be able to see the waves through a green haze. Better than nothing. 
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    Pico Island, the Azores 
 
      
 
    Lights illuminated the stone home overlooking the south shore of Pico Island, police officers standing about in small groups talking. Forensic techs would be flown in from Ponta Delgada on the main island of São Miguel, but they might not get there until morning. In the meantime, the local Policia had done their best to tape off the entire area, from the road entering the property to the main house, and even the surrounding area, where shell casings had already been found. 
 
    Madalena Police Chief Luis Cabral stood near the front door, his soulful brown eyes contemplating the Asian man laying near the door with a bullet hole in his forehead and another laceration from a grazing bullet to the neck. One of his officers had also pointed out a bullet strike to a bullet-proof vest the man wore. That one hit center mass, just as they had been trained at the police academy. Luis also knew that the military placed bullets like that, first to the chest and then to the head. Whoever had shot this man had been a professional. 
 
    The young officer who had been the first on the scene stepped forward after being summoned, a squeamish look on his face. He had, after all, been knocked out by the killer. 
 
    Luis knew that he needed to tread lightly with his young officer. He had done almost everything right, with the exception of not calling in for back-up before confronting the killer. 
 
    “What can you tell me?” the police chief asked gently. 
 
    The young officer relayed the same story Luis had already heard second hand. 
 
    “Why didn’t the man kill you?” the chief asked. “You were outgunned.” 
 
    “I thank God that I was spared,” the young officer said. “I can’t believe this happened on Pico.” 
 
    Luis Cabral understood the young officer’s trepidation. There were only a small handful of murders on the island of some 15,000 residents in the past ten years. And these were normally solved within minutes. The assailant always knew the deceased. It was domestic in nature—Biblical like Cain killing his brother Abel. But this murder of four men was unprecedented in the entire history of Pico Island. Although Luis Cabral had only been the police chief headquartered in Madalena, population 6,050, the largest city on Pico Island, for nearly six months, he had been with Public Security Police (PSP), the civil police force of Portugal, for nearly fifteen years. Luckily, it was not the responsibility of PSP to investigate murders. That was the responsibility of the Judicial Police, which had a regional headquarters on Ponta Delgada on the main island of São Miguel. 
 
    Just as that thought crossed his mind, Luis noticed a group of people walking down the driveway toward him. He knew the man in charge by reputation only. He was Armando Machado, Chief Superintendent of the Ponta Delgada Judicial Police Criminal Investigation Department. Machado was a short, stout man in his mid-forties. 
 
    Strutting up to Luis, the Chief Superintendent lifted his chin and said, “You are Police Chief Luis Cabral from Madalena. Correct?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Luis said. 
 
    “Tell me what you know for sure.” 
 
    “Well, superintendent. . .” 
 
    The man stopped him with a hand in the air. “Chief Superintendent,” he corrected. 
 
    “Right. Chief Superintendent. So, we have four men killed with gunshots. The man in front appears to have been shot with a small caliber round, a NATO 5.56 round, according to the casings we found. The same is true of a man at the back door, who was shot in his face with a similar round. Then another man in the back was shot with buckshot, also to the head and neck from fairly close distance. A twelve gauge.” 
 
    “And the fourth man?” the Chief Superintendent asked. 
 
    “Killed inside the house with a nine-millimeter.” 
 
    “What else can you tell me?” 
 
    “It was one hell of a fire-fight, sir. There are dozens of bullet strikes inside the house from a number of weapons.” 
 
    The Chief Superintendent glanced down at the dead man and then turned toward the driveway. “Are they all Asian men?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Luis said. 
 
    “Why am I first hearing about this now?” 
 
    “I ordered my people to not mention this over the airwaves,” Luis said. “Did I do the right thing?” 
 
    The Chief Superintendent shook his head and let out a heavy sigh. Finally, he said, “Yes, you did.” Then he placed his left hand at waist level and said, “This is the PSP and your officers.” His right hand went up to his eye level and he added, “And this is my organization.” Then he raised his right hand as high as he could and said, “But I’m afraid we might need someone way up here.” 
 
    “Who might that be, sir?” Luis asked, but he thought he knew the answer. 
 
    “Before I answer, let me guess something. You have found no identification on any of these men.” 
 
    “That’s correct. What does this mean?” 
 
    The Chief Superintendent shook his head again. “This means we might have an international incident on our hands.” 
 
    “We could check with border control to see if they have photos and credential checks at customs in Ponta Delgada or Terceira entry points.” 
 
    “Doubtful,” the Chief Superintendent said. “They have tactical gear and AK-47s. They didn’t fly to the Azores commercially with these things. Which makes this much worse.” 
 
    “Sir?” Luis asked. 
 
    “What can you tell me about the owner of this house?” 
 
    Luis pulled out his small notebook and said, “It’s owned by a local man about a mile down the road. He’s the one who called this in. He rented the house out to an Austrian couple.” 
 
    “Austrian? Are you sure?” 
 
    “That’s what he said.” 
 
    “How long has this couple lived here?” 
 
    “A couple of years.” 
 
    “And no incidents with your police force?” 
 
    “None, sir.” 
 
    “Wonderful. I understand one of your officers was attacked.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. My man said the guy had a German accent.” 
 
    Chief Superintendent Armando Machado contemplated what he had been told. Finally, he said, “The Austrians were the victims here. The Asians were professionals who came here to kill the couple, but they came across a force that they weren’t expecting. Otherwise, the man who took out your officer would have killed your guy. How did the Austrians leave?” 
 
    “A Fiat sedan owned by the man. We have a search out for the car.” 
 
    The Chief Superintendent pointed out toward the end of the driveway. “There’s a van parked about a mile down the road.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We think that belonged to the Asians. It was rented from Pico Airport near Madalena. We are in the process of gathering flight data from SATA Air.” 
 
    “You closed down all transportation in and out of Pico, right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Only the last flight to Ponta Delgada had to be cancelled.” His cell phone buzzed in his pocket for the second time. 
 
    “Pick it up.” 
 
    Luis found his phone and saw that it was an incoming call from his office in Madalena. He touched the green button and said, “Yes?” Then he listened before thanking the caller and shoving the phone back in his pocket. Then he turned to the Chief Superintendent and said, “Sir, we have a report from a fisherman down the coast. A German-speaking couple rented his boat this evening. But as soon as they got out to sea past the breakwater, the man threw him overboard.” 
 
    “Interesting. Anything else?” 
 
    “The fisherman said the couple talked about going to Faial. Probably Horta.” 
 
    “Why Horta?” 
 
    “A guess, sir? They could take a ferry or flight from there in the morning.” 
 
    The Chief Superintendent considered what he had just been told. He looked to be in deep thought. Then he said, “I mentioned that this was international in nature. We will investigate and turn our findings over to SIS. Then we can let them fight with SIED for jurisdiction.” 
 
    Luis held back his words, knowing that this case might have happened on Pico Island within his area, but he was somehow comforted by the fact that he would not have to investigate. 
 
    A young officer came up to Luis holding something in his hand. “Sir. We found this camera out near the entrance to the property.” 
 
    Luis accepted the camera with his gloved hands and looked it over carefully. Then he handed it to the Chief Superintendent. 
 
    “Wireless,” the Chief Superintendent said. “Very sophisticated. It would have sent a signal to the Austrians inside the house. That’s how they were not caught off-guard. They knew these men were coming.” 
 
    Police Chief Luis Cabral felt a chill over his body. What was going on here on sedate little Pico Island? Pico had always been a place to hide from the evils of the world. Now the evil had come to them. 
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    Terceira Island, The Azores 
 
      
 
    Bayla Ganz had been disturbed beyond words when Sirena had texted her saying she and Jake had been attacked on Pico Island by four Chinese operatives. As an officer with the Mossad, she knew she had failed her old friend. Somehow the Chinese had followed Sirena to Pico Island, which meant they had to have been surveilling the meeting she had with Sirena, without either of their knowledge. Could the Chinese intelligence officer have been that effective? Perhaps. But maybe something else was going on. 
 
    Bayla knew that intelligence was only as good as their own vigilance. Had her old friend Sirena slipped a bit in her retirement? Not likely. That woman was the best of the best. Without a doubt, she would get to the bottom of this before her next meeting with Sirena in the morning. 
 
    Now, an hour into the new day, Bayla sat in her rental car listening to a bug she had planted in the house of the Chinese attache, who lived in a house in the village of Lajes. Since World War II the Americans had maintained a military presence at Lajes Field, using it as a ferrying station for fighter aircraft flying to Europe. But a few years ago, the Americans had decided to draw down their presence at the joint base with the Portuguese Air Force. A stupid idea, according to Bayla, who knew that the withdrawal of the Americans meant a void that would likely be filled by the Chinese or the Russians. The Chinese were making big moves around the world, and the Azores seemed to be a major interest to them. Which is why the Mossad had sent her here a few days ago. What were the Chinese up to? Good question. 
 
    Suddenly her camera sensor went off and she saw the young woman putting her clothes back on as she headed toward the front door. Unfortunately, Bayla had been forced to listen to the sexual encounter. Luckily, her camera was only in the main living room. The Portuguese call girl left and the Chinese man went directly back to bed. Within seconds, the attache had fallen asleep and was snoring. 
 
    Checking her watch, she knew she had to hurry now. She was just hours away from having to drive across the island to the pick-up location. She felt her gun under her left arm and got out of the car. Dressed in black from top to bottom, she adjusted her sweater over her yoga pants. 
 
    Bayla walked a block to the house on the isolated street with a view of the Lajes Field and Terceira International Airport landing strip. She guessed the Chinese had ill intent with this location. She was certain the Chinese would soon station strategic bombers on the base. She had already observed a large construction project going on across the main runway. That construction looked like a massive hangar going up. Of course, the Chinese said they only wanted to be in the Azores for research. Right! 
 
    Within seconds, Bayla worked her way around the back side of the house and found her way into the structure through a sliding glass door leading to a patio. She stepped lightly through the house, which was illuminated by small night lights throughout the house. 
 
    When she got to the man’s bedroom, she could hear him snoring behind the partially-opened door. Without hesitation, she swept into the room, jumped into the bed on top of the man, and, as he startled awake, she punched him several times in the face until he passed out. 
 
    Then she found her zip ties and bound his hands behind his back, his feet together, and then hog-tied the man. 
 
    When the man finally woke up, Bayla was sitting in a chair next to the bed, the room lit by a small table lamp. 
 
    Interrogations like this could go in a number of directions, depending on the level of pain one could sustain. Bayla had gone through extensive training on both sides of the torture spectrum. She knew how to find what the subject feared most, and then use that against him. 
 
    Bayla also knew that this man was fluent in English, so she would pretend to be something she wasn’t—an American intelligence officer. Unfortunately, that might constrain her to certain techniques, but she would get creative. While the man was passed out and constrained, Bayla had found a number of knives and other kitchen utensils that looked dangerous. 
 
    Initial questions dealt with those things she already knew about the man, from his name to his position within the Chinese government. Once she knew what a yes and no looked like, she moved on to more important questions. 
 
    “Now,” Bayla said, “you will tell me exactly what the Chinese are doing here in the Azores.” 
 
    The Chinese officer said, “I am only a trade attache.” 
 
    “Is that really how you want to play this?” she asked. 
 
    “The truth is all I know.” 
 
    She tightened her leather gloves over her hands and punched the man in the face, holding back a little. Normally she liked to use something other than her fists, since she could make a mistake and break her own hand. 
 
    “Why do you keep looking at the clock?” she asked. “Are you expecting someone?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Maybe you’re waiting for that four-man strike force to return from Pico Island.” 
 
    This rattled the man. His eyes shifted nervously. 
 
    Bayla continued, “They’re not coming. They’re taking a long nap.” 
 
    “You Americans are arrogant,” the man finally said. 
 
    “Arrogance is having a long-term plan for world domination,” she said. “We don’t have to have a plan that far in the future. We’re already number one.” 
 
    The man spewed something in Chinese, which she didn’t completely understand. She had a working knowledge of Mandarin only, but this guy was speaking a heavy dialect from one of the non-standard regions. 
 
    In Chinese, she said, “I prefer Beijing Mandarin. But I can have this conversation translated if you prefer.” 
 
    The Chinese man seemed to deflate somewhat. But he switched back to English with a heavy accent when he said, “So, you are not as arrogant as I first thought.” 
 
    She picked up the sharpest knife in her arsenal and swished it through the air like a martial artist might do. Then she pointed the tip of the knife at the man’s eye and said, “I’m sure the Ministry of State Security taught you how to deal with living without your eyes.” 
 
    He was scared now. More so than at any time since she jumped on him and pinned him to the bed. She moved the knife from his eye to his crotch. “Or perhaps you would like to become a eunuch.” 
 
    The man told her everything he knew but not as much as she wanted to know. Bayla guessed the Chinese government had compartmentalized its information, only telling this man what he needed to know to accomplish his mission in the Azores. Either way, the man had a distinct desire to live and to keep his vital organs in the process. At least that’s what she thought through the process. Then, during one final question, the man seemed to contort his head strangely to the side when Bayla hit him in the right side of his face. Within seconds, the Chinese man was foaming at the mouth and flopping around on the bed like a fish out of water. Within thirty seconds, he was dead. Her strike had obviously dislodged a cyanide capsule from one of his molars. 
 
    Damn. She was disappointed. With what she had found out, she could have used the audio to blackmail the man in the future. 
 
    Now, she cleaned up her mess. She cut him free and searched the place for any papers that could help the Mossad. Then she retrieved her camera and microphones before leaving. 
 
    Had she gotten enough? Maybe. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later 
 
      
 
    Still cruising through the darkness, Jake slowed the boat and finally saw lights along the coast of Terceira Island. A heavy fog enveloped the rocky coast, but his GPS had kept them on course. 
 
      
 
    It had been a long night for the both of them, switching off in half hour shifts through the heavy seas, and then Jake taking most of the shifts once they got out in the open ocean, where the sea had actually calmed somewhat. 
 
    “There’s supposed to be an isolated village ahead,” Sirena said. 
 
    “I see it on the GPS,” he said. “But the fog is too thick now to see it visually.” 
 
    He slowed the engines even more as they got closer to shore. Other than the lights from the small village, they were running blind. 
 
    Sirena rummaged about in one of their go bags and came out with a set of NVGs, handing them to Jake. He had used them earlier in their journey, but did not need them in the open ocean. 
 
    He put on the night vision goggles and lowered them to his eyes, bringing up the scene in a light green hue. “Awesome. I see the village and the entry to the small harbor. What can you tell me about your Israeli friend?” 
 
    “She’ll be here.” 
 
    “That’s not what I’m asking.” He turned to observe her expression of incertitude. 
 
    “Bayla just turned fifty a few months back. She’s been with the Mossad for almost thirty years. Before that, she was in the Israeli Defense Force.” 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that she’s a bad-ass like you.” 
 
    “It means you can trust her with your life. I’ve told her all about you.” 
 
    Jake knew that Sirena traveled back to Israel periodically, and it wasn’t to visit family, since none of them lived in that country anymore. He suspected Sirena had been working off the books for the Mossad, or at least visiting old friends in that organization. But he never asked her about her time there. He still kept secrets from her, so he guessed that was fair. 
 
    As they got closer to shore, Jake felt his phone buzz in his pants. Then he heard the same from Sirena’s phone. Both of their phones were the newest devices in existence, and would probably never be available to the average citizen. Gomez had provided these prototypes from his Spanish company, and the former hacker, Sancho Eneko, had encrypted each phone heavily. The phones had two modes—standard cell 5G and satellite. Both of them had turned off the satellite mode so they could not be tracked. Jake was still uncertain how the Chinese men had come to attack them, so he was taking no chances. 
 
    But now their phones were pinging off a local cell tower. 
 
    Sirena checked her phone and said, “It’s Bayla. She’s waiting for us in her car a block from the jetty.” 
 
    Jake pulled out his phone and saw that he had an encrypted message from the Gomez organization. He tapped in the long password and a sequence of numbers came up. 
 
    “Important?” she asked. 
 
    “Gomez group,” he said. “I’ll have to check it out once we get ashore.” 
 
    She got another text. Sirena looked at that one and said, “From the flight crew. The jet is waiting for us in Lajes.” 
 
    “Outstanding.” Jake pulled into the small harbor and maneuvered the fishing boat alongside the pier. 
 
    Sirena jumped to the concrete structure with a rope and quickly tied off the bow. Then she found the stern rope and tied that one off as well. 
 
    Then Jake shut down both engines. He grabbed their go bags and hauled them to the outer deck, handing one after the other to Sirena. 
 
    Together, each carrying a large bag, they wandered toward a small parking area. Only one car sat there, and the driver got out to greet them. 
 
    Sirena and her Mossad friend hugged and kissed on the cheek. Then Sirena introduced Jake to Bayla. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me he was so hot,” Bayla said, and then gave Jake a hug. 
 
    Sirena ignored her friend as she put their bags in the trunk of the small sedan. Then she got into the front passenger seat. Jake got into the back seat behind Sirena. 
 
    Bayla pulled out and quickly got to the main road leading out of the tiny village. In no time they were in the country. By now, a slight brightening of the sky gave them a clue to their surroundings. 
 
    He found his phone and looked up the last message he had received. The message read: 4104003281533712150030850. He highlighted the first fifteen numbers and saved it temporarily. Then he opened his map function and pasted the number into the search area. His map came up with his location. The next three numbers were the elevation, or 215 feet. Then there was the Julian Date, 003, tomorrow, January 3. The final four numbers were the time: 0850. Now Jake had the location and time for his meeting, but he didn’t have who he was meeting. Maybe that would come later. 
 
    While he had found the location and time for his next contact, Sirena and Bayla had been talking like the old friends that they were. But they were doing so in Hebrew. 
 
    The only thing Jake could understand was when his name was mentioned and Bayla would glance at him in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Hey,” Jake said. “Could we keep it to English? Hebrew isn’t one of my languages. You could give me a complex.” 
 
    Sirena glanced around her seat and said, “It’s just girl talk.” 
 
    “I heard my name,” he said. 
 
    Bayla glanced at Jake and said, “She was telling me how good you are in bed.” 
 
    Sirena hit her friend in the arm. “I was not.” 
 
    “It was implied,” Bayla said. “Obviously.” 
 
    Jake raised his phone and said, “I have a location for our flight.” 
 
    “Good,” Sirena said. “We need to give Bayla a ride off this rock.” 
 
    “No problem,” he said. He hesitated, trying to consider how to bring up this next subject. “Can we talk about the elephant in the room?” 
 
    Bayla glanced at him in the mirror and Sirena turned to look at him. 
 
    Jake continued, “What in the hell are the Chinese doing in the Azores?” 
 
    Bayla turned to Sirena and then back at the winding road ahead. “I had a little chat with a Chinese attache earlier this evening. Eventually, he talked.” 
 
    “I’m guessing a Mossad officer could be quite persuasive,” Jake said. 
 
    “Sometimes,” Bayla said. “Sirena says the same is true of you. Anyway, what I’ve found is that the Chinese are like the Russians. They compartmentalize everything.” 
 
    “That’s because they don’t trust their own people,” Jake surmised. 
 
    “True. It’s also very smart,” Bayla said. “Interrogation is nearly fruitless under those circumstances.” 
 
    “But you still managed to get something,” he said. 
 
    “Not enough. He thought I was CIA.” 
 
    Sirena said, “Which meant he knew you would not hurt him too badly.” 
 
    “Right,” Bayla said. “But it also meant he was afraid of the CIA and what that organization could do. He had heard about third-party rendition sites aboard rusted ships in the ocean in international waters.” She checked his reaction in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” Jake said. “I have no knowledge that those exist.” This was a lie, of course. The only thing he didn’t know was their current locations. 
 
    “Okay,” Bayla said. “So, he mentioned that much of their activities were in the news.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit,” Jake said. “They let us know what they want us to know. They’re the kings of propaganda.” 
 
    “This is true,” Bayla said. “Which is why I was sent to the Azores. They say they want to use Lajes for research.” 
 
    Jake laughed. “Right. They’re probably researching how to get away with converting the base to a strategic bomber base.” 
 
    Bayla quickly glanced at him in the mirror. “What do you know of that?” 
 
    Sirena touched her friend’s arm. “Jake has been ranting about this for the past year. Maybe more.” 
 
    “I’m not being paranoid, Sirena,” he said. “Look at what they’re doing worldwide. They’re trying to build bases in the ocean where islands never existed. And in the Azores, they’re not just talking about taking over Lajes Field here on Terceira Island. They’re building a missile base on Santa Maria island. From there they can launch missiles across Europe and to the Middle East.” 
 
    Now Bayla turned to Jake for a direct view, before looking back at her driving. “You have an astute understanding of the problem, Jake. But it might be even worse than you know.” 
 
    He knew this instinctively. But he was trying his best to care less as he drifted toward a true retirement. 
 
    By now the sun was trying its best to rise up over the east side of the island as they turned in that direction, crossing over the island toward the airport. 
 
    Sirena turned back to Jake and asked, “Where are we going now that our home has been burned on Pico?” 
 
    “For now, we go to our meeting. Gomez wants us somewhere east of Porto. How far to the airport?” 
 
    “Ten minutes,” Bayla said. “By the way, the attache I interrogated last night is dead. Cyanide poisoning.” 
 
    Jake sat back against the seat, knowing that the death of a Chinese intelligence officer would be a big problem. Of course, he and Sirena had killed four of them on Pico. The Chinese would want payback for that. If he had to guess, he would soon be getting a call from someone at the Agency asking who he had pissed off. Normally that list would be long, but he hadn’t pissed off anyone in China for years. Still, the Chinese were like the Russians—they never forgot anything, and had a plan for everything.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6 
 
      
 
    Sumatra, Indonesia 
 
      
 
    Lee Chang had worked his contact in Singapore for the past few months and finally got what he believed to be a significant lead. Although Chang had only been a CIA officer for three years, his posting in Singapore was nearly pre-ordained. After all, his family had emigrated to the city state after the second world war from Shanghai. From Singapore, Chang’s father had taken a job in the tech industry in Seattle, where Chang and his sister had been born and reared. Luckily, Chang had been taught Chinese from birth and followed his family on vacations to mingle with his relatives in Shanghai and Singapore. 
 
    Although he suspected the CIA would want him for his language skills, he had no idea that his chance to work in Singapore would come so soon in his career. 
 
    His contact was an Indonesian man from Northern Sumatra, the massive island on the south side of the Strait of Malacca. Across the narrow strait was the peninsula nation of Malaysia. The Strait was like a freeway at rush hour, with shipping between the South China Sea and the Pacific Ocean and the Indian Ocean compressed to a narrow passage. Trillions of dollars’ worth of trade transited the Strait each year. Singapore sat on the tip of the Malaysian Peninsula, and had been built for trade ever since this trade route had been established centuries ago by the British and Dutch trading companies. There wasn’t a more vibrant city on the planet, Chang thought. 
 
    Now, he followed his Indonesian contact through a jungle on a small island in the Strait, his shirt stuck to his skin from the sweat pouring from his body. He stopped for a break and took a drink from his water bottle. 
 
    Chang’s contact had set him up with a local guide named Sinaga. This man was slim and short and from the Batak people of Northern Sumatra. Their only common language was English. 
 
    “You okay, boss?” Sinaga asked. 
 
    “Yes. I just need water.” He slapped another attacking mosquito. Then he took his backpack off and found more insect repellant. Chang guessed the sweat had washed off the previous layer he had sprayed on him getting off the boat. He sprayed down any exposed skin and tried to hand the bottle to his guide, but he simply shook his head. 
 
    “That only makes them angry,” Sinaga said with a smile, showing off his crooked teeth. 
 
    “How much farther?” 
 
    “Not far. Just ahead.” 
 
    Chang shook his head. His guide had been saying the same thing for the past hour. This island in the Strait of Malacca was not large, so it was hard to believe that it was taking this long to get to the remote location. He had asked the Agency to authorize a fly-over, but they had denied his request. For now. They needed on-site confirmation. Satellite images had been inconclusive. 
 
    They moved forward again and seemed to be moving up hill again, his guide chopping through overhanging jungle with a machete as they traveled what had once been a tribal trail. 
 
    “Are your people from this island?” Chang asked. 
 
    Sinaga stopped chopping long enough to glance back at Chang. “This island, but from the coast.” 
 
    “But you have been here before?” 
 
    The Indonesian man nodded his head. “We would gather and hunt for food in these hills.” 
 
    “How did you learn English?” 
 
    “I stayed with cousins in Jakarta one summer. We watched Australian television.” 
 
    That explained the Aussie accent, Chang thought. 
 
    Just as the sun was starting to set, the two of them reached what must have been the highest point on the island. 
 
    Sinaga pointed down the mountain to the north. Chang had entered the island by boat on the southeast side of the island, picking up his guide there on an isolated beach. 
 
    Chang quickly pulled off his backpack and found his binoculars. Placing them to his eyes, he easily saw from this superior position the activity below less than a half a mile away. Now Chang knew why the satellite passes had not caught anything conclusive. A single road entered an encampment from the north. Although the camp was meant to resemble a Sumatran village, Chang could see signs of civilization—from solar panels painted to blend in with the green jungle, to transport vehicles covered by camo netting. He raised his binoculars higher and saw two large cargo ships passing through the Strait to the north. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Chang mumbled to himself. He dug into his backpack and pulled out his digital camera with a telephoto lens. He shot images from every possible angle, making sure they turned out on the back screen. Then he took out his SAT phone, transferred a couple of images to the phone, and hit send. Next, he made a quick call to his boss, the deputy station chief, in Singapore. 
 
    “What am I seeing?” his boss asked. 
 
    “My contact was right,” Chang said. “They’re building a military facility here in the jungle.” 
 
    “To what end?” 
 
    “Did you see the last image? This is the choke point we’ve been talking about. If they cut this off, we’re in deep shit.” 
 
    “Can you tell how hardened it is?” 
 
    “Not from this distance. Construction is underway, but it doesn’t appear to be finished or close to completion.” 
 
    “It’s not an airstrip, so what is it?” 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say it was a future missile base.” 
 
    “Shit. I’ll run this up the flagpole. Can you get closer shots?” 
 
    “It’s getting dark,” Chang said. “Maybe in the morning.” 
 
    “Good work. Hang tight and get everything you can without getting caught.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Chang glanced at his guide, who had heard only his side of the conversation. 
 
    “We stay here tonight,” Sinaga said. 
 
    “We do. What can you tell me about this place?” 
 
    Sinaga shrugged. “Only people talking. Very hush. But Chinese pay the locals for work. Pay a lot of money.” 
 
    “Can we get closer in the morning?” 
 
    “Night is better,” Sinaga said. 
 
    Chang agreed, but he also needed more than his first-hand account of the site. He needed proof to send to the Agency. He would rest a little and decide what to do once it got completely dark. Infrared images could be better than nothing at all. 
 
      
 
    Lisbon, Portugal 
 
      
 
    Chen Fang sat at a coffee shop in the downtown area, eating the national small custard pastries called pasteis de nata. She waited for the Chinese businessman, who had once been a general in their army, and was now running a number of high-tech companies without worldwide significance. But Wu Li Jin wasn’t just a general turned businessman, he was also a cousin to the current Chinese president. 
 
    It was never a good thing being summoned to talk with someone like Wu. Either she had done something right and this man wanted to compliment her, or she had screwed up and he was about to threaten her with death or worse. 
 
    When two men suddenly entered the coffee shop, Chen knew they were not here for the pastries. Like her, they were Chinese. The men were dressed in western suits that flapped open as they walked, giving them easy access to their handguns. They were a security detail checking out the place for any danger. Once they saw her, they barely acknowledged her presence before setting up their position strategically on separate sides of the small café. 
 
    Then she finally saw the businessman come in, followed by a third security officer. Wu was taking no chances. He came directly to her table against the wall and sat down across from her. The rich businessman was short in stature, but had let himself gain flab in all the wrong places. 
 
    The two of them had never officially met, but they had attended official embassy functions in the past her in Lisbon. 
 
    Wu studied her carefully and said, “Chen Fang. Nice to finally meet you. Beijing is happy with your work here in Lisbon.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” she said, bowing her head slightly. 
 
    “Dublin went as planned,” Wu said. 
 
    She had not heard anything about the other operations the night before. Her direct responsibility was with activities in this country. Dublin was handled out of their Ireland embassy. She said, “That’s good to hear.” 
 
    While they had talked, a member of Wu’s crew had gotten him a cappuccino, which he set in front of his boss now before taking up a position on the end of the counter with a great view of his boss and the front door. 
 
    Wu sipped his coffee, set the cup back in the saucer, and said, “There was a problem in the Azores last night.” 
 
    Finally, this started to make sense. She had not heard from the strike team leader for an update, and his phone went directly to voice mail. 
 
    “How so?” she asked. 
 
    “All four were killed,” Wu said, and then waited for her reaction. 
 
    “That’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. How is this possible?” 
 
    “I don’t know, sir. We sent four of our best people to take out two former intelligence officers.” 
 
    “Yet, they still failed.” 
 
    She watched the former general sip down much of his coffee as she tried to come up with a response. 
 
    Instead, Wu said, “You underestimated these people. Especially Jake Adams. We dealt with him in our home country years ago. Somehow, he evaded the entire PRC Army, escaping with vital intelligence. Maybe you should have sent more men.” 
 
    “Did this man and woman escape unharmed?” she asked. 
 
    “We believe so,” Wu said. “But we might have a way to track them.” 
 
    “Give me another chance,” she pled. 
 
    Wu tried his version of a smile, which seemed to pain him greatly. Then he said, “I usually only give one chance. But since you were not in the Azores to personally fail, I could allow one more chance.” 
 
    “This is more than fair, General Wu.” 
 
    He drank the last of his cappuccino and set the cup down gently. “I am no longer a general, Miss Chen. I am a simple businessman.” 
 
    There was nothing simple about this man, she knew. Wu could have her reassigned to any hell-hole in the world, or have her killed for incompetence. She had heard the stories. 
 
    Wu got up and almost left without saying anything else. But he stopped and said, “We will be in contact and let you know how to find this man. I want him dead.” 
 
    “And his girlfriend?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Her too. Use extreme measures.” 
 
    Just as quickly as he had arrived, Wu Li Jin slipped out of the coffee shop like a newspaper in the wind, his men scurrying after him. 
 
    She had somehow contained her anger while the important man had been in her presence. But now she was having a difficult containing herself. How had her men failed so miserably? She would not fail. That man was as good as dead. So was his whore. 
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    Over the Atlantic 
 
      
 
    Jake had been dead on his feet by the time they got to the airport on Terceira Island and climbed into the Gulfstream jet. The flight from Terceira Island to Porto, Portugal was about a thousand miles and would take only a couple of hours. 
 
    Sitting in his plush white chair, he glanced at Sirena and her Mossad friend, Bayla Ganz. Both were sleeping in their chairs, having dozed off almost immediately after take-off. Jake knew he should have been resting also, considering the long transit in the fishing boat between Pico and Terceira Islands. But he couldn’t get his mind off of the events of the last twenty-four hours. What were the Chinese up to? And why did they care about Jake and Sirena, who were no longer in the spy game officially. 
 
    Just as he had gotten on the jet at Lajes Field, Jake had texted his contact at the CIA, the director himself, John Bradford. They had a lot of history, and he wanted to let the man know that he had been attacked on Pico, forcing him to kill the Chinese intelligence officers. There was a slight chance that the Chinese had attacked him based on an old case he had run years ago, but that was a remote chance. It was more likely that somehow these attackers had tracked Sirena back from her meeting with her Mossad friend. 
 
    His phone buzzed and he saw on the screen that his call was coming from a pizza place in Duluth, Minnesota. He smiled, knowing who was calling instinctively. 
 
    Answering his secure SAT phone, Jake said, “I see you’re still in the pizza game, Kurt.” 
 
    Kurt Jenkins had once worked for Jake in the CIA. But Jake had left the Agency and Kurt had worked his way up the chain, eventually becoming the CIA director. John Bradford had taken over the job from Kurt, who had retired restlessly. 
 
    “Officially retired,” Kurt said. “But when John calls me and says an old friend might be in trouble, I decide to go for one more slice.” 
 
    Jake glanced about the cabin and the two ladies were still asleep. “He briefed you on my situation.” 
 
    “Sure did. Something about eliminating a threat with extreme prejudice.” 
 
    “You know I’m an equal opportunity kind of guy,” Jake said. “Someone comes into my house shooting and they can expect to discover if God exists.” 
 
    “They were probably Buddhists.” 
 
    “They didn’t seem too enlightened,” Jake said. “Probably Taoists.” 
 
    Kurt chuckled on the other end. “We need to talk more often.” 
 
    “You should have come fishing in the Azores. Now I’m burned there. How’s your wife and my kids?” 
 
    “Ha, ha. That never gets old. Can we get to the point?” 
 
    Jake checked his watch and realized that it was after midnight in Kurt’s location. “You called me.” 
 
    “Right. Well, the Agency is concerned about all the moves the Chinese are making.” 
 
    “Same here. We should have never let go of our base at Lajes Field.” 
 
    “I agree. That came from the White House. Former administration.” 
 
    “I know. But that’s not their only interest in the Azores,” Jake said. “Their move into Santa Maria Island has nothing to do with satellite missile launches.” 
 
    “The Agency suspects that much,” Kurt said. “They’re working that area.” 
 
    “What’s to work? Portugal is a NATO country. That’s like us basing missiles on Hainan Island.” 
 
    “Or Taiwan,” Kurt said. 
 
    “The Chinese haven’t owned Taiwan for seventy years.” 
 
    “I know. But they have great memories and patience looking forward.” 
 
    That was the problem with American politicians, Jake thought. They only thought in two-year political cycles. He glanced at his sleeping girlfriend before casting his gaze upon the Mossad officer, who seemed to be less content in her slumber. 
 
    Finally, Jake asked, “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Who says the Agency wants anything?” 
 
