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	To my family: those I was born to and those I added along the way.

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Of all the forces that make for a better world, none is so powerful as hope.

	With hope, one can think, one can work, one can dream.

	If you have hope, you have everything.

	 

	-- Unknown

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CONTINGENCIES

	 

	 

	
Chapter 1

	 

	Four years ago

	Adrian Reilly had been known for his unwavering patience when he was a Special Forces soldier, when the lives of his teammates mattered, when mission success was priority. That wasn’t today. Or yesterday. Not since being relieved of those duties and responsibilities by the man who was now twenty minutes late by Reilly’s internal clock. Being in full dress uniform only compounded his frustration as did waiting for a man who was as cold as the empty CIA office in which Reilly stood. He automatically snapped to attention when Associate Deputy Director of Operations Shaun McNeal finally appeared five minutes later without apology.

	“Thank you for coming,” McNeal said.

	“I had a choice? Sir.”

	“You made good time,” McNeal said, obviously dissecting his guest. “What were you doing in Ireland?”

	“Getting on with my life. Sir.”

	“With an undercover operative in the middle of her own assignment? Now there’s a solid future.”

	Reilly’s teeth were set as rigid as his body. It was none of their business what he did with his life. He was no longer an Army Special Forces soldier dedicated to God and country. The medals and ribbons on his coat represented heartbreak and scars, not bravery or excellence, but old habits are hard to break and he responded like an obedient child to the CIAs hostile call to report immediately. He clenched his fist to redirect the ache in his temple and released his jaw. Discharged or not, the expletives he wanted to shout could have him held for insubordination. 

	McNeal tightened his mouth. “At ease, Staff Sergeant, I didn’t call you here for that.” He tossed the file in his hand on the desk.

	Reilly said nothing. Although his stare did not waiver, he clearly saw his name on the dossier. He was being studied.

	“You look to be in top shape,” McNeal noted. “Hair cut is appropriate, too.”

	“Your point,” Reilly said. The daily workout routine was as ingrained as breathing and the trauma of having his head shaved by his father when he was eight because his hair was too long had lasted a lifetime, regardless of any Army protocol.

	“Your country needs you again,” McNeal said. After a long, silent beat, he moved to close the door, then continued after rounding the desk. “Ok, let’s cut to the chase. Say I believe what you told the investigative panel.”

	“That so?” Reilly said not bothering to hide his indignation. His thoughts returned to the warm bed and the woman he had shared it with only twenty-four hours ago. He wondered what had possessed him to leave both. He had been honed to thrive in sudden and immediate changes, even chaos, but he was no longer required to follow orders. McNeal saw to that personally.

	“Things change,” McNeal said.

	“Things.” Reilly adjusted his attitude slightly when the director raised his brow. “Sir.”

	“New information has come to my attention.”

	Reilly’s purposeful silence caused the director to shift his stance. He didn’t know McNeal or how he operated, only that he had a reach long enough to stop an ongoing Military Article 32 hearing and give Reilly a choice: resign or be found guilty of dereliction of duty. 

	Some choice.

	He was guilty only of being insane to think he could accuse a CIA deputy director of treason during an investigative hearing about his own failed mission and the deaths of two team members. Honorable men whose deaths profited a traitor hiding inside a patriotic suit and behind the title of public servant. He resigned and Associate Deputy Director for Counterintelligence Charlie O’Donnell got away with murder. 

	What Reilly did know was that McNeal’s colleagues and subordinates considered him strong and committed; an unshakable pillar for the demands of a job performed in shadows. Shadows that, as a Special Forces soldier, Reilly lived and thrived in. Until he couldn’t.

	“What I am about to tell you, I have told no one,” McNeal said.

	Reilly moved his eyes to the director’s face. This can’t be good, he thought, then listened for almost an hour while McNeal spoke about secret missions and their failures. Each word was like a sharp spike climbing and embedding in Reilly’s spine. Each barb, hot and searing. A common denominator was at the root of each operation.

	“This is exactly what I was telling you twelve months ago,” Reilly declared. “Deputy Director O’Donnell is a traitor and a liar and the ultimate manipulator.”

	“I see that now.”

	“Yeah, well, what does that get me? Nothing. You need help? Get a skilled ops officer with unlimited access and resources. Someone on the inside. A retired soldier won’t cut it.”

	The director drew his head back slightly. “Humility? Didn’t expect that from you. I guess there’s a first for everything.”

	“What did you expect?” Reilly asked, his voice rising. “That I’d come running full of forgiveness? My brothers were coming back in body bags but no one wanted to connect the dots. No one on that panel gave even a passing glance at the proof that Sergeant Kelly and I had brought after our team had been set up and left for dead in that Bolivian jungle, except to blame us. Were we not devoted enough? Or maybe we just didn’t bleed enough. I gave this country my entire life, did everything she asked of me for seventeen years, but when I told you she needed protection, I was told I was incompetent and a liar and put out like yesterday’s garbage. Give me one good reason why I should believe you’ve changed your mind.” He breathed then added, “Sir.”

	McNeal dropped into his chair. “Because you are the only one I trust.”

	The director’s face took on a chalky appearance and Reilly hesitated. Even with three inches on the director, McNeal had been imposing and brash. Then and now. He had to be in order to be effective but that man had changed. His brown hair had started to silver and his suit seemed to hang just a bit from his shoulders. The authority and confidence so evident when they last met was gone and his light, narrow eyes were troubled. 

	“Why?” Reilly asked. “You didn’t trust me a year ago.”

	The director exhaled and leaned forward. “What you don’t know is that your brother, Sergeant Kelly, is my nephew.”

	The gears in Reilly’s head shifted. New questions pounded his brain while others that had lingered for months were immediately answered. It was why Timmy Kelly was sent to Germany and on to a highly sensitive covert mission instead of being dismissed. Timmy was a medic and one of the best. Reilly had never held a grudge but this truth was comforting. Some of his anger ebbed. “You’re right, I didn’t know.”

	“No one did. Timmy wanted to earn his own way, without special consideration or treatment, but when you both presented your charges against the deputy director, I knew I had to do something.”

	“Without tipping your hand,” Reilly said.

	McNeal nodded. “I made your dismissal contingencies myself because I needed time. I didn’t doubt your accusations. Timmy wouldn’t have risked his career and once I read your file, I knew you wouldn’t either. Not after what you both endured during that failed op in South America.”

	Reilly flinched at the memories that fourteen months later had not faded. He doubted they would. Their mission had been to retrieve Manuel Reyes, son of the leader of the Reyes cartel in Bolivia who was bringing the U.S. information about their internal workings, trade routes, government employees on their payroll and a boatload of cash. All of it had disappeared with Reyes’ mutilation, hours before Reilly and his team had entered Bolivian air space. 

	The team had been set up and ambushed by a rival cartel, who could have only known about their arrival because they were working with O’Donnell. Matt Gallagher and Brock Green were slaughtered as they touched turf. Reilly had heard their final screams before being knocked out and dragged away. He would always hear them. Timmy survived unharmed and believing he was the lone survivor, disobeyed O’Donnell’s orders to return immediately. Instead, he had risked his life and career to find Reilly, or his body, and bring them all home. 

	“Timmy saved my life,” Reilly said through the turn in his gut.

	“I needed time to sort it all out, especially after Daniel Tyler’s death, but this has taken so long and now…”

	Reilly swallowed. So, that was the reason for halting the inquiry. He had thought so but hadn’t been sure. He released the weight he’d been holding in his chest but there was a dark force in the room that hung from the corners on every molecule. It sucked the light, like fire inhaling oxygen, and left an ache for his old life and his old friends; for Timmy and the teammates he lost in South America, and for Hank Matsuo, his best friend since boot camp. He hadn’t had a partner since.

	“What’s happened?” Reilly asked. The unapologetic self-assuredness McNeal had when he entered the room had been replaced by something deeply disturbing.

	“Timmy’s dead.”

	Reilly’s heart seized. “How? Where?”

	“A car accident, in Germany, but I know…I know in my bones…he was murdered and that O’Donnell was behind it.”

	“Why?” Reilly asked.

	The director sighed. “The cause was DUI.”

	“You don’t get drunk on Diet Coke,” Reilly said as those gears shifted again. He threw a lasso around the heartache and loss, and wrapped it tight. He would draw from it as if it were redemptive fuel. Not for himself but for those who had died, including the man who first showed him the depth of Charlie O’Donnell’s evil, CIA Operations Officer Daniel Tyler. Used and betrayed by O’Donnell, Tyler had asked for Reilly’s help in taking down the deputy director, but worn and wounded by death and deceit, Reilly hesitated. Now, that interminable regret for not accepting Tyler’s offer taunted Reilly into action. If he had agreed sooner, they would all be alive.

	Reilly hated ifs. He’d been trained to identify every option, every possible remedy, to any situation presented. Those ifs needed to be pulverized to a fine dust. Power and confidence pulsed through every cell, pushing out the poor me attitude he’d been carrying for a year. They had called him cocky and arrogant his entire career. He called it unwavering dedication. Regardless, it returned with an uncontainable force, like a beast, ravenous from being fed with only guilt and remorse. He’d finally bring closure to his heartache on his own terms. To honor his brothers and his friends.

	“I’ll help where I can but I can’t give you any resources,” McNeal offered. “This isn’t sanctioned.”

	“Not a problem.”

	“You’ll need to rely on your instincts and gut – your training.”

	“I said not a problem.” 

	The director smirked. “There’s the arrogance I was expecting.”

	Reilly remembered Daniel Tyler’s warning. People you love may get hurt…people you love may not be who you thought they were. “I won’t care who gets in the way either.”

	McNeal rose from his chair with an unwavering glare. “Honestly, I don’t care what you have to do, or who you have to use, as long as you bring O’Donnell and whomever he has working for or with him to their knees.” He grabbed Reilly’s offered hand. “And you report only to me.”



	
Chapter 2

	 

	Current day

	Reilly parked his black Ford F150 in the nearest lot facing the marina on the Maryland intercostal waterway. Four years of hunting on U.S. soil and around the globe, of digging for the tiniest piece of information, had come to this day, this moment. Excitement and relief vied for his attention but he ignored them like impatient children.

	Steady. Don’t trip now. You can breathe tomorrow.

	Four years. Too long by all accounts but with no back up, no partner, no direct internal resources from McNeal, it had been a long and frustrating road. He had warned McNeal that he was a soldier not an agent but in the end had made a promise. To McNeal, himself, and his dead comrades. Four years was longer than either he or the director expected but the lies were tied tight and there was more than one hand cinching those knots.

	Every contact and traitor that Reilly tried to pluck from O’Donnell’s maze of deceptions and treachery would dead end or disappear. He had tracked survivors of failed missions, handlers, ops officers and soldiers without success. McNeal fed him what he could but even he on occasion seemed to show his hand to someone on the traitor’s payroll and the target would vanish. O’Donnell had help, of that they were sure, but who that was remained dark and deep. Weeks had turned to months, months to years, until Reilly was able to find and brake a cowardly runner in O’Donnell’s grip.

	The naïve kid pointed Reilly to CIA communications expert Jack Anderson as the linchpin holding an invisible wheel of treason in place. A wheel that was controlled solely by O’Donnell. It was time to pull that pin and watch O’Donnell come apart. 

	It had taken Reilly months of unending pressure before Anderson would admit his role and agree to cooperate. He claimed to have everything: names of double agents, traitors to their country, payments made, jobs in progress and those yet to be fulfilled. In the U.S. and abroad. Partners. 

	In return, Anderson demanded protection and forgiveness and, with McNeal’s blessing, Reilly had made him that promise. Anderson wanted a new beginning and like the bright, cloudless day, it was a perfect day for one.

	Then what? 

	Reilly had put his life on hold for this mission. He’d regain his name, his pride, but not his job. So what did that leave? He thought again to Daniel Tyler’s warning about who could be involved – that it might take time to unravel O’Donnell’s dark network – but this was longer than either Reilly or McNeal could have dreamed.

	Tomorrow’s decision. After you toast the men and women who don’t have one.

	Reilly grabbed his baseball hat, rolled the rim between his palms before putting it on his head, and jumped out. From the bed of the truck, he pulled a fishing pole and tackle box then scanned the area.

	The marina harbored a variety of crafts at both ends of the money spectrum. Anderson kept a small boat and was to follow his normal Wednesday routine. Only today instead of bluefish, he would find salvation. The delivery of a flash drive to Reilly was Anderson’s ticket out and O’Donnell’s and his henchmen’s long march to prison.

	Boats outnumbered people today but Reilly could see Anderson wiping the wheelhouse mechanicals. To a passerby, he appeared to be enjoying the weather when actually he was sweeping the area, too. He gave Reilly a head nod before inserting the key to start the engine.

	Reilly flinched and ducked when a sonic boom rocked the ground and tossed a half dozen boats like toys in a child’s bathtub. A fireball touched the sky, followed by the thick, acrid smoke of burning fuel, plastic and wood. He ran toward the scene, aware of what he would find. His stomach churned the closer he got.

	Anderson had been reduced to a charred mess. Reilly threw his hands up then flinched again as fiery debris fell on his shoulders and singed his t-shirt. He stamped out a small flame at his feet. Shock would have settled in if he had let it. Instead, his mind raced while he scanned the pier in search of anyone who might have witnessed, or caused, what happened. First left, then right, then north and south. There was no one.

	He ran back to the parking lot as he dialed 911 and spoke to an operator. He spotted Ops Officer Joe Morgan on the opposite pier as he hung up.

	Morgan was dressed for the hot July morning in nondescript shorts and shirt. An oversized fishing hat on his large head added the perfect camouflage to even a trained eye. He had hidden his wide, six-foot frame between two large vessels and was kneeling beside a bait bucket, laughing.

	Reilly sprinted toward him, adrenaline kicking every step. He knew Morgan or thought he did. Daniel Tyler’s words were never far from his thoughts. O’Donnell’s web was thick and twisted with more traitors than he would have ever guessed. He was wild but ready when Morgan pulled a fillet knife from the bucket and lunged.

	“You did this,” Reilly screamed as he deflected the attempts at his head and throat. Morgan was expertly trained, too and regardless of Reilly’s size or physical power had a weapon and plenty of power to slash and gouge without hesitation.

	“Well, look at that,” Morgan taunted as he blocked Reilly’s attempt to redirect his angle of attack. “Anderson had a pair of balls after all. Didn’t think he had it in him.”

	Reilly sidestepped his attacker, locked Morgan’s arm and threw his knee into the man’s stomach. Morgan lost his balance after Reilly smashed his elbow in the man’s face. “You’re on O’Donnell’s payroll, too, you son of a bitch.”

	Morgan recovered and came around again with a swipe at Reilly’s torso. “Haven’t you figured it out that there are more of us than there are of you?”

	Reilly gripped the agent’s attacking arm and jumped back but not far enough. His loose t-shirt took the most of the blade but the tip found his skin. He ignored the sting and blood soaking the waistband of his shorts and increased the vice-like grip on Morgan’s wrist until it snapped.

	Morgan howled and stumbled back but did not relent. He simply switched the knife to his left hand. “And to come to a loser like you,” he said. “You never did know when to quit. When are you going to learn that death follows you everywhere?”

	Reilly grabbed the chum bucket and used it as a shield to hold off further damage.

	Morgan attacked it with vengeance. “You should join our team, Reilly,” he laughed. “You’ve got nothing to lose now that all your friends and partners are dead.”

	“You’ve got nothing I want,” Reilly said, “except O’Donnell’s large ass behind bars.”

	Morgan kept coming with the knife and the verbal assault. “We’ve got everything, you overgrown Boy Scout. Money, power, women.”

	Reilly laughed. He could play the psych game too. “An ugly fuck like you gets laid? Some women have no taste.”

	“You’re not the only one tagging everything in a skirt so don’t think O’Donnell couldn’t have one of those lovelies put a bullet in your brain.”

	“Sounds more like you’re jealous,” Reilly said as he eyed a coil of rope laying only a few steps to his right. Perfect to hog tie and drag the swine in. He moved toward it with slow, deliberate steps.

	“Of an old man like you? Laugh all you want, but you’ll never catch him. He has eyes everywhere. He sees everything. Owns everyone.”

	Reilly shoved the bucket hard and doused the agent with bloody fish parts and innards. “Not everyone.”

	Morgan grunted with disgust as the salty mix burned his eyes and throat. The knife flew from his hand when Reilly followed up with several punches to his jaw and a kick to his groin. He doubled over but caught his breath quickly. He charged as Reilly reached for the rope and bounced him off the large cabin cruiser bobbing in the slip.

	Like the approaching sirens, screaming pain at the back of his head caused Reilly to lose sight for an instant and fall to his knees. He pushed up and wavered. The boards beneath his hands moved in and out of focus like a seesaw as Morgan rounded him, dragging something heavy.

	Reilly strained for the proper counterattack. He squinted, trying to make order of up and down, but the intermittent light reflecting off the water and chrome doubled him over. He pushed to his feet, his eyes barely open, and staggered down the pier like a drunken sailor. A sharp, silver reflection blinded him and he faltered again.

	His brain screamed keep moving as Morgan’s shadow overtook him. When it blocked out the sun, Reilly lunged for the knife laying three feet in front of him and buried the blade deep in the chest of the filth that called himself a defender of his nation.

	Morgan and the steel anchor he had hoisted in an attempt to crush Reilly fell from the pier. Dark water immediately folded itself around the body as if sucked away by hell’s vacuum.

	Reilly dropped to the deck as the blaring sirens kept time with the pounding in his head. He breathed deep to stem the nausea and the reality that any chance of closing this chapter in his life now lay at the bottom of the channel.


Chapter 3

	 

	The train ride from the nondescript motel room in Maryland to Virginia put Trent Mariner at the large, private estate shortly before dawn. At fifty yards outside the guarded perimeter, he had no problem positioning himself in the thick expanse of landscape. Through his optical scope, he carefully watched the bank of windows at the rear of the home for any movement. 

	At sunrise, a light came on in what he knew to be the study and for several hours, he watched the large mass that was Charlie O’Donnell move between its windows. They were the frantic movements of a man about to run. Mariner smiled with slight vindication that he made the right call. O’Donnell had no intention of keeping the promise he had made less than a day ago. He pulled the cell from his pocket and dialed.

	“I still don’t like it,” Mariner said.

	“We’ve gone over this already,” O’Donnell huffed. “I’ve got it all under control. By tonight, your old sergeant will be history.” 

	“I’m not buying it. Reilly won’t give up until he’s dead or we are,” Mariner said. With the phone clenched in his left hand, his right zeroed in his weapon with the distance and angle to several key points. He noted them in his logbook along with the wind, temperature and humidity, then chose the best vantage point. He removed the magnum shell from his jacket, carefully slid it into the chamber and secured the bolt. The sweet sound of the click ensured its engagement. Through the scope, he watched O’Donnell round the mahogany desk and toss another dossier in the fireplace. The flames popped and sizzled through the speaker.

	“He’s not as good as ya think,” O’Donnell said. 

	“No? He turned Anderson. Who else do you think he can turn?”

	“He’s been chasing his tail for so long he’ll buy my ‘old-buddy-old-pal’ speech and agree to meet me at the Blue Moon Inn, so get a grip,” O’Donnell demanded. “You’re losing sight of the goal and I have no plans to fail because of the monsters in your head.”

	“You don’t get it O’Donnell. I’m sick of looking over my shoulder and finding Adrian Reilly instead of my shadow.”

	“I’ve got this,” Charlie said. “Just get on that plane.”

	“So you can close up shop?” Mariner taunted.

	“Who said anything about closing up shop?” Charlie screeched. “This network has no boundaries. We can run it from anywhere. Contingencies were always in place.”

	“Your contingencies. Unless Reilly gets to us first.”

	“He’ll be dead by midnight,” O’Donnell promised.

	“This is such bullshit.”

	“Then you go to the Blue Moon and take care of Reilly and I’ll meet ya in Paris,” Charlie said.

	Mariner briefly considered the offer. He didn’t like how quickly O’Donnell made it but he curled his lip. “As tempting as that is, I’ve got Paris.”

	“Good. Now listen buddy, you were right about not trusting Anderson and Morgan was an idiot but neither is an issue now. Come on, stay focused. It’ll be worth it, I promise.”

	Mariner pressed End and grinned. He’d been listening to the tick of the clock and Charlie O’Donnell’s excuses for too long. Every fiber in his body wanted to storm the house and slit the man’s throat. Instead, he breathed as he’d been taught, compartmentalized and focused. He’d meticulously observe, wait for the prime moment, and regroup only after this partnership was dissolved. 

	He breathed even and steady but his mania intensified. Last year in Prague and then in Kabul, Reilly had been two steps behind but Mariner had eliminated O’Donnell’s targets with ease. Jack Anderson had been just as easy because Anderson had forgotten who was in charge. It was O’Donnell’s first and only rule that if broken, redemption was attainable only through death.

	Anderson got what he deserved as did Joe Morgan, O’Donnell’s crooked point man who started this shit show. O’Donnell took neither instructions nor demands from anyone including the invisible sniper who made it all possible. But Reilly was one breath away from unearthing the trove of buried deceptions that had passed for Mariner’s work and the plans he had with O’Donnell. 

	Watching his boss now, those plans had been changed. 

	Two calls had been made since Mariner’s had ended and with his large girth standing at the tall Palladian window, Charlie’s stubby finger moved across the cell. Oblivious to any danger, Charlie stared at the phone for several moments, as if waiting for a reply, then angrily shoved the phone in his pants pocket before moving from the window.

	Mariner placed his hand on his chest and focused on the large black and grey image of the Grim Reaper inked in his skin. His namesake, cloaked in flowing black robes with a sickle in one hand and a gun slung chest level, stood on a hill of skulls and bones pointing its boney right hand at its victim. They were one mind and soul, controlling life and death through the scope on his rifle.

	Focusing caused Mariner’s rage to escalate. Layer upon layer swelled and twisted until he was ready to rip apart everything in his path. His scarred back itched like a thousand crawling spiders as his hatred intensified. Reilly was closing in and like a lion on the hunt would not rest until he caught his prey. He could not be given the chance to pounce first but the hunter was closer than ever in spite of the assurances that the double-dealing, oversized O’Donnell spewed over the phone. They were simply lies told by a man who thought he held all the cards. 

	The power and control his boss had nurtured and developed had been more addictive than any drug and more seductive than any woman. It was warm and complete and encompassing. Nothing compared and nothing could hinder the constant gnawing desire for more. For either of them. But Charlie thought of himself as the great and almighty Caesar controlling life with the flip of his thumb.

	Even Caesar’s time came to an end.

	Mariner looked to his muse of hardened steel and wood. She was cleaned and primed and ready to serve her master. He ran his hand over her smooth stock until his breath settled and his back stopped twitching. With his right leg in line with the barrel, Mariner pressed his cheek to the stock, and settled his breaths.

	“Time to reshuffle the deck.”



	
Chapter 4

	 

	Reilly was perturbed and worn out when he pulled up to the multi-storied building housing McNeal’s private office. Manicured lawns and blooming summer gardens sat pristine and oblivious to the chaos of the world. To say McNeal had been pissed about Anderson and Morgan would be an understatement. Reilly had laid low for a week while the director sanitized their deaths. 

	He put the truck in park and caught a glimpse of himself in the rearview mirror. His stomach had healed but dark circles and beginning scruff added to his nasty mood. Four years on a solitary treadmill of defeat hung from his shoulders like a lead coat. 

	He wasn’t simply missing something. He was missing someone. On the inside who was working with O’Donnell. It could be the only explanation for such orchestrated deaths and why Reilly was always one step behind. McNeal was right not to trust anyone within the walls at CIA but they had missed the bigger picture with their focus solely on O’Donnell and his movements. Joe Morgan couldn’t possibly be right. He couldn’t own everyone. Reilly needed to refocus and regroup, otherwise justice would never be reaped and his name would never be restored. He needed time the director might not give him especially after last week’s deaths.

	An After Action Report lay on the seat beside him that no one but McNeal would see. If the truth was discovered, the only thing the AAR might do is keep him out of jail, provided the director could convince the Agency this wasn’t a personal vendetta. Maybe it was. 

	Reilly showed his badge to security, headed toward the elevators and for the briefest of moments considered handing this mission back to McNeal. Lord knew he had spent enough time, had enough money, but it wasn’t that easy. 

	Four years was a long time to invest without any return.

	He pushed the button and blew out a deep breath. He was just kidding himself. He knew no other life and, like any other mission, would see it to the end. Whether it was his end or not was fine. He owed at least that to the friends who had been sacrificed. He would not discard their friendship, or their patriotism, just because he was tired and pissed and needed a haircut.

	“That’s what the last R stands for anyway, stupid,” he whispered to no one. Readily will I display the intestinal fortitude required to fight on to the Ranger objective and complete the mission though I be lone survivor. “I am that lone survivor.”

	The director met him as the elevator door slid open and Reilly followed him into the office like a sullen child. He dropped the report on McNeal’s desk and took a seat as the door was slammed by a clearly agitated man.

	“God, what’s it going to take?” McNeal asked. “Again, you have nothing!”

	Reilly jumped up, pulled the wallet from his back pocket and slammed it on the desk. “Take it then. It’s all on me anyway. That was our deal, right? At this point, it’s only good for getting in the door. I’ll just go back to my so-called life and you can forget that I was ever here.” 

	So much for displaying fortitude.

	The gold badge reflected the morning sun back to the director and McNeal’s shoulders dropped when he reached for it. “I’m sorry,” he said as he held it out. “O’Donnell is like a snake weaving in and out of dark corners, pouncing when he can, destroying who he can, before slithering back to his hole. We need help but I don’t know how many he has or who he has protecting them.”

	Reilly slid the badge in his pocket. “I was thinking the same thing.”

	“I’ve dug deep. My office is secure but it’s getting harder to fly under the radar. Sanitizing those murders was difficult even for me and there’s a hang man’s noose waiting for both of us if we’re caught. The buzzing in these halls sounds like bees in a hive.”

	“We’re missing the key and now I’m not so sure it was Anderson,” Reilly said. “He made it seem like there was no one closer to O’Donnell than him.”

	“You can’t give up.”

	“Did I say I was giving up?” Reilly declared as the shrill of his phone shattered the frustration. It took only a second for his blood to run cold. 

	“What?” he answered then mouthed O’Donnell to the director. He put the phone on speaker.

	“Is that any way to greet an old friend?” asked the tentative voice on the phone.

	“Call to report a missing scumbag or two?” Reilly taunted as McNeal held up his own phone and motioned with his free hand. “How’d you get this number?”

	“Listen, buddy, ya got it all wrong,” O’Donnell pleaded. “I’m not behind any of this. Anderson and Morgan, they were the traitors. There are others, too. I’ll prove it to ya.”

	“Right,” Reilly said. “If I remember correctly, you can weave a story so full of lies even the devil would believe you.”

	“Come on, we’re friends, remember?”

	“Were,” Reilly answered as the director grabbed a legal pad. He nodded after reading the note.

	“What’s it gonna take, Reilly?” O’Donnell asked. “I want this to end.”

	“Okay, then, if I’ve got everything wrong, let’s meet somewhere, private, and we’ll work this out like two old friends.”

	“Good, good,” O’Donnell sighed. “Let’s meet at our favorite fishing spot, The Blue Moon Inn. Tonight. I’ll bring the proof. You’ll see.”

	McNeal exhaled when Reilly ended the call. “Do you believe him?”

	“Not for one second,” Reilly replied.


Chapter 5

	 

	Daniella St. Sauveur tapped the cursor to start a new online search when her phone buzzed from deep within her bag under the table. It was the third time in less than an hour and increased her frustration. The entire day was supposed to be hers. This was her project, not his, but even the Internet was telling her that she was wasting time on a hopeless quest.

	The public library was quiet and out of the way of her uncle’s critical eye but even here, privacy could not be found. Like a spoiled child, he always needed something when she tried to focus on herself.

	She glanced down at the delicate paper beside the keyboard. Black lettering, penned in a flowing hand sixty-one years ago was faded and smeared on yellowed parchment. It and a gold medallion were all she had left of her father. Even the Catholic orphanage in the little northern Italian town was gone. She clicked the mouse again searching for something or someone to point her in the right direction. 

	Orphaned, too? Seriously? You’re an adult who lost her parents, not a baby like he was. You hate drama queens so knock it off.

	But the need to be part of a family again pulled at what little remained of the life she once had. She clicked the mouse again ignoring another muted rumble. 

	But the Catholic Church is still there. And churches keep records.

	Patiently, she waited for the page and a ridiculous amount of ads to load. A bright red border, meant to evoke joy and welcome, immediately sent her back to last night’s horrific dream. It seemed to pulse and throb, like a vast pool of blood, past the boundary set in type and down the page. She squeezed her eyes shut. It was gone when she opened them.

	Damn it, you’re not two years old. It’s not a warning. Just a bad dream.

	She entered the address for Dulles International Airport then reached for her bag as the phone buzzed again. The screen glared with her uncle’s name.

	It was time to start remembering that he wasn’t really her uncle or family. He was her boss but for as much as Charlie O’Donnell had done for her, he had been impossible to live with these past few months, let alone work for. While grateful for the mental support after her parents’ tragic death, his shelter against any unknown foe from her father’s work, and the training he provided so that she could be an effective CIA operative out of the gate, controlling her life was another matter.

	Nothing lately had met with his approval and his moods were either dark or disconnected despite her compliance without complaint or question. Even with his rude comments and uncaring demeanor, she never said no. After five years, she thought she had earned more than the title of personal assistant. Apparently she was wrong about that, too.

	Dani swiped the screen and sighed: NEED U NOW

	Great. He had been downright belligerent when she left the house at dawn and even her ten mile run did nothing to center or calm her. The few friends still by her side were right – it was time to move on, make a new start and maybe find whatever was left of her real family. If she even had one.

	She logged off the computer and shoved the papers in her leather satchel. She pounded out her frustration on the library’s metal door handle and jogged through the parking lot. The lights on her Porsche blinked when she hit the remote and her bag bounced from the seat to the floor when she downshifted. She hit the gas, thankful that her only indulgence would get her home quickly.

	 

	 

	Dani punched in the numbers on the remote hanging on the visor and slammed the gear box in First as the iron security gate swung open. Driving to the rear of the house would have given her another few moments to calm down but she eased the car along the cobblestone circular drive. She called Charlie’s name as she entered the foyer then bolted through the library toward his shout and the sound of breaking glass.

	She found her uncle face up on the floor alongside his desk. A red pool steadily spread beneath his body and around the shards from the shattered desk lamp. The Palladian window had splintered like cracking ice from the single bullet that passed through it and into him. She screamed for Marcus, Charlie’s chief steward, but received no answer then grabbed a pillow from the chair and pressed it into his chest.

	“Stay still,” she said as he mouthed something and his eyes blinked wildly. “Who did this? Where’s Marcus?”

	Charlie grabbed her arm and pulled her close. His hot breath rode on death’s wake and filled her ear as he struggled for air. Tears blurred Dani’s vision. She could not process his answer. 

	“But, why?” she asked, her voice thick and hoarse. “He couldn’t.”

	Thick red blobs formed at the corners of Charlie’s mouth as he increased the grip on her arm to hold on to the world for one last moment. It released with his last breath to Dani’s wrenching wail. Death had left her not just broken hearted but abandoned again. 

	This morning she was inadequate. Now, she was less than nothing. The blood on her hands, the pool on the floor, was all too familiar. Again, she ignored the warning. 



	
Chapter 6

	 

	One man held plywood against the window opening as another worked the electric screwdriver. A technician, dressed in white from head to foot, was on the floor, wiping away the remnants of Charlie O’Donnell. They arrived with unbelievable speed and swept through the house like a storm across the plains. It was all Dani could do to follow their movements and Deputy Director McNeal’s questions. He was pointing to the gun lying on Charlie’s desk.

	“I don’t know,” she said. There were no answers for any of his questions and his frustration with her was clearly growing. “He may have been planning to take it with him. His bag is on the sofa.”

	“Where was he going?” McNeal asked.

	“I don’t know. It may have been what he wanted to tell me.”

	“Did he say anything?”

	Dani considered her approach as McNeal checked his phone for the hundredth time. His distraction was maddening and she wanted to scream that nothing could be more important than finding his deputy director’s murderer. She wanted retribution for Charlie but didn’t know this man or his methods.

	“I asked him who did this,” she offered. “He said it was Adrian Reilly.”

	“Not possible.”

	McNeal’s fierce reaction darkened Dani’s mood. “I know who he is,” she argued. “That he’s a skilled operator. He could be a double agent. I want him brought in for questioning. If he’s innocent, let him tell me so.”

	“You? This is a national security issue and not one for public consumption,” McNeal said. “I’ll determine who is responsible and who isn’t.”

	Dani squeezed her shaking hands. She had no right to do what she was about to do. 

	“I know all about your rules and procedures,” she said, “but Charlie was my only family. Your agent or operator, whatever he is, can answer to you but I want them, too. Otherwise, I go to every press outlet and tell them that the CIA is harboring a murderer.”

	McNeal gripped the phone in his hand and took a step forward. “And then maybe we bring you in to answer more questions, Ms. St. Sauveur, about exactly what you did here for a CIA deputy director, without credentials, and outside the control of the Agency.”

	Dani recoiled. His menace changed her indignation to submission. She wasn’t skilled enough to play their game but she was smart enough not to tip her entire hand.

	“You can do that through my lawyer, then,” she said. “Now, if you’re done, you and your team can get out. I have funeral arrangements to make.”

	 

	*****

	The Agency had moved out as quickly as they had arrived. It had done the same for her parents but even with an eidetic memory, Dani’s devastation had blocked any recall. She’d remember every detail of today though with the only glimmer being Marcus not witnessing it. After learning that the elderly man had been sent to a healthcare center for scheduled tests, the doctor insisted he remain there until things settled down. She didn’t tell them she was taking a short trip to the Blue Moon Inn. She had to find the truth for herself.

	The dossier on Charlie’s desk could be for any number of reasons and the note clipped to it indicated he was meeting Adrian Reilly in what was now a few hours. Just his name, the date and time; no reason. While waiting for the police and the director, they were only items she removed. The coincidence, along with the three inch folder, was unsettling.

	Part of her wanted Adrian Reilly’s head on a block. Another part wanted to believe that Charlie was trying to tell her something else. The highly decorated soldier was known only in the darkest of circles but he had been her uncle’s friend once and somewhere along the way, Reilly had known her father. She pushed that thought away and glanced at the picture of Reilly with Charlie on the bookshelf across the room. 

	Would Charlie keep a photo of an enemy?

	She sipped lukewarm tea as she turned pages and devoured facts and official reports. At forty years old, Staff Sergeant Adrian Patrick Reilly was nine years her senior.

	It might as well be nine lifetimes.

	She had been trained to defend herself sufficiently but at five foot four and one hundred and fifteen pounds, she was almost a full foot shorter and one hundred pounds lighter than the sergeant. Unequal in strength or experience, it was crazy to think that she could bring in, or even fool, such an incomparably-trained warrior. What he could do with just his bare hands was frightening. It was a ridiculous idea but she needed answers she would never get from Director McNeal.

	Reading further only made her idea more insane.

	He had enlisted right after high school and immediately excelled at basic field skills and survival. With a maturity beyond his eighteen years and his ability to quickly solve complex problems, he proved himself more than capable of a regular Army stint. He passed the strict assessments demanded by their Ranger and Special Forces selection processes with what appeared to be ease. Few received higher marks or accolades from both his peers and superiors. He was an expert marksman, excelled at mission planning and special reconnaissance, and those only skimmed the depth of his skills.

	Redacted pages were few but were there, even with Charlie’s clearances. She was nevertheless surprised to find several black and white photos depicting past teams included between some of the pages. She studied them carefully but it was one small, color picture that made her heart skip a tiny beat.

	It was always the eyes.

	Deep set and blue like the truest sapphire, cobalt was the only way to describe them. She settled the thump and looked at the picture on the shelf again. Sergeant Reilly’s eyes were shaded by his baseball cap. Her gaze floated to the picture on the shelf below it.

	“What do you think?”

	Her father’s face smiled back in silent reply.

	“Yeah, Dad. Way. Over. My. Head. You knew them both, what they were capable of. This guy is like a perpetual machine. I’ve never seen anyone so focused. I could be way off base.” She brought the tea cup to her lips again. “Maybe they were working on something together outside the director’s knowledge.” 

	Dani sighed and rubbed her gold medallion between her thumb and forefinger. “What do I do?”

	Her memories whispered softly. She could always hear him. His lessons were embedded regardless of her special ability to remember everything.

	Chain of command.

	“I know Dad, follow orders.”

	You don’t have all the facts.

	“I know, but something’s off. You always said to pay attention to my gut.”

	There’s always a bigger picture.

	“But do I really trust that the director will take care of this or do I believe Charlie?”

	She turned her attention back to the picture in the folder. Standing alongside Reilly was another smiling solider. She wondered who he was and when it had been taken. The next page held the answer. 

	A psychological report dated six years earlier detailed support Reilly received after the death of his team member, Henry Matsuo. Details of the cause were redacted but the After Action Report broke her heart. In the end, it had taken Reilly only a few weeks to come back to the living, proving he was much stronger on yet another level that she could not match. 

	It had taken her more than a year after losing her parents. 

	She questioned whether a man with such devotion and honor could murder a fellow patriot. Even the reasons for his official discharge – a blatant failure to lead and follow procedure – appeared out of character. In a world of secrets and lies, his integrity seemed unquestionable. 

	Her brain could not process the logic. Her heart could not deny the past. Tiny, glimmering beads of warmth buried long ago rose from their safe haven and momentarily sliced through the current sea of grief and confusion. They would be misplaced if Adrian Reilly was something other than what she had believed him to be: the only person alive who knew her father’s secret.

	It was a big if and her limitations added to her deep-seeded uncertainty. They were not just physical and she had a bad feeling that anything she came up with would not be enough. She had been taught to admit weakness then find a way to compensate for it but this man was an expert. He would see through any story she could possibly fabricate.



	
Chapter 7

	 

	It was a long drive through the Virginia countryside and into the mountains with only sad memories to keep Reilly company. Fully prepared for a showdown, it was time for O’Donnell to pay for the deaths of operators and agents, of soldiers like Timmy Kelly and Hank Matsuo. He’d forever regret not acting sooner. They’d all be alive, including Daniel Tyler. 

	Reilly stretched his neck. Their deaths were seared in his soul where he vowed no one else would die because of his failure. He’d use his last breath if necessary.

	With a tab or on a slab.

	Maybe then the pain would stop. 

	What would that be like? 

	Six years had passed but the betrayal was still raw and unforgivable. He made the turn onto the quiet mountain road that lead to the inn. His truck strained against the incline as if it were channeling his mood. 

	He and Timmy were best friends but no one had been closer than Hank. A brother given to him by circumstance, not blood. A friendship welded in the fire of brutal training where they were pounded and molded like pieces of iron by expert Veterans who, like master blacksmiths, shaped men into weapons of war. They were precise killing machines, sharp and deadly, with minds that were tough and cunning, and bodies that were in superior physical condition. They were called the Tip of the Spear for a reason. Survival skills, evasive maneuvers, and escape tactics had been ingrained until they were as natural as breathing. The missions they would be sent on demanded it and they soaked it in like sponges that were never full. At the end of the day, no one could match their expertise at weaponry or warfare, or their unshakable trust in each other. Not even death could break it. 

	The inked dragon on his shoulder was a reminder of what was lost the day O’Donnell’s betrayal broke that code of honor. The traitor was finally running scared but Director McNeal was also running out of patience. Three miles later, Reilly’s vehicle did the same. 

	Another delay I don’t need.

	The director had always insisted that he needed a more reliable vehicle, as if there had ever been time to shop for one. He was beneath the vehicle when he heard the low hum of a sports car approach and a door slam. Three cars had already passed without bothering to slow down.

	Finally. 

	With haste, he picked up his head and cursed loudly as it banged against the underside of the truck then off the ground. With the late day sun in his eyes, he grabbed his baseball cap and turned in the direction of the voice asking him for the second time if he was okay. The woman standing between the sleek, red Porsche Boxter Spyder and his truck left him speechless. 

	A white button-down cotton shirt that slightly revealed full cleavage was tucked into light-washed jeans that hugged a petite body. He followed them down to where they flared at the bottom to reveal tan colored cowboy boots. Her dark brown hair was pulled back at the top by a single barrette leaving a mass of large curls to fall gently past her shoulders. Gold hoop earrings hung carelessly among those brown loops but it was her eyes that held him captive. Round and wide in a delicate face, black liner held pools of what looked like deep, dark chocolate. Her lips were brushed with a hint of raspberry gloss to highlight a smile as white as the clouds and as bright as the sun in his eyes.

	“Yes, ma’am, sorry you heard that. I’m fine, but the truck isn’t.” He stuck out his hand. “Adrian Reilly.”

	“Daniella St. Sauveur. Jump in. I’ll get Paul to tow your truck up to the inn.”

	“Thanks.” The slight French lilt when she pronounced san sa voor was immediately intriguing and added to the pull. “Let me grab my bag. I really appreciate this.”

	“There’s no cell reception in these mountains and it would be rude to just drive by. We’re all headed to the same place, right?”

	Reilly grinned and silently took back every curse he made on the cars that had passed.

	 

	*****

	Reilly moved to the bedroom window when a heavy grinding from a large vehicle caught his attention. As his truck was towed toward the maintenance garages, he hoped they would be able to fix it quickly. He scanned the full parking lot for Charlie’s black Hummer H2 which was just like the man – big and obnoxious, and nowhere in sight. Reilly smirked at the irony of what his truck said about him – dinged, dented and in need of repair.

	Reilly smiled at the red Porsche and thought of its owner who, like her vehicle, was compact and very sexy. If O’Donnell didn’t show, the weekend might not be a total waste. He changed into black slacks and a white dress shirt, rolled back the cuffs to the middle of his forearm, and headed toward the dining room with more than Charlie on his mind.

	The Blue Moon Inn had been modeled after an eighteenth century French chateau with massive walls and turrets of thick-cut grey stone. Lead-paned glass designed with fleur-de-lis motifs let light in from all sides on the first floor. At night, they shimmered in the orange glow of the sun as it set behind the edge of a pristine lake. Modern amenities, white glove service and a five star restaurant guaranteed full booking all year.

	Reilly checked his phone for messages but without a signal, he was at a loss as to where O’Donnell could be. His FNP .45mm lay tucked in his ankle holster just the same. He paused at the ornate registration desk and casually checked the antique registry. The inn cherished their traditions and required all guests to sign the parchment registry. They even provided the quill. O’Donnell’s name wasn’t there.

	Where the hell is he?

	Reilly scanned the foyer and outdoor patio before heading toward the dining room where summer vacationers filled it to capacity. The only free table at the center of the room was not a prime location but he had no choice if he wanted to both eat and keep an eye on the door for O’Donnell.

	He ordered a Guinness and took his time scanning the menu. He looked up when his beer arrived to see his new friend hug and kiss the hostess, one for each cheek. The loud din of the room prevented him from hearing their conversation but he watched their body language as they exchanged pleasantries. His new friend had a great body.

	Dani had dressed for dinner in a simple white strapless sundress with a sweetheart neckline perfectly fitted to her figure. A thin black belt circled her tiny waist and black heeled sandals wrapped around her ankles. Her long brown hair was now casually pulled up in large clip and several pieces hung to frame her face. The same gold hoop earrings and a gold medallion on a long, fine chain completed her look.

	He had a hard time pinpointing her age, not that it mattered. He wasn’t looking for a relationship, only some fun. There was never time for anything more. The job saw to that end before it could even start, although he did a good job of contributing to it, too.

	When the hostess indicated to Dani that it would be some time before a table became available, and with O’Donnell still nowhere in sight, Reilly saw his opportunity.

	Dani thanked him as he held her chair. “Are you sure you don’t mind,” she asked innocently after ordering a glass of Chardonnay from the hostess. “You said on the ride up that you were meeting a friend.”

	She still wasn’t sure if friend meant Charlie or someone else. The conversation had been a simple exchange of small talk between two strangers forced together in close confines. There seemed to be nothing sinister or brooding about him. 

	“I was,” he grinned, “but it looks like I’ve been stood up.”

	Dani swallowed hard and studied the menu. Like the ride up the mountain, this was not what she had planned. She was still trying to settle the shock of seeing Adrian Reilly slide out from beneath the truck. It only took a moment to ignore the surge of recognition but she struggled with the crashing waves that followed. His light brown hair was longer than in the dossier pictures and just a bit wavy but it was the same attractive face. His nose was strong but proportionate to the angle of his jaw and cheek bones. His voice was deep, not like Barry White or gravely like she imagined, but smooth, like sun-warmed honey. When he had said ma’am at their introduction, she heard only the slightest hint of the southern drawl the Army had worked so hard to pound out with years of linguistics training. He was as fit as he had appeared in the old photos, too, but it was those eyes. Even now, she found it hard not to voice wow. 

	I’m already in over my head.

	“Besides,” he continued, “dinner is the least I can do to properly thank you for the lift this afternoon. I’d still be walking.”

	A waiter approached the table to take their order and threw up his arms in gleeful surprise. Dani jumped like a scared rabbit.

	“Miss Daniella!” He kissed each cheek. “I didn’t know you were here!”

	Several patrons turned at the commotion when Dani returned the warmth. “It’s good to see you too, Manny,” she said. “I only just got here.”

	Oblivious to the other patrons, Manny rambled sweetly in his West Indian accent. “How long are ya stayin’? Wait ‘til I tell Emil. He will be overjoyed. We’ve missed you!”

	She blushed when Reilly appeared to be taken in by the affection. “Manny, this is Adrian Reilly.”

	Manny slapped Reilly’s shoulder. “Reilly, is that you? I didn’t recognize you under all that hair.” He turned to Dani. “Still bringin’ in strays are ya now, Miss Daniella?”

	When Reilly opened his mouth to protest, Dani put her hands up to plead her case. “Strictly a mercy mission this time, Manny, I swear. His truck broke down on the mountain and I couldn’t just drive by.”

	“She can’t help herself,” he said to Reilly. “Paul should be able to fix it for ya, no worries.”

	Reilly looked directly at Dani. “No worries at all.” 

	When Manny asked to take their order, Dani motioned for Reilly to go first. As his order of house salad and brook trout was written up, Dani scanned the menu fully aware he was watching her. She ordered an appetizer, salad, and the daily special of salmon in dill sauce and caught Reilly’s playful grin when she handed Manny the menu. “What?”

	“Nothing,” he said. “I was just wondering where you were going to put all that food.”

	Dani blushed and shrugged. He was making it very hard to believe that he was anything but a handsome man on a weekend trip to meet a friend. She had to remember that he was an expert liar. Strangely, she found herself flirting even more and chalked it up to her out-of-control nerves. 

	“What’d you think I’d order? A plain salad then move the lettuce around on the plate? 

	He smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, sorry.”

	“Emil would throw me out. Anyway, that’s what running shoes are for. I’ll have room for dessert, too. I’ll just add an extra mile or two.”

	The hostess brought her wine and Reilly held up his drink. 

	“To new friends,” he said.

	They toasted as another waiter brought a basket of bread and the scene with Manny was replayed. When the man retreated to the kitchen, Dani raised her glass again. “And to old.”

	“How is it that you know everyone I know yet we’ve never met?” he teased.

	Dani pushed down what felt like a thousand butterflies trying to escape from her chest. If she kept it simple, she could weave her story without tripping up. Charm was also a huge part of his reputation and its depth enveloped her when his gaze didn’t waiver.

	“I guess it’s one of those timing things,” she said.

	“Yeah, bad timing on my part.”

	“My parents brought me here as a kid,” she said as she stroked the stem of her wine glass. After spending many summers in this hidden refuge, it was where she retreated when her empty home became too painful. Her pulse increased as it did on the mountain road when she passed the site of their accident. In a split second she had gone from a self-confidant, well-educated, twenty-six year old woman to a helpless child. That was five years ago. She had no one again but she wasn’t retreating this time. She prayed the director hadn’t gotten to Reilly first but her tearing eyes betrayed her. “My uncle and I kept up the tradition until a few years ago. He recently passed, so I decided to come here for old times’ sake.”

	“Oh, wow, sorry.”

	She sipped her wine to avoid looking as vulnerable as she felt. “What about you?”

	“The same,” he said.

	His flat tone gave Dani pause. It was like a switch had flipped from casual dinner date to warrior. Her worry was interrupted when a different waiter brought her appetizer and amorous greetings went around the table for the third time. They laughed when the group at a table beside them got up in disgust.

	Reilly leaned in close. “Since when did this place get so snooty? What do you say we take this into the kitchen? I’m sure Emil wouldn’t mind.”

	Blue pools instantly found their way through the cracks in her guard and immersed her in warmth, as if she’d been forever cold. She was safe but drowning all the same. She blamed the wine. Too much, too fast, over a broken heart and into an empty stomach. A clink of glasses from the table behind her broke the delicate bubble he had created around them. 

	Remember who he is. 

	“I thought you’d never ask,” she whispered.

	Dinner guests looked up in surprise when they grabbed their drinks and pushed open the kitchen door to hoots and hollers. After greeting everyone properly, Emil sat them at a large oak table at the rear of the kitchen to eat their dinner. Stories and pictures of wives and children were exchanged while Dani did her best to remain focused on both the present and her mission.

	As a trained soldier and skilled operator, she knew that even now, Reilly was probably on guard at some level. She wished she could be as sure and carefree. Maybe if she had more time to prepare it would have been easier. She tried not to think of Charlie lying in a pool of blood whispering Reilly’s name with his last breath. She would grieve later.

	She was lost in thought when Emil grabbed her and wrapped her in an apron. If she and Reilly were going to be in his kitchen, they would need to earn their keep. Ordered to get busy washing dishes, Reilly replied with a salute before giving Dani a wink and silly grin.

	Dani followed Emil’s orders and watched Reilly move with ease among the staff entering and exiting. He gave each one his undivided attention, with no indication that he was waiting for Charlie or anyone else. He laughed and joked when they christened his head with a white bandana that welcomed him to the fold. The heat from the water made the hair at the back of his neck curl under the knotted cloth. Regardless of Manny’s comment, she liked it. What he must look like in the morning came out of nowhere and was dismissed just as quickly.

	He was a trained killer and those eyes could do it with ease. Charlie had warned her once about his unsurpassed reputation as a player and she believed that he probably got anything he wanted with those eyes. His confidence stopped just short of swagger.

	That’s what makes him so lethal.

	As the dinner crowd diminished and the kitchen was cleaned, Manny brought out his guitar and denied no request. Emil finally threw them all out at one a.m. in full complaint that breakfast would need to be started soon and he needed his sleep. On the patio, goodbyes were passed around as everyone departed for their rooms and homes. 

	Dani made her way around the building with Reilly along the flagstone path toward the oversized sitting area at the front entrance. Bistro tables decorated with seasonal flowers and candles were already set for an alfresco breakfast. More blooms filled oversized ceramic planters and containers on the low, fieldstone wall. Their sweet perfume hung on the warm summer air.

	She moved to the west wall that overlooked the path to the swimming area. Moonlight glistened on the lake beyond and although the breeze softly brushed her face, she shuddered. She was treading along a dangerous ledge with one of the nation’s most dangerous men. She needed to know if he was also a traitor.

	“That was a lot of fun,” she commented. “Seeing everyone again makes me realize how time doesn’t so much tick by but spin out.”

	“I’m glad my friend had a change of plans. I would’ve missed this tonight.”

	My friend made Dani’s nerves rise and fall with the chorus of crickets and bullfrogs that filled the momentary silence between them. Fear mixed with guilt on the lie she was weaving and intertwined with her physical attraction to him. This is how to get in trouble. Confront him already. 

	“Did Paul get your truck fixed?” she asked. God, could I be any more awkward?

	“When he came in for dinner he said it would take a day or two to get a new fuel pump so I’ll find something to keep myself busy. Maybe I’ll do a little fishing in the morning.”

	“I know a great spot you could try.”

	“Bet I know a better one,” he teased.

	“The cove at the western end of the lake, near the dam?”

	He raised his brow. “Not many people know about that spot.”

	Dani laughed at his reaction. “I’ve been coming here a long time.”

	“Meet you at the launch, say eight?”

	Dani was tongue-tied. Again, she only wanted to watch from the sidelines, gather facts and follow. She needed to be sure. Was Charlie really the friend or was he waiting for someone else? Her questions ceased and her brain slowed when Reilly reached for her hand and kissed the top of it. She was sure he could hear the pounding in her chest that drowned her voice to a whisper. “Um, sure.” 

	Her stomach flipped as she crossed the patio and headed toward her room. She wondered how Adrian Reilly could be a cold-blooded murderer when all she could think about now were those eyes, the warmth of his lips, and her hand in his. 

	Maybe the voices from her past were right after all. She wasn’t cut out for this job.

	 

	*****

	The springs on the old wooden chair squealed in defiance when Reilly sat back. The inn’s proprietor had let him use her private office to check in with McNeal to deliver an update. He had been thinking of Dani and the welcome distraction since O’Donnell bailed and he had to wait for his truck when McNeal dropped the news. The hand piece from the black rotary phone remained wedged in his grip and jammed against his ear. O’Donnell’s death wasn’t the only reason he was stunned. 

	“Who is she?” burst from Reilly’s lips as a myriad of questions battled to be asked next.

	“I’m searching now,” the director replied. “She’s not a real niece.”

	“She’s got to be part of his underground.”

	“Maybe. ‘I don’t know’ was her answer for most everything, except her accusation that you killed O’Donnell.”

	“That’s rich.”

	“It was the only direct answer I got. O’Donnell died almost instantly but gave your name with his last breath.”

	“Of course he did,” Reilly said. He thought back to Joe Morgan’s boast and picked apart the last week. Maybe this lovely had been sent to put a bullet in his head. But by O’Donnell or someone else staging a coup? Would Dani know the players or was she playing a part? If O’Donnell had lied about the meeting, about bringing proof, and sent Dani to kill him instead, why did she take time for dinner, to flirt, to meet him tomorrow? She could’ve taken him out easily on the road to the inn and dumped his body over the ravine. Maybe she just liked the game of cat and mouse.

	Reilly released some of his grip and stretched his neck to stem the throbbing in his temple from his pressed jaw. He had been patient, steady, and focused not for another to reap his reward. Time wasted. Lives given. Today, he’d been ready to give his own only to have death release Charlie O’Donnell from his sins while Reilly’s brothers still screamed from the grave. He couldn’t let go this vendetta – there, admitted – because someone in O’Donnell’s inner circle changed the rules. Filleted and fanned like cards on a table, his soul was open and raw, betrayed by O’Donnell’s death not redeemed. Resolution and justice had been denied by the snap of a bullet delivered by another’s hand. The failure was palpable, cold and encompassing like the ache in his core that would now never be quenched. 

	Anderson and Morgan admitted there were others and maybe, like a bug in a jar, Reilly had been watched from the start. Taunted and teased, he had come close so many times. Maybe I am the mouse, separated from the pack like weak prey, not the cat, the hunter, the pack leader I think I am. He had no pack, no pride, no team, yet he remained arrogant in his quest, so sure that O’Donnell held the answers. Obsessively focused on the peace his soul demanded, he had missed the bigger picture.