    “Because if they didn’t want something, John Bradford would have called me himself,” Jake said. “This way, you get to play messenger boy and the CIA director gets plausible deniability.” 
 
    “It’s not like that, Jake.” 
 
    Yeah, it was always like that. “What does John want me to do?” 
 
    Hesitation on the other end of the line. Finally, Kurt said, “Have you heard about what’s going on in Venezuela?” 
 
    “It’s a shit-storm like every other failed socialist communist utopia. What about it?” 
 
    “The Chinese are basing long-range strategic bombers on an island off the coast.” 
 
    “I read about that online. Back in the day that would have been considered an act of war, if not a huge provocation.” 
 
    “I know. Americans are more concerned about how they look in selfies and how many likes they get in social media. They have no stomach for reality.” 
 
    Kurt Jenkins was preaching to the choir. But what did the man really want from Jake? 
 
    “Listen,” Jake said. “We land soon and I really need to drain the lizard. Can you get to the point?” 
 
    “I should have known better than to try to soft shoe the issue,” Kurt said. “Anyway, our friends would like you to dig into the Chinese.” 
 
    Jake laughed under his breath. “Seriously? The Agency has enough officers to fill a football stadium. Why do they need an old beat-up guy like me?” 
 
    Hesitation on the other end. 
 
    “You want this off-the-books,” Jake surmised. 
 
    “Maybe. John thinks he might be on his way out with this new administration. He keeps on briefing what they know of the Chinese actions, and he gets shot down on nearly everything.” 
 
    That’s because it was hard to make waves with the people who supplied cheap cars and TVs, Jake thought. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Then you’re in?” 
 
    “Provisionally. I’m not an Agency puppet anymore. You tell me how high to jump and I’ll tell you to go fuck yourself. We do this my way. Information flows from the Agency to me, and I’ll give my intel in due time. Understand?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kurt said. 
 
    “Compensation?” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t need that anymore.” 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me? The government pays for shrimp on a treadmill, so they can sure as hell throw some money my way. I’ve got a daughter who needs a college fund.” 
 
    None of this was true, of course. Jake had already placed enough money in investments to send Emma to any college in America beyond the master’s degree level. She was set, but he needed some money flowing into his off-shore accounts to keep the bastards honest. 
 
    “I’ll let them know,” Kurt said. 
 
    “I’ll secure text my account and routing numbers,” Jake said. This account had been set up to accept money from the Spanish billionaire, Carlos Gomez. The incoming money sat in that bank less than a few minutes before it automatically split into smaller denominations and was wired into multiple off-shore accounts in Andorra, Lichtenstein, Luxemburg, Panama and Belize. He even had a small amount going into a Canadian bank to support his persona there, automatically paying off his Canadian credit card. 
 
    Kurt Jenkins explained briefly what they wanted from Jake, but he left out any details. Jake guessed the Agency wanted him to come up with his own conclusions. Finally, that made some sense. 
 
    “Jake, be careful,” Kurt said. “The Chinese are getting reckless. They’re like the Russians in the nineteen fifties. Their intel officers are getting more and more brutal.” 
 
    Jake already knew this after the incident his son had experienced going up against the Chinese recently in Boston. 
 
    Jake hung up and went back to the bathroom. When he was finished, he opened the door and nearly ran into the Mossad officer. 
 
    She leaned into Jake and said, “Don’t trust anyone.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Bayla Ganz squeezed past Jake and whispered, “Not everything is as it seems. Trust will get you killed.” 
 
    Then the Israeli woman seemed to undress Jake with her eyes as she closed the bathroom door. 
 
    He shook his head and went back to his seat. 
 
    Sirena swiveled her head to Jake and said, “Did she ask you for a three-way?” 
 
    “No. Why do you say that?” 
 
    Shrugging and closing her eyes, Sirena said, “Because she asked me if you might be into that.” 
 
    “And you said?” 
 
    “I’m not your wife.” 
 
    It was back to that subject. They had discussed marriage, but both of them thought it wasn’t necessary. They loved each other. Would die for each other. What more could they get from a license? 
 
    He left it alone. With age came the wisdom to know when to keep his mouth shut. 
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    Porto, Portugal 
 
      
 
    The Gulfstream circled over the city of Porto at the mouth of the Douro River, the mid-day sun sparkling off the Atlantic Ocean. 
 
    They landed and taxied toward the private operations building at the far edge of the flight line area. 
 
    “Looks like a nice city,” the Mossad officer said. “Too bad we won’t be here long.” 
 
    Jake glanced at Sirena with uncertainty. 
 
    Sirena said, “I got authorization to accompany Bayla back to her homeland.” 
 
    “It’s your homeland as well,” Bayla reminded Sirena. 
 
    Shrugging, Sirena said, “I haven’t considered it that for a long time.” 
 
    “Home never changes,” the Israeli officer said. “The only thing that changes is where you hang your clothes.” 
 
    Sirena smiled and said, “Well, all my clothes are stuffed into a go bag. So, what does that say about me?” 
 
    “That’s temporary,” Bayla said, touching her friend on the hand. 
 
    The jet came to a halt and the three of them unbuckled their seat belts. 
 
    Jake stood and stretched. His gaze shifted forward at the Spanish flight attendant who had been with the Gomez organization since Jake arrived on the scene. She gave him a smile and shifted her head toward the cabin door. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Jake asked Sirena and the Mossad officer. 
 
    “We go to Israel and regroup,” Bayla said. 
 
    Jake gave Sirena a long hug and whispered, “We’ll find a new home soon. Let me work on that.” 
 
    “Not so isolated this time,” Sirena said. “It’s not good for you.” 
 
    He knew she was right. His isolation had been a major problem. His drinking had gotten out of control again. And why? Jake couldn’t explain it. Maybe his age was catching up on him, and he had no reason for longevity. Well, he had his daughter Emma in Montana, and his son Karl, who was so deep undercover in Russia that Jake was concerned daily about his safety. 
 
    “We’ll be around more people,” Jake assured Sirena. Then he pulled away from her and pointed at Bayla. “Don’t get her killed.” 
 
    The Israeli put her hands in the air. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Without prompting, Bayla gave Jake a big hug and then kissed him traditionally on both cheeks. The Mossad officer left the aircraft and went out onto the sunny tarmac. 
 
    Jake now had Sirena alone for a moment out of earshot of the pilots and the flight attendant up front. 
 
    “Don’t let her draw you into something precarious,” Jake said. 
 
    “It’s strictly surveillance,” Sirena said. 
 
    “Why does she need you?” 
 
    “She trusts me.” 
 
    “And she doesn’t trust her Mossad friends?” 
 
    Sirena considered this question carefully. “She had reported her contact with me in the Azores. Bayla is concerned that either her communications had been compromised, or someone at the Mossad had given up our position on Pico Island.” 
 
    “How did she know where we lived?” he asked. 
 
    “She was going to come visit us during a Hanukkah break, remember?” 
 
    Yeah, he had temporarily forgotten about that. But it still didn’t make sense to him. “What did she tell the Mossad about us?” 
 
    “They already know about me,” Sirena said. 
 
    “I hope they don’t know everything.” 
 
    “They know enough.” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    She touched him on the chest. “They probably have a vague idea about your CIA activities during the rotary telephone period.” Sirena held back a smile. 
 
    “Now that hurts, girl.” 
 
    Sirena kissed him long and hard on the lips. Then she pulled back and said, “When are you going to tell me about the phone call you got on the jet?” 
 
    He glanced out one of the windows and saw that Bayla was waiting on the tarmac for Sirena. “It wasn’t our organization. It was Kurt Jenkins.” 
 
    “Kurt? Why? Isn’t he out of the game?” 
 
    “Obviously, none of us are really out. Not if they can exploit our expertise.” 
 
    “Which area would that include?” she asked. 
 
    “Discretion and lack of accountability.” 
 
    She pointed her finger at his chest. “They will hang you out to dry, Jake.” 
 
    He knew what he was getting into. “I’m concerned about my son. If I don’t play ball with the Agency, they can make his life difficult.” 
 
    Sirena moved closer and whispered, “How much more can they do to him. He’s already undercover as an SVR officer. Nobody from the west has ever gotten inside.” 
 
    “I know. But we plan to find out why the Chinese attacked us anyway, so we might as well make some money investigating.” 
 
    She nodded agreement. “They’re paying you this time.” 
 
    “Big time.” 
 
    “You know that with our investments and my future Agency pension we can live anywhere in the world quite well.” 
 
    He knew. Now he kissed her forehead and then her lips. “You be careful.” 
 
    “It should be just a few days,” she said. “What will you do?” 
 
    “I assume I’ll be meeting with Gomez and see what he has planned. He’s been complaining about the Chinese and their business practices for years.” 
 
    “If you need me, I’ll be only a couple of hours away.” 
 
    He nodded his understanding. 
 
    Sirena continued, “We understand the crew needs to eat and they need to fuel the jet. There’s supposed to be a nice deli inside. Join us.” 
 
    “I can’t. I think I just have enough time to get to my meeting with Gomez. They’re sending a car.” 
 
    She rubbed her hand on his forearm. “Alright. Take care.” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    He watched Sirena leave the jet and meet up with her Mossad friend. The two of them could be sisters, he thought. 
 
    Jake went to the front and met up with the flight crew and the flight attendant. “What’s up?” he asked the Spanish woman. 
 
    “Gomez has instructed us to fly them to their location, but then to return to Portugal,” she said, her Catalan accent seeping through. 
 
    “Understood,” Jake said. Gomez must have had someplace in mind for Jake. He pointed his finger at the pilots and said, “Make sure I know where they go.” 
 
    The chief pilot gulped and said, “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Jake had intimidated both of the pilots in the past, and he was certain that they had found out a few things about Jake over the years. Enough to make them fear Jake. 
 
    Shaking the hands of the two pilots, Jake turned to the flight attendant and kissed her on both cheeks.  
 
     Then Jake stepped out into the sun and put on his sun glasses. Despite the bright orb, the air temperature was not as warm as he would have suspected. After picking up his large go bag from the concrete, he stepped across the tarmac toward a black Skoda sedan. 
 
    The tinted driver’s window powered down and Jake had to look twice to recognized the driver. Finally, when he realized it was Sancho Eneko, he smiled at the younger man and said, “Holy crap. What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    Sancho Eneko was a former hacker who Jake had liberated from hiding and hired into the Gomez organization to run their secure communications. He was a Basque, but had grown up in the cowboy country of Northern Nevada. Nearly every law enforcement agency in the world was searching for Sancho. Most European governments wanted him dead; the others simply wanted to exploit his talents. 
 
    Sancho rubbed the stubble on his head. “This is much easier to wash than the long hair.” 
 
    Jake laughed. “When I first met you, I thought you might be a cross between the missing link and Sasquatch.” 
 
    “That’s harsh. But true. You need some help with that bag? Of course, you don’t. You’re a big stud. Balls the size of lemons.” 
 
    “Just pop the trunk, asshole.” 
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    Douro Valley, Portugal 
 
      
 
    Port wine was king in this area of Portugal, Jake knew. He wasn’t a huge fan of the commercial products shipped to the undiscerning palate, which were mostly unimpressive, sticky and more inclined to be a rendering agent for a nice steak glaze. But Jake had been given a number of really fine Port wines while living in the Azores. And he had enjoyed sipping a good Port after dinner as he watched the waves of the Atlantic come ashore at his house on the coast. Now, of course, those would just be memories for his old age, thanks to those Chinese intel officers disturbing his peaceful existence. 
 
    Sancho Eneko drove slowly along the ridge of the hills overlooking the plush green hills, where vineyards seemed to be everywhere from the top of these hills to the Douro River below. 
 
    The two of them had not said much since the younger man picked Jake up at the airport. Most of that was Jake’s fault. He still had a bit of trepidation being forced to leave his home in the Azores. It wasn’t like he had been entirely content, though. His heavy doses of alcohol each evening had given way to day drinking, and that was never a great idea. 
 
    Now, Jake glanced at the right rearview mirror, noticing a car that had been following them since they got off the freeway miles ago. But it wasn’t like drivers had a lot of choices in roads to travel along the Douro, so it could be just a coincidence, he guessed. Still, he felt the Glock under his left arm and felt comfort in its presence. 
 
    “Alright, Sancho,” Jake said. “Tell me about how you’re doing in Porto.” 
 
    “My God. I thought you might be dead over there.” 
 
    “I’m not dead yet.” 
 
    “First off, was that Sirena I saw at the airport?” 
 
    “Sure was.” 
 
    “Gomez didn’t call her to this meeting?” Sancho asked. 
 
    Jake said nothing. 
 
    “It looked like her sister with her.” 
 
    “She’s just a friend,” Jake said. 
 
    “A hot friend.” 
 
    “Easy, computer boy. She’s too old for you. And experienced. Besides, I thought you were more asexual.” 
 
    Sancho shrugged. “The women of Portugal might have cured me.” 
 
    Good to know, Jake thought. “What do you know of this meeting?” 
 
    “Nothing. Gomez told me to pick you up at the airport and you would know where to go. I punched the GPS coordinates into my phone and here we are.” 
 
    “I understand you’ve compiled a decent team.” 
 
    “Decent? I have the best people from Europe and beyond. You should come by after this meeting to see how our place looks.” 
 
    “What do your people know about us?” 
 
    “None of them know your real names,” Sancho said. “We’ve given each of you code names.” 
 
    “Really. Why am I just hearing about this?” 
 
    “It’s an internal issue. It insulates them from knowing too much about you.” 
 
    Interesting. But a good idea. “So, what do they call me there?” 
 
    Sancho cleared his throat and shifted his eyes toward Jake briefly. Finally, he said, “We simply call you Scary Dude.” 
 
    “Could be worse. And Sirena?” 
 
    “Hottie One.” 
 
    “Is there a Hottie Two?” 
 
    “Not really. We have other women working in the organization, but they have more prosaic monikers. The two of you were the first hired, so it makes sense that we’d give you special treatment.” 
 
    “Awesome. I wonder if we’ll have a Christmas party next year.” 
 
    “That would be really cool.” After a brief pause, Sancho continued, “By the way, Gomez has purchased two more G5s to handle the additional security operatives.” 
 
    “That should keep things running smoother,” Jake said, his eyes shifting toward the car following them. “Did Gomez tell you he was in town?” 
 
    “No. But when I was told to pick you up, I had a feeling Gomez was close. He said that you and Sirena were nearly killed on Pico Island. You barely escaped. Four dead.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you know more than you’re saying,” Jake said. 
 
    “Has anyone said you’re like a human lie detector?” 
 
    “Are you trying to lie to me?” 
 
    “No, no. I’m just saying. You seem to know what I’m thinking.” 
 
    Jake had been told. Some of that was innate, but he guessed much of his insight came from decades of sifting through lying liars. “Tell me what you know about those we were forced to kill.” 
 
    “How do you. Never mind. Anyway, I hacked into the Madalena Police database on Pico Island. They still haven’t identified the four men killed at your place. Their fingerprints and DNA are not in any European system, including Interpol. So, I checked into the Chinese diplomatic system in Portugal. By the way, the Chinese ambassador to Portugal in Lisbon is pissed.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Oh. Well, we have a Chinese hacker from Taipei on the payroll. We sent the ambassador’s emails to her. Totally encrypted, of course.” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    “Anyway, I was finally able to access the Ministry of State Security personnel database in the People’s Republic of China. Bureau Two. The International Intelligence Division.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Dead serious,” Sancho said. “I knew you would want this information.” 
 
    “Damn straight.” 
 
    “I pulled their files, which were sketchy at best. And our lady in Taiwan sent me a brief breakdown on each man. They’re part of a para-military branch of Bureau Two. Very deadly. Former Chinese special forces.” 
 
    “Well, they weren’t that special.” 
 
    “That’s because they went up against Scary Dude and Hottie One.” Sancho shook his head as if he were listening to his own soundtrack. 
 
    Jake wasn’t surprised by the identities of those he had been forced to kill, but he was still unsure who had sent them his way. He still thought it could have been something to do with his activities in China over the years. The Chinese were patient bastards. 
 
    Sancho angled down toward the river and crossed a bridge to the south side of the Douro River. Jake noticed that the dark SEAT sedan continued to follow them, which was now becoming less of a coincidence. Unfortunately, the driver stayed back far enough so Jake couldn’t identify the individual. Soon they wound around a corner and Jake could see a familiar object docked at a pier along the river. It was the massive yacht owned by Spanish billionaire Carlos Gomez. 
 
    “The boss is here,” Sancho concluded. “We heard rumors that he might be buying a vineyard in the Douro Valley. Maybe this is it.” 
 
    In a quarter mile, the GPS had them turn right onto a private road, which would lead them up the hill to an estate. The car following them had continued up the river. 
 
    At the top of the hill was a stone entrance with an electric sliding gate, which was open. In Portuguese and English, a sign read that the tasting room was closed for the season. 
 
    Sancho parked and shut down the engine. He turned to Jake and said, “I wasn’t invited to this meeting. So, I guess I’ll just hang out here for you.” 
 
    “No. You can at least wait inside.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Scary Dude says yes.” Jake smiled and got out, heading toward the front entrance of the estate. 
 
    Sancho Eneko caught up to Jake and said, “Have I mentioned I like hanging out with you? Except for all the bullets that seem to fly your way. You’re like a walking MRI, sucking up lead with your magnetism.” 
 
    A couple of large security guards deferred and gave way to Jake and Sancho as they entered the estate. 
 
    “Seriously,” Sancho whispered. “Last time I came across those guys, they practically gave me a prostate exam. They felt me up like San Francisco TSA agents.” 
 
    The two troglodytes followed Jake and Sancho into a main reception area, with a long tasting bar on the left side. Scattered about the room were tables made from old oak barrels, plants to soften the tile floors, and wicker chairs with views of the vineyard and the Douro Valley in both directions. Carlos Gomez didn’t buy anything but the best, Jake knew. 
 
    Gomez appeared from a side door and came directly to Jake, embracing him and kissing both cheeks. “Thank you for coming, Jake.” 
 
    Then the billionaire greeted Sancho Eneko the same way, as if each man were equally important to his organization. And Gomez meant it. 
 
    “Sancho, this meeting deals as much with you as it does with Jake,” Gomez said. 
 
    Without prompting, a tall woman in high heels and a sun dress went behind the bar and found a bottle of Port that had been opened to breath. She poured three small glasses of the dark red liquid and brought them to the three of them, handing one to each. 
 
    Gomez lifted his glass to the light to view the contents. Then he swirled the Port in the glass before taking in the bouquet. Before sipping, Gomez toasted to their success. 
 
    Jake took a sip and realized it had to be the best Port he had ever tasted. Maybe he could change his mind even more about this wine. 
 
    “Very good,” Jake said. 
 
    “This place is not just an investment to me,” Gomez said. “It’s a passion. I own vineyards in France, Germany and Italy. As well as my home country of Spain.” 
 
    “And now Portugal,” Jake said. “We should get down to business. What’s up?” 
 
    Gomez pointed his finger at Jake. “That’s why I like you, Jake. You get right to the point. Okay. My organization is under attack.” 
 
    “No shit,” Jake said. “They tried to kill me and Sirena.” 
 
    “I know,” Gomez said. “I’m afraid some were not as skilled as the two of you. We lost three of our people over the past few days—two in Lisbon, and the third in Dublin.” 
 
    “Why am I just hearing about this?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Because I needed to speak with you in person. In Lisbon we lost Fausto Crespo and Gilda Freitas.” The billionaire’s eyes shifted momentarily toward Sancho. 
 
    “You think we have a leak or a mole in our organization?” Sancho asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gomez said. “That’s what I need you to find out.” 
 
    “You suspect someone in particular wants to bring down your organization,” Jake surmised. “Who?” 
 
    “Let me explain,” Gomez said, and then took a healthy sip of his Port wine. “The Chinese are trying to buy me out.” 
 
    “But you’ve said no,” Jake guessed. 
 
    “Many times. So, they started to play dirty by working back-channel public relations campaigns against us.” 
 
    Jake had read a few negative stories in the online press recently, but he guessed those were normal for most large companies. “Leaking bullshit stories is one thing, but actually trying to kill people is quite another.” 
 
    “The Chinese are also funding protests at our headquarters in Barcelona,” Gomez said. “As well as our plants in Ireland and Lisbon. It’s obviously a coordinated campaign to make us look bad, driving our stock price down worldwide.” 
 
    Jake was starting to get the picture. “They tank your stock and piss off your board of directors. If they’re successful, they can swoop in and get a buyout at rock bottom prices.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Gomez said. “That’s business as usual. Hardball tactics, to be sure. But killing my people is quite another issue. I can’t let that stand.” 
 
    Jake had a feeling he knew where this was going. It would become his job to track down those killing his people, and expose the Chinese for what they are—a bunch of thugs and killers. But Jake had a bit of an issue. He had already told the former CIA director that he would look into the Chinese. Perhaps he could blend both missions, he thought. Double dip. 
 
    First, Gomez turned to Sancho Eneko and said, “You need to scrutinize everyone with access to our systems.” 
 
    “I already started that process,” Sancho said. “Personally, and without anyone in our group knowing.” 
 
    “Good,” Gomez said. “Once he narrows that down and finds the culprit, I need Jake to make sure that person pays for their indiscretion. Understood?” 
 
    Not exactly, Jake thought. “You want me to put a bullet in their head?” 
 
    Gomez raised his hands and said, “No, no. Nothing that drastic. Just turn the person and evidence over to the local authorities.” 
 
    “That’s great if they’re from this country,” Jake said. “But if they’re Chinese nationals, they’ll just claim diplomatic immunity and hop on the next plane to Beijing.” 
 
    Gomez was in deep thought. Finally, he said, “I obviously can’t order you to kill anyone. I just need the Chinese to know I won’t be bullied by their actions.” 
 
    Jake smiled and let out a breath of air from his nostrils. “I know how to send a signal. Pico Island should have been a wake-up call. But some people need a little more persuasion.” 
 
    “I thought you would understand,” Gomez said and then finished his Port. “Now, I would have liked Sirena working on this case with you, but I understand she has to deal with a private matter in Israel. Is there anyone else you might need?” 
 
    “When will the jet be back for my use?” Jake asked. 
 
    “I could redirect one of our new jets,” Gomez said. “I’ll have to see where they are at this time.” 
 
    “Not necessary,” Jake said. “Besides, I’ll be in Porto for at least one night until Sancho can get me my information. Also, I like my flight crew. I trust them.” 
 
    Gomez smiled. “I understand. I’ll have them stand by once they return.” 
 
    “Have them meet me in Lisbon,” Jake said. “I’ll look into those murders first. Wait. Who did they kill in Ireland?” 
 
    Glancing at Sancho for help, the younger man said, “James Leary.” 
 
    Jimmy? Damn it! Jake had personally hired that man directly out of retirement from J2—the Irish Directorate of Military Intelligence.  
 
    Gomez shook Jake’s hand and then embraced him in a hug and kissed both of his cheeks. Then he pulled an envelope from his inside pocket and handed it to Jake. “Some running around Euros.” 
 
    Feeling the heft of the stack, Jake guessed it was at least ten grand worth of the colorful cash. He placed the envelope into a pocket inside his leather jacket and then headed toward the front entrance. 
 
    Sancho Eneko shuffled to catch up to Jake. Once they got to the car, Jake put his hand out for the keys. 
 
    “I can drive,” Sancho said. “Remember, I’ve ridden with you. You’re a maniac.” 
 
    Jake said nothing, his hand still out. Finally, Sancho handed over the keys and Jake got behind the wheel. Before Sancho could get himself buckled in, Jake burned rubber and slapped the hacker back into his seat. 
 
    “Man, those are new tires,” Sancho complained. 
 
    Jake made it through the gears, traveling a bit too fast down the curvy road toward the river. When he got to the bottom of the hill and started to turn left, he noticed the SEAT sedan waiting alongside the river. Just as he suspected. Now, the race was on. Jake burned the tires as he pulled out onto the main road and headed back toward Porto. Glancing in his rearview mirror, he saw the SEAT pull out behind him. 
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    Jake kept the fact that they were being followed to himself, not wanting to see Sancho go into hyper-paranoid mode. The man had been on the run for a decade when Jake found him and brought him into the Gomez organization. Trust was hard for Sancho to understand. 
 
    But it soon became obvious that they were being followed. Jake was flying through the gears like a Formula One driver, cutting the corners on the two-lane narrow road through the middle and nearly hitting oncoming cars. 
 
    “What the hell, Jake,” Sancho complained. 
 
    “Did anyone know you were going to meet Gomez?” Jake saw the bridge ahead and was trying to decide to take it or not. 
 
    “I didn’t even know we were going to meet with Gomez,” Sancho said, glancing over his shoulder at the car behind them. 
 
    “Well, you picked up a tail at the airport,” Jake said, downshifting. 
 
    “No way. I was careful.” 
 
    “Do you know these roads?” 
 
    “I don’t get out much.” 
 
    “Pull up the GPS map on your phone,” Jake demanded. 
 
    Instead of pulling out his phone, Sancho found a larger tablet in his small satchel at his feet. Within seconds, he had the map up and was linked to GPS. 
 
    “Where do you want to go?” Sancho asked. 
 
    “An isolated road,” Jake said. Then he shoved the gear shirt into the next gear and jammed down the gas pedal. They whipped past the bridge that they had crossed earlier. 
 
    “Two kilometers ahead a road heads south into the hills. It looks pretty remote. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Just sit tight.” Within seconds, Jake could see the sign for the road ahead. At the last second, he stomped on the brake and clutch, slammed the stick down into second gear and popped the clutch. The car lurched to the left, and the engine hit the red-line as they crossed the center line and headed up the side road. Jake powered through the gears as they rose up the steep hill, having to downshift for the switch backs. 
 
    “What’s at the top of the hill?” Jake asked, his eyes briefly checking the rearview mirror to make sure the tail was still there. It was, although it had fallen back somewhat. 
 
    “A final turn and then a short straightaway,” Sancho said. 
 
    “When I stop, you sit tight and duck down.” 
 
    “You got it, Jake.” 
 
    In seconds, Jake could see that they were reaching the top of the hill. Here the forest was thick and natural, without the groomed vineyards of the rest of the valley. 
 
    Just after they made the final turn at the top, Jake hit the brakes hard, turning the car across the narrow road and coming to an abrupt halt. He immediately jumped out and drew his Glock, aiming it toward the car tailing them. 
 
    When the driver finally made the last turn, Jake was ready as the SEAT tires screeched the car to a stop only ten yards away. 
 
    Jake swiftly walked toward the car, his gun pointed right at the driver’s head. Finally, he could see the shocked driver’s face. He expected to see a Chinese man, but instead saw a woman in her early 30s. She looked Portuguese. 
 
    The woman looked frustrated, but not scared. She gently lifted both hands off the steering wheel. 
 
    Jake opened her door and swished his gun to the side, meaning get the hell out. 
 
    “You are mistaken,” the woman said in accented English. “I am not your enemy.” 
 
    “Who are you and why are you following me?” he asked. 
 
    “If you allow me to reach into my purse, I will show you,” she said. 
 
    While she did this, Jake assessed the woman. She had long dark hair, straight and leading to smallish breasts. Her most striking features where her eyes, which were dark and highlighted by just enough mascara. Her lips were supple and just red enough to look natural. Finally, she took out an ID and handed it to Jake. 
 
    He took turns reading the ID while keeping his gaze on the striking young woman. Then he said, “SIED. Serviço de Informações Estratégicas de Defesa or Defense Strategic Information Service.” Interesting, he thought. They were the equivalent of the CIA. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said. 
 
    “Well, Carla Matos, what are you doing following me?” 
 
    She sat stoically and resolute. 
 
    Jake continued. “I thought SIED wasn’t supposed to work within Portugal.” 
 
    “We can under special circumstances. Would you stop pointing that gun at me?” 
 
    Jake lowered his gun but didn’t holster it yet. Instead, he reached into her car and turned off the engine, pulling the keys and placing them in his left coat pocket. 
 
    “Why would you do that?” she asked. “I have just showed you that I am an officer with Portuguese Intelligence. And what authorization do you have to carry a handgun in our country.” 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” he asked. 
 
    “Jake Adams. Former CIA officer and current security consultant. Until recently you were living a quiet life on Pico Island.” 
 
    Crap. She knew much more about him than he could have suspected. “Then you must know that I have been authorized by the Austrian government, the European Union, and NATO to carry a concealed weapon until death.” 
 
    She smiled and her perfect teeth were accented by deep dimples. “The way you are going, that could be sooner than later.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” 
 
    “No. I’m talking about the death of four Chinese intelligence officers at your place on Pico.” 
 
    “Well,” Jake said, sliding his Glock into his holster inside his leather jacket, “I’m afraid I’ve made a few enemies over the years.” 
 
    She got out of the driver’s seat and reached out her right hand to Jake. He reluctantly shook her hand, which was much stronger than her slight frame should have provided. 
 
    A car wound its way up the hill and around the corner, stopping a short distance behind the woman’s SEAT. Jake almost drew his weapon again, but instead simply waved the car around their vehicles. The small car barely made it around the Skoda before pulling away quickly. 
 
    “Now are you going to tell me why you’re tailing me?” Jake asked, his hands on his hips. 
 
    She brushed her long hair away from her eyes. “The incident on Pico Island crossed my desk.” 
 
    “Because?” 
 
    “Because four Chinese nationals in tactical gear were operating on our soil,” Carla said. 
 
    That might have been true, he thought. But she was holding back something. “That doesn’t explain how you tied my life on Pico with my true identity.” 
 
    Her eyes shift to the left. She was obviously looking for the right answer. “I can’t say. But I assure you it wasn’t easy. You didn’t leave much of a trail. However, a Gulfstream coming and going can be traced.” 
 
    So, she had tracked the Gomez Gulfstream from Terceira Island. He would have to make sure their organization was much more careful in the future. She was still holding back, but Jake expected nothing less from a good intelligence officer. 
 
    Another car slowly drove up the hill and rounded the corner before coming to a halt. When Jake first noticed something wasn’t right, he grabbed Carla and pulled her to the ground in front of her SEAT. 
 
    Bullets from two guns peppered the car with solid thuds. 
 
    Jake rolled and drew his weapon simultaneously, ending up on the ditch side of the car. He fired off five rounds and rolled back behind cover. By now, Carla had her gun out and lay prone protected by the left front tire. Finally, she fired three rounds at the car. 
 
    Now, the shooters opened fire with everything they had, with bullets smashing windows, the metal on the car and finally taking out the rear tires. 
 
    Then nothing. Jake guessed they were reloading. He jumped up and aimed at the driver, finishing his 17-round magazine as the car drove backward and quickly turned around. Carla followed Jake’s lead, finishing off her magazine as Jake reloaded. But by now the attackers had rounded the corner and were heading down to the river. 
 
    Jake shifted his head to her and said, “Come with us.” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” she asked. 
 
    “Not if you want to live.” 
 
    The two of them ran to Sancho’s car. Jake found the man huddled as deep under the dash as his body would go. 
 
    Sancho was relieved when he saw Jake. “Why is it that anytime I’m with you people start shooting at us?” 
 
    Jake got behind the wheel and Carla got into the back seat. 
 
    Starting the car, Jake cranked the wheel and pulled out after the shooters. 
 
    “Who’s the hottie?” Sancho asked. 
 
    Jake didn’t answer. He was too busy navigating down the hill after the shooters. But it soon became clear that they would never catch up to them. 
 
    Sancho reached his hand back and said, “Sancho.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Carla switched her gun to her left hand and introduced herself only by her first name. She gave no details on her background. Then she added, “This is the first time I have fired my weapon, other than at the range.” 
 
    Sancho laughed. “Well, you just met my friend. So, that makes sense.” 
 
    Jake slowed down and pulled over to the side of the road. He looked over his shoulder and said, “Do you need anything from your car?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It was a rental. My bag is at my hotel in Porto.” 
 
    “Alright,” Jake said. “We’re heading back to Porto.” 
 
    “Who were those shooters?” Carla asked. 
 
    “More Chinese,” Jake said. 
 
    “How did they find you?” 
 
    “They didn’t find me,” Jake said. “They found you.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Impossible.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Jake put the car in gear and quickly pulled out, heading down the hill toward the Douro River. 
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    Sumatra, Indonesia 
 
      
 
    Lee Chang was on the move, pushing his way deeper into the jungle on this small island in the center of the Strait of Malacca. His guide, Sinaga, barely out of breath, waited ahead of Chang. 
 
    “We must move, Boss,” Sinaga said. “I know a way.” 
 
    His Batak guide had brought him close to the Chinese facility nearly twenty-four hours ago. Chang had gotten the photos he needed to confirm that the Chinese were building a major facility on this island. As they were backing out, somehow the Chinese had become aware of their presence. That led to an initial chase through the jungle. Then, Chang had thought the Chinese had lost them. But that lasted only a few hours. During that time, Chang had been able to do two things—send his photos to his boss in Singapore using his SAT phone, and ask for an extraction. His Singapore station had agreed, but that had become more difficult. When they got to the extraction point it was crawling with Chinese military, forcing Chang to change to their secondary extraction point on the extreme western side of the island. 
 
    This island contained only a few small Batak villages, and Chang suspected that the Chinese would have each of those covered with men. Sinaga would have to get a boat, pretend to go fishing, and pick up Chang down the coast, away from the Chinese. Then Chang could escape to the larger island of Sumatra. 
 
    Periodically, they would catch a glimpse of their pursuers through the jungle. But Sinaga had kept them safe so far. He knew the jungle better than anyone on this island. 
 
    “We go, Boss,” Sinaga whispered. “My village is close.” 
 
    The two of them moved with slow determination now, Sinaga making sure that they were not being followed here. Soon they reached a small precipice with a view of huts on the edge of the water below. Smoke from a number of small fires rose up and melded with the fog across the entire Strait of Malacca. 
 
    Chang lifted his binoculars to his eyes and saw only a couple of people in the village. It was late afternoon and Chang expected to see more activity. 
 
    “What see?” Sinaga asked. 
 
    “Only a couple of people.” 
 
    Sinaga’s expression shifted to uncertainty. “Not right. I go to see.” 
 
    Chang considered that, knowing it was probably their best option. There was no way he could pass for Batak. “Okay. Be careful. Wave if it’s alright.” 
 
    Sinaga nodded understanding and headed off into the jungle, making his way down the small hill toward the village. 
 
    While he waited, Chang took out his SAT phone. He had turned off the phone hours ago, thinking the Chinese could track him by its signal. But now he might not have a choice. He could need to send one last distress signal. The Agency would be able track his location by GPS. Then he got another idea. He had pulled out the memory card from his digital camera while on the run and replaced it with a fresh card showing only photos of the jungle. His cover had him as a free-lance photographer producing a coffee table book with jungle images. He found the memory card with the images of the Chinese military installation and he put it into a plastic Ziploc bag. Then he dug out some moss at the base of a large tree and hid the bag underneath it. 
 
    Now he saw Sinaga in the village through his binoculars. He was talking with another man. 
 
    Suddenly, two men appeared from a hut and pointed guns at Sinaga. 
 
    Chang fumbled with his SAT phone as he watched his guide through the binoculars. He switched on the phone just as Sinaga dropped to the patch of dirt in front of a hut. Then the sound of a gunshot echoed up to Chang’s ears. 
 
    His last SAT phone message to Singapore was sent in a hurry. This was his last hope. His message meant that he was in deep shit and imminent danger. Then he quickly shut down his phone again, hoping the Chinese didn’t have enough time to track his signal. Now he was on his own. Somehow, he needed to get off this island. 
 
      
 
    McLean, Virginia 
 
      
 
    Kurt Jenkins walked his German shepherd Rex along a snowy trail in the stark forest of Scott’s Run Nature Preserve along the Potomac River, the dog’s whiskers frozen from the brisk January air. Kurt had been contacted by the CIA Director John Bradford, saying they needed to meet immediately. That was less than an hour ago. 
 
    From his current position near the Scott’s Run Falls, Kurt guessed he was only a couple of miles from CIA Headquarters, with a view across the Potomac of the U.S. Naval Surface Warfare Center. 
 
    Bradford had been cryptic at best in his secure text, but Kurt knew that was the nature of the beast, considering the CIA director could be scrutinized by congressional oversight. 
 
    When he heard footfalls from the trail behind him, Kurt turned to see the director jogging toward him. Bradford slowed his pace and waved to two men who trailed him—his security detail. Bradford had been an Air Force four-star general, and had always been an avid runner. 
 
    Bradford shuffled over to Kurt and then stretched his muscles. “I see you still have that beast,” the CIA director said. 
 
    The dog growled at Bradford. Kurt pulled back on the dog’s leash, so the shepherd sat at his side. His dog had been an Air Force explosive detection specialist, and Kurt had adopted Rex after many years working in Afghanistan. 
 
    “General, please. Rex is a combat veteran.” 
 
    Bradford started to reach his hand down to pet the dog, but Rex growled and snapped at him, forcing the director to pull back his hand. “Maybe we should have retired him permanently.” 
 
    Kurt shook his head. “Don’t say that. He just doesn’t like officers.” 
 
    “Insubordination,” Bradford said. “We need to get to business. My muscles are starting to tighten up.” 
 
    “Age will do that to you.” 
 
    “So will temperatures in the teens.” 
 
    “What’s up?” Kurt asked. 
 
    “Jake Adams. We got word that someone tried to kill him in Portugal.” 
 
    “I know. Four Chinese operatives on Pico Island.” 
 
    “No. This was east of Porto. Two gunmen.” 
 
    “He’s in the shit now,” Kurt said. “What have we gotten him into?” 
 
    “Nothing he can’t handle, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that. The Chinese are making moves all over the globe.” 
 
    Bradford walked in place to keep his muscles warm. Then he said, “You don’t know the half of it.” 
 
    “I know they’re talking about putting missiles in the Azores,” Kurt said. “Not to mention the bombers they plan to base or rotate on the Venezuelan island. And this is just what the news media is reporting.” 
 
    Bradford swished his head side to side. “They’re buying up ports all over the world, from Africa to South America. They plan to be major players in the Panama Canal region.” He hesitated, perhaps unsure how much to tell his predecessor. Finally, he said, “We just got intel that the Chinese are building a military facility in the Strait of Malacca.” 
 
    “What? Are you serious? That’s a major shipping lane.” 
 
    “I know. It connects India with the Americas and the Middle East and Africa with China.” 
 
    “You think they plan on playing troll?” 
 
    “Anything is possible with the Chinese. They have long-range plans for world domination. They don’t just want to be the world economic power. They plan on dominating every aspect of life, from culture to military hegemony.” 
 
    “And our government on both sides of the aisle don’t seem to be concerned,” Kurt said. 
 
    Bradford laughed nervously. “I’m briefing daily on the threat. But I’m not sure they see what we see.” 
 
    “I take it you have a direction for Jake to pursue,” Kurt said. 
 
    The Director hedged as he glanced across the river. “We’ve already put him in play with our friends in Portugal.” 
 
    “The shooting?” 
 
    “I have no idea what happened there,” Bradford said. “But I know Jake will find out. We understand Gomez had a number of attacks on his people.” 
 
    “Besides Jake and Sirena?” 
 
    “Yes. Two dead in Lisbon and a man killed in Dublin. Not to mention coordinated protests at Gomez production facilities. Only Jake and Sirena survived the strikes.” 
 
    “I’d always put money on those two,” Kurt said. 
 
    “I’m right there with you. Please send him word that he should look into the Lisbon shootings. The Chinese are all in there, and we’re not entirely sure why.” 
 
    “What about our own assets there?” 
 
    “In transition,” Bradford said. “The ambassador is still a hold-over from the previous administration. She isn’t playing nice.” 
 
    “But you still control your people there,” Kurt reminded his old friend. 
 
    “The station chief retired last month and we haven’t found a replacement. The old guy was put in place by the last administration, against my wishes.” 
 
    Kurt nodded. “I know who you’re talking about. He’s a weasel and should have retired years ago. Or been fired.” 
 
    “I wish Jake would take over the post,” Bradford said. 
 
    Kurt laughed. “You’ve got a better chance of filling that post with the Easter Bunny. To use a football analogy, Jake is like that strong safety who seems to be everywhere on the field, knocking the snot out of anyone with the ball.” 
 
    “I know. Wishful thinking. But you can see why I’m sending Jake to Lisbon now and not including our people.” 
 
    “You’re afraid that the former Bozo at the top has shit in the shallow end of the pool.” 
 
    “You have a way with words.” 
 
    “I’m quoting Jake Adams.” 
 
    “Alright. I need to get moving. We’re preparing a briefing to the joint congressional committee on intelligence.” 
 
    “Talk about an oxymoron.” 
 
    “Mostly the moron part. Only one person on the committee served in the military.” 
 
    “I’ll get in touch with Jake,” Kurt said. 
 
    “Thanks. And tell him we’ve vetted the woman from Portuguese intelligence. She’s their best asset.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    The CIA Director lifted his chin and ran back toward his security detail, who picked up the pace and trailed the former Air Force general up the hill and into the frozen forest. 
 
    Kurt pulled out his secure SAT phone and tapped in Jake’s number. Then he composed his message and hit send. 
 
    With a nudge of the leash, his German shepherd took up a position at Kurt’s side as he followed the men out of the park toward his car. 
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    Porto, Portugal 
 
      
 
    Jake’s phone buzzed in his pocket and he pulled out the small SAT phone to read the message. Since it was encrypted, he first needed to punch in a long sequence of numbers to open the text. He expected to see the address for the Gomez organization communications facility in Porto, but instead it was a message from his old friend Kurt Jenkins. 
 
    After getting shot at along the Douro River, Jake had driven Sancho’s car back to Porto, parking momentarily in front of Carla’s hotel, which sat about six blocks up the hill from the main downtown of the city. Then Sancho had taken the car and gone back to work to find a possible leak in their organization. 
 
    Now, Jake stood in Carla’s hotel room on the sixth floor overlooking the downtown. From this angle Jake couldn’t even see the Douro. But the lights of the city were starting to come on as dusk seeped across the area. He quickly sent a text to Sancho to get his address. 
 
    Carla came out of the bathroom. She had showered off the gunpowder and changed her clothes. “Any word from your friend?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing yet,” he said. 
 
    She glanced at his phone. “You had me checked out. I would be concerned if you had not.” Carla sat on the edge of her bed and flipped her long hair over her shoulders. “Well? What did they say?” 
 
    “They said you were one of the best in Portugal.” 
 
    “One of the best,” she said with derision. 
 
    Jake shrugged. “I know. It’s like saying you’re almost the tallest midget.” 
 
    “What is midget?” 
 
    “It used to be a term we called little people, before people thought the term was derogatory.” 
 
    “Ah. Anão. Or gnomo. A dwarf. I don’t understand. I am very tall for a woman in Portugal.” 
 
    Her English was outstanding, with a sexy accent. But she still lacked idiomatic colloquialisms. “Never mind,” he said. “Are you ready to go?” 
 
    “Go where?” 
 
    A text came in from Sancho with his address, which he quickly mapped on his phone. It was only about five blocks away to the Gomez communications center. 
 
    “You came here to find me,” Jake said. “But now we must go to Lisbon.” 
 
    “What about those who tried to kill us today?” she asked. 
 
    “Good point. Let’s stick around and give them another shot.” 
 
    Carla cocked her head to one side. “That’s sarcasm, right?” 
 
    Jake shoved his phone into an inside pocket of his leather jacket. Then he said, “There’s something you need to know about me. First of all, I might have temporary employers, but I work for nobody. When someone tries to kill me, like on Pico Island and earlier today, I don’t sit around and wring my hands to consider their motive. Usually, I just kill them and let God sort them out. Second, if my hunch is correct, they will find us wherever we go.” 
 
    “Your hunch?” she asked. 
 
    “You know what a hunch is?” 
 
    “Of course. A guess.” 
 
    “More of an educated guess based on vast experience.” 
 
    “And that comes with age?” she tried to hold back a smirk. 
 
    “Usually,” he said. “Although I’ve known a lot of old dumbasses.” 
 
    She stood up and found her duffle bag on the floor, strapping it over her shoulder. “I’m ready. Airport or train station?” 
 
    “We’ll take the train.” 
 
    “It’s a little over three hours. I’ve done it many times.” 
 
    Jake pulled out his wallet and found two hundred Euro bills, which he handed to Carla. “Go to the main terminal and buy us a private first-class compartment. Don’t tell your agency about your travel plans.” 
 
    Carla took the bills from Jake. “You think we are the leak?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. But let’s eliminate one possibility.” 
 
    “Understood. What will you do?” 
 
    “While you’re getting the tickets, I have to deal with Sancho.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to kill him, are you?” 
 
    “Of course not. What kind of intel briefing did you get on me?” 
 
    “Seriously? I was told you have lost count of all the people you have killed over the years.” 
 
    Jake raised his right index finger and said, “They were all bad people who tried to kill me.” 
 
    “Like those today. And those on Pico.” 
 
    “Right.” Unfortunately, she was also right about Jake’s body count. He remembered most of the faces, but had never sat down to count those he had killed. Changing the subject, he said, “I just need to get some comm equipment from Sancho. Plus, I’ve never seen our facility in Porto. And, Sancho is looking for a leak. I want to make sure those working there know I take leaks seriously.” 
 
    She raised her thin brows. “Yeah. You need to do that alone. Be gentle.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what the word meant when it came to security. 
 
    They agreed it would be better to leave the hotel separately, so Jake followed Carla out of the building. She turned down the hill and walked with purpose, as if she were late for an appointment. Instead of going directly to the Gomez facility, he tailed Carla to make sure she wasn’t being followed. She was clean. 
 
    Then, once she entered the main train terminal, Jake turned up the street and walked two more blocks to Sancho’s location. 
 
    The first floor of the building was a coffee shop. Jake couldn’t help wondering if Sancho had placed their facility in this building on purpose, to make it easier to get his caffeine addiction. At the entrance, a sketchy stairwell rose up to the left. A crappy intercom was on one wall with what appeared to be four apartments. But Jake knew that Sancho Eneko was the only person officially living there. The other three units had been converted to a comm center. He pressed all four buttons and then climbed the stairs. 
 
    At the top stoop was a thick metal door that looked like a vault entrance. Although the door was rusted and dinged up to look old, Jake knew that it was bullet proof and could handle most breeching devices by law enforcement or the bad guys. 
 
    Jake didn’t have to give them any secret knock, since he knew they had been watching him since he pressed the apartment comm buttons. 
 
    The door opened for him and Sancho stood on the other side with an energy drink in his left hand. 
 
    “Still alive,” Sancho said. 
 
    “Afraid so,” Jake said, passing the hacker and entering an interesting room. 
 
    The large space with high ceilings was nearly pitch dark, with the only light coming from computer screens and a few small lights on desks. A number of young men and women sat at terminals. Some were watching camera feeds, while others were wearing headsets and speaking to someone on a small mic. 
 
    Coming up next to Jake, Sancho whispered, “I’ve done a thorough vetting again of our people. I’ve also checked every communication from our facility leading up to the Pico Island shooting. We are squeaky clean, Jake.” 
 
    Jake had a feeling that was the case. Before Sancho had hired his team, Jake had also done a background check on them. Other than minor violations for hacking, these people were not malicious. 
 
    “All right,” Jake said. “I need a comm unit for our Portuguese friend.” 
 
    “Hot Carla? Sure.” 
 
    Sancho went to a cabinet against one wall and found a comm unit, which he handed to Jake. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Yeah. I need you to restrict access to our location to you only. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Of course. But that will mean some extra work for me.” 
 
    “You sleep when we sleep.” 
 
    Sancho nodded. 
 
    One of the computer guys swiveled in his chair and noticed Jake. His eyes got big and he said, “Holy crap. It’s Scary Dude. Where’s Hottie One?” 
 
    Jake walked in front of the computer terminals and yelled, “Heads up, people.” 
 
    All of those at terminals finally noticed Jake and stopped what they were doing. 
 
    Jake continued, “Do you all speak English?” 
 
    “They do,” Sancho said. 
 
    “Good. So, let me make something completely clear to all of you. If I find out that one of you has compromised anyone in the Gomez security organization, I will not turn you in to the police. I will personally hunt you down and put a bullet in your fucking head. Do you understand?” 
 
    There were a number of gulps and gasps and nodding heads. 
 
    “One more thing,” Jake said. “After I put a bullet in your brain, I’ll hunt down everyone in your family and do the same thing. Then I’ll kill your dog or cat and burn down your apartments.” 
 
    Their eyes got big with this last revelation. One of the women started crying. 
 
    Whispering in Jake’s ear, Sancho said, “That’s a bit harsh. They already call you Scary Dude.” 
 
    Jake grunted and then put his hands into a calming motion. “Take it easy. If you’ve done nothing wrong, you will be fine.” 
 
    The young woman wiped tears from her face. 
 
    “Alright,” Jake said, trying to smile. “Get back to work.” 
 
    The gaggle of nerds did as Jake ordered with great enthusiasm. 
 
    Stepping back toward the front door, Jake hesitated and put his hand on Sancho’s shoulder. “Where’s your car?” 
 
    “Oh, man. You aren’t taking my car.” 
 
    “No. You’ve got my bag in your trunk.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Jake followed Sancho to a parking lot behind the building. He pulled out his bag and slung it over his shoulder, but still with access to his Glock under his left arm. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Sancho asked. 
 
    “I’ll let you know when I know. For now, I’m working with Carla.” 
 
    “How will Sirena feel about that?” 
 
    “It’s business. Nothing more.” 
 
    “She’s hot.” 
 
    No shit, Jake thought. “So is Sirena.” 
 
    “Good point. Speaking of Sirena, the Gulfstream crew let me know where she went.” Sancho smiled. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It wasn’t Israel.” 
 
    “Then where?” 
 
    “Suez, Egypt.” 
 
    What in the hell had Sirena’s Mossad friend gotten her into? 
 
    “Thanks,” Jake said. “Is someone upstairs monitoring her comm?” 
 
    “No. She went off-line.” 
 
    “Alright. Let me deal with her. In the meantime, keep digging. Someone gave away our position on Pico, along with the officers in Lisbon and elsewhere. I’ll save you from tracking me. We’re taking a train to Lisbon tonight. Only you know this.” 
 
    “Are you testing me?” 
 
    “I trust you, Sancho,” Jake said. “But I don’t know the others upstairs.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Jake put his hand on Sancho’s shoulder and squeezed down. “I know. Keep digging, though.” 
 
    Then Jake walked off through the alley between the buildings and toward the main train station. 
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    Suez, Egypt 
 
      
 
    Sirena and Bayla had gotten in to this port city earlier in the day, finding a hotel in the Port Tawfiq area with a view of the south terminus of the Suez Canal. From this point the Gulf of Suez led to the Red Sea, which led to the Gulf of Aden, the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean. 
 
    From their third-floor balcony, they could watch the massive ships moving in and out of the canal. Two blocks away was the port used by pleasure craft and small fishing boats. But flying over the harbor on their way to land, Sirena saw that most of the other ports in the region dealt with oil shipments from Saudi Arabia to Europe and beyond. 
 
    Both of them had taken a nap in the afternoon in their large king-sized bed, knowing they would be out late that evening. 
 
    Now, Sirena stood at the railing of the balcony, dressed in black from top to bottom. 
 
    Bayla came up behind her and hugged her old friend. “I am so glad you are here.” 
 
    Turning to face her friend, Sirena returned the hug. Then she pulled back and said, “I’m happy I can help.” Then she shifted her head toward the sliding glass door, knowing they couldn’t discuss matters out on the deck. 
 
    They went into their room and Sirena closed and locked the slider. 
 
    Bayla’s hair was still wet from her shower, her dark locks curlier than normal. 
 
    “Will you tell me now about your mission?” Sirena asked. 
 
    Her Mossad friend paced across the Persian rug. Finally, arms crossed over her chest, she said, “I have a contact who says the Palestinians are taking shipments of arms through this port.” 
 
    “Coming from where?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “We don’t know. Not Egypt or Saudi Arabia. If I had to guess, I’d say China or North Korea.” 
 
    “What time do we meet the guy?” 
 
    Bayla checked the time on her phone. “Within the hour.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Port Tewfik Memorial.” 
 
    “That’s only a few blocks from here,” Sirena said. “There should be a lot of people there still. That’s a lot of eyes.” 
 
    “That’s why he wants us to meet there,” Bayla said. “He’s a trade official at the nearby Saudi consulate.” She found her phone and brought up a photo of the man. The guy’s most prominent feature was a nose much too large for his skinny face. 
 
    “Saudi intelligence?” 
 
    “That’s what I thought at first, but we did a background on the guy. He is what he says.” Bayla found her bag and pulled out a new comm unit for Sirena. “This will keep us on the same frequency.” 
 
    “They’ve gotten a lot smaller since my time with the Mossad,” Sirena said, putting an ear bud in her right ear and covering that with her long dark hair. “Will your agency be listening?” 
 
    “No. It’s not enabled for satellite communications. These are simply two-way comms.” 
 
    “Recording to your phone?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then we go there separate,” Sirena said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Bayla said. She drew her gun and placed a round in the chamber, before placing it back in its holster and covering it with her light jacket. “You have my back?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Good. You head down there and tell me what you see. I’ll be right on your tail.” 
 
    Sirena gave her friend a hug and then left the hotel room. 
 
    When she got out onto the main street that ran alongside the Suez Canal, she noticed a large ship making its way up the canal entrance. Bayla had told her that many people came to Port Tewfik Memorial park to watch the ships at all times of the day and evening. This evening was almost too warm to be wearing her leather jacket, so Sirena left it unzipped, giving her easy access to her Glock. 
 
    She strolled along the canal and pretended to care about the ship passing by to her left. 
 
    “Check one,” she said softly, barely moving her lips. 
 
    “Loud and clear,” Bayla said. “Two blocks back.” 
 
    In a moment Sirena got to what was called Port Tewfik Memorial, which consisted of an unimpressive stone structure. It looked like the base of what should have been the statue of an important historical figure. Perhaps a man on a horse. But instead, the memorial was overshadowed by a steel tower with important navigational lights on top. Function over form, she thought. Better to have ships entering the Suez Canal not run aground. 
 
    Sirena wandered to the very tip of the memorial, leaning up against the stone wall. To her left ships entered the canal. To her right, small boats could enter a tiny harbor. 
 
    She took out her phone and pretended to take a selfie of herself, but she was really shooting photos of everyone in view. There were young couples getting handsy, old couples keeping a safe distance from each other, and a few children annoying everyone within their sphere of activity. 
 
    It was still a few minutes before the meeting time, but Sirena had no idea if the trade rep was here yet. She guessed she would recognize the nose, if not the man himself. 
 
    “Not here yet,” Sirena said. 
 
    “I think I picked up a tail.” 
 
    “Give me a sec.” Sirena wandered toward the canal. From this new location, she would have a view of Canal Street, and maybe the tail following Bayla. 
 
    When she got to her new position, she noticed Bayla wandering down the street. “In position.” 
 
    “At my five,” Bayla said. “Across the street.” 
 
    “I can’t tell if it’s him,” Sirena said. “It’s possible. He’s in a suit.” 
 
    “Western.” 
 
    “Negative. White thawb. Red and white checked headscarf with black rope. Leather sandals.” 
 
    “Beard?” 
 
    “Thin beard.” 
 
    “That’s Yousef.” 
 
    Bayla came onto the memorial and stood near the Suez Canal side. A large oil ship was making its way down the canal. 
 
    Sirena took photos of the ship, with Bayla in the foreground. Within a few seconds, the Saudi man approached Bayla. But he stopped a few feet away and didn’t look at Bayla. 
 
    “I think we missed the sunset,” Yousef said in English. 
 
    Bayla, without looking at him, said, “That’s alright. I like that time just after the sun sets. It’s the most beautiful time of all.” 
 
    Contact phrase complete, the two of them turned to view each other. Bayla had positioned herself so she would have a good view of anyone coming onto the memorial. 
 
    “What do you have for me?” Bayla asked. 
 
    The Saudi man shifted his gaze across the water and said, “Look across the gulf. What do you see?” 
 
    Bayla hesitated. Then she forced a glance out to the wider gulf area. “Water. Ships. Lights. Why?” 
 
    “Look all the way across,” Yousef said. “That’s Adabiya. A major port. Now, Egypt is not exactly a large player in the oil business, but much of their production is shipped from that port.” 
 
    “Where is this going?” Bayla asked. 
 
    “Patience,” Yousef said. “Do you see all of the activity on the south side of the port?” 
 
    Bayla forced another glance. “Yes, so?” 
 
    “That is a Chinese port being built,” Yousef said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I have a contact in the Egyptian government here in Suez. And this base is not simply for shipping. It will be a Chinese Navy facility.” 
 
    “Shit,” Sirena said into her mic. 
 
    “Why is this not in the news?” Bayla asked. 
 
    “Because the Chinese are secretly buying up properties throughout the African continent. Our government is getting concerned.” 
 
    They should be, Sirena thought. She considered typing a secure text to Jake to see if he knew about this, but something caught her eye. Movement down the street. A man on each side of Canal Street moving in their direction. Both men keeping pace with one another. 
 
    “We have company,” Sirena said into her comm. 
 
    Bayla took out her phone and got next to the Saudi man, pretending to take a picture with him. But she was really confirming Sirena’s intel. “There we go,” Bayla said. “Got it.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Yousef said. “I cannot be in a photo with you. You work for. . .” 
 
    “Why is a trade rep so concerned about what the Chinese are doing?” Bayla asked the Saudi. 
 
    “It impacts our trade throughout the world,” Yousef said. 
 
    “Did you tell anyone about our meeting?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course not,” the man answered. 
 
    “Why should we care if the Chinese are making moves in the Red Sea and Suez Canal?” 
 
    “Because you have much more in common with us and the Palestinians than the Chinese. Other than religion.” 
 
    The man had a point, Sirena thought. She put her phone away and settled her right hand on the butt of her Glock inside her jacket as the two men got closer. 
 
    “They’re getting way too close,” Sirena said. “I’ve got left.” 
 
    “I’ve got right,” Bayla said. 
 
    “Right what?” Yousef asked. 
 
    The next few seconds seemed to happen in slow motion. The two approaching men drew their weapons almost simultaneously. Sirena and Bayla did the same. 
 
    Bayla grasped the Saudi by the robe and flung him to the ground just as the first bullets started to fly. But the shooters were using suppressors, so their shots were like loud coughs. 
 
    When Sirena opened fire, those in the immediate area started to scream from fear. She caught the men off-guard, her bullets striking the man on the left at least three times and dropping him to the street. 
 
    Bayla crouched down and nearly emptied her gun. But she too hit her mark, killing the shooter. 
 
    “Are you hit?” Bayla asked Yousef. 
 
    Getting to his knees, Yousef shook his head. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Good question. Thanks for the info. I was never here.” Bayla ran toward the two dead men. 
 
    Sirena caught up with her friend, pulling out her phone as she ran. Before leaving, she took photos of their faces. Then she and Bayla took off together. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
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    Portugal 
 
      
 
    Jake sat comfortably in the first-class compartment on the train from Porto to Lisbon. For Jake, this was his favorite mode of transportation. He could finally relax and get to his destination without hassle. 
 
    The Portuguese intelligence officer, Carla Matos, had gone down to the bar to get them a couple beers. He should have told her to get two each, he thought. 
 
    Turning on his phone, he pulled up the tracking he had on Sirena’s phone. Just as Sancho had said, she was in Suez, Egypt. 
 
    He couldn’t help wondering what she was doing at this very moment. In the past few years they had rarely been apart for long. Gomez kept the two of them quite busy. And when they weren’t working for the Spanish billionaire, they were traveling or simply hanging out on Pico Island. Now that would have to change, he knew. 
 
    As he was watching her GPS location, he got a text from Sirena. Attached to the text were three photos. Two of the men were obviously dead, and the third one had an enormous hawk nose out of proportion to his face. 
 
    Jake fired back a response. ‘Snuff photos?’ he asked her. 
 
    Seconds later came a text, ‘We were attacked. Can you work on facial recognition?’ 
 
    Before Jake could send the images, his phone buzzed. 
 
    He picked up Sirena’s call, “Yeah.” 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t know if you were sleeping. Then I tracked your phone and saw you were traveling about a hundred kilometers per hour. Since you don’t drive that slow, I’m guessing you’re on a train. Where you going?” 
 
    “Lisbon.” He explained what had happened to two of their people in that city, and how he was now working with a woman with Portuguese Intelligence. 
 
    “Is she hot?” 
 
    “She’s young,” Jake said. Not really an answer, he knew, but she would understand. “What’s going on there?” 
 
    “We were meeting a contact from the Saudi consulate,” she said. “He was supposed to be a trade rep.” 
 
    “But he was an intel officer,” Jake surmised. 
 
    “More than likely. But now he’s probably dead after what happened here tonight.” 
 
    “And the two dead guys?” Jake asked. 
 
    “You saw them. Chinese. Can you see if our people can ID them?” 
 
    Just as Jake was about to answer, Carla slid the door and came back in carrying four beers. She handed one to Jake, kept one for herself, and put the other two on the small table by the outer window. Then she took a seat across from Jake and tried on a slight smile. 
 
    “Don’t get burned on the beach,” Jake said to Sirena. “The sun in Palma de Majorca can get intense.” 
 
    “She’s back?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “Yes. I will.” 
 
    “Through the Agency or by our people?” 
 
    “I think we can handle it,” Jake said. Then he glanced at Carla and added, “She’s a very nice young woman.” 
 
    “She’s hot,” Sirena concluded. 
 
    “That’s irrelevant,” Jake said. 
 
    “Keep it in your pants.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know.” Then Jake hung up on Sirena and shoved his phone into his pocket before taking a long swig of beer. 
 
    “Your girlfriend Sirena,” Carla guessed. 
 
    This woman knew way more than she should, he thought. “She gets a little jealous. But I told her you were really young and would never want an old guy like me.” 
 
    Carla smiled. “I don’t know. Portuguese women tend to go for older men. Especially distinguished men with some gray and who can kill with their bare hands. That’s hot.” 
 
    Jake put his finger in the air and took out his phone again. He forwarded the two images of the Chinese men who had attacked Sirena in Egypt to his people in Porto. Sancho sent a smartass comment back about Jake killing more people, which Jake ignored. Then he put his phone back into his pocket and leaned back against the seat. 
 
    “Anything I should know about?” Carla asked. 
 
    Shaking his head, Jake said, “No. A different case.” 
 
    Carla gave Jake a wry smirk, sipped her beer, and finally said, “You might wonder how I know about your girlfriend.” 
 
    He knew she couldn’t know much, since Sirena’s file was nearly non-existent to other agencies. Jake shrugged. 
 
    She continued, “We have a file on her. But it might be only two pages and much of that is simply speculation.” 
 
    Jake said nothing. 
 
    “Which tells me more than a thirty-page dossier,” Carla concluded. “This Sirena must be an important and dangerous officer.” 
 
    Jake guessed she was fishing. “Like me, she’s retired.” 
 
    “Yet, she works for Carlos Gomez.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    “No point. Just stating the facts. We don’t even have a good photo of her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Well, I lied. We didn’t have a good photo of Sirena. Not until our friends from Spain forwarded one to me. She’s quite beautiful.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure where this was going. But he also knew how to play the game. “She would rather be known for her competence.” 
 
    “You can have both,” Carla said. 
 
    Based on her expression, Jake guessed she might be talking about herself. 
 
    “One comes with time, and I’m afraid the other fades over time.” 
 
    She smiled and nodded understanding. Then she said, “That’s true of women. But certain men seem to get better with age.” She set her beer down and pulled out her phone. After finding something, she typed for a second and shoved her phone back into her small purse. 
 
    Jake felt his phone buzz in his jacket. He ignored it for a moment as he drank more beer. 
 
    “I just sent you a file on our contact in Lisbon,” she said. “Also, a brief file on myself.” 
 
    Pulling out his phone, Jake opened Carla’s file first. “This wasn’t necessary.” 
 
    “I know a little bit about you, so you should know a little bit about me.” 
 
    He already knew more than she knew he knew. But he read a quick briefing on her background, from her rearing in Lisbon and her education to more personal proclivities. 
 
    Jake raised his brows and said, “It says you’re bi-sexual.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I told my agency that so they would not preclude me from certain assignments. Trust me, I like men.” 
 
    Good to know, he thought. “I don’t care either way,” he said. Then he moved on and read a quick intelligence briefing on their contact in Lisbon. He was a man who had been working for the Chinese, but he was Portuguese. Jake memorized everything of importance and then deleted both files from his phone. 
 
    Jake finished his beer and picked up the second one that had been waiting for him. 
 
    “What do you think?” Carla asked him. 
 
    “It didn’t say just how deep the man is in with the Chinese,” Jake said. 
 
    “That’s not in the file,” she said. “I’ve tracked his finances. The Chinese have been paying him quite well for the past couple of years.” 
 
    “Why do you think he’ll be willing to help us?” 
 
    “I’ve heard you can be quite persuasive.” She finished the last of her beer and found the next one. 
 
    Jake guessed that was a lie. There was no way this woman knew much of anything about his background. But he simply gave her a knowing smirk. Let her think what she would, he thought. Even though he knew she was right. 
 
    After his second beer, Jake left the compartment to find the toilet at the end of the train car. When he was done, he slowly wandered back toward their compartment. 
 
    As he got closer, he heard a slight muffled scream, which made him rush down the corridor. Just as he got to their compartment, a man rushed out, nearly knocking Jake over. He was about to draw his gun, but he saw Carla laying on the floor inside in obvious pain. 
 
    Jake went to her and helped her to a sitting position. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Carla let out a deep breath and said, “I think so. He hit me pretty hard a couple of times. But I got in a few blows, including a beer bottle to the side of his face.” 
 
    He helped her to her feet and assessed damage to her body. Her face and head looked fine, so he suspected she had been hit in the torso. 
 
    She rubbed her ribs now and shook her head. “I feel like an idiot. I should have been better. When the door slid open, I thought it was you.” 
 
    “He must have been watching,” Jake said, helping her onto the bench seat. 
 
    Carla lifted her shirt and showed bruises to her left side from strikes to her ribs. “I don’t think they’re broken.” 
 
    He noticed her flat stomach and said, “The bruises will be gone by bikini season.” 
 
    “I don’t wear a bikini,” she said. “Well, the bottom part, yes.” 
 
    He noticed she had been hiding well-rounded breasts under her heavy sweater and leather jacket. Perhaps her clothes had softened the blows to her upper body, though. 
 
    She covered her skin again and shook her head. “I should have been better,” she repeated. 
 
    “The man wasn’t Asian,” Jake said. “He looked Portuguese.” 
 
    “He was. He swore in Portuguese.” 
 
    Jake sat across from her, his eyes studying her disposition. He had been thinking all along that there must have been a leak in the Gomez organization. But what if that wasn’t the case? 
 
    “Who knows you’re on this train?” he asked her. 
 
    “My agency. Why?” 
 
    “You told them you were on the way to Lisbon?” 
 
    “Of course. Do you not tell your people where you’re going?” 
 
    “Not really. Sometimes I tell them where I’ve been.” He didn’t mention the fact that Sancho and a few others could track his movements by his SAT phone. 
 
    “It must be nice to be that independent,” she said. “But I still have rules to follow.” 
 
    “So, they knew you were down the Douro Valley earlier today?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    Now things were making a little more sense to Jake. “Someone has been giving away your position to the bad guys. The shooters today were probably not trying to kill me. They were after you.” 
 
    She looked confused. “But why? I am just a low-level officer.” 
 