	“This wasn’t random but a planned execution,” McNeal continued. “One shot. Just shy of perfection. Looks like O’Donnell was at the desk but rose when the woman arrived. Would’ve found his brainstem if he hadn’t. We found an indent where a bipod stood, fifty yards outside the gated perimeter. No brass. The bullet pulled from O’Donnell was from an M24 SWS sniper rifle. No prints.”

	“A traitor’s rogue sniper. Fucking beautiful.”

	“But who?” McNeal asked. “The timing? The day?” He hesitated. “Dmitri didn’t…”

	“No,” Reilly answered. “Dmitri’s assets may be in every European and Asian territory but even they know their limitations here.” Dmitri Kruscheva’s organization Trinity was an important ally in Reilly’s search. Based in Russia, he worked with American and European contacts made over the years with a concentration on areas of counterproliferation and counterterrorism. Together, they created a transnational stronghold against evil, albeit one that worked at times outside the law.

	“Those are problems I never need,” McNeal breathed.

	“I wanted him publicly tried, not dead. Damn it! Now, all his secrets are dead with him and I’ve wasted four years with nothing to show for it except dead brothers.” Reilly’s next question silenced the others. Did he care who killed O’Donnell? The answer restored his obliterated heart not for any loyalty to a public servant or an old friend but because of the promise he made to the men and women who needed closure. Including himself. He boxed his emotions and focused on his new target.

	“Maybe not,” McNeal said. “You’ve got a date tomorrow with a very pretty brunette. Find a way to make good use of them both otherwise we’ll both wind up in chains if it’s discovered that you were O’Donnell’s last call and that I knew about it.”


Chapter 8

	 

	Even after a five mile run and shower, Reilly had arrived at the dock earlier than most guests would even consider waking. The stillness of the air and the sounds of mother nature as she slowly woke with the rising sun made early morning his favorite time of day. It was the perfect time to breathe and just be, before the world began its daily intrusion. With his feet up on a piling and his back soaking in the warmth from the dock, he focused on the rhythmic lap of water until the sound of two female voices caught his attention.

	Time to go to work.

	At the top of the trail, a teenage lifeguard had Dani engaged with some tale that had them both giggling. Reilly studied Dani’s body movements as she got closer, the ease with which she spoke to the girl, and the warmth she exuded with her touch. 

	Damn.

	Her low-rise khaki cargo pants and white ribbed cotton tank hugged her thin but curvy frame and her long hair was pulled up in a ponytail that strategically held her sunglasses in place. A picnic basket hung on one arm and she half waved with the other when she reached the end of the path. He waved back feigning embarrassment as if he had been caught gawking. With a four inch Spartan titanium blade tucked in a pocket of his shorts and a Beretta 9mm .45 auto taped to the bench bottom in the canoe – she’d see it tucked in his waistband – he was ready for anything this lightweight beauty could bring.

	The girl whispered something in Dani’s ear and after looking at Reilly, Dani smiled and whispered back. Dani squeezed her hand and kissed both cheeks before turning toward the canoe.

	“Good morning,” she said in a sunny voice.

	“Hi,” he said. “Another friend?”

	“Actually, the daughter of one. The last time I saw her she was ten. She’s eighteen now. What did we say last night about time flying? I feel so old.”

	“I’m sure you’re not even old enough to be her mother.”

	Dani slyly counted out her fingers. “Huh, wow, you’re right, thanks,” she said. “You can now be my new best friend.”

	Two words were all it took. Like cables on a battery, they sparked a place inside Reilly that had been dead for a very long time. He gave her the first point as a warm wave washed over him. He grabbed the basket filled with water bottles and breakfast and helped her into the canoe that he had already stocked with fishing poles, tackle box, and a bucket of night crawlers. The weather man said the day would be beautiful with temperatures expected to climb to the mid-eighties.

	The lake was half a mile wide at the broadest point and three miles long. With each clip of the oars, Reilly found himself immersed in an ocean of feelings he did not see coming. This woman couldn’t be anything other than what he thought but something about her was pulling at him like a riptide carrying him out to sea. And the only way to survive a rip was to go with it.

	It was late morning when they reached their destination. From a bird’s eye view, it was more of an extension of the lake than a true cove where overhanging willows and white birch trees surrounded small, alternating inlets along the north side. Two trees had fallen several feet from shore to form warm pools between the water’s edge and a very large boulder. Rising five feet high and spreading six feet wide from beneath the surface, it created the perfect place for fish to nest.

	Reilly pointed out a blue heron standing majestically on the dam thirty yards in front of them. It lifted off and circled before floating away on the sunshine. He handed Dani a fishing rod and asked the first of what he considered the perfect set up questions. “So what do you do?”

	“I work, or worked, for my uncle in logistics,” she said. “He ran an international consulting firm before he died.”

	Logistics, nice. Gotta remember that one, he thought. “So what are you doing now?”

	“I’m not in a hurry to do anything at the moment.”

	Reilly was impressed with her quick confident answers and her knowledge around the rod and reel. She appeared to know what she was doing and had more than her angling skills under control. He gave her another point as he set up his own line and cast it out secretly trying to out-play and out-fish her. 

	Dani opened the tackle box to avoid his stare. It had a silent strength that pulled at her heart and her head and she wanted neither. She had to know what he was first. She chose a lure and added some weight to her line with a split shot to think through her next move. 

	She cast out her line, slowly reeled it in, and then cast it again, a little too close to shore. It snagged on a tree branch hidden beneath the surface and would not release no matter how she coaxed or jiggled the pole. She asked Reilly for the cutters but he insisted on trying to untangle it. When it wouldn’t budge, he carefully rose to get a better angle.

	She heard the whoosh first then saw his arm jerk. Blood splattered her face and froze her brain for a split second before Reilly grabbed his right arm and dropped the pole in the water. The canoe listed when Dani instinctively pulled him down and with a quick sweep of her right arm, pulled a Sig Sauer P229 pistol from her ankle strap. She squeezed off two shots from the 9mm in the direction of the bullet that nicked his bicep before Reilly wrestled her for it. In their struggle, another bullet fired from the opposite shore missed but a third pierced the top of Reilly’s right shoulder as he wrenched the gun from her grip. The force launched him into Dani, causing the boat to capsize and slam against the back of his head as they toppled into the water.

	Submerged in the dark, sun streaked water, Dani pushed away from the descending canoe. She frantically looked for Reilly and found him floating unconscious a few feet below her. She turned and kicked hard, her mind racing as she grabbed the back of his shirt. She reversed direction and pumped her legs until they burned. Even under water, he was extremely heavy.

	The remaining air crushed her lungs as she struggled toward the light. She ignored the primal urge to survive by rising straight up and pulled him sideways toward the base of the protruding boulder. If done correctly, they would come up between the rock and the shore, out of sight and out of the line of fire.

	Her chest ached when she broke the surface. She made no sound as she took in deep gulps of air while keeping Reilly’s back to her front. With her hand under his chin, she leaned against the rock and treaded water as his blood pooled around them.

	She counted off the minutes, praying the shooter hit nothing vital, before dragging Reilly from the water to a shaded part the bank. Her soaked sneakers found no traction and she fell hard several times in the mud made by their wet bodies. She gripped him under his arms and strained to pull his oversized body further up the small embankment. She dropped him once they were behind a row of birch trees and rolled him to his side when he started coughing. She sat back to catch her own breath.

	“Enough with the games,” Reilly choked. His arm seared with pain from both bullets while a lump the size of his fist throbbed at the back of his head.

	“Games? Was Charlie not enough?” Dani demanded. “Do you want me dead, too?”

	“You’d be dead if I wanted to kill you but I need you alive. You have a lot to answer for Ms. St. Sauveur or whoever you really are.”

	“Me? What about you, Sergeant Reilly? Is that your partner out there trying to finish the job?”

	“You’re pretty, but dumb.” Reilly grabbed her wrist in mid-swing toward his face and held it firm. “If you knew anything about me, you’d know I work alone.”

	“Let go!”

	Reilly pushed her away and held his arm tight against his body. He pulled his left arm from its sleeve to wrap the shirt around the ripped and meaty flesh on his right.

	Dani stood and looked through the trees toward the lake for any telltale sign of being discovered. Even the birds were still. “Follow me.”

	“Where do you think you’re going?”

	“You’ve lost a lot of blood. I can’t carry you if you pass out again and there’s no way I’m leaving you, or here, without getting answers to my questions.”

	“Your questions?” he yelled then cursed when she turned and started into the woods. He gripped his shirt like a tourniquet then immediately followed. They hadn’t walked thirty yards when he saw it. 

	The dark brown log box was twenty-five feet wide and deep. A covered, narrow front porch held a cord of chopped wood for a stone fireplace that spanned almost half its length. Windows on all sides were covered with shutters that were nailed shut. He’d been here before. O’Donnell’s secret fishing cabin looked like a prop from a child’s storybook.

	Reilly was behind Dani as she ran up to the front door. She withdrew a small key from her pocket and slipped it in the dead bolt. Standing in the doorway, she reached her hand inside the door frame and punched in numbers on a keypad. Reilly stumbled onto the porch and peered inside before entering.

	The cabin was rustic except for the large industrial lamp casting a clear white light over a metal table that was more for working than eating. The living area was small and on the opposite side, a bedroom and bathroom split the width. Furnishings were sparse. A narrow bench and red and green plaid sofa faced the fireplace with a matching chair to the side. A single dresser was propped up against the opposite wall outside the bedroom that was similarly decorated.

	“It’s not booby trapped if that’s what you’re thinking,” she said. “Get inside.”

	Reilly held onto his wrapped arm as he entered and Dani moved into the kitchen area. She punched in more numbers on a keypad located behind a sign lettered with Home Sweet Home. The sound of tumblers could be heard unlocking a bottom cabinet from which she pulled towels and a large metal box.

	Son-of-a-bitch, Reilly thought.

	Dani placed the first aid supplies on the table and tossed Reilly a towel. “Sit down before you fall down.”

	He silently followed her order and unwound the wet, bloodied shirt. His bicep only needed to be cleaned and covered. The wound through his shoulder was more invasive. The bullet had ripped an inch-wide path leaving a deep laceration through the tissue and muscle.

	Reilly grabbed Dani’s forearm when she pulled a pair of sterile gloves and a syringe from the box. “What do you think you’re doing?”

	“Numbing your shoulder so it can be stitched. It’s just lidocaine.”

	“You’re not sticking anything in me.”

	“Fine, tough guy. Turn the chair around so I can work on it.”

	Reilly flipped the chair around and let it bang against the floor. He leaned his chest into the metal back as Dani used gauze and antiseptic to clean his arm. His head was swimming from the bump, the blood loss, and the rage. He took a deep breath to regain control as she poured a brown liquid over his arm. She didn’t look at him as she wiped it dry and covered the wound with antibiotic ointment and gauze. He reached down and lifted up her wet pant leg at the ankle. “I see you came prepared. What’d you think you’d accomplish with that?”

	“Personal protection.”

	“That’s military issue and so was that gun you used. Where’d you get them?”

	“You’re the smart one,” she sniped. “Figure it out.”

	“Did you really think you could kill me?”

	“Kill you? I was aiming for the shooter.”

	“Like I believe that.”

	“I don’t care what you believe,” Dani said as she tried to pull her foot from his hand. The anger in his eyes made them as dark as the night sky and she was scared. She knew what he could do. When he let go, she moved behind him to work on the wound. She pressed gently and doused it with antiseptic before threading the needle through his flesh. Her stitches were precise, in spite of her shaking hands.

	“You’re pathetic,” he said, “trying to protect a man like Charlie O’Donnell.”

	Dani stopped to catch her breath. She had been dismissed another time, by another man for a similar reason, and pain that had been buried for years rose like a rocket from a silo deep within the earth. 

	“Why would you say that?” she asked, concentrating on the torn skin beneath her fingers. “Charlie gave his life to this country.”

	“What bullshit,” Reilly griped. 

	The lake water penetrated Dani’s bones and made her shiver. She hated that he would think it was because she was frightened even though she was. “Why did you kill him?”

	Reilly pushed the chair away when he felt the snip of the silk. “I didn’t,” he said. He slammed the lid on the first aid kit to prevent her from grabbing the scalpel on the tray then pushed it across the table out of her reach.

	“But Charlie said so!”

	“He lied,” Reilly said. “I was with Director McNeal when that shot was made.”

	“But the director never said…”

	“It wasn’t your business.”

	In his reply was the discount she had felt long ago. She didn’t belong then or now. She wasn’t worthy of an explanation but this time, the hollowness turned to fury. “It is my business. I deserve answers. He was family.”

	She moved back when Reilly stepped closer until she was pinned against the table. She withered beneath his towering size like a frightened child. Again, it reminded her of another man and another place she had worked so hard to forget. He lowered his face to hers, his breath within inches of her trembling lips.

	“If he was family, then you’re just as guilty as he is,” he sneered.

	“Of what? What am I…what was he guilty of?” She placed her hands on his chest and tried to push him back. He didn’t move.

	“That’s the best you’ve got?” he asked.

	Her trembling intensified and she tried to squirm loose. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“You surprise me,” he said. “Most of Charlie’s scumbags have some smarts, unless that’s your angle. In that case then, you’re okay but, hmmm, sorry, not convinced. I’ll admit, you were a nice distraction but you’re out of your league. Did you even think this through?”

	Dani’s lungs searched for air. His words were suffocating, like a swarm of black flies hovering over something dead. She pushed against his chest with hate behind both hands. 

	“Get off me!” She did her best to ignore the contraction of firm muscles beneath her palms. His cool skin against her heat only added to her anger. “I told you I don’t know what you’re talking about or who that shooter was. I thought he was your partner trying to kill me.”

	Reilly moved only because he stepped back. “You’re a lousy liar. I told you I work alone.”

	“I’m telling you the truth. I came here for answers – to what Charlie said was your crime, no other reason.”

	“Empty words.”

	“And you’re dense,” she steamed. “Talk about thinking it through. I could’ve let you drown.”

	Reilly hesitated then took another step back. 

	Dani changed her approach to a plea. “If it wasn’t you then help me find his murderer.”

	“Help you? Wow.”

	“You two were friends once,” Dani said ignoring his sarcasm and contemptuous scorn.

	“Were.”

	Dani threw up her hands. “Damn you, why won’t you listen?”

	“You haven’t said anything worth hearing.”

	She took a step forward and pointed her finger at his face. “Your Army brothers should’ve nicknamed you Ass instead of Moose. It fits you better.”

	Reilly grabbed her wrist. “How’d you know that?” He held it for several seconds through her fiery glare then released it. 

	“Oh, so now you listen,” she boasted. “Alright, how about this? Charlie mentioned another name. It was barely audible, just a mumble really. He cursed someone named Mariner.”

	“That’s not possible,” Reilly hissed through his stilled breath.

	“I’m just telling you what I heard,” Dani sighed when she saw his shoulders relax and his eyes return to their natural color. “It’s why I thought you had a partner.” Her plan to leverage Mariner and have Reilly turn on his partner had been her reason for not mentioning his name to the director. She would have both killers, or so she thought. She wasn’t sure of anything now.

	“Bullshit! I don’t know where you actually got that information or what you think you’re doing but you’ll end up in a dark hole unless you tell me everything you know about O’Donnell and his organization.”

	No longer scared by his threatening tone or his intimidating size, Dani dug her nails into the palms of her clenched fists and took a step toward him. Her chin trembled but she did not cry. “You listen to me, Adrian Patrick Reilly, I’m telling you the truth. I don’t know about any organization. He was a CIA deputy director.”

	“You’re right,” he said, “you don’t know anything and your lies aren’t getting any better.”

	Dani shook as her nerves continued unraveling. “Stop saying that,” she yelled. “Why would I lie?”

	“To protect that very pretty ass of yours now that your boss is dead.”

	Decorated hero or not, Dani’s anger burned at the back of her eyes but instead of retreating, she took another step forward and threw up her hand. “You know what, I’m done with this conversation. You’re an arrogant jerk and whether you believe me or not, I really don’t give a shit. I’ve got nothing to hide.”

	“Then tell me why you aligned yourself with O’Donnell. What did he offer that was so irresistible you’d betray your country?”

	She looked at him through squinted eyes. “Betray my country? I would never betray my country and neither would my uncle.”

	“Why do you call him that?” Reilly said with bitterness. “I know for a fact he isn’t.”

	Dani released a small breath. “Charlie helped me after my parents died. At the time, I thought they might’ve been targeted because of what they did at the Agency but Charlie used his connections to prove it was just an accident.”

	Reilly paused. “Your parents worked for the CIA?”

	Dani nodded. “Charlie was my father’s director.”

	“Who was your father?”

	“Operations Officer Daniel Tyler,” Dani said as the color drained from Reilly’s face and took his anger and temper with it. He had known her father, she knew that. She just didn’t know how or why. And she wouldn’t ask.

	“But...your name’s not Tyler,” he said.

	Dani calmed herself with thoughts of her mother. “I use my mother’s maiden name,” she said. “They thought it would be safer for me, given his job.” 

	They faced each other for several minutes, dripping and considering. In the heavy silence, Reilly weighed his next step. He didn’t know how it was possible the former Bravo 4 sniper, Trent Mariner, was alive. The last two days mixed with old memories to create an obscene reality that Reilly couldn’t get his head around. That Daniel Tyler’s daughter actually worked for the man who was responsible for his death. It wasn’t an accident, just like Timmy Kelly’s wasn’t an accident. Dani had been masterfully played by O’Donnell just like him. Just like they all were. He considered what telling her the truth about her parents would do. Even if she believed him, it would accomplish nothing.

	“Please, say something,” Dani said.

	“You’re sure he said Mariner,” he asked and watched her blink back tears with her nod. 

	A sudden urge to protect her from it at all costs was like a punch to his gut. He was listening now. He owed at least that to her father. Crushing regret hammered Reilly’s chest as he stared into Dani’s deep brown eyes. O’Donnell had used her but in that same thought was an awful truth. He’d have to use her, too. 

	If she knew his code name, what other information would she have? Would she know all the players? Would she know what projects or missions were in motion? Would any of it matter now that O’Donnell was dead? How was Mariner alive and why was he working for, and now against, O’Donnell? Could his former teammate be smarter than anyone realized?

	It was time to change tactics and bring his A-game. Slow pitch, not fastball, to charm every bit of evidence from her. It worked every time but there was no reason to be proud. Trained to kill, lie, or twist the truth in order to obtain his objective and stay alive, he had put his life on hold for the last four years searching for these answers. He had promised himself and Director McNeal to do whatever was needed but never would he have contemplated what he had to do to the daughter of one of its finest protectors. 

	So much for being her new best friend.



	
Chapter 9

	 

	It had been two days since their tragic disappearance on the lake was made public and thanks to Washington, DC’s short attention span Reilly was ready to move. He had a few ideas of where to start his new hunt even if Dani couldn’t provide the answers he wanted. She didn’t know who Trent Mariner was or what Charlie was working on when he was murdered and her answers to other questions were either no or so vague they provided no insight. It was as if Charlie had kept her separated from the pack.

	A part of him was happy about that. To protect her further, he’d been able to convince her that maybe they had their facts wrong. He had found himself overwhelmed by her beauty and charmed by her sweet nature, not the other way around. He even apologized for his bull-headedness. They had parted as amicable as the day they had met on the deserted mountain road.

	Reilly pulled his truck along the cobblestone drive, took the right turn toward the back of O’Donnell’s estate and parked next to Dani’s Porsche. He glanced at his watch as he got out hoping this delay wouldn’t set him back further. Dani had called to say that Charlie had left him something. 

	He had no idea what it could be but would grab it, make his excuses, and say goodbye. His contacts in Europe and Russia had already started calling in markers for any hint or shadow that could be Mariner. The trail, grotesquely twisted and more treacherous than either he or the director could have imagined, was as cold as O’Donnell’s body.

	He was still grasping that fact along with the uselessness of the last four years. He had wanted O’Donnell to rot in jail, not in the ground. To pay for his friends’ deaths. Reilly swallowed the knot that had been tightening in his throat for two days. What did it say about his quality as a soldier or as a man? Aggravation, dismay, disgust and worthlessness wrapped and twisted inside his chest. Missing was any remorse, except maybe when his thoughts drifted to Dani. She had lost something in O’Donnell’s death but not what she believed. He’d simply play along for another hour then figure out where his life was headed next. The uncertainty dried his mouth but he pushed the massive failure behind him and refocused. It was all he could do now that he was essentially starting over. Where and how he’d find Trent Mariner he’d determine once he got to Russia and could speak with Dmitri Kruscheva in person.

	The possibilities in play were limitless. The director shared his alarm but was sure Reilly would get the answers now, and quickly. Vengeance fueled his determination but admittedly, Dani caused him conflict. Professional and personal. He tempered those feelings when he closed the truck door and turned to find Marcus Lafontaine waiving from the kitchen window.

	At eighty-five years old, his friend had become much grayer since their last visit and his skin was more an ashen color than the creamy brown of his Louisiana Creole heritage. For thirty years, he had run O’Donnell’s house as chief steward, expertly coordinating the myriad of duties required by an estate and it’s very public owner. He had told Reilly once that his relationship with O’Donnell was more than employer and employee and never, at any time, had he been treated with disrespect. Reilly was thankful that the man would never know how it was all part of O’Donnell’s evil game.

	Dani appeared beside Marcus and waved, too. Even through the window, the warmth she radiated when she leaned over to whisper to Marcus made Reilly want to know more. He ignored the stirring but was pleasantly surprised when she welcomed him at the door with a kiss on the cheek. That sensation was a bit harder to ignore. She looked amazing in a cream colored, silk tank dress and matching heels. The fit and square cut at her cleavage revealed enough to add intrigue to Reilly’s undercurrent of resignation and the impossibility of knowing her better. He was glad he dressed in dark grey dress slacks and a light blue dress shirt and finally cut his hair.

	“Thank you for coming,” she said.

	“Sure,” he said. 

	“How’s your shoulder?” she asked.

	“Good thanks,” he said. “Your skills are impressive.”

	Reilly soaked in her beaming smile then warmly greeted Marcus. Old hands trembled in his and while the elderly man’s eyes had lost some of their sparkle, his smile had not. Marcus sat fixated on a chair reminiscing while Dani gently placed teacups upon a silver tray.

	It was when Marcus asked the same question a second time that Reilly looked to her. Dani’s eyes held bittersweet concern while she shook her head. Reilly then understood that dementia held Marcus’s mind hostage like the arthritis that riddled his body.

	“Marcus insisted on making lunch, can you stay?” she asked.

	“I really have to get back,” Reilly lied. A bad habit but for the best. 

	Dani explained to Marcus that she needed to go over some business with Reilly and they excused themselves from the kitchen. “He’s still so proud and wonderful, isn’t he?”

	“Always.”

	The study at the end of the hall had not changed all that much from the last time Reilly had been there. At two hundred years old, the estate retained old world charm with dark, heavily ornamented oak wood trim, rich rugs and jewel toned draperies. Floor to ceiling bookshelves encompassed the room and were broken up by a stone fireplace on the far wall and tall windows at the front and back. Round tables interspersed amongst leather sofas and chairs held lamps and volumes of books all at the ready for the next reader. A large, mahogany desk sat perpendicular to the fireplace in front of the window that overlooked the backyard gardens. It was still covered with plywood.

	As he scanned the room, Reilly noticed a picture on a bookshelf of Dani with her parents at some celebration. The sheer joy on their faces filled him with unexpected warmth. He hadn’t known that Daniel; only the professional one. He let it wash over the buried guilt that wanted to rise to the surface. On the shelf above it, he was surprised to find a picture of himself with O’Donnell from a fishing trip, long erased from his mind. The man was such a hypocrite.

	Dani pointed him to the desk then headed back to the kitchen at the sound of the whistling kettle. Two envelopes, one smaller than the other, sat on the leather blotter. Reilly opened the small one and found two pictures.

	The first was of an Army unit, his first as team leader. He looked closely at the faces and sighed. Only a few remained. A lump caught in his throat when he turned it over to look at the second. Where Dani had found a picture of him with Hank he didn’t know and words couldn’t describe how much it meant to him. He couldn’t remember when it was taken but their stupid grins said they were having a blast. He always did with his brother. Reilly stared at the picture a moment more before putting them both in his shirt pocket.

	The larger envelope had his name scrawled in O’Donnell’s handwriting. He turned it over, broke the wax seal, and slid out a disk.

	Reilly popped it into the laptop on the desk and waited several seconds as it whirred to life. O’Donnell’s image appeared sitting at the same desk, time dated five days earlier on the morning of his death. His thinning grey hair hung long across his pasty forehead and he looked nervous and disheveled. He had gained weight since Reilly had last seen him, no doubt fed well from the lies on which he profited. His large, sweaty face filled the screen and he seemed to be fighting with himself to stay in control.

	“Hey buddy, how ya doing?”

	Reilly frowned. “I’m not your buddy,” he whispered before lowering the volume in case Dani returned.

	“I made this message for ya not to admit anything but to explain a few things if that’s okay. Things I’m sure you’re dying to know. Ha, dying, what a hoot.”

	Reilly’s temper rose as the big man chuckled without remorse. You always did have to have the last word.

	“First, you’re watching this because you’ve hit a dead end. Literally and figuratively and it doesn’t matter if you’ve found this recording snooping around or if Daniella or Marcus gave it to ya.”

	“So let’s get to it because try as I know ya have for years, loser, ya still can’t pin your accusations on me and never will. Because here’s the thing. Your focus is pointed in the wrong place and I’ll always be smarter than you.”

	Reilly clenched his jaw as the smug and condescending dissertation continued.

	“Now, let’s assume I’m not around and Marcus, my very honorable chief steward, called ya. Poor Marcus. Such a good man. Always knew his place and kept me on time and on task. It’s a pity to grow old and lose one’s mind. All that skill down the drain. It worked in my favor though. He never asked any questions so he was never a concern. He thought everything was for national security.” Charlie made air quotes with his fat fingers.

	“Asshole,” Reilly whispered.

	“Daniella, on the other hand, is a different story. My pride and joy, my own creation, assuming of course that she’s still among the living.”

	Charlie chuckled again, as if he were the victor in some sort of sick and twisted game. Reilly’s finger hovered over the Escape button but he couldn’t press it. His blood pressure soared with each disrespectful word.

	“Now, don’t get me wrong, she’s smart as a whip. She’s had training and tries her hardest but she was never in that elite class, if ya know what I mean. Not like you, or her father. See that’s the beautiful part. Daniel Tyler was her father. You remember him, right? The thorn in my side that ya sacrificed your career to believe and follow. Ya know, I got that message ya left him saying you were in. What day was that again? Oh yeah, the day you were discharged.”

	Guilt clutched Reilly’s chest. He hadn’t known it at the time but Daniel had died the night before. If he had called twelve hours earlier, this would all be so different.

	“I’ve got to hand it to Tyler though. He had figured it out.”

	“Damn it,” Reilly grumbled as O’Donnell’s chins jiggled with his amusement.

	“Tragic about him and his wife though,” Charlie tisked. “Victims of an unfortunate tragedy on a slippery road. Daniella was a mess afterwards, blaming herself, wishing she’d died with them. It was beautiful. Ya know how easy it is to play on vulnerability, right? If I remember, you’re an expert at it. The crazy nightmares were the best and made it so easy to play the doting uncle. I helped the poor girl with her grief, their estate, and their papers. Daniel’s in particular. Papers that never saw the light of day.”

	Reilly punched the air with a force that matched his anger. He slumped back in the chair as the man on the screen continued his victory speech.

	“She wound up being perfect for my little sideshow. Daniel’s little princess had no idea the role she played or the contempt I had for her father. She may have thought she was like a daughter to me, but make no mistake, she was expendable, like the rest of them.”

	Charlie hesitated. Reilly assumed it was because of the admission. The call to come home and the gun on the desk made sense now. The traitor then smiled as if it didn’t matter, because it didn’t. They were simply threats from a dead man.

	“So understand this. Even if you are able to convince Daniella to help you, you’ll never find what you’re looking for. She knows only what I fed her and honestly, she was pathetic, starving for the tiniest morsel.”

	Reilly swallowed. God, why did I call her pathetic?

	“How she ever thought she could be an operative like her father was laughable. Her over-trusting nature will be her certain death just like loyalty will be yours. So, ya can try every trick in that super-soldier-playboy handbook of yours, it won’t work. In or out of the bedroom.”

	“You son-of-a-bitch, that’s rich,” Reilly voiced. “A lot you can do from the grave.”

	Charlie’s eyes narrowed and leaned a face washed with evil closer to the camera. “Your dossier may say one thing, Sergeant, but I filled in the rest. She knows what you’ll do to get what you want. Honestly, you can be a real pig. You’re a player and a user and I’m sure ya will use her to try to get to me, but sorry buddy, you’re too late. Again. You are and always will be a loser.”

	Reilly clenched his fist to stem his hatred for the man who was once his superior and friend. There were no words for his gall to sit there and boast. Unfortunately, it was all just vague enough not to be the proof he was looking for and Charlie knew it.

	Charlie leaned back in his chair and pressed his fingertips together. “And just so ya know dear friend, I heard something about a price being put on your head that will remain until you’ve been wiped from this earth. I’ll try but I don’t know if I can help ya out with that. You’ve rattled so many cages that they all want a piece of you. Just a warning buddy, please be careful.”

	“Bring them on,” Reilly said through clenched teeth.

	Amused with himself, Charlie chuckled and leaned in again. “And Daniella followed my orders like the good soldier she thinks she is so you’ll never know who they are.”

	My god, what did you do?

	“They say it can’t be done but I’ve taken it all with me pal and there’s nothing ya can do about it. The legacy I’ve left behind will last for years. You’ll be an old man, or dead, before ya can figure it out.” Charlie paused then looked at his watch. “And in approximately five seconds, the timed eraser that I placed on this computer will delete this CD drive as soon as this recording ends. Permanently wiped clean with no recovery. Like you’ll be soon.” Charlie raised his right hand in a salute. “See ya in hell.”

	Reilly stared at the dark screen, his blood was at a raging boil. The file eraser was pretty savvy for a technical dinosaur and while the man actually admitted to several things, they were merely taunts with no concrete evidence of his actual hand in any crime, who was involved, or what he was still planning. It was everything and nothing, without direction or closure. And it was gone.

	He sat back unsure of what to report to the director. Charlie had left a legacy as he put it but how would that be possible if Dani was dead or following orders? Others were involved but that hard proof, according to the traitor, had been destroyed. 

	Reilly stewed until Dani entered the room. He settled his outrage as she placed the tea tray on the narrow oak table in front of the desk.

	“Something wrong?” she asked as he took the offered cup.

	“No,” he said as the anger ebbed and a lie formed in its place. “But I have a question. Charlie mentioned something he was working on. A file that he wanted me to look at. Did he leave you anything? Any instructions?”

	“No, he didn’t, not like that anyway.” She hesitated for a moment, looked toward the boarded window and then down at her tea. “He left me a recording, too. Some of it was personal, but he asked me to destroy some physical files. He said they weren’t originals, just things that might get me in trouble if the director found out he had copies here. He said it was a national security thing.”

	God help us, Reilly said to himself. “Did you destroy them all?”

	“Yes, the few that were left. He seemed to have been doing some house cleaning that morning. One was your physical dossier.”

	Reilly softened his brow. “Thanks for the pictures.” He was starting to think that for the first time in his sorry life Charlie O’Donnell had been telling the truth. Dani truly was a good soldier obeying her commander. Too bad her commander was no patriot. “What about the electronic files?”

	The edge in his voice caught Dani by surprise. “When I checked the machines, they had already been stripped clean. Did this have something to do with why he was meeting you?”

	“You could say that,” Reilly lied with a twinge of remorse because of Dani’s obvious concern, like she had done something wrong. He was using her, just as O’Donnell predicted.

	She put her tea down. “Then I might have what you need.” 

	Reilly’s heart thumped hard and divided him in two. One he understood because he needed whatever files she might have and the information he hoped they held. The second came out of nowhere.

	It was the same pull he felt at the lake. It was warm, intriguing and undeniably stirring. Her beauty matched her intelligence and self-assurance and she could be a distraction if he didn’t have a job to finish. He dismissed the pull as coming from the challenge of Charlie’s warning. No one was going to tell him what to do with his personal life but that part of his body had a mind of its own and it was harboring the kiss that lingered on his cheek.

	She rounded the desk and squeezed between him and the bookshelf to his right. He slid the chair back slightly to give her room and checked her out from behind. Spite could indeed have pleasant benefits.

	Dani gently pressed her forefinger down along the fluted column of the woodwork. At her eye level, the molding flipped up to expose a small black switch. Once pressed, a section of the heavy bookcase to her right slowly and quietly swung back to reveal a hidden room. As it locked into place, the grey-tinted glow from a florescent light instantly appeared.

	Reilly was impressed with the level of security. Old school but effective. He was sure Charlie never planned on this. The thought of O’Donnell turning over in his grave gave him enormous pleasure until Dani motioned toward the room. His joy diminished when he considered her reaction upon learning the truth.

	At approximately eight feet long and five feet wide, the room was no bigger than a closet. A metal shelf filled with covered cardboard boxes, all labeled in chronological order, ran the length of a table beneath it that held a single computer screen. It seemed like Dani had exactly what Reilly was looking for, on the first level at least.

	“I haven’t been able to run a magnet over these yet,” she said. “What do you need?”

	Reilly came up with a cover story quickly. “The backup from this year would be great,” he started. “Would it be okay to look at it first and then see if I need to go further back?”

	“Sure, you have the necessary clearances and I still need answers.” She pulled a container from the shelf. “I know this is old school and kind of outdated, but that was him. You can use the computer here or the laptop on Charlie’s desk. Just follow the dates. They move left to right. Take whatever you need.”

	Disbelief muted Reilly’s reply when she handed him the box. She looked directly at him and he was glad she couldn’t read his mind. He grinned as the phone rang in the study. 

	“Thanks,” he said as Dani placed her hand on his arm and squeezed past him. Something about her touch left Reilly wanting more. He got exactly what he had come for but now found it hard to concentrate. He grabbed a second box before following her.

	Reilly was impressed when Dani answered in English then immediately switched languages. Her Northern Russian dialect was perfect and it dawned on him that while he was admittedly attracted, he really knew nothing about her. He listened as he opened the first document and after two minutes knew who was calling. His gratitude instantly turned to aggravation and he stopped pecking at the keyboard. Dmitri Kruscheva was impatient to say the least. 

	Dani would know from his file that he would understand everything she said. She kept her conversation brief with simple answers but when she turned to face him, there was only concern.

	“As a matter of fact, yes,” she said then offered the phone to Reilly. “Dmitri Kruscheva would like to speak with you.”

	Reilly gave Dmitri short answers to his questions, too: yes, he found what he was looking for; no, he didn’t have a chance to dig through it; yes, he could bring it out; yes, she offered it freely. Dani avoided him as Dmitri asked pointed questions, his last the sharpest of all.

	“Do you still think she is innocent?” Dmitri asked.

	Watching her half-sit on the narrow oak table with both hands wrapped tightly around her teacup, Reilly closed his eyes knowing the answer could change everything. He turned and took several steps away from her and lowered his voice. “Yes.”

	“You are absolutely sure?” Dmitri asked.

	“Yes.”

	“How?”

	“It’s all here,” Reilly replied in Russian. Silence filled both sides of the phone.

	“I want you both here as quickly as possible,” Dmitri ordered.

	“What?” Reilly exclaimed more than questioned. 

	“You heard me. She could be in danger.”

	“She’ll be in even more danger if she finds out what’s in those files.”

	“And did you think that she may have knowledge that is not written down,” Dmitri asked. “We cannot take that chance.”

	With his right hand pressing the phone against his ear, Reilly rubbed his neck in frustration with the other. “Exactly. I haven’t even notified the director yet. I’m asking for one day.”

	“Listen to me…”

	“No, Dmitri, that’s not how this works. I’m not a babysitter.”

	“I am asking you to protect her.”

	“She’ll be better protected if she stays here. I’ll be there day after tomorrow. There’s too much to decipher and rushing only causes mistakes. We can’t afford to make any. Not now.”

	“I’ve waited long enough Reilly. I’ve invested time, money, and manpower for you and this task. You have had four years with no real answers. How will it look to your director when he finds out you let information slip through your hands?”

	“That’s stretching it, Dmitri, and you know it. You’re not the only one who has time and blood invested.”

	“Director McNeal has confided his concern as well and I intend to contact him immediately. He will agree with me, you know this. You asked for my help, for Trinity’s assistance. We need to know who is involved before anyone discovers the CIA is spying on its own people. It is time to end this. Now tell her.”

	“No, not without knowing exactly what I’ve got,” Reilly insisted.

	“Stop arguing.”

	“You’re supposed to be helping me, not the other way around. We don’t know who or what we’re dealing with – wait, you don’t believe me. You think she’s really involved, don’t you?”

	“Possibly.”

	“Why?”

	“I have my reasons.”

	“You don’t know what I just listened to. Trust me, she’s not.”

	“It has nothing to do with trusting you.”

	Reilly stewed. It was selfish but Dani’s reaction to Charlie’s sabotage was something he didn’t want to think about. After that recording, he was even more determined to protect her from it but somehow he had lost control of the situation.

	“Did you hear me?” Dmitri demanded.

	“I heard you,” Reilly said curtly in English. 

	“Good, now when you tell Daniella, she will fight you. Do not ask me why, I will explain it to you when you get here. Simply tell her I need her.”

	Great. The fire in her eyes when they fought at the cabin was something he never wanted to see again. He had accused an innocent woman of being the worst kind of liar. Now he was going to demand she take a trip to a place she apparently did not want to be. 

	“What does that mean?” he asked.

	“Just do it.”

	Reilly clenched his jaw and the phone in his hand. “You had better be right about this.”

	“Just get here.”

	The call ended before Reilly could respond. He replaced the phone in its cradle on the table behind the leather sofa. The way Dani eyed him he was absolutely convinced she could read his mind.

	“What did he want?” she asked.

	“He’s working with me and asked if we could review all of Charlie’s files.” The look she gave him was unmistakable. He could almost hear the sirens in her head. 

	“I don’t have a problem giving you the files Reilly, but Dmitri doesn’t have an official clearance for what might be in them. He’s helping you?”

	Reilly hated himself but he lied again. Yes stuck in this throat like a knife and filled his mouth with a metallic taste like blood. He tried to convince himself that the lie would protect her but Dmitri’s call changed everything and his resentment deepened.

	“Do you think they might have clues to Charlie’s murder?” she asked.

	“Possibly. They might hold history that would be helpful.”

	“To track this Mariner person?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Mmm,” Dani nodded with full knowledge of being played. “Know what? Take them all. I probably don’t have any legal reason to deny you, assuming you take full responsibility if Director McNeal has an issue. I’d only ask that if you find the answer, you could just let me know. If you get a chance. Whenever.”

	Reilly couldn’t breathe easy. This was surrender, not cooperation, but what did he expect? Flags and confetti? Smiling support? She saw through him like glass. She clearly was smarter than them all. 

	“Thanks, we appreciate this,” he said. “Um, there’s one other thing. Dmitri would like us to bring them.”

	Dani put down her tea with a slow, deliberate move as if to steady herself. She breathed then stood to face him, chin up and shoulders back. “I said you could take the files to him. I’m not going anywhere.”

	“But he said we were to bring them.”

	“I don’t care what he said,” she said. “I have things to do that don’t include you or him.”

	“But –”

	“I said no, Reilly. I don’t work for you, him, or anyone for that matter. Just take what you need and leave.”

	It sounded like anger but Reilly heard pure fear in Dani’s trembling voice and her eyes were moist from held-back tears. Dmitri was keeping something important from him. When Dani started toward the storage room to retrieve the boxes, he moved toward her. 

	“He said to tell you that he needs you.” He had no idea what those three words meant, but Dani immediately dropped her shoulders and stopped. She turned and looked at him with eyes that pleaded for him to take them back as full-out resignation replaced resistance. 

	Dani wrapped her arms around herself. “What? No. He can’t.”

	Reilly stepped closer and spoke gently. “I’m sorry. He said he does.” He watched Dani take a deep, visible breath before looking past his shoulder towards the bookshelf then swallow hard when her eyes started to fill. He wondered what was in Russia that could frighten her more than this past week. She ignored his pitiful look when she brushed past him and picked up the phone.

	“Hi, Philip, it’s Dani. I’m sorry it’s such short notice but would you get the plane ready, please? Thanks so much. I’ll call you back in a bit with the destination and time of departure.”

	“Plane?” Reilly asked as she dialed another number.

	“Charlie’s Gulfstream G450,” she replied. “When can you be ready?”

	“Wait, you’re ready now?”

	“Not only do I eat real food, yes, I’m ready now,” she said rudely. “That’s why it’s called a go-bag.”

	 


Chapter 10

	 

	Dani focused at the horizon as the plane taxied to the end of the runway at the private airstrip near Nizhniy Novgorod, Russia. She had a list of excuses she would give to get back home quickly. The visiting nurse had come promptly when called and she wanted to be home with Marcus. He was taking Charlie’s death hard. In his mind, he was not frail and incapacitated and blamed himself for not being there when Charlie had needed him. She could say the same. 

	She knew when Reilly’s hand lingered over hers that Dmitri wasn’t calling for Charlie or for her. It had been almost three years without one word from him and even though he was sending condolences, something outside her control had screamed a warning. There had been no new dreams since Charlie’s death but there was no ignoring the cold dread creeping through her veins. Even her father’s guidance provided no comfort.

	Dani sighed remembering how much had been lost until she saw the waiting black Mercedes E-Class sedan. All resolve drained away, her back stiffened, and gripping the satchel did little to stop her shaking. She could not give him the satisfaction of seeing her afraid. That wasn’t what she was feeling though in his self-righteous mind he would think that. Instead, she focused on her hatred as she waited for the hatch to open.

	Reilly pulled his bag and laptop together and watched Dani fight with some unseen demon. Dmitri would have questions to answer for this miserable trip. He had expected prolonged bitching or arguing but after eighteen hours, and one stop in Amsterdam to refuel, she had not said a single word. She had stamina, but it was irritating. When they exited the plane, a large figure dressed all in black got out of the car. Dani’s reaction immediately answered at least one of Reilly’s questions.

	Viktor Kovalenko’s size was out measured only by his cruelty. At six-four, he had an inch on Reilly, and at thirty pounds heavier, was thicker all around. A strong, angular face held eyes as pale as the sky over the Russian tundra and he was just as cold, as if he had been chiseled from granite with hard, unforgiving edges. The only emotion he ever seemed to show was annoyance at the world’s incompetence. Slicked, jet-black hair and a thinly trimmed black beard around his mouth and chin added to the man’s menacing appearance.

	As Dmitri Kruscheva’s head of security, Viktor was a superbly skilled intelligence officer but skill and respect are two different things. He was unbelievably arrogant and no one Reilly knew carried around a bigger chip on his shoulder, as if no one lived a harder life. In Viktor’s mind, anyone who was not Russian was inferior from the moment they took their first breath.

	Reilly bumped into Dani when she stopped abruptly at the bottom of the stairs. Although the air around them was refreshing and light, the tension was smothering. Reilly slid his hand down hers to grab her bag and stepped between her and Viktor. He opened the passenger door and whispered in her ear. “I’m right here.” Dani nodded her reply and he waited as she slid across the leather seat.

	“Kovalenko,” Reilly said casually after she was settled.

	Viktor didn’t offer his hand or extend a greeting to Dani. “Dmitri is waiting for you at the Homestead.”

	Reilly placed both leather satchels in the trunk but kept the laptop briefcase with him as he got into the back seat. Dani’s hands were clenched so tightly in her lap that her knuckles were white. He had no idea what to say and dared not touch her as she stared out at the compound. He quietly thanked God that this ride would be short.

	 

	*****

	Dmitri eagerly awaited the arrival of his guests on the stone steps that lead to his home and Trinity’s offices. After so many years and lives lost, he was only moments away from having the final proof in his hands. This would not only be Reilly’s victory.

	He felt like an ancient warrior with dark eyes that seemed to set deeper in his square face with each passing year. He carried more pounds than he wished to admit and the hair that was left on his head had turned silver years ago. It was the price of running an operation like Trinity even if most of his time was now spent behind his desk, on the phone, or pacing his office trying to make sense of a completely insane world. He rubbed his face with baseball-mitt-sized hands.

	Where the CIA called their elite training facility the Farm, Dmitri had his Homestead. He had been a decorated commander at what was the former KGB’s military counterintelligence school in Siberia, training covert operatives and elite units for the interior ministry, but his dreams had been shattered with the new regime. Those now in charge were no more than thugs of organized crime who had been smart enough to financially position themselves well. Through oil, gas, and the media, they controlled all of the money flowing in and out of Russia. By operating complex financial fronts and establishing their own banks, they rewarded their own consultancies and stripped profits from state run agencies. With crime running rampant, Dmitri could no longer be a part of the robber-baron mentality of the new capitalist society. 

	He built the Homestead on a monstrous scale in the log cabin style of the American West, his favorite theme. With its grand residence, staff quarters, garages, and training facility he set it on a thousand private acres to conduct the technical and physical training required by the men he called on to work for Trinity. Men like Adrian Reilly.

	Dmitri smiled when his daughter Irina joined him as the car approached. Two years Dani’s senior, Irina was her opposite but just as beautiful. At five-foot-nine, her blond hair, sky blue eyes and delicate features reminded him of his beloved wife Anya every time he looked at her. It had been almost three years since Anya’s death but his mourning had not waned. He gripped Irina’s hand and kissed her cheek. “Your sister is home,” he whispered.

	“Yes, Papa,” Irina said as she eyed the silent exchange between Reilly and Dani as they emerged from the car. She let her father lumber down the steps to greet Dani first and glanced at Viktor who stood ramrod straight and obviously annoyed. He retreated into the house when it was Irina’s turn to gush.

	Dmitri bear hugged Reilly and thanked him for making such good time. While Reilly gave Dani all the credit, Dmitri laughed at his expression as he struggled to mentally translate Dani and Irina’s conversation. He slapped Reilly on his back as they followed the women into the house. “Do not worry. Even I cannot keep up with them!”

	Reilly handed over the briefcase with the laptop and files as Dani disappeared upstairs with Irina. “It’s all there,” he said. “I got through a few of them and made some notes but there’s a shit-load of data.”

	“I have a full staff waiting to get right on it.” Dmitri picked up the hall phone and spoke several words. Within moments a man appeared and took the case. He turned back to Reilly. “Go freshen up.”

	“After I have my questions answered,” Reilly countered.

	Dmitri waved his right hand and put his left on Reilly’s shoulder. “Let my people get started. We will have time to catch up. I am sure you are tired. Rest first.”

	Reilly relented and headed upstairs to the room directed to him. He dropped his bag on the floor and fell back on the bed. He closed his eyes and was asleep within seconds. He woke three hours later, changed his clothes, and entered the library to find the large table in the center of the room filled with paper and two idle laptops. One was O’Donnell’s. He reached for the top page from the first stack to find that Dmitri’s team had printed and deciphered three years’ worth of information. It was already an enormous amount and they still had seven more to review.

	The house was quiet except for the low hum from the old computer tower beneath Dmitri’s desk. He wondered where Dani was and how she was coping when he noticed Dmitri outside. He quietly opened the wide French doors behind the desk and joined his friend. Although a covered porch encompassed the front and both sides of the massive home, the back opened up to an uninterrupted sky and wide vistas. Dmitri was watching several people at the shooting range toward the southeastern part of the compound. He lowered his binoculars when Reilly stepped alongside him. 

	“Rested?” Dmitri asked.

	“Yes, thanks. Your people have gotten a lot done in just a few hours.”

	“They are good and have summarized what they have found so far. You were right all along. The missions, the players, and the outcome. O’Donnell was unbelievably meticulous. The only thing missing is the money.”

	“Tyler was right all along,” Reilly said. “I’m just playing Monday morning quarterback.”

	Dmitri’s tone changed to concern. “There is a price on your head.”

	Reilly grunted. “Know all about it.”

	Dmitri shook his head. “This is serious. Viktor reached out to a few choice contacts.”

	“Wasn’t that nice of him,” Reilly said as he looked out across the compound. In the distance, clay birds were launched into the bright, cloudless sky and disintegrated at someone’s perfectly placed shots. “Did he enjoy broadcasting my death?”

	Dmitri was not amused. “Do not start. You may not see eye to eye, but –”

	Reilly’s snort cut him off. “That’s an understatement.”

	“But,” Dmitri continued, “he is loyal to me beyond reproach. Like you. Remember, you are both on the same side.”

	Reilly let the subject drop. “So why is there still a bounty?”

	“No one has admitted to seeing Mariner or knows of his whereabouts but word is he and others want your body as proof. Not everyone believes you are dead and there are eyes everywhere.”

	“That’s nothing new.”

	Dmitri mumbled disparaging remarks in his thick accent about Reilly’s blatant disregard for his own safety. “No one knows how thick O’Donnell’s web was and he’s apparently not the only spider. We do not know who is friend or foe at this point and you haven’t made a lot of friends lately.”

	“If Mariner can play dead, so can I. I’m not worried.”

	“You should be.”

	Reilly looked Dmitri in the eye. “Just me, right?”

	Dmitri understood. “Yes, just you. Apparently, Mariner thinks Daniella was just another hook-up.”

	Reilly’s stomach knotted at the accusation but as long as Mariner didn’t know who she was, she’d be safe from the sniper’s bullet. He had hoped that O’Donnell hid her even from his own men. It looked like maybe he did after all.

	“Speaking of Daniella,” Dmitri continued, “did she add anything on the flight?”

	Reilly tensed. “Add? She didn’t speak one word to me.”

	“But you said she willingly gave you the information and wanted to help.”

	“She did but she’s been hard-ass pissed from the moment you demanded she tag along.” The guilt overwhelming Dmitri’s silent expression made the knot in Reilly’s stomach tighten. “Why is she really here?”

	“I was afraid for her,” Dmitri stammered. “I did not know how much she knew and wanted to keep her safe.” He picked up the binoculars to avoid Reilly’s glare.

	“Safe? How? Like a bird in a cage with a black cat circling underneath?”

	Dmitri lowered the binoculars but did not reply.

	“What did Viktor do to her?” Reilly asked.

	“You figured that out quickly.”

	“I’m not blind,” Reilly said. “I saw the way he looked at her. She wasn’t that scared at the lake with Mariner taking shots at us or me screaming in her face like an asshole.” Reilly pushed Dmitri harder. “You were selfish for asking her to come. I told you she wasn’t involved. She gave me everything O’Donnell had. One or two missing pieces that she may or may not have won’t change anything.”

	“You are very defensive. Is there something between you two that I should know about?” Dmitri asked sourly.

	Reilly’s temper rose. “No, there’s nothing between us. And I’m getting tired of people sticking their noses in my sex life.”

	“It is usually a very active one.”

	Reilly let the snide comment go. “I’m defensive because all I see is Dani being used as a pawn. O’Donnell used her, I’m guessing Viktor used her, and unless she really does know something more, you will have used her. Hell, even I used her to get the files. It’s not fair. She didn’t ask to be invited to this party.”

	Dmitri sighed and relaxed. He nodded before picking up the binoculars again.

	“After all her father sacrificed, you should’ve left her alone,” Reilly said more evenly.

	Dmitri handed him the binoculars and pointed Reilly toward the spot where he had been focused. It was Dani at the range. Reilly was impressed with her skills as she hit nine clay birds out of ten.

	“There are things you do not know,” Dmitri said.

	Great, Reilly thought, too many secrets for too long. I need a new life.

	“Several years ago, O’Donnell sent Daniella to me for military training. With everything we know now, it was about two years after her parents’ death. He had been training her as well with mostly research and fact gathering but, apparently, she wanted more. It was before we realized who and what O’Donnell really was.”

	Reilly pulled the lenses from his face. “Bullshit. We knew then. You used her thinking you could get to O’Donnell from the inside. Oh, and thanks for keeping me in the loop. Did you forget that this is my ass on the line?”

	“And did you forget whose house this is, Sergeant?” Dmitri replied. “I admit, I had ulterior motives. Remember, you, we, had no proof. The word of a dead man and your accusations were not enough.”

	“If the CIA finds out what I’m doing, they’ll open up my file and try me for treason. McNeal can’t offer protection, especially if he’s sitting next to me. The whispers are getting louder and now, besides the proof that O’Donnell circumvented military assets for his own profit and was responsible for the death of my brothers, I need to stop some legacy they have in play.”

	Dmitri exhaled, releasing some of his anger. “I know. I am sorry. I did not know that Daniella was Tyler’s daughter. If I had, I would have done things differently. I did not tell you because it fell apart before I could make my offer.”

	Reilly stewed in silence then picked up the binoculars again.

	“O’Donnell thought he was above it all,” Dmitri explained. “He did not want to go through regular channels, so he asked for my help. I thought I could send her back as our agent so I put my best man in charge of her training.”

	Reilly lowered the binoculars again but Dmitri ignored the contemptuous look and continued. “She arrived and Anya and I fell in love with her. We all did.” Reilly’s vocal grunt put Dmitri back on the defensive. “As father of the bride, you would be wise to keep comments like that to yourself.”

	“Will do,” Reilly said without apology.

	“Daniella and Irina are only a few years apart and became like sisters. She fit right in and filled a hole we did not know we had. She pulls you in like a magnetic force and has this uncanny way of making you feel so important.”

	Reilly’s stomach tightened. Was that it? Simple, friendly attention. Whatever it was, it was different and no matter how he had tried to ignore it, it would not leave.

	“And you are right, it was selfish of me,” Dmitri added. “I wanted her to stay then and I wanted her back now that O’Donnell is out of the picture. I thought that with Viktor now engaged to my Irina, it would not be a problem. He promised me it would be fine. I am sorry I did not think how Daniella would feel.”

	No one has, Reilly said only to himself. “So what happened?”

	“She was here for six months. She trained every day with Viktor so that she would become an effective operative. He was tough, maybe a little too much so, but she was determined. She is an excellent marksman, as you can see.”

	“So in six months, she never mentioned who her father was?”

	“No.”

	“McNeal didn’t know either,” Reilly said. “How’s that possible?”

	Dmitri sighed. “There’s a wound there she does not want us to see. Easier to keep it a secret.”

	Reilly nodded and Dmitri squeezed his shoulder. Lies, secrets; he had plenty of his own.

	“I never told anyone of my plan so when Daniella and Viktor developed a relationship, I did not object. She speaks five languages, is trained in self-defense and with O’Donnell’s technical training, she would have been a valuable asset. Did you know she has a photographic memory?”

	“No, I didn’t,” Reilly vented. “I’ve known her less than a week. What I do know is she’s Daniel Tyler’s daughter and Charlie’s creation. His words, not mine. Bringing her was a mistake.” But the thought of Dani sleeping with Viktor gnawed at his gut. “Why’d she leave?”

	Dmitri frowned. “Let’s just say she had a falling out with Viktor.”

	“Again with the half answers.”

	“Leave it,” Dmitri said firmly.

	“I need to know what I’m dealing with.”

	“Let Daniella tell you. It is not my place.”

	“You don’t know, do you?” Reilly asked.

	Dmitri tightened his mouth. “Just focus on the job.”

	“Just great,” Reilly mumbled.

	Dmitri abruptly halted the conversation when he pulled out his phone and called the range to ask that Dani join him at the house. Through the binoculars, Reilly watched Dani put the rifle down and thank the man in charge. As she walked up the path, his protective instincts kicked into high gear.