    “Maybe so. But you were assigned to deal with me. Somebody wants to make that permanent.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Chinese.” 
 
    “But you said yourself that this attacker was not Asian.” 
 
    “I know. But if we had seen Chinese operatives on this train, we could assume they might be the bad guys. By hiring out to locals, the Chinese can now keep their hands clean. And we won’t see them coming.” 
 
    She lowered her chin toward her chest and shook her head side to side. “Who do I trust now?” 
 
    “You can trust me,” Jake said. “Does SIED track you by your phone?” 
 
    “I’m sure they can. Why?” 
 
    Jake had an idea, but it would take some time to implement it. They had a couple of more hours before they reached Lisbon. 
 
    “We’ll take care of this in Lisbon,” Jake said. 
 
    “You really think someone from my own agency wants me dead?” she asked. 
 
    “Not likely,” he said. “It’s more likely that someone there is feeding your information to the Chinese. Unless they somehow have access to your phone tracking. Either way, you’ll need to cut ties with them for a while.” 
 
    “They won’t be happy,” she said. 
 
    “Tough choice. They can be happy and you can be dead, or you can live and piss them off. I prefer the second choice.” 
 
    She nodded her head with approval. 
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    Panama City, Panama 
 
      
 
    Billionaire Bobby Barnes was a giant of industry. This wasn’t just because everything he seemed to touch turned to gold. Barnes was also nearly seven feet tall, with his skinny frame held together by sinewy flesh and indistinguishable muscles. His white hair and pale skin made him appear like an albino, but most quickly came to compare him more with a vampire, since he would buy companies and suck the life out of them before selling the pieces for a huge profit. 
 
    Barnes held citizenship in both the UK and Singapore, the place of his birth. But the man had properties all over the world. His shipping interests were usually flagged in Panama, with crews made up of Filipinos. He knew they were the hardest working people worldwide, and, nearly as important, they knew how to keep their mouths shut. 
 
    The billionaire stretched out in the leather chair at one end of the large conference room table in the office of the most prestigious law firm in Panama. From the two floor-to-ceiling bank of windows, Barnes let his eyes gaze out at both the skyline and the Pacific Ocean. A couple of his ships sat out in the harbor waiting to enter the Panama Canal. 
 
    Along the right side of the table, his people sat with the best view of the room. Barnes guessed this was on purpose. Distract the guests with the view so they would have their guard down. A power move, for sure. 
 
    But this was a done deal, he knew. Barnes was here only for ceremony. He would make a hundred million U.S. dollars simply to act as the face of the deal. In reality, his friends in China were making the purchase. But nobody could know this fact. So, Panama was the perfect place for an arms-length deal like this. Panama had become the new Switzerland. 
 
    His associate, Wu Li Jin, sat just to his right, a nervous look on his face. Wu Li Jin was a slight man barely five feet tall. He resembled a small child who had been brought to work by his father and was now swiveling in a leather chair nervously. But Wu Li Jin was the real power in the room. He was the first cousin of the current president of the People’s Republic of China. This was his deal. 
 
    “Is everything alright, Li Jin?” Barnes asked in English. Although Bobby Barnes was fluent in a number of Chinese dialects, he almost always conducted business in English. 
 
    “I hope so,” Wu said. “I’m a little tired from my flight from Portugal. Are you certain this will work?” 
 
    “Absolutely. We run it through a number of my holding companies and everything will look great.” 
 
    “What about the government of the Bahamas?” Wu asked. 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “They make no money on this transaction. Plus, they have zero corporate taxes or income taxes. How do they make money?” 
 
    This, of course, wasn’t a concern for Barnes. But he played along. “They make most of their money from sales tax.” 
 
    “But how do they know what we sell? After all, this is a private island.” 
 
    “They made zero from the previous owner,” Barnes said. 
 
    “The perverts?” 
 
    “That’s right. They sold nothing, so the government made nothing.” 
 
    In fact, the island they were buying had been owned by a corrupt billionaire from America. He had used the island for his own personal playground—bringing in young girls and boys for decadent orgies. Rumor had it that the island had been liberated by a small force of non-governmental special forces, who had killed many of those in attendance and freed those there against their will—which was all of the young people and most of the staff. Unfortunately, many of the regular attendees, including a bulbous-nosed former president of the United States, had not been on the island during the raid. 
 
    The American billionaire had been killed, so the island was currently being sold by the man’s distant niece, who had inherited everything. 
 
    Wu shifted his head nervously and leaned toward the tall man. “But we will be making nothing either.” 
 
    Barnes smiled. “I know. But we told them we were building a huge resort and casino complex big enough to rival Atlantis on Paradise Island. That’s why we will need to extend the runway.” 
 
    “Why are they making us wait?” 
 
    That was a little disturbing to Bobby Barnes also. After all, they were buying a damn island in the Bahamas. 
 
    “Someone screwed up the paperwork,” Barnes lied. “So, they’re rerunning all the copies.” 
 
    Wu nodded his understanding. 
 
    Barnes had made a fortune off of his transactions on behalf of the Chinese government in the past few years. He had already brokered a deal for islands owned by the Indonesians, the Venezuelans, the Portuguese and many others. He had no idea why the Chinese wanted all of these properties, and he didn’t want to know. As long as the money flowed to his private accounts in tax shelter countries around the world, he was as happy as those pedophiles on that island before they were all shot to hell. 
 
    Barnes glanced down the table at the others in attendance. They were all actors dressed for the part in business suits and used as props for this transaction. They were mostly ex-pat Americans who thought they were here to play a hidden camera prank on the group of lawyers. All of them had been instructed to keep their mouths shut or they wouldn’t make a dime. 
 
    In a few moments two lawyers came into the room, followed by a beautiful Latina woman in a red dress, who carried the paperwork with tabs indicating where to sign. She set the papers on the table and stood tall as she waited for the lawyers to speak. 
 
    Since Barnes and company had already agreed to the terms of the deal, all of this was ceremony. Barnes flipped through and initialed and signed where needed as the young woman turned the pages for him. 
 
    Within minutes, the paperwork was complete and Bobby Barnes now owned one of the larger of the 700 islands in the Bahamas. At least on paper. In reality, his private bank account in Panama, Belize, and Andorra would get fatter within a few minutes. Barnes would check on all these through his smart phone apps before he left the high rise. 
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    Suez, Egypt 
 
      
 
    Serina and Bayla Ganz had barely escaped the meeting near the Suez Canal earlier that evening. From that meeting they had not gone back to their hotel—feeling that they had been compromised. Instead, Bayla had stolen a car and taken them around the massive harbor, past the petroleum holding facilities, and just beyond Adabiya to a point that jutted out into the harbor like a fish hook. 
 
    Now, sitting on a high point overlooking the dark construction zone along the harbor, Sirena concentrated on the activity below through a set of binoculars. Sitting to Sirena’s right, Bayla held a digital camera with a large zoom lens. The Mossad officer was taking photos of the construction and automatically uploading them to her agency in Israel. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Sirena asked. 
 
    Bayla didn’t look at her old friend. She simply kept on shooting photos in infrared mode. “The Chinese are not simply building a port here. That’s obvious.” 
 
    Sirena had to agree with her friend. “I was thinking the same thing. Especially those two structures nearly complete.” 
 
    Finally shifting her gaze at Sirena, Bayla said, “You mean the missile storage facilities?” 
 
    “That’s my assessment,” Sirena said. 
 
    “From this location, the Chinese could shut down the Suez Canal.” 
 
    “But why would Egypt allow this?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Money? Maybe they don’t know or care.” 
 
    Sirena looked through her binoculars again. “This makes no sense in the abstract. But have you heard about China’s long-range plans for world domination?” 
 
    “Planetary hegemony?” Bayla said with a slight chuckle. 
 
    “Don’t laugh,” Sirena warned. “They’re dead serious about this. Their leaders have been building a new Silk Road by sea and by land.” 
 
    “The Belt and Road Initiative? We’ve been briefed. But the Americans are probably more up to date on this plan.” 
 
    Sirena set the binoculars against her chest and said, “It’s happening. They’re building a high-speed rail system from their west to India and Europe. This is not set to simply carry passengers. They plan to use high speed transport of goods.” 
 
    “The Himalayan Mountains might be a tough slog.” 
 
    “They plan to go through natural fissures and tunnel through the rest.” 
 
    Bayla pointed toward the construction. “Isn’t there a sea element to their plans?” 
 
    “That’s right. It’s called their Maritime Silk Road. It runs along the coast of China to Singapore. Then it goes through the Strait of Malacca to India, Africa and here to the Suez Canal. They go through the Suez to the Mediterranean, connecting to all trade in Europe.” 
 
    “What about America?” Bayla asked. 
 
    “They’re already buying up troubled ports in America, Central America and South America. I’m not privy to all the data, but I’ve heard they purchased much of the Panama Canal. There was talk of running a new canal through Lake Nicaragua, but that one seems to be dead currently.” 
 
    “And what’s their play in Portugal?” Bayla asked. 
 
    “Why did the Mossad send you there?” 
 
    Bayla hesitated, obviously assessing what she could tell Sirena. Finally, with a slight shake of her head, Bayla said, “The Americans should never have given up their field at Lajes. Soon the Chinese will have a foothold less than a thousand miles from the European continent. They already have stealth long-range bombers that can reach every city in Europe within a few hours.” 
 
    “That’s not the worst of it, Bayla,” Sirena said. “They’re building a satellite launch facility on Santa Maria Island. Of course, that’s only a front for their real intent.” 
 
    “Ballistic missiles,” Bayla filled in. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    The two of them stared at each other for a long moment. Finally, Bayla said, “We’ve been suspecting the Palestinians have been getting their weapons from Asia. We’ve confiscated arms of Chinese manufacture.” 
 
    “But those might have been from North Korea,” Sirena said. 
 
    “We don’t care who the supplier is,” Bayla said. “Our people are still dead regardless.” 
 
    “I know. Do you think the Chinese are complicit?” 
 
    “We’re starting to think they’re orchestrating the deals.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Bayla shrugged. “We’re the only force in the Middle East that can stop them. But that’s only because they don’t have a huge footprint here. Not yet.” 
 
    Sirena wasn’t sure where this was going. Could Israel consider taking on the powerful Chinese? 
 
    “What’s going on, Bayla?” Sirena asked her old friend. 
 
    Bayla pointed down toward the harbor under construction. “You have verified our concerns. Those hardened facilities could eventually hold nuclear weapons. It would only take a few direct hits in our cities to destroy the State of Israel.” 
 
    “Do you really think they would do that?” 
 
    “If they get their base built, they could sure as hell pressure us with annihilation. Force us to capitulate to the whim of Palestine. We would fail to be a viable nation at that point. We can’t allow this.” 
 
    Finally, it came to Sirena in a rush. “What have you done?” 
 
    Bayla checked her watch and said, “The night shift is barely occupied. Not like day shift.” 
 
    The first indication that all was not right in Suez, Egypt, was the initial total blackout of the city. Then Bayla handed Sirena earplugs, which she put in quickly. Next came the first explosion, which took out one of the hardened facilities. Bayla continued to shoot video with her camera, making sure she caught every strike. Within a few seconds, the entire construction site was destroyed or on fire. There was only a faint sound of aircraft vectoring away from Suez and toward the Sinai. 
 
    Crap! Sirena got a smile on her face, knowing that her former country still had power projection in the Middle East. 
 
    “F-35s,” Bayla said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The two of them ran toward their stolen car and got the hell out of the area. The lights of the city would not come on until they were too far away to see them. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    17 
 
      
 
    Lisbon, Portugal 
 
      
 
    Jake got a text from Sancho just as the train pulled into the main train terminal a few blocks up the hill from the waterfront. 
 
    “Important?” Carla asked. 
 
    “Not dealing with this case,” Jake said, although he guessed this was a lie. Sancho had used facial recognition to find the identities of the two men Sirena and Bayla had killed in Suez. Both men were Chinese trade representatives, which meant they were probably with the Ministry of State Security for the People’s Republic of China. 
 
    Carla got up and strapped her bag over her shoulder. “Where now?” 
 
    “I would say your place, but I don’t think that’s a good idea right now.” 
 
    “What about the man who attacked me?” 
 
    He had already thought about him. “He’ll probably have friends when we get off,” Jake said. “We’ll have to lose them all.” Picking up his bag, he led her out of the compartment. 
 
    The main train terminal actually pulled in on a hillside above the main pedestrian zone in a very impressive stone building. As they walked down the terminal platform toward the exit, Jake kept his eyes on potential targets. 
 
    Nuzzling up behind Carla, Jake whispered, “Do you see them?” 
 
    She shook her head. But then she said, “Wait. The man on the other side of the turnstile.” 
 
    “That’s one. Do you recognize him?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What about the man to the right waiting outside the men’s bathroom.” 
 
    “A man waiting for his friend.” 
 
    “No. He’s covering that in case I go that way. And there’s probably a woman inside your bathroom.” 
 
    “I do have to go,” she said. 
 
    “It’ll have to wait. We’re about to be attacked.” He had considered having them get off the train at an outer terminal and then take other transportation into the city center, but sometimes he needed to see what they were up against. Now he knew. 
 
    Jake zipped his jacket down for easy access to his Glock under his left arm. He saw that Carla had her hand in her purse. Good, she was ready, he thought. 
 
    “Follow me,” Jake said, picking up his pace and flowing into the center of the train passengers heading for the exit. 
 
    There was a bottle-neck at the turnstile area, but Jake pushed through like a good German would in this situation. Once he got to the ticket area outside the secure area, he glanced about for potential targets. 
 
    Carla grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the tall stone staircase. Others were filing onto the down escalator, bunching up again. But they quickly took the stairs two at a time. 
 
    Glancing back, Jake could see two men following them down the stairs. He knew they had to have friends, though. So, Jake kept his eyes ahead. 
 
    Within seconds they were down the stairs and onto a major street square, where the sidewalks were cluttered with evening shoppers. Cars and buses flowed around the square. 
 
    “There’s at least one cruise ship in port,” Carla said. “They’ve been keeping them until late evening so passengers can experience the night life here.” 
 
    This gave Jake an idea. “Let’s see your phone.” 
 
    She reluctantly pulled her phone from her back jeans pocket and handed it to Jake. Ahead, he could see a tour group led by a man carrying a blue umbrella. Jake gently pushed his way into the tour group, bumped into an older lady with a large shopping bag, and simultaneously dropped Carla’s phone into a cluster of purchased items. 
 
    The deed done, Jake moved along the sidewalk toward what appeared to be a pedestrian zone. 
 
    “Is that no cars?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Restaurants and shops lead to a waterfront square. Very good food.” 
 
    “Is it busy this time of night?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course. I could eat.” 
 
    “Hang in there, Carla. First we need to lose these assholes.” 
 
    “Fine. But this is my city. You follow me.” 
 
    He couldn’t argue with her logic. She weaved her way through narrow passages where cars could not travel, turning left and right at seemingly random locations. Perhaps that was her intention. 
 
    After they had traveled for more than ten minutes, Jake’s old legs were feeling the hills they traversed. But he kept up with the younger woman, making sure they were not being followed. They had lost the men after only a few minutes. He finally stopped Carla in a dark alley with a hand to her shoulder. 
 
    Breathless, she turned and their faces ended up only inches apart. “What?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ve lost them,” he said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Pretty sure. Hopefully they’re following that old woman back to her cruise ship.” 
 
    “That was genius. What now?” 
 
    He backed away to a respectable speaking distance and said, “Now we get a hotel for the night before we investigate the death of our two people.” 
 
    “I know a hotel a few blocks up the hill,” Carla said. 
 
    “Up?” Jake smiled. “You could know about one down the hill?” 
 
    She backhanded him in the chest. “Let’s go, old man.” Then she strutted off up the hill away from the waterfront. 
 
    “This is age discrimination,” he said. But he wasn’t sure she heard him. 
 
    Ten minutes later and they were outside the high-rise hotel. Jake found his passport and the credit card he used with that persona. 
 
    “I’ll check in,” Jake said. 
 
    “They’ll ask for my passport as well.” 
 
    “Right. That’s why you’ll wait here until I check in. Then follow me to the elevators. I’ll take your bag so it looks like you’re already staying here.” 
 
    She handed him her bag and he slung it over his shoulder with his own. 
 
    Check in took just seconds. Once he got his key card, he turned and saw that Carla had already gotten to the elevators. They didn’t acknowledge each other in the elevator, but got off on the seventh floor together. Jake glanced down the hallway and saw that there were no cameras here. They only had the hotel entrance, the elevators, and probably the bar area covered with security cameras. 
 
    They went into their room and Carla went immediately to the windows, opening the shades for a nice view of the city lights at night. From here they could see the harbor below, as well as the vast suspension bridge that was built to resemble the Golden Gate Bridge. 
 
    Jake set their bags on the large king-sized bed and met her at the window. “Nice view.” 
 
    “I stayed here for a few days when I first came to the city to work.” 
 
    “I thought you were from Lisbon.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Just a short one-hour train ride up into the mountains. A place called Sintra.” 
 
    “People in the Azores talked about that place,” he said. 
 
    “Once it was a nice place. But now it is a tourist trap. I don’t go there anymore.” 
 
    “Not even to see family?” he asked. 
 
    “My parents are dead. They died a few years ago in a train crash in Spain.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He hesitated before asking, “Do you have siblings?” 
 
    “I have an older sister living down the coast in Sines with her husband and two children. My younger brother is a sergeant in the Portuguese Army. I don’t see either of them anymore. Not with my profession.” 
 
    Jake knew all about keeping distance from relatives in the spy game. It was for their own good, but he guessed they would never understand that. 
 
    “You checked it with an Austrian passport,” she said. 
 
    “Yes. It’s real.” Well, in reality it was a real passport with a fake name—his old Austrian persona. 
 
    “How does that work?” 
 
    He guessed there was no real harm in telling this intel officer a little about his background, without divulging anything too important. “I lived in Austria for years. Did some work for some high-ranking Austrian officials. Because of that work, the Grand Master of the Teutonic Knights bestowed upon me honorary knighthood, and the Austrian government awarded me the Great Golden Decoration with Star of Austria.” 
 
    “Impressive,” she said. “Should I call you Sir Adams?” 
 
    “Call me Jake or don’t call me at all.” 
 
    She smiled. “A humble knight. Did you have to take the vow of celibacy?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “But the Austrians made it possible for you to carry a handgun anywhere in Europe.” 
 
    “That they did.” 
 
    “That’s better than any medal. Especially in your line of work.” 
 
    He agreed with a nod. 
 
    She glanced around Jake at the bed. “Just one bed.” 
 
    “It’s a king-sized bed,” he said. “I promise not to wander to your side.” 
 
    She tapped her hand on his chest. “I wish I could make that same promise.” Then she went off to the bathroom with her bag. 
 
    Wonderful, he thought. Just then his phone buzzed in his pants and he picked it up. 
 
    “Sirena. Where are you?” 
 
    “Crossing the Sinai with Bayla,” she said. “We need to talk.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “The Chinese. They were building a military facility on the outer edge of Suez.” 
 
    “Were?” 
 
    “Yeah. We just watched the Israeli Air Force destroy the facility. The shit is about to hit the fan.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was military?” he asked. 
 
    “I know a secure bunker facility when I see one,” she said. “Obviously the Israeli leadership agreed.” 
 
    “You think they were building nuclear storage there?” 
 
    Pause on the other end of the SAT phone. “We don’t know. But they couldn’t take a chance.” 
 
    “I understand. I hope you’re getting the hell out of Dodge.” 
 
    “We are. We have a couple of more hours to Eilat.” 
 
    Eilat sat on the extreme southern tip of the State of Israel. A port city on the Gulf of Aqaba, this was where the Sinai met Israel, Jordan and Saudi Arabia. 
 
    “I’ve been there,” he said. “Nice beaches.” 
 
    “I won’t be there long enough to pull out the bikini,” she said. “I’ve requested one of our jets to extract me.” 
 
    “And Bayla?” 
 
    She said nothing for a minute, as if she must have been glancing at her old friend driving the car. Finally, she said, “She must go back for a debrief from her friends.” 
 
    “Why did she need you?” 
 
    Another hesitation. He guessed she didn’t want to say anything negative about her old friend. 
 
    Instead of answering, Sirena said, “The Sinai can be a dangerous place. Especially at night.” 
 
    “I know. I’m guessing you have something to tell me in person.” 
 
    “The Chinese are making moves all over the globe,” Sirena said. “We’ve already provided raw images and a video to our old Agency.” 
 
    “I get it. Ask for forgiveness, not permission. Makes sense.” 
 
    Neither said a word for a minute. 
 
    Finally, she said, “You’re in Lisbon at a hotel. Is she staying with you?” 
 
    Jake quickly explained how Carla had been burned by someone within her own organization. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “We’ll keep her agency in the blind while we look into the death of our people.” 
 
    “What do you expect to find out? It’s obviously the Chinese.” 
 
    He knew this. But knowing the who didn’t help him with the why. That could take some legwork. 
 
    Carla came out of the bathroom wearing a T-shirt cut off to show her tight belly, and only a pair of short black underwear. Without saying a word, she crawled into the other side of the bed and pulled the covers under her chin. 
 
    “I’ve gotta go. Be careful out there. And let me know when Gomez can get you with a jet.” 
 
    “Will do. I’ll go directly to Lisbon.” 
 
    “Can’t wait.” 
 
    Sirena hung up and Jake simply stared at his phone. Then he found the recharging cord in a side pocket of his bag, plugging in his phone. By the time he went to the bathroom and got ready for bed, Carla was already breathing hard—fast asleep. 
 
    He got into bed and turned off the light. Back in the day, he would have taken advantage of a tight young body like hers. Maybe he had evolved. Then he realized that Carla was younger than his son Karl. He was still a man, though, and that made it hard for him to get to sleep right away. 
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    CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia 
 
      
 
    As the clock ticked past seven p.m., CIA Director John Bradford knew that he should have been long gone from his office, but there was too much going on in the world and it weighed heavy on his shoulders. He was getting briefings on the hour from his analysts indicating operations underway worldwide. 
 
    The Director of Operations, Tim Taylor, came in carrying a tablet with his left hand. He used his right hand to continually pull up his pants. Taylor had lost nearly thirty pounds in the last month and still had not purchased new clothes to match his new body, or a good belt to keep his pants up. 
 
    “What’s up, Tim?” Bradford asked, leaning forward on his desk. 
 
    The DO pulled up a chair to the edge of the Director’s desk and pulled up a series of images on his tablet. He slowly flipped through the photos as he talked and shook his head. 
 
    “Okay, Tim. I asked you for the time, not how to build the watch.” 
 
    “Right. Well, these images were sent to our Israel desk an hour ago from a former officer named Sirena. She must have been before my time, because I don’t know her.” 
 
    “She retired a couple of years ago,” Bradford said. “Before that, she worked special projects.” 
 
    “Makes sense. I was at DIA back then. Anyway, these are interesting images.” 
 
    Bradford glanced at the images and said, “What am I looking at? It looks like infrared images of a construction site.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, that’s it. A new port under construction near Suez, Egypt,” Tim said. “Until a couple of hours ago. Now, it’s this.” The DO swished open an image of destruction and fire. 
 
    “Okay. A terrorist attack?” Bradford surmised. 
 
    “Not exactly. We have word from Defense that this site was destroyed by F-35s.” 
 
    “How can they be sure of that?” 
 
    His Director of Operations simply smiled, and Bradford knew the answer. For the past decade, when America sold military equipment to foreign governments, the Department of Defense had the ability to keep track of all of them by GPS. It was a dirty little secret, but Bradford guessed the Israelis and others suspected the US was doing this. Their need for great fighter jets outweighed autonomy and security. 
 
    “Okay,” Bradford said. “So, what made the Israeli Air Force bomb the shit out of a port construction site.” 
 
    “Our people got ahold of their counterparts in the Mossad in the last hour. They’re keeping it close to the vest.” 
 
    “The Mossad wouldn’t have acted without authority from the government. Especially the prime minister.” 
 
    Tim shrugged. 
 
    Bradford said, “Alright. Keep digging.” 
 
    The Director of Operations got up and nearly lost his pants in the process. 
 
    “And get yourself a new belt,” Bradford said. 
 
    The DO smiled as he walked out of Bradford’s office. 
 
    Once Bradford was alone, he pulled out his secure SAT phone and stared at it for a moment. He didn’t like to do this, but now he had no choice. Once CIA officers retired, they still had a responsibility to report what they knew about certain situations that impacted America. It seems like Sirena had done just that. 
 
    He punched in Sirena’s private SAT number and waited. 
 
    After a few rings, the call was answered. Bradford could hear road noises through the phone. 
 
    “Sirena?” he asked. 
 
    “John,” Sirena said. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “You sent our people some interesting photos and a nice video. What can you tell me about them?” 
 
    Hesitation on the other end. Finally, Sirena said, “That was a Chinese military installation.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Damn right.” 
 
    “So, you were on the ground in Suez?” 
 
    “You could say that,” Sirena said. “Close enough to feel the blast.” 
 
    This got Bradford thinking. What was his former special project officer doing working with the Mossad? “How is this related to what happened to you and Jake recently in the Azores?” 
 
    “We believe it’s all related, John.” 
 
    “Is Jake with you?” 
 
    “No. He’s still in Portugal.” 
 
    “This reminds me of something,” Bradford said. “The FBI got an inquiry from some Portuguese cop on Pico Island.” He found a piece of paper on his desk and then said, “A Chief Superintendent from Ponta Delgada named Armando Machado.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And he’s looking for you and Jake. He’s talking about contacting Interpol and putting out a Red Notice on the both of you.” 
 
    Sirena laughed. “Let him. We were attacked and forced to kill four Chinese intelligence officers. In what world are we at fault?” 
 
    “I know. I’ll do what I can to head them off at the pass. Where are you? It sounds like you’re at a NASCAR race.” 
 
    “Crossing the Sinai,” she said. “We ran into a little problem in Suez. Other than the bombing at the Chinese base.” 
 
    “Are you one hundred percent sure it was a military facility?” 
 
    “I know a missile bunker when I see it,” Sirena said. 
 
    What in the hell were the Chinese up to? “The Chinese seem to be on the move across the globe.” 
 
    “Well, Israel has just drawn a line in the sand,” she said. “America better get its shit together.” 
 
    He couldn’t officially tell her about the missile base they had found in the Strait of Malacca, but he had a feeling Sirena and Jake knew damn near as much as the CIA about Chinese expansion. 
 
    “Why is Jake still in Portugal?” Bradford asked. 
 
    “We weren’t the only security operatives in the Gomez organization attacked,” Sirena said. “Jake’s looking into two of our people killed in Lisbon.” 
 
    “I see. Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    A pause on the other end. Then she said, “Yeah. Keep the police off of us and then convince our government to get some balls like the Israelis.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy,” Bradford said. “We have worldwide interests. Not to mention a huge trade with the Chinese. Americans have come to like their cheap Chinese electronics and tennis shoes.” 
 
    “But it comes at a cost,” she said. “The Chinese language is not easy to learn.” 
 
    “I hear ya, Sirena. You take care.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    The line went blank and Bradford set his phone onto his desk. He considered calling Jake and letting him know that he had his back, but then he did the math and realized he shouldn’t have called Sirena at this hour. Luckily, she was still awake. He had not brought up the fact that she was working for a foreign government in an official capacity, and she was required to notify him if this was the case. But then there were rules for the average former or retired officers and exceptions to those rules by the likes of Jake and Sirena, who had continued to provide America with vital intel over the years. Bradford needed them out there doing what they did. 
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    Jake woke to a dark room, with a woman’s arm wrapped around him, her hand firmly on his bare chest. He slowly extricated himself from Carla’s unknowing grasp and went to the bathroom. He checked his watch and saw that it was already past seven. So, he quickly showered and wrapped the towel around his body before heading back into the hotel room. 
 
    Carla was out of bed and rummaging through her bag for new clothes. She was entirely naked. Smiling as she passed Jake with her new undergarments, she said, “I hope you left me some hot water.” 
 
    After she closed the bathroom door, Jake dropped his towel and got dressed quickly. Then he found his SAT phone and saw that he had a message from Sirena. She had made it out of the Sinai to Israel and was waiting for a Gomez jet to pick her up. That was an hour ago. 
 
    In a few minutes, Carla came out wearing only a bra and panties. 
 
    “Hey, if we’re going to stay together,” Jake said, “we have to have a few rules. I might be old, but I’m still a man.” 
 
    She hesitated across from him and said, “You’re not that old, Jake. I just don’t worry about nudity.” 
 
    “I understand,” he said. “I feel the same way. So does Sirena. But I don’t think she would like the idea of you sashaying around the room naked.” 
 
    She looked confused. “What is sashay?” 
 
    “Flounce?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “Strut?” 
 
    She still wasn’t understanding. 
 
    “Just get dressed,” he said. “We need to get moving.” 
 
    Carla pulled on a black sweater and black slacks, and then found a new pair of shoes in her bag. These were dark running shoes. Something more comfortable than the low pumps she had worn the day before. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “I need five minutes for makeup. Ten max.” She went into the bathroom with a small kit and closed the door. 
 
    Jake sat on the bed and pulled out his phone. He quickly called Sirena and waited. 
 
    “I’ve just got a couple of minutes,” Sirena said. “I’m getting on the jet right now.” 
 
    “Awesome. You’re coming to Lisbon, right?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Listen, I talked with John and told him about Egypt.” 
 
    “The Israelis are serious.” 
 
    “Always are. We’re taking off.” 
 
    “We’re both on SAT phones,” he reminded her. 
 
    “I know. But I didn’t get any sleep last night. I was hoping to sleep on the flight. We can talk when I get there.” 
 
    He couldn’t argue with that. “Let me know when you get about a half hour out and I’ll pick you up.” 
 
    “Will do,” Sirena said. Then she hung up. 
 
    Just as Jake put his phone away, Carla came out looking like a million bucks, her hair pulled back into a ponytail. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing. The ponytail makes you look even younger.” 
 
    “Thanks. My hair will dry by sometime tomorrow. Are you ready? I need coffee and something to eat.” 
 
    The two of them took the elevator to the ground floor and avoided the hotel restaurant. Instead, they found a coffee café buying cappuccinos and small custard pastries, called pasteis de nata, which were famous throughout the city. 
 
    “Did you like the pasteis de nata?” Carla asked him. 
 
    “They were good with the coffee,” Jake said. 
 
    “There are better places to get them in the city. We could go to the famous Belem shop, but the line on Monday would be very long.” 
 
    “It’s Monday?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “The days kind of blend together after a while. Are you ready to hit it?” 
 
    “Hit it?” 
 
    “Get moving.” 
 
    “Yes.” She started to get up and then sat back in her chair. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t have my phone. But I should check in to my office.” 
 
    “Do I need to remind you that someone is trying to kill you? And me?” 
 
    “But they will wonder what I am doing,” she said. “I could get in trouble for not reporting.” 
 
    This was a good opening for Jake. “Who sent you to Porto? To find me?” 
 
    She paused before saying, “My boss at SIED.” 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “That’s confidential.” 
 
    “So, it is a man?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And you trust him?” 
 
    “I have no reason not to trust him.” 
 
    “But SIED doesn’t normally work within Portugal,” Jake reminded her. 
 
    “This is true. But we can if the case includes foreign nationals. And I understood that we were working in coordination with the Secret Intelligence Service.” 
 
    “Which is like the American FBI?” 
 
    “Yes. SIS took the lead from the Judicial Police Criminal Investigation Department in Ponta Delgada. Specifically, a Chief Superintendent Armando Machado.” 
 
    Now Jake was getting somewhere. He had heard about this Armando Machado in his past. Perhaps this man had somehow found out about Jake’s real identity. 
 
    “I wasn’t using my real name on Pico Island,” Jake said. 
 
    “I know. You seem to have a lot of different names. Including the one you used to check into our hotel last night.” 
 
    He shrugged. “When you have a background like mine, a lot of people would like to see you dead. Using my real name and identification would be a big problem.” 
 
    Carla got up and headed toward the door. 
 
    Jake caught up to her on the sidewalk out front. “You didn’t pick this hotel by random,” he said. 
 
    “No. The apartment where your two associates were killed is two blocks from here. Just up the hill.” 
 
    Hill was an understatement. The two of them pushed up the steep sidewalk and turned right, heading back in the direction of the main train station. Jake knew that his associates had used the apartment as a base of operations and their residence. The two officers killed were in their mid-thirties and former communications specialists in the Spanish Army. After the army, they had worked for a number of years with Spanish Intelligence, before Carlos Gomez had recruited them into his organization. Jake had personally hired security chief Fausto Crespo, who had hired his deputy, Gilda Freitas. 
 
    The apartment was on the second floor of an old stone structure that was connected to other buildings and seemed to connect to the hill behind it. 
 
    As they went into the building, Jake casually glanced back on the street behind them. 
 
    They climbed to the second level and found the apartment, which would have a view of the street below and the back side of the building. 
 
    Carla hesitated at the door, waiting for Jake to decide what to do. 
 
    He twisted his fingers, meaning to open the door. But without a key, Carla was forced to pull out a small kit and pick the lock. Which was just fine with Jake, since he didn’t feel like kicking in another door. 
 
    Once inside, Jake took in the scene. Someone had trashed the place. “Did your agency do this?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she said. “We are much more discreet than this. We believe those who killed your people were looking for something.” 
 
    He could easily see where the bodies had fallen. The officers had been surprised on the sofa. The brown leather surface was still spattered with dried, sticky blood in two distinct sections on both ends of the large sofa. 
 
    “Apparently, they were watching a football match when the killers came in shooting.” 
 
    “Let me guess. Nobody heard anything.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “They used suppressors,” Jake said. “The Chinese who came for me had the same thing.” 
 
    “We don’t know if they were Chinese.” 
 
    “They were Chinese or agents hired by the Chinese,” Jake assured her. “No computers?” 
 
    “Not by the time our people got here,” she said. “They also took their phones and anything else of value.” 
 
    Jake nodded and then went to the window, glancing at the street below. “Made it look like a robbery.” 
 
    “Maybe it was just a robbery.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Jake said. “We have company.” 
 
    Carla rushed to the window and looked to the street. “I don’t see anyone.” 
 
    “Already in the building.” Jake drew his Glock. 
 
    “Were they Chinese?” 
 
    “No. Take out your gun.” 
 
    Instead of pulling her gun from her purse, she first found her identification. Then she lifted out her gun and placed it at the side of her right leg. 
 
    Jake went behind a pony wall in the kitchen and waited for those men to kick in the door. He had observed a man scoot into a building when he was on the street, and guessed that wasn’t a good sign. But the way the men walked, he had to believe they were not coming to kill them. 
 
    Suddenly, there was a knock on the door, followed by proclamations in Portuguese indicating they were with Judicial Police. 
 
    Carla glanced to Jake for help. 
 
    The men outside became more obnoxious with their orders to open the door. 
 
    Finally, Carla said in Portuguese, “I am with SIED.” 
 
    “I know. You are Carla Matos. Let us in.” 
 
    “Identify yourself,” she said. 
 
    “Chief Superintendent Armando Machado.” 
 
    Carla glanced at Jake. Finally, she turned and opened the door, showing her identification to the man in the hall. 
 
    The chief superintendent strut into the room alone, his own badge out for Carla to read. Satisfied they were who they said they were, they both put away their IDs. 
 
    Jake had his gun hidden behind the low wall. 
 
    Machado focused on Jake and said in English, “Herr Karl Konrad from Austria.” 
 
    Okay, perhaps those on Pico Island had not discovered his true identity. Not yet anyway. 
 
    Jake came around into the living room. 
 
    “You can put your gun away, Mister Konrad,” the cop said. 
 
    Instead of returning his gun to its holster, Jake put the gun in his jacket pocket. 
 
    Machado was shorter than Carla, his stocky chest pushed out like a tin-pot dictator lecturing his people. 
 
    The chief superintendent concentrated on Carla again. He said, “SIED is looking for you. Is the Austrian man holding you against your will?” 
 
    Jake picked up most of the conversation. With a German accent, he said, “Please speak English. I’m afraid my Portuguese is lacking.” 
 
    “You understood what I said,” Machado said. 
 
    Jake nodded. “Yes. And I assure you I have not kidnapped Carla.” 
 
    She broke in and said, “He has kept me alive for the past two days.” 
 
    Machado looked skeptically at Jake and then back to Carla. “Why would someone want you dead?” 
 
    “Probably the same reason they killed the two security personnel in this apartment and tried to kill my Austrian friend on Pico Island,” Carla said with considerable attitude. 
 
    “Those were Chinese hit men,” Machado said. “I understand witnesses have said those who killed the two in this room were Europeans.” 
 
    Jake said, “Hired by the Chinese. And one correction. Those Chinese who attacked me at my house on Pico were Chinese intelligence officers with the Ministry of State Security.” 
 
    Machado swung his head around quickly. “How do you know this?” 
 
    Smiling, Jake said, “The same reason I know that you are way out of your jurisdiction and out of your depth.” 
 
    “I am allowed to investigate crimes where they take me,” Machado said derisively. 
 
    “Not if the case is taken away from you by SIS, the Secret Intelligence Service,” Jake said knowingly. 
 
    Machado was finally silent for a moment. 
 
    “This is a case for both SIS and SIED,” Carla said. 
 
    “And how do you know I am not working in concert with them?” Machado asked. 
 
    Jake took this. “If you were, you would not have left your men out in the corridor. You would want them to hear what was said in here. But instead, you know you are not sanctioned to be here. So, you keep them in the blind.” 
 
    After a long silence, Machado finally said, “I am simply trying to find the men who tried to kill you.” 
 
    “I appreciate your dedication, Chief Superintendent,” Jake said. “But I assure you that this case is beyond your paygrade.” 
 
    The short cop from Ponta Delgada seemed to deflate like a balloon at a five-year-old’s birthday party. Machado said, “Why don’t you want answers?” 
 
    Jake said, “When someone tries to kill me, I respond with overwhelming force. After the smoke clears, then I ask the question why. For now, though, I believe the bullets are still flying. Go back to the Azores.” 
 
    Machado swished his head slowly side to side. “I must do my duty.” 
 
    By now, Jake was close enough to the chief superintendent to smell the coffee on the man’s breath. The java was blended with some kind of alcohol. Jake said, “More is going on here than you understand.” 
 
    “Then inform me,” Machado said. 
 
    Carla took this. “This case is beyond your security level.” Then she went to the door and opened it for the stout fellow. 
 
    Ouch. Being dismissed by a woman would definitely shrink Machado’s machismo. 
 
    But the chief superintendent dutifully walked out and nearly had the door hit his backside when Carla shut it on him. 
 
    Carla turned to Jake and smiled. 
 
    “You seemed to like that too much,” Jake said. 
 
    “You were right. That man was out of his element.” 
 
    “I know. But a part of me likes his enthusiasm.” 
 
    “And his ignoring of orders?” she asked. 
 
    “That too.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    The slight Chinese woman sat in the front passenger seat of the four-door untraceable rental car provided by her embassy. Chen Fang played a casino game on her cell phone, keeping her eye on the apartment entrance two blocks ahead. They had gotten there earlier that morning, hoping to find their target from Pico Island. Somehow that man and his whore had escaped the Azores without a scratch. That was unfortunate, she thought. Her mind wandered, trying to think about all of the sexual positions she could have with a brute like the Austrian. When orders had come down to simultaneously take out various targets around Europe, she had not hesitated to put her plan to action. All of the others had been killed without a single loss, but somehow this man had taken out four of her best officers. How did that happen? 
 
    Since the strikes, Chen Fang had made it her mission to finish her assignment and kill this mysterious Austrian. 
 
    Did she question the wisdom or need to hit any of the targets? Not at all. Her government must have had a reason. 
 
    She lost big-time with her game, running out of fake money, making her swear at her phone. 
 
    “Fang,” her subordinate said from behind the wheel. “The men are coming out of the apartment.” 
 
    Yan Shen was the Yin to her Yang. He reasoned through every problem like a mathematician, knowing there was only one answer. But Chen Fang didn’t like to hear the reasonable. She preferred answers to be more flexible. 
 
    “I told you that was that fat little cop from the Azores,” she said. 
 
    “Do we follow him?” 
 
    “Why? He is insignificant. We now have the Austrian and this new whore—the Portuguese intelligence officer.” 
 
    “She was not on our list,” Shen said. 
 
    “If she’s with the Austrian, then she’s our target.” 
 
    A few minutes after the Portuguese cop left with his men, the Austrian finally came to the street with the woman young enough to be his daughter. 
 
    She put her phone away, turned on her comm, and spoke firmly into the mic, “Everybody in place. Follow the Austrian and the woman. If they split up, we stick with the man.” 
 
    Acknowledgments came across the comm from her people. 
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    Atlantic Ocean 
 
      
 
    Carlos Gomez leaned back in his plush white leather chair in the rear lounge on his private yacht. Behind him was an extensive bar with only top-shelf spirits. In front of him, on the starboard bulkhead, was a large-screen LED television hooked up to satellite communications that could beam down nearly any channel Gomez wanted, or could be used for teleconferences. Which was his plan this morning. 
 
    His crew had pulled out of the Douro River, past Porto, Portugal, and were now in the greater Atlantic heading south along the Portuguese coast. Eventually they would pass through the Strait of Gibraltar and enter the Mediterranean. Then they would make port in Saint Tropez until February. 
 
    Each year in January the rich, famous and politically connected met in Davos, Switzerland for the World Economic Forum. Prior to that meeting of the minds, those billionaires who were part of Europe’s elite met to discuss upcoming issues. This morning many were meeting in person in Monaco, while others, like Gomez, tuned in via satellite. 
 
    Gomez finish the last of his cappuccino and set the empty cup on a small side table. Then his main steward clicked on the conference call, handing the remote control to his boss before leaving the room. 
 
    As the billionaires entered the call, Gomez could see each one sign in by their face in a small box along the bottom of the screen. Normally those in attendance were only from Europe, but this year the council had included some from Asia and South America. The only caveat, of course, was that no Americans were allowed. They had too much power already. And no Chinese were invited. Europe was not happy with their trade practices. 
 
    There were a few faces that Gomez did not know, and these were of the newer participants from South America—although Gomez had knowledge of them. Also, he suspected some of the Eastern European and Russian oligarchs were part of the Midnight Group, the super-secret near cult-like clan of elite billionaires that Gomez refused to join. He had been invited a number of times, but wasn’t a big joiner. He wasn’t sure that his priorities would align with theirs. Gomez was part of another group that had descended from the Templars. 
 
    This meeting was run by a billionaire from South Africa, the only man from that continent. Since this man ran the agenda, he almost immediately brought up the elephant in the room—the overwhelming and increasing influence of the Chinese. 
 
    “How can we possibly compete with the Chinese?” South Africa asked. “They are buying up entire ports on all sides of Africa. They can run their cheap products through the ports duty free and tariff free.” 
 
    An Indian billionaire chimed in. “Now you know how we feel.” 
 
    More billionaires spouted off, like young girls at a sorority house. Gomez simply listened. Finally, he got up and went to his bar, pouring himself at least three fingers of single malt Scotch. He wandered back and settled into his chair, the squabbling continuing until South Africa brought some order to the meeting. 
 
    None of them had the problems that Gomez was experiencing, he thought. 
 
    “Does anyone have a solution instead of simple complaints?” South Africa asked. 
 
    Perfect opening. Gomez said quickly, “Punch them in the mouth.” 
 
    A few people laughed. Some agreed with Gomez. 
 
    “Could you explain yourself, Carlos?” South Africa asked. 
 
    Gomez took a sip of his drink and then said, “I feel for everyone on this call, but I need to know if any of you have been physically attacked by the Chinese.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Come on,” Gomez said. “And I’m not talking about cyber-attacks. I’m sure you have all been hit by those. I’m talking about physical attacks perpetrated by the Chinese.” 
 
    Still silence. 
 
    “Fine,” Gomez said. “I’ll start.” He explained how last week a number of his people had been murdered. How his main headquarters was being protested by a paid crowd of rabble-rousers. And how he wasn’t going to take it anymore. 
 
    “What can we do about it,” the Indian billionaire asked. 
 
    “Has someone in your organization been attacked?” Gomez asked. 
 
    The Indian’s head bobbed agreement. “My Chief Financial Officer was murdered last week in Bangalore. They also killed two security officers. Luckily his wife and children were in Delhi at the time. We just assumed it was robbery. He lived in a very nice house.” 
 
    “Anyone else have similar experiences?” Gomez asked. 
 
    There was some hesitation on the faces of those on the call, but many of them finally agreed that things were not business as usual. 
 
    “I’ll bet each one of those attacked have been approached in the past few months for either a buy-out or some kind of cooperative deal with the Chinese. Am I wrong?” Gomez asked. 
 
    Now, each of those attacked put their concerns into the record. Many had lost key employees, or had suspicious fires or other accidents in their production facilities. It was nothing big enough to shut them down, but enough to make them think. 
 
    “They don’t want to kill your production,” Gomez said. “They simply want to dominate you like an alpha dog dry humping your leg. Then when you are at your weakest, the Chinese will come back with a deal. But this one will be less favorable than the last. They will eventually wear you down until you capitulate.” 
 
    “Those are Mafia tactics,” said one of the Italian billionaires. 
 
    Now they were getting it, Gomez thought, as he took another sip of Scotch. There was one man who looked a bit squeamish. Gomez found his wireless keyboard and typed in a private message to this man, asking him to stay on after this conference call. The man reluctantly agreed. 
 
    South Africa finally said they needed to meet in person at Davos and come up with a solution to their Chinese problem. “But we must come to Davos with not just complaints. We must have evidence. Then we can file a formal complaint with the WTO and the UN.” 
 
    Gomez broke in. “The Chinese don’t care one bit about those entities.” 
 
    A number of members mumbled concerns, but nothing concrete. 
 
    “What do you suggest, Carlos?” South Africa asked. 
 
    He hesitated, unsure if he should show his hand at this time. “I’m working on it,” Gomez said. “I have my best people on it. I will have an answer for you at Davos. But I assure you one thing is true. The Chinese will not go quietly into that good night. They only understand strength.” 
 
    There were a few final remarks before everyone signed off the call. Everyone but the man Gomez had sent a private message. This was a billionaire from Singapore named Bobby Barnes. Gomez knew that this man dealt with the Chinese more than anyone else on the call. 
 
    “Thank you for staying for a private meeting, Bobby,” Gomez said. 
 
    “My pleasure,” Barnes said. “But why me?” 
 
    “Because you have a good relationship with the Chinese.” 
 
    “In my neck of the woods, I have no choice,” Barnes said. 
 
    “I can imagine.” Gomez hesitated, trying to decide the best way to broach the subject. Then, he said, “You are in Panama. Is there something you want to tell me about your presence there?” 
 
    “Business. It’s private.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “What are you getting at? Are you accusing me of something?” 
 
    “Not at all. I just know that the Chinese practically own the Panama Canal and the ports on both side of the passage. Nothing happens in Panama without their knowledge or approval.” 
 
    The lanky man seemed to squirm on the other end. “As you know, Panama is a tax haven.” 
 
    Gomez knew. And he had a lot of contacts there. “I could make one call to find out what you did there.” 
 
    More slithering. “I’m sure you could, Mister Gomez. But why would you?” 
 
    “Because my people were attacked and killed last week,” he said. “The same could happen to your people.” 
 
    Barnes shook his head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Why not? The Chinese are schoolyard bullies.” 
 
    Smiling, Barnes said, “But their checks clear.” 
 
    Gomez had a feeling this tall billionaire from Singapore was holding back on him. But now that he knew this, he had another direction to search. 
 
    “Will you be in Davos later this month?” Gomez asked. 
 
    “Of course. Why?” 
 
    “I think we need to meet to discuss some business.” 
 
    Barnes smiled. “You make cell phones and other communications equipment. That’s not my area of expertise.” 
 
    “I know. But you know real estate, shipping, and international business. Especially in the Pacific Rim area.” 
 
    “That, I do. Are you looking to produce in my area?” 
 
    “Do you have contacts in Vietnam?” Gomez asked. 
 
    “I do. If I broker a deal, I expect a finder’s fee.” 
 
    “I understand that’s how you work,” Gomez said. “I would expect nothing less from you. We’ll work a meeting into our Davos visit.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” The man from Singapore cut off his connection. 
 
    Gomez smiled and sat back in his chair, taking a long sip of Scotch. This was a total ruse, of course. He had no intention of producing anything in Asia. He had locked in enough production in Poland and the Baltics to keep him going forever, if needed. 
 
    His satellite phone rang and he saw that it was his chief of technology in Porto, Sancho Eneko. 
 
    “You get it, Sancho?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Sancho said. “I now have his cell phone in my pocket. We can keep track of his location and even listen in to any call he makes.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Where are Jake and Sirena?” 
 
    “Jake is in Lisbon,” Sancho said. “And Sirena is just getting there now.” 
 
    “Great. Can you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Dig into the recent business dealings of this Singapore billionaire Bobby Barnes.” 
 
    “What would you like to know?” 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    “When do you need it?” 
 
    “Yesterday.” 
 
    “Then I’ll get it for you two days ago,” Sancho said with a slight chuckle. 
 
    They both hung up simultaneously. 
 
    Gomez finished off the last of his Scotch and set the glass on the table next to him. He had a feeling this man from Singapore could give him exactly what he needed, but it might take a little persuasion. 
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    Jake and Carla had walked back to their hotel, and Jake had tried his best to help the young Portuguese officer understand their situation. The Chinese were not their friends. Her government was making a huge mistake letting the hordes into the gates. And the Chinese were doing so without having to fire a shot—at least in a hot war sense. 
 
    Back in their room, Jake said, “We need to get moving.” 
 
    “Where?” she asked. 
 
    Jake paced the floor and then glanced out the window to the street below. “We were followed to the hotel.” 
 
    “What? I didn’t see anyone.” 
 
    “They were pretty good,” Jake said. “But not good enough.” 
 
    She came to the window and said, “Who are they? Are they down there?” 
 
    “No. This is a big hotel. But they’ll eventually find our room. We’ll be long gone by then.” 
 
    “They’ll be waiting for us when we leave.” 
 
    “I’m betting on that,” Jake said. 
 
    There was a fight to come, he knew. But he wasn’t sure he wanted this young intel officer involved. Still, she could play a role. 
 
    Jake said, “Listen, you can’t stay away from your agency forever. Is there anyone you trust to bring you in?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I trust most of my friends and colleagues.” 
 
    “Alright. You can call your boss from the lobby and have them send someone to pick you up.” 
 
    Carla put her hands on her hips. “You’re trying to dismiss me.” 
 
    “I’m trying to keep you alive.” 
 
    “What about your two people killed in that apartment?” she asked. “Are you just going to forget about them?” 
 
    “I know who killed them. I’ve always known. It was the Chinese or agents of theirs.” 
 
    “But what about the why?” 
 
    “The why is for your local police to discover,” Jake said. “And they may never know that. The Chinese are in a battle with the Gomez organization over trade issues.” 
 
    “That’s crazy.” 
 
    “But true. The Chinese are seeking world hegemony in politics, military might and in trade. They have central plans and will stop at nothing to meet their goals.” He pointed off toward the west. “Why do you think they want a foothold in the Azores? They have no land in the Atlantic region. But now they have a base on Terceira Island and will soon have missiles on Santa Maria. From there to the American east coast is only about twenty-five hundred miles. They could hit us with intermediate-range nuclear missiles, as well as all of Europe. That can’t happen.” 
 
    “You have a devious mind,” she concluded. 
 
    “If I can imagine the impossible, then the Chinese already have that operation planned and in progress.” 
 
    “How can you know this?” 
 
    “Because I’ve been dealing with the Chinese and Russians since before you were born.” 
 
    She slung her bag over her shoulder and went to the door. “Okay, old man. Let’s go. Or should I call a wheelchair for you?” 
 
    Jake picked up his bag and said, “You’re not too big for a spanking.” 
 
    She raised her brows. “Maybe I would enjoy that too much.” 
 
    “Get going. And be vigilant. Just because I think they won’t attack yet, doesn’t mean they won’t.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Just before leaving, Jake got a text. He saw that it was from Sirena, saying she had just landed. He texted her back with a proposal, and she fired back almost immediately. 
 
    “What is it?” Carla asked. 
 
    “Change of plan. My friend will pick us up out front and drive you to your headquarters.” 
 
    “She’s back.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    They went out to the elevator and headed down to the front lobby, Jake keeping his coat unzipped and ready to draw his weapon if needed. 
 
    Jake checked out and they held tight in the lobby until Sirena texted that she was coming toward the front entrance driving a silver Audi A6. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Jake said. 
 
    Sirena pulled up, Jake pushed Carla into the back seat with the bags, and he got in the front passenger seat, smiling at Sirena. 
 
    She pulled away from the front entrance before Jake could put on his seat belt, shoving him back against the leather seat. 
 
    As he got in, he did notice the car that had followed them from the apartment to the hotel, with the Chinese man and woman in the front seat. 
 
    “We’ve got a tail,” Jake said. 
 
    Sirena glanced into her rearview mirror and said, “Black SEAT Toledo?” 
 
    “Good eye,” Jake said. Then he quickly introduced Carla to Sirena. 
 
    Glancing at Carla in the mirror, Sirena said, “Did you order this shit storm?” 
 
    Jake smiled back at Carla and said, “She’s kidding.” 
 
    “Never mind,” Sirena said as she powered her way through the light traffic. “If you knew Jake like I know Jake, you would have had enough sense to stay away. He’s like a bullet magnet.” 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Jake said. 
 
    Sirena twisted a knob on the radio, turning up the volume on European heavy metal. Then she hit the gas to match the intensity of the music. Periodically, the music would cut off just long enough for a calm British woman giving GPS directions. Then the music would come back with a vengeance. 
 
    Carla leaned forward, straining the seat belt against her shoulder. “Where are you going? Perhaps I could help.” 
 
    Jake turned and saw that the Chinese were keeping up with them, but were back nearly a full block. “She’s got this, Carla.” 
 
    The GPS lady routed them toward the large suspension bridge, but instead of going over it, they vectored toward the other side of the highway and quickly found themselves back alongside the waterfront. 
 
    “We are heading toward Belem,” Carla said. “That’s not ideal this time of day.” 
 
    Sirena shoved down the gas increasing their speed considerably as she weaved around slower vehicles in both lanes. 
 
    “Good thing you got the Quattro with over three hundred horses,” Jake said. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To drop off your friend,” Sirena said. 
 
    “I don’t need to be dropped off,” Carla complained. 
 
    Sirena’s eyes shifted toward Jake. “Did you find out what you needed to find out in Lisbon?” 
 
    “More than likely,” Jake said. “Chinese also. But they might have used hired guns.” He glanced in the side mirror and didn’t like what he saw. “The Chinese have called in a few friends.” 
 
    Both Sirena and Carla checked the road behind them. 
 
    Jake pulled out his Glock and waited for what was to come. 
 
    Carla, seeing Jake’s gun, pulled out her own. 
 
    “I can’t outrun those crotch rockets,” Sirena said. 
 
    “Then let’s hope Gomez took out the insurance on this car,” Jake said. 
 
    The two motorcycles behind them shot forward like out of a cannon and ended up on either side of them. Sirena caught the movement and swished the car to the left and then the right quickly, forcing the bike riders to back off. But it gave Jake a second to see that each motorcycle carried two people, and the passenger had a submachine gun. 
 
    Jake powered down his window and said, “Tap the brakes slightly on my mark.” 
 
    He watched the cycle on his side approaching quickly. With one motion, Jake unbuckled and shoved his body out the window, his gun pointed back. “Now,” Jake yelled. 
 
    Sirena tapped the brakes, which brought the motorcycle toward Jake swiftly. 
 
    Jake fired five times. Not at the men, but at the front of the motorcycle. When one of his bullets hit the front tire of the approaching bike, the tire blew and the rim hit the pavement, sending the motorcycle and riders flying over the handlebars. 
 
    Just as Jake pulled himself into the car, bullets struck the back end of the car smashing in the back window. Carla hit the seat. 
 
    By now, the motorcycle was coming up along the left side of their Audi. Jake twisted and shot a number of times, smashing through the left rear window and forcing the second motorcycle to retreat. 
 
    The British lady cut in and told Sirena to stay left ahead. 
 
    As the silence lingered for a second, Jake felt his phone buzz. For some reason he pulled out his phone and saw that the call was from Carlos Gomez. 
 
    Jake tapped the green button and said, “Hey, Carlos. What’s up?” 
 
    The heavy metal came on loudly again until Sirena could silence it. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” Gomez asked. 
 
    “Yes, why?” 
 
    Just then, Carla twisted around with her gun and fired three times, keeping the motorcycle from getting any closer. 
 
    “Was that gunfire?” Gomez asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jake said. “We’re having a little issue here in Lisbon.” 
 
    “The Chinese?” 
 
    “As suspected.” 
 
    The British woman directed them in front of a brilliant old building with crowds of people out front. 
 
    Carla said, “That’s what I was trying to tell you. This is Torre de Belem. The major tourist attraction of Lisbon.” 
 
    Traffic ahead slowed, forcing Sirena to honk her horn and scatter pedestrians. 
 
    Jake glanced back and saw that the SEAT and motorcycle were keeping pace but not approaching them. 
 
    “Crap,” Jake said. “Cops.” 
 
    “Listen, Jake,” Gomez said. “I need you and Sirena to handle something for me.” 
 
    “We’re a little busy right now,” Jake complained. 
 
    “After that,” the billionaire said. “The jet is refueled and waiting for you at the Lisbon airport.” 
 
    Jake glanced back and saw that a police cruiser, lights flashing, had picked up the chase. “Once we make a delivery and get rid of the Chinese we’ll get to the airport. Where are we going?” 
 
    “I told you,” Sirena said. “To drop off your girlfriend.” 
 
    “What?” Gomez asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Jake said. “Can I call you back for more info once we lose these assholes?” 
 
    “Of course. Carry on.” 
 
    The line went blank and Jake shoved the phone back in his pocket. Then he checked the bullets left in the magazine. Probably okay, he thought. 
 
    “How much farther?” Jake asked Carla. 
 
    “About a kilometer,” Carla said. “Just up ahead and to the left.” 
 
    Just after Carla said this, the British GPS lady confirmed the directions. 
 
    This road was more open and with less cars, so Sirena was able to pick up the speed. 
 
    More gunfire came from behind them. This time it came from those on the motorcycle and from the car. 
 
    Turning to Carla, Jake said, “You better pull out your ID for the gate guards.” 
 
    “They won’t let you in,” Carla said. 
 
    “I know. But they will let you come through.” 
 
    Their attackers continued to fire at their Audi, but their bullets hit the back of the car, plinking through the metal. 
 
    Sirena hit the next corner hard and fast, squealing the tires as they cut across the lane and nearly hit the sidewalk on the other side. Just ahead was the gate for SIED, the Portuguese Defense Strategic Information Service. 
 
    Powering the engine hard for a second, Sirena cut the wheel to the left and then cranked hard to the right and hitting the brakes, sliding the car to a halt close to the entrance. 
 
    Jake shoved his arm out the window and waited for the pursuit to catch them. 
 
    Carla jumped out holding up her ID in her left hand and keeping her gun at the side of her right leg. The gate guards first nearly shot her, but then they must have realized she was one of them, since they lowered their guns. 
 
    The SEAT and motorcycle screeched to a halt a short distance away and started to fire at the Audi. 
 
    Jake returned fire, emptying his magazine. He heard shots coming from the other side of the car and, as he swapped out magazines, saw Carla and the gate guards also open fire on the Chinese. The two people on the motorcycle hit the pavement, and the SEAT car powered up in reverse, swiveled hard around and squealed tires getting away. 
 
    Ears ringing like crazy, Jake turned and saw Carla speaking with the gate guards. He got out and checked on the young Portuguese intel officer. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Jake asked Carla. 
 
    “Yeah. I think I’m fine,” she said. “This is the most excitement I’ve had since joining SIED.” 
 
    Reinforcements came flying toward the gate on foot and in vehicles. 
 
    Luckily, the police had rightfully taken the SEAT as the shooters and were hot on the trail of the Chinese officers. 
 
    “Hey,” Sirena said from the car. “Let’s go. We can’t stay here.” 
 
    He knew she was right. 
 
    Carla gave Jake a big hug. “Thanks for keeping me alive.” 
 
    “You’re on your own now, girl,” Jake said, running to the other side of the car. “If your bosses need confirmation of your activities in the past couple of days, let me know. You have my private number. Not many do.” 
 
    Carla smiled at Jake. “Take care. Don’t die.” 
 
    That had been Jake’s motto for years. He waved and got into the Audi. Sirena immediately hit the gas and took off. 
 
    Instead of going back the way they had come, Sirena headed to the outer northern ring of Lisbon. This time she kept the car within the speed limit. 
 
    After a while, Sirena finally said, “Are you alright?” 
 
    Jake shoved his gun back into the holster under his left arm. “Just wonderful. You?” 
 
    “She was cute,” she said. 
 
    “I think my son Karl would like her.” 
 
    “What have we gotten ourselves into now?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “Same old shit. The Chinese are relentless. They couldn’t kill us on Pico, so they tried to finish the job in Porto and Lisbon.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    Jake had started to wonder the same thing. “Once I found out that others in our company had been targeted, I decided not to take it personally. The Chinese are obviously trying to hurt the Gomez organization. I think Gomez is about to enlighten us further.” 
 
    “I sure as hell hope so,” Sirena said. 
 
    “Oh. Welcome home, honey.” 
 
    “Bite me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    22 
 
      
 
    Panama City, Panama 
 
      
 
    Jake and Sirena had flown from Lisbon to Panama with a short refueling layover in Miami. Jake had gotten a little sleep along the way, but Sirena had been awake most of the trip. Something was really bothering her, Jake knew, but so far, she had been reticent with her thoughts. 
 
    During the flight, Jake also read the dossier on the Singapore billionaire, Bobby Barnes. The man was mostly known for his massive and complex real estate deals, but Barnes also had interest in a number of manufacturing interests in Southeast Asia, from Indonesia to Vietnam, and nearly every country in between. The man also owned a number of cargo ships. As far as Jake could tell, the man was on the level. Barnes also banked in some of the same places as Jake—from Panama and Belize to Andorra and Lichtenstein. 
 
    Jake and Sirena had said goodbye to the flight crew at the private operations area of the international airport. The crew would have normally been on the ground for at least twelve hours for rest, but Gomez had ordered them to stay in Panama and be ready to take Jake and Sirena anywhere needed. 
 
    That was nearly fifteen hours ago. Now, Jake and Sirena were surveilling Singapore billionaire Bobby Barnes, who was renting a multi-million-dollar high-rise condo in the Punta Pacifica area of downtown Panama City. Luckily, the Gomez organization had been able to rent the nearly five-thousand-square-foot condo adjacent to the billionaire’s place on the eighteenth floor. And Sancho Eneko had given them the cloned cell phone information, so Jake and Sirena were able to hear every call the man made and even conversations close to the phone, which were nearly every one Barnes made. The man was never very far from his phone. 
 
    Sirena came out from the master bedroom wearing a slinky black dress that exposed nearly half of her breasts and clung tight to her body, her legs accentuated by three-inch stilettos. 
 
    “Wow,” Jake said, sitting in front of a laptop computer. He pulled off his headset and stood up. “That’s some dress.” 
 
    She adjusted her substantial breasts. “I think I need to work out a little more. Or go on a diet.” 
 
    “You look fantastic,” Jake said, taking her into his arms and hugging her. 
 
    She pushed him away. “Easy boy. We have a job to do. Anything new?” 
 
    “The girl is on her way up.” 
 
    Sirena found her purse and unzipped it for easy access to a subcompact Glock 43. “Let’s get her. How much is she worth?” 
 
    “Five hundred Panamanian Balboa.” 
 
    “What’s that in real money?” Jake asked, flipping through U.S. cash. 
 
    “Balboa is the same as U.S. dollar.” 
 
    “Good enough. Let’s do this.” He had switched from his leather coat to an oversized tropical shirt, his Glock easily covered on his right hip. 
 
    As far as they could tell, Bobby Barnes had let most of his security detail go for the evening. There should be only one man left behind, Jake thought. Easy enough. 
 
    They got out to the corridor and Jake reinforced his memory. Cameras were not allowed here. They were only on the elevators, lower floors, and throughout the lobby and ground floor shops, bars and restaurants. The rich and famous could pay for a little privacy and discretion. 
 
    But a call girl needed a ride up in the elevator, since it took a room card to make the elevator go to any level. 
 
    Jake waited outside the bank of elevators, while Sirena held tight outside their room door. When one of the elevators stopped on their floor, a very young girl stepped out. If it was possible, her dress was even more tight and revealing than Sirena’s. 
 
    He let the girl pass him as Jake waited for the elevator to go away. Then he said with a German accent, “Excuse me, young lady.” 
 
    The girl turned around, her eyebrows rising. 
 
    Jake flashed the five hundred dollars. “This will be the easiest money you’ve ever made with your clothes on.” 
 
    She looked confused, but she walked up to Jake and said, “I was told to go to your room.” She had almost no accent. 
 
    Jake handed her the money and said, “Change of plans.” 
 
    “You want me to blow you here in the hallway?” 
 
    “No, afraid not. We will have to reschedule.” 
 
    She shrugged and put the money into her tiny purse. Then she got on the elevator and went away. 
 
    Heading back to Sirena, Jake smiled at her. 
 
    “Did I hear that right?” Sirena asked. “You passed up head?” 
 
    “She looked about fifteen.” 
 
    Sirena smacked Jake’s chest and said, “Glad to know you have standards.” 
 
    Now they went to the billionaire’s door. Sirena stood with her hand in her purse and Jake was off to one side of the door. 
 
    She barely knocked when the billionaire came to the door wearing only a white cotton robe, which didn’t even cover the tall man’s knees. 
 
    “Okay,” Barnes said. “I was expecting someone a lot younger, but you will do.” 
 
    Sirena pulled her gun and said, “No, I won’t do, you pervert.” She pushed the much taller man into the room and Jake came right in after them. 
 
    An Asian man came from the living room looking for trouble. But Jake had his gun out and pointed it right at the man’s face, stopping him in his tracks. 
 
    Jake made the Asian man turn around. Then he quietly put his gun in its holster. But the Asian man used this split second to try to elbow Jake in the head. But Jake was too fast. He punched the man in the kidney and caught him in a sleeper hold to keep him from hitting the floor. 
 
    “Don’t kill him,” Barnes pled. 
 
    Jake had no intention of doing so. After a short struggle, the Asian man passed out. Then Jake pulled out some heavy zip ties and bound the man’s hands behind his back and his feet together. 
 
    Turning to the billionaire, Jake used his German accent again. “Now, we can talk, Mister Barnes.” 
 
    “What do you want? Money? My Rolex is worth ten grand.” 
 
    “Well, you paid too much for that,” Jake said. “My phone keeps perfect time worldwide.” 
 
    “Then what do you want?” Barnes asked. 
 
    “Information.” 
 
    Barnes turned to run, but Jake caught the robe and the man ended up naked scurrying for the door. 
 
    Sirena slammed the man against the wall, and shoved her knee up under his bare butt. She must have hit his balls, because the man immediately crashed to the floor in pain. 
 
    Jake shook his head and threw the robe at the man. “Nobody has to get hurt, Mister Barnes. But I am quite prepared to see if a seven-foot man can fly from an eighteenth-floor balcony. But I’m pretty sure the math doesn’t work in your favor.” 
 
    Barnes got to his knees and put the robe on again, tying the rope around his waist. Then he got to his feet again. “What do you want?” 
 