	“I don’t like this at all,” Reilly bristled and handed the lenses back to Dmitri. “The only reason he’s at the range is to harass her.” 

	Dmitri grabbed Reilly’s arm when he started to move toward the stairs leading down to the path. “You will only embarrass her. She is stronger than you think.”

	 

	 

	Dani kept her head up and her feet moving. “Get out of my way Viktor. I have nothing to say to you.”

	Viktor grabbed her arm and chuckled as he effortlessly swung her around. “I just wanted to say hello.”

	“Let go,” she said.

	“Or what? Your bodyguard will hurt me? Why are you here?”

	“He’s not my bodyguard and I didn’t ask to come,” she said as Viktor tightened his hold and drew her closer. It was his touch not his grip that made her skin crawl. He was as slick and as menacing as when she had left him. The two-timing, low-life could still make her feel as if she were the most insignificant being on earth. Alone again, she wouldn’t cave in to his taunts.

	“This is men’s work little girl. You are too small and ineffective to be anything but Dmitri’s secretary. Did you think your training here was anything but a waste of my time?”

	“You’re still an arrogant prick.”

	“And you do not know when to give up,” he shot back. “I told you a long time ago, you are not cut out for this job.”

	Without breaking her glare, Dani smoothly pulled the 9mm pistol from the back of her waistband and pointed it at his groin. “If you don’t let go Irina will be very disappointed.”

	Viktor laughed. “Then she may continue to find solace with the soldiers under my command. I do not care that she has slept with them all.” He pulled Dani closer. “I only miss sleeping with you.” He released her at the static click of his radio.

	“Viktor, you should be leading the patrol,” Dmitri ordered. “I am not paying you to socialize.”

	Dani held the gun level as Viktor stared over her head through the trees and growled. With her back to the porch, she couldn’t read Dmitri’s expression but didn’t care. She just wanted Viktor to go away.

	Viktor leered. “Remember, this is my home and you and Ranger Reilly are intruding.”

	“Next time, I’ll pull the trigger,” Dani said coolly. “I don’t care what position you have here with Dmitri or Irina.”

	He caressed the strap holding the Kalashnikov at his shoulder then walked through her. Dani hid her shaking hand as she returned the pistol to her waistband then turned to find Reilly standing with Dmitri. She swallowed back the embarrassment as she climbed the steps afraid of what Reilly might say or the questions he might ask. She already owed him one apology for her behavior on the flight. 

	“I’m sorry for taking so long,” she said to Dmitri who greeted her with extended hands and a kiss for each cheek.

	“No worries my dear. I promise you will not be bothered by delays again. Would you join us in the library, please? We need to discuss a few things.”

	“Give me fifteen minutes?” She would need at least that to quell her nerves. When Dmitri squeezed her hands in agreement, she briefly glanced at Reilly. The pronounced muscle in his jaw signaled his obvious concern and added another layer to her anxiety. Again, she wondered what, if anything, Dmitri had told him.


Chapter 11

	 

	Dani quickly changed out of her jeans and t-shirt, pulled up her hair, and showered off the smell of gunpowder and oil. Two minutes later, she slipped into a short black skirt and black v-neck sweater. She would not keep Dmitri waiting any longer than necessary.

	Everyone knew that the man held her in his favor by extending privileges reserved only for his closest advisors and family, though she was neither, especially now. She knew the rules he set for his household and employees. Promptness was always of the utmost importance. He reminded her that the difference between life and death in this business could be decided by it. It was lesson he did not need to teach. Her mother had taught her that being late was rude and inconsiderate and would not be tolerated in her house either.

	A formal meeting with no advance warning added to her apprehension. Dmitri had looked very unhappy when she had climbed the stairs to the overlook, most likely caused by the confrontation with Viktor. She hoped instead that it was about the information they had brought. It was extensive and she thought it would take longer for his technicians to get through it all. Maybe he wanted to tell her she could go home.

	Before entering the library, Dani ran her hand over the ornately carved oak door and remembered how she had briefly loved this home. The log woodwork throughout was dark and heavy and varnished to a high gloss. Wide-plank, oak floors were covered with richly woven antique rugs. A home that dealt with the cold, hard world wrapped its occupants in warmth.

	The library was just as richly decorated. Rustic bookshelves held volumes of books by James Fennimore Cooper, Zane Grey, Louis L’Amour and dime novels of the Hopalong Cassidy stories, all read by Dmitri at least a dozen times. Copies of his favorite American Western movies sat on others interspersed with Russian works of art, family photos and rare pottery. On the silky smooth river stone fireplace, a painting of American cowboys tending cattle hung above the mantel.

	Colors of deep red, gold and orange reminiscent of American desert sunsets, added a burnished glow to the dark stained wood. Antique Molesworth furniture from America in rich, red leather with hand-stitched white and black patterned backs was tempered with lighter colored leather furnishings throughout the room. Each was accompanied by a western motif wool blanket and complimenting pillows. Her favorite had been embroidered by Anya with a quote from John Wayne, Dmitri’s favorite actor: Courage is being scared to death, but saddling up anyway. 

	A very appropriate sentiment. Dani could feel a dark storm coming that had nothing to do with the weather. This home, hers for a short while, normally provided a welcome feeling to all who had entered. The only one truly welcoming her now was Dmitri. Although Irina had greeted her with a hug, there was no warmth or sincerity to it. Out of her father’s view, Irina was cool and distant as she gushed about her impending wedding to Viktor. Her preening only added to Dani’s uneasiness. Not because of anything she felt for Viktor; she only held hatred for the man who had crushed her heart and hopes – for a new life and a new family. She held her head high but Irina’s attitude and condescending tone permeated Dani’s confidence, as if Irina was the beautiful princess with Viktor her handsome prince.

	Prince of Darkness maybe. 

	Irina wanted him then. Got him, actually. Well, she could keep him. 

	Get a grip already. 

	She pushed the betrayal away. Left unprotected, it would eat her alive and she had no intention of going down that path a second time. She inhaled before pushing the heavy library door and immediately felt like an uninvited dinner guest. Dmitri’s and Reilly’s expressions might as well have been a bullhorn broadcasting a warning to anyone who dared trespass. She crossed the room toward Dmitri’s extended hands. 

	“We have some questions, my dear, about the files you brought,” Dmitri stated as he led her to the sofa. 

	Dani looked to Reilly then back to Dmitri. “Sure,” she said, trying her best to stay upbeat. “I just don’t know what I can add.” 

	The laptops on the table between them were dark except for the page saver blinking intermittently like a lighthouse beacon. Dani studied Reilly’s face for a clue. Maybe it was the lighting the room, but his eyes seemed to be an even deeper blue. They reminded her of their argument at the cabin and made her all the more uncomfortable. While she waited for someone to speak, Dmitri started pacing, something he did only when things were serious. The tension between both men was unmistakable and somehow, her presence added to it.

	“Am I supposed to guess or is someone going to tell me what’s going on?” she asked.

	Dmitri spoke. “Is this all of Charlie’s information?”

	“Yes.” She cringed because it came out slightly defensive so she adjusted her tone. “Reilly helped me box everything from the vault. They’re Charlie’s back-ups going back ten years. Did you find what you were looking for?”

	Dmitri and Reilly communicated without words but in their silence, Dani heard the proverbial trap snap.

	Dmitri was stern. “Did you know what he was working on before he died?”

	“No.” Dani’s professionalism began to wane so she turned toward Reilly. “You know this already. I thought you were meeting him about something you were working on.”

	Dmitri cut off Reilly’s reply. “What was the last thing you did for him?”

	Dani turned her focus away from Reilly’s stony silence. “I was in Paris a month ago for a few days, establishing the base for a new contract he was starting but haven’t done anything since,” she said then tensed when Reilly finally looked at her. With his shoulders back and his focus only on her, she was reminded that a superior soldier lie beneath the kind words and smile that greeted her only a day ago. “What is this really about?” she asked.

	“There are some things here that we are concerned about,” Reilly finally said. “It looks like Charlie knew Trent Mariner.”

	“What?” she asked with disbelief as if she’d been told the sky was green not blue. 

	“We think they may have been partners and behind several key issues that Trinity is trying to resolve,” Reilly said.

	“What issues?” she asked.

	Reilly moved to the edge of the sofa. “Four years ago, Director McNeal recalled me to find the leak in their counterterrorism department. They had their suspicions but no direct evidence of who it might be. The information we brought here proves O’Donnell was that leak. We think Mariner was part of his private army.”

	“That’s not possible,” Dani whispered. She laced her fingers and squeezed her hands in her lap. “Charlie was an Agency director, a patriot.” The urge to move to alleviate the shaking in her shoulders was immediate. As she tried to organize the facts, she now understood why Dmitri paced.

	Reilly continued. “He violated national secrets, arms treaties, even changed the political landscape in several key elections state and worldwide. He was also directly involved in the elimination of several key undercover agents and operatives to further his agenda.”

	“I know he worked alone on some projects, even outside established parameters,” she said protectively, “but I was told that was how some things worked when dealing with national security.” She turned to Reilly. “Stuff you used to do with Black Ops.” But their expressions told Dani otherwise. She was immediately overcome with a sinking feeling and looked pleadingly at Dmitri for a lifeline. Unfortunately, he offered none.

	“I’m sorry, my dear,” Dmitri said, his accent made thicker by profound regret. “I know this is hard to hear.”

	Dani could not process any of it. It was not possible that the man who took her in, mentored her, and treated her like his daughter was a traitor and someone who facilitated hatred and death. “I don’t believe either of you,” she said. “You’ve both lived in a world of conspiracies and lies too long. You see corruption everywhere – double meanings to the simplest of statements. There has to be a mistake.”

	“I’m sorry Dani,” Reilly replied, “but these printouts prove it.”

	Dani crossed her arms around herself and walked towards the fireplace as their words took hold. Words with enough gravity to pull her world out of its orbit. Words that she knew in her heart they would not say lightly. Proof, apparently, that she held in tiny boxes. Of hatred and murder and they knew all along. She turned back to both men and opened her mouth first to accuse, then to protest, but like a motor that wouldn’t start, there was nothing. “I need some air,” she choked. 

	Dmitri rubbed his face with his large hands when the French door slammed shut. “I feel like we are the ones betraying her.”

	Reilly got up and headed toward the bar. He poured two vodkas and handed one to Dmitri. “Killing the messenger now has a whole new meaning, doesn’t it?”

	“We need her to understand.”

	Reilly watched her silhouette shatter in the fading light. He downed his drink and breathed out. “That’s going to be tough to do.”

	 

	 

	Dani crossed the front porch and leaned against a post at the railing. Lights from the library cast a soft glow as the last remnants of the sun set behind the mountains. She went over the conversation and put her hand up to her mouth to stifle a gut-wrenching sob. Beneath her was a familiar black abyss. It had been five years but it had found her again. She stared out at the horizon until the hair on the back of her neck rose. Rage immediately replaced the unfathomable sorrow. 

	“Go away Viktor.” She quickly wiped her tears.

	“To this day, my love, I do not know how you do that. I made no sound. I am even downwind, yet you always know when I am there. ” He moved closer to her and whispered into her neck. “Sad are we?”

	Dani closed her eyes but did not turn. “I said go away.” She tightened her right hand into a fist to fight the building hatred. His breath on her neck was like hell’s hound, hungry for its next meal, sniffing and circling, deciding when to strike a deathly blow. Stale cigars and alcohol made it as obnoxious as his laugh.

	“I said you would be sorry when you left,” he continued. “You picked the wrong side.”

	“And you picked the wrong bed.”

	“You misunderstood what you saw,” he said as he fingered a large curl close to her neck. “Irina had trapped me.”

	“A trap you enjoyed from what I saw,” Dani said without turning. “One you’ve obviously made permanent.”

	“What was I to do after you left? If you had stayed and let me explain, none of this would have happened and you wouldn’t be here now in over your head.”

	She should have known Viktor would be briefed and his lips near her ear only intensified her anger. She despised them all.

	Viktor chuckled as he breathed her in. “We would have been happy, with children, maybe two or three. You would have liked that, right? A nice little family of our own. Somewhere to belong. So you weren’t alone anymore.” 

	Dani quickly pivoted on her left heel and slammed the palm of her right hand squarely in his face. “No, I wouldn’t have liked that, you pompous ass!”

	Viktor backed up a step and checked his nose. It was bloody but not broken. He cursed her explicitly in his native tongue as he swiftly grabbed her throat and lifted her off her feet as if she were a rag doll. Her head rammed against the post while her hands immediately circled his oversized wrist and she gasped for air. Her nails gouged his skin but he simply tightened his grip and pressed his body against hers. She was no match for his size or strength. She tried to move her legs, hoping to bring her knee up to his groin, but he clasped her knee between his thighs.

	“I taught you that trick, remember?” he said. “I taught you other things, too.”

	His instant arousal pressed against her as his hand explored the space between her skirt and skin on her free leg. “I remember when these beautiful legs were wrapped around me.”

	He pushed his knee further between her thighs and leaned in but was ripped back by his shirt. Dani slipped from his grip. Her feet hit the porch floor hard and she grabbed the railing to steady herself.

	“Why don’t you pick on someone your own size?” Reilly snarled.

	“Maybe with someone like you, Adrian? You’re a lousy bodyguard.”

	“Looking at your face, I’d say she doesn’t need one,” Reilly said, his nose inches from the Russian’s.

	Dmitri yelled from the door. “Viktor!

	“You touch her again, I’ll take you out,” Reilly promised.

	Viktor tilted his head. “You can have her – she’s a lousy lay anyway.”

	Reilly’s fist landed in Dmitri’s beefy palm. 

	“Stop! Now!” Dmitri demanded. He turned to Viktor. “This is the second time today I have had to remind you of your duties. If you cannot do your job, you will be relieved of it.”

	When Viktor stepped back and retreated to the shadows, Dmitri turned to Reilly. “And you, keep your distance. This is my house. My rules.”

	Dmitri handed Dani the handkerchief he always kept in his jacket pocket. “Are you alright, my dear?” Dani smoothed her skirt and nodded as she took the small cloth from his hand. “Take your time, but please come back inside when you are ready. Unfortunately, there is more to discuss.” Dmitri turned, expecting Reilly to follow. When he did not move, Dmitri called his name.

	“I’ll be there in a minute,” Reilly said and Dmitri withdrew, leaving them in the heavy silence of the porch. He frowned at the bright pink welts on Dani’s neck and scanned her for any other signs of injury while she wiped Viktor’s blood from her hand. Several curls fell from her hair clip to surround her slightly puffy face.

	Dani ignored Reilly and turned to look out at the setting sun. Darkness had crept in like a heavy velvet curtain to cover the peach-colored clouds that stretched across the mountains. It matched her life at the moment and as it overtook the horizon, she wished she could wrap herself in it and sink into oblivion, just like the sun.

	“Are you sure you’re okay,” Reilly asked. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

	She didn’t turn to look at him as the chirping crickets grew louder with the setting sun. Why did he care? Reilly hadn’t physically hurt her but he had done the same thing last week. Both men were trained to intimidate in order to get their way and she was an easy mark. “You lied to me.”

	“I’m sorry.”

	Viktor’s works echoed in the hole that once held her soul. This is men’s work little girl. You picked the wrong side. She didn’t know there was a side. 

	“Why am I really here?” she asked.

	“Dmitri thinks you can help.”

	But those were not the words she heard. You’re pathetic, Reilly had told her at the lake. I am pathetic.

	“Honestly, it’s the one thing Dmitri and I don’t agree on,” Reilly offered.

	She sighed. Because you are not cut out for this job. She looked toward the darkening sky. “How…how do I process this? Charlie was supposed to –”. She stopped for a brief moment and Reilly let her finish her thought. “How do you do this to people you love? To your country? The Charlie I knew would never do something like this.”

	Reilly stepped forward and turned to sit on the handrail in order to see her face. “But he did.”

	Dani gripped the log railing to keep the world from spinning out beneath her. She breathed in but her voice waivered on her exhale. “What made you think it was him?”

	Reilly answered directly. “Certain things didn’t add up. Military operations went bust. People went missing, only to be found dead months later in remote places where they had no business. It’s why I could never put the pieces together. It was all so spread out without patterns or connections and without official resources, the only thing I knew for sure was that it had to come from someone with inside information. Someone at the helm who knew all the players and all the pieces on the board. Charlie came up each time.”

	Dani was coming undone. She mentally scanned the past few years for clues to anything that may provide an answer or a reason for why they were wrong. Dates, trips and reports all blurred into one until a significant detail stood out.

	“Your dismissal.”

	“To start,” Reilly admitted. “Charlie had a lot to do with that though he’d denied it.”

	Dani wanted to shut down but some deeper force pushed her forward. She tightened her hold on the railing like it was a safety bar on a rollercoaster. Each new question was more frightening than the last. 

	“But Trent Mariner killed him so why doesn’t that change your accusation?”

	“Because Mariner is supposed to be dead,” he replied.

	“All the more reason to think he’s behind this.”

	“Normally, you’d be right but the information we have says otherwise.” 

	“Why?” she asked. “Who is he?”

	“He was an Army sniper.”

	Dani increased her grip as her legs weakened with her argument. “I accessed all the private and military data bases. I couldn’t find his name anywhere.”

	“If you couldn’t find anything, it was because Charlie erased him.”

	“What if I’d met him? What does he look like?”

	“A few inches shorter than me,” Reilly started. “Lean but unbelievably strong and painfully pale. Platinum hair and lashes, light eyes.”

	Dani did not recall anyone who matched that description. “You knew him?”

	“He was a teammate too many times to count. He was obsessive with the shot and amazingly deadly. He was a few ticks off center but no one was better.” 

	Dani’s shoulders dropped as denial morphed to defeat. He had an answer for everything. “How do you know I’m not involved?” she asked. “It was my job to set the groundwork, to prepare for any contingency that might surface. I could be playing you both.” 

	Reilly answered gently. “By your reaction tonight, and the fact that at what, maybe five-four, you gave a six-and-half-foot goon a crack in the face, without blinking, says something about your shock. Nice shot by the way.”

	Dani’s bottom lip quivered and she turned from him.

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have said that but listen…” He moved to touch her hand but she pulled it from the railing and wrapped her arms around her waist. Reilly drew back his hand. “Openly offering those backup drives proves that you were a blind participant.”

	“But you lied to me to get them,” she said.

	“I guessed actually. Charlie was methodical but liked his documentation for leverage. He would need some way to track and control his nest of vipers. The backups are the history but more importantly, they should provide us with clues to whatever else is in motion and who is involved so we can bring them to justice. ”

	“Blind or not, it doesn’t change the fact that I was part of this. Why didn’t anyone tell me? Dmitri knew I worked for Charlie. He could’ve said something.” 

	“I asked him the same thing.”

	His response softened Dani’s expression. She had expected to hear more excuses. They were the insiders, yet he questioned Dmitri in her defense, fully aware of the role she played. She wondered if there was something more that would make him do that.

	“Charlie had told him you had changed your mind after returning home, that you weren’t happy and quit. He blamed Dmitri for it and they never spoke again.”

	No wonder he never called, Dani thought. I picked the wrong side. 

	“Dmitri didn’t know you had continued working for Charlie. But let me ask you this. Even if he had told you, would you have believed him?”

	“Probably not,” she said. “Not at first anyway.” Dani lowered her voice so she wouldn’t sound like a whining child. “But no one gave me a chance to consider it or check into it, even if to prove you all wrong.” 

	She paused and looked toward the heavens. As far as the world was concerned, nothing had changed. The first stars were starting to appear and the moon was starting its graceful climb. They did so in her new and obscene reality. 

	You’re not given more than you can handle. She hated those words. That meant people were deserving of their fate. That victims were deserving of the brutality bestowed upon them, that a parent was deserving of a cancer-ridden child; that she had done something to deserve this. She couldn’t believe in a world or a God so cruel. No. It had to be the luck of the draw. And she always lost at cards.

	“How could I have not seen this?” she asked.

	“You have to remember that O’Donnell was the best there was when it came to manipulating and hiding the truth. No one was a better liar. He kept you in the dark about everything except what he needed you to do. There is no puzzle if you are given one piece and don’t know what it is. Like a small snapshot from a larger picture. It appears as one thing, but is really something else entirely.”

	She heard her father’s voice again. There’s a bigger picture.

	They said nothing for several moments while Dani considered the layers of insanity that spread out before her. Her shoulders slumped as she wiped away another tear. “You were right that night,” she said. “I really don’t know anything.”

	“I’m still really sorry about all of that and you were right. I was an arrogant jerk. You didn’t know anything only because he wanted it that way and I let my hatred for Charlie block everything you were trying to tell me.”

	Dani willed herself not to breakdown and squeezed herself tighter as the pain in her heart became unbearable. Reilly was being patient but she couldn’t embrace any of it. “So you’re saying Charlie never actually believed in me,” she said. “He always said ‘I have big plans for you’ but he never gave me a job of any substance. I’m good at the small details, at establishing bases of operation. I thought it was why he sent me to Dmitri. As a next step in preparing. Instead, my life for the past five years has been a lie – his lie.”

	“That’s not…”

	“It doesn’t matter now, does it?” She wiped another tear from her cheek. “Charlie set me up. He set you up. With his last breath, the bastard lied.” She embraced a sudden surge of anger before looking back at Reilly. “Why, damn it and don’t you dare lie to me again.”

	“I don’t know,” Reilly said.

	Dani looked at her hands again. She didn’t believe him but there was something else she had to know. “Then what did Charlie say to get you to meet him at the Blue Moon?” 

	Reilly’s stare didn’t waver. “He said I had it all wrong. That he had proof to clear his name. He dangled the hook and I bit. Sorry, no pun intended.”

	Dani gave Reilly a half smile in spite of her broken heart. He may have bit the hook, but Charlie was the one caught and tagged. “I guess he didn’t count on Mariner getting to him first.” She sighed and refocused one last time. “What did you think he was bringing?”

	“I don’t know but I expected a set up. I just wasn’t expecting Mariner in the mix.” Or you, he kept to himself.

	“Well, I’m sorry too, then,” she said. “Maybe if I had mentioned his name to the director with yours, you could’ve taken Mariner out yourself. I’m sorry I got in the way.”

	“You can’t do that. Don’t second guess what happened. I wouldn’t have necessarily been able to make any difference.” Reilly grinned. “I’ve been told I can be pretty dense.”

	Dani ignored his attempt at humor and looked toward the library where Dmitri was pacing. She felt as alone and abandoned as the last time she was here but Reilly continued talking. 

	“We need to figure out what they were planning before Mariner changed the game board, and like I said, Dmitri thinks you can help.” 

	“But you don’t.”

	Reilly stood and took a step toward the door. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to make this worse. Just…come in when you’re ready.” He stopped when Dani placed her hand on his forearm. He covered it with his before she could add more. “You have to believe me when I tell you that none of this is your fault.”

	Doubtful, she thought.

	“We’ll figure this out together, I promise,” he added reading her mind.


Chapter 12

	 

	Reilly had every intention of keeping his promise to Dani unless she asked about his relationship with her father. He could never tell her that if he had accepted Daniel’s proposition when it was first offered, he and others might still be alive. This secret he would keep to himself and secrets were different from lies. 

	He had a job to finish but the effects of her touch lingered like his remorse. Warm and delicate, she ignited something hot and strong like a boxer’s padded fist within his chest. It was uncomfortably misplaced after tonight’s confrontation. He pushed against it.

	Reams of paper on the square coffee table spilled over to others. Grouped chronologically, each revealed Charlie O’Donnell’s treasonous activities. The enormity of it was shocking and Dmitri shook his head every time a clerk brought another year’s worth of information until each drive had been scoured of information.

	The files were detailed and bordered on madness. The first few revealed limited activities as if O’Donnell was testing the waters. Most were small to medium sized arms deals and drug shipments to slowly and carefully establish his reputation. With each success, they became more creative, more dangerous and ultimately, more lucrative. 

	Dmitri paced as he read and re-read each page. He made notes in the margins with information from his own work at Trinity before handing them to Reilly for comment. By weaving legitimate work with his private agenda, the intricate web was difficult to unravel. They had hoped Dani would add more but she sat motionless across from Reilly.

	They agreed that Dani could leave as soon as they had what they needed. Dmitri watched her rise from the sofa and pour tea from a silver carafe. It broke his heart to use her this way but he had no choice. He frowned at the pink welts on her neck and at Reilly who watched with him as her mood changed from sadness and disbelief, to horror and guilt. 

	Dmitri sat beside Reilly and leaned in close to keep his voice low. “Look at this. These three weren’t random accidents but carefully planned executions.”

	“He was fucking disturbed,” Reilly grumbled. “These documents are like a psychopath’s souvenirs. There’s one on the third drive that spewed an insane manifesto filled hatred and vitriol for this country and her keepers. I’d rather Dani not read any of it but maybe it’ll answer some of her questions and help her understand that she’s not to blame.”

	“Deciphering O’Donnell’s code is going to be the bigger challenge,” Dmitri said. “Each subject, or victim as I see it, has been given an identifier with no pattern. A separate number is noted on what looks like each completed job but I can’t find any cross-reference.”

	Reilly concentrated on mission plans, dates, and names. Many of the dead were his fellow soldiers and reading each entry tore through him like the jagged edge of his field knife. “This just gets worse. Brock Green and Matt Gallagher were seasoned Special Forces operators. They died under my command.”

	“And your career with them.”

	Reilly turned another page. Their deaths had been the Army’s reason for his dismissal and his for finally believing what Daniel Tyler had been trying to tell him. That mission was the first he had discussed with Dani’s father but the accident took him before they could forge an alliance to bring down O’Donnell. This fight had always been about them. He couldn’t dwell on those memories now. He pushed the papers to the side and picked up another stack.

	“This is sick,” Reilly said. “Details are entered like statistics on a roster. Work habits, marital status, family members and travel itineraries are here along with official Agency missions.” He flipped through interspersed pictures, not just professional, but personal.

	“Militarily, these are superb,” Dmitri commented. “The planning, the players, the execution, all recorded down to the smallest detail but none of it directly traceable back to O’Donnell. No wonder you couldn’t convince anyone at your hearing.”

	Reilly carefully reviewed the information labeled year four, looking specifically for the mission that changed his life. Black Ops had no records until now. He found Daniel Tyler’s name buried within the pages along with his own and the members of his team. It drove a hot spear into his very being. Hank’s life had ended that night along with Trent Mariner’s, or so the world had been led to believe. He pushed down the scorching burn to get through the file. “If I had believed Tyler’s warning –” 

	Dmitri gave him a look that said not to go there. 

	Notes from Dani’s parent’s accident were included along with copies of the police report and pictures of two crushed and bloodied bodies. Only a man with a severely diseased mind would have added them. Knowing that Dani could have been with them, and how she had been destroyed by their death, tightened the knot in Reilly’s chest. The beautiful woman sitting across from him would have been no one’s memory. She would be his now. 

	He had honestly intended to do so, but Reilly couldn’t keep his promise. He prayed he wouldn’t need to break it again. He handed the entire output to Dmitri. “Put this in your desk.”

	Dmitri quickly eyed the papers before doing so. In her distress, Dani would never miss the information. 

	Reilly resumed his review as if the pages were soldiers waiting to be addressed before battle. It was a battle of good and evil he supposed. It was his job to protect the good and fight the evil until he could fight no more and he was aptly fueled by relentless determination that simmered on a steady boil. He swapped another folder with Dmitri.

	“I am amazed at how easy it had been for O’Donnell to hide it all,” Dmitri said.

	“He was right about one thing,” Reilly admitted. “Under the guise of national security, questions weren’t asked, investigations were halted, and laws skirted making it so much easier for him to play his wicked game. We both know that for the right price, payments can be circumvented from one account to another or easily laundered through foreign exchanges where officers habitually look the other way. I’m sure threats were made so that if anyone decided to look too deep or file a report, it would be their last act.”

	Dmitri grunted his agreement. “All in the interest of keeping America strong and safe.”

	“If you were someone useful. If not, lies could be provided to your superiors, evidence withheld, or casually leaked to the press. I learned too late that evil doesn’t only come from outside the country’s borders.”

	“Corruption has no moral or physical boundaries and no political affiliation,” Dmitri offered. “Greed is plain and simple.”

	Reilly puffed his aggravation. “Yeah, the truth is what’s complicated and pliable enough to fit all the shades that fall between light and dark.”

	“And no one was better than O’Donnell.”

	Reilly nodded. Admittedly, he understood some of it. It was what he was trained for and why he was so good. Every country had clandestine groups working quietly with and against each other but O’Donnell crossed the line when his personal agenda became his only objective. 

	“According to Dani’s father,” Reilly stewed, “O’Donnell’s goal was the money and the endless power that comes with it but, after looking at all this, it’s more than that. I wanted him to answer for their deaths but he’s got something big in play that he said I can’t stop.” 

	“But how big could it be? Are there not checks and balances?”

	“You would think. You’ve got to remember, Dmitri, with no oversight and no official budget, the CIA answers to no one. Plausible deniability is an open-ended check. With trillions of taxpayer dollars and a constantly replenished arsenal at Charlie’s disposal, he had free reign and the world strategically positioned at his fingertips.”

	Dmitri rubbed his face. “He could contract agents and field operatives to work above or below board, in the interest of any national, or in this case personal, agenda.”

	“And move them all around like a champion chess player,” Reilly added.

	“But who would do business with him at that level? Most of the names I recognize are small players.”

	“The cartels have the resources and are a dime a dozen. There’s always someone posturing, trying to be kingpin, in every corner of the world. O’Donnell would have his choice of dirt bags to play against each other. Whisper in the ear of one with what another was doing, thereby positioning himself to always come out on top.”

	“Security works the same way,” Dmitri said. “Pay one group to attack and create a diversion, while you eliminate your road blocks. Or, pay another group not to attack only to discover that they have been made a more generous offer by someone else to attack the same group, or camp, or convoy. It is madness, even before you consider the real arms dealers.”

	Reilly pressed his mouth. His jaw twitched when he clenched his teeth.

	“There’s only one big enough who would work with O’Donnell,” Dmitri said.

	Reilly hadn’t thought about Andrea Williams since being recalled by Director McNeal. It was her bed he left to start this journey. Embedded in Seamus Finnegan’s organization, she had her own job within the CIA to bring down the former IRA member and freelance arms dealer. 

	“Do you think she is still with him?” Dmitri asked.

	“I don’t know,” Reilly replied without emotion. At the time, he thought they had something but the timing, like everything else in his life, had been off and he wasn’t part of her plans. It didn’t matter now. He hadn’t heard from her in four years. “It was her mission, not mine. I’m sure her handler knows but McNeal can’t ask without tipping his hand. As big as this is, we have to figure out what’s in play before we go poking around.”

	They sat in silence for quite some time before Reilly poured himself a drink and walked to the window to decompress. He silently honored his friends, all heroes in his playbook. The squeeze of Dmitri’s hand on his shoulder brought him back from his thoughts and he softened his furrowed brow when Dmitri sympathetically glanced toward Dani who mindlessly stared at the papers before her. 

	“This will be hard for all of us,” Dmitri said.

	“But worse for her,” Reilly said. “She should’ve stayed home.”



	
Chapter 13

	 

	Mariner put the key in the lock on the apartment’s thick metal door. He had lost count of the horrific places he had called home and although it was one room, it had a door with a deadbolt and hot water. Small amenities with enormous meaning. Best of all, it was in a building off the beaten path that had all but been forgotten by the civilized world. Still, he lapped the building each day before entering.

	He placed a sack filled with a baguette, wedge of cheese and bottle of bourbon on the round wooden table before going over to the window. He was like a caged animal with it closed. The neighborhood made it so that it had to be locked every morning and each evening he hoped the glass wouldn’t break when he forced it back open. The layers of paint had to date back to the last World War.

	He held a match to the end of a filterless Gauloises and with a long drag allowed the cigarette’s nicotine goodness to fill his lungs before blowing it out into the alley below. It was empty except for the half-dozen stray cats who called an overflowing dumpster their home. The pungent smell of rotting food, piss, and stale filth wafted up to his third floor flat. He flicked the butt into the alley when he was done.

	From the small freezer, he pulled an ice cube from a warped plastic tray and dropped it in an orphaned glass he had found in the cabinet. He placed it on the table before moving toward the sofa and retrieving a brown folder from its lining. The old school tactic was not his first choice but it was effective. The worn linoleum floor meant no loose boards and the only other piece of furniture was a bed, limiting the choice of hiding places. His rifle found a home between the end cabinet and refrigerator; his Glock .45, behind the toilet. He carried a Springfield XD-S 9mm in his ankle holster all day. He placed the folder on the worn tabletop beside his dinner then sat and poured the bourbon. He ripped off a chunk of bread before opening the file.

	Inside were pictures and biographies of all ten targets. Each night he studied two until memorized. Tonight belonged to targets nine and ten. He’d start the cycle again when he was finished. 

	He cut a wedge from the cheese with his knife and chuckled. The density of O’Donnell’s web was impressive. There was always another strand, connecting a new row to a previous layer, with no beginning or end in sight. He raised his glass in tribute before throwing back the bourbon in one gulp. 

	The plan was brilliant. O’Donnell was the king of kings at finding the weak spot. It didn’t matter if you were a man, a woman, or a country. There was always something to exploit no matter how minute. Target number nine was simply another bump in the road on the way to O’Donnell’s real destination to be the biggest arms dealer in the world. 

	Mariner savored the flavor of the strong white cheese then chased it with a bite of bread and another shot of bourbon before beginning his dissection. This last mission would be a new beginning. With open options, he just needed a place to start. A new home to perform and perfect his street art, like the Parisians he passed every day. Except his medium was not like theirs. His mode of expression was a rifle, not a brush, or costume, or makeup. He loved only one color, red, although the shiny color of brass was a close second. Both meant a successful showing. 

	He laughed again. He had no desire to starve for it either. This was much more lucrative and there were no critics. Even those who had come close to ruining everything, like Adrian Reilly, could never deter him. Mariner threw back another shot. He was dead now, like the other nonbeliever, O’Donnell. No need to dwell.

	But dwelling immediately became fixation as his thoughts began to roam. He was going to be left behind again, that much was certain. He lit another cigarette and took a long, deep drag. Ash fell to the floor. He should have seen it earlier. 

	This mission had been unconventional from the start. The setup. The method. The mode of execution. O’Donnell had even gotten himself an invitation to the main event. It would have been the perfect cover. A front row seat if he had lived to see it. But even dead, the excuses, the delays and the last minute change in plans continued to matter. Coincidentally, they had all started as Adrian Reilly got closer. 

	He poured more bourbon. With the execution drawing near, Mariner’s fixation on the past came easier and with it, obsession. Over and over he considered the infinite alternate endings which all seemed to circle back to that phone call and O’Donnell’s plan to meet Reilly. Elimination wasn’t the only card on the table. O’Donnell could have easily pulled Reilly out of the shadows with the deaths of Anderson and Morgan and some twisted promise of the truth. Mariner had no doubt that if O’Donnell had given his ultimate performance, Reilly would have had no problem coming after his old sniper. Reilly’s loyalty to his country was his only weakness. Well, that and any gorgeous woman who happened to cross his path. Like the one who drowned with him.

	Mariner snorted and poured another drink. He had been promised loyalty from the beginning, too. He had to own that mistake because he had forgotten the only truth he’d ever known: trust no one. 

	He crushed the butt and refocused on the job. With the deaths of these men and women, he could set himself up for life, if he could contract himself out to the right people.

	He held up the photo and smiled. Target number nine might just be that person. 


Chapter 14

	 

	Reilly lay on his back in bed stewing about the day. If he had not already been dead, Charlie O’Donnell would surely have been hung or maybe shot by firing squad. He wished they still did that. Being at the Homestead brought back memories of old westerns and World War I movies with the Russian Red Army engaged in full battle. He could picture providing the kill shot and Charlie’s brains splattering on the concrete wall behind him. He would personally secure the rope and happily pull the lever so O’Donnell could hang by his thick, fat neck. 

	He rubbed his face and growled. He knew not to fight when sleep wouldn’t come. He threw on a pair of sweats over his boxers and quietly padded to the kitchen shirtless and barefoot for a beer and something to eat. The large home was eerily quiet but Reilly grew wary as he approached the kitchen. The glow from the large stainless steel refrigerator against the far wall cast its bright light against the darkness of the hall.

	Dani jumped as he crossed the threshold. “God, you scared me,” she said with her hand over her heart. The other shook slightly as she held the refrigerator’s door handle and came down from her tiptoes. “Can you be any quieter?”

	“Sorry, it’s inbred,” he said, immediately regretting not putting on a shirt. “Hungry?”

	Dani shrugged. Dressed in white denim shorts and black tank top, Reilly couldn’t help but notice her slight but shapely figure. He shook his head as she rose again on black painted toes to reach for something in the back of the industrial sized metal box. Her legs were lean and muscular from thigh to calf. She had mentioned she liked to run and her legs definitely showed it. She looked up at him with doe eyes and half smiled as he easily reached the container of yogurt on the top shelf.

	“Show off,” she said. “Thanks.” 

	“Anytime,” he said ignoring the slight flip in his chest at the brush of her fingertips. He watched her every graceful move as she headed towards the long kitchen table. The gentle swing of her hips and the way she curled her leg beneath her thigh knotted his thoughts. He stood at the refrigerator unable to make a decision. What he wanted was not on the shelves. Maybe it was pity or guilt but either way it was undeniable. Hopelessly undecided about his feelings and food choices, he grabbed a beer.

	Dani watched Reilly in the light. She couldn’t tell him about the misty remnants of her nightmare, the first since Charlie had died. She had been running through the woods faster than humanly possible. Branches whipped past with monstrous sounds and she couldn’t breathe. At least this time she woke up before the screaming started. He’d think she was crazy, then pitifully stare at her with those deep blue eyes.

	She shoved a spoonful of yogurt in her mouth to cool off. She was a mess. Charlie had ruined her life. It didn’t even feel like one now. She had been like a puppet in some fantasy world he alone had created where his hidden hand had pulled all her strings and controlled her every movement. It was more nightmare than fantasy. As Reilly walked toward her, she thought with that body and those blue eyes, he was definitely a much better fantasy. 

	While the nickname Moose fit his size, he wasn’t massively muscular like those guys who spent endless hours in the gym. His arms and hairless chest were impressively cut and she always had a weakness for that v-shape from a man’s shoulders to his waist. Starting with the bold, rounded collarbone that sat atop his firm pectorals, she followed the outer edge of the muscles around his ribcage around to his flat abs and then further down to where his sweats hung low on that amazing groove of muscle that carved out his hipbones. He was definitely in top form and the dark tattoo wrapped around his left shoulder and bicep just added more heat to a fire she did not want flamed. 

	It’s been a while but come on girl. You are so not his type.

	She dug out the last of the yogurt from a container that she couldn’t reach and sulked. She was ridiculously small and inferior just like Viktor said. Reilly saw it at the lake and again when Viktor effortlessly grabbed her on the path and on the porch. All that long forgotten self-doubt came rushing back to overwhelm her like the crashing tide. Pitiful wasn’t a strong enough word.

	The day’s revelations and lies had created a black hole in her core and she asked herself again why she was here. She wished she had followed her instincts and stayed home, screw the consequences or any promises that she had made. Dmitri would have gotten over it. A soft voice inside her head said to suck it up. Your word is all you ever truly have.

	Reilly grabbed the chair across from her. “You okay?”

	Dani put the spoon in the cup, slid her arm out on the table and put her head on her hand. The light over the double sink cast a soft glow as they sat there listening to the low hum of the refrigerators. “It’s just too much to take in right now.” 

	“Again, I’m sorry about all this,” Reilly said, fidgeting with the bottle.

	Dani sat up again and brought her knee up on the chair. “What are you apologizing for?”

	A pitiful look was his reply.

	“Just, don’t, okay,” she said. “Viktor has humiliated me enough for one day.” She played with the spoon inside the plastic container to avoid Reilly’s stare. He started to reach for her hand then obviously remembered her earlier reaction and pulled a mouthful of beer instead.

	Add another apology, she said to herself.

	“If there was a reset button in life, I’d gladly press it for both for us,” he said. “But we’ll figure this out.”

	Dani wanted to say whatever but looked past Reilly. As lovely as the enormous kitchen was, she couldn’t enjoy it. Built to feed what was technically a small army of men, it was laid out with unending wood cabinets, an enormous steel range and several stainless refrigerators that were never empty. Several oak farm tables were flanked on each side with either benches or chairs for cafeteria-like dining. Blue and white planters holding a rich array of green herbs and cut summer flowers filled the deep windowsills. She found no beauty in them tonight and wondered if she would in anything ever again. 

	The blackness of the night matched how she felt inside. She needed the sun, the light, some sort of release. A long run that could last forever would be most welcome but the faint glow of a cigarette from one of Dmitri’s perimeter guards brought back a desperate fear and diminished the idea. She wouldn’t give Viktor an opportunity to corner her again especially after embarrassing him twice in front of Dmitri and Reilly. He’d find a way to repay her. 

	“It won’t change anything,” she said resigned. 

	“You’re right, it won’t. We can only try to stop whatever they have planned next.”

	Disbelief pounded Dani’s head for answers she didn’t have. They gripped her stomach and churned with the yogurt now ready to come back up. Any idea of moving forward had disappeared. She was still standing but there was nothing beneath her feet.

	“Listen, I usually take a run in the morning,” Reilly said. “Interested?”

	Dani stopped playing with the spoon. She wondered if his training had taught him to read minds. Part of her wanted to yell hell yes, but Viktor’s taunt that Reilly was her bodyguard came back with full denigration. 

	He kept his offer casual. “Just six miles around the short side of the compound. I’m sure you know it. I’ll be at the front steps at six-thirty if you want to come along.” He rose from the table and dropped his bottle in the proper waste can.

	“Okay, thanks, maybe,” Dani replied as she eyed him from behind. She may have sounded noncommittal but already knew she would join him. A hot, sweaty, exhausting run would be exactly what she needed to erase the numbness from her body. It might be tough to keep up with him but it would force a different kind of pain. As sick as that might be, it would be one she would actually welcome.

	 

	*****

	Reilly flashed Dani a sly smile. A yellow tank top exposed her thin, toned arms and its matching skort showed off those great legs. Without makeup and her hair pulled up in a long braid, her eyes seemed even bigger and that little fist in his chest pounded again. He sent it back to its corner. This was supposed to be a cleansing run, nothing else.

	“Trail preference?” he asked.

	“North,” she smiled. “South is normally a killer on the way back.” 

	The sun was just cresting at the treetops as they started out in the cool morning air. A long stretch of flat ground gave them proper time to warm up before graduating to several rolling hills and then a long steady climb. The peak marked the halfway point. 

	Dani wasn’t on his heels but Reilly was impressed with how adeptly she kept pace. She would sense his holding back so he didn’t cow-tow to her size, or lack thereof. Her form was also impressive and his libido was grateful that she wasn’t running in front of him. He reached the top first and waited for her to catch up. 

	Dani took a quick moment to look down on the compound from the top of the hill. She ran this route every day when she lived here, sometimes with Viktor as she trained but mostly alone. Those runs made her body strong and sharpened her focus for the next step. Back then, they fueled her fight to become who she wanted to be and what she wanted to do.

	That was ancient history now. Everything had changed. The people, the work, even she was different. Everything she thought was real was a lie and all she had were questions she wasn’t sure she wanted the answers to including how to start over when there was nothing and no one to trust. She needed a new focal point. Maybe a few more runs would help her find it. 

	As the fresh morning air weaved its way to dissipate the fog in her head, she was glad she joined Reilly. Bodyguard or not, she decided Viktor could go screw himself. She was also pleased with how well she could keep up. His long legs took one stride to her two, making it a stronger workout but she didn’t mind. It always felt great in the end. She hated to admit that the view was nothing to complain about either. 

	Black running shorts covered thick, muscular thighs that were perfectly proportioned to his calves and there were those arms again, sweat shining in each cut and groove and soaking the center of his cut-off grey t-shirt. She stopped the next thought then turned to start again and bumped into him.

	“Sorry,” she said, quickly removing her hand from his chest. “God, you’re quiet. You have to stop doing that.” His eyes sparkled in the sun with his laugh and matched the sky, amazingly deep and crisp and full of light. The slight scruff growing on his face did nothing to settle her either. This run was supposed to be clearing her head, not adding to her problems. 

	“There’s a turn up here,” he offered. “Want to finish at four miles?”

	“You said six last night. Don’t change your workout for me. I’ll keep up.”

	“You got it,” Reilly said. He agreed with Dmitri that what Dani lacked in size was filled to the brink with determination. He hoped that determination went to the bone so she’d survive this entire ordeal. She was going to need every ounce.

	Reilly let her start out ahead of him but after watching her form and fighting another round of invisible boxing, he passed her along the trail. He listened for a grunt or comment, and prayed she wouldn’t be insulted. She never made a sound except for the steady breathing keeping time with her cadence. Its rhythm echoed in his head and reminded him of another sort of workout. 

	He put some more distance between them hoping the thought would fade. He reminded himself again that work came first. It was why relationships never lasted. Charlie had called him a pig but no one complained. It had always been mutual, casual fun. Mixing it up now would be a huge mistake.

	For the last four years, he’d been fully immersed in this one task, deep undercover, quietly jumping between continents trying to put together the missing pieces not just for the director but to honor his friends and clear his name. The mission had come to a standstill until a week ago when Dani walked, drove, into his life. He couldn’t screw it up now. The game clock was ticking and it was fourth and goal with what could be only seconds left. To win he needed to score. 

	Not that kind of score, stupid. 

	He was reminded that if either he or Dani had had their way, she wouldn’t be here. What she’d be doing back home now that Charlie was dead, he didn’t know. The only thing he did know was that her world wouldn’t have collapsed around her. Being part of that collapse added a surgically precise slice of regret through him. Her father would be crushed if he knew how she’d been used. 

	He slowed when he realized his anger had quickened his pace. Dani caught up and fell into step alongside him as the path widened near the end of their run. Breathing steadily and keeping pace together, he was more determined than ever to keep Daniel Tyler’s daughter safe from O’Donnell, from Viktor, and from Mariner. 

	Maybe that was what he’d been feeling all along. 

	At least that was the story he was going with.

	 

	*****

	The run had put things in perspective just a bit and Dani hoped the effects would last the day. If not, she’d ask Reilly if he wanted to take another one. She kept a full breakfast down and worked with Dmitri on several recent operations whose timing coincided with trips she’d made earlier in the year. They had been for scouting purposes only.

	If she followed Reilly’s assumption about the identifying numbers corresponding to completed missions, it appeared that four remained unfinished. She stretched her neck to release the tension but neither an image nor clue appeared. She should be able to recall the smallest detail but Reilly was right – she didn’t know because Charlie wanted it that way. She still wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. 

	Reilly sat across from her reading briefs on the laptop with a focus that was almost mechanical. Dani stole glimpses as his expression changed from serious to joy and then back to a subtle sadness until he abruptly rose and walked outside. 

	She waited for the door to close before turning the laptop and skimming the AAR on the screen: a covert operation in South America; ambushed at the drop site; two men under Reilly’s command had been killed; he and a third had gotten separated. They sought cover in the jungle but were outnumbered by the local guerillas. Reilly had been captured and tortured for two weeks before finding a way to escape. 

	Dani gasped but continued reading.

	Severely wounded, Reilly had trekked through the jungle for two days, avoiding both man and beast. Without food or water, he had been delirious from infection, the unrelenting heat and dehydration. The missing soldier, Timmy Kelly had found his way to a remote village where he contacted O’Donnell. He had been ordered home but disobeyed. He found Reilly barely alive in a ramshackle hut in a deserted village buried deep within the jungle. Kelly had saved Reilly’s life.

	Dani swallowed a deep throated sob. This betrayal was just not hers but one that directly affected him on the most personal level. Charlie had wanted him and his men to die. He orchestrated the entire thing then stood aside when the Army accused Reilly of depraved indifference, of conduct unbecoming. He was dismissed, wrongly.

	Dmitri lifted his head from his own papers when Dani followed Reilly out. She found him standing at the railing looking out over the compound.

	“I am so sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t realize that you were coming from the other side.” She studied his profile as he looked down at his hands then back toward the horizon. Remembering his attempt, she moved her hand to cover his as it gripped the railing. He did not pull his back.

	“The soldiers and people I worked with,” he started, “were the best of the best, not just at their jobs, but as true friends.” He paused then looked at her. “I don’t know if you know this, but there is an ironclad rule in Special Forces. You never lay a hand on a brother. It’s unforgivable by your teammates as well as your superiors.”

	Dani studied him and silently questioned the level of pain necessary to break a warrior’s heart. He gave his life to others – from strangers and countrymen to friends and comrades – only to have Charlie rip it all away. It had been his entire life. Reputation and honor meant everything to Reilly but his name now conjured disgrace and disgust among those in charge instead of pride for a decorated soldier who was one of their own. 

	“I didn’t know,” she said. “I thought this was just another mission for you.”

	“I still hear their screams. I thought they’d fade with O’Donnell’s death, that they’d finally be at rest, but they’re not because I’m not. Even dead, I feel like he’s won. Maybe I am obsessed, I don’t know.”

	Dani knew all about silent screams and the images that fill one’s head. “If I had anything to do with any of it,” she said then lowered her voice so she wouldn’t cry. “I’d take it all back in a minute.”

	Reilly’s shoulders dropped and his brow softened. He placed his left hand over hers covering his right and squeezed. “I know you would but this is all O’Donnell’s doing, period.” 

	She had her doubts.


Chapter 15

	 

	Reilly quietly padded to the kitchen for the third night in a row. He was chomping at the bit now that they’d reviewed and deciphered every page and sickening entry. By day’s end, he and Dmitri had narrowed it down to two possible targets: one in Pakistan, the other in Yemen. Dissection would begin at first light and while he needed some sleep, his mind hadn’t settled yet. Questions remained in spite of those that had been answered in the remnants left behind. Names of men and women bought and used to facilitate twisted schemes were being pulled in by McNeal’s net methodically and carefully lest any fish escape and warn others. Reilly took some solace in that those who were alive would pay for their crimes. As he rooted through the refrigerator, the slightest of sounds caught his attention. 

	Ice in a glass, he thought, before cautiously peering around the large steel door. Dani was seated alone at the far end of the kitchen. A bottle of vodka and her small bare feet were on the table.

	“Jeez, you startled me,” Reilly scolded. He was glad he put on a t-shirt.

	Dani raised her glass to him. “Learned from the best.”

	Reilly frowned at the half-empty bottle. He recognized its shape as one from Dmitri’s private stock. It was liquid fire. He closed the refrigerator door and walked over to her. “How long have you been sitting here?” When she didn’t reply, he sat on the table’s edge facing her and slid the bottle from her reach. She smelled great, so close, and looked adorable in loose cotton pajama pants and camisole. The way her hair was sloppily pulled up on her head only added to thoughts that were definitely not appropriate for the seriousness of the moment. “This won’t solve anything.”

	“I didn’t ask for your opinion,” she said and finished what was in her glass. A piercing burn rolled down her throat to immerse her body in a fiery blaze yet after three rounds, it had not yet reached her point of pain. While the morning runs with Reilly helped her process some of the horrors, they ultimately changed nothing. She was like a ghost trapped half in his world, half in limbo. Reilly’s constant levelness through this whole ordeal pissed her off, too, and she damned him for making another midnight food run. She should’ve brought the bottle back to her room. That would’ve been the ultimate in pathetic, but that’s what she was. She wanted to be alone and feel sorry for herself, just for a little while. She didn’t even care if Viktor was around, although that wasn’t entirely true. He was doing night maneuvers with new recruits tonight and wasn’t in the compound. An old memory made her shudder until Reilly’s voice seeped through the mental haze.

	“No, but you’ll feel like shit in the morning and you’re not getting out of our run that easy. You’ve had enough.” Reilly grabbed her hand with the glass when she stood to reach around him for the bottle. Dani held onto the tumbler and neck of the bottle in a slight tug-of-war beneath his oversized hand. 

	“Let go,” she demanded. “This is my pity party and you’re not invited.”

	“No,” Reilly said softly.

	Dani shoved the glass and bottle at him and let go. “Fine, drink it yourself then.” 

	She turned but staggered slightly when she stepped on his foot. Reilly quickly reached for her arm and guided her to the seat. “Just sit. I’ll get you something to eat.” 

	She did as he asked and tried to blink away the carnival ride starting in her head. Reilly flipped on the small light over the sink and dug around the kitchen. He grabbed anything that would not pose a volatile mix with the vodka and brought it all to the table. She teared up when he handed her a cloth napkin and a sleeve of crackers. 

	“I know,” he said. “This really sucks.”

	Dani couldn’t decide whether she hated or appreciated his company. A hard lump formed at the back of her throat, not from the vodka but from knowing that there wasn’t enough liquor in the world to make the pain go away. “I just don’t understand,” she sighed. “I did everything he asked me to do. I followed all his rules and never complained. He ruined everything…all my relationships. I can’t even begin to tell you how many times I had to break plans with friends. Eventually, they all stopped asking.” She pulled a cracker from the waxed paper sleeve and broke it in half. “How could I be so stupid?”

	Her question sliced through him. He had asked the same of himself so many times. The world is far from fair with horrors and tragedies that can’t be rationalized away but these were planned and calculated. He had learned to let go of the anger, to turn it and use it, and while he was raised to forgive, some things were not forgivable. He was patient though. He would see this mission through to the end but in order to do that, he needed Dani to stay focused. He and Dmitri had worried about her silence these last few days and knew it was only a matter of time before she exploded. This wasn’t much of an explosion really, not like the one at the cabin. This was just pure, helpless despair.

	“You are far from stupid. What did I tell you the other day about O’Donnell?”

	Dani closed her eyes. “That he was the master at manipulating the truth and no one was a better liar.”

	“Exactly. Lies and contradictions are our greatest weapon in this business. They create confusion and chaos and in the hands of a master manipulator, the perfect camouflage. Now, since this is your pity party, I’ll ask you another question. Do you have any expertise in ferreting out the truth?” When she didn’t answer, he continued. “Have you been schooled in interrogation techniques? Do you know how to coax, or even torture, the truth out of someone?”

	Dani stared at the broken crackers on her plate and shook her head.

	“Let’s see, Charlie had, what, maybe forty years of experience, in and out of the field? How many have you had?”

	Dani’s face flushed. She choked back her tears and held up four fingers.

	“That many, huh? Wow, I’d say you were evenly matched, wouldn’t you?” Reilly let her stew on his comments for a few moments and took a drag from his water bottle. It was a nasty thing to do but necessary to put things back in perspective.

	“Thanks, I feel so much better,” she responded curtly. “No one invited you to this party you know.”

	Reilly simply smiled and spread peanut butter on a cracker before popping it in his mouth. Dani sighed and played with the crumbs on her plate. “You make this look so easy.”

	“I’ve had years to cope with O’Donnell. You’ve only had days. I’m not saying you can’t have your pity party. God knows you are more than entitled, but have it and be done with it. Then, move on and find a solution.”

	“There is no solution and you know it.”

	“For the past, you’re right. But for the future, there should be. No, make that there will be.”

	“God, are you always this confident?” she asked.

	“Pretty much.” 

	“It borders on arrogance, you know.”