    Jake led the billionaire to the leather sofa in the living room with a view of both the Pacific Ocean and downtown Panama City. He shoved the larger man into the sofa. 
 
    Intelligence officers were trained to withstand beatings and torture from captors. But civilians, and especially soft billionaire types who were used to being pampered, probably had the pain tolerance of a three-year-old. Jake could probably give the guy a few well-placed noogies on the skull and get the guy to give him all of his internet passwords. 
 
    So, Jake decided to go the route of the soft interrogation. He sat across from the man on a thick wooden coffee table and simply stared the man down. Sometimes saying nothing was better than making threats. 
 
    Unable to calm himself, Barnes started to spout off everything he had done recently that had a slight possibility of impropriety. Jake expected the man to confess to being the man on the grassy knoll—even though he wouldn’t have been born yet. 
 
    Finally, Jake raised his hands in protest. “Just a minute, Barnes. I know you just hired an underaged girl to come to your condo and have sex with you. That’s despicable, but it’s not why we’re here.” 
 
    Barnes shifted his gaze from Jake to Sirena, who had agreed to only step in if Jake needed help. Not likely with this guy, Jake thought. But Sirena was putting off some major badass vibe with her hands on her hips and wide stance. She looked like she might shove a stiletto into each of the billionaire’s eyes. 
 
    “I’ve been around some scary people,” Barnes said, “but you two give me the creeps.” 
 
    Perfect, Jake thought. 
 
    Sirena finally spoke with her version of a German accent. “You should be concerned. Do you know how many people this man has killed?” 
 
    “Please,” Jake said. “Your body count must be close to triple digits by now.” 
 
    “I don’t want to brag,” she said. “But I’ll bet yours is twice mine.” 
 
    “I’ve been around longer,” Jake said. 
 
    Sirena thought for a moment. “Have you ever killed a man this tall?” 
 
    “Pretty close. But I’ll admit I wouldn’t want to try to dispose of a body this big.” 
 
    “We could cut him into smaller pieces.” 
 
    “That would be the only way,” Jake agreed. 
 
    Barnes looked like a frightened puppy during a thunderstorm. “Please. Ask the question. There is no need for violence.” 
 
    They all heard movement and turned toward the front door. The Asian man had come to and was trying to struggle against the zip ties. 
 
    Jake shifted his head toward Sirena, who went to the man and stomped on his face, knocking him out again. 
 
    “No need for your man to hear what you will eventually tell us,” Jake said. “Then you can simply say we were here to rob you.” He hesitated, making sure his words would not be able to be used against him. “Now. Tell me why you are in Panama.” 
 
    Barnes sunk into the sofa. He said, “I just bought this condo.” 
 
    “I understand you closed on this property three years ago,” Jake said, remembering the briefing he read on Barnes. “Even in Panama this is easy enough to discover.” 
 
    “You seem to have all the answers,” Barnes said. 
 
    Sirena had come around behind Barnes. She grasped the man’s ears and nearly ripped them from his head. He tried to grab her hands, but she pulled them away quickly. Then she cupped her hands and smacked both ears, nearly breaking the drums with the pressure. 
 
    The billionaire rolled around on the sofa in pain. Yeah, he had a very weak pain threshold. 
 
    Finally, Barnes recovered enough to sit up straight again. “Why? I was answering your questions.” 
 
    Jake pointed at the man and said, “I don’t want any attitude from you. I know you’re used to getting your way. But this situation could be very dire for your health.” He pointed over his shoulder. “As I mentioned, I’m not sure you can fly. But we could find out.” 
 
    Silence. The man was contemplating his options. 
 
    “Are you ready to talk?” Jake asked solemnly. 
 
    Barnes nodded yes. 
 
    “Good. So, two days ago you walked into a bank near this building and signed a real estate contract. We simply want to know what you bought.” 
 
    The tall, lanky billionaire looked like a little kid who had just been caught looking at his mother’s underwear. 
 
    Finally, Barnes said, “You can probably find this another way.” 
 
    “A real estate deal,” Jake surmised. “What was it?” He stood and loomed over the billionaire. 
 
    Without great vigor, Barnes said, “I bought an island.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “The Bahamas.” 
 
    This wasn’t a big deal, Jake thought. So, why was the man being so coy with them? 
 
    “There’s more to this purchase,” Jake guessed. 
 
    Barnes simply lifted his shoulders and tried to hold back a smirk. 
 
    In the next half hour, Barnes told Jake and Sirena everything he knew about the deal. How he had made this and other purchases for the Chinese businessman over the past couple of years. Jake wished he was surprised by these revelations, but he wasn’t. Based on the expression on Sirena’s face, she showed disgust more than surprise. 
 
    Finding his phone, Jake texted Sancho Eneko, their tech guy in Porto, seeing if he had gotten everything. Within seconds, Jake got a response. ‘Everything, boss.’ 
 
    Jake put his phone away and said, “Alright. Let’s go.” 
 
    Sirena strut to the door. 
 
    Barnes got up and said, “Wait. What now?” 
 
    Jake stopped and turned. “What do you want? A fucking medal?” 
 
    Before Barnes could answer, the front of his face exploded. 
 
    Not hearing a gunshot, Jake still understood what was going on. He rushed to the door and pushed Sirena out into the hallway. More bullets struck the walls around him as he slammed the door shut. 
 
    As Jake turned, he saw two men get off the elevator, guns drawn. 
 
    The two of them ran in the other direction toward the stairwell. 
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    By the time Jake and Sirena crashed through the emergency exit leading to the stairwell, bullets struck the edge of the hallway, barely missing them. 
 
    Sirena started to go down, but Jake pulled her up the stairs. 
 
    Once they got to the nineteenth floor, Jake peered around the doorframe to the hallway. Nothing. 
 
    He waved Sirena through, but he didn’t close the door. First, he waited, his gun out and pointed down the stairs. 
 
    The two men pursuing them crashed through the door below them. Their voices echoed up the stairwell. He guessed they were wondering which way they had gone. Once their footfalls could be heard going down, Jake slowly and quietly closed the door. 
 
    “Now where?” Sirena asked. 
 
    This was the problem with high-rise apartment buildings. Escape was never easy. They couldn’t take the stairwell down and the elevators would be covered. 
 
    Jake got on his phone and called Sancho Eneko. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Sancho asked. 
 
    “Listen up,” Jake said. “I need you to find an open room in this building on the nineteenth floor.” 
 
    “No problem. I still have their system open from when I got you your room.” 
 
    Jake could hear the young man’s computer clicking away. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “Here we go,” Sancho said. “Room Nineteen Twenty-One.” 
 
    “Can you open it for me,” Jake said, walking calmly to the subject room.” 
 
    “Are you in front of it?” Sancho asked. 
 
    “We are now.” 
 
    The electronic door light turned green and Jake pushed in. 
 
    Sirena locked the door behind them, while Jake went to the window. Luckily, they were on the same side of the building as their last place and that of the Singapore billionaire. 
 
    “Is that it?” Sancho asked. 
 
    “No. We’re under attack by Chinese operatives. They just shot and killed Bobby Barnes. I need you to call in the local police. Tell them at least four gunmen are roaming the halls on the eighteenth floor. Mention that you heard gunfire in the billionaire’s room. I want SWAT crawling all over that room, along with the lobby area.” 
 
    “Gotcha, boss. Give me five.” 
 
    Jake hung up. A sliver of light came into the room from the city lights outside. He glanced outside at the closest building that could have been a good shooting position for the person who had shot Barnes. 
 
    “What do you see?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “A building across the way. About two hundred yards. Someone could have shot from the rooftop.” 
 
    “Not a hard shot,” she said. 
 
    “Either of us could have made that with crappy optics,” he said. “Piece of cake with a nice scope.” Jake closed the curtains all the way. 
 
    Sirena clicked on a small lamp. 
 
    Jake wandered through the condo unit. It was much smaller than the one they were staying in on the floor below, and tiny compared to the billionaire’s place. 
 
    When he came back into the main living room, Sirena had found two beers from the attached kitchen area. She handed one to Jake and took a seat on the leather sofa. 
 
    He sat in a matching leather chair and said, “Any more of these in the fridge?” 
 
    “Just two more. But there’s also a well-stocked bar.” 
 
    “Any food?” 
 
    “Snack foods.” 
 
    “Good. That should last us for a while.” 
 
    “Who do you suppose owns this condo?” 
 
    Glancing about the living room, Jake said, “I don’t know. Looks like old people.” 
 
    She smiled. “Like us?” 
 
    “Much older.” 
 
    He sucked down some beer and thought about what had just happened. “What are you thinking?” 
 
    “About this whole shit show?” she asked and shrugged. “Our Chinese friends obviously had Barnes under surveillance.” 
 
    “Why kill him?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “He was no longer useful to them,” Jake said. “Plus, he couldn’t keep his mouth shut. That’s inexcusable to them. It’s not like we beat the information out of him.” 
 
    She drank some beer and smiled. “You did question gravity and what the fall might do to his body.” 
 
    “There’s that,” Jake agreed. 
 
    After a long silence, Sirena asked, “What now?” 
 
    “I thought we were out of this game.” 
 
    “They started it by attacking our home in the Azores,” she reminded him. 
 
    “Good point. Sancho will let us get this information to Carlos Gomez. But I’m not sure what we can do about any of this.” 
 
    “Information is power,” she said. “We found out about a potential military installation being built by the Suez Canal, and the Israelis took it out. If the west doesn’t fight back at this stage, then everyone better start learning Chinese.” 
 
    “I’m too old to learn another language,” Jake said. “And I don’t think our government is willing to do like the Israelis.” 
 
    Sirena finished her beer and went to the kitchen area, pulling out the last two beers from the refrigerator and opening them. She came back and handed one to Jake before sitting down again. 
 
    “We still need to tell them,” Sirena said. 
 
    Jake finished his beer and took out his SAT phone. From memory he entered a contact and typed in a cryptic message to an old friend. 
 
    “John Bradford?” she asked. 
 
    “He should know.” 
 
    “Make sure you get something for this information.” 
 
    He smiled. “I am. Information about my son.” 
 
    “Karl is still in Russia?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m going to find out.” 
 
    “He’s actually an SVR officer? Has that ever happened before?” 
 
    “Not that I’m aware of. Not in the SVR or the old KGB. He’s already done a few missions for Russia.” 
 
    The two of them had not really discussed Karl’s son in months. Sirena knew the subject was generally off-limits. 
 
    She took out her phone and typed in her own message. “I made sure our people know we’ll need the jet in the morning.” 
 
    “Good plan.” Jake’s SAT phone buzzed and he glanced at the message after opening the encryption. It was from Bradford, the CIA Director. 
 
    “Tell me it’s good news,” she said. 
 
    Jake smiled. “Bradford knows where we are and our situation. He’s offered an extract.” 
 
    Sirena sat forward on the sofa. “Do we take it?” 
 
    “It’s better than getting shot accidentally by the Panamanian Police.” 
 
    “Or intentionally by the Chinese.” 
 
    “Right.” Jake accepted the offer and said he’d wait for instructions. Then he picked up the second beer and took a heavy draw. “Now we wait.” 
 
    They didn’t have to wait too long, though. They both heard shooting somewhere in the building. Then there was something going on below them. Probably the Panamanian Police making it to the billionaire’s room and finding the dead body, Jake guessed. 
 
    He got a text from Bradford saying their extract would be there within thirty seconds. He gave them a contact code to verify they were CIA assets. 
 
    When there was a light knock on the door, Jake and Sirena both finished their beers, got up, and drew their weapons. 
 
    Jake glanced out and saw a burly guy with a beard decked out in full tactical gear. They exchanged code phrases and then Jake opened the door. 
 
    “Nice to see friendly faces,” Jake said, glancing past the first man and seeing three more men with M4s and sidearms in tactical gear. 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” their leader said. 
 
    “Friendly enough,” Jake said. “How we getting out of here?” 
 
    “Helo on the roof,” the man said. “You ever fly before?” 
 
    Sirena laughed. 
 
    Jake said, “Once or twice.” 
 
    Two contract security officers led the way toward the stairwell, while the other two cover their six. But they climbed the stairs to the roof without incident and got into the commercial-looking Bell 430 helicopter that was already fired up and ready to rotate. Within seconds they were off the building and on their way. 
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    Washington, DC 
 
      
 
    Instead of spending the evening in a swanky high-rise condo in Panama City, Jake and Sirena had slept aboard the Gulfstream jet on the tarmac waiting for the flight crew and then during the flight to Washington Reagan International Airport. They landed just before midnight. 
 
    Sirena continued to sleep in her chair, while Jake stepped onto the cold tarmac in the private area of the airport. 
 
    Jake had flown with this crew all over the world, and they had a great relationship. 
 
    “As I mentioned,” Jake said, “we won’t be on the ground more than an hour.” 
 
    The lead pilot checked his watch and said, “We’ll just get some food and head back. Where do we go from here?” 
 
    “I’ll let you know when you get back,” Jake said. “Will you have a problem with crew rest?” 
 
    Both pilots laughed and walked off. 
 
    The female flight attendant said, “They can take turns flying. Would you like me to bring you two something?” 
 
    “Only if you’re going out for pizza.” 
 
    “How did you know? I know what you like.” With that, she sauntered off to the car waiting for them. 
 
    Jake got back into the jet and went directly to the bar. He found the 25-year-old Nicaraguan rum the crew kept there specifically for Jake, and he poured himself two-fingers in a highball glass. As he swirled the amber liquid in the glass, he glanced at Sirena. He could have let her sleep, but she needed to brief their guest on the Suez incident as well. 
 
    He went to the main cabin and crouched down to Sirena, combing hair away from her eyes. “Hey, girl,” he said softly. 
 
    “Are we there yet?” she said and then opened her eyes. 
 
    “On the ground at Reagan. Do you want something to drink?” 
 
    “Not rum. Maybe some ginger ale.” 
 
    “Are you feeling alright?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    They both saw the lights coming toward the jet, and Jake almost reacted by drawing his weapon. 
 
    Two black SUVs pulled up close to the jet. Only one man got out of the first vehicle from the rear seat. He was wearing sweats and a hoodie. 
 
    CIA Director John Bradford stepped aboard the jet and then Jake closed the cabin hatch behind them. They shook hands and then turned that into a man hug. 
 
    Sirena had gotten up now and she gave her old friend and colleague a kiss on both cheeks and then a hug. “Would you like something to drink?” she asked. 
 
    “I see Jake has his rum,” Bradford said. “I’ll have what he’s having.” 
 
    Sirena smiled and went to the bar. 
 
    Jake turned the leather swivel seats so three of them formed a circle. 
 
    She came back with a can of ginger ale for herself and a rum for the CIA director. Then they all took their seats. 
 
    “It must be pretty important to call me out on a cold January night like this,” Bradford said. “Glad we could help in Panama. Luckily, we had a team on standby heading into Colombia.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jake said, “that was a mess.” 
 
    “You were with the billionaire from Singapore when he was shot. Do you know who did it?” 
 
    “Chinese,” Sirena said. “They’re behind everything going to hell in the world right now.” 
 
    “We’re beginning to believe that as well,” Bradford said. “Why would the Chinese kill Barnes? My intel says he had a lot of dealings with them.” 
 
    “That’s what I want to talk to you about,” Jake said. Then he explained how Barnes had purchased properties around the world for the Chinese, including the island in the Bahamas. 
 
    “He was their straw buyer?” Bradford asked. 
 
    Jake said, “That’s right. Barnes didn’t have time to explain all of his dealings with the Chinese, but he said he had acted on their behalf many times.” 
 
    Sirena broke in. “Then he would quietly transfer the deed over to the Chinese after his cut, which went into one of his offshore bank accounts.” 
 
    “It might take a while for your people to unravel these deals,” Jake said. 
 
    Bradford swiveled his head and then took a sip of rum. “There’s not much we can do about private sales of land to the Chinese.” 
 
    “If it was legitimate, they would have made the purchases in the sunlight,” Jake reminded his old colleague. 
 
    “You’ve got a point, Jake.” Bradford’s eyes shifted nervously. 
 
    “You know more than you’re saying,” Jake surmised. 
 
    “That’s the nature of the game.” 
 
    Of course, Jake knew this. But he was giving more than he was getting. 
 
    Jake said, “Listen, Sirena saw what the Chinese were doing up close and personal in Suez. The Israelis didn’t hesitate to send the Chinese a message.” 
 
    Bradford turned to Sirena. “What were you doing there? Never mind. I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “We’ve discussed this before,” Jake said. “The Chinese are all over the Azores. From there they can host both conventional and nuclear forces, putting a choke on the Strait of Gibraltar. They can also forward base their naval craft, including subs.” 
 
    “Our subs run them off when they get too close to our shores,” Bradford said. 
 
    “They won’t need subs to strike America,” Jake said passionately. “They already have basing rights for bombers on a Venezuelan island and they’re building up their presence there.” 
 
    “We’re watching that,” Bradford said. “We can counter that.” 
 
    “Let’s back up,” Jake said. “They own much of the Panama Canal and ports on both sides of that. If we piss them off, they become trolls to the world, choking off our access to that vital shipping lane.” 
 
    “They’re trying to do the same thing with the Suez Canal,” Sirena said. 
 
    “Not to mention Djibouti,” Bradford said. 
 
    “Right,” Jake said. “But they weren’t happy with the fact that Japan, France and the U.S. also had a base there in close proximity.” 
 
    “You’re preaching to the choir,” Bradford said. “How do think I feel with all of this happening on my watch? I spent most of my Air Force career countering the Soviet and Russian menace. And now I’m having to deal with another growing communist force.” 
 
    “But this one has more than a billion people,” Jake said. “Plus, growing economic strength and a hundred-year plan for world domination.” 
 
    “They’re quite a ways away from hegemony outside of their own sphere of influence,” Bradford reasoned. 
 
    Jake sucked down the last of his rum and set the glass on the arm cup holder. “That’s just it, John. They have the patience to play this game much longer than our four-year presidential cycle. They’re using the shiny object slight-of-hand on us. Look over here; we’re building islands in the South China Sea. Meanwhile, they’re taking over ports worldwide and converting them for military use.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Bradford asked. “Ask the president to call in air strikes on all of their ports?” 
 
    “Not all of them,” Sirena said. “But they could make an example of one or two. Like the Israelis.” 
 
    “And that’s a risk they’re willing to take,” Bradford said. “Especially with the port the Chinese are building in Pakistan.” 
 
    “You know your history, John,” Jake said. “What did Hitler do? First, he built up his military so it was stronger than any in the world. Then he took over the oil fields in North Africa, along with the Italians. And he built a sub force that could choke off shipping around the world. Europe is weak. What if the Chinese choke off oil and other resources heading into winter?” 
 
    “They would have to have the cooperation of the Russians,” Bradford said. 
 
    “They could have a secret pact right now and we wouldn’t know about it,” Jake said. “But let’s get back to the island the Chinese just purchased in the Bahamas. Like I said, they wouldn’t have to rely on their subs off the Atlantic coast. They could secretly move in mobile missiles that could strike our east coast in seconds. And even using intermediate-range missiles, they could hit our west coast. Before they even do that, they could knock out our satellite systems, rendering us blind. We don’t have missiles to counter their anti-satellite missiles. We’ve been spending too much money in places that have no strategic military advantage instead of countering the threats of the future.” 
 
    Bradford let out a heavy sigh and drank the last of his rum. “Are you sure you don’t want to come back to work for me?” 
 
    Jake laughed. “I’ve done enough for God and Country.” 
 
    Sirena got up and took Jake’s empty glass and the empty glass from Bradford’s hand. Without asking, she went to the bar and refilled them, handing them back to each man. 
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you, Jake,” Bradford said. “I’ve brought up nearly everything you just laid out in numerous policy meetings. I think my time at the Agency is drawing near.” 
 
    “Why?” Jake said. “They need a guy like you in that position.” 
 
    “It’s not so much the executive branch,” Bradford said. “It’s the congressional oversight that’s really bothering me. It’s filled now with a bunch of communists who think the Chinese can do no wrong. Everything we fought for in the Cold War has now seeped into the House and Senate. I’m disgusted.” 
 
    “We all are,” Jake said. “Even more reason why they need you in that office.” 
 
    “You probably don’t know this, and I shouldn’t be telling you, but the Chinese are also building a base on an Indonesian island in the Strait of Malacca.” 
 
    Jake considered this, scanning the map of the world in his mind. “Then it’s worse than I thought. Half of the shipping in the world goes through those straits.” 
 
    Bradford nodded and took a long sip of rum. 
 
    There wasn’t much more Jake could do for America. The house was on fire, and he had sounded the alarm. Now it was up to the firemen to take action. Or, let the whole thing burn to the ground. 
 
    “You know about what happened to us in the Azores,” Jake said. “We tracked that down to the Chinese. They killed a number of our people across Europe. Tried to kill the both of us. I’ve dicked around long enough. For some reason the Chinese are attacking their competitors in the business world.” 
 
    Bradford broke in. “It’s not just the Gomez organization. From what I understand, it’s any company that will not sell out or be beaten fair and square in the market. The FBI has reported a number of deaths of key company personnel across America, Europe, South America, and Africa. Then they come in with extortion demands.” 
 
    “Right,” Sirena said. “Mafia tactics. Here’s what happens if you don’t comply.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Bradford said. “These are simply accusations and suspicions so far.” 
 
    “Not in our case,” Jake said. He swished his finger between himself and Sirena. “We killed the bastards that came for us. And I plan on doing my job for Carlos Gomez.” 
 
    “What can I do to help?” Bradford asked. 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” Jake smiled and sipped more rum. Then he continued, “Provide us intel on known Chinese operatives in Europe.” 
 
    “That list could be quite long.” 
 
    “We know,” Sirena said. “We’ll need to narrow the list to those who were likely involved taking out our people.” 
 
    Jake said, “The Chinese need to know that their actions have consequences.” 
 
    “Damn it, Jake. I really want you back with the Agency. You too, Sirena.” 
 
    Laughing, Jake said, “You know my level of tolerance for bureaucracy was low back in the day. Now, it’s nearly non-existent.” 
 
    Bradford sucked down the last of his rum and got up. “I will have my people help in any way they can. You have my word.” 
 
    Jake got up and gave his old Air Force friend a huge hug. “One more thing.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about my son?” 
 
    “Not much. He’s not allowed to check in much. I will say that he’s well respected in the Russian SVR. He’s still dating a smoking-hot GRU officer. You should be very proud of him. We’ve never had one of our own join their ranks.” 
 
    “It’s a fine line, though,” Jake said. “What’s his end game?” 
 
    This stumped the CIA Director. “It’s a work in progress.” 
 
    “Another reason for you to stay in your job,” Jake said. 
 
    “I wish it was up to me.” 
 
    “If you go, what will the Agency do with Karl?” 
 
    “Roddy will continue to be his handler,” Bradford assured Jake. “And I would personally brief the next director on Karl’s status.” 
 
    That’s all Jake could ask of the director. John Bradford could only do what he could do while in office. 
 
    Jake let the director out the door and then went back to his seat across from Sirena. 
 
    “This was news to me,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Going on the offense against the Chinese in Europe.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I came up with that on the flight from Panama. I’m sick of playing games. Shit just got real.” 
 
    “Alright,” she said. “Where do we go first?” 
 
    Jake checked his watch and said, “I timed a text to go to Bradford in the next few minutes, giving him the information on the other strikes against the Gomez organization. We’ll let those in Lisbon think we’ve forgotten about them. For now, we go to Dublin.” 
 
    “Awesome. I haven’t been there in a while.” 
 
    “Same here. Time for some dark beer.” 
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    Dublin, Ireland 
 
      
 
    When Jake and Sirena landed in Dublin, the jet remained on the ground only long enough to refuel. Then it took off for Berlin until Jake summoned them again. If the Chinese were tracking the Gomez jet, then he wanted to make sure they thought Jake and Sirena were in Germany. 
 
    That was three hours ago. 
 
    Now, darkness seeping over the emerald isle, Jake walked slowly on the path between two lakes in St. Stephen’s Green, the large park in central Dublin south of Trinity College. Despite the late hour, the cold, damp weather, and the chilling wind from the west, there were a number of people strolling about the park—from mother’s with children, to pensioners barely moving with their canes. 
 
    Jake didn’t expect trouble, but he was always on the lookout for the unknown. Sirena was in his ear. She sat in the Ford sedan provided by Gomez, cruising slowly around the perimeter of the park. 
 
    “Do you see your contact?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Jake said. 
 
    Flying across the Atlantic, CIA Director John Bradford had eventually set up a meeting for Jake with the Dublin station chief. Having read a short bio of Bill Henderson, Jake concluded the man could be trusted. Like Jake, Bill had been a former Air Force intelligence officer before joining the CIA. Considering the man was only in his late thirties, Jake guessed the guy was on the fast track to a bigger assignment with more clout. Someplace with more intelligence targets. By spy standards, Dublin was more like Boston than Berlin or Moscow. 
 
    The Gomez organization security officer killed in Dublin recently had not just been some random assassination on the part of the Chinese. Jake had personally hired the former Directorate of Military Intelligence officer following thirty years of service with J2. Jake guessed that J2 was hot on the trail of the killers, thinking the man’s death could have been related to his intelligence days. Which is why Jake had insisted on speaking with the officer in charge of the investigation in the death of Jimmy Leary. 
 
    As Jake approached the circular center of the square park, he could see two men ahead talking and checking their six. Bill Henderson was a tall man with red hair and a scraggly red beard. He was wearing a suit covered with a rain overcoat. The other man, the J2 intel officer, had his back to Jake as he approached. Finally, the man turned and Jake saw that he was perhaps mid-thirties, his black hair cropped short on the sides with a thick patch combed over left to right. Military or former military could easily identify one of their own, despite country of origin. 
 
    Henderson introduced himself and then his colleague as Liam Ryan. Jake shook the hands of both men. 
 
    “I’m on it,” Sirena said, meaning she would check on the man’s background. 
 
    “I’ve heard a bit about you,” the station chief said. “The Director said you were a living legend.” 
 
    “Better than a dead one,” Jake quipped and then saw that his Irish counterpart didn’t like the reference. “I had the utmost respect for Jimmy. I hired him. I’m sorry I missed his wake and funeral.” 
 
    “I’ve heard you were also targeted,” the Irish officer said. 
 
    “Yes,” Jake said. “Four heavily armed Chinese intel officers. What do you have on Jimmy’s death?” 
 
    “Still under investigation,” Liam said. 
 
    “But you have your suspicions,” Jake provided. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “How many attackers?” 
 
    “We caught two on CCTV,” the Irishman said. “Coming and going to the alley where Jimmy was killed.” 
 
    “Chinese?” 
 
    “Asian for sure.” 
 
    In Jake’s ear, Sirena said, “Liam Ryan is a major in the Irish Army. He’s thirty-two. Wife and two kids. Do you want his address?” 
 
    “Not at this time,” Jake said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Liam said. 
 
    “I meant, you have no ID at this time?” 
 
    “They’ve come and gone from the Chinese embassy a number of times,” Liam said with exasperation. 
 
    “Which means,” Jake said, “that you could have caught them in the act and they would claim diplomatic immunity and the most you could do is deport them.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Jake, you know that’s the nature of the beast,” the CIA man said. 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t have to like it. Besides, I’m a private citizen. I don’t have to play by the same rules.” 
 
    “Easy, Jake,” Sirena said calmly. 
 
    Jake said, “Listen, I need some intel on these people. Do you have something to give me, or not?” 
 
    The CIA station chief shuffled his feet and finally said, “We believe the men are staying at a safe house only a couple of blocks from the Chinese embassy.” 
 
    Jake swiveled his head about the park, knowing there were a number of foreign embassies on the outer edge of this park—from the Aussies to the Finns. “How far is that from here?” 
 
    “It’s two blocks from the British Embassy,” Liam said. “A couple of miles from here. Toward the sea. The embassy is on Merrion Road.” Then he gave Jake the address of the safe house. 
 
    “How safe is the safe house?” 
 
    “From what I’ve heard about your background,” Liam said, “not safe enough. But you can’t go in there guns blazing.” 
 
    Jake let out a disgusted breath. “You have photos of the men?” 
 
    Liam’s gaze shifted toward the CIA station chief, as if asking for permission. When Bill gave the man a slight shrug, Liam pulled out his phone and opened a couple of pictures. 
 
    Jake seared the faces to his memory. “Thanks.” He started to leave. 
 
    “Wait,” Liam said. 
 
    Jake turned to view the young man. 
 
    “You have to know that those two men are not alone in that house,” Liam said. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “You’re just one man,” the Irishman said, confused. 
 
    Jake hesitated, unsure how to respond to this man’s possible concern. Then he said, “Would you like to come with me?” 
 
    “We can’t do that,” Sirena said in Jake’s ear. 
 
    The Irishman said, “I’m sorry. But my orders are to simply observe and report.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit!” Jake said. “They killed your countryman. One of your own for over thirty years. You’re going to let them get away with that?” 
 
    The Irishman seemed to shrink in size from embarrassment. Jake knew that the man was only following orders, but he had no real sympathy. This was one of the reasons he had quit the Air Force and the CIA. He couldn’t control stupid decisions. 
 
    As Jake had been talking with the men, he had noticed Sirena pull up to the curb on the southern edge of the park, less than a block from the Embassy of Finland. He thanked the men for their help and walked off. 
 
    He got into the front passenger seat of the Ford and Sirena pulled away from the curb immediately. 
 
    Neither of them said a word for a while. 
 
    Finally, Sirena said, “You were kind of a dick to them.” 
 
    “I know. But sometimes I can’t help myself. It’s the dysfunctional nature of my character.” 
 
    “We could have used their help,” she said. 
 
    “That was never going to happen. But they did save us a lot of legwork.” 
 
    “We’ll still need to verify that young Irishman’s intel.” 
 
    As darkness drifted into Dublin like the fog, Sirena drove by the Chinese safe house, while Jake checked out potential problems. Then they drove by the Chinese embassy, which look like any other structure in the neighborhood. The place looked like a regular two-story red brick house with a low stone gate surrounding the property. It even had a bus stop right out front. Jake guessed that the average pedestrian walking by would have to look carefully at the little sign out front to know it was even an embassy. 
 
    “Are we sure that’s the embassy?” Sirena asked as she slowed the car slightly while passing. 
 
    “That’s it,” he said. “My guess is they use it with only a small staff during visits by trade reps. The important people in that regime stay at one of the swanky hotels downtown, closer to the action.” 
 
    Sirena took a left at the next street and drove by the safe house one more time. “Are they sure the officers involved in our guy’s death are still here?” 
 
    “I believe so. This is the perfect low-key location for Bureau Two officers of the Chinese Ministry of State Security.” 
 
    “You’re right. Now what?” 
 
    “Now we get a place to stay for the night and we start our surveillance.” 
 
    “Who would you like to be this time?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    “Let’s go with our Canadian legends,” he said. 
 
    “It’s aboot time.” 
 
    “Don’t lay it on too thick, eh.” 
 
    “It’s a process.” 
 
    “Just drive, dear.” 
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    A couple of days passed with Jake and Sirena taking turns watching the Chinese safe house. To keep from being discovered, Jake arranged for a different car rental company to deliver a new car each morning to his hotel. 
 
    Today, Jake and Sirena decided to watch the house together. The boredom of surveillance had already seeped into both of their bones—not to mention their sore butts. 
 
    “Did you specifically ask for a BMW?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “No. They upgraded me from a VW Passat or similar.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad they did. These leather seats are plush.” She sipped on her large cappuccino from behind the wheel. 
 
    In the past couple of days, the Chinese intel officers had gone nowhere but their embassy a couple of blocks away. And they walked there with purpose. From the position of their car on a side street with a view of both the safe house and the Chinese embassy, they had not even been required to start the engine to follow their actions. They had given the Chinese officers pet names. The obvious leader, the one constantly giving the other man instructions, they had dubbed Tall Mao. The follower had been named Shorty. 
 
    But this morning, a couple of minutes after eight, the one-car garage opened for the first time. Shorty pulled out a seemingly new Audi A6 in charcoal gray. He waited for his boss to come out the front door and get in the front passenger seat. 
 
    “Here we go,” Sirena said, finishing off her coffee and starting the engine. 
 
    Jake knew it was almost impossible to follow someone with only one car, but they were stuck and had no choice. “Hang back as far as you can without losing them.” 
 
    Sirena rolled her eyes and waited for the Chinese to pull out onto the main road. Instead of heading toward the embassy, they backed out of the driveway and went in the opposite direction. 
 
    Since it was Monday morning, Jake saw that the heavy traffic made their tail much easier. Although there were more cars on the streets, it also slowed down their target vehicle. Jake texted Sancho Eneko the license plate of the Chinese car. Within a few minutes their tech guru had the car identified with a link to track them. Now they could hang back even more to stay undetected. 
 
    Soon they crossed the Grand Canal and were in the Silicon Docks area of the city, between the canal and the River Liffey. Here nearly every major high-tech company in the world had their European headquarters. The Gomez organization had an office here, along with a manufacturing facility in the southern area of the city. 
 
    The Chinese pulled up to the curb ahead and sat with the engine running. 
 
    “What the hell are they doing?” Sirena asked. 
 
    Jake pulled out his phone and zoomed in on the car up the block. He took a couple of photos. Then, Tall Mao suddenly jumped out of the front seat. Jake hit record. He saw a gun and then the man cover it with a jacket as he moved in on a woman approaching him. 
 
    “Shit,” Jake said. “It’s a hit.” 
 
    But instead of shooting the woman, Tall Mao shoved the gun in the side of the woman and moved her quickly into the back seat of the Audi. Then he jumped in after her and the car pulled out quickly. 
 
    “Kidnapping,” Sirena said, pulling out after the Chinese. 
 
    Jake checked what he had recorded and ran it a couple of times. 
 
    “What’s up?” she asked. 
 
    “The woman looks familiar,” he said. Then he texted the video to Sancho and waited. 
 
    The Chinese drove immediately away from the Silicon Docks area and entered a main spoke heading south. 
 
    Instead of received a text, Jake got a call from Sancho Eneko. 
 
    “Do you know who that is?” Sancho asked. 
 
    “No,” Jake said. “But she looks familiar.” 
 
    “She’s the Chief Technology Officer for our organization.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Jake said. “A Catalan woman from Barcelona.” 
 
    “Right. Gabriela Vivas.” 
 
    “Why is she in Dublin?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    Jake considered what was happening. First, the Chinese took out the top security officers from the company to make a point. Now, they had just kidnapped the CTO of the Gomez organization. 
 
    “You need to get the word out to every principal officer in the company to go nowhere without security,” Jake said. 
 
    “Roger that,” Sancho said. “What will you do?” 
 
    “What I’m paid to do,” Jake said. “Protect the assets of this company.” 
 
    Both men hung up and Jake checked the tracking of the Chinese car on his phone. 
 
    “Who is the woman?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “The Gomez Chief Technology Officer. A woman named Gabriela Vivas.” 
 
    “I thought she worked out of the headquarters in Barcelona.” 
 
    “She does,” he said. “But she must be here for a reason.” 
 
    The road got wider and the traffic could move faster as they got closer to the outer ring of freeways. 
 
    “Where do you think they’ll bring her?” she asked. 
 
    “Not the safe house. Somewhere outside the city.” 
 
    Soon they entered the freeway heading southeast. Jake moved the map on his phone forward, seeing that this freeway eventually met up with another one, which would head down the eastern coast of Ireland. 
 
    “Why do you suppose the Chinese didn’t just kill her?” 
 
    Jake had wondered this himself. “She had a satchel with her. Perhaps she has technology they want to steal. If the Chinese can’t buy a company, they’ll often steal what they can or reverse engineer the tech.” 
 
    “Then they’ll kill her,” Sirena said. 
 
    “More than likely. I told Sancho to warn the other principals from the company. The Chinese could be doing another coordinated attack.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’ll ask for a ransom.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s money they want. They want the tech.” Then Jake thought about others in the Gomez organization that might be vulnerable. He took out his phone and made sure Sancho warned the best engineers in the Gomez organization. He also had Sancho brief Gomez himself on the problem. 
 
    They merged with the other freeway, heading along the coastal city of Bray. Within seconds they left County Dublin for County Wicklow. Jake had only been in this area of Ireland once, and that was on a leisurely drive along the coast that turned into a rather rugged pub crawl and a stay in a B&B above one of the bars. He had woken the next day beside a beautiful redhead with a fuzzy recollection of the night before. 
 
    “What’s up?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Just thinking about my last visit to County Wicklow.” 
 
    “It’s a gorgeous area.” 
 
    That it was, he thought. 
 
    He checked the tracking of the Chinese and said, “They turned off the freeway ahead and are heading toward the sea.” 
 
    As they got to the offramp, Jake could see the Audi turning left. “Let’s go, Sirena. There’s an airport and a seaport ahead. If we let them take a plane or boat, we’re screwed.” 
 
    “So is Gabriela Vivas.” Sirena picked up the pace now, barely stopping at the top of the offramp and powering through the gears after the Chinese car. 
 
    “There they are ahead,” Jake said. 
 
    Here the road was much narrower and passed through lush green fields with small patches of forest. 
 
    “They turned right ahead,” Jake said. “They’re slowing down.” 
 
    Then the Audi turned right again, heading back toward the freeway. Jake checked the map and saw that the road ended about a mile down that road, with a house set back in the woods. Very isolated, he thought. That’s their destination. The fields leading to the woods holding the house were divided off by four-foot-high rock walls. Only a narrow passage allowed cars or farm implements to enter from the main road. 
 
    Sirena stopped the car before entering the long driveway, shutting down the engine. 
 
    Jake reviewed a satellite view of the property to verify there was no other way out of there. He saw a main structure and a couple of out buildings. 
 
    “What do you think?” Sirena asked. 
 
    He pondered that a moment. Then he said, “If these Chinese have weapons like those who came for us on Pico Island, we’ll be outgunned with only our handguns.” 
 
    “My thoughts precisely,” she said. “However, we would have the element of surprise.” 
 
    “Yet, they could have a few more people inside.” 
 
    Watching the Chinese for the past couple of days, only Tall Mao and Shorty had been present at the safe house. But that didn’t mean this location didn’t have more officers waiting for them. 
 
    Jake shook his head. “It would be nice to have at least one long gun, but we can’t wait for those. My guess is that these men could be in there right now doing their best to get the information they need from the CTO. We have to go in now.” 
 
    Sirena nodded agreement and put her hand on his. “Then we go in together to avoid crossfire.” 
 
    Her statement was appropriate, considering the current conditions outside. Since their arrival, a thick bank of fog had rolled in off the ocean. They could use that to their advantage. 
 
    Sirena started the engine and moved the car sideways across the driveway opening, shutting down the engine again. Now there was no way the Chinese could escape this way. 
 
    Quietly, they both got out and stepped softly toward the old farmhouse, the moist air chilling their exposed skin. 
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    The farm house sat back under a grove of thick pines, the fog obscuring Jake’s view of the place until they stepped gently into the tall trees. 
 
    “Damsel in distress?” Jake whispered to Sirena. 
 
    “That could work,” Sirena said softly with a full Irish accent. 
 
    “Car trouble. Give me ten minutes to work my way around to the back of the house.” 
 
    She nodded, and turned on her comm unit. 
 
    “Check,” Jake whispered. 
 
    “Clear,” Sirena answered. 
 
    Jake walked off alone, checking the trees for cameras and motion sensors. But so far, he had found none. He knew that arrogance often led to complacency. These Chinese officers obviously knew they were impervious to arrest by the local police. And the most the Irish government could do to them was expel them from the county. Then the Ministry of State Security of the People’s Republic of China would simply protest loudly and without true meaning before replacing these officers with a few more. Meanwhile, lives would be lost and the fallen would have died for God and country. With the resources the Chinese possessed, they could pay for three intel officers for every one the CIA hired. 
 
    Drifting with great stealth through the forest, using lower bushes and the thick tree trunks for cover, Jake had finally gotten to the back of the main structure. 
 
    “Around back,” Jake said. “Moving in toward the house.” 
 
    “Heading to the front door,” Sirena responded. 
 
    Jake got to the side of the brick building, keeping clear of the windows. Then he pulled his gun out and waited for Sirena. 
 
    He didn’t have to wait long. Jake could hear the door bell and scrambling inside the house. She had surprised them, he thought. Good. 
 
    Through his earbud he could hear the front door open. 
 
    One of the Chinese men said, “Go away. We don’t want to buy anything.” 
 
    Sirena said, “Well, then, that’s fine, since I’m not selling anything. My car broke down about a mile down the road. I was hoping to make a phone call.” 
 
    Jake used this precise moment to check the back door. It wasn’t locked. So, he slipped into the door quietly, finding himself in the kitchen. His mind suddenly flashed to the Chinese attack on their place on Pico Island. 
 
    “You do not have a cell phone?” the Chinese officer asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s dead,” Sirena said. “I had a long night last evening, and I was away from cell service. I guess my cell phone kept searching for a signal, wiping out the battery. I don’t know much about these things.” 
 
    Jake tried not to laugh as he stepped quietly through the kitchen, hoping the floor would not squeak. When he got to the door leading to the front room, he could see the man they called Shorty with a handgun out, crouched around the edge of the front door. But from this angle Jake couldn’t see Tall Mao because of the entryway wall. 
 
    “I’ve got Shorty to your left,” Jake whispered. 
 
    “I’m afraid we have no phone service,” Tall Mao said to Sirena. 
 
    The man’s English was nearly perfect, Jake noticed. This man had been educated in the West. 
 
    “Darn it,” Sirena said. “I guess I’ll have to walk back to my car and try the other direction.” 
 
    Before the Chinese man could respond, there were three shots. Jake saw Shorty jump to his feet and aim his gun. Without hesitation, Jake aimed and shot the short Chinese officer three times, hitting him first in the left shoulder, then the chest, and the third bullet hit the man in his left jaw. Shorty crashed to the wood floor and Jake moved into the living room. 
 
    “One down,” Jake said, his gun aimed toward the front door. 
 
    What seemed like minutes but was only seconds, Sirena finally said, “My guy is dead.” 
 
    Jake pushed toward the front door, checked the man he had shot for a pulse, and then moved to the front entryway, finding a bloody mess. Half of the man’s gray matter was splattered across the wall, and blood pooled out from the Chinese man’s torso. Sirena had hit him twice in the chest and once between his eyes. A gun lay on the man’s side. 
 
    “Clear the rest of the house,” Jake ordered. 
 
    Both of them made their way through the main structure. The place was sparsely furnished with old furniture. But it wasn’t a huge farmhouse, so they were able to quickly clear it of any other officers. 
 
    They met in the living room and holstered their guns. 
 
    “Where is she?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “I should have checked the out-buildings,” Jake said. 
 
    “What do we do with them?” 
 
    “Leave them in place, guns and all,” he said. “The police will run ballistics and find these were the men who had kill Jimmy Leary. At least they can close that case. Let’s find the woman.” 
 
    Not sure if there still might be more men on site, Jake took out his gun as he hurried toward the larger of the out-buildings. Sirena broke off and went to the small structure. 
 
    The double door had a lock on it. The lock was brand new, out of place on the old structure. Jake found a shovel leaning against the worn wooden wall and smacked the lock a couple of times until it broke free. Then he quickly opened one side and rushed into the barn structure. 
 
    Cowering on the floor, her hands and feet bound and chained to a thick wooden post, was the Gomez organization Chief Technology Officer Gabriela Vivas. 
 
    “We’re the good guys,” Jake said. “With Gomez security.” 
 
    Sirena came up behind Jake and went directly to the woman. She pulled a knife and cut loose the zip ties around her wrists and ankles. 
 
    “I thought they were going to kill me,” Gabriela said, her voice nearly crying. 
 
    Jake put his gun away and said, “They would have. Did you give them any information?” 
 
    “They took my satchel,” Gabriela said, “but my computer and other devices are heavily encrypted.” 
 
    “We’ll collect them before leaving,” Sirena said. 
 
    “What did they want?” the CTO asked. 
 
    “Technology from the Gomez organization,” Jake said. “First they tried to buy the company. Then they killed our people to try to force a deal.” 
 
    “Carlos would never sell by intimidation,” Gabriela said emphatically. 
 
    Jake nodded agreement. “We know. So, then the Chinese decided if they couldn’t get the information by buying it, they would steal it.” 
 
    “This is crazy.” 
 
    Sirena helped the woman to her feet. “Did they hurt you?” 
 
    Gabriela shook her head. “They punched me a couple of times. But I heard a number of shots. What happened?” 
 
    Jake said, “It’s better that you don’t know anything. You broke free of your restraints and ran to the main road. We were not here. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Of course. But you can’t leave me here.” 
 
    “We’ll bring you down the road and make sure you’re safe before leaving,” Sirena said. “We’ll call in the local police. You tell them what happened to you. Leave us out of it, though.” 
 
    “But.” 
 
    Jake broke in. “But nothing. You knew Jimmy Leary, right?” 
 
    “Yes. He was a very nice man.” 
 
    “Well, those men who took you are the men who killed Jimmy.” 
 
    “They are Asian,” Gabriela said. 
 
    “They were Chinese intelligence officers,” Jake explained. Then he thought about something that didn’t make much sense. “Why were you in Dublin?” 
 
    Gabriela shrugged. “To tour our factory. We are getting ready to start producing a new product.” 
 
    The three of them walked back out to the front of the house where the Audi sat. 
 
    “I’ll get her stuff from the house,” Sirena said. 
 
    Once Sirena was gone, Gabriela gave Jake a hug and said, “I remember you. You spoke to the principal officers of the company last year.” 
 
    He thought she looked familiar. “Right. I told you not to pattern your behavior. Don’t take the same route to work each day. Do you remember that?” 
 
    “Yes. And I have been doing that in Barcelona. But I made a mistake here. My hotel was just down the street from the office on the docks. There was only one street to travel on.” 
 
    Jake didn’t want to chastise the woman for this slight error of judgement. “Next time have someone pick you up at your hotel.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Sirena came out of the house carrying a satchel. She stopped and opened it for Gabriela to inspect. “Is everything there?” 
 
    The CTO pulled out her phone and put that in her back pocket. “Yes, everything is there.” 
 
    “Crap,” Jake said. “Change of plans. If you have all of your stuff, then how could you have escaped the Chinese men? You’ll have to come with us back to Dublin. You were never here either. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Besides, I don’t know where here is.” 
 
    “Prints,” Sirena said. “Were you ever in the house?” 
 
    Gabriela shook her head. “Once I got in the car, they covered my head and my hands.” 
 
    “And they took you straight to the barn?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Still better wipe down the car,” Sirena surmised. She found a small kerchief in her purse and went to the car, wiping down anywhere Gabriela might have touched before the Chinese men put something on her hands. 
 
    Once Sirena was done, the three of them walked down the road toward the car. The fog had started to lift somewhat, but the mist continued to chill their bodies. 
 
    “What about the Chinese men?” Gabriela asked. 
 
    Sirena took this. “We’ve never seen any Chinese men. We were never here. You were never here. You simply overslept and then tried to catch up on some work from your hotel.” 
 
    “I understand. But are they?” 
 
    “No longer a threat to you?” Sirena asked. “Yes.” 
 
    Jake let the two women make it to the car on their own while he pulled out his phone and called Sancho Eneko. 
 
    “Did you get her?” Sancho asked. 
 
    “She’s safe,” Jake said. “So is the technology. But I need you to make a call for us.” 
 
    “Sure. What kind?” 
 
    “Anonymous. Routed through a pub perhaps. The closest to our position. Can you do that?” 
 
    “With my eyes closed,” Sancho said. “What did I hear or see?” 
 
    “A suspicious dark Audi and then multiple gunshots. Then give them the farmhouse address.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    “We’ll also need the jet as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I’ll redirect it from Berlin.” 
 
    “One more thing. Is anybody else from the Gomez organization in trouble?” 
 
    “Not really. The plant manager in Lisbon thought someone was following him, so I put him and his wife on a commercial jet to Barcelona.” 
 
    “Good job.” 
 
    “Should I ask about the status of the Chinese officers who took Gabriela?” Sancho asked. 
 
    “Not a good idea. Give us ten minutes to get out of here before calling in the shooting.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Jake hurried to the car and got behind the wheel. 
 
    Sirena turned from the front passenger seat to study Gabriela, and then settled back on Jake. “Everything all right?” 
 
    “Perfect,” Jake said, cranking over the engine. “Back to Dublin.” He pulled out onto the narrow road and ran through the gears. Part of Jake expected to see the police heading toward the farmhouse, but that never happened. They had gotten to the freeway heading north before the police could respond. 
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    Jake and Sirena were forced to stay in Dublin one more night, which was just fine with Jake, since they had not really spent much time drinking stout and listening to some good Irish music since landing in Ireland. Their jet, stuck in Berlin, was undergoing routine maintenance. To Jake that meant the flight crew had probably been partying too much and needed a good rest. 
 
    Sirena sat across from Jake in a booth in the Irish pub in the Temple Bar district near Trinity College. For a Monday night, the place was a bit more raucous than Jake would have guessed. But he figured that was the nature of the beast for this area of Dublin. 
 
    “Is it smart agreeing to a meeting with these guys?” Sirena asked, and then took a sip of her Murphy’s stout. 
 
    “I’m not concerned,” Jake said. Not when he had the ear of CIA Director John Bradford. 
 
    “Still, it might have been smart staying in our hotel tonight.” 
 
    “We need to have good relations in Ireland,” Jake said. “What if we decide to make this place our home for a while?” 
 
    “County Wicklow looked pretty cool,” she said. “Until the shooting.” 
 
    “Here he comes,” Jake said. He rose to meet the CIA station chief. But Bill Henderson wasn’t alone. He had the major from J2, the Irish Directorate of Military Intelligence, trailing behind him. And Liam Ryan didn’t look to be in a good mood. Both men already had full stouts, barely sipped. 
 
    Jake shook both of their hands, while Sirena simply slid across the seat toward the outer wall. Jake switched seats, moving in next to Sirena. Liam Ryan slipped in across from Sirena and Bill Henderson sat opposite of Jake. 
 
    The four of them listened to the song played by the good Irish band, none of them trying to speak above the music. After that song, the band took a break, and a quieter version of music came through the speakers. 
 
    “Good band,” Jake said. 
 
    “Not bad if you like to hang with tourists,” Liam said, his Irish accent almost intentionally stronger than the last time they had met. 
 
    “I’m just looking for a good beer and music,” Jake said. “I don’t worry about others doing the same thing.” 
 
    Bill Henderson leaned across the table to get closer to Jake. In a subdued tone, he said, “We got word that two men were found dead in a farmhouse down in County Wicklow.” 
 
    Jake didn’t flinch. “It’s a dangerous world we live in.” 
 
    Liam grit his teeth and said, “They were Chinese and appeared to be executed.” 
 
    Shrugging, Jake said, “I thought Ireland was a safe place. Since gun laws are so strict, I assume someone must have used a cricket bat to bludgeon the two men.” 
 
    Liam made a fist with his right hand and said, “You know that’s bullshit. You killed these men.” 
 
    Jake said nothing. 
 
    The J2 major continued, “I know you have a handgun on you right now. I could bring you in.” 
 
    Without great concern, Jake sipped his beer and then leaned closer to the Irishman and said, “Now, I’m not saying I have a gun. But, if I did, Ireland is part of the EU. And I have a special permit through the Austrian government to carry a handgun concealed anywhere within EU countries.” 
 
    Liam glanced at Bill Henderson for help. 
 
    Bill said, “I’m afraid he’s right, Liam.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Liam asked. “I’m not even allowed to carry my weapon off-duty.” 
 
    “Well that’s just fucking stupid,” Jake said. “I believe in my God-given right to self-protection.” 
 
    “So, you did kill the Chinese men,” Liam surmised. 
 
    “What kind of moron are you?” Jake asked. “You think a former U.S. military officer and former CIA officer would execute someone?” 
 
    “You seem like an American cowboy,” Liam said. 
 
    “If I were an old-time cowboy,” Jake said, “I would have put a bullet in your head for disrespecting me.” 
 
    Bill Henderson said, “Settle down boys.” 
 
    Liam took a breath and sucked down a third of his beer, wiping his upper lip after the effort. 
 
    “It was you who put us on the Chinese intel officers,” Jake reminded Liam. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to kill them,” Liam said with a strong whisper. 
 
    Finally, Sirena said, “Did you expect a stern warning for killing our security officer? Maybe a sharply-worded letter?” 
 
    Liam said, “He was my friend and mentor.” 
 
    Jake figured it out now. “You’re pissed because you didn’t get to deal with the men.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Come on. You really wanted to take a whack at them.” 
 
    “You’re damn right I did,” Liam said. “They killed a great man.” 
 
    “Rest assured,” Sirena said, “that self defense was the only thing in play here in Ireland.” 
 
    Neither Jake nor Sirena had actually confessed to killing anyone, yet Liam had hopefully been placated. 
 
    “Can we just have a nice evening of good beer and good music?” Bill said. “We all know that actions have consequences. Our Agency has found video of the two Chinese officers kidnapping a Spanish woman from the Silicon Docks area this morning.” 
 
    Liam looked at his colleague with sudden interest. “Why am I just hearing about his now?” 
 
    Jake considered answering, but he let the CIA station chief take the question. 
 
    Bill said, “We put it on ice.” 
 
    “We should have a copy of it,” Liam said. 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” Bill said. “It’s better for all parties involved to think that the death of those men was the result of criminals. If we had brought the men in for any reason, including murder, they would have been on a plane back to China by now. Instead, the family of your former officer has some closure. It would be best if you go to them privately and let them know his killers have been dealt with.” 
 
    “They might think I had something to do with it,” Liam said. 
 
    “We all played our part,” Bill said. 
 
    The Irishman considered his options and finally shook his head before taking a long drink of beer. Then he said, “Alright. The next beer is on me.” 
 
    Jake reached his hand across the table toward Liam. The Irish Army major reluctantly shook Jake’s hand at first. Then his reticence turned into a strong shake. 
 
    The four of them drank a couple more beers and listened to the music until midnight. Then they said their goodbyes and went their separate ways. 
 
    Jake and Sirena walked the couple of blocks to their hotel. They were both dead on their feet by now. 
 
    Locked securely in their room, Jake took Sirena in his arms and kissed her gently on the lips. 
 
    She pulled back a bit and said, “I thought you were going to snap that Irishman’s neck tonight.” 
 
    Jake let out a heavy sigh. “He was frustrated. And not so much at me, but at his own government and the situation in general.” 
 
    “It’s not just their government,” she reminded him. 
 
    “I know. What kind of world do we live in where diplomatic immunity is even a thing?” 
 
    “Justice eventually comes to everyone.” 
 
    He took her into his arms and whispered. “So true. But sometimes justice needs a little nudge.” 
 
    A couple of hours after going to bed, Jake’s phone buzzed. He got up and brought his phone into the bathroom before answering. 
 
    “This better be good,” he said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be calling this late if it wasn’t,” CIA Director John Bradford said. 
 
    “I figured not. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I got a report from Bill Henderson in Dublin. I’m glad we could help.” 
 
    He didn’t want to remind the Director how many times in the past Jake had gone above and beyond for him. Instead, he simply said, “Not a problem.” 
 
    Then Bradford said, “Portugal.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about our last discussion. We’ve never been happy with what’s going on in the Azores. We’re considering a NATO complaint.” 
 
    Jake shook his head, hoping the Director could see it through his SAT phone. “That won’t do shit. The Chinese take complaints like an elementary school bully does from a hall monitor. A slap on the wrist means nothing to them.” 
 
    “How do you know for sure?” 
 
    He considered an apt comparison and finally said, “What have the Chinese done after the bombing of their facility by the Suez?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    After a moment, Bradford said, “I get your point. The Chinese have not even registered a complaint in the UN.” 
 
    “Think of an ant hill,” Jake said. “You kick the hill and what do the ants do? They scatter and then rally to fix it. We need to start kicking some ant hills.” 
 
    “I don’t have the power to do that,” Bradford complained. 
 
    “The old CIA used to use proxies to accomplish their goals. That’s how we finally broke down the Soviet Union.” 
 
    “You are my proxy,” Bradford reminded Jake. 
 
    “I can handle ones and twos,” Jake said. “But I sure as shit can’t bomb military bases into the stone age. That’s beyond my control.” 
 
    “I understand. But Portugal.” 
 
    “I’m heading to Portugal from here,” Jake said. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. I want to help you there.” 
 
    “The Chinese have more assets in place in Lisbon,” Jake said. “It’s not just a couple of yahoos in a safe house.” 
 
    “I know. My people have been tracking them for days.” 
 
    Jake stood a little taller with this revelation. “You have? Tell me you have something more than a few Ivy League intellectuals running a sightseeing operation.” 
 
    “That’s right. You’ve already met. The men who extracted you from that condo complex in Panama. I directed them to Lisbon after that op.” 
 
    The Director gave Jake contact information, along with what he expected from them. 
 
    “And they’re mine to run?” Jake asked. 
 
    “That’s correct. There will be no contact with our Agency folks in Portugal. You’ll be on your own, but with some significant help.” 
 
    “Thanks, John. I assume this conversation never happened.” 
 
    “That’s right. It was all a dream.” 
 
    Jake heard a slight laugh as he hung up with the CIA director. He knew that he and Sirena could have made it work in Lisbon on their own, but now they had some friends to play the game. That was always a good thing. 
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    Lisbon, Portugal 
 
      
 
    Jake and Sirena got into the Portuguese capital around mid-day. The Gomez organization had set up a vehicle to pick them up at the airport and bring them to a rental house in the Belem area west of the city center. The house was a two-story stone structure in a quiet neighborhood a few blocks from the sea. Instead of leaving their gear bags on the jet, this time they brought their weapons and tactical gear with them, carrying them in large Go Bags. 
 
    When they got to the house, Jake met the leader of the four-man assault team that had helped them out of the condo complex in Panama. Jake had never learned his name, and he looked somewhat different now. He had shaved off his thick beard and was wearing normal street clothes to blend in to Europe. In every assault team there were call signs and numbers to indicate their pecking order. The leader was Fox One. Jake guessed that might have been due to his thick red hair and his former red beard. 
 
    After formal introductions and handshakes, Jake asked, “How was Colombia?” 
 
    Fox One shrugged and said, “Sedate. We were there picking up a dirtbag and transporting him to justice.” 
 
    Jake didn’t want to know if the man meant jail or death. “Where are the other three?” 
 
    “Fox Two and Three are on surveillance duty and Four is catching some sleep. You might want to do the same.” 
 
    Jake shook his head. “Show us what you have so far.” 
 
    The leader brought them into a large dining room, where maps were spread out over a long wooden table. Next to the maps was a laptop computer open and showing real-time video. 
 
    Pointing to the map, Fox One said, “This is us and this is the Chinese house. It’s about two clicks from here. We’ve been dealing with a guy named Sancho. Sounds like a smart cookie.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Jake said. “What are we seeing on the screen?” 
 
    “Head cam from Two through tinted windows showing the Chinese house. We’ve been logging their activities.” 
 
    Sirena said, “How many are there?” 
 
    Fox One clicked out of the current video and pulled up three photos. “These three we’ve confirmed with our Agency contact. The top guy is Wu Li Jin. He’s in charge of a Chinese communications company. But he’s also a former general. More importantly, he’s a cousin of the current Chinese leader.” 
 
    “And the other two?” Jake asked. 
 
    “We think the woman is second in command,” Fox One said. “Her name is Chen Fang. She’s a player in MSS. A rising star. We believe she’s Bureau Two.” 
 
    “International Intelligence Division,” Sirena said. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And the other guy?” Jake asked. 
 
    “His name is Yan Shen,” Fox One said. “There’s not much on him, but he seems to be more reasonable than Chen Fang.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Fox Two is fluent in Chinese. We’ve been able to listen in to some of their conversations.” 
 
    “What are they saying?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “Something about an unknown man and woman that they’re seeking,” Fox One said. “Also, this morning they mentioned the death of two officers in Ireland. Didn’t you just come from Dublin?” 
 
    Jake explained how the Chinese were holding a C-Suite officer from their company, and they started it. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not judging,” Fox One said. “Somebody has to stop these bastards. Which reminds me. What’s our objective here? Is this a snatch and grab, or the other?” 
 
    “That’s not always up to us,” Jake said. “If we pick them up for the murder of our two security officers, the Portuguese government will simply deport them. Then the Chinese will send them somewhere else to do the same old shit.” 
 
    “You got that shit right,” Fox One said. “But remember, it’s like Whack a Mole. You pound one down and two more pop up. And, other than the three on top, there have been at least a half dozen other officers coming and going from that safe house.” 
 
    This wasn’t really Jake’s fight anymore. He was close to retirement from all work. But he also couldn’t let the Chinese kill his people with impunity. 
 
    “I’m not going to set any unreasonable parameters to any operation,” Jake said. “When the time comes, we go in with overwhelming force.” 
 
    “Shock and Awe,” Fox One said with a smirk. “But what about the locals?” 
 
    That could be a problem, Jake knew. He couldn’t control the police. But maybe he could bring in one person he trusted. 
 
    “Local Agency folks will not be involved,” Jake said. “At least not directly.” He checked his watch and then added, “The station chief and all of his people will leave the embassy in two hours. They’ll drive to the airport and take a plane to Madrid. Of course, the Chinese will track them out of the country and pick them up in Spain.” 
 
    “That’s smart,” Fox One said. “It gives them complete plausible deniability.” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “It could also mean that we might be up against a lot more MSS officers,” Sirena concluded. 
 
    “She’s got a point,” Fox One agreed. “Especially if they’re not having to keep track of Agency officers.” 
 
    “Are we sure these are the people who took out our folks?” Jake asked. 
 
    Fox One shrugged. 
 
    Jake said, “Well, we know they tracked us from the kill site and tried to shoot us. I guess that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    “And me,” Sirena said. “Which way to the bathroom?” 
 
    Fox One pointed down the hallway and gave Sirena directions. 
 
    Once Sirena was gone, Fox One said, “Are you two together?” 
 
    “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “I’m just not used to going in with a woman,” he said. “We’ve dealt with female CIA officers over the years, but Sirena seems much more intense than those.” 
 
    Jake smiled. “You could say that. She’s former Israeli Defense Forces. Flew attack helicopters for them, before switching to the Mossad. Then, since she was a dual citizen, she switched to our CIA. But she’s also been on loan to the NSA, FBI and nearly every other alphabet soup agency. She’s even worked for Spanish Intelligence as an exchange officer. Trust me, you don’t have to worry about her.” 
 
    Fox One laughed. “I’m more worried about my men checking out her ass instead of doing their work.” 
 
    “God was good to her,” Jake said. “But don’t underestimate her exterior. She knows a dozen different fighting styles. Do I need to worry about this?” 
 
    “No, sir. My men are professionals.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “What about weapons?” Fox One asked. 
 
    “We brought our own. But we’ll need to get on the same comms.” 
 
    Sirena came back and checked out the map. 
 
    “What call signs do you want?” 
 
    She said, “Jake is Eagle One and I’m Eagle Two.” 
 
    “Roger that. When do we go in?” 
 
    “Twenty-two hundred,” Jake said. 
 
    “Awesome. There’s no moon and cloud cover tonight. No rain or snow.” 
 
    “You have a room for us?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Upstairs. We saved the master bedroom for you. It’s the last room on the left.” 
 
    Jake and Sirena hauled their bags upstairs and closed their bedroom door. 
 
    He could hear the fourth man from the strike team snoring in the room next door. Sirena simply smiled and sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    “We’ll solidify the plan once I get a better look at the house.” 
 
    “I thought you might want to go there. You want company?” 
 
    “It’ll be better if I walk by alone,” he said. “I’ll do just one pass and come back.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan. I’ll try to get some rest.” 
 
    “Put your earbuds in and I’ll call you if I need something.” He dug around inside his bag and found a black baseball cap, putting it on his head. 
 
    He went downstairs and told Fox One his plan, making sure his men knew he was coming. Then he checked the map one more time and left the house. 
 
    Jake wandered down the residential streets in the brisk January air, zig zagging toward the target Chinese safe house. The houses here were much larger than those in the Dublin neighborhood where the Chinese had their safe house in that city. Most houses also had stone walls surrounding them. From his quick observation, he noticed a few of the houses had security cameras. If the Chinese were smart, which he knew they were, they would not only have cameras, but their security would include motion sensors and roving guards. 
 
    When he got within a few blocks of the house, he could see the dark SUV ahead. They were parked under a large pine tree behind a smaller, shorter car. But they were tall enough to peer over the top of the car and still see the target house. 
 
    As he walked past the SUV, he simply adjusted his hat on his head without looking inside the vehicle. 
 
    Instead of walking right in front of the house, Jake turned right and walked down the block. There was a narrow alley, but he decided not to go down there. Instead, he turned left at the next block and came all the way around, passing the alley on the other side, until he came to the main street again. That’s when he saw the car across the street. 
 
    Jake vectored across the street in the blind side of the driver. When he tapped on the driver’s window, the woman behind the wheel nearly jumped through the roof. 
 
    She powered the window down and said, “What are you doing back here?” 
 
    He smiled at SIED officer Carla Matos and simply rounded the back of the car and got into the front passenger seat with her. 
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    “What are you doing here?” Jake asked Carla. 
 
    “I could ask you the same thing.” Instead of looking at Jake, the young intel officer had her eyes cast upon the Chinese safe house down the street. 
 
    “You need to leave them alone,” Jake warned. 
 
    Now she turned her head to him. “This is my country.” 
 
    “Tell that to your politicians,” he said. “They seem to be turning your country into another Chinese province.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip and let out a heavy sigh. “I can’t control what they do. I’m just one young officer.” 
 
    “You’re Jewish, right?” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Your Star of David is a dead giveaway,” Jake said, remembering seeing her necklace when she was naked in their hotel room. “One person can make a huge difference. Especially if the alternative is to stand by and do nothing. Doing nothing is doing something. But it’s not helping your country. I’m guessing you know this, and that’s why you’re still looking into the Chinese officer who killed two of your citizens and tried to kill you, me and Sirena. If we don’t take a stand, then they have already won the game.” 
 
    She lowered her chin toward her chest and put the Star from her necklace between her fingers. “I’ve been suspended.” 
 
    Jake laughed. “I was suspended so many times in my career, it was the only way I took vacation. That just means you give a shit.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” she said demurely. “I’ve never failed at anything in my life.” 
 
    He put his hand on hers. “This is not a failure. Let me guess, they suspended you for the shoot-out that ended at the SIED headquarters gate.” 
 
    “Partially.” 
 
    “Would they rather be holding a memorial service for you? Bureaucrats can’t help being assholes. It’s in their DNA.” 
 
    She smiled at that thought. 
 
    Jake continued, “Suspension or not, here you are. You’ve already learned to defy the incompetent. I couldn’t be more proud of you.” 
 
    “My father wouldn’t think that way.” 
 
    “Don’t tell him. It’s none of his fucking business.” 
 
    She contorted her head to one side. “I think you might be right.” 
 
    He squeezed down on her hand. “Damn straight, Carla.” He thought for a moment and added, “How would you like to make a difference?” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    “What have you observed so far about this safe house?” 
 
    She thought carefully. “It’s not very safe.” 
 
    “They never are,” he said. “They’re only safe if they’re not discovered. But you know where it is, so they’ve lost some power. Now, what do you know about those involved in the death of Fausto Crespo and Gilda Freitas?” 
 
    Carla reached under her seat and pulled out a digital camera with a long zoom lens. She brought up the image of a Chinese man. “I think this guy is guilty of murder.” 
 