	“So I’ve been told,” he said. His deep-seeded hatred for O’Donnell made it easy to stay determined and now, with a killer like Mariner in the mix, more fixated on what needed to be done.

	“It’s really annoying.”

	Reilly turned serious. “Acceptance doesn’t mean surrender, Dani.”

	“But how can I help you and Dmitri if I can’t get past this? I don’t understand why I am here. It’s like I’m paralyzed. I can’t move, I can’t think, and all I want to do is go home.” She froze when she said it. “Ah, that’s a joke now, isn’t it? It’s not my home, it’s his. I don’t want it or anything to do with him. I can’t ever go back there.”

	Reilly leaned his shoulder into hers and whispered in her ear. “Then go where you want to go.”

	Dani winced at the statement and looked away. Charlie had betrayed Reilly, too, but his tone was even and unemotional. He’s a trained soldier, a warrior, and you are just a stupid girl. It’s another day at the office for him. 

	Reilly moved back. “It should only be another day, right?”

	Dani considered what she would do. She had another place to go but that was her business, no one else’s. Not even Dmitri’s. His loyalty resided with Trinity, his daughter, and his men of war. Nothing here included her and not only was she in the way, she had divided Dmitri’s house. Viktor and Reilly had avoided each other as ordered but tension filled each room. “You have all the answers, don’t you?”

	Reilly shrugged.

	Dani took a deep breath, blew it out and ate a plain cracker. She would do one more day and leave whether they were done or not. There would be no point in staying if she had nothing to add. Reilly could finish with Dmitri and do whatever they decided. It’d been their mission for years so surely she could suck it up for twenty-four more hours. She breathed out again, slowly, and Reilly glanced at her sideways. 

	“The vodka?” he asked.

	“That?” She flicked her fingers toward the bottle. “That’s nothing. Don’t forget, I lived here for six months. I quickly learned to keep up in order to fit in.”

	Reilly watched a sly grin cross her lips. “Why are you smiling?”

	Dani wasn’t sure why, but she leaned her shoulder into his as the buzz danced inside her head. “The last time I was here, I threw a bottle like that at Viktor’s head. Empty of course. It would have been a waste of perfectly good vodka.”

	Reilly snorted out a laugh. “I would’ve loved to have seen that.”

	Dani’s grin disappeared with the image. She had thrown it in response to finding Irina in Viktor’s bed. “Too bad I missed.” 

	Reilly’s laughter muffled the sound of approaching footsteps.

	“Well, is this a party for two or might anyone attend?” Irina asked. She opened the refrigerator door and grabbed a bottle of water. 

	Dani cringed. Keeping up appearances with Dmitri had been as difficult as avoiding Irina who always seemed to be lurking. Like now. Dani eyed the bottle then reconsidered. She couldn’t fight it. She knew what Irina was doing and that it would work like it had with Viktor and any of the countless men Her Highness set in her sight. She had never told Dmitri the real truth as to why she needed to leave. That she’d been betrayed by his daughter, the sister he thought they were. And by the man he trusted with his organization and legacy.

	The light over the sink glowed off Irina’s long blond hair and shimmered off her silk robe while she floated across the room like Venus rising from the sea. The short black lace slip she wore beneath it skimmed the top of her long, thin thighs so that Reilly had a full view of everything she had to offer. 

	Dani wrapped her short, knit sweater tighter and sunk a little in her chair. She felt like a troll in cotton pajamas, half buzzed, feeling stupid and sorry for herself. It was no competition and the way Irina moved tonight, sexy and half-naked, she might as well have given Reilly a lap dance. Apparently, the ring on her finger did nothing to stifle her insatiable hunger for men or attention. 

	“You can join us if you like,” Dani said without hiding her indifference. 

	Irina scanned the table with notable distaste and raised an eyebrow at the open bottle of vodka. She leaned across the table to grab a branch of grapes purposely rubbing her warm, soft hip against Reilly’s arm. “No thanks,” she mused, “three’s a crowd.” She seductively walked back the way she came, playfully wiggling her fingers goodbye.

	Dani relaxed after Irina disappeared around the corner.

	“Okay, what the hell was that?” Reilly asked. 

	Dani chewed on her lip and broke another cracker on her plate. She looked toward the door and then at Reilly before eyeing the mess she made. The people she had loved once had abandoned her and could no longer be trusted. It seemed to be her life’s theme. The sooner she left Russia the better. She chose her words carefully in case Reilly was interested in following Irina. His love life wasn’t her business but she wouldn’t offend him either. “I’m in her way.” 

	“Ah, and her little show was more for you than it was for me.”

	Her chair scraped the floor but Reilly covered her right hand with his before she could rise and gently rubbed it with his thumb. His touch flooded her with warmth, like a roaming light within her veins, searching for something. It returned to its origin but not before hammering her chest and breaking the pain. When he made no move to leave, she found the courage to explain.

	“It’s her way of saying she’s in charge. Her house, her father, and all the men who work for him.”

	“Ah, sorry, not even remotely interested.” 

	Dani raised an eyebrow. Maybe he forgot that she read his file. “That so?”

	Reilly let go of her hand and blithely popped another cracker in his mouth. “Talk about high maintenance. Did you see those nails? That diamond? It’s so ridiculously big I’m surprised she doesn’t have someone carry it for her. No thanks.”

	Dani smirked at the visual image of some ugly, hairy beast with huge feet shadowing Irina with her ring on a velvet pillow. An evil grin crossed her face as it played out in her head so that she didn’t care if Reilly was telling the truth. As uninvited as he was, he was still sitting with her. I can do one more day. 

	“Maybe I should have thrown the bottle at her?” she said. “I’m a better shot now.”

	Reilly snorted again as he pictured the scene. He totally enjoyed her wicked sense of humor. Maybe it was from the liquor but somehow it bubbled up through her grief and made him wish they had met under different circumstances. The fact that she’d be gone in a day or so, possibly forever, suddenly made the bottom fall from his stomach. It pitched and rolled as if he had drunk the entire bottle himself. 

	Leaning into her again, he snuck a deep breath of her softness. “Nah, it’s not empty and would be a waste of perfectly good vodka.” Dani smiled for a brief moment before Reilly noticed the dark thoughts returning. “Irina is not in charge of you, or me, so let her think what she wants,” he said. “We’ll be gone soon and she can boss or tease whomever she chooses.” 

	He paused only for a moment. “Does Dmitri know about this?” Dani turned to him with pleading eyes and placed her hand on his arm. Her touch caused an instant connection as if he were impaled by the need to have her as well as protect her. He would gladly give her both but settled for his role as bodyguard. Irina had nothing on her.

	“No, and don’t tell him okay?” she said. “He wants things to be the way they were, but they aren’t. They can’t be.” She turned back around on the chair and broke another cracker. Sadly, they hadn’t been from the start but neither Reilly nor Dmitri needed to know those truths. Reilly already had his doubts about her ability to help which admittedly were true. She hadn’t helped at all. And Dmitri, as sincere and as faithful as he tried to be, didn’t want to see the truth, personally or professionally. It was blatantly obvious she didn’t belong here. 

	“Like you said,” Dani added, “we’ll be gone soon enough and she can go back to being queen bee around here.”

	Reilly patted her hand again to settle himself more than her. “Good attitude.”

	 

	*****

	Dani showed no effects from her private party when she met Reilly at daybreak. After a run and quick breakfast, she entered the library with him to find Dmitri speaking with one of his computer technicians.

	“Look at this,” Dmitri said pointing to the information on O’Donnell’s laptop screen.

	Dani held back any comment and was simply stoic next to Reilly. Her plans to leave fueled her will to get through the next twenty-four hours.

	“So?” Reilly said. “I thought we determined days ago that there was nothing of value in those few folders.”

	The technician spoke up. “We found something more last night. Without getting into technicalities, O’Donnell was sloppy on his last session and we found evidence of an encrypted header meaning there is a hidden drive partition buried within the parameters.”

	“Seriously? Since when did O’Donnell become a computer expert?” Reilly asked remembering his surprise at the automatic erase of the recording. “It’s why he documented everything.”

	“He’d been taking courses online,” Dani offered. “At home, at night. He had a hard time grasping concepts so he spent hours at it.”

	“We went back and looked at all the other electronic formats and flash drives just to be sure we didn’t miss anything,” said the technician, “but this computer seems to have something more. They may be images or documents, or both. Either way, it’s expertly protected.”

	Dmitri turned to Dani. “Does any of this look familiar to you?”

	She sat beside Dmitri who opened the first folder as Reilly pulled up another chair. “I was in Paris several weeks ago, like I told you. That one,” she waited as Dmitri opened the second folder. “I was in New York several months ago. There’s nothing here except hotel information and bus schedules. I remember waiting for further instructions but he simply told me to come home.”

	“I do not have anyone here who can break a cipher like this,” Dmitri said. “I called Director McNeal but because he would need to involve other departments he cannot help. Do either of you know someone you could trust with this who would keep it confidential? There are eyes everywhere and we do not know who may still be on O’Donnell’s payroll.”

	“Michél Charon,” Dani said as Reilly’s voice echoed hers. She touched his arm. “You know Michél, too?

	“Let’s just say we’ve worked together in the past,” he grinned as he soaked in the glow that matched her touch. “I trust the man with my life.”

	“And again, somehow we never crossed paths.”

	“I guess it’s one of those timing things,” he teased. 

	Dani nudged his shoulder as her own words came back to her.

	Dmitri frowned. “Reilly, this should be a priority. Daniella and I will work out what we can with Commander Charon but I need you to discuss the items we found yesterday with Viktor. He will be in charge of the combat squads if we need them. We can make the final determination after his assessment.”

	Reilly and Dani were no longer amused.

	 

	 

	Reilly was furious when he returned to the library. Dani was sure his discussion with Viktor was more confrontation than conversation. 

	“What’s wrong?” she asked.

	“Nothing. What did Michél say?”

	Dani sat at the keyboard looking at the visual icons that seemed to hold nothing in their folders. While he was gone, she tried several passwords she knew, others she guessed, without success. While the technician was pleased there was no limit on their attempts, he had given up.

	“Dmitri is taking care of it,” she said. “I thought he’d be done by now.” She jumped with Reilly when the French doors flew open. He grabbed her immediately and put her behind him. 

	Viktor stood in its wake with four men beside him. The elite squad was dressed for battle, their guns presented and at the ready.

	“What the hell’s wrong with you?” Reilly yelled.

	“You reckless idiot!” 

	“What the hell are you talking about?”

	“Your incompetence has brought your personal war here,” Viktor said. “It takes you days to bring me two pieces of garbage you call possible targets. I’ve considered them. They are nothing and I will not waste my time or my men on something so useless. You’ve surrounded yourself with incompetents.”

	Reilly clenched his fist as Viktor leered at Dani. “Get over yourself already. You’re an even bigger asshole than I thought if you think you could do any better.”

	Viktor stepped forward and stood within inches of Reilly’s face. “What did you say?” 

	Reilly held Viktor’s stare with the same intensity he had that night on the porch. “You heard me,” he said. 

	“You have not changed a bit,” Viktor sneered. “Always with the better ideas, the better plans. You are a reckless American cowboy. I do not know why Dmitri trusts you.”

	“And you’re still an egotistical son-of-a-bitch holding a grudge,” Reilly blasted. “Those were Dmitri’s orders, not mine, but it all comes back to that doesn’t it? You just can’t seem to follow them. From the day we met to today. If anyone is reckless, you are, and I don’t understand how Dmitri trusts you with this job or his daughter.”

	Viktor’s red-hot temper flared like fire released from hell. “In another place, you and the useless child behind you would be taught proper respect.”

	Dmitri entered the room from the hall. “Viktor! Stand down!”

	Viktor’s laser glare remained pointed at Reilly. “There are two men in town asking questions about an American arriving on a Gulfstream. They have been to every bar and club. They saw you in Amsterdam.”

	“No one saw me,” Reilly snarled. “I never left the plane when we refueled.” 

	“Some gas monkey saw your face.”

	Reilly was now on overload. O’Donnell had taunted him and Dmitri had warned him. “Who were they?” he asked.

	“What does it matter?” Viktor said. “You brought danger to my house. This is my family, not yours. You need to leave.”

	“I give the orders, Viktor,” Dmitri interrupted. “Not you. Not yet.”

	Viktor stepped away from Reilly then turned toward Dmitri. “I will not allow anyone to put your organization or your daughter in danger. We have worked too hard to let some American destroy in less than a week what we have taken years to build. No wonder his government tossed him out.”

	Dmitri scoffed. “You are acting like the Homestead is a church. We have a fully prepared army to protect us, like the men behind you.” Dmitri looked to the man in charge. “I want eyes and ears everywhere immediately and a report by midnight. Elimination is permitted only after you find out who they are and who they work for. Do what you must to get that information.”

	The men moved only after Viktor gave a slight nod. His anger was directed back to Dmitri. “I told you it was a mistake to put him in charge.” He then turned toward Reilly to continue his tirade. “You need to leave the way you came. And I hope they shoot down your plane.”

	Dmitri stepped between them. “Nyet, I have a better idea.”


Chapter 16

	 

	Dani did a mental check as she gathered her things. She should’ve been packing to leave and was more nervous than she wished to admit. She was confident of her skills but training and doing are two different things and no matter the reason she found to argue, Dmitri insisted her help was still needed. She just didn’t know how that was possible. Deeply distressed, she questioned why Reilly couldn’t finish with Michél and his men.

	Dmitri had set the pieces in place. With eyes everywhere, the slightest misstep could tip off Mariner or whomever was looking for Reilly. A decoy unit was already in the air on the Gulfstream. Viktor and his team were on Dmitri’s private jet. Both would rendezvous in Paris in a few hours where Viktor would be responsible for the direct delivery of O’Donnell’s computer to Michél Charon who would have time to decode the encryption before Dani and Reilly would join him. Dani prayed Michél would be successful in determining what was in play and where. She needed reclaim her life.

	Two days to travel more than fifteen hundred miles would be a push. They were going by motorcycle and although they’d be on their own, without backup, Reilly was certain it was the best way to blind those looking for him. He was handling the route alone so there would be no chance of a leak even within the walls of Trinity. The terrain would most likely be hard and crossing the borders would be tricky. Because of the embedded electronic devices in their passports, Viktor would hand-deliver them as well. Dani had to trust Viktor would follow Dmitri’s orders this time. He appeared to be happy he was somewhat in charge. Pacified was maybe a better word. She had never seen Viktor truly happy. 

	She packed a Ruger SR-9 in her waistband as Irina strolled into the bedroom.

	“Papa said you might need this,” Irina said handing over a leather jacket. “It is out of style anyway.” She crossed her arms in defiance then sat on the bed. “If you ask me, you are wasting your time.”

	A week of being treated like a leper was more than Dani could stand but she ignored the unwanted opinion.

	“You should really take my advice and stop trying to be what you are not,” Irina scolded. “You will never get a man if keep acting like one.”

	Her words stung Dani like a swarm of angry hornets. They had been like sisters at one time, sharing secrets and desires until Irina’s desires crossed the line. Breathe, Dani thought. In five minutes, she won’t matter. No one here will. You’re stronger than she’ll ever be. 

	Irina checked her nails and flashed her diamond. “If Viktor had been in charge from the beginning it would have been finished by now. I still do not understand what you could possibly add. Unless of course, the only reason you are here is because you are sleeping with Reilly. Are you afraid I will steal him from you, too?”

	What had been left of Dani’s heart shattered. She breathed through the punch to her gut. “What?”

	“Well, with his reputation and your history with the men you work with, I just assumed. You both looked very cozy the other night.” 

	Dani found herself on the defense again. Who she slept with was her own business and a discriminate one at that. She had no intention of telling Irina that the only men in this profession that she had slept with were Viktor and Robert Callahan.

	Memories of Cal were still painfully fresh. She had met the former Marine turned FBI Special Agent after Viktor and Irina’s betrayal and although they had never worked together, she understood his world. But as with all her relationships, Charlie made it impossible to keep. Even with the tenuous life of a federal agent, Cal grew tired of her excuses and Charlie’s tight reign. 

	She thought she had found what she was looking for but in the end, the love she had for him wasn’t enough. It was a theme she would not repeat. She had resigned herself to a lonely life but wondered why others got to be in control of their decisions and why their feelings mattered more than hers.

	“Well don’t assume anything,” Dani said. “The last thing in the world I wanted to do was to come back here. It wasn’t my choice so I’m sorry if my being here is making your life difficult.”

	“Why would you think that?” Irina said coolly as she fluffed her hair. “Viktor loves me now. That is all that matters.”

	Dani snickered at the absurdity. Viktor wasn’t capable of loving anyone but himself. A blind man could see that Irina was simply a convenient route to Dmitri. “He never loved me Irina, so you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

	“I don’t, Daniella. I am all he needs.”

	“Good for you.” Dani grabbed her gear. “Thanks for the coat.”

	 

	 

	Reilly folded the map and tucked it inside his jacket. Dmitri grabbed his arm and pulled him in. It was like being hugged by an overly affectionate bear.

	“You have a cushion but forty-eight hours is your goal,” he reminded Reilly. They watched Dani descend the stone steps. “She is your only priority. You must get there together. She knows more than she believes.”

	“We’ll get there,” Reilly promised. He snapped his helmet but doubts lay beneath his skin that had nothing to do with getting there in time. They centered only on Dani’s safety and what she could honestly add. He had argued with Dmitri yesterday and again this morning about her continuing involvement but Michél and Dmitri were adamant. He had no choice except to agree.

	The urge to protect her from the truth about her parents and the need to end this nightmare pulled at him from both sides. Each was as strong as the other as if he were a twisted rope in a vicious tug-of-war. She should be on her way home wherever that was now, not with him on some wild ride, with an almost unattainable deadline, to find something that may or may not be there. He wanted to believe that she could be brought back in if they needed her, but they all agreed: if they could find her, she would never return and if she disappeared, they would be left with nothing. Starting over was not an option.

	Reilly would admit to no one that the riptide of feelings he had for her churned below the surface. They grabbed and held on to him like a strong undertow that wouldn’t let go. At the lake, he enjoyed the view and went with the current but the reality of his world had changed the landscape. He was fighting them now, hoping they would fade or safely dump him back on dry land. He ignored the faint whisper saying safety was a place belonging only to her. 

	The black Harley Davidson CVO Softail Convertible idled with a low, thunderous rumble. Matching leather saddlebags were packed tightly and topped with a sleeping bag on each side. Dmitri’s love for Americana extended beyond his home and collection of writings to the ultimate symbol of American freedom. His Harley collection included bikes from priceless classics to the newest edition.

	Dmitri enveloped Dani in his arms. “It is harder letting you go a second time,” he whispered. He released her then held her face in his large hands as if he were burning it in his memory. He grinned then gently kissed each cheek. “You can do this. Remember who you are when you are at your best. No one is better.”

	Dani returned Dmitri’s kisses then put on her helmet and slid her arms through her backpack. As much as she truly cared about him, she would keep the promise to herself and never return. Not for him. Not for anyone. No one would ever find her.

	She swung her leg over the seat and leaned into Reilly to secure her position. He took off at quick clip after Dmitri gave a nod. The immediate melding and comfort of his body against hers returned her confidence by the end of the first mile. 

	 

	*****

	Morning congestion gave way to quieter country lanes, then further to deserted roadways. The change from the smooth public to local and neglected routes was evident in the ride. They traveled west where towns and villages were replaced by undulating hills and scattered forests. The mountains to the south added a postcard effect and they were grateful for a beautiful, sunny day. The late July temperature was unusually warm in the upper-nineties. After several hours, Dani tapped Reilly on the shoulder.

	He eased onto the rubble-strewn shoulder and held the bike steady as Dani got off. He chuckled behind the dark shield of his helmet as she paced and stretched with her hands on her hips. The bike was more suited to his frame. He removed his helmet, placed it on the seat and joined her.

	“How are we doing time-wise?” she asked.

	“Good,” he said. “The ride’s a little tough, huh?”

	Dani continued stretching. “Just a little. I’m not used to sitting still so long.”

	“At least the weather is good. And, there’s no traffic.”

	Dani laughed. “Well, at least there’s that. The congestion at home drives me crazy. I’d rather go ten miles out of my way just to keep moving.”

	Reilly thought about the day they had met. A different deserted road in what seemed now like a different lifetime. “That is a sweet ride you have.”

	“Honestly, while I appreciate nice clothes and art, stuff like that, I really don’t feel like I have to own everything I see. Not like my blonde friend back there. But that car?” She put her hand over her heart, rolled her eyes to the sky and beamed.

	Reilly shook his head. He was starting to enjoy her company as well as her strange sense of humor. “Are you hungry?”

	She shook her head. “I can wait.”

	“The next town is about an hour from here. Eighty miles, give or take. We can stop there and grab something.” He checked the map once more before heading out again. 

	The rumble of the bike returned to its steady hum and drowned all sound. It was the reason they did not hear the Ducati Superbike approach from behind.

	A glint of sunlight reflected off the chrome frame and Reilly tensed at the sight in his side mirror. He gripped the throttle and sped up to add room. 

	The rider on the sleek black bike did the same. 

	At the increase in speed, Dani peered into the mirror. An unexplainable fear kicked her in the chest hoping she would succumb as death in human form approached. With her left arm wrapped around Reilly’s waist, she hooked her thumb through his belt loop and with her right hand smoothly withdrew the pistol from her waistband. She kept it close to her side and waited as Reilly tried to put distance between the two bikes.

	The Harley had power but not the refined handling of the Superbike. The rider hugged the bike low so that they operated as one. He played with them, speeding up and pulling back.

	Reilly kept a careful watch in the mirror while he quickly determined their options. The barren road cut through a pine forest with no intersections or alternate routes except into the thick underbrush. There was nothing between them and the next village.

	After taunting them for several minutes, the rider overtook them and nodded as he passed. The Harley was doing well over a hundred miles an hour and Reilly let up on the throttle as the bike disappeared. 

	Dani eased the tension in her arm around him just a bit as the bike slowed but kept the gun at her side. There was no time to relax before a second bike flew up from behind. 

	Reilly fully opened the throttle again as the second bike closed in. Within seconds, the outline of the first bike appeared on the road ahead. The rider had stopped to withdraw his weapon. 

	Dani fired several shots at the man in front, hitting his lower torso. He buckled over but recovered and headed his bike toward them as the second bike came up on their left. Its rider withdrew a long knife and swung it toward them. 

	Reilly banked hard to his right hoping to outmaneuver both bikes as Dani’s arm pivoted and fired shots at the blade-wielding assassin. He looped the Harley around to pass behind the second rider and exited the pavement where they bounded through the rough terrain with a bike not made for off-road riding. 

	Both riders adjusted and followed them into the woods keeping tight to their prey.

	Reilly drove wildly looking for a clear path as large trees interspersed with saplings whipped past them. The ground was soft with pine needles and Reilly prayed they would not get bogged down. Fallen trees up ahead gave him no choice but to steer to his right and closer to the first rider. 

	Dani gripped his waist fiercely as she waited for a clear shot. 

	The rider raised his gun as they got closer but did not get a chance to fire. A thin tree snapped under the assassin’s arm and Dani emptied her clip. The shots to his chest and neck were fatal.

	She pulled her arm back then cursed when the force of a hard bump ripped the gun from her hand. Her heart pounded as if it would come through her chest. The second rider was still on their left and closing in quickly. He dodged small trees and rocks as effectively as Reilly. 

	Dani reached down and pulled Reilly’s FNP-45 Tactical pistol from his right leg strap. He never told her it was there but she knew from his dossier he always had it with him. 

	Designed for use under the worst conditions a Special Ops soldier might endure, it was Reilly’s personal choice of protection. It held fifteen rounds with one in the chamber. Sized for his hand, Dani gripped it tightly so she would not drop it, too. Her first shot ricocheted off the bike. The second missed completely. 

	The second assassin had dumped his knife and pulled a gun. He returned fire, missing them as well.

	Branches whipped and smacked their arms and legs as they continued deeper into the forest. The muscles in Reilly’s arms and hands were set ablaze as he gripped the handlebars and zigzagged for cover. His brain screamed while his eyes darted from side to side looking for the best route in the thickening woods. He could feel Dani’s arms and thighs shake with exhaustion. 

	Dani squeezed off three more shots as the rider lowered his gun briefly to avoid low hanging branches. After coming around a large tree and finding himself slightly in front of them, he took aim again. He hit the Harley’s chassis.

	When he paused, Dani began her assault and hit him but not mortally. As Reilly turned the bike away from the rider, another sapling slapped Dani’s arm and ripped the gun from her hand. With no defense, she wrapped both arms around him.

	With the assassin closing in, Reilly moved the bike left and right to avoid him and the deep gullies and boulders that started to appear with the thinning forest. The rider crossed in front of them to gain the optimum position again and Reilly banked hard to the left.

	With one hand on the throttle, the rider raised the other and aimed his weapon. Looking back at his prey, he did not see the large pine tree coming up quickly in front of him. His neck snapped when he smashed into the brown, ruddy trunk. 

	Reilly continued barreling through the woods at high speed when a small clearing quickly appeared with another danger. He gripped Dani’s arms close to him when they cleared the last tree and they jumped from the bike as one. They landed hard on a narrow grassy patch of earth just as the bike shattered into a building-sized granite boulder.

	It took several minutes for Reilly to catch his breath. He stood, unsnapped his helmet and unleashed his anger by smashing it against the large rock. He turned to find Dani trying to find her balance. She dropped her helmet and backpack on the ground.

	“Fuckin’ A,” he screamed “How’d this happen? We took every precaution.” 

	Adrenaline had Dani shaking. It was her dream. She wasn’t running, she was riding. The scream that woke her every night for almost a week had been Reilly’s. Again, I ignored the warnings. How many do you need to know that they all come true? You’re a freak and this is why you will always be alone. No one but family would understand and you don’t have one! Pay attention now. Reilly will demand it so just leave it. Dani forced herself to switch gears. It’s done. It’ll stop now. 

	“I don’t know,” she said mentally reviewing every step she’d taken. 

	“No one knew what route I was taking. Not even Dmitri, for just this reason.” He stopped in front of her. “Did you pack everything yourself?” he asked bitterly.

	“Yes, everything.”

	“Then we’re being tracked.”

	“How?” she cried. “We have nothing electronic.”

	“Something has to be tagged.”

	“Nothing left my sight or yours.” Dani stopped as sudden panic took hold of her. “Oh my god. This jacket. It’s Irina’s. You don’t think?” Her trembling hands met Reilly’s as he reached for her. The blood dripping from her left was more than she could take.

	Reilly caught her when her knees gave way. He gently lowered her to the grass then ran to the bike laying in pieces and opened the saddlebags. He found the first aid kit and brought it back to her side. Carefully, he removed the leather jacket, rolled it and placed it under her head. The bug could wait. He unzipped her hooded sweatshirt and gently lifted her to pull her left arm free from the blood soaked sleeve. The knife wielded by the second rider left a three-inch slice across her shoulder. 

	He cleaned the quarter inch deep wound with antiseptic before securing several steri-strips across the gash. In his large hands, it was like bandaging a bird’s wing. He added a layer of antibiotic ointment then wrapped it with gauze. The kit was as expertly stocked as the one at the cabin, including several antibiotic syringes. He would leave that up to her. 

	Dani moaned softly. “That smells bad.” She tried to sit up as Reilly wiped the blood from her arm with a cool antiseptic cloth.

	“I know, but it works. Just lay there a few minutes. There was a lot of blood.”

	Dani opened her eyes as Reilly finished. “I didn’t think he got that close.”

	“It’s not too deep. The leather took the brunt of it but I don’t think you’d appreciate my sewing skills so I used the strips. Hopefully, it won’t leave a scar.”

	“Guess we’re even. Thanks.”

	Reilly smirked. “Tell me something. How is it that you didn’t flinch the tiniest bit when you stitched me up at the lake?”

	“Because that was your blood and I was really pissed at you.”

	Reilly feigned wounded pride. While he waited for her to focus, he noticed a large bloody bruise forming under the skin on the back of her right hand.

	“Wiggle your fingers. Pain scale, one to ten.”

	“Two,” she said. “I’m sorry I lost both guns.”

	“We’re alive, that’s all that matters. I won’t ask how you knew mine was there.” Reilly wondered again what she had read in his dossier. She knew much more about him than he cared to think about. Right now, he could not dwell on the fact that it was so much more than he knew about her. 

	“Let’s see what our blonde friend has been up to,” he said and offered his hand to help Dani sit. Dejection was evident as she gingerly worked the muscles of her bruised hand. He knew she was lying. It had to hurt like hell.

	He unrolled the jacket, checked the buttons and then the collar before methodically checking every seam. He found the bug in the waistband and smashed it with the butt end of his KA-BAR field knife. “Now, no one knows where we are,” he said.

	Dani looked around at their solitude and the broken bike. “And that’s a good thing?”

	“It is.” Reilly patted her thigh as he got up and walked to the bike. He grabbed the saddlebags and brought them to her with a bottle of water from the backpack.

	“Stay here and figure out what we’ve got and what we might need. We’re going to have to hike until we find transport. I’m going to look for that second rider.”

	Reilly found the assassin ten yards beyond the tree line but nothing of use. He didn’t recognize the bloody face inside the helmet and wasn’t surprised that the man had no identification. He was, however, disappointed when he found the rider’s gun jammed beyond repair. He thought about looking for his but wasn’t sure exactly where Dani had dropped it. He’d already wasted enough time. If Irina received a last transmission from her hired henchmen, they would need to leave the area quickly. 

	He headed back to the clearing thinking about Dani’s reaction to this unexpected twist. The physical toll would be one thing but with another deception and betrayal from someone who was supposed to be her family, the emotional toll could be just as destructive. The conversation with Dmitri only a few hours old rang in his head. Trust had disappeared with loyalty including any that Trinity or the Homestead could offer. No one could keep her safe but him.

	His assessment wasn’t far off. He found her standing beside the boulder at what appeared to be the edge of a field. Her injured arm was wrapped around her waist and her hand was at her mouth. He made a slight noise so she would hear him approach and watched her quickly wipe her eyes.

	“Did you find anything?” she stammered and looked away.

	He wanted to hold her, to tell her it would be okay but answered her question. With his hand gently touching the small of her back, they stood in silence looking out over a deep ravine. Neither said what the other was thinking. If they hadn’t jumped from the bike, the fall would have killed them.

	“Do you think they were the same men looking for you?” she asked.

	“There’s no way to tell.”

	She swiped her eyes again. “This is all my fault.”

	“What?”

	“Irina did this because of my history with Viktor. Like what she did to me wasn’t enough. Stupid bitch. I should’ve never come back with you. You said it was to help but all I’ve done is screw things up. You had everything you needed. Now, we’ll never get there in time and it’s all because of me.”

	“The woman is unstable, period,” he said, ignoring the rant about Irina had done. Although intrigued, it wasn’t important at the moment. “This isn’t your fault and I don’t want to hear this again. We’re alive. Whether we get there on time doesn’t matter.”

	“But it does,” she said.

	“We’ll get there. Now, what do we have?”

	Dani tried to process what Reilly was saying and push Irina from her thoughts. She couldn’t tell him of her past or her dreams. He’d regret ever agreeing to this trip or knowing her. She watched him grab his baseball cap, roll the brim between his palms and jam it on his head. Mechanically, she answered his question before looking back out over the ravine and caving in to despair. Reilly was asking more questions but she had tuned him out. The trees at the bottom seemed to reach up to her like the whipping vines from her dreams. They snapped wildly and grabbed hold to pull her in to a deep, dark, bottomless pit. 

	“Dani!” 

	She turned to face him.

	“I asked you if your boots were new.”

	“New? No. These were my training boots when I was here the last time. Why?”

	“Good, they’re broken in and won’t give you blisters. It might not seem important but it is. Do you have a hat to keep the sun off your face?” 

	Dani shook her head and only half listened again as Reilly took charge like the leader he was bred to be. He rummaged through the first aid kit and placed a tube of sunscreen in her hand.

	“Use a lot of this then. Listen, the first problem I see is that unless we find something closer than the village I saw on the map, we’re going to need more food. The power bars are fine but they won’t be enough if we’re hiking at a decent pace all day. We’ll keep our eyes open for anything we can eat along the way. We’ll split the load, okay?”

	Dani kneeled down to poke through the items in the pile and started to shove them into the backpack. “Could I be any more incompetent? It was my job to prepare us for anything. MREs would have been better than protein bars.”

	Reilly crouched and gently held her shoulders. “Stop. Take a breath.” He moved his fingers hand to the back of her neck and held her face steady with his palm so she would look directly at him. “You did a great job for a two day trip. We had plenty of resources along the way if we needed extra supplies or the extra cushion. You would’ve had to have packed a full-sized truck for a third-tier bug-out to prepare for something like this. We couldn’t have known Irina would be an issue. Dmitri will handle her once he finds out so let’s just concentrate on what we need to do. We got this.”

	Nothing he could say or do would convince her that she hadn’t screwed up royally. She was in over her head and there was no one to blame but herself. She was sure even her father was shaking his head with disappointment.



	
Chapter 17

	 

	Cut crystal goblets of the highest quality clinked inside wooden boxes as they were carefully loaded into trucks. Cartons of fine china of every size sat nestled between pallets of linens wrapped in plastic.

	Mariner, or as they knew him for the last two weeks Gabriel Benoít, loaded the last box, pulled the rear sliding door down and secured the latch. He jumped in on the passenger side for the ride from the company warehouse to the Trianon Palace in Versailles.

	His two co-workers amicably joked with each other while he slumped against the door. They thought him distant and unapproachable and generally left him alone. That was fine. He hated chit-chat. 

	He lit a cigarette and puffed out the smoke, secretly amused that O’Donnell had actually kept another part of his promise. The apartment in central Paris had been set up just as he had said. The money and IDs were there, as well as the necessary supplies to complete the job. A small vile of a potent mixture had been nestled in a nondescript thermos among the uniforms provided by the catering company for their newest employee.

	Poisons were not his weapon of choice and he didn’t know the exact compound or from where O’Donnell had obtained it. He only needed to know how to use it and what it would do. It was cliché, like a plot from an old cold war movie. Typical for O’Donnell but as long as it worked he didn’t really care one way or the other how it appeared. He wasn’t looking for accolades or awards for originality, just results. 

	Regardless, he hadn’t taken chances. He grabbed the supplies, wiped everything down and found his current apartment at the seedier edge of the city, closer to the warehouse. 

	Not knowing who set the stage, he wouldn’t trust O’Donnell to put one last fly in the ointment as an insurance policy. Only O’Donnell knew all the players and he was headed underground, that much was certain. A hit could have easily been placed to tie up loose ends once the job was done. He chuckled at the irony. That was always his job. 

	He took another long drag and smirked at the memory of his former boss in a pool of blood, eyes fixed on the ceiling. There would be no loose ends this time.

	Mariner stopped smiling when his two co-workers eyed him suspiciously. Enough reminiscing. There was still a lot of work to do. 

	Crates just loaded would be unloaded and placed in their proper staging areas. Tables would be set up then decorated. Silver would be polished and linens pressed. And while Gabriel Benoít would complete each task quietly without question or complaint, Mariner would carefully review his plan, watch the security teams for patterns, and finalize his exit strategy.

	Beautiful mayhem lay ahead and he settled in his seat whistling a happy tune. Its melody belied the hatred in his soul.



	
Chapter 18

	 

	Reilly checked the map and compass to determine their heading. He wouldn’t risk backtracking only to be found again. Open fields and shallow streams made the trek easy at first and Dani followed his instructions without comment. With the Russian countryside alive with summer, rich green leaves waved in the warm wind while delicate wildflowers stood tall among the intermittent grasses. Dani saw nothing but the ground beneath her boots.

	Water was abundant so that their bottles remained full. The purifying tablets she had packed would prevent them from getting sick and the local flora provided a small food source but the lack of anything substantial was their immediate issue. Their stamina would fade as quickly as the dozen protein bars if they couldn’t find a quick solution.

	Reilly was pleasantly surprised at Dani’s fitness level and endurance. From years of training, as well as teaching, he knew what they were up against. He had been concerned when they started out this morning but he had underestimated her. He winced at his similarity to Viktor. He believed in her though, and that difference was all that mattered.

	Dani used every ounce of determination she could dig up. Reilly would expect it. Soldiers under his command followed direction and took care of themselves. She had no intention of being more of a burden than she already was. Irina was right. This was his fight and she was messing up the process. As the day marched on, enormous guilt added to the gnawing heartache and by early evening, they had hiked almost twenty miles without a soul, or remnant of one, in sight. Tomorrow would not be as productive. She picked up her head when Reilly pointed to something in the distance.

	“We’ll head for those trees. They should provide decent shelter for the night. I figure we have about two more hours of daylight. We’ll need time to get settled with a decent fire going before it gets too dark.”

	The pines stood like sentinels at the edge of the forest. Their peaks reached toward the clouds while their low hanging branches overlapped like children holding hands, guarding secrets, and denying access. Reilly entered without hesitation but Dani hung back, eyeing the canopy through her throbbing heart. She had no choice but to follow. He was giving more orders so she quickened her step. He wanted her to start gathering dry twigs and small branches. The more they could find, the longer the fire would last. 

	With their camp settled and darkness upon them, Dani sat near the fire not necessarily to stay warm but to stay closer to the light and Reilly. 

	“Something wrong?” he asked.

	She drew her arms tighter around her legs then clenched her jaw and shook her head.

	“Right, you are just trying to stop the circulation to your lower body.”

	Dani released some of her grip and wiggled her fingers to get the feeling back. The tension had added to the pain in her arm and her hand ached beneath the dark red-blue bruise. She dared not tell him how much. 

	“I won’t think any less of you if you’re scared,” he said.

	“I can only imagine what you think of me right now,” she mumbled.

	“Wow, you think I’m that shallow? I’m not Viktor.”

	“No, I’m sorry, god, I didn’t mean it that way.” Dani swallowed hard and looked up into the dark treetops as she struggled to find the words to explain. “I’ve made such a mess of this and…” 

	She jumped at the loud snap from somewhere behind her. Reilly’s non-reaction simply added to her torment. She ran her hands through her hair and avoided his gaze.

	“And,” he prodded.

	“You don’t need anything else to prove how useless I am.” 

	“After taking those guys out this morning? There’s no way I’d ever think that.” He shoved the last half of a protein bar in his mouth. “It doesn’t matter what you tell me. I’m sure it’s nothing I haven’t heard already.”

	Dani took a deep breath. His grin made her feel more ridiculous but maybe that was his plan. “It’s just…to add insult to everything that’s happened today, this place reminds me of one from my training here with Dmitri.”

	Her frown told Reilly more than her words. “You mean with Viktor,” he said not hiding his irritation. 

	Dani nodded and tightened her arms around her knees again.

	“What happened?” he asked.

	“I was a few weeks into training,” she started, “when he decided it was time for a survival lesson. He spent a morning giving instructions before the jeep dropped us off in the mountains and, well, you know the drill.” 

	It was the same specialized training Reilly had endured, even taught, and Dani knew she wouldn’t need to go into detail. She looked at him for a reaction but he gave her none. Voicing her doubt only seemed to make everything worse.

	“He removed the blindfold and put me in charge,” she said and squeezed her legs to keep from shaking. “I had twenty-four hours to get us back to the compound.” 

	At the time, she thought she followed his instructions properly; she determined their location and planned the best route back to base with limited supplies and a time clock ticking. The similarity to today was undeniable, except for one detail. Viktor was to act as a captured enemy combatant who did not speak her language. He provided no help, no suggestions, except for grunts and viscously snide sexist comments under his breath. It all paled in comparison to what he had really planned.

	“We had covered a decent amount of ground before nightfall,” she explained. “I had a good fire going and we had just finished our MRE’s, when my prisoner motioned to me that he had to, um, relieve himself.”

	Reilly’s contempt was obvious. “He never came back, did he?” 

	Dani looked away from the yellow and orange flames that licked the air and crackled like laughter. She ran her finger under her lashes. She had learned later that a prisoner is never to leave your sight and that Viktor should have included that as part of her training. In a group of men, it’s never an issue but as a woman, as well as a new recruit, he purposely set her up for failure. She could still see his smirk after she had returned.

	Reilly locked his hatred on an exhale and put it in a special place reserved solely for the next time he and Viktor met. He kept his voice even and kind without being patronizing. “You made it back on your own?”

	Dani half nodded. “I did, but I lost my prisoner and missed the deadline by three hours. He said I failed and should stop wasting everyone’s time.”

	“First,” he said in a deeply controlled tone, “you are not a failure. A test like that is never given until a soldier has had weeks of dedicated training, not a single morning. Viktor put you in an incredibly dangerous position but you made it back on your own without any help or instruction from him. You should be proud of yourself. I’m actually pretty impressed. I know how difficult that had to have been. You did exactly what a fully trained soldier would have done in spite of your leader’s unbelievable incompetence.”

	Reilly softened his expression as she released some of her grip. 

	“Second, I would never abandon anyone, so you can put that out of your mind right now,” he said though Dani didn’t seem convinced. “I mean it. And look, we’re in one piece, we have food, and a fire to keep us warm and the bugs and animals away. The fallen trees around us will give us a safety barrier, too.” 

	Reilly didn’t want this to be a problem. They needed to sleep to restore their energy and keep mentally sharp. They wouldn’t make it otherwise. “Let’s do this,” he offered. “We don’t know how many nights we are going to be out here. It may be only tonight, it may be several. Either way, night is going to come. I’ll take watch until you fall asleep. Deal?”

	“Deal,” she said softly as she tried not to think of the mission reports in Reilly’s dossier. Her story was nothing. He had to think she was a failure too, especially after today. The failure of that night and today’s inadequacy were smothering her once more in the encompassing dark and isolation. She had been petrified when Viktor had not returned but there was more to tonight than she would admit to Reilly. 

	It would be their first night together, alone. Having her arms around him on the bike had been more than unsettling. She had pushed the feelings aside hoping they were nothing more than the result of a desperate situation but the see-saw of the day’s emotions, coupled with her nightmares, had been nothing short of crippling. All were based in fear and doubt, of the past, of tonight, and of what tomorrow might hold. Professionally, he was way out of her league. Personally, there was nothing she could bring to a relationship. He didn’t do them anyway. She stared at the fire to avoid his eyes until her own grew too heavy to remain open.

	Reilly added more branches to the fire and got comfortable. As he lay across from Dani, he wondered how so much contradiction could be wrapped in a single package. On the outside, she appeared fragile. Inside, she was as strong as the recruits he had trained at twice her weight and height. Her resolve was impressive and unbelievably attractive. Regardless of the doubts she had about her skills or her fear tonight, he sensed that something deep within would not allow her to surrender to them. The last week proved that. A weaker person would have crumbled under the magnitude of betrayal and although her steps were small, she had found the strength to consistently push forward. He had faith that she would figure it all out in her own time. In the meantime, he would protect her while she did so. 

	Then what?

	He exhaled to mentally regroup. The unexpected obstacles thrown at them today all had alternative solutions, except one. He ignored it at the time but let it fill him now. That little fist in his chest pounded as he remembered her arms around his neck when he cut her from a thick mess of brambles and thorns. The more she struggled, the tighter they held and she had railed at her stupidity. He had calmed her down with a long, somewhat embellished story about a recruit who washed out of selection because he got caught the same way. Adding an insult about her former instructor for failing to train her properly must have made her feel better because she smiled.

	The warmth spread by that smile and her touch could not be denied. It left him wanting more until he was reminded again of O’Donnell’s nasty comments. Even Dmitri took his shot last week. He was that guy. Real relationships were not possible. His life had been immersed in promises to his country and while Special Ops only sucked him in more, he regretted none of it. He freely chose this world where his only concern was of himself and the men he commanded to complete their objective. It might still be his life if it hadn’t come to an end because of O’Donnell. 

	Conditioned to always be in charge and call his own plays, this woman and these feelings rattled him. He tried to dissect them like he did with everything in his life, only this time he had no tactical remedy. He flashed back to that afternoon and the face that greeted him when he slid out from beneath his truck. The same beautiful face that lay asleep across from him. He closed his eyes and would admit to no one that he’d been blindsided. 


Chapter 19

	 

	The sun had set hours ago but the heat of the day lingered like the stench outside. It was close and suffocating as if magnetically attracted to the tiny apartment. Mariner had stripped down to his boxers and kept the overhead light off in a fruitless attempt to keep cool. A small lamp on the table was his only light. 

	His uniform had been washed and pressed and hung on the wall from a large nail. Behind it was the formal dress jacket and pants provided by the catering company for their big event. Service and behavior protocols had been ingrained every day for the past two weeks. They were the faces of the company. Business would roll in once the public saw their exquisite performance and professionalism. 

	Blah, blah, blah. 

	With his rifle disassembled on an old soft towel, he considered his agenda and the groundwork already laid out by O’Donnell for a dog-and-pony show that he would never see. The result: secret plans and protocols set and secured so that a steady stream of properly working weapons could continue to be provided to any group willing to pay. A continuum that was in constant jeopardy. With only three days to go before the big event, Mariner had already finished his nightly review of the targets that happened to be obstacles to what was now his lucrative continuum, not O’Donnell’s. 

	He unzipped the cleaning pouch and pulled out round cotton patches, brushes, rods and picks. He carefully stood the solvent and gun oil beside the group then finished the last of his warm beer.

	“Sorry, girl, you won’t be needed for this assignment,” he whispered before flicking the butt of his cigarette on the floor and crushing it with his bare foot.

	His victims would be as different as the day was long and each death would have a specific purpose. Some were obvious. The member of the International Monetary Fund was a vocal proponent of new laws that would make it harder for international banks to avoid subpoenas concerning the reporting of investments. Working in tandem with the marked man was a U.S. State Department spokeswoman, actively supporting those new laws. Their deaths would derail its forward progress for years so that hiding money would continue to be easy with the U.S. continually frustrated. A beautiful thing, in both aspects.

	Another was a cleric, a key figure in the official handoff of security to Afghanistan’s own forces. His murder would cause a local uproar as well as a delay. With eyes focused on the victim and less on the transfer of power, more private security would be needed meaning more money directly deposited into O’Donnell’s pocket. 

	Mariner’s mouth curled slightly. It was his pocket now. He hadn’t known it at the time, but a job he did last year in Kabul had actually set the groundwork for this event. His murder of a particular general in the Afghan forces had created an opening for another man who’d been personally groomed by O’Donnell’s informants and very amenable to the hand-fed weapons delivered through the master magician’s secret box of suppliers. 

	Mariner’s new friend had promised he could continue to be one of those very accommodating suppliers. Immensely grateful for being pulled from the list, Monsieur LaPierre insisted it was the least he should do for a man who had recognized an exceptional opportunity for himself, as well as others in their line of business.

	Other deaths had their own benefits. The demise of the undersecretary to Egypt’s defense department would make way for an assistant who was more favorable to bribes and corruption. The president of Germany’s largest bank was tied to the two IMF people, completing a trifecta. He couldn’t determine what the deaths of the ambassadors to India and Malaysia might immediately mean but it didn’t matter. The rest carried importance even as low ranking members of their governments.

	Mariner disassembled the rifle with deft hand. He knew her every groove, knew exactly how to hold her, where to apply the proper touch and pressure, in order to get a perfect response every time. Her violent explosions were his. She was the only thing that was truly loyal and the only thing he had ever counted on. He tended to her every need completely and she was there every time without fail. She would be the only thing waiting for him when he was done. He was ready and he breathed in and out with slow, deliberate purpose.

	Each step had been carefully planned. The execution would be easy, even with the added security that seemed to constantly watch him and his co-workers wherever they went on the grounds. A clean exit might have the potential for difficulty but with the alternative routes he had already secured, he did not anticipate problems. 

	He opened a new bottle of solvent only to be distracted by the sound of low grunts coming from the alley. When they grew louder, he approached the window and stood just outside the incoming light from the building on the next block. The optical scope to his rifle was in his right hand.

	Dark purple shadows were long and deep but he could make out four men. One was larger than the other, and no doubt in charge as his thick Russian voice carried on the rancid air. They were dressed in dark clothing and although he could see the bulges from their concealed weapons under their arms and at their waists, stealthy they were not. They had driven a drunkard into the alley and were roughing him up.

	Mariner listened with undivided interest as their threats became more vicious. However, the voice that responded was not laden with booze or incoherence but with fear. He moved closer to the window frame when he recognized it.

	“I’m telling you, I don’t know that man,” said the man against the wall.

	“Look again,” the Russian demanded. He motioned for his thugs to hold him tight and shoved a piece of paper up to the man’s face. “You live and work in this neighborhood. Do not tell me you have not seen him skulking around.”

	His Parisian was awful, Mariner thought as he used the scope to get a better look at what the goon was waving. A thin shaft of light fell intermittently on the page and Mariner scoffed. His neighbor was telling the truth. He hadn’t seen that man.

	The sad man’s plea continued. “There is no one around here who even resembles that man. I would know. If I do see him I promise I will notify you at once.”

	The big man nodded to his associates who landed several punches to the man’s face and torso. They worked him over for several minutes before leaving him slumped in the alley.

	Mariner backed away from the window. He would buy an extra loaf of bread tomorrow and feign concern about the poor man’s injuries. Then, he’d ask his own questions. 



	
Chapter 20

	 

	Reilly returned to camp with freshly filled water bottles to find Dani pushing dirt over the ashes. She had been just waking when he left in search of water and a private place to take care of business but in twenty minutes she had rolled up both sleeping bags, tied the backpack and broke down camp. She hadn’t needed any prompting to get ready to move out and he was grateful for the help.

	“Why are you looking at me like that?” she recoiled.

	“Nice job, that’s all,” he said. He hadn’t meant to put her on the defense. “These need ten more minutes before we can drink them.”

	Dani sighed. “We have to be there by sunset.”

	“I know.” He sat on the tree trunk and checked his compass against the map hoping he missed something but no matter how many times he checked, it did not change. He didn’t know why he thought it would. Like constantly checking for food in the refrigerator, new choices don’t magically appear just because the door closes. There was no village or town closer than the one he noted. They would never get there today.

	“What happens…ugh, stay still.” She gently pulled something from his neck and pinched it between her nails.

	“What was it?” 

	“A tick.” She scanned his face and short hair line then rose to check his neck and the back of his head. “I don’t see any more but take your shirt off and let me check your back.”

	Her demand caught him off guard. He hesitated a moment before complying but left it hooked on his thumbs and wrapped around his shoulders. Although her touch was clinical, the silkiness of her fingertips across his back and around his ribcage set him on fire. He didn’t remember giving up control but she had it, and with each stroke he thought he would explode. Lust overtook him like a drug injected into his veins and he wanted more. He wanted her. 

	Dani tugged at the shirt wrapped around his left shoulder. “Let me check your shoulder just in case there is something hiding in the ink. God, I hate ticks!”

	Reilly loosened his grip, unaware of the hold he had on the shirt. Her fingers were soft, tender and magical and left a trail across his skin. And it was only his shoulder.

	“Ok, you’re good.” She unzipped and removed her hooded sweatshirt and held up her hair. “Now check me.”

	Reilly pulled his shirt back on as Dani sat beside him in a skintight black camisole. Deep cut in the back, the Lycra material hugged the curves of her slim but perfectly toned body. His chest came undone from the increased pounding as he gazed at her graceful neck and shoulders where two long curls hung. He pushed them gently between her fingers that held the mass of locks at the top of her head but could not trust himself to touch any other part of her.

	“I don’t see anything,” he mumbled. 

	Dani shook out her hair then raked her nails across her scalp. She pulled her fingers through from root to tip and yelped with revulsion. “Can you check the top of my head in my part?”

	Desire consumed him and Reilly wondered if this is what she would look like in his bed. His blood pulsed hotter and harder with each passing thought until the sound of her laughter crept into the brain between his shoulders. “What’s so funny?” he stammered then cleared his throat.

	“This reminds me of those nature shows where the monkeys clean each other and eat the bugs they pick out.” She turned and flashed a playful grin. “It’s just funny that’s all.”

	Reilly untied his tongue and shook his head. It was the first time he had heard her laugh since the night they met. “With all that’s going on, you think of that.”

	Her shrug and smile sent him reeling and he quickly handed back her sweatshirt. If they were going to be successful, he had to block the hold she now had on him. He had a job to finish. 

	 

	*****

	Hills and mountains replaced fields and streams to turn their strides into more of a march. While the bars prevented them from starving, they weren’t enough. Small game was scarce and the streams they crossed showed no sign of life either. 

	Reilly had a choice. They could either stop to set makeshift traps or fish, or keep moving with the hope of finding a remote town or village that was too small to be put on the map. He promised to get her to Paris safely and within their timetable. 

	The constant tick of the clock rang like a gong as he imagined every scenario. Their best option was to keep moving. 

	“What?” she asked as Reilly offered his hand to guide her off a jagged boulder. The route had been strewn with them but was starting to clear and merge with another forest.

	“Nah, nothing,” he said falling in beside her.

	“You’re such a bad liar,” she snickered. She knew each of his expressions, each body movement. A photographic memory was not necessary to remember them. His voice had become her solace as stories fell easily from firm, round lips that were becoming as hard to avoid as his eyes. His mask of constant concern had softened with each memory he unboxed and shared with her and she treasured each one. 

	She learned all about Timmy Kelly’s deep belly laugh and that it was his face Reilly saw just as he was about to close his eyes for the last time. He was fully animated when telling his tales but beneath the smile, she saw the scars left by the friends he had lost. He wore his loyalty to them on his sleeve. If she could see his beating heart, she would bet her last dollar that it was imprinted with the words Made in the USA. He made undeniably clear the true meaning of their brotherhood. It was full and honest and sure, with an unshakable certainty – like the sunrise in the eastern sky, the air to be breathed, or the earth beneath his feet – whose strength lay within each man so that even apart, they would never be alone. A love that transcended generations and realms.

	She had that feeling once. She wanted it again. 

	Reilly grinned. “Probably because you made me promise.”

	“Oh, so it’s my fault.”

	“Pretty much,” he said.

	“Well, you can ask me anything, though at this point, there probably isn’t much more to know.”

	They had talked about everything from politics to work and everything that fell in between. She questioned whether it was he who had the perfect memory after rattling off more statistics than anyone should know about baseball, football, hockey and golf, and officially crowned him the King of Useless Information. She had wrinkled her nose when he said he liked country music; her favorite was classic rock. They playfully argued the guitar prowess of David Gilmour, Slash and Stevie Ray Vaughan versus the smooth, silky voice of Hank Williams, Merle Haggard and the man in black, Johnny Cash. When he chalked it up to being Georgia-born and raised, she had teased him that enjoying anything but country music was probably against some Southern law anyway. When he asked her about her favorite food and she replied chocolate, he had complained that it wasn’t food. She sarcastically countered that he wouldn’t understand because he wasn’t female. They were even comfortable with the hours of silence.

	“If you don’t want to answer that’s fine,” he said. “Just tell me to shove off, but it’s just – why did you ever get involved with Viktor?”

	“Do you want the short version of how I realized he was an asshole and made a huge mistake, or the long version?”

	He grinned slightly at the nickname. “I think I have time for the long one.” 

	“After the confrontation at the shooting range and your pitiful look, I figured Dmitri told you something.”

	“No, he only said you had history. Dmitri is very protective of you.”