    “Do you have a name?” 
 
    “No. And I can’t access the SIED database.” 
 
    “Anyone else involved?” he asked. 
 
    She pulled up another image and turned the back of the camera for Jake to see. This one was a Chinese woman. 
 
    “Who is she?” he asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “I don’t know. But she seems to boss the other man around. So, she must be in charge. If she didn’t pull the trigger, then she ordered it.” 
 
    Jake had to make a decision on this young intel officer. She could be helpful if the shit hit the fan with their operation. And he expected a heavy dose of crap flying through the air this evening. 
 
    “Again,” Jake said, “do you want to make things happen? Do you want to be part of the solution?” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “If you haul these Chinese officers in, they will scream diplomatic immunity faster than shooting stars cross the sky.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then the Chinese government will simply haul them back to Beijing and put them on ice for a while until they get reassigned somewhere else.” 
 
    “What do you propose? I’m not a killer.” 
 
    “We’re all killers, Carla. You just haven’t had the unfortunate displeasure of taking a life. In the end, we all have choices to make in life. We become the sheep and put down our arms, acquiescing to whatever comes our way. Or, we become the wolf and protect ourselves from anything that comes our way. We only kill to survive. Which would you rather be?” 
 
    “Do choices always have to be that black and white?” 
 
    “Let the only gray area be between your ears,” Jake said. He pointed at the safe house. “Those people in that house would put a bullet in your head and then go to the closest noodle shop for lunch. They wouldn’t think twice about taking your life. Last chance. Do you want to make a difference?” 
 
    “Of course. But how?” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    She didn’t seem to have a clear answer for a moment. Finally, reluctantly, she said, “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay. Then start your engine and follow my instructions.” 
 
    Jake had Carla pull a U-turn and headed back around the block, away from the Chinese safe house. Then he directed her toward the house that the Gomez organization had rented for them. He had Carla park her car down the alley next to the detached garage where he suspected the second SUV was parked. 
 
    The two of them got out and walked toward the back door. Fox One met them to unlock the door, his 9mm handgun at the side of his leg. 
 
    “Who’s the woman?” Fox One asked, letting them into the kitchen. 
 
    Jake said, “A friend that can help us.” 
 
    Sirena appeared from the other room and stopped in her tracks when she saw the Portuguese woman. “Jake is still bringing in strays.” 
 
    He let that one go, and then he introduced Carla to Fox One and Sirena. Jake didn’t mention the fact that she had been suspended. 
 
    “You didn’t say she was so cute,” Sirena said, extending her hand out to Carla. “I guess I didn’t notice the last time we were together.” 
 
    “That was an irrelevant fact,” Jake said. 
 
    Sirena didn’t just shake the much younger woman’s hand. She drew Carla in and kissed her on both cheeks. 
 
    Carla said, “We were under fire. It’s hard to look your best under those stressful conditions.” 
 
    Jake led Carla and the others into the dining room. 
 
    Carla saw the maps and she looked confused. Then she saw the current video feed from the men in the SUV outside the Chinese safe house. 
 
    “We just came from there,” Carla said. She turned to Jake. “You’re already watching the house?” 
 
    Jake pulled up the images of the three Chinese intel officers already identified. He put names to the faces and Carla seemed even more confused. 
 
    “I thought you worked for the Gomez organization,” Carla said. 
 
    “I do,” Jake said. “But I have contacts all over the world. Contacts willing to help counter the Chinese.” 
 
    For the first time since Jake had met Carla, she finally seemed relieved, as if a huge weight had been lifted from her chest. “What do we do?” she asked. 
 
    “How many have you seen coming and going from that house?” Jake asked. 
 
    “At least six,” she said. “But not the man you call the leader.” 
 
    “Wu Li Jin,” Fox One provided. 
 
    “Whatever his name,” Carla said. “But I did see him coming and going from the Chinese Embassy recently.” 
 
    “He’s cousins with the Chinese president,” Jake said. “He’s a businessman trying to pressure companies into selling. I’m guessing he won’t be seen with the foot soldiers. He was a former general in the Chinese Army.” 
 
    “He could be our number one target,” Fox One said. 
 
    Sirena jumped in. “If we take him or harm him in any way, the Chinese will hunt us all down until we’re dead.” 
 
    “It would definitely get their attention,” Jake agreed. 
 
    “What’s the plan, boss?” Fox One asked. 
 
    Jake glanced at the map and said, “We stick with the plan.” 
 
    Carla gave Jake a concerned look and said, “And that would be?” 
 
    Jake smiled. “We’ll explain once the others get here.” 
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    Night fell upon Lisbon. With no moon and swirling clouds above, what shadows there were had their own shadows. That was exactly how Jake liked it. 
 
    Fox One had briefed on the plan of action. Over the past couple of nights, all of the Chinese operatives were back at the house by twenty-one hundred, so they would make sure to move on the house at precisely twenty-two hundred. 
 
    Everyone geared up. The contract strike team had brought extra bullet-proof vests for Jake, Sirena and Carla. They were not the thicker combat-type armor, but the type used by the local police in Portugal. All of them were dressed in black from top to bottom. 
 
    Jake shifted his arms around at the shoulders. “I’m not used to this type of restriction,” he said. 
 
    “Shut up,” Sirena said. “You’re wearing it.” 
 
    Carla said, “This is the same as the one I use with my agency.” 
 
    Fox One came up to Carla and checked the fit of the vest. “We like to buy local for ops like this.” 
 
    “Except for the guns,” Carla said. “Those aren’t local.” 
 
    Fox One handed her a submachine gun. “Have you shot the MP5 before?” 
 
    “Yes,” Carla said. “At the range.” She checked over the weapon. 
 
    “These are military versions,” Fox One said, pointing to the operating modes. “Safe here. Semi-auto. Three-round burst. And full auto. I suggest you use Semi-auto or Three-round burst.” 
 
    “Suppressors?” Carla asked. 
 
    Fox One shrugged. “Saves on your hearing. And no need to wake up the whole neighborhood.” 
 
    Jake moved in next to the young Portuguese officer. “Sometimes you don’t want to alert the whole crew to your whereabouts. But they will see your muzzle-flash.” 
 
    “You’ll have three thirty-round magazines,” Fox One said. “Plus, whatever you have with your 9mm handgun.” 
 
    “Glock with three seventeen-round mags,” Carla said. 
 
    “That’ll work,” Fox One said, and went back to his men. 
 
    Carla pulled Jake aside and whispered, “What type of mission is this? Are we going in to take them all out?” 
 
    Jake turned his back to show her long white zip ties. “If they surrender, we take them in and find a place for them. They’ll end up at an interrogation site out of this country.” 
 
    “Where? Never mind. I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “This is entirely up to them,” Jake said, although he knew what the likely outcome would be. 
 
    Fox One came over and handed NVGs to Carla. “Have you used these while shooting?” 
 
    “Night vision?” she asked. “No. What should I know?” 
 
    Jake took this. “You have a much narrower field of view. So, you’ll not be seeing danger coming from the sides without moving your head. Keep it on a swivel.” 
 
    “They’re great for the initial assault,” Fox One said. “Since we’re concentrating on a particular target. If someone is stupid enough to switch on the lights, just flip the NVGs up on your head.” 
 
    Carla nodded understanding. 
 
    Fox One said to Jake, “I need to talk with you about extraction from Lisbon.” 
 
    Jake and Fox One went to the far side of the dining room. 
 
    Fox One whispered, “Are you sure she’s okay for this op?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jake said. “I’ve seen her in action. She can hold her own. Besides, it might be nice to have a local in our back pocket. Which reminds me. What kind of diversion do you have planned to keep the local cops away?” 
 
    The strike team leader smiled. “What makes you think we have anything planned?” 
 
    Jake didn’t budge. 
 
    “Alright. The boys set a few devices before coming back. The first one will take out the power in this area at precisely twenty-one fifty. Seconds later, two more will go off. One is to the west of here and the other is to the east, close to that bridge that looks like the Golden Gate. We expect no casualties from the explosions, but it will attract all police in those areas.” 
 
    “Good plan,” Jake said, and then checked his watch. “We should be going.” 
 
    “Roger that. Just comm check left.” 
 
    Fox One had them turn on their comm units and each one of them went through their call signs. They designated Carla as Eagle Three. Comm check done, they grabbed their gear and headed toward the back door. 
 
    They decided to take three vehicles. Fox One and Two were in one of the SUVs, Fox Three and Four were in the other black SUV. Then Jake and Sirena got into Carla’s personal vehicle. 
 
    The three vehicles drove slowly through the residential neighborhood. When they got close to the safe house, the second SUV veered off and headed toward the back alley. They would hold in place until the front assault, catching anyone coming their way. 
 
    Fox One pulled over to the curb and shut down his engine. Carla parked just behind that vehicle. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Jake asked Carla. 
 
    Letting out a deep breath, Carla said, “I hope so.” 
 
    Suddenly, Jake felt a hand on his shoulder from Sirena behind him. He turned and saw a slight smile on her face. Sirena was in her element. But he knew that not everyone was as tough as his girl. 
 
    He turned back to Carla and said, “You stick with Sirena like glue. You go where she goes. You shoot when she shoots. Understand?” 
 
    Carla nodded her head. 
 
    He checked his watch and saw that the first explosive would go off within two minutes. He knew that Fox One would be monitoring the local police channels. But they wouldn’t need that. Almost exactly two minutes later, the lights in the homes went dark, as did the street lights. Now the area was in total darkness. 
 
    “Ready to rock and roll?” Jake asked, flipping down his NVGs. 
 
    But he didn’t wait for their answers. He got out and went to the curb next to the SUV. The two women did the same thing. Fox One and Two met them and without saying a word started walking up the block toward their target. Even with the total darkness outside, they still hung close to the stone walls along the edge of the properties. 
 
    Over their comm, they all heard, “In place Three and Four.” 
 
    Fox One said, “Lead team nearly in place.” 
 
    They all crept forward until they reached an opening in the wall and the sidewalk leading up to the front door. 
 
    Fox One paused and said, “In place.” He looked back at his team one last time, getting a thumbs up by each member. 
 
    “Moving in,” Fox One said. 
 
    Behind them, off in seemingly every direction, was the sound of sirens going off. Jake knew that the police were on the move away from their position. 
 
    The line moved in quickly. Fox One first, followed by Jake and Sirena and Carla, and Fox Two came in last, watching their six. 
 
    Fox One got to the front door and instead of kicking it in he simply checked to see if it was locked. He smiled when he found it unlocked. 
 
    That was some arrogance, Jake thought. But better for them. 
 
    The five of them went inside one after the next. 
 
    A man suddenly appeared carrying a small flashlight. Fox Two yelled something in Chinese, but that didn’t make the man surrender. Instead, he pulled a gun from its holster and aimed it toward them. 
 
    Fox One fired one bullet, dropping the man at the base of a wide staircase. 
 
    They moved forward, stepping over the dead Chinese man. 
 
    Jake caught movement up the stairs so he headed up to clear that. He felt Sirena on his back end and hoped Carla was right behind her. 
 
    By the time Jake reached the second floor, he could hear two distinct sets of gunfire. One salvo came from the rear of the house, where Fox Three and Four had been holding tight. The second firefight was coming from the first floor, and that one continued for quite some time. 
 
    Jake pushed forward to clear the second level. 
 
    Movement ahead to the right. Jake pushed his shoulder against the wall and opened fire just as he saw the first muzzle flash. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    With a quick swivel of his head, he saw that Sirena was not behind him. It was Carla. 
 
    “Where’s Eagle Two?” Jake asked Carla. 
 
    “Down the other hallway,” Carla said, her voice hurried. 
 
    “Alright,” Jake said. “Stick with me.” 
 
    Carla nodded and tapped his butt. 
 
    Moving down the hallway, not sure if he had hit the shooter, Jake stepped faster. 
 
    The man jumped out of the right side and fired. But Jake was ready, firing a flurry of shots and dropping the guy in the center of the hallway. 
 
    More gunshots below and a calm Fox One and Fox Two reporting over the comm that they had neutralized another one. 
 
    Jake had a singular thought running through his mind. He needed to get the man and woman who had taken out their security officers. 
 
    Coming to the first closed door, Jake shoved inside and swept his gun around the room. It was a bedroom with sparse furnishings. Just a bed and a small desk. 
 
    He checked the closet while Carla looked under the bed. 
 
    “Clear,” Carla reported. 
 
    “Clear,” Jake confirmed, as he swiveled back quickly to the corridor. Then he whispered to Carla, “Next time you hold tight at the doorway to make sure nobody backtracks on us.” 
 
    She nodded understanding. 
 
    This place was much bigger than he first suspected. He kept checking his six when he heard Sirena clearing a room on her own. He didn’t like her doing that. They should have stuck together. But that side of the corridor was only a couple of rooms. His side had six to clear. 
 
    At the next door, the one the man had jumped from, Jake hesitated a second to make sure Carla would hold her ground at the entry. Then he pushed through the open door. 
 
    Flashes came immediately and Jake returned fire. 
 
    Without knowing it at first, Jake found himself on his back against a wall with what felt like a stack of bricks on his chest. He couldn’t breathe. 
 
    Carla rushed to him. “Eagle One is hit,” she said through the comm, and then kneeled next to him. 
 
    “Barely,” Jake said to reassure the team. Then to Carla he said, “Get back to the door.” 
 
    She barely left Jake when there was a flash of movement. Carla shot two three-round bursts and Jake could hear the distinct sound of a body hitting the wooden floor in the corridor. 
 
    Jake recovered and got to his feet, moving with purpose to backup Carla. “You take the next room,” he said to her. 
 
    Carla seemed in shock, but she nodded agreement. 
 
    The two of them vectored quickly across the hallway to the next door on the left. Without hesitation, Carla shoved into the door and Jake covered her at the doorframe. 
 
    While she swept the room, Jake checked both sides of the corridor to see if he could catch a glimpse of Sirena. But he couldn’t. Just as he turned back toward their side of the corridor, he caught movement. 
 
    Someone then started yelling in Chinese, but Jake could only pick up a couple of the words, and those were curse words he had picked up from an old girlfriend. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if the person was yelling to give up or taunting him. Then a woman’s voice came from the next room down on his side. The man and woman were obviously arguing about something. 
 
    Jake asked into the comm, “Fox Two can you translate this?” 
 
    “Still engaged,” Fox Two reported. 
 
    “Clear,” Carla yelled behind Jake. 
 
    Jake made a calculated decision to move on the woman first, since she was most likely the leader of the two. 
 
    Sticking to the left side wall, Jake moved to the next door with purpose. He stopped for a second and pointed to himself, meaning he would breach this door. 
 
    Without thinking, Jake lowered the door lever and shoved into the room. But he tripped over something just as the bullets started flying in his direction. 
 
    Jake rolled to the floor and found his target. He emptied the last of his magazine until the gun wouldn’t shoot anymore. Then, instead of replacing the magazine, he found his Glock and aimed it toward where his target had been. But he didn’t have to fire. He found the Chinese woman dead on the floor riddled with bullet strikes. In seconds he cleared the rest of the room. This was the master bedroom, he thought. Then he saw what he had tripped over—it was a dead body. This one had a hole in the back of his skull. 
 
    He turned quickly and said “Clear” as he got to Carla at the doorframe. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked her. 
 
    She nodded yes. 
 
    “One more room,” he said. 
 
    They crossed the hallway. More gunfire came from the first floor. 
 
    Jake shoved into the next room, expecting gunfire. But what he found was a man against the far wall with a handgun at his side. He had shot himself in the head. Jake quickly cleared the rest of the room and then went to collect Carla. 
 
    As Jake got to the staircase, Sirena appeared and ran to him. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Sirena asked him. 
 
    “Took a couple to the vest,” Jake said. 
 
    She shook her head as she put pressure on Jake’s shoulder. “One missed the vest. It’s just a graze, though.” 
 
    Then, over the comm came a voice, “Fox One. We’ve got company.” 
 
    “Second floor clear,” Jake said. “Coming down.” 
 
    Now Jake could hear the police cars approaching. They’d have to hurry. 
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    The team had barely made it out the back door to the alley, where they all piled into the large SUV and escaped through a back route to the house the Gomez organization had rented temporarily. 
 
    At the house, Fox Three, who had been a Navy medic on a SEAL team for years, provided care to those with injuries. The worst injury was a bullet through-and-through the thigh of Carla Matos. Luckily the bullet had missed the femoral artery and had nearly stopped bleeding by the time they got back to the house. 
 
    Jake didn’t realize it, but he had also been hit. But his wound was not that bad. When two bullets had struck his vest, a third had caught the upper edge of the vest by his left shoulder. The bullet had mushroomed off of the vest and cut a swath through his shoulder. It required a few stitches, some butterfly bandages, and a 4x4 bandage taped over it. 
 
    Fox Two had taken a few splinters to his face where a bullet had ricocheted off a door frame a bit too close. Sirena had pulled the splinters and applied small bandages to the largest wounds. 
 
    Jake sat next to Carla as the medic patched her up. “You’re lucky that bullet didn’t hit your main artery.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “Luckily, most of my body was behind you.” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” he asked. 
 
    “My car. We had to leave it behind.” 
 
    “They might not even check on it,” he said. “They’re more likely to concentrate on the black SUV we left there.” 
 
    “But it’s my personal car,” she argued. 
 
    “You can pick it up once the police leave. Or, you can say it was stolen from outside your apartment last night.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “You have a devious mind.” 
 
    Sirena came over and said, “You don’t know the half of it.” Then she glanced at the medic and asked, “Will she survive?” 
 
    The medic had just finished patching the back side of Carla’s leg, and used some Dermabond to make sure she wouldn’t blow the stitch job. Then he covered that with a bandage. “She’ll be as good as new in a couple of weeks. Change out the bandage every twenty-four hours. If you see any redness or discharge, make sure you get some anti-biotics.” 
 
    Carla pulled up her pants and buckled them. “How will I explain that?” 
 
    “Have a story ready,” Jake said. “Anything but a gunshot.” 
 
    Fox One came over and shifted his head to Jake, meaning he needed a private moment. 
 
    Jake met the man across the room. “What’s up?” 
 
    “We’re too hot to travel,” Fox One said. “Can we hang out here for a day or two?” 
 
    “Not a problem. Does the Agency have a plan for you?” 
 
    “A flight in a couple of days.” 
 
    “You’re set then.” 
 
    “What about you and Sirena?” Fox One asked. 
 
    “Our ride is waiting for us.” 
 
    “Awesome.” 
 
    Jake watched as the remaining team members cleaned weapons on the dining room table. He knew that if these men got caught with the weapons they would be in big trouble. The police would easily be able to check the ballistics. 
 
    “What will you do with the guns?” Jake asked. 
 
    “We have extra barrels. Those used in the assault will be dumped in the ocean. What about your handguns?” 
 
    “Our guns are untraceable to us, but we’ll also dump the barrels.” Jake thought for a second, glancing across the room at Carla. “Could you take care of Carla for a couple of days. Make sure she’s alright? Maybe have someone hike down toward her car in the morning and see if they’ve taken it.” 
 
    “Not a problem. Are you leaving tonight? It’s a hot mess out there.” 
 
    “It always is, pal. But, yeah, we’re off in a minute.” 
 
    Fox One extended his hand to Jake. They both turned a strong handshake into a hug. “Nice working with you. If you ever need anything, let me know.” 
 
    “The Agency doesn’t have an exclusive contract with you?” 
 
    “Nope. We’re free agents. Independent contractors.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Jake said. “I can always use people I can trust.” 
 
    “We’re kind of a ragtag crew,” Fox One said. “We’ve got the services covered. A marine, a soldier, a sailor and an airman.” 
 
    “Sounds like the start of a bad joke.” 
 
    “Well, there are a bunch of Chinese assholes who aren’t laughing now,” Fox One said. 
 
    “You got that shit right.” 
 
    Jake and Sirena pulled Carla aside and thanked her for her participation. “I hope we don’t get you into too much trouble,” Jake said. 
 
    Carla shrugged. “I’m already suspended. All they can do is fire me now.” 
 
    “That won’t happen,” Sirena said. Then she gave the woman a long hug and followed that up with a kiss on both cheeks. 
 
    Jake did the same. “You take care.” 
 
    “You too,” Carla said. 
 
    Then Jake and Sirena said goodbye to the team. They collected their bags and headed out the door into the dark of night. The sirens that had been everywhere were now silent. 
 
    “Where to now?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “I texted Sancho for a ride. We’ll need to hike about a kilometer to the waterfront, though.” 
 
    “Can your old legs carry you that far?” she asked. 
 
    He assumed she was smiling, but couldn’t see her face in the darkness. “Bite me.” 
 
    “I’ll do more than that once I get a chance.” 
 
    “Good to know that libido still has a home in that menopause body of yours.” 
 
    She smacked him in the left arm and he winced in pain. “I’m sorry. I forgot about your wound.” 
 
    “My shoulder isn’t the problem,” he said. “But you’ve wounded my soul.” 
 
    She put her arm around him and said, “Poor baby.” 
 
    When they reached the sea front on the Avenida Da India, they barely got to the sidewalk in front of the Torre De Belem when their car pulled up to the curb. 
 
    They put their bags in the trunk and got into the back seat. Without saying a word, the driver brought them to the airport and dropped them off at the Departures area of the terminal. From there, they walked to the private operations area of the airport. 
 
    Waiting for them there was the flight crew for the Gulfstream. They all wandered out to the jet and Jake put their bags inside. Then he took his gun and holster off and set them inside his bag also. He found new clothes and quickly changed into them as the aircraft crew prepped for departure. 
 
    “Can’t that wait?” Sirena asked. 
 
    They had already gotten rid of the clothes they had used on the raid of the Chinese safe house, so Sirena’s question was not without merit. 
 
    He pulled on a new black T-shirt and covered that with his leather jacket. Then he said, “I have to take care of something.” 
 
    “You’re staying behind?” she asked. 
 
    “Just for a day or so,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t need a gun?” 
 
    He needed to reassure her. “No. I only need to check on something at the Gomez plant. You know, with our chief of security killed by the Chinese, along with his deputy, Carlos would like me to vet some new candidates.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” she said. 
 
    Jake looked forward and saw that the flight attendant was about to close the cabin door. But he waved for her to wait a minute. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t need help?” Sirena asked. 
 
    “No. It’s better if you get somewhere away from here and take care of our guns.” 
 
    “You could take one of the three-eighties.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I won’t need that for interviews. I better get going.” 
 
    “Wait.” She went to Jake’s bag and pulled out a cord. “You’ll need to charge your phone.” 
 
    “Good point.” He shoved the SAT phone charger into his coat pocket. Then he kissed Sirena. 
 
    “One more thing,” she said. “Where am I going?” 
 
    That was a damn good question. They had been burned in the Azores. He had been run out of his home in Calabria, Italy. And it was winter in Innsbruck, Austria. He wasn’t feeling that place anymore anyway. But where? 
 
    Finally, Jake said, “Fly back to Dublin. Carlos will want us to fill that security position also. I’ll meet you there in a couple of days.” 
 
    “Where should I stay?” 
 
    “Pick somewhere nice.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’ll bill it to Carlos Gomez.” 
 
    “Obviously.” He gave her another hug and a kiss. 
 
    Then Jake wandered toward the cabin door. 
 
    “You’re not going with us?” the female flight attendant asked. 
 
    “Not this time,” Jake said. Then he told her to fly to Dublin. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Jake wandered out of the jet and walked with purpose toward the operations building. When he paused to look back at the jet taxi away, he saw Sirena with her hand on the window. This was the first time he had even partially lied to her. While it was true that he would have to interview candidates for the security posts, that wasn’t his true reason for staying behind. He hoped Sirena would understand. 
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    A few days had passed since Jake put Sirena on the jet to Dublin. He had spoken with her a couple of times. She was happily drinking stout and lounging in spa treatments at a posh hotel in downtown Dublin. 
 
    Jake had actually interviewed a few candidates for the chief security job at the Lisbon Gomez operation, hiring a man who had recently retired from Portuguese SIS, the Secret Intelligence Service, which was the FBI equivalent of Portugal. The man was over-qualified and could easily bring in a deputy to handle the day-to-day routine. 
 
    The remainder of Jake’s time had been conducting private surveillance at the hotel where he was staying. He had selected this hotel based on intel from his man in Porto, Sancho Eneko. 
 
    Now, Jake sat sipping a beer in the hotel bar, watching three Chinese men drink themselves stupid. Jake lifted his chin and gave the bartender a smile, before he got up and left a third of his beer behind. 
 
    Then Jake turned on his comm link to Sancho, which connected via his SAT phone. 
 
    On the way to the top floor of the hotel, Jake said into his comm, “Is the target in place?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Sancho said. “Locked in, lights out, and snoring.” 
 
    Jake smiled. He had gotten close enough to the target yesterday to clone the man’s phone. Now Sancho could listen to the guy’s calls and even hear conversations when the phone wasn’t on. Just like they had done to the billionaire in Panama. 
 
    He got off on the top level and wandered down the corridor toward the target’s room, adjusting his tight leather gloves onto his fingers. “Approaching now,” Jake said. 
 
    “Opening the door now,” Sancho said. 
 
    Jake saw the green light come on and he swiveled the handle. Then he quietly entered the hotel room and let his eyes adjust to the dark. The occupant had left the curtains open about six inches, which allowed the city lights to give him a view of the room. 
 
    The target snored like a drunken lumberjack sawing logs. Jake found a chair at a desk, which he brought next to the bed. He sat down and stared at the man, trying to figure out what he needed to do. He could have simply let the man go and carry on his business. But the status quo didn’t seem like a logical ending to this scenario. 
 
    Without further thought, Jake switched on the table lamp next to the bed. 
 
    The Chinese man, disoriented and shocked, sat up straight in his bed. He was about to say something, when Jake punched the man in the face, knocking him out. 
 
    “Everything alright?” Sancho asked. 
 
    “Yes, why?” 
 
    “It sounded like. I don’t know. You punched something.” 
 
    “Shut up and record from this point forward,” Jake said. 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Jake grabbed the man and slapped him a couple of times in the face. Finally, the Chinese man woke up and tried to move away from Jake. 
 
    “Is this the way a former general in the Chinese People’s Liberation Army acts?” Jake asked. “And I know you speak fluent English, having gone to undergraduate school at UCLA.” 
 
    The Chinese man wiped the blood from his lip and then used his tongue to close the wound. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Do you know me?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “This will go much faster if you simply answer a few of my questions,” Jake said calmly. 
 
    “If I simply raise my voice, my security detail will be here in seconds,” the man said. 
 
    Jake shook his head. “Your men are preoccupied right now. You could scream like a little girl and nobody would come.” 
 
    “What do you want?” the man repeated. 
 
    “Answers.” 
 
    “What answers.” 
 
    “Do you know me?” 
 
    Reluctantly, the man said, “By reputation.” 
 
    “Then you know what I’m capable of doing to you?” 
 
    “Yes. You will kill me like you did on Pico Island, in Ireland and here in Lisbon.” 
 
    Jake wasn’t about to cop to all of those deaths, even though the man was spot on. Instead, he continued with his questions. “Why did you send men to kill me on Pico?” 
 
    The man said nothing. 
 
    So, Jake said, “Let’s back up a moment. Say your name.” 
 
    “Wu Li Jin,” the man said. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “Of course. You’re a dirtbag who got rich because of your relationship to the Chinese president and others high up in the government.” 
 
    “I am a simple businessman,” Wu said. 
 
    “Back to my questions,” Jake said. Then he grabbed the man’s arm and yanked him from the bed, placing him in the desk chair wearing only his tight, white underwear. 
 
    Now Jake loomed over the much smaller man, like a teacher over his pupil. 
 
    “You will answer my questions,” Jake said. 
 
    “Or what?” 
 
    Jake simply glanced at the balcony. This was the second time in less than a week that he would threaten a man with Earth’s gravity. 
 
    “You can’t kill me,” Wu said. 
 
    “I told you. I just want answers. Did you order the hits on our security officers here in Lisbon, in Dublin, and against me personally in the Azores?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Jake said nothing. He waited. 
 
    “We made a perfectly good offer to buy the Gomez organization,” Wu said. “He laughed at our offer.” 
 
    “So, you organized protests at his plants in Portugal, Spain and Ireland?” 
 
    “It is not a crime to protest.” 
 
    “It is in China,” Jake reminded the man. 
 
    “In a free society, you use their laws against them.” 
 
    “Did your orders come from the president himself?” Jake asked. 
 
    “That’s absurd,” Wu said. “I acted on my own to benefit my companies. There, now I’ve answered your questions and you can go back to screwing that Jewish whore of yours.” 
 
    Jake had considered letting the man go back to his business, but now he had crossed the line. 
 
    “End recording,” Jake said, which brought a strange look from the Chinese man. Then to Wu, he said, “Stand up and turn around.” 
 
    Wu sat in place, crossing his arms over his flaccid chest. 
 
    Jake kicked the man in the stomach, taking his breath away. He rolled to his knees on the low-pile carpet. With one swift motion, Jake grasped the man by the neck with both hands and lifted him off the ground. Then he quickly put the guy into a sleeper hold. 
 
    Wu struggled in Jake’s grasp, but Jake didn’t let go. He could have simply snapped the man’s neck and killed him instantly. But Wu had not given Jake’s people that same courtesy. He had ordered his security people to make a point. It was his own damn fault for what was about to happen. 
 
    Lifting the man across the room by the neck, Jake opened the sliding glass door to the balcony. The smaller man tried to grasp the railing at the edge of the balcony, but Jake simply lifted him higher and twisted his own body so his back was to the edge. 
 
    Jake whispered, “Since you don’t believe in God, this won’t matter to you. But you will soon have a discussion with Satan. Say hello for me.” 
 
    Then, without further thought, Jake twisted his body to the left and flung the man over the rail into the abyss of the night. 
 
    Without remorse or any further thought, Jake went back into the room and picked up the man’s phone. He went back onto the balcony just long enough to drop the phone over the edge. 
 
    Then Jake went to the stairwell and walked down a few floors to his own level. He went to bed and slept like a baby. 
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    County Wicklow, Ireland 
 
      
 
    For the first time in a couple of years, Jake flew commercial from Lisbon to Dublin. Since he had no guns on him, this wasn’t a problem. From the airport, he transferred to a train that carried him south of Dublin to the Wicklow city train station. 
 
    Jake wandered out to the street and saw Sirena leaning against a new Ford sedan. He went to her and greeted her with a hug and a kiss. 
 
    “How was the trip?” she asked. 
 
    “Not too bad. I prefer traveling on one of the Gomez jets, though.” 
 
    “No doubt. Sorry they couldn’t pick you up.” 
 
    They could have, but Jake had decided not to bother with them for such a short trip. He got in to the front passenger seat and Sirena slid behind the wheel. 
 
    She pulled out from the curb and within a few minutes was on an outer ring road of the small seaside town. 
 
    “What made you pick the Wicklow area?” Jake asked. 
 
    “Dublin is nice, but drunken tourists got old fast.” 
 
    “What did you find us?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    She drove south past a golf course by the sea and plush green fields sectioned off by stone walls. In a short while, she turned left and headed to the coast. Here the estates were larger, with enough land between houses to ensure privacy. Finally, she pulled into a single-story white house that sat on a precipice above the sea. 
 
    Jake got out and felt a tinge of familiarity. Although the trees and shrubs were different, he couldn’t help drawing a comparison to the place he had owned on the Mediterranean in Italy along the Calabrian coast. The cliff in Italy was much higher, though. His mind flashed to the fire that had consumed Alexandra and nearly killed his daughter Emma. 
 
    He stood at the edge of the green yard and gazed at the low shrubs, which led to a sandy beach. A loose fog rolled in on them, along with a mist in the air. 
 
    “The house isn’t too elaborate,” Sirena said. “But it’s cozy. I have a fire going in the living room.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining, but it seems like a good place to drink yourself to death.” 
 
    “We only have the place for a week,” she assured him. “So, if you plan on doing that, you should start now.” 
 
    “That’s not what I have planned,” he said, turning to her. “It’s a perfect place to get my head straight.” 
 
    She started to say something, but hesitated, as if searching for the right words. Reluctantly, she said, “What happened in Lisbon?” 
 
    “I hired a new security chief there,” Jake said. 
 
    “After that.” 
 
    He guessed that she already knew what he had done. “What do you think?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I got a call from John Bradford.” 
 
    “What did the CIA director want?” 
 
    “The Chinese put in a back-channel complaint with the U.S. government because of the death of their people in the safe house.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Our people had no comment.” 
 
    “That’s why they went with independent contractors,” Jake said. “Complete deniability.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest for self-comfort or warmth. 
 
    “Is something bothering you?” he asked. 
 
    “Bradford also mentioned something about the Chinese president’s cousin dying in Lisbon.” 
 
    “I don’t recall seeing that man at the safe house.” 
 
    “He wasn’t there,” she agreed. “Wu Li Jin did a swan dive out of his penthouse suite hotel room.” 
 
    Jake thought for a moment, unsure what he should tell Sirena. They didn’t really have known secrets. But he guessed there were always omissions of facts between them. 
 
    “Is that why you stayed behind in Lisbon?” she asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “Do you really want to know everything?” 
 
    “I just wished you had included me.” 
 
    “The Chinese government will have to assume that Wu Li Jin committed suicide after the failures he had encountered with the men at the safe house. Also, with the four they lost on Pico and those here in Ireland. That’s a lot of failure.” 
 
    She nodded her head slightly. “Did the man admit what he had done?” 
 
    “The man was set to come after us again,” Jake said. “He called you a Jewish whore.” 
 
    “Bastard. Why did he have to bring my religion into this?” 
 
    Jake took her into his arms and held her tight against his body, kissing her forehead. Then he whispered, “Sometimes you have to punch the bully in the face to get his attention.” 
 
    She let out a heavy sigh. “The Chinese won’t forget this.” 
 
    “Neither will I,” he said. 
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