	“I know,” she said softly and ducked under a branch. “He was the only reason I came back.” Reilly’s confusion was obvious so she continued. “When Dmitri called, he used our code word. See when I left, I told him I would never return under any circumstance. He made me promise that if he needed me, I would come for him and only him. I didn’t want to come with you, but had to. I was taught to never make a promise I couldn’t keep.”

	“That’s why you asked me if Dmitri said exactly those words.”

	Dani nodded and her mood darkened with the thickening forest. Pines blanketed the canopy like a cocoon as they headed deeper into the trees. “If he hadn’t, I wouldn’t have come. Not in this lifetime or the next but this had to be important. Dmitri hadn’t ever used them, not even after Anya died.”

	“So, what happened?”

	“I was working with Charlie gathering information the same way Targeting Officers do. He would give me a subject and I would research what I could and dig for the rest among his channels of active and ex-agents, analysts, informants, whomever I could find. I always reported directly back to him and when he was ready, he would simply give me another person or place.” Dani paused. “You know, you were right. There was no way to really know what he was doing. He kept me in the dark while I did his dirty work.” 

	“No, he did the dirty work. Don’t ever forget that.”

	She nodded. “Anyway, I did my job well enough that eventually he had me travel abroad. I spent half my life in Europe so scouting locations and gathering information was easy. Michél was already a family friend and he became one of my best go-to guys in Paris.” She sighed. “I guess we were all fooled.”

	“He never told me what it was for but I always assumed the information I gathered was to build a cover for his team’s current mission. So, I as did more, I wanted more. I wanted to put my application in but since I had no military training, Charlie sent me to Dmitri. I didn’t know that Dmitri was off the grid. They had worked together so I thought it was all through proper channels.”

	“Why didn’t you tell Dmitri who you really were?”

	“I didn’t want any favors,” she said. “I needed to know that I could do it myself. You’re smiling.” 

	Reilly shook his head. “You really would’ve liked Timmy, that’s all.”

	Dani returned his grin. “So, Dmitri put Viktor in charge of my training. God, I hated him at first. He was so obnoxious and condescending.” Dani paused. “Should’ve stuck with my first impression.” 

	Reilly added nothing. He didn’t have to. She knew how he felt so she continued.

	“I could tell when we met that he thought I was a joke. As you know firsthand, I don’t like being dismissed so I was determined to prove him wrong. He pushed so hard – the daylong exercises, the load of the packs, the constant verbal taunting – he didn’t hide his feelings that my training was beneath him. When Dmitri was away, he had Leonid Davalos train me.”

	“I knew it,” Reilly declared jumping in front with his finger pointed at her. He kept pace walking backwards. “Leonid taught you those impressive skeet skills, didn’t he?”

	Dani blushed. “I missed one.”

	“You got nine of ten,” he exclaimed then returned to his place beside her.

	“I don’t usually miss. Leonid would’ve been disappointed.”

	“Leonid is an honorable soldier and a good role model,” Reilly offered. “I’m sure you learned a lot from him.”

	“I did, but Dmitri got wind of it and Viktor picked up right where he left off. The night he abandoned me, I kept thinking that it wasn’t right but Dmitri said Viktor was his best man and would teach me properly so I believed him.”

	Reilly tempered the rumbling in his throat. “His most skilled assassin maybe, but definitely not his best man.”

	Dani paused again and let those old feelings wash over her. She barely made it through that night and while those memories would always unnerve her, the last two nights were only bearable because of Reilly’s guidance and understanding. She was amazed that two men, both highly trained and skilled, could be so completely different.

	They kept a steady pace through the thickening trees, separating when they couldn’t walk side-by-side and rejoining when able. “Listen, I don’t mean to come across like a diva. I knew the training would be difficult and challenging but like I said, he was abusive. I tried to convince myself that it was to teach me real life lessons so that I would be ready in the field. I missed my parents and I thought becoming an operative like my dad would fill the void. Instead, it turned out to be just a charade.”

	“Viktor has a bad rep for a reason,” Reilly said without hiding his irritation. “So what changed?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe Dmitri spoke to him but after that the training became more reasonable. Let’s just say he became more approachable as a person and one thing led to another so that I didn’t want to leave.” Dani shrugged. “Or maybe he changed tactics and decided to use me to get closer to Dmitri. That’s more his style.”

	Reilly grunted in agreement. 

	Dani blew out a cleansing breath and repositioned the sleeping bags on her shoulder. “You see, when I was growing up, my dad always said that family was everything. Sempre famiglia.”

	“Family forever.” 

	“Va bene,” she smiled. “He always said blood was the only family that mattered. I think it came from growing up in an orphanage without one. My mother and I were everything to him. She was his base and together we were his grounding force. We knew the dangers and the possibility of him not returning from some godforsaken hellhole but knew he loved us. My parents shared such passion but it was more than that. There was this deep respect for who they were as individuals and the promises they made to their country.”

	“That’s almost impossible to do in this business,” he said.

	“Somehow, they compartmentalized and never mixed the two. I had no one after they died.”

	“Blood isn’t everything,” Reilly said as he grabbed a low hanging branch and held it up out of her way. “My mother died when I was fourteen leaving me with a father who found more comfort at the bottom of a bottle than with me.”

	Dani heard the bitterness. She guessed that kind of loss at that age never went away. Maybe there was never a good one. She was twenty-six when her parents died and certainly not ready for emotional gravity of it. “I’m sorry,” she said. “That had to be hard.”

	“Yeah, well, we never got along, so I dealt with it. My mother was usually the mediator, always telling me to have patience but he was a miserable person and an even lousier father. He was worse after she was gone.” 

	Dani couldn’t imagine. Her father had always been her greatest advocate, her voice of reason when she was too emotional. It was why she still reached out to him. She truly believed he heard and answered her. “I think some people are put here to teach us how not to be,” she said.

	“Guess I never thought about it that way,” he said. 

	“What do you miss most about her?”

	“What?” he asked, more confused than defensive. 

	“Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.” 

	“No, it’s okay. I, uh, just don’t talk about it, that’s all.” Reilly was quiet for a moment as they continued their trek across a soft bed of pine needles. “I guess I miss her uncompromising positive attitude. She was extremely patient and could remain calm in any situation that life threw at her. She always knew the right thing to say.” 

	“So that’s where you get it?”

	Reilly returned her deep smile. “But she was never arrogant,” he added then smirked when Dani laughed. “And I miss her peach pie. She made the absolute best in the world and had First Place County Fair ribbons to prove it.”

	“I think one of the things I miss most is watching my parents cook together. They were hysterical, buzzing around the kitchen, laughing and singing. Christmas was the best. They would sing carols in my mother’s French and my father’s Italian while they tried not to burn the food or each other.”

	There was a pull against Dani’s heart when Reilly’s smile faded and his attention turned to their path through the trees. She couldn’t be sure if it was to hide his loss or if he were looking for his own memories. “Did you have any aunts or uncles?” she asked.

	“None that cared, so my mom’s best friend took care of me when I needed a mother’s point of view. My football and baseball coaches were my role models. Look, I know brothers who haven’t spoken for years but I have friends who will fly thousands of miles at a moment’s notice. Family can be defined in a lot of different ways.”

	“I used to believe that,” Dani said as her thoughts turned dark again. “I thought I could have a new family with Dmitri and with Viktor, but Viktor’s idea of family was me attending to his needs like some indentured servant.”

	“Asshole,” he whispered, then smiled when he realized she said it too.

	“He never believed in what I could do or that what I wanted mattered. He lied and bullied his way into my life and ruined everything by…”

	Reilly stopped to take a drink and waited for her to finish. She couldn’t tell him the truth. It still hurt even if Viktor was an egotistical jerk. She’d been cast aside by a man she had loved, for reasons even now she didn’t understand, because he said she wasn’t worthy of having a career and a partner and a home. She and Reilly were becoming friends but he didn’t need to know everything.

	“…being a narcissistic prick,” she finished. “So, I came home, regrouped as you would say, and went back to work.”

	Reilly smirked at the derogatory name. “Did Charlie know?”

	“I didn’t tell him and he never asked. You said he lied to Dmitri that I quit so I’m sure he knew something happened even if he didn’t care to know the reason. I didn’t trust anyone after that except Charlie. Ironic, huh, since he turned out not be family either. I always seem to trust the wrong people.” They walked in silence for a few minutes. “You know, I never did apologize to you.”

	“For what?”

	“For being such a bitch on the plane,” she said. “I took it out on you because I didn’t want to come back here but I was too embarrassed to tell you why. I should have and I’m sorry.”

	“If I had known, I would’ve never relayed Dmitri’s message.”

	Dani exhaled fully. “Thank you, that’s sweet, but we’re in this mess because of me.”

	“Come on, Dani, don’t.”

	“I know, I know,” she said then grinned. “It’s Dmitri’s fault.”

	“Better,” he said.

	“I just wish I could change it all so that you’d be doing whatever you’re supposed to be doing and I’d be home looking for my grandmother.” 

	“Your grandmother?”

	Dani studied him carefully as the trees thinned and beams of sunlight lit their way. They heated the heady pines that smelled like Christmas morning and settled her thoughts. “I was looking for my father’s mother when Charlie was killed. My mother was an only child and her parents passed before I turned three. I know I’m kind of stubborn about this family thing but I thought it was my last chance at a real one. It was probably a waste of time anyway. I have no idea who she is, or if she’s even alive. The only thing I had was the town in Italy where the orphanage was located and I wasn’t blazing any new trails with it. It’s a moot point now, so, whatever.” She focused on her steps when he made no comment. “What were you supposed to be doing anyway?”

	“What I’m doing right now. It’s kinda consumed my life for a while.”

	“Oh, I’m sorry if it sounded like I was trivializing this. I only meant my own search, not this one.”

	“You didn’t on either account,” he said selfishly thinking about the chain of events. “We’ll get out of this and be fine.” 

	A moth flittered from the edge of a pine needle when Reilly stepped through the last branch. It circled him with silent beats of its tiny wings, like Dani, around the fringes of his world, appearing and disappearing but never entering. Now she was here filling voids that he never knew existed with her gentle presence. Four years was a long time to be buried alive. 

	As they continued their march toward the unknown, Reilly allowed a new feeling to settle in his bones. It was warm and complete and had been brought by one simple question from the woman bravely keeping pace beside him. There was something undeniably right that her face was the last he saw at night and the first each morning. He wondered what would happen when they reached their destination and if she would trust him enough to let him into her life.


Chapter 21

	 

	“What did they find?” Dmitri asked. The wait for Viktor’s call had been interminable after giving two elite squads each a mission separate from Paris. The first involved the inspection of a warehouse located in Pakistan. A map found in O’Donnell’s records provided schematics and aerial views of several large buildings, delivery schedules, and employee rosters. Accompanying notes indicated that it manufactured computer components, a general term for products that could easily be manipulated into something else before being sold to the highest bidder. An enclosed work order for cell phones had given Dmitri concern. The site could be either a target or a drop site. 

	The second set of documents concerned information out of Yemen. Quietly, the U.S. had placed elite commandos to unofficially train the Yemen military while it funneled millions of dollars into the country to stem the growing ranks of a new anti-American terrorist group. The footprint was not large yet but several people named in the paperwork seemed to have a direct and personal interest in ramping it up. If played incorrectly, the U.S. could find itself in another war that they could not militarily, financially, or politically afford. This delicate balance could easily succeed or fail, depending upon the goal of a saboteur with inside knowledge and an ulterior agenda. 

	“In Pakistan, nothing,” Viktor said. “The men searched every building within a two kilometer radius around the compound. It has been abandoned for years as I expected.”

	Dmitri stewed. “What about Yemen?”

	“I am awaiting a report.”

	“Make sure Reilly is filled in.”

	“When he arrives.”

	“What?” Dmitri exclaimed.

	Viktor quietly waited in blissful gloat. Even if he made it to Paris, Reilly would have to stand down, go home, and never return. The mission was his now. Decisions would be made and followed with no deviation or hesitation. He would not waste time either. If his men could not produce evidence of the assassin or his plot, Viktor would order them home.

	“Where is Commander Charon?” Dmitri asked.

	Dmitri’s worry added to Viktor’s joy. “At the rendezvous point,” he said unconcerned.

	“Has he made any progress?”

	“Nyet.”

	“This mission is imploding by the minute. I had expected the Commander of the Gendarmerie to have gained some sort of insight from O’Donnell’s computer.” 

	“They have had their forty-eight hours,” Viktor said. “It is time to put the second phase in motion.”

	“They have a cushion.”

	Viktor cursed. “This is ridiculous. You give him too much latitude. For years, he has failed and this mission is no different. What makes you think he will be successful now?”

	“Faith, Viktor,” Dmitri said through the lump in his throat. “Start placing your men where Commander Charon believes best but you will not move one inch until this time tomorrow. Do I make myself clear? Not one inch.”

	“Da.”

	“If you ignore my order, Viktor, you are through.”

	Viktor ended the call without reply. Dmitri would never know that his men were already in place working their inquiries and infiltrating the dark underbelly of Paris looking for the scum and vermin who might have information about Mariner or any gun for hire. Without Commander Charon’s instructions.

	If the assassin was here, he would be eliminated before Reilly stepped one foot in France. Given the chance, Viktor would eliminate Reilly, too.


Chapter 22

	 

	The miles eased by slowly as did the clouds until they darkened and rolled on a steady boil. They matched Reilly’s mood. With no town or sign of life and a food supply that dwindled with the ticking clock, they wouldn’t make tonight’s rendezvous with Michél. 

	As the clouds went from silver to deep grey, low rumbles of thunder could be heard in the distance. A soft, steady rain started as the storm approached but as the wind picked up under the angry sky, it turned cold and hard. Their target was another grove of pine trees a half mile ahead. It felt like ten. 

	Reilly grew more apprehensive with each step as doubt made her unwelcome appearance with the storm. Another danger and another delay, as if something or someone didn’t want him to finish. Dani struggled to keep up with him as a curtain of water pummeled the earth and his patience. 

	They reached the grove but unlike the last, the trees were sparse and thin and provided little protection. Large boulders as cold and unforgiving as the rain skirted the base of the mountain whose peak disappeared in the descending clouds. Reilly quickly scanned the area and pointed out a large stone overhanging a deep dark spot in the mountainside. He hoped it formed some sort of shelter big enough for two. 

	Misshaped, oversized rocks made the climb slippery and treacherous. Dani scraped her hand on a jagged boulder but there was no time to stop. Inch-by-inch she made her way up to the opening with Reilly right behind her. The flashlight from the backpack showed it was empty of any residents and just wide and deep enough to hold them until the storm passed. 

	Reilly shook the water from his cap as Dani dropped the soaked sleeping bags. “I put some small branches and twigs in one of those this morning. Let’s hope they’re still dry. I’ll be right back. I want to check something.”

	Dani seized his arm. “Are you crazy? You could slip or fall or be struck by lightning.”

	“I’m just going up a little further. I need to know where we are so we can form a new game plan while we wait out the storm. I’ll be right back, I promise.” 

	Dani let go and watched him disappear. She sat numb for several minutes but when he didn’t return, she unrolled the wet sleeping bags, found the twigs and tried to build a small fire with the last starter. It was all too wet. 

	She removed her jacket and wet sweatshirt and tucked them between two rocks to dry before cleaning her scraped palm in the flashlight’s beam. Her hands shook as a dark dread descended and drenched her like the sheets of rain. 

	She tossed the gauze then sat against the unforgiving stones, her pulse pounding like the storm on the earth. Trees howled angrily as they bent in the vicious wind as each bolt of lightning rocked her core. She continuously checked her watch and when Reilly hadn’t returned after an hour, she succumbed to her greatest fear. She was alone and abandoned again and every ounce of hope that she’d so preciously hung onto for the past three days vanished. 

	Her medallion snagged on her shirt and gouged her skin when she pressed her chest into her knees. She pulled out the delicate chain and gripped the carved gold image of Mary, the Blessed Mother in her fist. It had been her father’s and she closed her eyes in an attempt to channel his love and strength. An instant image forced her to move instead. She zipped up her wet sweatshirt beneath the wet leather and headed toward a cascade of water. 

	 

	 

	Reilly grabbed saplings like a rope, hand over hand until one let loose and he slid fifteen feet. He growled at being drenched and coated with mud and taunted the peak with his glare. He looked for better toe holds within the rock crevices and more carefully made his way to clearer ground. 

	Like below, thin pines and scattered trees gave no protection from the driving rain or wind. Ominous clouds stretched for miles in every direction with the darkest heading southwest. The whipping water made searching the horizon difficult but he was able to make out a small lake below the mountain. He hoped it was the one he saw on the map this morning, now made useless by the soaking rain. If he was right, there should be a town beyond a small range to its north. 

	Today was the deadline and he was now behind schedule. Officially, his mission was scrubbed. The alternate plan was in place and while he had no desire to see Viktor Kovalenko ever again, he focused on the secondary clock that Michél had secretly agreed to. He needed to get to that range tomorrow. 

	Reilly’s soul gnawed like a starving dog on a bone. This was his mission, not Viktor’s. His ass on the line and Dani’s because of Dmitri’s selfishness. Having her tag along had been a bad idea from the beginning even before knowing her history with Viktor. He should’ve never called Dmitri after the confrontation at the lake, but Dmitri had underground connections that he didn’t and he needed every one of them searching for Mariner.

	His chest squeezed with regret with each passing minute. Dani would’ve been protected from them all. He’d give back ever knowing her to change this past week only for her. 

	Really? For her? Or for yourself? 

	His heart lodged in his throat and those invisible boxing gloves pounded the door to his brain. Wake up asshole otherwise that’s the biggest lie you’ve ever told yourself. 

	Thunder shook the ground as if to drive the point and blowing leaves whipped his face. What am I doing standing on a mountaintop in an almost-hurricane? My mission, my ass, my contingency plan. And Dmitri was selfish? 

	These delays did circle around Dani but they were forcing him to stop, to think, to feel, not to place blame. With every movement and each decision, they were pounding him into someone he didn’t recognize. No, she is. He had promised to protect her and how did he do that? By shoving her to the side, telling her to stay put, so he could make the decisions. He wouldn’t have done that to Hank or Timmy. He had promised not to abandon her and he’d done just that. 

	The storm grew fiercer as if it were saying he should have listened to her. They had to get there, together, to finish what he alone started. He couldn’t let his friends down. He wouldn’t let her down again. Panic kicked him in his sorry, wet ass and jolted him into something hard and unforgiving as he turned to head back. The world went black before he had time to react.

	Reilly woke to water-logged leaves slapping his face and Dani leaning over him. His hearing was a few steps behind his vision. He tried to rise but his body was wedged beneath a wide expanse of rough tree bark. 

	“Wait,” Dani yelled over the storm. “I’ll get behind your shoulders.”

	He blinked several times as the rain washed his face and he focused. She gripped him under his arms as he dug his heels into the mud. Only with her help was he able to slide out.

	“Are you hurt?” she asked as she sat opposite him on the soaked ground.

	His ribs were slightly bruised but it was his heart that clenched. She had risked her life for him. “I’m okay. Let’s get off this mountain.” He grabbed his cap, pushed his collar up, and together, they slogged through the muck with a combination of speed and care. They climbed over several large trees that had been knocked over like forgotten toys. 

	“I thought I told you to stay put,” he said once they were safely inside the cave. 

	“You’re welcome,” she snarled.

	He removed his jacket as she did hers and tossed it to the side. They were soaked to the skin and covered with mud and in the dampness, wouldn’t be drying off anytime soon. He shook off the chill that danced along his skin.

	“Thank you,” he huffed, “but that’s not what I meant. You could’ve been hurt.” It didn’t come out the way he meant and her eyes filled. He sat against the smooth rock and waited as she sat beside him. In such a small enclosure, she was nestled beside him but her distance was as obvious as what she was thinking and feeling. His mouth filled with a bitter taste. She thought he had abandoned her. He turned his palm up and she stared at it before placing her hand in it. He squeezed it and ran his thumb over hers.

	Dani sniffed back the tears as that familiar warmth penetrated her bones. The image of Reilly trapped made her move but this mess was her fault. “We’re never going to make it are we?”

	“We only sit when we’re done or can’t move.” She gripped his hand and leaned against his shoulder. “And I won’t leave you again. I promise.” Reilly wrapped her with his arm and held her tight. “I know you don’t believe me but we will get out of this. We just have to take each moment as it comes and keep moving forward. You’ve been braver than I could’ve ever asked.”

	“You’re only brave when you have a choice,” she said and closed her eyes.


Chapter 23

	 

	“Kovalenko has as much tact and grace as a hippo doing ballet.” The Commander of the National Gendarmerie removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes when a picture from his youngest daughter’s storybook popped into his head. His fingers dug deep into the sockets to make it disappear. He blinked away the burning sensation before returning to the computer screen.

	“He is effective,” Dmitri defended through the phone’s speaker.

	Michél Charon rose to close his office door then headed toward the coffeepot. “Ouí, at making my men very nervous.” 

	Dmitri was silent.

	“The disparaging comments are causing them to question Reilly’s integrity,” Michél complained. “Most do not know him or what he has endured just to get to this point. Kovalenko is blaming Reilly for their lack of progress, as if he was incompetent and this is some wild goose chase.”

	“So they have found nothing?”

	“No, nor have I. Every program I know of is being dispensed but I have not yet broken the code.”

	“Where is Viktor now?”

	“Probably threatening another of my department’s confidential informants somewhere in the city. Some were Reilly’s personal contacts who have now refused to work with me. Do you know how long it takes to build that kind of trust? Your man came in here and in less than three days, destroyed years of work not to mention our friend’s honor.”

	Dmitri silently questioned the time reference. Viktor was supposed to start his inquiries today. “I will speak to him. He is to follow your orders, as if they were mine. This must be done quietly. If Mariner is in your city, we want him flushed out, not digging in deeper.”

	The Commander sat at his desk and sipped the strong dark liquid that, for the briefest of moments, was like manna from heaven. “That is not what is happening, Dmitri. I trust you will handle this as you see fit. He is your man so I will not mention it again.”

	“Agreed,” Dmitri said hiding his true anger. Viktor had control of the task but there was still a chain of command. Apparently, it meant nothing. He hated to admit that Reilly had been right. “What is your honest feeling about…”

	Michél cut him off. “They will get here.”

	“I have to be honest, Commander, my confidence has been shaken.”

	“Your summaries alone would make the surest man question his sanity. The world is darker than we even dreamed. The peace, the normalcy of our lives, as tentative as that may be on any given day, hangs by a thread finer than I could have imagined.”

	“I agree,” Dmitri said.

	“I know you do but Kovalenko’s approach concerns me deeply. I hear the whispers in my department. They do not know how serious this is and Kovalenko seems to enjoy adding doubt with his cloaked comments. I cannot tell them what is really at stake without revealing all the details and I will not do that for obvious reasons. If the world knew an American was behind even half of what you have sent me, it would never recover, and that is before I have broken the security code. No one can ever know the truth of what has been done.”

	“No one will unless we fail.”

	“So many have been destroyed already and Reilly has given up so much,” Michél said. “I still remember how his declarations were first ridiculed. Regrettably, I must include myself.”

	“Director McNeal has also accessed the summaries and started the process to clear his name, provided we are successful in breaking that code. Mariner aside, we must know who is involved and what they have planned.”

	“What of the originals?” Michél asked.

	“Destroyed,” Dmitri answered. “It exists only in the complexities of Internet space where the three of us have access.”

	“We must see to it that our friend is victorious,” Michél added. 

	“We will all benefit from it. He is our ally in the fiercest sense of the word.”

	“I do not think Kovalenko understands this.”

	“He understands,” Dmitri said firmly to hide his doubt.

	“But does he care? You and I both know how Reilly floundered after being dismissed. Accused of something he did not and could never do. He does not know how to be anything but a soldier.”

	“He will see this to its end regardless of the outcome.”

	“I agree,” Michél said, “but the guilt of failure may break him this time.”

	“He continues to believe he is to blame.”

	“We know better but Director McNeal has also unfairly placed success on his shoulders so that only Reilly’s hands will be soiled. He has been alone for too long, doing this one task, with only remorse to keep him company.”

	“He is not alone anymore,” Dmitri offered.

	“No, he is not.” Michél did not hide the weariness in his voice. “You really believe she has those answers?”

	“In more ways than one.”


Chapter 24

	 

	Fair weather clouds, layered and feathered like the wings of a dove, floated against an expanse of blue and shadowed branches and leaves that littered the earth like paper through a shredder. Cool air had formed a thick blanket of mist where thin, smoky strands rose like ghostly spirits returning to heaven on the excited melodies of song birds broadcasting the night’s wreckage to the world. 

	Dani slowly awoke to their frantic calls and squinted at the narrow stream of bright light entering the cave. As the fog in her head started to lift with the breaking dawn, she was brought back to earth by the sound of a heartbeat beneath her ear. Her own heart fluttered when she realized Reilly’s left arm was draped gently around her waist. The warmth from his hand on her thigh radiated through her as if she were blanketed in his embrace.

	She closed her eyes again and, just for a moment, let the little piece that belonged only to him float to the surface. Exhaustion released it but no matter the desire, Dani pushed it back where it belonged. They had become good friends these past two days but she’d been his problem for almost two weeks and when this mission was over, he’d be gone. 

	She tried to sit without waking him but as soon as she lifted her head, he opened his eyes. She was too close to their depth and quickly looked away. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

	Reilly slid his arm off her hip. “Time to get moving anyway.”

	Dani gave him a half smile but groaned as she sat. The sleeping bag beneath them did not provide much comfort from the cold stone and her clothes were still wet. She ran her hands through her damp hair as Reilly woke, his eyes more intense as he came to full consciousness. She stopped when she realized the color was pulling her in. She closed her own to center her thoughts and took a deep breath. 

	Reilly grabbed his jacket and shook it out as Dani rummaged through the backpack for the last two bars. They never did eat last night and she was starving.

	Reilly held his up. “Cheers.” 

	“Oh, what I would do for a cup of hot tea or coffee,” Dani complained as she pressed her palms against her temple. She pulled two aspirins from the first aid kit. “My head is killing me.”

	Reilly popped half the bar in his mouth. “Caffeine withdrawal will do that. Coffee sounds good but you know what I could really go for? A huge plate of French toast.” He smiled fiercely. “Two thick pieces of sourdough bread, fried in a ton of butter until light and fluffy, smothered in cinnamon and syrup and powdered sugar with fresh strawberries on the side. I hate to brag, but mine is to die for.”

	Dani’s stomach growled loud enough for them both to hear. “I hate you,” she said as she stared at the bar. 

	Reilly laughed at the comment and the sound. “What’s your favorite thing to make for breakfast?”

	“Make?”

	“Yeah, do you have a specialty?” he asked while rolling up the filthy, damp sleeping bags.

	Dani popped the last bite in her mouth. “Um, that would be tea.”

	“That’s not breakfast.” 

	“It is when you don’t cook.” 

	He stopped mid-roll. “Wait, I saw you cooking with Emil.” 

	The memory of that night warmed Dani deeply but his comment made her laugh. “No, you saw me tasting the things he was cooking and plating food.” 

	“Oh, so your mother and father cooked, but you don’t? Isn’t that against some French or Italian law?” 

	Dani looked at him with a sideways grin. She was tired and hungry and only wanted to lie back down in his arms again. “No, wiseass, it isn’t and yes, they were excellent cooks. I spent lots of time watching them but it never sank in. I absorbed my mother’s gardening skills and was happy with clean up detail.”

	“Huh. Then I guess I’ll just have to teach you my secrets to French toast.”

	Dani’s stomach lurched when he flashed a big white smile. The feelings she tried so hard to control came rushing through like the winds from last night’s storm. The thought of him cooking breakfast for her with no shirt and sweats hung low left her speechless. She grabbed a clip from the backpack and pulled her hair up to divert her attention.

	Reilly picked up the tied bags. “Ready?”

	Happy she did not have to respond to the first offer, Dani pulled the backpack closed. “Ready.”

	“Good,” he said. “Let me show you what I found last night.”

	Debris slowed their climb but at the peak, Reilly pointed in the direction of the lake still hidden by fog and to the range beyond. He told Dani about the village he thought lay just beyond its first hill. They agreed that if they could keep a decent pace, they should reach the lake by mid-day and the range before nightfall. They had plenty of water but the bars were gone and this morning’s breakfast wouldn’t get them as far as he would really like. Reilly didn’t mention his secret agreement with Michél. The second plan was already in effect and another deadline would only cause her more worry. 

	The trip down the backside of the mountain was rougher than Reilly realized and they arrived at the lake past mid-day. They refilled their water bottles and Dani rested as Reilly surveyed the area around the lake. Dani was unusually quiet. “You good?” he asked.

	“Yeah,” she said. “Just thinking about my dad. Did you work with him a lot?”

	Reilly chose his words carefully. He couldn’t tell her about the secret meetings with her father outside the scope of work or the long, private discussions about the possibility of someone working against them. He’d never be able to give her a decent explanation as to why he didn’t believe Daniel sooner. He couldn’t give himself one either. 

	“Our paths crossed a few times,” Reilly said. “I can’t tell you why but I can tell you that Daniel was great. Intense. He was a perfectionist but wasn’t selfish.” 

	“That was him,” Dani said as they started again, “but only at work. At home, he only focused on us.” She paused then wiped her brow. “His laid back, carefree attitude irritated my extremely regimented mother to no end. I think…he enjoyed it.” She stopped for a moment and breathed deep. She squeezed her eyes shut and swallowed back the nausea before starting again but her legs trembled with each step. When she turned to say more, she collapsed in Reilly’s arms.

	Reilly carried her to a nearby rock and pulled out his compass to determine their direction. The village he noted days ago was supposed to be here. He cradled Dani as if she would break and swallowed back the overwhelming failure. It was toxic to who he was and what he stood for. It was the same unacceptable feeling he had at failing her father. 

	He removed her backpack and slung it over his right shoulder with the sleeping bags. As he lifted her over his left shoulder, memories came flooding back like high tide before a storm. They rolled with dark fierceness, crashed, and flipped him over until it was hard to breathe. Six years later, the images remained vibrant. Exploding rounds and gasoline still echoed in his ears. He could smell the smoke and gunfire through the crushing pain.

	It was supposed to be a simple extraction of a missing CIA agent. A rescue mission done many times before that, although taken seriously, could have been done with his eyes closed. He didn’t know they’d been set up. The team was meant to be collateral damage in O’Donnell’s real mission to destroy Daniel Tyler. 

	O’Donnell had personally tapped him for the extraction and Reilly got to hand pick the small rescue team. That always included Hank. He wanted no one else covering his six. He also needed a sniper skilled at the long shot. Trent Mariner was the best and he was more than happy to oblige. The missing agent would round out a four-man team.

	They had made it to the warehouse without a hitch. Its layout perfectly matched what was provided by O’Donnell. He and Hank came in from opposite sides and Mariner climbed in from the roof. With an eagle’s eye view, the sniper would take out any rat crawling below his position in the metal rafters.

	The place was deserted except for numerous shipping crates. They searched the first floor and found the agent hooded and bound to a chair behind a tower of boxes. He came to after Reilly untied the ropes around his wrists and ankles and removed the bloodied sack covering his head. With a left eye swollen shut and dried blood around his mouth, Daniel Tyler looked like the losing boxer after the tenth round.

	Reilly shifted Dani’s weight as the images continued. Success should’ve been inevitable but she depends upon the subtle dance between skill and timing. It’s a delicate one where each step must be carefully placed but when the dance is performed on a web of lies, a misstep and failure are all too certain. 

	Tyler had nodded yes to Reilly’s question that he could move but he was weak and needed support. It was Mariner who saw the first shadow, then the second, and signaled that they had company.

	Shots rang out from every direction. They took out several men entering from a side door as more entered from the front. The only escape was out the rear of the building. Reilly had signaled to Mariner and Hank to fall back when another shadow appeared behind them. Hank quickly eliminated the man then spun and scanned the way before another figure appeared from the right. Mariner handled him with ease from his perch high above but it was the figure that no one saw that caused all hell to break loose. 

	From outside the warehouse, the darkness was set ablaze by the trailing lights from a grenade launcher. It exploded the boxes beneath the rafters where Mariner was quickly descending. Reilly had been horrified as his teammate was blown across the room by a fireball of debris. He and Hank returned fire as they moved Tyler toward the exit. Once outside, they would swing around, find Mariner, and drag him home.

	Reilly had lifted Tyler up and under his arm, temporarily opening up his left flank; a move not lost on the enemy. Hank took the shot that saved their lives, but with his last few seconds of life, the dying gunman fired once more. It hit Hank left of his flak jacket. 

	Watching his brother fall felt like an eternity. Reilly’s memory moved in slow motion remembering the blood that poured from Hank’s twitching body. He had put Tyler down and crawled to his partner. Weak as it was, he still had a pulse. Reilly hoisted Hank onto his left shoulder, hoping the pressure would get him to the waiting fishing boat. He lifted Tyler to his feet by his shirt who, in turn, slung Hank’s weapon at his hip to match Reilly’s gun position. They got out of the building just in time to watch it explode. 

	Miraculously, they had made it to the dock without being seen. Reilly eased Tyler into the waiting boat and gently placed his brother on the deck. Hank came to, squeezed Reilly’s hand, and was gone. A yellow fireball cast the only light.

	That same glare from the high, afternoon sun pulled Reilly back to the present. Hoping his own stamina would hold as it did that night, he focused each step toward the next hill. He heard it before he saw it. 

	He looked left, then right, to determine the direction of the sound. He waited several minutes and when it came again, he quickened his pace. 

	Several yards away was a small animal. As it grabbed the short grass, the tiny bell around its neck tinkled gently. It didn’t run as he approached and in the distance, there were more. He carefully scanned the area and found his heart beating faster when, beyond the small hill of grazing sheep, he saw a house. 

	The farm was large by Russian standards and appeared to produce enough to sustain its owners while being commercially viable. The outer buildings were in need of repair but the main barn and house were neat and clean.

	Desperate for help, Reilly didn’t think about how he appeared as he approached the quiet home. A bull-shaped man stood in the doorway with a long black rifle pointed at his head 

	“Please,” Reilly said first in English, then Russian. “I need help.”

	The farmer kept his finger on the trigger. “Who are you? Where did you come from?” he demanded.

	Reilly’s Russian dialect did not match the farmer’s but Reilly understood his words. As he started to explain, they both turned as the man’s wife approached from the side yard. She was heavy set, like her husband, and by Reilly’s quick determination, both were somewhere probably in their mid-sixties. The man complained loudly when she asked what was wrong.

	“Yuri, put that gun down,” she scolded. “They need our help. Come. Bring her inside.”

	“Thank you ma’am,” Reilly said. “I’m sorry. She passed out. She needs something to eat.”

	The woman grabbed his arm. “Come. I am Maria. Explain to me what happened, my dear. Where did you come from? There are no roads for miles.”

	Reilly dropped the backpack and sleeping bags on the ground and brought Dani inside. He placed her on a small sofa as Maria disappeared into the kitchen. She brought back a wet cloth and handed it to Reilly before disappearing again.

	Books and papers littered the small living area as well as the kitchen counters. A box of sleeping kittens was nestled in the far corner near an oven that permeated the home with the heavenly smell of bread. Reilly’s stomach growled as he pressed the cloth against Dani’s forehead.

	Yuri remained just inside the entry with the gun in his grip and a scowl on his face. His wife gave him a look to be more pleasant but he ignored her silent plea and deepened his grimace as she pulled food from the tiny refrigerator.

	Reilly eyed Yuri carefully as he sat on the floor beside Dani and answered Maria’s questions. He didn’t blame the farmer. They were two filthy strangers crashing lunch. He was sure they smelled as bad as they looked but Maria was gracious. She brought him two glasses of juice and told him to drink first before focusing on Dani. He was lost in the smell of cooking potatoes and pork as Dani slowly woke.

	“There you are,” Maria cheered as Dani sat and got her bearings.

	“Where are we?” she asked Reilly while she eyed Yuri.

	“I’m not quite sure,” he whispered, “but we’re safe. And there’s food.”

	Dani smiled at Maria. “Thank you.”

	“Lunch is almost ready,” Maria said then nodded to Yuri who followed her. Muffled voices and heavy accents could be heard angrily discussing their guests and their situation.

	“I’m sorry,” Dani said as Reilly moved from a crouch to his knees. “Not only is this delay my fault but now I’m literally not carrying my own weight.”

	He held her hands as she tried to stand. She wobbled just a bit and leaned in to him. Her breath in his ear sent a direct current to his every cell like a welder’s white-hot flame. It wasn’t the time, but he let it envelope him. He’d tell her when the mission was done.

	“Stop,” he said. “It’s simple physiology. I have more muscle mass to feed on in starvation mode.”

	“What did you tell them?”

	“That we were in an accident and got lost,” he said. “I said we were trying to get to Paris by tomorrow for your sister’s wedding.”

	Dani’s mouth curled. “A different sister, right?”

	“Yes,” Reilly said and leaned his head to hers. “A better one.” 

	Reilly kept silent as they ate while Dani took the lead with a fabricated story so complete even he believed it. Like an award winning actress playing a part created just for her, she answered Maria’s questions without hesitation and followed the plot she staged from Reilly’s lead. He gave her a wink when she stole a quick glance at him for approval then engaged the reluctant Yuri in the conversation. Like a fairy weaving a magical spell, Dani charmed him until he finally grinned.

	With lunch finished, Yuri glanced at his wife and Dani then motioned for Reilly to follow. They really needed to start moving again and Reilly’s irritation was beginning to show. The clock to his backup plan was still ticking and there were too many miles to go. At minimum, he needed to a way to make a call. The farm had no phone. A best, he needed a way to get to Paris. Instead, Yuri led him across the yard to the neglected barn adjacent to the house. With peeling paint flaking in the sun and an unhinged door, it had been long abandoned and replaced by the larger barn housing newer farm equipment. 

	They stepped inside to the dank smell of rotting wood and damp soil. Glass from broken windows and empty oil cans littered the ground and rusted tools sat in silence, well past their usefulness, on a workbench that ran the length on the barn’s left wall. To the right, a large grey canvas, dusty and dirty, covered something indeterminable.

	Yuri motioned to Reilly to help him remove the heavy cloth. Beneath it was a black 1989 Series 300e Mercedes. Reilly stared in disbelief. 

	“To get you there in time,” the farmer said.

	The women entered the yard as the car rolled up to the house and Reilly breathed through another the punch to his chest. Yuri’s kindness and generosity had been the first. The second was because Dani was dressed in a short cotton dress printed with tiny blue flowers. He assumed it had belonged to Maria because of the extra material gathered up by her belt. He laughed when he got to her black combat boots, cleaned to a shine.

	She blushed at his grin. “I know, I look ridiculous but she insisted. I feel like a five year old playing dress up.”

	Not even close, Reilly thought.

	“She has a clean shirt for you, too.”

	Reilly grabbed the backpack and sleeping bags. “Did she pack the whole kitchen in here for us?”

	“Just about. She says I’m too skinny and wants me to eat.”

	Reilly recalled their dinner at the inn and his comment about her order. He followed her thin legs from the bottom of her dress to the top of her boots and was rendered helpless by the knockout punch delivered to his head. 

	Dani moved closer to him. The farmers didn’t speak English but she whispered anyway. “I took some of the cash we packed and left it on the counter. For lunch and the car.”

	“I knew you would,” Reilly said. And worth every penny.

	 

	 

	Dani had kept her composure during her performance but had pushed too hard. She was again exhausted. The tires’ steady hum on the road combined with the warm sunshine coming through the windshield brought sleep before the first hour had passed. 

	Reilly guessed that being petite sometimes had its advantages because she actually looked comfortable in the reclined seat. With her jacket as a pillow, she looked like a cat curled up on a windowsill. It took a conscious effort to keep his eyes on the road instead of her legs.

	In that warm, numbing silence, Reilly found himself thinking not just of her but of the events that had slowly culminated to this very moment. Events that now inexplicably tied them together. He could still see her father’s face telling him that they had been set up.

	“Who else knew about this mission?” Daniel panted through the pain. He shifted to lean against the wheelhouse so he was closer to Reilly.

	“Just me and my men.”

	“And O’Donnell,” the agent added.

	“You know as well as I do that others could be involved. Information comes from many channels. It can be intercepted.”

	The agent shook his head. “Not in this case. This was a special assignment. I worked alone and reported only to him. By secure means. No handlers. No meetings. Nothing. Only O’Donnell.” 

	“Come on, man, to what purpose?” 

	Daniel tried to focus in order to stay conscious. “Money.”

	“I don’t believe it. Even if it were true, nothing’s that simple.”

	“It is,” Daniel replied in short breaths. “You have no idea. The power it commands.”

	“We’ll talk about this later. We’re almost there. You need medical attention.”

	Before passing out, Daniel had insisted that Reilly delay reporting in. The only sound then had been the consistent rumbling of the boat’s engine, just like the car’s motor now, merging time and space. The facts were still not any clearer. 

	Visions flashed through his mind like camera bulbs on the red carpet: returning to base, a stretcher lifting the agent from the boat, Hank’s body zippered into a black bag, blood stained into his left shoulder that now bore the tribute to his best friend. He had honored the request and did not report in to O’Donnell until Daniel Tyler had his say. He divulged more details about his mission and his suspicions on the escorted trip home. 

	It took several failed missions of his own and Daniel’s death before Reilly truly believed. The only thing he didn’t have then was proof. Who and what methods he used to obtain that truth were his own business, as long as what he brought the director was definitive. Part of that proof now lay in Dmitri’s desk and was something he intended to keep hidden from Dani. It wouldn’t change anything and only destroy her if she knew her parents had been murdered by a man she trusted. 

	More unsettling was that Dani might hold the final key. Passed from father to daughter, they had an amazing bond. It was that bond, Daniel had explained to him then that had kept him from giving in to the helplessness and despair of being held captive. Dani’s determination held enormous meaning to Reilly but wasn’t enough to erase his guilt. 

	He pushed it away and prayed that Michél Charon had unlocked the information so Reilly could keep his secrets. He could send Dani home or someplace safe until this mission was done. It was where she should have always been but his gut wrenched. These delays were killing him in more ways than one. 

	Dani’s gasp pulled him back to reality and he reached for her with protective concern. Her eyes were as wide as saucers. “It’s okay,” he said.

	Fog from Dani’s dream seeped into her vision. She blinked twice, thankful that she had woken before she began screaming at the dark figure stalking her. She sat up and pulled her dress down over her knees, embarrassed that it had ridden so high. Reilly pulled his hand from her boot.

	“Sorry,” she said returning the seat upright then turning to the side window. She reached for her medallion and rubbed it between her thumb and forefinger. Come on, not now. I’m almost there. He trusts me. He’ll think I’m some weirdo. “Where are we?” she asked.

	“Almost at the Polish border.”

	“Was I asleep that long? You should’ve woken me. I can drive some.” She bit her bottom lip to force back the physical and mental weakness that would not let go.

	Reilly grinned. “I’m fine. We’ll stop soon though. I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry again.”

	He did look fine and Dani figured that was where his expert training came in. Training she didn’t have that was becoming more evident as they continued toward their destination.

	You’re not cut out for this job.

	She stole another quick glance at him and wondered what he really thought. She passed out not once but twice and she wished now that she had never told him about her training failure. He was kind that night but what else would he be? His Southern upbringing would dictate his politeness, his military training, his professionalism. The more she thought about how unprofessional she’d been, the more nauseous she became and the nightmares only added to her doubt. This was a man grounded in reality. He would never understand.

	She’d known from the beginning that her physical limitations would be an issue. It was why she took such time and care in marksmanship. It was the only level playing field where size didn’t matter. That wasn’t relevant now and her lack of mental training gnawed at her confidence. She was better suited behind the scenes. Like her mother. 

	My mother.

	Her mother wasn’t a field agent but as a Specialized Skills Officer, her work had been just as important as her father’s. Vivienne played a central part in an ensemble cast and just because she didn’t physically put her life on the line, she’d been responsible to those who did. People like her father and Reilly who are a special breed. 

	How could I forget that I’m my mother’s daughter, too?

	Reilly pulled the car off the road into an empty field. They got out and Dani dug out the food. She handed him a chunk of bread with a wedge of cheese that he used to anchor a map he found in the glove box to the hood of the car. Reilly split the bread and Dani popped a bite size piece in her mouth. The sun had disappeared on the increasing breeze and to the east, clouds signaled another approaching storm. Dani looked to the sky but wasn’t worried this time. “Can you tell where we are?” she asked.

	Reilly pointed to the roadmap taking his best guess based on the intermittent markers they had passed. “We should be at the German border by midnight,” he said. “If we don’t run into any problems there or at the French border, we could be in Paris by tomorrow afternoon.” Reilly noticed her contentment change to concern. “We might be behind in the count but we’re not out yet. Michél will be there, I promise.”

	“I may not be seasoned but I know that’s not how this game is played. There are protocols for a reason.”

	Reilly smiled. “It’s my personal arrangement with him.” 

	Dani raised an eyebrow and stopped chewing. A small scowl appeared on her face. 

	“I know what you are thinking,” he said. “I haven’t lied. It was just a secret.”

	Her frown only deepened. “Splitting hairs, aren’t you?”

	“My contingency plan,” he winked. “It’s not my first time up at bat.”

	“But it is for me,” she said. Her shoulders dropped and she looked away. “I’m sorry if I’m dragging you down or this out.”

	Reilly held the map in place with one hand and placed the other on her arm. “Don’t think for one minute that you’re holding us back,” he said. “I may have thrown a quick pitch back there but you swung for the fences. We wouldn’t have this ride if you hadn’t hit a grand slam and I’m not saying this just to blow smoke up your skirt.”

	Reilly watched something click in her head as a full smile came to her face. It encompassed her whole body, crept beneath his skin, and latched on to something deep within that he had convinced himself long ago couldn’t be reached. He wanted to do and say so many things to erase the hurt that was so evident in the story she told the farmers. A made up tale based on all the things she truly wanted. A family. A place to belong. He wondered how it was possible she could be so strong yet so vulnerable. She was driving him crazy.

	“Thanks, I really needed to hear that. I guess I’m getting there slowly,” she said.

	Reilly quietly rejected her statement. No, honey, you have already arrived.

	 


Chapter 25

	 

	Mariner glided his bike slowly through the city streets and while history and beauty meant nothing to him, he took his time as if it did. He pulled the bike onto a side street before reaching the Paris city center. 

	He walked along the roundabout and approached the underground tunnel using the entrance on the Champs-Élysée. He paid for a ticket and climbed the steps to the viewing platform atop the Arc de Triomphe to view the City of Lights.

	He felt as alive as the chaos and motion on the streets below. He was visible yet invisible, able to move within and against the world. It was pure bliss. On one side, the Eiffel Tower, the old, the traditional, beckoned him to remember where he came from. On the other, the business district was alive with a new way of thinking and doing. It represented everything he was about to become. The city was an example of past, present, and future living in harmony and for the first time, he was content. A girl smiled at him and caught him by surprise. He would definitely keep the dark hair.

	He returned to the bike and rode towards the Fifth Arrondissement, Paris’s Latin Quarter. He parked a short distance from the Rue Mouffetard where store fronts lined the old Roman road with red and blue awnings to form a blended sea of colors covering carts of fresh produce, cheese and specialty shops. An elderly woman carrying a worn cloth bag eyed him suspiciously as he walked among the thinning crowd. 

	With the market place winding down, locals and tourists alike hurried to make their final purchases of the day. He walked with purpose amongst the vendors looking for one in particular. There was no time to browse. He entered a store under a maroon-colored awning advertising Fromage in bright white letters. The rich aroma of aged cheese artfully arranged on wooden tables and inside glass cases filled his senses. He loved Paris for this reason only.

	A stout little man wearing a white apron froze as Mariner locked the door and before he could round the counter, Mariner slipped in beside him. “Bonjour, mon amí, do you have something for me today?” 

	The man stuttered and mumbled something incoherent until Mariner produced his gun. 

	“Ouí, ouí,” the proprietor replied. “I didn’t recognize you at first, mon amí. It has been a long time.” He fished a roll of bills from the day’s sales from the front pocket of his apron.

	“Been busy,” Mariner said as he estimated the amount. “Have you forgotten our arrangement?”

	“No, no, of course not.”

	“You’re a bit short.”

	The man twitched and wrung his hands. “Ouí, desolé, I’m sorry. The economy is very bad. It is all I have today.”

	Mariner shoved the money in his right pocket and the gun in his left. He picked up a knife with his right hand and sliced off a chunk of creamy cheese. The quality melted in his mouth and he nodded his pleasure. 

	“Are you sure it’s just the economy?” Mariner asked. “The streets seem pretty busy to me. People are in and out of your shop constantly. I’ve been watching.” 

	The proprietor politely offered him another wheel to try. “There are many bills, you understand, ouí?” He removed a corner of the wax covering. “Try this. It arrived today.”

	The assassin nodded and surgically sliced another wedge. The knife moved like an extension of his hand. It was a marvelous blend but not enough to be distracting. 

	“You mean many debts,” Mariner offered while silently asking for another taste. “Seems you haven’t learned debt management and have forgotten your promises. I hear the cards haven’t been kind again yet you continue to double down.”

	“No, I have not forgotten what you did for me. It benefited many of us actually. No one misses that card-cheating shark.”

	“Always a pleasure to bring such happiness to so many,” Mariner said gleefully and sliced another sample.

	The man twitched as he grabbed a different wedge from a glass case, this one with a stronger bite and aged to perfection. With his eye on the patron’s hand and his voice sincere, he offered a new sample. “Please take what you want. I promise to have what I owe you by the end of the week. We may even have another job for you if you have the time.”

	Mariner chuckled and nodded as color returned to the man’s face and he chuckled, too. “I’m in such a good mood today, how about we call it even,” he said as he fired two silenced shots into the proprietor’s chest from the hand that had never moved from his left pocket.

	Like the Eiffel Tower, this man was the past. It was time to focus on the future. He filled his belly with the shop’s newest product while the man bled out. 

	Dessert would be served by two more calls he would make tonight.



	
Chapter 26

	 

	The route to civilization was as barren as the forests they’d hiked. It was more dirt path than road with deep divots and gullies for guardrails but according to the map, the most direct. Near midnight the skies opened up with torrential rains. 

	Reilly slowed the Mercedes to a crawl, all the while adding up the hours in his head. Mud and water flooded the road making it impossible to navigate. They agreed that they had to find somewhere safe to pull over but they were literally in the middle of nowhere. 

	If he believed in such things, Reilly could be convinced that forces beyond his control didn’t want him to succeed. He was close to his breaking point. One more delay could do it.

	Damn this to hell, he thought as he twisted his hands around the steering wheel. He had no idea what was going on in Paris, if the code had been broken, or who was still hunting him. There were no homes or businesses or phones in this remote area, let alone a place to buy one.

	It was ten, tense miles more before they came upon a small neon light poking a hole in the darkness. Just beyond the headlights, a vacancy sign outside a small motel glowed through the pitch. Only Dani breathed a small sigh of relief. Two rows of one-story buildings were ratty and withered, regardless of the pouring rain. 

	If Reilly truly had any other choice, he would’ve kept going until they found something more suitable, but they needed to get off the road until the rain let up. They also needed sleep. 

	A man sitting behind a high counter in the shabby office trailer put down his newspaper and squinted at the approaching lights through the dirt-streaked door. He stood to fully expose a sleeveless t-shirt stretched to capacity around his very large stomach then crushed his cigarette in an overfilled ashtray.

	Reilly put the car in park but left the car running with the headlights on. He reached for the backpack behind him and fished out the remaining cash. “Stay here.” 

	Dani simply nodded. Something about this storm and its blackness was unsettling and she couldn’t shake the heaviness. Through the glass, she watched the man shake his head, his greasy hair falling across his forehead, when Reilly held up two fingers. He unrolled another bill but the man shook his head again. She took another look around the lot. Maybe he would let them park here.

	Reilly sprinted back through the downpour, jumped in, and furiously yanked the door closed. “Stupid ass.”

	“Does he have room?” she asked.

	Reilly ran his hand through his wet hair. “Apparently, only one,” he complained. “I tried to tell him we needed two but either he didn’t understand or didn’t want to. I don’t speak Polish so I’m not sure.”

	“I don’t either,” she sighed as she grabbed the room key from him. “Where is it?”

	“Around back.” 

	Reilly was annoyed, tired, and soaked, and had no idea what kind of room they would find. If it looked anything like the inner office, they would sleep in the car. While he could sleep anywhere, he wouldn’t subject Dani to the filth of a seedy motel room. He was sure the rock enclosure they endured was cleaner.

	He pulled the car into the parking space in front of the room that matched the number on the key. He grew angrier when he saw that the lot was empty but said nothing to Dani. He grabbed the backpack and made a quick dash with her. 

	A small overhang above the door provided no real relief from the driving rain as Dani fiddled with the key in the loose door knob. She forced the door open and felt around the grimy wall to her left for the light switch. A lamp on the room’s only nightstand glowed orange with age to reveal a small room that was old and worn but surprisingly neat. Stained wood paneling, popular back home during the nineteen-sixties, covered each wall. A small coat closet to the left of the entry held several metal hangers on a rusted steel bar. Opposite them, a full-sized bed was placed against the wall. The bathroom was to its right.

	Reilly cringed. Their sleeping arrangement in the cave was one thing. This was entirely something else. Dani had stepped in front of him so he couldn’t read her expression. “I’ll sleep on the floor,” he offered.

	Dani turned to face him. “Don’t be an idiot. Only God knows what’s in this rug and I’m sure He wishes He didn’t.” She took two steps toward the bed and pulled off the thin orange and brown flowered quilt. “It’s no different than the ground. We’ll just be comfortable.” She gave him a sleepy smile and held up the bed coverings. “Which one do you want? They both seem clean and thankfully, I don’t see any bed bugs.”

	Reilly opened his mouth to protest but knew she was in no mood to entertain any excuse he could come up with. He grabbed the sheet from her and plopped down on the room’s only chair.

	Dani grabbed the backpack he had set on the floor. “Be out in a minute.”

	The bathroom was just as worn. Iron stains covered the bottom of the sink and toilet, though Dani was grateful for the roll of toilet paper next to it. As respectful as they had been of each other’s privacy, relieving herself in the open had been mortifying. She turned on the faucet looking for hot water, dug out a toothbrush from the backpack, then reached for the thin rags that passed for a towel and washcloth. The dry, dusty paper on the small piece of soap crumbled at her touch. She washed her face and ran the cloth across her exposed skin. A shower in the rusted metal stall was out of the question. 

	She had meant what she said about their sleeping arrangements but the grey, pitted mirror reflected an obviously nervous woman. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 

	Now who’s the idiot? It’s just sleep. 

	“All yours,” she said when she brought the bag out to Reilly. His elbows were on his knees with his head resting in his hands. He had already hung up his jacket and although they were still on, unlaced his boots. Dani sat on the bed beside the crumpled quilt, her knees almost touching his. They both jumped when a violent crack of lightning struck something nearby. 

	Dani pushed against her fear at Reilly’s evident concern. These unending delays, and her role in them, were obviously causing this mission to fail. His mission. Her fault. When he closed the bathroom door, she slipped off her dress and boots, wrapped the thin, ugly quilt up under her arms, and curled up in a ball. She was asleep before her head hit the pillow.

	Reilly removed his shirt and turned on the water. In the chipped, pocked mirror stood a man he didn’t recognize. He didn’t know how it happened. Dani had worried about measuring up and being professional. Now all he could think about were very unprofessional things. The bed made no difference. It was just the timing and again, her words echoed in his ear.

	Her timing had been perfect.

	He thought of her unbelted dress hanging on her thin frame like an oversized curtain. Beneath it, her black tank fit snug against her soap-scented skin and he had no idea how he would lie beside her tonight. No matter what she said, it wasn’t the same as the ground because he wasn’t the same. Three days with her had changed him and there was no going back. He wanted her, all of her, but not like this. 

	He finished but left the bathroom light on with the door slightly ajar. He placed the pack on the chair and rounded the bed. Through the filthy blinds, he checked the pitch once more and calculated the time. Lightning flashed in the distance, like intermittent laughter taunting him with what else could go wrong. The only thing right was already asleep.

	The compressor beneath the window spewed more noise than cool air and rattled against the steel cover like Jacob Marley’s chains before disengaging with the same ferocity. Reilly paused to watch Dani breathe just as he had done for the past two nights. He wondered what he would do when that was no longer possible. 

	He climbed in bed and closed his eyes for what felt like only a moment before a guttural scream bolted him awake, his heart ready to burst through his chest. Instinctively, his right hand grabbed the KA-BAR field knife he had wedged between the mattress and frame. There was nothing there except Dani sitting upright, panting. The quilt puddled around her waist but she didn’t seem to notice. He gently touched her back and called her name as she stared at the entry door and didn’t respond. 

	Reilly dropped the knife and repositioned himself in her sight line. He softly touched her knee and called her name again. She turned to face him with eyes that held a blackness like that found in death and with trembling fingers, touched the middle of his forehead in search of something that was not there. He slipped his thumb in her palm, took hold of her hand and more forcibly called her name.

	She blankly searched his face then let go of the terror that held her captive when she found his eyes. Her breath hitched and she sucked a mouthful of air.

	“You’re fine. I’m right here. You just had a nightmare.” He wrapped his left arm around her back as he held her hand. Her body shook like the leaves on the trees that were being beaten by the storm. She squeezed her eyes shut. 

	“Daniella, do you hear me?”

	She nodded as reality finally seeped through the voices in her head and the image of dripping blood from Reilly’s forehead faded away. Drained and weak, her heart was shattered. Not only was she incompetent and a burden, he now knew she was a freak.

	“I’m sorry,” she stammered, “I woke you up. You’re right. It was just a bad dream.”

	Reilly pulled her closer, his skin touching her bare shoulders. “It’s okay,” he whispered in her ear. “You’re safe.”

	No, echoed in her head and filled her ears. It couldn’t drown the reverberating laughter that hung in the room like pure evil. It had followed her to him. It was easy, it told her. She had distracted him and he was dead because of her. She wanted nothing more than to lie down in his arms but venom seeped through every cell to kill any idea of ever being with him. She pulled away and wiped her eyes with her fingertips. “I just need some water.”

	“Let me get it for you,” he said.

	“No, I’m okay.” She gathered the quilt up to her waist. “Go back to sleep. We have a few more hours.” 

	Dani stood next to the bed for only a moment. She wanted to touch him once more, to reassure herself that he was indeed whole but knew if she did, she might not let go. If that happened and he responded, she’d become the distraction she now feared. She wouldn’t allow the nightmare to solidify and grab root in this world. She closed the bathroom door and sat wrapped in the quilt on the floor, overwhelmed by the images. 

	It had come fast and furious like being dropped into a horror movie at the climax. Dani could only watch as black clouds twisted and rolled in and over each other until they formed a man-like shape. It had no discernable face but was tall and wide and floated, unaffected by the rain, toward the office trailer. It lingered only a moment before moving outside the light and toward the rooms reserved for guests. She heard its thoughts, saw what it saw. Their car sat boldly in the empty lot broadcasting their location like a white flag of surrender but there was no surrender this time, only elimination. The cloaked figure seemed to grin with ultimate satisfaction. It drew its weapon, placed a boney hand on the doorknob and quietly entered the room. Lightning flashed and thunder crashed as it fired. 

	She sobbed into the fabric to stifle the sound until her chest ached. Everything she loved was gone and although Reilly wasn’t hers, she couldn’t lose him, too. She thought about how easily they had moved together and how, with everything against them, she was making her way only because of him. Regardless of any promise to help, she wouldn’t keep it if it meant Reilly’s death. It would be the first one she ever broke but he would be safe only if she was gone. She didn’t understand why they needed her in the first place. She had told them everything she knew. There was nothing else to say.

	An hour passed before Dani pulled herself together. Reilly was asleep with his back to her and she choked on another sob when she noticed the chair positioned under the doorknob. The gesture was as sweet as leaving on the bathroom light. 

	She gently crawled on the bed, thankful the old springs did not betray her. Lying on her side to face him, she clenched her pillow. The desire to wrap her arms around him, to feel his warmth and know he was alive fought with the desire to run away. As his back rose and fell with each breath, she followed each muscular groove from the top of his shoulder to the top of the sheet wrapped around his waist. 

	The glow from the bathroom cast enough light for her to follow the outline of the Japanese dragon tattooed boldly in his skin. Its pointed face, long red tongue and black whiskers stared fiercely from the center of his wide shoulder blade. Two gold horns protruding from its head added to its menacing look but strangely, she found it comforting not frightening.

	Because I’m abnormal. 

	The beast’s long, lean body, covered with scales in alternating colors of forest and olive green, encircled the top of his wide shoulder and muscular upper arm. The tip of its tail was strategically looped around the top of his bicep, latched on forever, like the friend it represented. 

	Protruding from the dragon’s moss green belly, front legs, thick and gnarled, were inked with symbols. On the right, a Celtic cross sat encircled in Irish tradition by an eternal knot dotted with trinity knots. On the left, Japanese symbols honored a fallen hero. In its claws, one large talon held a lightning bolt, the symbol from the Ranger’s tab, while the other gripped a semi-furled American flag. 

	The symbolism of the entire tattoo said a lot about the man who died, and the man it belonged to. A man who belonged only to his brothers and his country. A man whose sole focus was only ever on his mission. A man she would admit to no one she could love.

	Dani followed the black outlines and embedded colors until she fell asleep imaging herself beneath the dragon, protected from harm. 

	 

	*****

	The room was eerily quiet when Reilly woke to the faint grey morning seeping through the dirty blinds and Dani wrapped in his arms. Skin to skin, he selfishly drank in the warmth of her hand resting on his chest and her legs entwined in his. Every fiber within wanted to wake her with the passion he’d been holding back but the demons of call and duty relentlessly hammered his brain. There was also the question of her response. She read his file, knew what he was, or what he had been. At minimum, it would make the job difficult. Worse, it would ruin their friendship. He wouldn’t take either chance.

	He closed his eyes to relish the warmth of her body, her scent, and the love. He opened them when he realized the truth. There was no pretending it wasn’t there, no making excuses for it. Dani looked beautifully content and his heart overflowed in the quiet light of the early morning. This really was his favorite time of day.

	He slid his left arm out from beneath her pillow carefully and rolled back. So many times he had done this same thing to slip away from the woman sharing his bed without waking her. Now, he wanted nothing more than to stay. This time, payback was cruel. He dressed without making a sound then stepped outside to the fresh morning air.

	The slight click of the door woke Dani with a start. Her eyes flew open but she lay frozen beneath the quilt as her heart raced and pounded against her ribs. She slowly reached her hand out to touch the crumpled sheet and found it still warm. She bolted up and looked around but Reilly wasn’t there. She grabbed her dress from the floor and slammed the bathroom door. 

	Timing was everything and these delays could cause his demise. She had to keep up. She rinsed her face and took one last look in the mirror. She was still a mess but now more determined to do what she had to do to get this job done. She prayed Michél had found the password so she could quickly move out of Reilly’s life and leave this all behind her. She would start a new life and be content with loneliness. She’d done it before and would do it again if it meant he’d be safe. He had saved her life. It was her turn to step up, be like him, and focus. 

	She was sitting on the bed lacing her boots when Reilly returned. “I’m ready. I’m sorry I overslept.”

	“You didn’t,” he said then smiled. “Just a bad habit. When you’ve been responsible for the lives of the men you’re giving orders to for as long as I was, you tend not to sleep. I’m always up first making sure everything is the way I left it the night before.” 

	“And is it?” she asked. Reilly hesitated, as if he were considering something, and she offered a silent prayer that he wouldn’t ask about her nightmare. 

	“Well, it stopped raining and I found a road marker down the way a bit. We’re at the German border but we need to change tactics. If we use the autobahn mainline routes, we’ll make better time. It’ll put us out there, but at this point, I think we can safely fly under the radar of anyone who might still be watching.”

	Dani’s nerves jumped into high gear. A change could either cause the vision to come true or be enough to alter the outcome. She was now second guessing everything but either way, they had to get there today. She had no choice except to agree but asked him the most pressing question. “What are we going to do about the French border?”

	“I haven’t figured that out yet. We’ll have to put our heads together and think about it on the way.” 

	Dani gave Reilly a weak smile in return to his strangely blissful grin. Part of her rejoiced that he was including her in the decision process. It was something Viktor had never understood. Reilly stood there confident – not arrogant or authoritative – but unafraid, and Dani finally understood. With each operation, every consideration had to be weighed, every scenario played out; some very quickly. Each choice, no matter how big or small, had the potential to affect the outcome. This was a highly critical mission but her emotions were getting in the way. She had to be more like him so they were not a distraction.



	
Chapter 27

	 

	Michél Charon sat at the same small table at the tiny outdoor café just as he had done yesterday and the day before, two hours before to one hour after sunset as secretly agreed. His third cup of tea had gone cold while he studied the week’s reports from around the city on his Blackberry. An unusual uptick in murders in several districts known for illegal gambling, drugs, and prostitution had him most disturbed. A known kingpin was dead as were some of his soldiers, all who happened to be named in O’Donnell’s papers. He didn’t believe in coincidences. He needed Reilly’s input.

	He anxiously checked his watch for the hundredth time. The gnawing in his stomach grew stronger with each minute that passed until a familiar voice doused the fire.

	“Pardon, monsieur. Quelle heure est-il?”

	Michél turned and breathed. He grabbed Dani and lifted her up in a hug. Drops of happiness hung on her lashes while she wrapped her arms around his neck. Michél held her for longer than he intended just to make sure she was real and released her only when Reilly cleared his throat. 

	“Hey, what about me?” Reilly asked.

	Michél gripped Reilly’s shoulders then hugged him fiercely. “I was beginning to think I would never see you again.” 

	“Almost,” Reilly admitted quietly as Michél released his hold.

	“Come, let’s get you settled. There is a lot to discuss but first, I think, showers are in order, ouí? I love you both but you really are offensive.” Michél handed Dani a small white bag. Inside were four chocolate macaron cookies. 

	“You remembered,” she said and pulled one out for Reilly.

	He toasted his to hers before popping the confection in his mouth and savoring the flavor of her favorite cookie. “Ah, chocolate. Now I get it.” Dani gave him a delighted smile.

	“Of course,” Michél said studying their exchange. “Though the girls will be very disappointed there are no pastries tonight.” He gave her another kiss on her head.

	On the Avenue Montaigne, the Hotel Plaza Athénée boasted a multitude of red and white flowers in full bloom that spilled from embellished cement planters and iron trellises at each window. Exquisitely endowed with the finest materials, the hotel catered to the most discriminating patrons. The finest crystal shone brightly against brass fixtures and richly woven carpets and draperies.

	Guests in the lobby scoffed at the downtrodden strangers checking in with a professionally-dressed man. They turned up their noses and unapologetically spoke loud enough to be heard. The doorman looked twice at the unkempt woman. “Daniella!” he called and followed them to the front desk.

	Reilly protectively stepped closer to her. Short in stature, the young man’s small grey eyes sat close to a long, narrow nose. His thin face was pale and sickly making him appear older than he probably was but Dani greeted him with a warm smile and extended hands.

	“Bonjour, James, comment allez-vous?” She kissed both his cheeks.

	The man judged Reilly up and down with disgust. “Bien, but what happened to you?” 

	“Working, that’s all,” Dani said. “Let me introduce you.”

	James ignored Reilly’s offered hand and continued holding Dani’s. “How long are you staying?” he asked.

	Reilly’s unease blared at Dani and she pulled back. “I don’t know, but we’ll catch up later, I promise.”

	James straightened his shoulders. “Certainement.” He eyed Reilly again and jealously watched her board the elevator with him and the police commander.

	“Who was that?” Reilly asked Dani as Michél swiped the card for the penthouse and handed them their passports.

	“Just an old friend,” she said. “I gave him some help when he needed it that’s all. Let’s just say he’s still very grateful.” 

	Reilly wondered just how grateful and looked to Michél who, without comment, remained engrossed by the knuckles on his hands.

	Within moments, the door opened on the hall of the Presidential suite and they stepped inside to a living area beautifully decorated in a Louis XIV style. Evoking all the romance of historical Paris, overstuffed sofas and chairs blended smartly with furniture of the period while expertly draped silk, in soft, soothing colors of creams and blues hung elegantly at each window. A period table was set for dining at one end and business at the other. To the left, a masculine bedroom had been prepared and beyond that was a small galley kitchen. The bedroom on the right was designed with traditional baroque furnishings and lace accompaniments to satisfy any fussy female. Before Dani and Reilly could get comfortable, Michél immediately ordered them to their respective rooms. 

	Reilly finished quickly and found Michél sitting at the dining table, deep in thought. The Commander stood and stepped forward to again embrace him. 

	“Much better,” Michél said. 

	“Much. Thanks for everything.”

	Michél frowned as he rested against the table. “I was really starting to worry.”

	“Yeah, me, too.”

	“First, how did you manage our border? Alert levels have been raised.”

	Reilly’s mouth curled. Slipping through Germany had been uneventful. Closer to the French border, they changed tactics, got on local roads, and headed toward a lesser-used crossing Reilly had found on the map. The idea came to him as Dani cradled the backpack while searching for a snack. Another perfect performance, as a pregnant woman about to pop, was exceptionally wicked. She wore his leather jacket to hide the outline of the pack beneath her unbelted, oversized dress. Her screams and curses at him for touching her in the first place rattled both guards who had no intention on delivering any babies especially with a hospital only one kilometer inside the border. They had laughed for miles.

	“Creatively,” Reilly said. “Have you contacted Dmitri yet?” 

	“No, I wanted to talk to you first. What the hell happened?”

	“Good, don’t, not yet anyway. Irina set us up. We were ambushed not five hours out. Dani took out the first guy but we almost crashed with the second. It had nothing to do with this mission, only with Dani.”

	“He will lose his mind,” Michél said. “Dmitri can contain neither his men nor his daughter and both have made my job harder than it needs to be. His team is here now working on phase two. You know this, yes?”

	Reilly didn’t hide his irritation. “I really don’t need to be reminded.”

	“Problems with Kovalenko?” 

	“Always.”

	“He is most, unconventional.”

	“You don’t need to play nice around me,” Reilly said. “The man’s a menace. I can only imagine the problems he’s caused you with his unconventional ways. I have even less use for him now after what Dani has told me. What he did to her, how he treated her, is inexcusable. I don’t know what Dmitri was thinking.”

	“So, what do you think of our girl?” Michél chuckled. 

	Reilly stiffened. “I’m trying not to.”

	He raised an eyebrow and slapped Reilly on the back. “So, she got to you? Did you work the old Reilly charm?”

	Reilly became even more irritated as his reputation reared its ugly head once again. “No. I’m not saying I didn’t want to. I just couldn’t.”

	Michél leaned against the table’s edge. “Well look at that.”

	“What?”

	“Nothing.”

	“Then stop looking at me like that,” Reilly said and sat beside his friend. Michél’s silent smirk made him feel like a teenager being teased. “I’ve never met anyone like her. The odds were stacked against us but she was amazing. Except for freaking me out last night, I couldn’t have asked for a better partner.”

	“A partner?” Michél teased but Reilly’s tone said he was deeply troubled by something else entirely. “What happened last night?” 

	“I don’t know exactly. She woke up screaming from a nightmare but somehow it seemed more than that. She wouldn’t talk about it and didn’t come back to bed until after I’d fallen asleep.”

	“Bed? I thought you didn’t sleep with her.”

	“Who are you, my father? I told you nothing happened. We slept that’s all. It just happened to be in the same bed.”

	Michél raised an eyebrow. “And nothing happened? I am truly amazed.” Michél chuckled and slapped Reilly’s leg. Neither had a chance to comment further. 

	Dressed in dark washed jeans and a white cashmere sweater, Dani entered the room looking refreshed and relaxed. Bright pink polish covered her toenails and whether it was from the bath or the fact that they finally made it to Paris, she appeared to glow like the gold medallion resting on her chest. 

	“Such serious faces,” she said. “I’m sorry I made you wait.” 

	“With the way you smell my dear, you could have taken another hour and we would not have minded,” Michél said ramping up his accent. He reached for and kissed her hand.

	Dani laughed and kissed his cheek. “Handsome and charming. This is why Lisette has tolerated you for so long. You will thank her for my favorites, won’t you?”

	“Of course,” he replied. “I ordered room service, a little of everything, just as you like. If you are ready, I would like to get started.”

	“I just need a cup of tea,” she said.

	“I’ll get it for you,” Reilly offered. “Black right?”

	Michél nodded a silent thank you and watched Dani’s expression change as Reilly disappeared into the kitchen. He grabbed her hands and pulled her close.

	“How are the girls?” Dani asked. She needed some sort of normalcy, something good and innocent to focus on.

	“They are well. Giselle is six and half and Sofia is three.”

	“Can’t forget that half, right?”

	“Ouí, I am reminded daily how important it is,” Michél said.

	A tear started but was quickly blinked away. “Give them a kiss for me?” she asked.

	“I will,” Michél said, “but how are you? Truly.”

	Looking up at his lean, six-foot frame, Dani studied her friend’s handsome face. Michél Charon never seemed to age. Earthen skin that reminded her of cream-laden coffee held almond shaped eyes behind wireless glasses. The black hair on his beautifully shaped head was trimmed almost to his scalp. It was a kind face with a sincere smile that she had known all her life. He shared her happiness and consoled her misery but his smile today was replaced by concern through deep, dark eyes that squinted beneath thick, black brows. 

	“I’m okay, I guess,” she sighed. 

	Michél examined her face. “You do not look okay.”

	“These last few weeks have been rough.”

	“Reilly said you were amazing. That he would not be here if it were not for you. I am very proud of you.” He lightly kissed her forehead.

	Dani’s eyes moistened. “It’s really the other way around. I’d be dead if it weren’t for him. I’ve messed his mission up so badly, I don’t even know how to begin to thank him for tolerating me. I tried, but I’m not made like he is.”

	“Reilly has many years invested in this operation and whether you know it or not, it is one that you are both responsible for now. Do not underestimate him or yourself and as far as a thank you, you are half French so I am sure you will think of something proper. Now, tell me about last night.”

	Dani grew cold at the thought and pulled away. “He told you?”

	“As he so eloquently put it in his American slang, you freaked him out.” 

	Dani swallowed hard. Because that’s what I am, and now he knows. Michél knew all about her nightmares and how fierce and paralyzing they could be until time or the event had passed. “His death is going to be my fault,” she said. “Someone or something will get to him because of me. Michél, I cannot allow that to happen, not after all he has given up.”

	“You care about him then?” 

	“He’s in danger if I stay. Please tell me that you found what you need and you both can finish this without me.”

	Michél held her hand firmly but shook his head. “I am sorry, Daniella. We need your help. Reilly risked everything to get you here for good reason. Leaving now would be a slap in his face.”

	Friend or not, Dani forgot how blunt and direct Michél could be when working but she dug in. “I still don’t understand what more I can add. I’m second guessing everything now. We’re late because of me. Your secondary plans are in place because of me. What will any of this matter if he winds up dead because of me?”

	“There are always costs in this business, you know that and so does Reilly but you do not give us enough credit. We will get Mariner here, in Paris. Then, you can go on with your life.”

	Dani shuttered at his words. 

	“Where that is and who it includes depends upon you,” he said. “Now, pull yourself together and dig down for that Tyler courage. We have a lot to do.” Michél released her when the doorbell chimed. 

	The momentary comfort from the hot bath instantly disappeared. Dani desperately needed something to make her warm again and got her answer twofold when Reilly returned. 

	Dressed in black slacks and a grey dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, she finally noticed his shaved face and the brightness in his deep blue eyes. It was selfish, but part of her wanted only to crawl inside the safety of his arms and forget about everything. The louder, stronger part, told her to run to keep to him safe. She could do neither.

	She wrapped her hands around his when he offered the mug and held onto them for a moment. She pushed away her doubt and pulled down on the mug so he would lower his head. The smell of his cologne seeped into her veins and added the warmth she was looking for. She closed her eyes, moved closer to him and softly kissed his cheek. It would have to be enough. 

	“Thank you, for everything,” she whispered in his ear.

	Reilly put his head to hers and breathed her in. “I should be thanking you,” he said then let her step back as Michél called them over to eat. 

	James had placed himself in charge of overseeing the setup. In dramatic flair, he explained the items on the cart and gracefully handed Dani a plate intent on serving her everything she wanted. 

	Reilly and Michél filled their own plates then sat down at the dining table where Reilly watched James position himself beside Dani and commandeer the conversation with the events of his life since she had last visited. Dani was confined to standing and eating.

	“She’s being very gracious to the staff,” Reilly said without hiding his suspicion. “So, fill me in.”

	“You will find her always gracious but James is a special pet project,” Michél whispered. 

	Reilly immediately thought of Manny’s comment about strays.

	“A year ago, Daniella was here working when she was mugged,” Michél said.

	Reilly grunted. “Let me guess.”

	“She chased him for two blocks and caught him.”

	The mental image made Reilly grin.

	“Then instead of pressing charges and sending him to jail, she got him help.” 

	“I’m sure you helped with that,” Reilly said.

	“Only a little. The rest was Daniella. She got James into a drug treatment program, helped him stay clean, and got him this job. She always stays here when she is in Paris.” Michél patted Reilly’s hand. “They are just friends. Nothing to worry about.”

	Reilly quickly pulled his hand away. “You’re not funny.” 

	Michél quietly gloated as he finished his meal. 

	“He seems a bit full of himself,” Reilly commented.

	“Around Daniella, ouí. Like most men will do when a beautiful woman pays them any attention, he has confused her kindness with interest.”

	Reilly snorted. “What does he do here besides monopolize her time?” 

	Michél chuckled at the not-so-subtle interrogation. “General duties. Doorman, porter, room service. Tasks where he can do the least damage. They give him a lot of leeway because of Daniella’s loyalty to the hotel and her friendship with the owners. What he will not tell her is that he is on probation again.”

	Reilly raised an eyebrow to question why.

	“He was caught smoking marijuana on the job,” Michél said.

	“Dumb ass. After all she’s done for him?”

	“He has grand delusions of being concierge here but until he can keep his nose clean and learn any other language but his own, his delusions will remain just that. Unless he is fired first.”

	They returned their plates to the cart nearest to Dani when they had finished. Michél interrupted and sent James a look that it was time to leave. 

	“I’m sorry about that,” she said to both men but turned to Michél. “He is still very insecure.”

	“Did you at least have enough to eat?” Michél asked as he motioned them to the table.

	Dani nodded but was more concerned with Reilly’s silence as Michél opened up the laptop. It was a glaring reminder to them both that Reilly was no longer in charge. And it was her fault. Michél jumped right to work in spite of her obvious misgivings.

	“While we do not have proof that Mariner is here, a team is in place working the private and public channels to flush him out,” Michél started. 

	“You mean Kovalenko,” Reilly grumbled. “Use us as back up then.”

	“It is an option but I need your help with this first. My knowledge and experience with ciphers and encryptions has not been enough.”

	Buried within its technological limbo was untold information one click from their grasp. Dani was silent as Michél explained the dilemma and Reilly asked questions about algorithms and other modes of approach. 

	Michél clicked on the properties drop down. “Look at the documents again,” he said to Dani. “Is any of it familiar?”

	“We went over this before,” she sighed. “I honestly wish it was. I didn’t know any of his passwords and nothing I’ve guessed has worked.” 

	“You said you were last here when?” Michél asked.

	“The end of June,” Dani said.

	“How long were you in Paris?”

	“Four days,” she sighed again.

	“Do you remember the assignment?” he asked.

	She gave him a look. “Of course. Charlie had me set up base for a new team he was supposed to be sending.”

	“Did he give you names or say what they intended to do?” Michél asked.

	“No.” 

	“Did you prepare identities for the team?”

	Dani frustration grew at the barrage of questions. “No, just the weapons and cash.” 

	Michél ignored Reilly’s raised brow. “Did you do anything else?”

	“He asked me to set up an apartment on the other side of the city.”

	“Did he say for whom?” Michél asked.

	“No,” she replied. “This is useless. There are too many missing pieces.”

	Michél tempered his tone. “You are doing fine. What did you do at the apartment?”

	“Nothing. I never even went in to check it out. He just had me sign the lease at the front desk and give the guy cash for three month’s rent.”

	“He was like a friggin’ magician with his misdirection,” Reilly complained. “All smoke and mirrors.”

	Dani cast her gaze toward Reilly. “What did you say?”

	“Smoke and mirrors?”

	She looked back at the computer screen and explained as she started pressing keys. “Charlie used to say that. Whenever he taught me something new, he would say ‘smoke and mirrors, Bella, smoke and mirrors.’ I hated when he called me that. Only my father was allowed to call me Bella.” She pressed the last letter but the lock didn’t release.

	Michél shook his head. “I tried an alpha-numeric program already.”  

	“Try it in Italian,” Reilly said.

	“Italian?” Michél said as anxiety hitched a ride on a rocket of remorse. “I chose specific programs based not only on O’Donnell’s expertise, but his personality. I didn’t try alternate languages because besides being a dinosaur with computers, O’Donnell spoke only English.”

	“But Reilly, there are hundreds of dialects,” Dani argued as Reilly seemed to be swallowing back something unpleasant.

	“Start with the one you know best,” Reilly said.

	Dani voiced her confusion as she pressed the keys again being sure to spell it out carefully. “My father’s? It’s such an obscure dialect.”

	The screen changed with the last letter she entered and a single folder appeared on the dark blue background. Dani clicked it before Reilly or Michél could react.

	And opened a record of death. 

	O’Donnell’s victims glowed eerily from a spreadsheet, finally free to scream to the world about the atrocities bestowed upon them. 

	Dani’s focus immediately went to one line as she shook off Reilly’s hand. Displayed next to her parents’ names was the date of their death, the place, the means, and in the last column, a dollar figure. She recognized the next name and the one after simply from rumors and gossip during that first year she lived in her numbing reality with the monster that said he was family. They had been reported as unfortunate accidents. Apparently, they were only meant to look that way.

	“How is this possible?” she breathed.

	Worksheets were noted at the bottom of the page. She opened the first where neat rows indicating dates and dollar amounts were further divided into columns by account numbers. Immediately, her hand went to her mouth to stifle her grief and dinner ready to come up. 

	Everything they had been looking for had come at the most terrible price possible. The amounts totaled in the millions. 

	And every last dollar was in an account with her name.

	The facts railed her brain to shut it down. No one would ever believe that she hadn’t been involved and with Charlie dead, no one could prove her innocence. She pushed back from the table and retreated to the kitchen.

	Rage fought with Reilly’s fury. His attempt to shield Dani from the truth had been hopelessly futile and he pounded the table. “This is exactly what I didn’t want happening! You knew what could be there! 

	Michél rubbed his face. “I am sorry. I would not hurt her any more than you would, you know that.”

	“You shouldn’t have let her sit at that keyboard. Damn it!”

	“Okay that was stupid on my part as was not trying a foreign language but the truth is the truth, Reilly. You cannot hide it from her anymore. Look, you can finally put an end to this. She does not need to be involved further if she does not want to be. She can go home where she will be safe.”

	“You think patting her on the head and sending her home will fix everything? And what home would that be? She can’t go back to the estate without it looking as if she really was involved with O’Donnell. Did you think about how you’re going to explain that to her?”

	A crash came from the kitchen before Michél could respond.

	“I’ll go,” Reilly said. “Stay here and be stupid.”

	Reilly bolted through the kitchen door to find Dani crouched on one knee picking up glass shards from the broken teapot. He reached for her but she pulled away. “Leave it, you’ll cut yourself,” he said.

	“Good, maybe I’ll bleed out and be done with this.” 

	The finality of her indifference was disturbing. It went against how she was raised and everything she believed. Without being forceful, Reilly placed his hand over hers. “You don’t mean that.” He sat against the base cabinets and pulled Dani close when she let go at his touch and crumbled beneath her grief. He tucked her in his left arm and gently ran his fingers through her hair as she sobbed into his shoulder.

	“I can’t take anymore,” she cried. “I’m tired of hurting and being used.” 

	“I know,” Reilly whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

	Her chest heaved as she choked on her words. “He killed all those people. He stole my parents from me and destroyed your friends. I lived with a monster. I fed it and helped it grow. I thought I was blind before, but now…”

	“I told you before. You can’t see the truth when all you’ve been fed are lies. None of this is your fault.”

	Dani picked up her head. “No one will ever believe that. My name is on everything.” Her eyes searched his as if those deep blue pools held relief from the hellfire of evil that had now consumed her. “Oh, my god, this was the proof he was going to bring you. The names, the payoffs, the accounts. If Mariner hadn’t killed him and he’d met at you that night at the Blue Moon, you’d be hunting me.”

	Reilly was crushed by the weight of her words. He would indeed be hunting her and never would’ve believed her story of innocence. Every threat, every accusation he had laid at her feet during their fight that first day at the cabin now haunted him. She was a bad liar because she wasn’t bred to be one. She knew nothing because O’Donnell hid it all but he knew the truth and clung to it with every fiber of his being. 

	“I could be tried for war crimes for those murders,” she rambled. “There are rules to follow for international investment accounts. I could be charged with money laundering or be on some government terrorist watch-list.” 

	“You’re not alone in this. Michél is here and so am I.” Reilly gently wiped a tear with his thumb. “I made you a promise. I won’t leave you to do this alone.”

	Dani buried her head in his shoulder again and Reilly’s soul ached with every tear she shed. The depths of O’Donnell’s treachery reached further than the deepest ocean floor only to rise up and wash away everything that was good and honorable. He clung to her as they sat hip to hip but he couldn’t save her from being crushed by the anvil of O’Donnell’s treason, lies and inhumanity. Reilly had seen vile hatred, fought it, buried its victims, but this level of hatred was nothing he had thought possible. Bestowed upon a person who did nothing but care. 

	“What would putting it all in my name accomplish?” she asked.

	It was O’Donnell’s sick twisted way of ultimately getting back at Dani’s father but Reilly dared not say it. “For non-accountability,” he answered instead. “He had control but could shift the blame if anyone got too close. Nothing he did ever led directly back to him, including this. It’s why I couldn’t find the proof on my own. But with you, now I have it.”

	Dani lifted her head from his shoulder but didn’t move from his arms. “They will think I had a hand in this from the start.”

	“Who’s they?” He pushed away a curl stuck on her wet cheek when she shrugged. “No one has to ever know. Not even Dmitri.”

	“How can you say that?” she asked as she stared at his shirt collar. “The money trail is the proof you’ve been looking for all this time. It would just be more lies.”

	“Our goal is to stop Mariner and I’ll bet that file will have what we’re looking for. The money is the proof of what they’ve done but it’s only useful if we capture him.” He gently lifted her chin. “I won’t let him further destroy those families or bring any more innocent people down in the process.”

	Dani examined his face. “You mean me.” 

	Reilly wiped another tear from her cheek and swallowed hard to drive back his own fear of losing her to some cold, dark prison cell. “I won’t let that happen either.”

	 

	 

	Dani’s head pounded with every line she read. The figures next to each name were revolting but more startling was Reilly’s name and the dollar amount next to it. She checked the date and was partially relieved to find it entered before she came to live with Charlie. It wasn’t countered in the last column meaning the price on his head must be open. She wondered who was going to pay it now that Charlie was dead. She caught Reilly’s eye as he finished his phone call. 

	“Did you know about this?” she asked and carefully studied the angle of his jaw and the outline of his face when he leaned in. Her heart had been defiled and even the piece that belonged to Reilly seemed to vanish like the swept up shards from the broken tea pot. She let his presence quietly wash over her but wanted nothing more than to disappear. 

	He smirked. “A little insulting, don’t you think? I’d have thought I was worth much more than that.” 

	She saw no humor in his reply. She continued scrolling through the names below his trying not to think about what she would do if something happened to him. Reilly covered her hand with his and made her scroll back up to the line with his name.

	“Look at the date,” he said. “It’s been there a long time.”

	“Do you think the men asking about you in Russia knew about this?”

	“Possibly, but I’m not worried so you shouldn’t either.”

	Dani wasn’t convinced. Not after last night’s dream or today’s unending nightmare. He was here because he had a mission to finish. He would be gone when it was done and Michél would go back to his family and his work. She would always be alone in this to pay for Charlie O’Donnell’s crimes.

	“Let’s just keep looking,” he offered then sat back. The financial transactions were neurotically detailed. They included bank names and dates of deposit, seemingly untraceable and scattered throughout the world’s known tax havens. The phone call he made didn’t shed any light other than what he already knew. The accounts were only accessible with the proper identification and password. Many were safe deposit boxes, where again, entry was obtained only with the proper papers and keys.

	Reilly scanned the pages for the two items that mattered only to him. The first, a deposit made to an account in Malaysia exactly ten weeks prior to Hank’s death. The money from Daniel Tyler’s mission. 

	The other had impacted his career: payment to the men who had ambushed his team in South America, solemnly displayed in a grid of numbers and neatly woven within the complex web of deceit and lies. Daniel had been right. Reilly and his team were never meant to survive that mission or the one in Malaysia for that matter. The glowing numbers were validation but this was no victory. Regardless of the fact that it was his computer, there were no names linking O’Donnell and no account numbers without Dani’s name. 

	“Did you ever give Charlie power of attorney?” he asked bringing Dani out of her silent torment.

	“What? Um, yeah, I had to have emergency surgery about a year ago and I gave it to him just in case something happened.” She sighed. “He told me he destroyed it but he used it to set all this in place. I’m so stupid, I believed him.”

	The sound of that sigh would never leave him but brought with it another question. How could Charlie withdraw the bounty if she wasn’t among the living as he had originally planned? Dani answered before he had a chance to ask. 

	“He was executor of my estate, too. I had no one else.”

	Her words only added to his heartbreak. He stopped for a moment to digest it all as Dani scrolled through her worksheet. She turned back to him and pointed out the last several names. 

	“These people here, they’re alive, right?” she asked.

	Reilly leaned in. “Yes, why?”

	“There’s a pattern here. The dates next to each name haven’t been filled in and neither has the reward.” She waived her hand. “I have to assume from all this that Charlie was the master of ceremonies and called all the shots. He’d have to be in ultimate control like you said, setting the target, the date, and then the payment, right?”

	“Right,” he said. There was a fierce look of determination in her face. Where she pulled it from, he didn’t know.

	“Well, maybe a new plan hasn’t been put in place yet.” She scrolled up several lines. “This man, here, is gone. I read about him in the paper the week before Charlie was killed. It said he died in a boating accident. The date matches but no payment was entered. Maybe Charlie was waiting to pay it?” 

	It was Jack Anderson’s boating accident. If Mariner killed O’Donnell before he’d been able to deposit his share, or transfer it to yet another secret account in Dani’s name, the lack of an entry would make sense. Reilly tried to hide his thoughts but Dani saw through his silence.

	“It wasn’t an accident, was it?”

	“No,” he said.

	She sighed. “Did you know him?” 

	He had no reply. 

	Without commenting, she moved the curser to highlight the last ten lines. “I don’t know any of these people,” she said. “They appear to have been all entered after that man’s murder but I can’t tell if their entry has anything to do with their batting order.”

	Reilly smiled. “Nice analogy.”

	“Do you know any of them?” she asked then rubbed her eyes.

	Reilly touched the screen. “Him, him, and him.” He lifted his head and called out to Michél who had been on and off the phone trying to verify the last entries on the mission spreadsheets printed from the spreadsheet’s third tab and laid out across the coffee table. If they could determine the key, they might know where to start. Michél turned at the sound of his name.

	“Come look at this and bring your last few pages,” Reilly said.

	Dani remained silent as both men compared the sheets to the screen looking for a connection. After yawning twice, she slid her chair back and went to the kitchen for a fresh cup of tea.

	Michél eyed her closely. “Do you think she will be okay? She is very quiet.”

	“How would you be if your entire life had been destroyed?” Reilly asked. 

	“There was no way to protect her was there?”

	“No,” Reilly said, “and I was a fool to think I could.”

	“We couldn’t have done this without her,” Michél said.

	“I know, but while she suffers we reap the reward.”

	Michél turned his attention to the screen. “What did she find?”

	“These people are all liaisons to their respective countries,” Reilly said. “This man, Sandeep Singh, I know personally. He’s a member of a group called Covenant of Hope. Is there anything on those mission logs that might involve these men individually or as a whole?”

	Michél shifted to overdrive. “Their annual symposium is being held now, here in Paris. It ends tomorrow with a black tie gala. My men have been preparing security for weeks.” He checked the log and found a vague entry on the last page. “Look, these numbers correspond to the block and address of the mansion in Versailles holding the gala. That has got to be the key. This is a virtual map!”

	Michél punched numbers into his phone and asked for a list of the attendees for the COH gala. He had it within moments. All ten names matched. “But is it Mariner’s next target?” he asked. “Recent murders aside, we have no solid proof that he is here or that he was privy to this. Is it possible that O’Donnell had not relayed this before he was killed?”

	“Either way, it’s a potential target. If Mariner isn’t the hired gun, we’ll stop whoever is and then regroup to track him. Dani said her last job for Charlie was in Paris, right? It was only a few weeks ago. It makes the most sense.”

	Dani found Michél nodding when she returned from the kitchen. “I’m guessing you found something?” She placed her cup on the table and looked at the list.

	“What do you think?” Reilly asked after explaining their connection.

	“It makes sense,” Dani said. 

	Her response came out indifferent and Reilly didn’t want to push. He looked to Michél for guidance.

	“Let us table this tonight and start fresh in the morning,” Michél insisted.

	“No,” she protested. “Let’s just finish.”

	Michél kissed Dani’s head. “I think we all need a break. There will be plenty of time tomorrow. Right now, you need some sleep and I need to get home before Lisette accuses me of having a mistress. Now, I outrank you both, so get to bed.”

	Dani opened her mouth to argue. It was past midnight but if they could finish, she could leave in the morning and everything behind. The lies, the truth, the money, even Reilly but Michél grabbed her hand, pulled her gently to her feet, and pointed her toward her room. Reluctantly, she complied and crawled into bed without undressing. Like the shroud encasing her heart, sleep overtook her like a dark blanket extinguishing all light from the room. 

	 


Chapter 28

	 

	Dani woke early to find Reilly already at the computer. “Morning,” she whispered as she slid into the chair beside him. “Do you ever sleep?”

	Reilly shrugged. He heard no screaming and presumed she slept through the night. Without her by his side, he hadn’t. She was obviously drained from yesterday’s truths and the glorious rays of clear morning sunshine filtering through the suite’s windows did nothing to change her mood. 

	“What are you looking at?” she asked.

	“The names you found last night.”

	“You never did tell me about their project.”

	Reilly highlighted a name on the screen. “This man and the others are part of a project called Covenant of Hope. It’s a conference of governments promoting the reduction of poverty, violence and epidemic diseases worldwide. They have rotating presidents and this year that title belongs to my friend. I worked for him last year as part of a group digging new wells to bring clean water to remote areas in India.”

	“I already called for an invite to their gala tonight. Someone is supposed to call me back. Michél said his men have been working on security for weeks and, so far, things have been very quiet. They’re checking on that apartment you set up. It’s possible that Mariner or whoever is the hired gun is using it as base.”

	With her chin on her knee bent up on the chair and her other leg curled up under it, Reilly studied Dani’s beautiful face in the sunlight. Her sundress gathered around her ankle while she listened intently and gazed at the computer screen. She gave no clue to her thoughts though her pain was evident. He doubted she’d ever be the same and it killed him knowing he was partly to blame. He had wanted her to stay home or with Dmitri; anywhere but with him, but what did that say about his true character? He brought this horror to her. They all did. Yet no one wanted to admit what he fully realized yesterday through her tears. Pushing her away wasn’t to protect her. It was to use her and leave her behind but he had made a promise. He’d keep her close from now on and find a way to erase what he could.

	“He should be here soon,” he said. “I ordered breakfast, too.” 

	“Thanks. So, what are we supposed to do now?” 

	“If we can get into the party, we can add surveillance from the inside. If not, we’ll have to sit tight and leave it up to Michél’s men.” And Viktor’s, he said only to himself.

	Dani frowned.

	“I don’t like being benched either,” Reilly admitted. “But there are world players here among the volunteers and security is rock solid. Not just from the Gendarmerie but each participating country. Unless we’re invited, we can’t get around the protocols, even with Michél’s authority.” The buzzer rang but before Reilly could rise to answer it, James entered wheeling their breakfast cart.

	“Bon matin, Daniella,” James said.

	“Just great,” Reilly mumbled but his irritation instantly vanished when Dani placed her hand gently on his wrist. How does she do that? 

	“We can continue, just not in French,” she smiled. “He can’t read English either.” 

	Her power over him was complete and undeniable. He wanted her to know. Wanted her to have all of him. Finish the mission first.

	She redirected her attention. “Bon matin, James.” 

	James straightened his shoulders and raised his chin. He set the far end of the table with perfection as they filled their plates then pulled the chair out for Dani. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” he asked.

	“No, James, we’re fine, thank you,” Dani said.

	“How is everything? If it is not hot enough, I can replace it.” He lifted the silver covers and checked the items on each chafing dish.

	“James, we’re fine. Thank you, it’s perfect. I’m sure you have other rooms to attend.”

	He clenched his jaw as he let a cover clang then marched from the suite.

	Dani placed her napkin on the table. “I’ll be right back,” she said to Reilly and caught James as he entered the elevator.

	James tensed when the door to suite opened and then pouted when he realized it was Dani. He stepped back when she reached for his hand. “Leave me alone,” he said, “I have other rooms to attend.”

	“James, don’t be like this,” Dani pleaded. “I’m sorry, I was inconsiderate. It’s just I’m working on something important right now.”

	“I could see that for myself,” he whined. 

	“I promised we’d have time to catch up and we will.”

	“Your promises mean nothing. You have not come to see me in months and when you were here last, you gave me only one day. You said I could count on you but we did not spend any time real together and now I know why. Go back to your boyfriend.”

	“If you’re going to pissy over this, then fine, but get this through your stoned-out head. Reilly is not my boyfriend, he’s my best friend, and don’t talk to me about promises. You promised me you would stay clean and work hard but I know you’re on probation again. Did you think I wouldn’t check? I’ve kept my promise to you. You broke yours to me.”

	She pushed the elevator button to close the door on James’ sulk then returned to the suite and slammed its door. She plopped on the chair and stabbed at the cold eggs on her plate.

	“Just great,” she growled to Reilly’s stunned silence.

	 


Chapter 29

	 

	The woman could issue an order without uttering a sound. A stern look from Greta Klein’s square, German face was all it took to send her employees scurrying after asking what she thought was always another stupid question. Each order was simple but she seriously believed no one wanted to think anymore.

	“What do you want?” she said to the large man who said he was from security. She had yet to coordinate with housekeeping and the groundskeepers as well as prepare the kitchen for the first of what would be truckloads of fresh food. Certain deliveries had to be specially treated in accordance with the strict dietary and religious guidelines of many of the event’s most important guests. Her catering company’s name was on this function and her reputation was on the line.

	“I need to verify your employees,” Viktor started, his French getting worse as his annoyance grew at the matronly woman’s dismissiveness. Her dull blonde hair was pulled back as tight as the ties around her white uniform. She gave instructions to another group of employees who quickly exited as she reviewed another item on an electronic tablet. “I want them front and center with their identifications,” he demanded.

	Greta stopped another employee and issued a directive before turning to face the man in her way. “I have no time for this nonsense,” she said. “I have already given the police a list of all my employees and their addresses. I was promised that they would not be harassed while they are at work. You may contact them at their homes on their own time.”

	“I will do it here,” Viktor demanded. “Now.” 

	Greta swiped her finger several times as a small group of employees quietly waited for their next assignment and carefully watched the man who did not appear to be familiar with uncooperative responses. Greta was unaffected. Her staff took solace in the fact that this very large man whose horrific accent matched his attitude could be intimated like them. They looked to one another and grinned when Greta turned to address him again.

	“This is my time and these are my employees. I have already been through this with the department so I will save you time. Each person has been with me for more than a year. I personally know each one, as well as their families. I have only a half dozen new employees all of which are French by birth and come recommended by people I know. They are not a threat to anyone who will be attending this gala.”

	“You insignificant fool. How dare you tell me how to do my job,” Viktor thundered. “Do you even know what is at stake here? Do you even know who half the attendees are?”

	The group that remained stood as still as rocks as the current of confrontation picked up like a raging rapid. Greta’s eyes had narrowed and the lines between her brows became gullies. Her mouth tightened like her fist around the device she was holding. Even the man’s associates were smart enough to back up two steps.

	“I know who the attendees are and what kind of function this is,” she said. “What I don’t know is who you think you are. Come back with someone of French authority and maybe I will see what I can do. Now, get out of my way so my staff can continue working.”

	Viktor turned and plowed through the group with his men falling in behind. The heels of his boots echoed his contempt against the marble floor. He would come back with a unit of Commander Charon’s armed men to lock the palace down until he was satisfied that each person was who they said they were. She and her staff would be left to make up the time they lost, if there was any left at all after he was done. 

	A quiet man pushed aside by the bullish officer kept his head low to hide his escaping smirk. The Russian could come back with a full platoon but as with the man in alley, would get nowhere with his inquiries.

	 


Chapter 30

	 

	Michél looked around the suite. “Where’s Dani?” 

	“Shopping,” Reilly replied. “I got an invite this morning.”

	“How did you manage that when…never mind,” Michél said when Reilly scoffed. “Let’s go over this again. We must be sure. The fallout would be unfathomable.” 

	Reilly leaned back in his chair and rubbed his face. “That’s an understatement.” 

	Michél moved papers from one stack to another looking for any clue he may have missed. “We are still no closer to finding him,” he complained.

	Reilly agreed. “This needs a full-court press.”

	“I already have every man working every street, every alley.”

	“Then we have to change our approach. We’ll make our presence known. Have them make more noise. Let me beat the bushes for his slimy ass. I know him better than anyone. He’ll bite when he learns I’m not dead.” 

	“No, you need to stay dark. If the world knew the CIA had anything to do with this –” 

	“I don’t give a rat’s ass about me and the CIA is very capable of protecting itself. I’m on my own here anyway, don’t forget.”

	Michél shook his head but understood Reilly’s indifference and the true concern he did not voice. “And that is why I need your help, here, coordinating this so we do not miss even the tiniest thing. It’s either going to be here or Yemen, we agree on that, ouí?”

	Reilly stretched before moving forward and clicking the spreadsheet tab on the screen. “Yes. I don’t think the other entries have any bearing. What’s being reported from Yemen?”

	“Nothing definitive but Kovalenko believes that there would have been chatter by now, no matter how small. I have to agree with him.” 

	Reilly held his personal feelings about Viktor in check as Michél eyed him carefully. This was business. “So we focus on tonight. It makes the most sense anyway. These people are all here now, in one place. We need to protect them.”

	“We know from whom but the question remains from what?”

	“I don’t know,” Reilly admitted. “He could be capable of anything at this point.”

	“Regardless, if even one person on that list dies, it won’t matter if Mariner is rouge. The world will hear U.S.-trained sniper.”

	Reilly looked at the graph again. Even those who were not high profile targets still carried some international importance. Disturbingly, Charlie O’Donnell appeared on the official guest list as a representative of the U.S. government.

	“The task itself will be spun by every whack job, terrorist group, and political faction out there,” Michél said. He paused a brief moment before voicing his bluntly honest opinion. “Even your government could use such a tragedy to their advantage to keep troops in the Middle East under threat risk determinations.”

	Reilly had been focusing on those very real possibilities. “There are too many people with too much power and nothing personal to lose who enjoy the blood sport of war,” he said. “Any appearance of destabilization would effectively and immediately reverse the wind down in Afghanistan and Iraq. Now you have confusion about who’s staying and who’s leaving. That kind of chaos makes it easier for al-Qaida or ISIS some other extremist group to issue new threats to the Infidels of America.”

	“This is a nightmare, Reilly. If that happens, you know where that could lead.”

	Reilly nodded. “The U.S. would use the attack and any new threats as an excuse to hunt down terrorists. There are members of Congress who would leap at any chance to escalate war again.”

	“But a new increase in troops might not have the support of the U.N. or its coalition partners.”

	“That’s never stopped them before,” Reilly argued. “They don’t need troops when they can very easily increase secret drone attacks.” He waited for Michél to say what he was really thinking. He had thought of nothing else since Dani opened the file on the screen in front of him. 

	Michél lowered his voice as if the world could hear him. “The fact is that money has changed hands. If it is traced, especially to Malaysia or any other country with a large Muslim population, ignorant Americans will assume Islamic terrorists. If they find out it was facilitated by an American with ties to the CIA, she will be labeled a traitor just like our assassin.”

	“Then we eliminate him before that can happen,” Reilly said.

	 


Chapter 31

	 

	Dani flew through the busy hotel lobby with a garment bag thrown over her shoulder and two boxes hanging from ribbons on her arm. She sprinted toward the private elevator ignoring James’ plea to help.

	“Je suis désolé, James. I’m late, je Suis en retard! C’est bien, merci!” 

	She did not see him furiously pound the wall when she disappeared behind the polished brass doors. When they opened again, she charged through the suite doors full of more apologies to Reilly. “I’ll be ready in a minute, I swear.”

	Reilly was at the mirror trying for the third time to get his bow tie right. “You’re cutting it close,” he shouted so she would hear him through the closed bedroom door. “The car will be here any minute.” 

	He was worried about the time but annoyed with himself. Four years had all come down to tonight. Absolutely nothing could go wrong. Everyone was ready. Dozens of international security agencies were prepared for any and all threats but for him, the elimination of Mariner was the only goal. He had sent their paperwork and the computer back with Michél to sit safely in the vault at headquarters. He did not trust James to mind his own business while he and Dani were at the gala.

	Reilly continued to fight with the black silk as he considered O’Donnell’s agenda again and the possible motives for attacking COH members. Most had no political or military agenda like O’Donnell’s past targets. Their ultimate goal was to promote growth through peaceful means, through education, through medicine, and cultural understanding. Their only agenda was a human one.

	“That is the whole point,” he whispered to his reflection. “I am so dense.” 

	Dani kept her word and in less than two minutes emerged from her bedroom. Reilly immediately stopped fighting the tie when he caught her image and turned as she walked toward him in a perfectly fitted navy velvet gown. Shirred around her thin torso and deep cut in the front, slim swags of velvet encircled her arms just below her shoulders. Their placement strategically hid the fresh scar on her arm left by the assassin’s knife. 

	Spending so much time with her in her natural state did not prepare him the sultry eye shadow and black liner. Her dark hair had been pulled up into three rosettes and secured at the nape of her neck. Around it hung a strand of diamonds that ended with a large sapphire teardrop jewel just at the top of her full breasts. Diamond earrings in the same teardrop shape sparkled against her dark eyes and a three inch diamond cuff bracelet dazzled brilliantly at her delicate wrist. 

	“Wow,” he said.

	“Wow, yourself. There is nothing like a man in Armani. Need help?”

	“Um, yeah, I can never get these damn things tied right.” He continued to gawk. “They should all be clip-on.”

	“I hope you didn’t ask for one,” she scolded. “You know, you can’t do that in Paris.” She put her clutch down and moved closer to him.

	“No, I didn’t,” he protested. “I hate these things.”

	“Ah, yes, the Adrian Reilly definition of a tuxedo is what?” Dani put up her hand. “Wait, I know this – a black straight jacket.” She laughed as she reached for his tie. “Okay, I may be wearing obscenely expensive five inch heels but you need to sit.” 

	Reilly sat on the narrow antique table beneath the mirror as Dani stood gently between his knees. He could barely think as his blood pumped faster and harder trying to break free of his body. Her heavenly scent of gardenias and jasmine filled him with thoughts of her wrapped in his arms, in the sheets of his bed, of easing his undeniable ache by discovering every part of her. He had to dig so unbelievably deep to come back to his senses. 

	“What was in that dossier, anyway?” he asked.

	Dani blushed as she carefully folded the cloth and Reilly breathed in her essence, her beauty, and the warmth of her body in his hands. All he needed to do to satisfy his last sense was move his mouth two inches closer and tilt his head slightly. “You have an unfair advantage, you know,” he said. “There is no dossier on you. So what don’t I know?” 

	Dani gingerly held the cloth between her fingers, avoiding his eyes. She could feel them on her and knew she would succumb to their depth. The gentle touch of his fingertips on her hips sparked a flame with a match-to-flint immediacy and consumed her before she could fight it. She steadied herself and focused on her task. “After what we’ve been through?” she asked. “You know just about everything. I’m not complicated, just a mess.” 

	A knock at the door interrupted the building passion between them and Reilly answered in full irritation. James stepped in to announce that the car was ready. 

	“We’ll be down in a minute,” he said without taking his eyes from Dani. He continued after James retreated. “You smell great. Gardenias, right? Favorite flower?”

	Dani gazed up and drowned in a sea of blue. He looked so handsome and smelled so unbelievably warm and masculine and wanting, as if that had a scent. At the moment, she was sure it did. She was done with the tie but did not remove her hands from his chest. She could feel his heat through the cotton, the cut and curve of muscle and could fully imagine how he would feel against her skin. Her fingers shook like the wings on the million butterflies in her stomach. 

	“Tulips are my favorite,” she said.

	He pulled her a little closer. “They don’t have much of a fragrance do they?”

	All concentration left her as those same butterflies fanned the thickening blood to her head and places south of her stomach. “Not much,” she said after finding her voice, “but they’re simple and elegant. Nothing’s more beautiful than Amsterdam in the spring.”

	“Not from where I am standing,” he said then leaned in and gently kissed her lips. When Dani responded, he cupped his hand gently under her cheek and ran his thumb over her cheekbone. “When this is over, I’d like to know more.”

	Dani’s vocal cords vanished on Reilly’s mouth. There were no words to describe or way to process the soaring heat brought by his touch. How’d he do that? This gorgeous, dangerous man dressed in designer clothing was tenderly caressing her face with a hand that in hours might be killing a madman with ultimate precision. His light, simple kiss left her weak and aching and arguing with herself. 

	He doesn’t do relationships. You’re leaving in the morning to keep him safe. You owe him that for keeping you alive. 

	He turned her inside out. Her knees betrayed her as if her bones had disappeared but her heart demanded more. A minute ago she was in control, ready to do her job tonight and start her new life tomorrow. He couldn’t know how much he meant to her. 

	Leave before he does. 

	She wanted to imagine all of him but had nothing to offer except more bad luck. A bang at the door broke the moment. 

	“Time to go to work,” Dani whispered then stepped back from Reilly’s embrace. She grabbed her clutch and watched him secure a Beretta in his waistband. Liquid ice suddenly replaced the fiery passion when he straightened his shoulders and stretched his neck. She said a silent prayer as they walked to the door. 

	When they arrived in the lobby, James was waiting. He grabbed Dani’s arm when Reilly left her side to secure the car. She had no patience for his whining tonight. “What is your problem?” 

	“What are you doing with him?” he whispered with menace. “Can’t you see what he really is? Night after night, I watch men like him move in with swagger and self-serving attitudes on beautiful women only to toss them like used rags in the morning. Apparently, you are stupid enough to fall for empty words and overplayed charm.”

	Dani was rigid and her eyes were cold and hard. “You listen to me, James. This is none of your business. You and I are friends but you’ve crossed the line. I won’t discuss this with you further.”

	James let go of her arm, disturbed by her change and watched as she quickly joined Reilly who slipped his hand around the small of her back. With his jaw set and his fist clenched, his self-esteem bottomed out and merged into a simmering anger.



	
Chapter 32

	 

	The Trianon Palace Versailles was a stunning setting for grand events in the city of its namesake. A magnificent design, its pure white façade with elegant floor to ceiling windows was wrapped within sweeping stone staircases and rolling lawns where lush gardens with carved statues added all the beauty that nature and expert craftsmen could offer. Inside, the finest Italian marble floors reflected pure light from sparkling crystal chandeliers. Velvet-upholstered seating enhanced its opulence along with the finest French linen on exquisitely appointed table settings. Each supported a large cut crystal vase overfilled with seasonal flowers, tiny white lights, and trailing green vines.

	The formal invitation came with special instructions. Dani would add support to the agents in charge of the interior lower level where guests were greeted before being shown to the main ballroom. Reilly was added to the cadre of Commander Charon’s men in charge of surveying the grounds. 

	They moved in and out with ease. Nothing out of the ordinary had been reported and as a precaution, guards were shifted every ten minutes to keep a vigilant presence. After several hours, Reilly returned inside to find Dani in deep discussion with Michél’s immediate supervisor, Colonel Cheval. She introduced both men and Reilly reported that the perimeter was secure.

	The Colonel was pleased that it concurred with the reports given to him by the other agencies. An attack of any kind on any of the attendees would be considered a hostile attempt on their respective countries. Reilly’s last concern lay with the security of the kitchen and serving staff but the Colonel assured him that the department had successfully vetted each person. Every man and woman came up clean. 

	“Now, take a short break,” the Colonel insisted. “Please, enjoy the food and music. And Reilly, be sure to say hello to Mr. Singh. I know he is looking forward to seeing you again. We can pick up again in, say, twenty minutes?”

	Reilly offered Dani his arm and spoke quietly when she slipped hers through it. He ignored the sensation and concentrated only on the mission. “Everything okay in here?”

	“Seems to be,” she said as they approached the main ballroom with a multitude of guests. “There were no problems at the entrance and my liaison verified those that I didn’t know from the information we had back at the hotel.”

	“Let me introduce you to Sandy and his wife. Maybe he can get us into the kitchen. It’s really bugging me that I couldn’t get past the food prep restrictions. Apparently, I’m not kosher.”

	Dani laughed. “No, but you are very handsome in that tux.”

	“Come on, no one looks bad in Armani,” he smirked as they took their place on the receiving line. 

	Sandeep Singh quickly rushed off the guests in front of him when he noticed Reilly. A small, thin man with wavy black hair and even blacker eyes, he greeted his friend with a hug belying his size and a smile that seemed to encompass his entire body. “Adrian Reilly, it’s so good to see you again, my friend.”

	Reilly returned the gesture and greeted Sandeep’s wife Kiran who was very pregnant with their first child. “Let me introduce you to Daniella St. Sauveur.”

	Sandeep shook her hand and introduced her to his wife. Dani gave a greeting of blessings to her and her child in Hindi. Both men were awed. 

	“Where did you find her?” Sandeep whispered, as the women spoke about the impending birth.

	“She found me,” Reilly said.

	Sandeep gripped Reilly’s arm. “Go, dance with your lady. We can catch up later.”

	“Actually, we’re working and I’d like to know if you can get us in the kitchen. I’m not satisfied that it’s as secure as it should be.”

	“Do not worry, my friend,” Sandeep said waiving his hand. “I have personal security there, as do many of the guests here. While we are all on friendly terms, the military in our respective countries do not trust each other. So, go, enjoy yourself with your lovely date. We can talk later about the new project I have for you.”

	Dani slipped her arm through Reilly’s and he reluctantly agreed. While he would enjoy a few private minutes with her, security was his first priority. They couldn’t fail tonight. Not after all who had been lost and coming so far but he found himself torn between wanting her and the job he had to do. 

	As they moved toward the dance floor, he surveyed the room working every angle for possible attack. It was packed with people in all forms of dress; some in their country’s traditional garb, others in elegant attire for the occasion. It was an historic gathering of top political players celebrating the year’s progress and posturing for either their re-election or potential new backers. While the promises made by those in attendance were coming to fruition, numerous conversations centered on the problems still facing the world’s poorest inhabitants. Faces smiled while hands were shaken and future projects were discussed. The room was loud with voices trying their best to drown out the orchestra. They squeezed into a spot and fell in step with the music. 

	With her hand in his, Dani slowly let down her guard as they moved in time with the waltz. Each step was one closer to her desire and the question: was she brave enough to take another? Time seemed to slow as she sought the answer until the muscles in Reilly’s neck tensed at the crescendo. She pulled back to see him glaring at something behind her. 

	“What is it? Is he here?” she asked. The bottom of her stomach fell when Reilly tightened his grip around her waist. The smooth voice prickled her neck with fear. 

	“May I cut in?”

	Reilly did not let go. 

	“You are not going to cause a scene now, are you Adrian?” Viktor asked, condescendingly drawing out Reilly’s name. 

	Dani squeezed Reilly’s hand as he reluctantly released her. “I’ll get us some champagne,” he apologized.

	Viktor sneered. “Good boy.”

	Dani was rooted in place as Viktor placed his arm around her waist. When she tried to pull her hand away, he tightened it like a vice and wrenched her in to finish the dance. “Why are you here?” she seethed.

	“Unlike you and Ranger Reilly, I am working. You see my dove, dressed like that, you are too much of a distraction. You are actually putting Reilly and this entire mission in danger.”

	Dani squeezed her eyes to push away the black scourge from her nightmare. She wouldn’t permit Viktor to play head games again. Not anymore. She had survived a special hell created because of him. Instead of caving in to his taunt, she let her anger fly.

	“You really are an arrogant jerk,” she said keeping her voice low not to cause a scene. “You think you know me and what I need or want.”

	“I do Daniella. Come back to Russia with me. We’ll do it your way. I finally understand.”

	“You don’t understand anything. It’s always been about what you want and now you want what you’ll never have.”

	“You would rather stay with that miserable excuse for a soldier than return with me? Where do you think you can go now? With him? He’ll toss you to the side when he’s done. You have no home except with me. Dmitri loves you. I love you. You belong with us.”

	Dani was repulsed. Reilly was a better man than Viktor would ever be and she was tired of jealous men telling her otherwise. “I don’t belong to anyone, especially not you or Dmitri. Did you forget you’re engaged to his daughter? Did you know that she tried to kill me? Does Dmitri?”

	“Dmitri is devastated. He has released me from my obligation to Irina and no longer has the strength or desire to run Trinity. Irina has disappeared and the organization is now mine. You are the only daughter he has left. He needs you. I need you.”

	“You don’t need anyone Viktor and I certainly don’t need you. Go run Trinity. It’s the only thing you ever truly wanted.”

	“Run it with me, Daniella. We can be the partners you wanted us to be.”

	Dani wanted to scream. Instead, her whispered words were venomous and her quiet glare, deadly. “I’d never be your partner. You are nothing to me.”

	Viktor squeezed her hand and closed her in. They were the only couple not moving with the music. “You will come back with me.”

	His menacing demand might have frightened her once but she was stronger now because of the man Viktor hated more than any other. It gave her a confidence she didn’t think she possessed. While her outward demeanor was cool, inside she was boiling. “Or what? You’ll drag me like the Neanderthal you are? You’re still a bully, just like the day we met. I wasn’t intimidated then and I’m certainly not now. Are you going to break my hand this time?”

	Viktor released his grip. “You’ve picked the wrong side, again,” he said selfishly.

	Her smile was pure conceit. “It’s my side now.”

	Reilly never took his eyes off Dani as he waited at the ornately carved oak bar. The knots in his stomach tightened like a rope wet with surf while he watched Viktor’s every move. Reilly curled his fist wishing they were back at the Homestead. He wouldn’t stop until Viktor had been pounded into something that resembled dog food.

	Dani stepped away as the music ended and turned to find Reilly approaching with two flutes of champagne. He handed her a glass and slipped his hand in hers with the other. She squeezed it tightly when he pulled her close to his side. 

	“Oh, sorry, did you want something?” Reilly asked then walked away with Dani.

	The double entendre was undeniably clear and Viktor seethed. He was supposed to be in charge but Dani had taken control again. With the force of some unearthly spirit that could not be seen or resisted, she invisibly moved through him and grabbed hold. He wanted her and that strength for himself. She had called him arrogant and though no one was more so than Adrian Reilly, Viktor hated the fact that this tiny woman had been right. She did make a good partner but she was not his. He would have to change that. 

	He needed Reilly gone and tonight would be as good as any. This mission was absurd and a waste of time and manpower. There was no proof Mariner or any other assassin was here. They were names on a list, period. There was, however, a silver lining in it all. If nothing happened, tonight would be deemed a success and that success would be Reilly’s failure. Left with a ruined reputation, he would be seen as incompetent, ineffective, and a disgrace. Viktor grinned. That would be the true victory.

	When the orchestra stopped playing, voices faded and eyes turned toward the emcee as he approached a small podium set at the opposite side of the grand ballroom. Full attention was given to the man who gave a brief greeting and introduced the evening’s honored guest speaker.  As Sandeep Singh welcomed his guests in his full commanding voice, Reilly stood with Dani against the far left wall and carefully scanned the dense crowd for anything out of the ordinary. Viktor did the same from the back corner. 

	Wait staff made the only movement as they offered champagne from silver trays in order to toast the congregation at the end of the speech. On the opposite side of the room, a waiter with a tray full of crystal stopped short causing a very large guest dressed in bright African colors to bump into him. The man complained in a foreign tongue but the waiter did not apologize. 

	Applause echoed as Sandeep finished his speech and raised his glass. “May each endeavor in the new year bring us good fortune,” he said then stole a quick glance and smiled at his wife. He nodded to her toast of water then twitched as white froth foamed at his mouth. He dropped to the floor when the pale, cold kiss of death enveloped him. 

	Loud screams and panic filled the room as other patrons fell. Dani instinctively pushed through the frenzy to the front of the room where Kiran was wailing over her husband’s still body. She watched in slow motion as others tried to either run or help each victim. 

	Reilly and Viktor scanned the ballroom as security guards placed calls for support. The mayhem made it hard to determine friend from foe. 

	At the outer edge of the room, Reilly caught a waiter moving causally toward the exit and yelled to Viktor who was plowing through throngs of hysterical people and screaming at survivors to get out of his way. The man was the right height and build but the coloring was off. His hair was dark not platinum and he was tanned, not pale but Trent Mariner turned and glared at Reilly before disappearing into the kitchen.

	Reilly started in the same direction but paused for moment as brief as a heartbeat to search for Dani. She looked for him at the same time and nodded that she was okay. She mouthed for him to go but he hesitated one more beat. She placed her hand over her heart before he melted in a sea of bodies and forced his way through the crush of the crowd. He yelled to a guard to lock it all down only to be told they were already on it. Viktor was several yards ahead of him.

	Mariner sprinted through the preparation and cooking areas, knocking into sous chefs, waiters, and busboys. He overturned several large pots of food and a table of dishes to slow down his pursuers then withdrew a Glock .45mm and fired.

	Viktor hit the kitchen first. Scared staff dove for the tile floor as he slid into a nook beside a large refrigerator. Those still in the room were more than happy to oblige his demand to stay down. He withdrew his gun and fired off several shots in Mariner’s direction. 

	Mariner dodged metal supply racks and continued towards the rear exit. Viktor rose to follow, fully aware that Reilly had narrowed the gap between them. With his weapon drawn, Viktor jumped broken dishes and food splayed across the floor while wall tile exploded above and beside him. A hail of bullets was exchanged before Mariner rounded a corner. 

	The lull in firing allowed Viktor to make his way quickly across the room. Unbridled adrenaline pumped fast and hard giving him an energy he relished. It fueled his undeniable hatred but not for the target. He was solely focused on Dani’s insolence and Reilly’s audacity.

	Tonight he would prove who was the better soldier, the better assassin, and the better lover. He did not need help from this American nor any of Commander Charon’s men. He would take Mariner down himself and take Dani home with him. 

	Reilly was two paces behind and gaining. Viktor could almost feel his breath. Hatred increased his momentum until their steps were drowned out by earth-shattering screams and unloading gunfire that filled the cavernous room with an unending echo.

	 


Chapter 33

	 

	From the highest rank to the lowest, officers from each of the international security teams worked in tandem to coordinate the search. Each quadrant was combed with extreme measures and orders to kill. Their sheer number should have proved successful but the Grim Reaper had disappeared into the night without a trace. Empty trails all planned out with precision threw off man and dog, something done rarely with success. With all their tactics and strategies in place, they had failed. It should’ve been impossible for Mariner to work Charlie’s plan but he did so perfectly. The door to hell had been opened and the devil now ruled the world. 

	By one a.m., a dozen task forces came up with nothing. Commander Charon dismissed his own men back to headquarters but Reilly hung back. “This is enormous,” Michél declared.

	“You don’t think I know that?” Reilly yelled. “Goddamn it! How did one man do this?”

	“That’s not going to matter. The conspiracy theorists are already placing blame where they see fit and the press is already hounding for information and access. Orders have been given to keep them temporarily at bay but reporters and paparazzi followed grieving guests looking for any sliver of information. By daybreak, they will be like a pack of hungry jackals and I do not want to face them without a meaty body to feed upon.”

	“How many?” Reilly asked.

	“Nineteen. Ten were security.”

	“Who?”

	“Five COH members.”

	“Kiran?”

	“Fine but in labor.”

	Reilly pushed down his overwhelming grief and waited for more. Michél read his thoughts.

	“And four from the list,” Michél said. “We saved more than half.”

	“We saved no one.” Reilly waited a moment then asked about the victims.

	“The son of the Afghani cleric, the Egyptian undersecretary, the woman from your State Department, and a government representative from Costa Rica. Thankfully, the others never sipped their champagne. I’m beginning to believe Mariner missed his mark with the Costa Rican man after seeing you.”

	“I was assured the staff was vetted,” Reilly roared as the brutality of the night took hold. The evil and depraved indifference was inconceivable and his good friend was among the dead.

	“It was,” Michél countered. “Not only by my department and the private security of the guests but by Viktor this morning.”

	“A lot of good it did him.”

	“No one fit the profile – they were all French. All spoke it perfectly.”

	“I speak it perfectly.”

	Michél became angrier as Reilly continued to be combatant. “The backgrounds were all clean,” he added.

	“Because O’Donnell made it that way,” Reilly argued. “The disguise worked because they were looking at coloring, not at his face. It should’ve been me vetting them yesterday.”

	“And that would have accomplished what? Mariner would have recognized you even if you didn’t him.”

	“Nineteen people would still be alive.”

	“And he would be in the wind.”

	“Oh, like now? Believe what you want. It’s my fault this is such a disaster. I completely underestimated how warped and twisted Mariner’s mind is after all these years.”

	“The blame is ours. This should never have happened.”

	Reilly was not convinced. “If we don’t find him tonight, we never will.”

	“A second wave has already been dispatched,” Michél said. “National and international warrants have been broadcasted and all leads will be tracked down, no matter how small.”

	“Where do you want me?”

	Michél shook his head. “I don’t.”

	Reilly whipped his head around but Michél stopped him from speaking. “I need to go over witness statements and coordinate with the other teams and agencies so we don’t wind up double-backing and wasting precious time. We are already crawling over each other like ants.”

	“I’m fine,” Reilly said.

	“I’m sure you are but this isn’t about you anymore.”

	“No? It’s my fault those people are dead. That bullet in Viktor’s head was meant for me.”

	“So you are a martyr now? No, Reilly. This is all on O’Donnell and Mariner. You are alive to finish this but I need a few hours. We can’t be wasting the precious time we may not have. You still have another job to do.”

	“And what’s that?” Reilly sneered.

	“You need to take your partner home.”

	“Shit.” Reilly immediately headed toward the mansion with a different anguish then picked up his pace when it turned to panic. He hadn’t thought of Dani once during the hunt. Was it self-centered or just his confidence that she was doing her job? He couldn’t be sure. 

	He found her alone in the ballroom poised at the grand windows watching the blinking lights of police cars pull away. His jacket was folded over her arms and he knew there would be no way to soften the blow of Viktor’s murder. Even with the animosity both men shared, he had covered Viktor’s body as a last act of respect for a fellow soldier even if the Russian would not have done the same. 

	Admittedly, Reilly was disturbed by what had transpired. Viktor had been like a freight train out of control and the retreating assassin took every advantage of the charging soldier. No one is invincible but Viktor never took cover. Reilly didn’t know what kind of distraction could have caused such a skilled operator to make such a rookie mistake. 

	 


Chapter 34

	 

	Nestled in the shadows of the dark street, Mariner watched from an unmarked police car through the hotel’s glass front doors. A slight drizzle had begun to fall from the low hanging clouds that covered the city. He pulled up the collar on his jacket and shrugged off several water drops that had found the back of his neck through the open driver’s side window. For some, this weather was depressing. For him, it added another layer to hide within.

	The woman’s distress was boldly evident as she entered the hotel with Reilly. They were chased by the door man who grabbed the woman’s hand and said something to make Reilly lose control. He seized the man by his shirt and threw him against the wall. 

	Mariner laughed while making note of his new mark. “This is just too easy.”

	Escaping the grounds had been easy, too. His girl was waiting for him in her hiding place inside the duffle bag that was now on the seat beside him. He knew exactly how they would hunt him and they did not disappoint. His only shock was how that hunt included Adrian Reilly. Insane hatred for his old sergeant merged with the glorious satisfaction of tonight’s kills to fuel his lust for more blood. 

	Planting items with his scent around the grounds over the past week made it easy to circle back. An empty patrol car made it simple to follow Reilly to the hotel. The confrontation with the porter was going to make elimination child’s play. He wouldn’t even need to enter the foyer.

	Within moments, the young man stormed out of the hotel and marched to the pub at the end of the block. A celebratory drink was just what Mariner had in mind, too. 

	 

	*****

	Reilly threw his jacket on the sofa then poured a glass half full with whiskey from the bar while Dani silently removed her jewelry and placed it on the dining table. She pulled the pins from her hair and let it fall. 

	“I can’t do this anymore,” she said.

	Reilly walked over to her and sat on the back of the sofa. “We can’t quit now.” He’d said the same thing too many times. He drank again. “They’ll be working all night. We’ll get him.”

	“How can you still believe that?” she asked. “We’ll never be as close as we were tonight and we couldn’t stop him.”

	“Because I have to believe it.” He downed the rest of his drink then slid the glass across the table. “If I don’t then he wins and I can’t permit that. There’s too much at stake.”

	Dani’s hopelessness mixed with anger. “He’s already won,” she said then wrapped her arms around herself. She couldn’t stop shaking. “Everything around us is in freefall, not to mention that I know he saw you tonight. He saw us together. He can use that against you and I can’t permit that. I won’t be the cause of your death. I’m going home.”

	Three simple words drove a cold steel rail straight through him. “Home? You can’t go home, I need you here. We started this together and we’ll get him together,” he said then reached for her arm when she started for her room. She closed her eyes as he gently pulled her toward him.

	“I am no help to you at this point, only a liability,” she said. “I don’t know why I keep thinking I can do this job. You’ve babysat long enough.”

	He searched her face looking for forgiveness. “Oh my god, you heard that? Is that what you think this is?”

	“I’ve only been a problem since the beginning. Stupid, gullible Daniella, with her blind faith and Pollyanna dreams. The people I’ve allowed in, the lies I somehow always accept as truths. That good always trumps evil.”

	“It does,” he breathed.

	She cocked her head. “Now who’s dreaming? I wanted to believe that when you kissed me tonight. I really did. I thought that if I just held on a little tighter, for a little longer, it would all work out. Well, I’m tired Reilly. Tired of trying and tired of believing and hoping. Happy endings don’t exist in the real world.”

	His eyes filled. “Please stay.”

	“I can’t.”

	“I know you’re scared but –” 

	“I’ll only put you in more danger,” she said. “He has taken everything from me. I couldn’t live with myself if –”

	Reilly held her and gently caressed her cheek with his thumb as desperation overtook him. He leaned in and her warm lips trembled in his deep kiss. They were sweet and tender and beneath the hurt there was hesitation. “Please don’t leave,” he said.

	Dani pulled back. With her hand on his chest, she stared at a button on his shirt. “You need to do your job the way you know how. He’ll use me as a pawn against you if I stay.”

	Reilly lifted her chin. “Look at me. What you don’t understand is that I did my job tonight without a second thought because I knew you were there, fighting with me.”

	“That’s not…” she started.

	“Yes, it is,” he said, “and I should’ve told you this days ago, that, whether you believe it or not, we’re partners.”

	“But you don’t need a partner,” she said. “The reason you are so good is because you work alone.”

	“I thought that was true,” he said. “I had a partner once. A long time ago. But I don’t want to be alone anymore.”

	Her chin trembled with each word. “You have to let me go.”

	“I can’t,” he whispered. “I love you.” He wiped her tears again with his thumb when she closed her eyes and leaned into his palm. 

	“I don’t know how,” he said, “but you’ve crept beneath my skin and laid claim to everything I am. I thought if I put up a shield, didn’t allow myself to love anyone, I would never hurt again. But I grieve every day. Only you make it bearable.” He kissed her head and cheek when her tears filled his hand. “I have to know.” 

	Dani sniffed and furrowed her brow.

	“Did you mean what you said this morning?” he asked.

	“What did I say?” she asked through a muffled sob.

	“Am I your best friend?” 

	Dani nodded.

	“I haven’t had a best friend in a very long time,” he said then leaned in to kiss her. He pulled away slightly. “Love like that will defeat evil every time. I’m stronger than I’ve ever been because of you. I promised I wouldn’t leave you and I’ll stay as long as you want me.”

	He kissed her again and Dani finally surrendered. “Stay with me tonight,” he begged. “If you want to leave in the morning, I promise not to stand in your way. I’ll be happy with just a little piece of your heart.”

	Her fingertips tenderly traced his jaw line. “You’ve had a piece since the day you sent the lilies.”

	Reilly remembered. He hadn’t known her name or address, or even her age, only that Daniel Tyler had a daughter who would be missing her parents. The woman at headquarters said she would take care of the particulars for him. “You got them?”

	Dani’s smile was a combination of agony and bliss. “That first year, no one had been able to really console me and with the anniversary of their death, friends had pulled away as I withdrew even more. When I opened that box and found those white calla lilies, I knew I would be okay. There was no one alive who knew they were my mother’s favorite flower, except you because you learned it from my dad. It didn’t matter how or that we’d never met. I didn’t feel alone anymore because I knew someone else missed them, too.”

	He pulled her close and she returned his kiss with matching intensity until she was too weak to stand. She wrapped her arms around his neck and moved with him toward her bedroom. The light from the suite cast its warm glow as they fell onto the oversized bed.

	Reilly caressed her face as if he were committing every line and angle to memory. He softly kissed her mouth then worked his way down her neck and shoulders. He moved the velvet on her arm and gently ran his thumb over the scar before laying his tender lips on it. 

	Dani trailed kisses along his neck and shoulders. When she undid the buttons on his shirt and slipped her hands inside, he felt the strength of her body melt into his. Reilly returned his mouth to hers and reached around for the zipper on her dress. She drank him in and returned each kiss on his jaw and neck until he moved beyond her reach. 

	After weeks of being heated in the deepest recesses of her soul, each taste spilled hot passion. Dani felt his force full blast and let it fill the empty voids in her heart and anchor itself like a protective layer to hold his love. Reilly worked his way down her smooth skin driving her to the brink just with his hands and mouth. He pulled back for only a moment when she fumbled with his zipper then gently pushed her up on the bed, much to her delight, to work his way back to where he had stopped.

	With her every whimper, Reilly grew more excited and with each kiss and touch, Dani responded with her own. She caressed his strong arms, the grooves along his spine, down through those hips she had fantasized about for weeks. She cooed when he rolled her over to continue exploring every inch of her body now wet with anticipation. When she rolled to face him again, he slid his hand along her smooth, firm thigh to the small of her back and drew her up.

	Dani was devoured, driven wild by a man who was unbelievably tender and strong. She fit perfectly inside his cupped hands and he was everything she knew he would be. She was whole and safe, as if she belonged only to him. The pain was gone, defeated by a love she had only dreamed about. He lifted her hips and pressed her body to his. She gently slid her foot along the back of his thigh and never took her eyes from his as they rose and fell in unison. She wanted to live in those blue pools forever. 

	 

	*****

	The sensation lingered like damp mist on a cool lake in early morning. The fire within Reilly had been consuming. His heart was pulled apart to be filled again only by her as their passion soared to its climax. She had shattered the walls that had been built thick from years of loss and regret. No woman had ever done that and she did it without asking for anything in return. He ached with need for every part of her and she gave them to him freely.

	Reilly caressed Dani’s hip as she lay snug facing him under the soft sheet. Her breasts were like silk against his ribs, her cheek against his shoulder. The only sound was the light rain rhythmically falling at the bedroom window. 

	“I have a confession to make,” he said. Dani titled her head toward him with eyes that were filled with a velvety glow. He rolled her to his left and propped his head on his hand while the other traced the outline of her face. “I have wanted to do this since that seedy motel room. You were asleep in my arms and I decided I wanted to wake up like that every morning.” 

	“Why didn’t you say something?”

	“I didn’t want you to think I was taking advantage of you, not after your nightmare. You know my past. I didn’t want to ruin anything that we might be able to have together.”

	Dani’s full, pink lips trembled. She kissed the palm of his hand then pulled slightly away. Leaning on her elbows, she played with the lace on the pillowcase and gave him a tiny smile. “I wouldn’t have fought you. I so needed to know that you were real and whole and – well, I knew that if I tried to explain, you would’ve thought I’d lost my mind.”

	He kissed her head lightly. He was sorry they had danced around each other for so long.

	“Since we are confessing,” she said, “I have to tell you that some of my nightmares aren’t what you’d consider normal. That one more so because it was about you. Well, your death.”

	“Like visions?” 

	“When you say it out loud, I feel like some sideshow freak.”

	“I didn’t mean…” 

	“It’s okay, really,” she said. “They’re more like warnings. Some are vague and build over time but this one…I’ve only had one other as intense. When my parents died.” She continued playing with the lace. “I warned you I was a mess.”

	He was at a loss for any words of comfort. Her seriousness rattled him. “What did you dream?” he asked.

	“This black boney figure, like a reaper, put a bullet in your head then laughed at me. He said it was my fault you were dead. That I was the perfect distraction.”

	Unnerved by the reference, Reilly did not tell her about Mariner’s nickname. It would only scare her more. The bullet that found Viktor was truly meant for him. “You could’ve told me,” Reilly said. “I would’ve done anything you wanted.” He kissed her mouth again. “Anything.”

	“You actually did help in a way.” She gently ran her fingertips over his left bicep. “Well, this did.” 

	He thought about past comments made about his tattoo. The dragon was too dark, too fierce, too menacing. They never knew the reason why he had it or its meaning, nor did they even think to ask. Because of those reactions, he had never cared to explain.

	“I focused on your shoulder until I fell asleep,” she explained. “I repeated over and over that it stood for power, protection of family and home, longevity.” Dani smiled deeply. “I focused a lot on the longevity part. It’s really a great tribute to Hank.”

	“How’d you know that? Wait, never mind how. You know and that’s all that matters.” 

	“I know what he meant to you – the fights – how he always had your back. I’m guessing it was kind of rough growing up with the name Adrian.”

	“There were no baseball or football greats when I was a kid so I expected the snickering at roll call. But later, when the taunting turned to shoves and fists, only Hank stepped up. He knew all about being odd man out. We sat with our faces cut and bruised, hands bloodied, and begged not to be sent home.”

	“He was from a strict Japanese family?”

	“Man, what was in that dossier? Yeah, he was. We were like brothers from the start.”

	“He died on a mission.”

	“Yeah,” he sighed then pulled her in tight. He kissed her head when she laid it on his chest and squeezed his eyes shut. From the beginning, he had prayed that those details had been redacted. She didn’t know and he could never tell her that his best friend had died saving her father. His heart pounded. She would never forgive him for keeping that truth from her. 

	“With you.”

	“Yeah, with me,” he said through the heavy thump against his ribs.

	“I’m sorry.”

	“There are always risks,” he said as he considered them – past and present. The losses, and her reason for wanting to leave. She wasn’t running, she simply wanted him safe. She had been willing to give him up, where he insisted that she stay. She was so much stronger than he’d even realized.

	“That’s what Michél told me, too, but when or where does risk cross the line? Viktor always said that it was ridiculous of me to try to do this job, that I was a joke and a distraction. He told me tonight that I was putting you in danger and all I could see was that image.” She lowered her voice. “I’ve put you at unbelievable risk.”

	Reilly gently lifted her face to his and saw only sorrow. “If I hadn’t hesitated for that one moment when I looked to you, I would have beaten Viktor to the door. I would take your distractions any day. You saved my life. Again.”

	“But it doesn’t change the fact that Mariner saw us together. What if –”

	Reilly placed his finger gently on her lips. “I told you before, we’ll get him together.” 

	He kissed her again and wondered how he would ever stop.

	 


Chapter 35

	 

	Reilly sat on the credenza in Commander Charon’s office reviewing reports from the massacre. The desk phone rang incessantly and Michél answered curtly after swallowing two aspirins to stem the obvious pounding in his head. He had been ripped apart by the hounding press wanting answers that he could not yet give. The violence at Versailles was being expertly manipulated by the propaganda machine as if death was jet fuel. Security forces and covert reserves were being stretched to capacity.

	This meeting was taking longer than Reilly had expected. He checked his watch again wondering whether Dani was doing the same as she packed their bags and readied them both for whatever was coming next. The kiss she had left him with had made him impatient for the elevator and he detoured to the emergency exit stairs. His mood took him down the five flights quickly where he exited the side door, hailed a taxi, and switched to warrior mode. 

	Rain melted against the window and people dodged drops while he dissected how Daniella St. Sauveur Tyler had gotten such a foothold. His solitary kingdom has been easily conquered by a tiny queen who now reigned with a love he believed could never exist. He was supposed to be an expert in covert operations, trained in all sorts of weaponry and survival, but he had no weapon against her. He could weather extreme temperatures but after last night couldn’t withstand a day without her heat. He had survived being beaten, shot, stabbed and tortured, but would battle all of hell for her if necessary. He’d been trained for the unexpected but never this. She had flashed those big brown eyes and beautiful smile when she stopped to rescue him. It had been more like surrender. 

	He could hear O’Donnell telling him that she wasn’t another conquest. She wasn’t. Yet with everything Dani knew about him, his reputation, his exploits, the professional successes and the failures, she wanted him. He had no idea how that was even possible but one thing was clearly evident: if they didn’t eliminate Mariner, he’d never get the chance to find out.

	A large map hanging from a board on the wall was covered in an assortment of colored pushpins indicating possible leads being checked by the Departmental and Mobile Gendarmerie. Every department under the Directorate-General’s control was being mobilized from each of its separate locations throughout the city. The pins showed no pattern or direction, as if he was everywhere at once.

	“Mon Dieu! We will be right there,” Michél blurted. “The Plaza Hotel has been attacked.” 

	Reilly jumped to his feet. “Dani.” 

	“Wait!” Michél grabbed his jacket before chasing Reilly out of the building. Reilly frantically searched for a car with keys until Michél pointed him in the direction of his personal vehicle. “Stop, now!” he yelled. “I know what you are thinking, what you are feeling, but think for a second. We have to do this carefully.”

	“Fuck carefully!”

	“Rushing isn’t going to change anything. Now we know Mariner is still here and close so we have a better chance of getting him.” He unlocked the doors and they jumped in.

	“With Dani as bait?” Reilly screamed. “What’s wrong with you? Drive before I get out.”

	Michél put the car in gear and peeled out of the lot. The pain in his head screamed like the tires against the pavement. “Listen to me,” he demanded. “Mariner would not take a chance like this if he did not believe you were in that room. We can use that to our advantage.”

	“Dani and I tried that already. It didn’t work and now...” Reilly pounded the dashboard. “She warned me about this last night. He saw us together. She knew this was going to happen and wanted to leave but I didn’t listen. I made her stay!” 

	With adrenaline pumping at full throttle, he could have run the five miles to the hotel faster. He had done the unthinkable. The thing he had promised he would never do. He left her behind. The bomb was meant for him. 

	“Can you drive this piece of shit any faster?” Reilly asked as questions screamed like the cries only hours ago. The only answer he had was who was responsible. “I was supposed to protect those people. Protect Dani. It was my job to save them. I’ve saved no one – and only made things worse.”

	“You really are that arrogant,” Michél said engulfed by worry and dread. “Yes, errors were made, horrible errors, but to blame yourself? Have we all not worked hard to stop this devil? Has no one else given their life in that effort? Sorry to inform you but you do not have all the answers. You are human like the rest of us.”

	Security was tight as they pulled up to the barricades set at the end of the street. Michél placed a call to the fire unit who readied a full HAZMAT suit as Reilly’s cover. He hung up only to have the phone ring again. Several undercover units had started surveillance of the immediate area and had issued a full lock-down.

	“He’ll be close in order to verify his kill,” Michél said. He grabbed Reilly’s arm as he started toward the hotel. “Act like you belong. I know what she means to you, so focus.”

	Resentment, hot and sharp, for the mission failure, for the demise of good people, from last night and the last ten years, assaulted each of Reilly’s senses. He only half listened as his gut wretched. Every scenario played out in his head to render him speechless. As one finished, another overtook him, making room for another until his brain tried to break free of the confines of his skull. He couldn’t keep up. He didn’t want to. He just wanted Dani alive. 

	Packed in the elevator with Michél and men from the response team, the lift raised five floors. The fact that it worked gave Reilly some hope that the damage might not be severe. Each moment was like a lifetime but it proved not long enough. The doors opened to charred devastation delivered by a specialized device that spread horizontally, not vertically. It destroyed everything in a forty-foot diameter. 

	Michél saw Reilly’s anguish through the mask and grabbed his arm again simply to get his attention. “I will find out who is in charge.”

	Reilly nodded and stepped forward to survey the scene. He was instructed to blend in but he couldn’t move. Visually, he followed the blackened footprint out to the edges of the suite. What were once stylish furnishings were either disintegrated or damaged beyond repair. Shreds of blue silk streaked with soot clung to life on broken curtain rods. The walls between the bedrooms on either side had been reduced to rubble. Chunks of wood and plaster were scattered everywhere.

	His stomach tightened at the remains of Dani’s beautifully carved Rococo-styled bed. Its coverings of fine linens were ripped and shredded. It was their bed only hours ago. The place where he had made love to her, held her, and confessed to her. Things he’d never done with any other woman. He didn’t want to think it might be that one and only night.

	He turned his attention toward what was left of her bathroom and slowly made his way through the wreckage. Bits and pieces of porcelain mixed with water and soap on the charred marble floor. When Reilly removed his mask, several men from the unit stared at him. He kneeled to push around some of the pieces but her smell was everywhere. The knots in his stomach moved to his chest. 

	The large white marble tub lay in two pieces beneath an impression embedded like a chalk outline into the plaster. The thought of Dani’s body pushed into a walled grave and blood smeared above the lowest indent flooded him with more questions. Blood droplets on the edge of the broken tub rim shimmered in the sunlight poking through the clouds and shattered window. Unnerved to his breaking point, its rays settled on something shiny nestled within the slop. Dani’s medallion. He removed his glove then brushed it clean before balling his fist around the chain and running to find Michél.

	 

	*****

	Mariner was secretly pleased when the first body was brought out wrapped in black and sealed tight. Several police units pushed past him in their rush. Another pushed him back with the growing crowds straining to get a look at the unfolding chaos.

	One down, two to go. 

	Emergency responders arrived in droves. Such drama and so predictable. A twisted smile formed when a team of paramedics brought out a second stretcher. From his vantage point, he couldn’t tell who it was but a technician frantically waived and yelled while another gave oxygen to the person lying on the gurney. As they lifted it into the ambulance, he chuckled at their ignorance. 

	He didn’t deal in chemical weapons or hazardous materials. Last night’s poison was an exception because O’Donnell knew weapons would never pass security. Today’s elimination was specifically chosen for Adrian Reilly and his companion. He scoffed at her stupidity and choice of company. 

	They really thought he could be fooled twice though he would grant them one thing. He hadn’t adequately confirmed their deaths at the lake because he’d been in a rush. He resented that today’s plans had to change again but he wouldn’t make the same mistake. His fury built in light of his error and fueled his determination to wait for the third and final body. 

	He tempered it by enjoying the scene as if it were a theatrical performance. It was Paris after all. The curtain lifts on reporters scurrying for information, then builds to the second act with the swirling chaos of police and investigators and the terror of the general public as they frantically discuss the day’s, and prior night’s, events. The resulting panic would be a beautiful crescendo, with the climax being Adrian Reilly in a million little pieces. Chunks would also be acceptable.

	 


Chapter 36

	 

	Commander Charon met Reilly at what had been the suite’s entrance. “Come with me.”

	“Where is she?” Reilly demanded.

	Michél handed him a card. “They took her here. She is alive but injured and before you ask, I do not know. The blast came from something on the coffee table, possibly something delivered by room service.”

	“James.”

	Michél nodded. “He is dead, apparently from an overdose but I think we know better. I am going to give a statement to the press when we get outside.” He tugged at Reilly’s suit. “Keep this on until you are out of sight of the cameras and crews. We’ll play this as an unfortunate gas leak and that one guest was killed immediately and the other guest and staff member succumbed to their injuries.”

	“We tried this before,” Reilly said. “It didn’t work.”

	“It might now with the whole world watching. I will make sure another body bag is escorted out in full view of every camera. He has to know that the entire world is hunting him.”

	“He doesn’t care. He’ll disappear like he always does. We have to change tactics. He’s going to pay for this if it takes me the rest of my life.”

	Michél gripped Reilly’s arm with full force. “If you do not calm down, that will be sooner rather than later. Now go. And be careful.”

	Reilly snuck away, tossed the protective suit, and drove Michél’s car to the hospital. Each mile gripped him with suffocating panic but Michél’s words began to seep through when he pulled in the lot. He parked in a reserved spot and donned the Commander’s hat and overcoat. 

	He entered the emergency doors wanting to scream Dani’s name and rip through and apart everything and everyone in his way. With all the authority he could find, he informed the nurse at the station that he was sent to check on the victim from the hotel blast. She was more than helpful and he made a mental note to tell Michél he wanted Dani guarded while she recovered. His stomach fell at the thought she might not.

	The unconcerned nurse casually pointed him to a row of curtained partitions in the trauma area then quickly disappeared when a doctor requested her help. The room was in motion as the entire staff scrambled like mice in a cornfield to tend to victims of a car crash. Left to search for Dani on his own, he found her in the furthest corner and could not choke back his overwhelming grief. He closed the curtain and gently sat on the edge of the bed uncertain if she was asleep or unconscious. 

	Tiny, pink cuts covered her right cheek where a dark bruise had already formed. An egg on her forehead the size of his fist was red and swollen and covered with several thin white strips to hold her lacerated skin in place. Remnants of blood were caked in the ringlets of her hair. Her right arm was bandaged inside a sling tied tight to her torso. 

	He wanted to touch her but didn’t know where. He pulled the gold chain from his pocket and let it puddle in his palm. I’m sorry Daniel, he said to himself as the tears he choked back lodged in his throat. 

	He picked up Dani’s free hand and placed the medallion inside it. She’d look for it as soon as she woke like she did every morning. He’d noticed even if she didn’t. It calmed her, centered her, and gave her hope in the chaos that he brought to her life. With the chain draped over the back of her delicate hand, he was reminded again how fragile life was and how stupid he’d been to think he could have one with her. He couldn’t protect her as a lover or a partner and now his partner couldn’t come with him. The thought of leaving her behind ripped him apart. 

	The only option was to walk away. 

	He couldn’t bring any more pain to her life. Not if he truly loved her. And he did. Like no one before or ever again. Morgan was right. Death followed him everywhere and the innocents that were tangled by his path were too many. His chest split by some invisible axe but he had one last way to protect her. He rose to leave as her heavy eyes opened. 

	“Hey,” she sighed.

	Reilly couldn’t hold back. He failed his country last night. He failed her this morning.

	“I hate that pitiful look,” she grumbled. “I look worse than I really am.” She closed her eyes to stem the nausea.

	“You warned me,” he said. “I should’ve let you go last night.”

	“Don’t,” she said in halting breaths to keep her stomach from lurching. “I chose to stay.” Reilly adjusted the pillow under head when she tried to straighten up. “Thank you,” she said as she squeezed the medallion to her chest then placed the chain in his offered hand. 

	“Can you remember what happened?” he asked as he draped it around her neck and secured the clasp.

	“I put our bags together as we agreed, wiped everything down. I was about to take a bath when I found James standing in the suite, stoned out of his mind. I threw him out. I was in the tub maybe five minutes. The next thing I knew I was here.” She paused for a moment then reached up to touch Reilly’s face. He closed his eyes and kissed her hand.

	“I’ll get you a private room and have Michél post a sentry at the door. No one will get to you again.”

	“Talk to James,” she said. “Maybe he knows something.”

	“James is dead,” he said flatly. “He never made it to the lobby.” Reilly squeezed her free hand as her eyes moistened. He failed them all. “Mariner must have followed us back to the hotel. He probably saw me push James in the lobby and plied him to do his bidding. I’m so sorry.”

	“He brought a basket of fruit and candy. From management, he said. We couldn’t have known.”

	“But I should have,” he growled out. “Last night, this morning, all of it. I need to go.”

	Dani’s eyes widened and she squeezed his hand. “Go? Go where?”

	“Anywhere where Mariner can’t find you or anyone else I care about.”

	 

	*****

	Michél didn’t hide his shock when he entered Dani’s private room. The throbbing in her head had subsided with the passing hours and the intravenous drugs kept the pain from her dislocated shoulder at bay but she felt trapped by the bandages, the stuffiness of the tiny room and the undeniable tension. Reilly’s declaration was like a stone weight tied like the sling on her arm. With the constant probing by nurses and doctors and moving from the emergency room, Dani hadn’t been able to confront him but had gotten him to stay until Michél arrived. 

	“Stop fussing,” she said to Michél when he sat on the bed and kissed her hand. “What’s going on?”

	“I think our statements to the press and the video of the body bags worked. Reports are still coming in and I have every man in every jurisdiction chasing every lead.” He eyed Reilly who was standing at the window with his back to them, then turned back to Dani. “We traced the last call James made but it was to a burn phone. Mariner’s picture has been posted throughout the country and a local policeman thinks he spotted him getting petrol for his motor bike. He was gone before back up arrived.” 

	The Commander spoke directly to Reilly. “I need you take this one. I have no one else.” Reilly turned to Michél, then Dani, before turning his back to them both. His silence was worrisome. “Now, before he gets too far.”

	“Get someone else,” Reilly said.

	“Have you lost your mind?” Michél snapped.

	Dani gripped Michél’s hand with a force that turned his attention to her. “Can you give us a minute?” she asked, silencing the expletives that were about to leave her friend’s mouth. Michél complied and kissed her again before leaving. She glared at Reilly. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

	He whipped around to face her. “Me?” he bristled.

	“Yes, you,” she argued. “Would you be quitting if it were Hank laying here? Or Timmy? Or Green or Gallagher?” She didn’t give him a chance to respond. “No. You wouldn’t. You’d complete your objective.”

	“This…you…is different,” he countered.

	“How?” she screeched. “And don’t tell me it’s because you love me. You loved them too yet you finished each of those missions with and without them. So I call bullshit because when I wanted to leave last night for the exact same reason, you said that we had to finish this.”

	“Yeah, I said we have to finish this when I thought we could be partners. When I was arrogant enough to think I had all the answers. That together we’d get him.”

	Dani ignored his pitiful complaint and twisted the blanket on the bed with her free hand to keep her voice still and strong. He couldn’t know how scared she was of being alone again. Of him leaving her forever. Of Trent Mariner, alive and gloating over the deaths of good, innocent, people. Of Charlie O’Donnell winning from the grave. 

	“So, then, tell me,” she demanded. “What was our plan? Come on. You always have a secondary plan. A contingency. What was it?”

	“You were,” he admitted. “I couldn’t beat O’Donnell – Mariner – before because I didn’t have you. I was so full of myself, so focused that I’d forgotten that the only time I was ever successful was when I was part of a team.”

	“Then I’ve given you what you needed. Now get your arrogant ass out there and kill that son-of-a-bitch.”

	“Did you hear me? I said we would do it together.”

	Dani breathed through her outrage and heartache. “We have so far.”

	“Hours ago I was ready to leave without a note, or excuse, or a reason,” he said. “To keep you safe and secret. You could start a new life without my horrors permeating it but the soldier in me believes if I walk out that door I’m leaving you behind.”

	Dani sighed. “As your partner, I’m telling you that it’s okay to go.”

	Reilly sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her hand from the blanket. “But I made you a promise.”

	“You have another promise to keep first.”

	“The risk is too high now,” he said shaking his head. “I won’t have you added to the body count because of my failures. We’ve gotten lucky twice. I won’t risk your life again.”

	Dani pulled her hand from his and narrowed her glare. “Then you’re letting evil win.” 

	“What? I want to protect you.”

	“You listen to me Adrian Patrick Reilly. If you don’t go and finish this, then I’m not your partner but a distraction. So which is it?”

	His remorse was replaced with annoyance. “Why do you do that? My mother used to do that.”

	“Because it gets your attention when you’re being dense.” She let out another deep sigh. “Please, don’t let Viktor be right. You told me last night, when you said we were partners, we can’t quit now.”

	He searched her face for another option but couldn’t find one. “I don’t know how long this will take.”

	Dani touched his cheek. Her chest clutched but she kept her words clear and sure. “As long as you destroy him, it doesn’t matter.”

	He brushed her mouth with his, then again and responded fully when she asked for more. He pulled back and placed a gentle kiss on each of her bruises. “There’s so much more I want to say.”

	“Tell me when you come back.”

	“Where will you go?”

	“Give me that pen and pad over there.” She scribbled an address with her left hand. “You promised me this morning, before you left, that when this was over we’d find a place with no phones, no newspapers and no people. Well, this is what I meant when I said I know of one.” She smiled but he remained doubtful. “I’ve never told anyone about this place. Not Charlie, not Michél, no one but you. I’ll be safe.”

	“How long …”

	“Until you come home,” she whispered.

	Reilly gently cupped her face in his hands. “Then know this in every thought and every word and every cell that you have.” He kissed her lips. “If I don’t come back, it’s only because I can’t.” He wiped the tears from her cheek and pulled her close. He wanted more but could only run his fingers through her hair. “I’ll be back as soon as I can and I promise I’ll never leave you again.”

	Dani kissed his forehead, each cheek, and his mouth before saying be safe. It was what her mother always did. He looked back before he reached the door handle and she gave him a smile that lasted until the door closed on a gentle thump. Finally alone, she let full, chest heaving sobs come then pressed the morphine button to numb everything.

	 

	 

	Reilly was silent on the drive back to headquarters. He stared out the window transfixed by an unyielding alarm and a deep apprehension.

	Michél eyed him cautiously. “You were right. Only you can do this.”

	Those words were drowned in a sea of unadulterated fear. There were no rules of engagement, no training, no stupid sports metaphors, for what he was about to do. He wondered how Michél managed the emotional balance between family and duty. He thought of Hank and the horror of losing his best friend but they were soldiers and it was battle. They knew the dangers that came with the job. This was different and leaving Dani behind tore at him more than any bullet or knife ever could.

	“You need to shut her out and focus,” Michél added.

	Reilly stared at nothing as they drove. “How do I do that?”

	“Remember who you are, that’s how. This has been your mission, an obsession born out of some misplaced guilt you have, for too many years. It has to end now. Daniella is safe and will be here when you are finished.” 

	Michél pulled the car through the lot and parked at the rear of the building. “If you do not do this the way you know how, I do not see this ending well for any of us. Please, do not mistake what I am about to say. Until today, you have been cavalier and gone into every job not caring if you came back. That empowerment from all you have lost is why you are extremely good at what you do, but now you have a purpose other than yourself, something to come back for, and you are scared.” Reilly looked away. “You don’t know where it fits or how to handle it so I will tell you how.” Michél clenched both fists and held them up. “You hold it tightly with both hands and shove it deep in your heart.” He pounded his chest with his right fist to make his point. “I make it back every day because of Lisette and the girls. They are an anchor not a distraction.”

	“Dani wanted to leave last night just for that reason. She didn’t want Mariner using her to throw me off guard but he has.”

	“Do you know how angry she would be if she knew that?”

	“She knows,” Reilly admitted. “And was brutal.”

	“Did you know that she wanted to leave when you arrived in Paris? I know all about the nightmare and how she felt about putting you in danger, even before last night’s massacre. I told her it would be a slap in your face after all you had done.” 

	Reilly was quiet as Michél continued. 

	“She still does not know about your relationship with her father, right? Regardless of the promise you made to the CIA, you owe it to him to finish what he started. To end the guilt you harbor for not believing him sooner. Have you forgotten that they were my friends, too?”

	“No.”

	Michél placed his hand on Reilly’s arm. “You found the proof but none of it will matter if you do not stop Mariner and put an end to O’Donnell’s plans. You will never get a chance to sit and rest and take care of Dani. She put her fear aside for you and stayed. Now you must do the same for her and go.”

	“I should’ve let her leave,” Reilly said.

	“How is it that with all that arrogance, you still feel unworthy? You cannot keep using this job as an excuse to ignore what you have been missing for a very long time. But you must finish this mission first.”

	Reilly looked out the window again and let Michél’s words take hold. All his life he had been running, chasing, always moving. There was no reason to stop and look back or within. Only unbearable pain lived in those places. Home had disappeared until he found her. He was tired and it was time to sit with Dani at his side. But she was right. He had a promise to keep. A quiet determination settled in and he pushed the crushing fear of never having her in his arms again deep inside his soul. It would remain locked away until he was done. 

	“How’d you get so smart?” Reilly asked.

	“Being loved by a strong and beautiful woman has not only made me a better soldier, it has made me a better man.”

	Reilly nodded. “Let’s do this.”


Chapter 37

	 

	Reilly navigated an old, nondescript Fiat through Paris traffic, got on the motorway, and headed south toward Orléans. If it was Mariner, he was only two hours ahead but exactly where was anyone’s guess. Reilly was miles from Paris and Dani when his ringing phone shattered his silent ride.

	“Where are you?” Michél asked.

	“I’m an hour south of Poitiers.”

	“Perfect. I just got word that our friend may have been seen again. The description was better but not definitive. He seems to be heading toward Bordeaux.”

	“He’s less than an hour in front of me.”

	“Do you need assistance?”

	“No. It might not be him.” Reilly flipped the phone onto the seat and pressed the pedal. 

	He continued toward the center of Bordeaux and the Saint Pierre quarter. The finest French architecture, beautiful sculptures and romantic stone balconies bursting with color from a multitude of flowers were evident at every turn. Reilly was not interested in beauty today. 

	A motorcycle matching the description entered the thoroughfare oblivious to the small brown car stopped at the street light behind him. Reilly was surprised when it headed deeper into the crescent shaped city at a slow, unconcerned pace. He pulled the car on to a side street when the rider parked his bike and waited. He got his verification when Mariner removed his helmet.

	The historic port city was bustling with students and visitors on holiday. Hundreds of people hurried through the streets, frequenting traditional tourist spots, clubs, and shops. The throngs of bodies made it easy for Reilly to blend in but getting close proved difficult. He pulled his cap down and followed Mariner through the crowds. He needed a clear shot.

	Construction encompassed the downtown district where remnants from the last World War were now part of a beautification effort. What were once factories and warehouses on the banks of the River Garonne were now being reclaimed to boast quiet, residential neighborhoods with some of the finest restaurants and cafés. It was dusty and dirty and made Reilly’s surveillance that much easier. 

	Mariner continued on to the Chartons district. Known for its quality antique shops, Reilly watched him enter one of its smaller nondescript storefronts. The proprietor immediately turned the sign on the glass door and locked it. He turned off the lights and disappeared with Mariner into the darkness of the building.

	Reilly quickly surveyed its layout and the block looking for alternate exists before settling in the shadows of an empty storefront opposite the shop to think. A display window etched with gold lettering flanked the entry to the antique store on the left. To its right, a narrow alley separated the building from the others on the street. Oddly, there was no side or back exit, not even from underground. The only way in was from the street where a steady stream of men continued to arrive. Like Mariner, they were met by the proprietor who locked the door after admittance. Two set Reilly’s trained senses on high alert.

	The first was Julien LaPierre, a French politician rumored to have alliances with gang-related groups throughout Europe. It was believed that he secretly fed them information about ongoing investigations for a hefty price. A small and frail looking man in his mid-fifties, he dressed in the finest hand-tailored suits from London and was never seen publicly in any way but perfectly attired. His flair for elegance belied his true ugliness. Oddly, his name had appeared on O’Donnell’s list but had not appeared at the COH gala. Reilly now knew why. Trent Mariner had made a new friend.

	The second man was Yevgeny Prokhorov, also a Frenchman but with strong ties to his father’s Russian heritage. Dmitri believed Prokhorov to be a silent backer to some of the world’s most covert arms dealers. His name appeared on O’Donnell’s list of owners for the warehouse compound in Pakistan solidifying that belief.

	Reilly was considering both attendees and their possible agenda when a third man approached the shop. It was Seamus Finnegan in the flesh. The broad-shouldered Irishman whose piercing blue eyes penetrated men with a cold, steely gaze was alive and well. He entered alone. 

	It was a summit of the most lethal men in the world. Each had the singular potential to cause unspeakable terror and now with Mariner in the mix, the group could create something downright catastrophic. New questions surfaced and pounded Reilly’s brain but he tempered his alarm. He wouldn’t focus on what they might be planning. The next guy could worry about it because he was done. His love was waiting, insured and alone. He had broken his promise to never to leave her and intended to use the rest of his life to redeem himself.

	No one entered after the Irishman and by dusk, Reilly had a plan to flush them all out. Even with a Beretta secured in his waistband, a .45 Smith & Wesson in his boot and an AR-15 provided by French Intelligence stashed in the trunk of the car, he was outgunned and outnumbered. Even if called, by the time reinforcements arrived, the men might be gone. He needed to reduce their numbers and eliminate Mariner while keeping the public safe. As quickly as possible. 

	His empty storefront was a restaurant in mid-renovation from an old service station. A quick search rewarded him with sheetrock knives, empty wine bottles, a bit of gasoline and several old cans of motor oil. Soap from the finished kitchen and old rags blotted with paint, grease and grime made perfect Molotov cocktails. Two would do the trick. It was old school but simple and effective.

	And immediate.

	Twenty men spilled from the shop like rats from a sewer. They stepped through flames and over broken glass as the proprietor screamed about his antiques and tried to rescue what he could. Reilly timed his attack in the chaos and charged Mariner as he reached the alley entrance.

	Instinct kicked in and Mariner squirmed out from under his attacker. “Why aren’t you dead?” he bellowed.

	Reilly fired the Beretta knowing the sound would be muffled by the commotion on the street. Mariner effectively dodged it when he bent to pick up an iron pipe laying against the brick wall. Reilly caught it in mid-swing with his left hand as his right forced the gun in the assassin’s throat. Mariner threw his head into Reilly’s before he could squeeze the trigger.

	Bright white light forced Reilly to release both holds and he fell to the ground. It was more than the head-butt. Something was embedded in his back forcing sharp pain throughout his body. He heard Prokhorov’s voice from behind.

	“You said he was dead.”

	Mariner grabbed the gun and pointed it at Reilly’s head. “He will be now.” 

	“No,” the Russian said, “not here.” He flipped Mariner the plastic box in his hand. “We do not need more attention.”

	Mariner pressed the button on the TASER Shockwave sending volts of electricity through the six darts injected three high and two wide in Reilly’s back. He had full control. 

	Prokhorov pulled keys from his jacket and tossed them to Mariner. “Get him out of here before the authorities arrive. Use my car and get rid of him.”

	Mariner pummeled the Beretta against Reilly’s scalp until everything turned black. 

	 


Chapter 38

	 

	Excruciating pain brought Reilly back to consciousness. Sharp and direct, every nerve in his body seemed to melt in the searing flames of hell. A punch to his jaw opened his eyes.

	“Wake up sleepy head,” Mariner cackled, “time for class. Your instructor has questions.”

	The throbbing in Reilly’s jaw paled in comparison to the waves of fire rolling through him. A rope was secured around his waist tying him to a metal chair and embedded in his back were needle-like barbs connected to a device controlled by a psychopath. He pulled slightly to find his wrists bound together through the chair’s frame with plastic zip-ties. Based on the decay around him, he guessed that the empty air plane hangar had been abandoned for decades. Windows encompassing the top third of the building were covered with haze and filth but those missing let in the breaking dawn. Reilly’s muscles tightened and twitched from the volts of electrical current being pumped into them. Unwilling to give Mariner any satisfaction, he didn’t yell out. He simply chuckled when the electronic pulse stopped. “Hey, Grim. What’s new?”

	“It’s not what’s new, Moose, it’s what’s old and that’s you,” Mariner seethed. “How do you keep avoiding meeting your maker?” 

	“Just lucky I guess.”

	Mariner threw his head back and laughed wildly. “Well, your luck runs out today.” He slammed his fist into Reilly’s mouth. “That was for standing in the canoe.”

	“I had a fish on the line,” Reilly said then worked his jaw.

	“I had my sights set perfectly on your brain stem,” Mariner said rounding his captive and pressing the black box in his hand like a gun against Reilly’s skull. “Boom.” He circled again and landed another punch. “And that’s for not being in that hotel room.”

	“You’re slipping, Grim.”

	Mariner puffed. “No Moose, you are, but since you’re alive I’ve got some questions and you’ll answer them. Then, I’m gonna make sure you are dead this time if I have to wait until every last ounce of blood is emptied from your body.”

	“Have at it, douche bag. Why don’t you untie me so we can make this a fair fight?” Mariner punched him in the gut then landed an upper cut to his jaw. Reilly’s head snapped back violently. 

	“I might be crazy but I haven’t totally lost my mind. I’m the better shot but I haven’t forgotten I could never beat you hand-to-hand,” Mariner said, watching Reilly’s head bob. “Good thing I have friends.”

	“Some friends.”

	“But you’re the super soldier, right? Schooled in espionage and warfare so let’s see how well you do when you’re not in charge or giving orders. See any way out of this alive?”

	“A few.”

	“Ha, right,” Mariner said. “I’m in charge this time, not you, so here are my rules. Every right answer gets you a passing grade to the next round. Every wrong answer gets you a demerit. You know what happens when there are too many demerits?”

	“Um, you don’t get tenure for being a bad teacher?”

	“Funny, asshole. I should expel you right now.”

	“So you’re a teacher now?” Reilly bristled. “Such a fine example. Traitor, like your boss; assassin, lunatic. You used to be one of the good guys. What the fuck happened?”

	Mariner spittled in Reilly’s face, his mouth twisting with hatred. “The Army happened, you happened, you and Matsuo and that stupid CIA agent.”

	That night flooded back to Reilly. “You can’t blame us for that. No one could’ve survived that explosion. I watched it destroy you and everything in that building. I thought you and Hank died that night doing your jobs. The target would’ve, too, if we hadn’t gotten out when we did. I had to carry them both and even if I had found you, I couldn’t have carried three men. We all would’ve died.”

	“I did die that night. A local fisherman found me days later buried beneath the rubble, barely alive. It took me almost a year to get home.”

	“And you picked O’Donnell to come home to?” Reilly asked. “O’Donnell was behind it all. He set us up. We were supposed to be collateral damage for getting rid of the agent. You didn’t have to go down this road. You should’ve contacted me. I would’ve come to get you.”

	“Why would I contact you? I reported back to my commander.”

	Images in Reilly’s mind swirled and twisted from one reality into another. “What?” 

	“You really are dense, aren’t you?” Mariner boasted. “I worked for O’Donnell. Why do you think he had you take me along?”

	The acknowledgment in Reilly’s eyes was all Mariner needed. When it changed to disgust, he proudly grinned. “You’re as dumb as you are big. No one was supposed to come home, except me of course. But you had to play good soldier and get in the way. You’ve been getting in my way far too long.”

	“Why would you do that?” Reilly asked. “You were the best there was. All that time we spent training. The missions. The guys who gave their lives. How could you forget your oaths and buy into O’Donnell’s lies?” Mariner’s answer was another punch to Reilly’s face. He blinked through pain that did not equal his shock or disbelief.

	“You just don’t get it,” Mariner said. “I’d had enough by the time we came back from our last tour and O’Donnell made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. Freedom from the Army’s short leash, no AARs, no rules. I could finally do what I was trained to do. You didn’t name me Grim Reaper for nothing. I was sick of the chain of command and the rules of engagement made by staff pukes and headquarter pussies that had no idea what it was like out there in the real world.”

	“You remember the real world don’t you, Moose? The one where we sacrifice our lives for a country that shows its gratitude by making us expendable. Like those guys who died on that roof in Afghanistan. They were sitting ducks because they were waiting for the authority to engage the enemy. And what about those Marines that went out ahead of us without protection? We could’ve been easily chopped from our unit. Extra firepower was all they needed.”

	Reilly determined his exit strategy while Mariner ranted. A sleeping bag and garbage were strewn about in the opposite corner. Several feet away, a long wooden table, beaten and gouged from years of use, held Mariner’s sniper rifle, cleaning kit and boxes of ammunition. Reilly’s Beretta and S&W lay beside it. Tucked in another corner was a motorcycle that had seen better days. 

	“How many times did we have to wait for some idiot hundreds of miles away to give us the green light?” Mariner whined. “We could’ve done real damage to the enemy and protected our own. I didn’t put my ass on the line to be some second class security guard and was sick of being insignificant. So, sure, he may have had his own agenda, but they all did. Just the pay was better.”

	“You really are a moron,” Reilly said. “Yeah, okay, they all have agendas but O’Donnell did it for personal gain, nothing else. He used good men and women, the nation’s trust, to create his own sick, twisted kingdom. Our job was to protect against people like him. Did you forget the Ranger creed? Enemies are met on the battlefield.”

	“They were enemies.”

	“Bullshit. O’Donnell used you to wage his private war. His go-between, right? How many arms deals did you help him broker? How many convenient deaths to get him what he wanted? Power – money – and what’d you get? You were the best sniper there was but you forgot the most important thing and that’s honor.” Reilly pushed further. “You never really had it though, did you? Not even at the beginning.”

	Mariner pressed the button and watched his prisoner tense. “What do you know about my beginning?”

	Reilly laughed when the inferno subsided. “I know everything, asshole. You think you were the only one with a rotten childhood? You and a million other kids in foster care just trying to stay alive. Grateful for an open hand slap instead of a full-out fist to the face. Maybe get one good night’s sleep out of seven? Am I close?”

	“Fuck you, you had a family.”

	“Yeah, that’s what my father used to say to me, too, when he wasn’t ignoring me. So fuck us both, Grim. Neither of us is special.”

	“Shut up, I’m already sick of hearing your voice. I’d might as well be back in the desert with you giving orders.”

	“That’s right, sulk,” Reilly snapped. “You never were a team player. I’m still surprised you weren’t peered out more than once by your squad. You’ve got fucking nerve to talk about those men who died. You’ve dishonored every single one of them with what you’ve done for O’Donnell. And for what? Money? It certainly isn’t power. Talk about a short leash.”

	Mariner hit the button on the black box and did not let up. Reilly finally screamed as each nerve exploded, incinerating him from within.

	“I said shut up! I mean something now! I’m not invisible like you.”

	Reilly tried shaking the dark fog so he could keep taunting Mariner but his heart was beating wildly. It was becoming more difficult to remain focused as his brain began to fry.

	“But you are,” Reilly panted. “What’d you have? Two strikes? Army or jail? Tisk, tisk. Such anger management issues.”

	Mariner smiled at the baiting tactics and moved within inches of Reilly’s face. “That’s right, Sarge. It’s why I’m so good. They made me this way. Bred me like an animal, kept me at bay but you know what? Nothing, I mean nothing, compares to the rush of squeezing that trigger. I control who lives and who dies. With all your skills, what do you think you control?”

	“My honor.”

	Mariner stepped back. “Ha! You’re so noble. We’re cast from the same mold so drop the honor crap. It’s old, just like you.”

	“And you’re defective. I’m nothing like you.”

	“And that’s why I’m holding your knife,” Mariner gloated.

	“For now.”

	“You’re still an arrogant bastard.”

	“So I’ve been told lately,” Reilly acknowledged. “Must come with old age.”

	“Well, you’ve celebrated your last birthday. You’ll be dead like O’Donnell and no one will care. But I have questions first.”

	Mariner threw down the taser and yanked out the barbs. Chunks of skin and blood trickled down Reilly’s back until it was absorbed by his shirt. Mariner held the cold, carbon steel blade of Reilly’s KA-BAR against his face. 

	“Now as I said, every wrong answer gets you a demerit. Know what that is?” 

	In one swift move, Mariner made a six-inch gash across the top of Reilly’s right bicep with the tip of the blade. Hot blood flowed from the separated skin but Reilly didn’t flinch. With his head slightly tilted, he boldly stared down Mariner.

	Mariner waived the knife in Reilly’s face. “Okay, tough guy, here’s what I want to know. Where’s all that money O’Donnell sowed off my back?”

	Reilly laughed loudly as blood poured from his wound. He shook his head in disbelief at the obsession and control of something that in the end was meaningless. He immediately thought back to the day when he and Dani talked about material things. The old joke, if you owned everything, where would you put it all, popped into Reilly’s half-fried brain to make him laugh harder. His reaction drove Mariner to the edge. 

	“I asked you a question!”

	Reilly snapped back in full control. “That’s what you want to know? Seriously? Not, how I found you? Knew you’d be at Versailles? I’ll admit you were pretty clever – new look, new skills. Didn’t expect you’d do the spy thing. Won’t make that mistake again.”

	Mariner’s eyes narrowed. “No. You won’t.”

	“But see, O’Donnell gave it all up when you killed him. He kept records of missions, pictures, murders, the players. I guess you could call them souvenirs of a sociopath in a suit, wrapped in the flag.”

	“If you found me so easy, then where’s his money?” Mariner whined.

	“Funny, it’s the only thing he didn’t record. Guess he took it with him.” Mariner’s rage was evident in his trembling hand. “You should be torturing him,” Reilly said, “oh, but wait, he’s dead and you’ve been left behind. Again.”

	“You’ve been hunting him long and close enough. Figure it out!”

	“You really are a clueless asshole aren’t you?”

	“I want that money!” 

	“Fuck off.”

	Mariner struck Reilly’s jaw with such force, it knocked him unconscious. He woke hours later parched and in agony. The blood from his arm had stopped oozing but the deep cut pulsed and burned. By Reilly’s estimate it was past mid-day and his first full day as a prisoner was almost at a close. Mariner doused him with water and slapped his wet face. 

	“You didn’t answer my question correctly. Demerits are given for insubordination, too.” He opened up the wound on Reilly’s arm again, driving the knife a little deeper. “I’ll move to the other side if I have to.”

	Reilly growled as the knife slid through skin and muscle as if he was a hanging slab of beef. “I told you. I don’t know.”

	“I think you do. So unless you tell me what I want to know, you’ll die here.”

	Reilly grimaced through the pain. “And that’ll prove what? How powerful you are? There are others behind me who’ll hunt you. You’re a marked man. Where do you think you can go?”

	Mariner threw his arms up as if he were embracing the world. “Anywhere I want,” he crowed. “I’m the Grim Reaper, remember? I’ll disappear within the shadows where I can wreak havoc the way I see fit. So, you can die easy or hard. The choice is yours.”

	“Go to hell.”

	Mariner grabbed Reilly’s head. “Already there, scenery sucks.” He let go and threw another punch to Reilly’s rib cage, doubling him over. 

	Reilly’s arms screamed as they pulled against the restraints. Broken ribs made inhaling almost impossible. He picked up his head and spit the blood in his mouth in Mariner’s direction.

	The madman simply chuckled and continued his lesson.

	 


Chapter 39

	 

	The torture was relentless and with each attack more vicious than the last, Mariner knew exactly when to stop leaving Reilly with only the slightest chance to recover. On the morning of the third day, he lazily opened his right eye, his left now a mere slit on his face. He could no longer feel his arms or legs from being restrained so long. With his physical breaking point nearer than his mental, he concentrated on wiggling his fingers to get back some feeling. 

	Across the warehouse, Mariner ripped old blankets and kicked the filthy sleeping bag while he screamed obscenities. Dust succumbed to gravity and settled on the concrete floor as the veins in the assassin’s neck popped and pulsed. He turned and glared at Reilly, his patience clearly at its end, then marched toward him.

	“Morning sunshine!” Mariner said after delivering a right hook to Reilly’s jaw. “Today is the last scheduled day of class. You know the rules and the question, correct?” 

	When Reilly did not respond, he gripped the field knife and drove it through the top of Reilly’s right thigh just missing the main artery. “Still no answer? How about I make the final pass across your throat right now?”

	A new round of pain shot through Reilly but he steadied himself through the full body tremble as warm, sticky blood soaked through to the chair and mixed with sweat, piss and water from the last three days. His non-reaction should have driven Mariner into more of a rage but he had not expected a change in tactics. Mariner held a slip of paper close to Reilly’s eye. 

	“Ah, I can see by your reaction, this address means something,” Mariner boasted.

	Reilly stared at the paper that had been folded and buried deep in his pocket. The mad man who had him bound and bloodied was not just holding all the cards, he was threatening Reilly’s queen. His mind raced and fought against his battered body as he tried to come up with a convincing lie but he was starving and dehydrated. Added to the excruciating pain and blood loss, it was impossible to focus and be creative. 

	She is your only priority. 

	Reilly breathed and fully embraced the agony, locked it in a deep, dark place and used it as his focus to stay conscious. His fingers were still moving. “It’s nothing,” he said firmly through gritted teeth before his breath hitched twice and he swallowed hard. “It has nothing…to do…with O’Donnell’s money.”

	Mariner twisted the knife stuck in his thigh and Reilly finally screamed out in physical and emotional anguish. Dani swore she would be safe but there was no way to protect her now. He failed her like he failed her father. Exhausted, he could not push aside the crushing panic and a death that now seemed inevitable. She’d never know what she truly meant to him. 

	“You used to be a good liar, Moose. If you can’t do your job, maybe it’s time for you to retire, permanently.” Mariner continued to play with the paper and Reilly’s mind. “Or, maybe, I should just go see for myself? It’s not that far.” He looked around the hangar. “You’re not going anywhere are you? Will you wait to die until I get back?” He leaned in close to Reilly’s face and lowered his voice. “Something tells me I’m gonna find what I’m looking for.”

	Reilly did not hesitate to take advantage of the close proximity of Mariner’s ear and snapped down hard. He missed by millimeters.

	Mariner grimaced at the attempt and again twisted the knife in Reilly’s leg before drawing it out. He grabbed Reilly’s throat and held the knife to it. “Anything else you want to say?”

	“There’s nothing there,” Reilly choked out as a trickle of blood ran down his neck. “My safe house. Don’t know about O’Donnell’s money. Didn’t work for him. Remember?”

	Mariner moved the knife up to Reilly’s face. “The way I see it, if this is your place, you’d know the address, unless of course you’re getting so old that you’re starting to forget things. You know, you did forget that I’m sneakier than you. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”

	The pressure on Reilly’s neck increased with Mariner’s rage. He couldn’t breathe.

	“Could this be a drop site? Did that incompetent Morgan give this to you?” Mariner squeezed at Reilly’s recognition. “That’s right, I was there. I saw what you did.” 

	“You…killed Anderson?” he choked out when Mariner eased his grip.

	“You thought Morgan was capable of that?” Mariner bragged. “He knew Anderson was coming to you with proof of O’Donnell’s corruption but he was only at the marina to gloat.” He leaned in closer. “By the way, you owe me fifty grand. I never did get paid.” Mariner pushed Reilly’s head to the side then stepped back to eye his bloody prisoner. Reilly was almost at his end but he wanted more. He wanted that money.

	Reilly sucked in air as his thoughts rambled out. “Anderson never mentioned you…or Morgan.”

	Mariner’s lip curled. “See that’s the thing about working for O’Donnell. He kept the best secrets between and from us. But you just had to work Anderson. Pick, pick, pick until there was nothing left on the bone. Anderson would have blown up the Versailles mission and it was too important to O’Donnell. Now I see why. Those people I destroyed have made room for my new plans.”

	“Good for you.”

	“It is, actually. I’m looking forward to starting my new assignment but I want what’s mine.”

	Reilly focused again. “You’ll wind up dead, just like him.”

	“Oh, so confident. You still think you’re getting out of here alive, don’t you? How? You have no weapon, no way to break the zip-ties or the chair. I bolted it to the concrete floor well out of reach of anything that might even be useful to you.” Mariner paused. “What are you protecting?” He eyed Reilly suspiciously then threw his back and laughed. “Got a hot date? Man, you could always pick ‘em. That one at the hotel with you was choice!” 

	“And you killed her,” Reilly lied hoping it seemed honest.

	“Guess you forgot to tell her that all your friends wind up dead.”

	“I told you, I don’t know where O’Donnell’s money is. Try the vermin you work with. Maybe LaPierre or Prokhorov or Finnegan can help you out.”

	Mariner grunted.

	“That’s right, I saw who you met,” Reilly said. “Happy were they? Did they come sniffing around before or after Versailles? Looks like you’ve found new masters to control your leash.”

	Mariner rolled the knife in his hand as he circled the chair and contemplated his next move. Reilly’s comments incensed him but nothing could be left unchecked. He wouldn’t end up like O’Donnell. If this site didn’t pan out, he’d go back to O’Donnell’s estate and tear it apart board by board and kill whoever was in his way. It was on the way to the next job and a quick detour would be easy. But Reilly’s unwavering arrogance even at what was clearly his end, was disturbing. 

	Reilly had been close to O’Donnell once but as he had just so boldly declared, secrets were kept from and between each man and woman on O’Donnell’s payroll. Reilly could be one of them. Maybe he didn’t really hunt Anderson after all. Maybe he knew it was a sanctioned murder. Could O’Donnell have ordered Reilly to take out Morgan after Anderson was killed? Was it to leave him behind like Reilly insinuated? Maybe the reason Reilly had gotten so close was because O’Donnell let him. Maybe they had been working together from the beginning. 

	Wasn’t that why I changed apartments? To avoid anyone who might be cleaning me up?

	Mariner looked at the note again then made his decision. He folded the paper, put it in his pocket and kneeled on Reilly’s bleeding thigh. Reilly shook violently beneath his weight and screamed from his deepest recess. Mariner squeezed his bleeding arm and put the knife up to his throat. 

	“No more questions. Class is over, and you fail.” He stood and took a step back. “Provided you don’t bleed out, I’ll be back tonight to expel you once and for all. You’re not getting out of this alive but depending on what I find, I might have one more question.”

	Mariner secured Reilly’s knife in his fatigues, checked and loaded his rifle, and hung it on his shoulder. He loaded a rucksack with ammunition for each gun, his own pistol and finally, tucked Reilly’s Beretta into his side holster. He took one last look around and grabbed Prokhorov’s keys. He would borrow from his tempered paranoia later when he returned to finish his sergeant. “Promise you won’t die before I return?”

	“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Reilly said.

	Mariner landed one more punch and left Reilly with blood pouring from his nose. When the door closed, Reilly wiped his face against his shoulder and pressed his back against the chair. He focused solely on Dani to ignore the excruciating pain that lacerated his right arm and divided his thigh in two. It took several attempts to lift his left knee enough to skip his foot toward the back of the chair. 

	His fingers were thick and swollen but the straight edge razor he had removed from the sheetrock knife was in its hiding spot in the cuff of his pants. Mariner had found the one at his waistband but never thought to look further. Old school tactics worked for a reason, more so with slight twists. This same one had saved his life once before. With the blade angled back, he slowly cut through the plastic but as careful as he was, sliced his wrist several times before freeing his arm. He cut the remaining ties and rope then stumbled to the table. 

	Reilly’s right leg hung dead, sapped of all strength from the gaping wound. He downed the water in the canteen that had been left behind before hobbling across the hangar. His hands shook as he shredded the sleeping bag and wrapped his leg, arm and wrist to stem the flow of blood. He picked through the garbage, quickly consuming what was left of one apple and a half dozen cores. 

	The motorcycle was still in working order but the gas tank, like him, was almost empty. 

	 


Chapter 40

	 

	Dani poured hot water from the kettle and returned it to the small cooktop. She’d lost count of the cups of tea consumed and ignored the plates on the open shelving above the old farm sink. She wasn’t hungry. The nightmare had woken her again but more specifically, the deep throated, violent scream. This time, it wasn’t hers. Hours had passed but its echo soaked into the barn siding and bounced off the stone walls to fill the space around her. The glint from the twisting, circling knives, like a circus performance, flashed brightly in her consciousness. 

	Against the doctors’ and Michél’s wishes, she had signed herself out of the hospital the morning after Reilly left, boarded the train for a three hour ride south to Montpellier, then hired a car to take her home. Through the ancient town of Nímes, across cobblestone streets, past old stone buildings dating back to the first century and the old Roman Amphitheater, and through neighborhoods of quiet homes, Dani soaked in their subdued colors and serene lifestyle. She got out at the entrance to a large farm with its long dirt path that lead to her cottage. Too narrow for even the smallest car, the walk in the warm summer breeze had been welcome after being shut up with paralyzing fear for so long.

	In her quiet solitude, memories of where she was headed mixed with the events of the past five years. Fate had somehow culminated them into one very strange path that she apparently had been on all along. A path that seemed to be paved with deep seeded fear that tugged at her sanity like a wolf in the shadows. 

	She moved past the antique butcher block with its thick cross-grain top and hand-turned legs. A low ironwork shelf held baskets of fruit, vegetables and bottles of wine that were also ignored. She opened the drawers under the block and rummaged through the utensils but didn’t know why. She opened a door to the oak hutch nestled in the corner that served as a small pantry then closed it. Frustrated, she placed her mug on the rectangular pine table before pulling out the bench and sitting in front of the lead-paned picture window. She rolled her shoulder and pushed against the uncooperative bone and muscle just to feel something.

	As the world went from dark to light with the breaking dawn, she ignored the symbolism and focused on the unrelenting shrills and whistles of the sparrows outside her cottage. Based on their excitement, they seemed no better or worse for the sun or the clouds as they skipped between her gardens and the safety of the boxwoods. She wanted to be like them. At only eight hundred square feet, the old stone structure was her sanctuary but without Reilly, there was no safety. 

	She wondered how long she would feel this way. This emptiness and fright. Would it wane? Would it become obsessive? The fear was palatable but was for Reilly’s safety, for his return to her in one piece, not for herself.

	Day three was only at its start but like the two before, she moved aimlessly from the first floor’s worn chintz sofa and overfilled club chair to the bedroom and bath that filled the second floor loft. The thought of Reilly lying beside her in the centuries-old, carved mahogany bed brought a smile to her face but a wanting sigh with it. Her home wasn’t much but it was all she had. She prayed it would be enough for him. 

	The bright blue sky peaked through leaves that waved in the mid-morning breeze. Hours melded as her anxiety swelled with their joyous dance until their rhythm was broken by a tall shadow walking up the path. She cried then flew from her seat and pulled open the front door before realizing her mistake.

	She instinctively ducked and slammed the door as Mariner emptied his weapon. Wood exploded and splintered in every direction above her head. With no time to grab the gun hidden in the butcher block, she retreated out the back and quickly made her way through the long grass staying low to the row of stone walls. She turned briefly for a glimpse of her pursuer, but saw no one. 

	Dani stepped lightly hoping she would not leave a path easy to follow but each placement was accompanied by a stabbing pain through her shoulder. The hem of her white jeans soaked up the dew that lingered on the long grass to chill her ankles and bare feet.

	She followed the edge of the farm before looping back and ducking into a small, derelict tool shed. Frantically, she searched the old wooden cubbies hanging on the wall only to find empty ammunition boxes. She crouched for the shotgun that the farmer stored beneath the worn countertop and checked both barrels. Leaning her head against the cool steel, she closed her eyes to steady her nerves and prayed. She’d get only one chance to kill the man who destroyed her world. 

	Dani listened hard when she stepped out of the shed but as with Viktor, his presence preceded any sound. She dug deep to ignore an undiluted terror that turned her muscles to stone. With the barrel too long to swing and aim, she jabbed it back and caught Mariner hard in the ribs. He doubled over and grunted as Dani slammed the gunstock on his neck with everything she had but he was much stronger and quicker than she anticipated. With one arm, he grabbed her around the waist when she turned to run. She fought him with every ounce of hatred she could find.

	“Nice move,” he laughed. “You had me convinced.”

	Two of her fingers snapped when he ripped the gun from her grasp and angrily flung it downfield. Dani screamed obscenities at him as she scratched and clawed cloth and flesh. He tried to hold her tight but she slipped from his grip like a fish out of water when her moving foot found his groin.

	“Bitch!”

	Dani fell hard but shot up and ran toward the gun. Mariner lunged from behind and knocked her to the ground but she rolled and kept her legs and feet constantly moving toward his face and hands. Crawling backwards, she connected with his jaw as he reached for her. Her well-placed heel delivered the blow that broke his nose.

	He stopped and stood to wipe the gushing blood from his face. Then laughed.

	Dani turned to regain her footing but was overwhelmed when Mariner landed his boot hard into her side. The force took her breath away and she fell. She rolled and tried to get up but Mariner kicked her again. Singeing pain pummeled her body while tears blurred her vision. She couldn’t take in enough air to breathe through it.

	“Did Moose teach you that?” He wiped more blood from his face. “Come on, get up!”

	Dani writhed in agony on the ground. It took several moments before she could answer. “No.” She rolled to her hands and knees. “A man you killed at the gala did.”

	“Gee, so sorry.”

	“That’s okay,” Dani panted. “I didn’t like him anyway.”

	Mariner laughed then pushed on her back with his foot. When she tried to rise, he knocked her over again. “You’re not like Reilly’s regular whore du jour. You’ve got spunk. I like you.”

	Dani’s head thundered with each word as she struggled to get up again. Every fiber was on fire. “You’re a vile piece of garbage.”

	“Oh so noble, like that fuck Reilly.”

	“Where is he?”

	Mariner stomped her again. “He’s dead, that’s all you need to know.” 

	Dani fought the urge to cry out. Her arms shook as she rolled to her hands and knees again. Her shoulder gave out but she pushed up again. She could almost reach the gun. 

	I have one shot.

	Mariner towered over her, entertained by her struggle. He pulled his foot back but stopped abruptly. He waited only a moment before yanking her up by her hair. Holding her at eye level, he squeezed her face with his massive left hand to study it. 

	With both hands around his in her hair, Dani trembled in his evil. He was the reaper she had been warned of. A blackness that snuffed out all the light. The bones tattooed on the back of his hand matched her dream but this time, there was no one to wake her. Powerless, she simply dug her nails deep into his wrist until it bled. He would not let go.

	“I know you,” he said in slow recognition. “Not just from Reilly. You were there…with O’Donnell…when I killed him.”

	Every last ounce of hope drained with Dani’s tears. Each lie and twisted truth was now out in the open and there was no place left to hide. 

	“I didn’t see your face, but I saw you,” he said. “You were leaning over the body. I thought you were the maid or something. This is beautiful. And Reilly said I wouldn’t find anything here. He really is a terrible liar and now I know why. I bet you know where all of O’Donnell’s money is, don’t you?” When she didn’t respond, Mariner shook her violently. “Don’t you!”

	Dani sobbed at the thought of Reilly protecting her with his last breaths. Mariner would kill her, too, but she wouldn’t give in to the maniac. She’d honor Reilly’s sacrifice and those who went before him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

	Mariner slapped her hard across the face and forced her to the ground. 

	“Reilly tried that and he paid for his lies. You’ll pay for them, too, if you don’t tell me what I want to know.”

	Her body screamed in defiance but Dani tried for the gun again. Mariner grabbed her from behind with his right arm and with his left, wretched her head back. He held her in his elbow in slow suffocation, keeping her tight to his body. She couldn’t swing her foot or wiggle loose and fought the black clouds that rolled into her vision.

	“You don’t give up, do you?” Mariner breathed in her ear as her body loosened. “That, I know you learned from Moose. That idiot never gave up either. We’ll see if you’re as tough as he was.”

	Movement in the far field caused Mariner to whip his head up and fight the impossibility of the figure stumbling toward him screaming the woman’s name. He cruelly tossed his unconscious captive to the ground and ran forward to face Reilly one more time. He emptied the Beretta’s clip but in his rage, each bullet missed.

	The sight of Mariner touching Dani drove Reilly to an edge he’d never known. He was wild with the uncertainty of whether she was alive or dead. Either way, he’d tear Mariner apart. The assassin approached him cocky and certain that Reilly was too weak. He had Mariner reconsidering that strategy when Reilly attacked him viciously with several left jabs and a blow to his already broken nose. A normal man would have succumbed quickly to the attack but Mariner was fueled by a mixture of hatred and insanity, and adrenaline-stoked greed.

	“Nice face,” Reilly gloated.

	“She’s a real fighter.” Mariner wiped the gushing blood from his nose and mouth. He circled Reilly looking for an opening. “We’ll see how long she lasts after I finally finish you.”

	A new sense pulsed within Reilly like the strength of a hundred warriors. “You won’t get the chance,” he said as he charged Mariner and knocked him to the ground like a defensive lineman sacking an open quarterback. He landed several well-placed punches to Mariner’s face before being launched from assassin’s prone body. White pain encompassed him like a flash bulb. He then felt nothing. Mariner lunged at his legs as he tried to regain his footing, then threw several strong jabs to Reilly’s kidneys before being thrown off.

	With no rules of engagement, they fought each other ferociously, each looking for the other’s weaknesses. With a strong left jab to Reilly’s cheek, Mariner followed with an upper cut to his jaw then drove his knee into Reilly’s bleeding thigh. 

	Reilly fell to the ground but the sight of Dani lying unconscious forced him up. He hurled himself again at Mariner and landed more punches to his face while he countered Mariner’s strong body blows. He ignored the steady stream of protest from his bones and drove his bleeding right leg into Mariner’s sternum. It made a sickening crack as Mariner stumbled back and fell.

	While Mariner gasped for breath, Reilly crawled toward Dani but couldn’t reach her before the assassin clamped his arm around Reilly’s throat, planted his feet and dragged him backward. Reilly frantically reached around to grab hold of Mariner’s head without success. His right leg was useless and he couldn’t lower his hips for leverage. His brain desperately sent signals to his body but he was outmatched by Mariner’s unbridled hate. In a last attempt for air, he lowered one arm and reached for Mariner’s groin. He squeezed and twisted until the man screamed an unearthly sound.

	Reilly let go when Mariner released the hold on his throat then staggered to Mariner’s right to keep Dani from his sightline. His heart pumped with an unwavering determination to survive when he saw her fingers move. She needed only a moment to grab the gun, aim and fire. He wobbled and weaved and taunted Mariner into a sadistic fury. He feigned to the left but Mariner charged and jammed his knee squarely into Reilly’s mid-section. He buckled over with the snap of his ribs and spit a mouthful blood as he wheezed through the suffocation. 

	Mariner grabbed Reilly by the ear and pulled him up waist high. He withdrew the field knife from his fatigues and held it against Reilly’s swollen face. “Time to graduate.”

	“For you,” Dani growled as she rose and unsteadily pointed the gun in Mariner’s direction. She had remained motionless, confused at first when she regained consciousness but her heart knew what it heard. Reilly. The rifle waivered then steadied as her head pounded with the thick pump and hum of blood pushing against her skull. She tried not to cry at Reilly’s bloodied and disfigured face as she squeezed off the single shot. 

	The boom shattered the stillness when the bullet smashed into the wall behind both men. Stones disintegrated and showered them with dust. Dani fell to her knees when the recoil pummeled her injured shoulder.

	Mariner shoved Reilly back to the ground. “You two are pathetic. You can’t beat me. No one can!”

	Reilly’s chest clutched as he tried desperately to take in air. Mariner’s bellowing laughter was like a vibrating gong in his head as Dani’s tears burned his soul. He would be damned if the last words she whispered to him were I’m sorry. 

	“You’re both going to help me now,” Mariner said. He stomped Reilly again in the kidneys when he tried to rise and watched him cough more blood. “I gotta hand it to you, man, you picked a tough one. She’s resilient like you though I wonder how long it will take for her to tell me what I want to know.” 

	Mariner leaned over and waived the knife in Reilly’s beaten face. “I think I’ll start with her fingers. How many do you think I can slice off before she caves? Count with me, okay?” 

	When Mariner boldly turned toward Dani, Reilly pushed up with a force that matched his yell. The power he delivered with the unexpected attack drove the madman to the ground and the blade of the knife into the assassin’s throat. It sliced with a slick, moist sound as it passed through flesh and bone and out through his brain stem. A perfectly placed kill for a sniper.

	A world of horror was released with Dani’s cry and she crawled to Reilly’s side. He rolled off Mariner and studied her face. It was wet with tears but beautiful. And safe.

	“Now, we sit,” he whispered before being consumed by a blanket of agony and sweet redemption.



	
Chapter 41

	 

	The door flung open and all three people in the small private room immediately stopped moving. The only sound was the patient’s desperate breathing.

	“If you don’t quiet down right now, I will give you that sedative myself.”

	Dani stopped fighting the nurses and dropped her head back on the pillow as Michél approached the bed. He grabbed the needle and nodded to the attendants then waited for them to leave before turning his full attention back to her. His smile was an agonized one. “That’s better. I would rather not use this.”

	“Why am I restrained?” she demanded.

	“The door was closed yet from down the hall I could hear you screaming,” Michél said. It had broken his heart to standby, helpless, but she was like a wild animal. She had flailed and screamed and clawed when they pulled her from Reilly’s butchered, lifeless body. That same fury returned each time she had regained consciousness. The hospital had no choice.

	Tears flowed steadily into her hairline and she turned to stare into the blank, pale yellow wall. “I’m sorry,” she said. 

	Michél eased himself on the edge of the bed and undid the straps holding her arms in place. She immediately sat up and wrapped them around his neck. He let her expel full sobs until she was empty. Even her voice had nothing left to give.

	“How long have I been here?” she asked.

	“Four days,” he whispered.

	“How did you find us?”

	“Reilly had called from a service station,” he said as gently as possible. “I am sorry we did not arrive sooner.”

	Dani’s tears started again, invisibly supplied by some bottomless well. “And the world?” she asked when they temporarily subsided.

	“The Versailles attack is being covered by all outlets as an isolated incident caused by a deranged madman, not a political or religious party. We have carefully controlled the information so that anyone who claims responsibility will be accountable for blatantly provoking hostility. We have kept his identity vague, claiming that he may be either American or European to keep the jihadists quiet. Our official statements are being accepted, slowly at this point, as each government does its own investigation. Trent Mariner no longer exists on paper or anywhere else and will be quickly forgotten. We are focusing all our energies on his victims so that they will live on through their courage and good works, not of how they were taken.”

	“Except for Reilly,” Dani cried.

	“Ouí.”

	“No one will ever know what he sacrificed.”

	“No, but soldiers like Reilly do not look for recognition or glory. They do what they do for something bigger than themselves, for their country, for their brothers fighting beside them. For the people they love.” He kissed her head when she started sobbing again. “He will understand.”

	“He’s alive?”

	“Yes, but –” Michél stopped her from wriggling out of bed.

	“Then I need to be with him,” she insisted.

	“Daniella, you must listen to me. There are strict rules here. You must be family.” The hurt on her face gripped his heart. 

	“Like you are?”

	Michél reached for her trembling hands, careful not to disturb her taped fingers. “The doctors spoke to me because of my position and the fact that I told them he worked for me. It is also the only reason they are letting me see you.” 

	She pulled her hands away. “But we’re partners.”

	“It does not matter.”

	Dani tried to control her rage. She didn’t want to be sedated again. “What did they tell you?”

	“The doctors cannot believe anyone could have survived what he endured. But Daniella, he is in a coma with a severe concussion. He has a fractured eye socket, broken ribs, and numerous bruised organs. The surgeons repaired the internal bleeding but the knife wounds have caused an infection. The one on his leg is most serious. They are on the fourth round of antibiotics now yet his fever is still extremely high.”

	“And if it doesn’t work?” Dani nervously twisted the sheet. “Will he loose his leg?” 

	Michél tenderly covered her hands again and shook his head. “If this does not work, they do not think he will survive the night.”

	“Then you have to let me see him,” she begged. “Please, I need to be with him, even if it’s to say goodbye.”

	“You may feel well enough to move but I do not think you are well enough to handle how he looks. It is not good.”

	“I was there, remember? Please.”

	Michél knew this fight was already lost. Resigned, he gently helped her out of bed. He held on when she hesitated and touched her abdomen as her feet touched the floor.

	“I’m fine,” she lied. 

	“Give me a few minutes to distract the nurse,” he said. “He is in the room directly to your right. Are you sure you want to do this?”

	Dani wiped away a runaway tear and nodded. The pain from the sutures and her broken ribs paled in comparison to her broken heart. There was no way to say goodbye. 

	Michél kissed her forehead and held up one finger. She counted off thirty seconds then quietly snuck into the room next door. She gripped the door handle when her knees buckled.

	Machines with blinking lights and gentle bleeps surrounded the bed where Reilly lay unconscious. A thin cotton sheet covered him to his waist which was wrapped with layers of gauze that, like those wrapped around his right bicep, were lightly stained with blood. Beneath the sheet, she saw the shadow of the bandage around his right leg. Infected fluids mixed with blood had oozed through the dressing. The stitches over his swollen left eye pulled against dark blue and magenta bruises covering his face. 

	Dani struggled while approaching the bed with legs that seemed to belong to someone else. She ran her hand lightly across Reilly’s and gently threaded her fingers between his, keenly aware of the fever that laced through his veins. She held it for a moment but he did not respond. Only the gentle beeps from the machine above his head continued their steady cadence. 

	Carefully, she released the latch to lower the bar between them. His skin was hot and stung her lips when she leaned in to kiss his forehead. She grabbed the cloth from a bowl of water on a side table, wrung it out, and placed it on his head. She thought it odd, old school, but she smiled remembering how her mother always did the same. It worked for a reason. When his fever had warmed it thoroughly, she returned the cloth to the bowl then dragged over a metal stool. She leaned in again, kissed his head and rested her forehead against his temple. 

	“Are you in there?” 

	She lifted her head and studied him. She looked past the swelling and discoloration and only saw the face of the man she loved. The face that looked deep in her eyes and latched to her soul the night they made love. She could still feel his strength and tenderness, his warm touch and the taste of his lips on hers. She kissed him again and prayed to see his eyes looking back at her. She would never look away again.

	“You’d better be in there fighting,” she said softly in his ear. “You made me a promise, remember? You said you wouldn’t leave me.”

	Dani sat up and kissed his cheek. Weeks ago, she didn’t believe he belonged to her but he had and she couldn’t lose him. She watched and listened until the rhythmic beeps of the cold, metal machines reached beneath her skin. Like the drumbeat of a death march, they were calling him home. Each tick reminded her of a loss and with each moment that passed, she grew angrier. Angry for the parents she lost too soon, the friendships destroyed, and the life that was meant to include the man lying in front of her. She wouldn’t be cheated out of love again. It was time to take charge.

	“You’ve sat long enough, Ranger. It’s time to get up!”

	The sensor above the bed blinked but Reilly didn’t move or respond. Unnerved by his stillness, she ran her hand down his arm and squeezed his hand. She rested her head on the pillow next to his and closed her eyes.

	“Thank you for seeing me,” she whispered, “for loving me and trusting me. I’ll carry you always.” She placed her lips against his cheek until she tasted her own tears. A lump caught in her throat and her chest clutched as she fought the suffocating heartbreak of all he had done, all he had sacrificed, and all the things he had promised to say that she would now never know. “And I hope the screaming has stopped.”

	She wasn’t sure how long she laid curled next to him, her body one with his, but eternity would have been too short. The serenity was interrupted by the floor nurse who screamed about protocol, procedure and Dani’s unmitigated nerve to disobey them all. The nurse grabbed her arm and pulled her from the edge of the bed but Dani’s hand wouldn’t release.

	“Oh shut up,” Reilly groused.

	The nurse gasped and immediately let go to search for a doctor. Dani gripped Reilly’s hand and kissed him again. Unable to open his eyes, he gave her a pained smile. He tried to shift, but Dani kept her hand firmly on his shoulder.

	“Lay still,” she said. 

	“Thought…I gave…orders.”

	“Not anymore,” she beamed then kissed him again. “Especially if I’m awake first.”

	“I’ll…remember,” he breathed. “Told you…we’d get him…together.”

	Dani wrapped her arm around his head and breathed happiness in his ear. “Your confidence borders on arrogance.” 


Chapter 42

	 

	“We need a change of scenery,” Reilly said.

	“I like the scenery,” Dani replied placing her fork on the plate. Breakfast was everything he had promised, as were lunch and dinner, though they came with non-stop complaining about the minuscule counter space, ancient cooktop, and lack of proper cooking utensils. Best was the view of her personal chef with no shirt and sweats hung low. His hair was longer now, too. She liked the way it looked in the morning.

	He hobbled between the pine table and sink. “Got a bag packed?”

	“No,” she said. “Will you sit please – or use that cane?” She gave him a kiss and grabbed the dish from his hand. “You have three more weeks of physical therapy.”

	“Two months is enough,” he said settling himself on the long bench. Her lips tasted of peaches of cream and were as delicate as the crepes they had just finished but they stoked a flame that never burned on low. He rested his back against the table and rubbed his thigh to loosen the muscle.

	“Excuse me, but one month on your back in the hospital doesn’t count as therapy.”

	He ignored the rest of what she was saying and simply watched her float across the cottage in a white silk shirt that barely covered her backside. Long, wild ringlets fell from the clip in her hair and surrounded her face. Her toes were painted in his favorite Army green today. Even the simple task of squeezing the dish soap in the hot water filled him completely. He couldn’t get enough. She jumped and dropped the dish into the soapy water when his warm hand caressed her belly and moved up to her breast. 

	“Damn, you’re ticklish,” he said as he nuzzled her neck.

	Her squeal quickly turned to a light moan. She should have scolded him for being so quiet but those hands were amazing. She grabbed him from behind when both hands found her. His excitement was immediate. 

	She turned to face him and he lifted her to the sink edge. She wrapped her legs around his waist. “You’re not listening again,” she moaned as he continued kissing her neck while simultaneously undoing her buttons. He kissed the revealed skin with each one opened, his tongue lingering over her left nipple. It was impossible to ignore the sensation. “It’s only…three…more…weeks…oh, God, how do you do that?”

	“I’m touching you,” he said then returned to her mouth and kissed her deeply. He was hard as stone against her. “I don’t need more therapy.”

	“I can feel that,” she smiled. His bruises had faded and his scars were healing, slowly, but true strength had not yet returned to his right leg. Only his stamina in bed seemed undaunted but she wouldn’t let him know she would succumb so easily. “This is a self-preservation thing you know,” she started before losing her train of thought in the warmth of his mouth on her breast. She wasn’t fooling anyone. She would always succumb.

	“I’m only thinking of you,” he mumbled.

	She pressed her hands around his wide shoulders and threaded her fingers through the curls at the nape of his neck. Each of his kisses sent another jolt to her pounding heart. She could barely speak as he continued his southbound exploration. “If you don’t get stronger,” she sighed, “you won’t be able to stand in front of that abomination of a stove and then where will I be?”

	“Ah,” he whispered as he pulled the ribbon holding her lace bikini in place. “So you’re using me.”

	“Oh, God,” she sighed slipping her hands in his sweats. In less than a minute they were both there. She arched her back and pressed her hips against him. “You’ll have to suffer my PT if you’re not going back.”

	“I like this kind of PT already,” he said as he cupped her tiny behind. He drew her to him and they finished breakfast together.

	 

	******

	The port of Marseille shone like a glistening jewel against the sky and sun. “Where are we going?” Dani asked as they got close to the water. 

	“Wherever we want,” Reilly said pointing out the 148 foot high private yacht. “Not mine, but like it?”

	“It’s gorgeous!”

	Christened My Joy, the 113 foot long boat was sleek and appointed with top of the line mechanics for speed and handling and as comfortable as it was beautiful. Decorated in a traditional nautical theme with teak wood furnishings, the deck was perfect for relaxing and alfresco dining. Along the stern, a banquette encouraged lounging on overfilled upholstery with bright, oversized pillows in a rainbow of colors. Below deck, the mood was more subdued. Appointed with handcrafted period pieces in a 1930’s Art Deco style, flame mahogany wood paneling and built-in bookcases could be found throughout each room. Custom made furniture in a cream and brown palette gave the impression of an old gentlemen’s club. 

	Outfitted with the items of the finest quality, the ship’s crowning jewel was its staff. From the captain to the deck hands, dress and manners were impeccable and attentive without being intrusive. Meals would be prepared by its classically trained chef and served as if it were a five star restaurant, not a boat in the middle of the Mediterranean. Reilly had planned everything down to the smallest detail. All her favorites had been brought aboard from the flowers on the deck to the chocolate served after dessert.

	“When did you do all this?” Dani gasped.

	“On my therapy walks to the café,” he said. “They have a computer and free Wi-Fi.” Her smile was pure light. Gone were the dark clouds behind her eyes that she thought he couldn’t see. He had fixed her front door, replaced it with an ornately carved, centuries old door, repurposed and repaired what he could in and around the tiny cottage while she tended to her small gardens, but it would be a long time before the horrors of that day would fade. The issue of what to do with the secret millions in blood money kept a heavy pall over their heads and the wound of betrayal open and sore.

	They headed east with no agenda and, as far as Dani knew, no destination. Reilly rose first each morning and quietly slipped from the stateroom to discuss the day’s agenda with the captain. They swam in warm waters and wandered the streets of Saint-Tropez, Monte Carlo, and Florence and with each port-of-call, grew more comfortable with the pace of their lives and each other. On the morning of the tenth day, he gave the captain specific directions for the next stop. 

	Several miles from port, a small speedboat met the yacht. It cut its engines upon approach and silently drifted alongside. A young, dark haired man dressed in white hailed, boarded, and then returned as unobtrusive as he had arrived. Reilly awoke at the sound, dressed, and was greeted by the captain with the morning’s forecast and a thick white envelope. Reilly tucked it under his arm and returned to the deck. 

	Standing at the rail with his hands in his pockets, the warm breeze off the ocean filled him with a chilly uncertainty. He was about to enter unchartered waters he couldn’t navigate. He was always ready for the next step but like the waves rolling and cresting, the wind had changed his direction. His life picture was about to permanently change and he questioned how he would fit in this new puzzle. It was one he knew would never be complete without the final piece he held in his hands. 

	He questioned his real courage to see it through and thought of Dani’s definition of bravery. The choice was his but it would mean giving up control. It would be very easy to toss the envelope into the sea where its secret would be kept forever but doing so would make this secret a lie and that was a promise he would never break.

	Terraced homes and buildings in a rainbow of sherbet colors clung to the steep cliffs above the sparkling waters of the coast, waiting for the sun. Its rays cast a pink glow over all it touched as it beckoned the sleepy Italian town to begin another day. One deck below, Reilly knew Dani was doing the same. 

	He entered their stateroom where Dani tossed a good morning from the edge of the bed as she tied her shoes. Dressed in a simple yellow sundress, she had pulled her hair back with a ribbon and let the rest hang on her shoulders. Reilly sat beside her, cupped his hand gently on her jaw and kissed her deeply when she lifted her head. 

	“Wow, if you do that again, I’m going to untie my sandals and drag you back into this bed.” He kissed her again, lightly. “Where are we today?” she asked.

	“Amalfi. It looks like it’s going to be a beautiful day, too.” Her smile was one of the happiest he had seen in a long time. 

	“Did you know that of all the times I’ve been to Italy, I’ve never been here?”

	He steadied his hand. “This is for you.” 

	“More? But I don’t need anything else,” she said. “Really, this trip has been perfect in every way. I feel alive again, like I can finally move forward and that’s only because of you and everything you’ve done. I hope you know how much I’ve treasured each moment.” 

	Reilly gave her a half smile then closed his eyes and kissed her forehead.  

	Dani opened the envelope and carefully slid out a brown leather portfolio. Her hand went to her mouth. “Oh, my god,” she whispered. 

	A picture of a woman, old by any politically correct standard, with white hair, deep wrinkles, and a stiff smile stared at her from the left inside cover. The woman’s eyes brought tears to her own. They were her father’s. Trembling fingers traced the outline of the woman’s face but when Dani opened her mouth, she choked on the words.

	Reilly had found her real family, to fill the empty space in her heart. A space he wanted, but only if she was willing to give it. He tried to settle his nerves by kissing her temple. “This is your grandmother, Giovanna Lucia Serrano,” he said. “Want me to read what it says?”

	Dani replied with a nod. She threw her legs over his and crawled into his lap, careful to sit only on his left thigh. She kissed him deeply on the neck and tucked her head between his chin and shoulder.

	“Your grandmother is seventy-seven years old and has lived here in Amalfi her whole life. She is the only daughter in a family of five children. When she was sixteen, she was involved with a boy her parents did not approve of. At that time, they had arranged that she be married to the son of her father’s business partner but before that could happen, she found herself pregnant. To hide it, they sent her to a convent to have your father. She left him in the care of the nuns with the only gift she could give him.” 

	Dani gently fingered her medallion as Reilly continued. “She returned to her family and was forced to marry the man she didn’t love. Your grandmother was resentful for a long time and while they eventually made amends, she never had other children. You have a lot of cousins though. She never saw the baby’s father again and she wouldn’t give me his name. I think she was still protecting her memory of him.”

	“You’ve spoken to her? What did you tell her about my dad?” 

	“Only what I could. I told her that he grew up in that orphanage. That at eighteen he went to the U.S., attended college, and became a citizen. That he was an honorable man and faithful to his religion. As far as his job, I told her that he worked for his government like an international policeman. She seemed to understand what I meant. I told her about your mother and that they had died unexpectedly while serving their country. And, I told her about you.” He gently kissed her head. “She can’t wait to meet you.” 

	Dani ran her fingers around the edge of the picture. “Family was so important to my father. I never understood why he didn’t try to find her. Maybe he was afraid of what he would find. He never took off his medallion except when he was in the field and from the time I was five, he would give it to me to hold until he returned. It was our connection to each other. After he died, I never took it off. I was so lonely without them that eventually, I started to wonder if his mother could be alive. I wanted my family back.”

	“When we were stranded, you mentioned that you were looking for her. I thought this was the least I could do for you for saving my life. More than once, by the way.”

	Dani shook her head and kissed his neck. “It’s really the other way around.” 

	“How’s that?” he asked gently.

	“That day, before you got there,” she started then hesitated a moment. “Mariner told me you were dead. I didn’t want to believe him…but…he got into my head.” She closed her eyes, let Reilly’s strength and warmth wrap and protect her like an impenetrable suit of armor. It was the only place she would ever feel safe. 

	“He was so strong,” she continued softly. “I tried –” She stopped when Reilly pulled her in and waited for the trembling to subside. “My dad used to tell me when I was a little girl that when you die, those you loved who had gone before you would be there to greet you. It’s probably something you simply tell a child after a nightmare but I remember thinking that I would finally be with him and my mom again. I was ready to give up, until I heard you call my name and I wanted only to be with you. You pulled me from that darkness and stopped Mariner. You saved me from his knife and now you give me this.”

	“You told me once that blood family was the only family that mattered. I know you feel that way because of everyone who betrayed you.” 

	Dani took a deep, cleansing breath. “So tell me, how’d you do all this without me knowing? I thought we made a promise to each other not to lie.” 

	Reilly grinned. That night on Dmitri’s porch was another lifetime. They were two different people now. “To use a line from my favorite country song, I have friends in low places. Besides, this was a secret, not a lie. There is a subtle difference you know.” 

	“Very subtle,” she laughed. 

	A gentle knock was heard at the door. “We’ve docked, Mr. Reilly,” said a deckhand through the wood vents.

	“Great, thanks. We’ll be there in a minute.” He scooped Dani up off his lap. “Are you ready to go meet your real family?” he asked but Dani’s smile faded. He couldn’t hide the overcompensation in his question. Before he could rise, she stood before him and placed her hands on either side of his face. Her heat wove its way through his every cell as she placed a soul-filling kiss on his mouth. 

	“You are my real family,” she said. “Sempre famiglia, remember? No matter how many people come into our lives, I won’t let anything or anyone come between us.” Reilly didn’t answer but placed his head to hers. She pulled back and kissed his forehead. “I was wrong that night when I said blood was the only family that counted,” she said, “and I’m sorry if my words hurt you.”

	“You could never hurt me,” he said. “Your question that night about my mom and what I missed most? Your tenderness made me see that I didn’t have to hide that pain or push it aside. I knew then that I could trust my heart to you.”

	A tear danced along Dani’s cheek. “Even after I said all those things about trusting the wrong people?”

	Reilly wiped her face with his thumb. “You should’ve never been used in such a vicious game and you’ve lost so much. I was hoping this would bring you some closure.”

	“Not closure,” Dani said, “a beginning. Because despite everything that was taken, you’re the only one who has found a way to add to my life. Because of you, I know now that family has nothing to do with blood but everything to do with love and who’ll stand beside you at the end.” 

	“I’m glad you’re by my side.”

	Dani smiled. “We’re partners.”

	Reilly kissed her sweetly and grabbed her hand. “Come on then, partner, let’s go meet our grandmother.” 
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