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1
 
   Beirut, Lebanon
 
    
 
   Adriana ran harder than she ever had before. While her peripheral vision took note of the other cars and obstacles in the parking lot, her eyes never left her target: three men in windbreakers and ski masks ushering a fourth person toward a white, windowless van. They all carried Heckler & Koch submachine guns. The hostage’s head was covered with a pillowcase. She didn’t need to see the face to know who it was, though. That knowledge forced her to twitch her leg muscles to maximum speed. 
 
   She’d drawn her pistol but didn’t have a clear shot. The group was moving fast, dragging the prisoner along with his hands bound behind his back. They were still fifty yards away, and only fifteen from their goal. As if reminding her of that, the driver’s side door slid open, and another masked man popped his head out, ready to receive the cargo. 
 
   Adriana rounded the last car in the row and tilted her body forward to increase her velocity. Forty yards and closing. They were still ten from the van. It was going to be close, but she couldn’t ignore the reality. She wasn’t going to make it. 
 
   Thirty yards. As the man in the van reached out to seize the prisoner, he saw Adriana sprinting down the straightaway toward them with a pistol in her hand. He pointed and yelled something to the others. The last man of the three carrying the hostage spun around and swung his gun from behind his back. He opened fire from the hip, sending a barrage of hot metal across the breadth of the parking lot. 
 
   She’d learned a long time ago not to zigzag when running at a gunman, especially someone who wasn’t a good marksman; the threat of a fearless target running straight at the shooter caused inaccuracy to increase. Running back and forth would slow her down and increase the likelihood of a random round catching her. 
 
   One bullet whizzed by her head, sailing safely past to strike an old Toyota compact ten yards behind her. 
 
   The other two men threw the prisoner into the van, pulling him to the back and out of view. She pointed her weapon at the shooter, aiming low so as not to accidentally strike the van. The hollow points in her 9mm could easily pierce the vehicle’s thin siding and seriously injure someone on the inside. 
 
   Adriana squeezed the trigger, still moving at a rapid pace and only twenty yards from the van. The gun’s barrel burst over and over again. Several rounds missed, striking the concrete with orange flashes of spark. One found the gunman in the thigh, another in his abdomen, and a third in the shoulder. He doubled over and then toppled onto his back. She ignored the dying man, jumping by him in full stride. 
 
   The van’s door closed, and the tires squealed, spewing out a pungent white smoke. Adriana took aim and fired her last bullets at the tires. It wobbled left then turned right, out of the parking lot and onto the vacant street. She’d missed. 
 
   She stood for a moment in the searing Lebanese sunlight. Her shoulders and chest heaved as she gasped. She holstered her weapon, turned, and walked back over to the twitching body on the concrete. Adriana removed a dagger from her belt as she neared the man. His hands were covered in blood; the right still clung to the wound in his abdomen, but it couldn’t stop the red liquid from seeping out. 
 
   She bent down and grabbed his chest, putting the knife close to his neck. “Who are you? Where have they taken him?” She tried English first. She yanked the mask off the man and noted Slavic features to his face: pale, broad, striking, with a thick nose and strong forehead. “Who are you? What do you want with him?” she asked again. 
 
   The man winced in pain. A bullet to the gut was an excruciating thing; at least she’d heard it was. There wasn’t much else she could do to torture the man into a confession. She needed information—and fast. He would probably be dead within fifteen to twenty minutes. 
 
   Adriana wasn’t too concerned about the police. In a town that had seen its fair share of strife over the decades, a few gunshots in this part of the city would probably go unnoticed. 
 
   Blood had started to pool underneath the gunman’s lower back. She realized she was running out of time. If the bullet had nicked the artery, he’d be dead much sooner. He coughed and his body shuddered, but he said nothing. 
 
   “Answer me,” she said in French then repeated the order in Spanish and German. Still no response. 
 
   He suddenly began to shake violently. His strained breath quickened, and his muscles tensed. The man’s eyes widened as if a train was speeding toward him. Then he went limp. The eyes stayed fixed on a spot in the sky, somewhere beyond Adriana’s head. 
 
   She let go of the collar and let the dead man’s head hit the pavement. She stood up straight and looked around. Other than the odd assortment of beat-up old cars, the lot was vacant. 
 
   For the moment, Adriana stemmed her frustration and grabbed the man’s collar again. While the local authorities might not respond to the sounds of a few guns going off, they would certainly take an interest in a dead body lying in a parking lot. 
 
   Dragging the body off to the side of the lot took a great deal of effort, and while it only required ten minutes, it seemed like an hour. Her eyes flashed back and forth, scanning the area to make sure no one was watching. When she reached a concrete barrier on the side, she yanked the corpse behind a few empty cardboard boxes, effectively concealing it for the time being. By the time it was found, she’d be long gone, without a trace. 
 
   She sifted through the man’s pockets and found a wad of cash, a passport, and a hotel key. She recognized the hotel; it wasn’t far from her location. First things first, though. Adriana stuffed the man’s belongings into her back pocket and headed for the side entrance to the dilapidated, tan brick building. 
 
   When she reached the door, she found the area around the lock had been incinerated. Black scarring wrapped around a one-foot radius on the door. Whoever had done this knew they would probably be unable to crack the key-coded locking mechanism. 
 
   She looked around for any trace of explosives or wiring, anything that could give her an insight as to who the men were, but there was nothing but charred and melted scraps. She put the tip of her dagger into the door’s burned-out crater and swung it open. One of the hinges creaked. Inside, a long hallway stretched a hundred feet to the left. Another door waited at the other end. From the looks of it, the intruders had given it the same treatment. It hung wide open, and sunlight poured through onto the polished concrete floor. 
 
   Overhead, cool air pumped into the open space from exposed air ducts that ran from one end of the room to the other, disappearing in a sharp right turn into the next part of the safe house. 
 
   She scoffed at the phrase now. Safe house. It hadn’t been safe enough. They’d picked Beirut because of the obscurity and, in no small part, because disappearing there was fairly easy to do.
 
   Some of the buildings were still bombed-out husks of their former selves, remnants of the conflicts that had raged through the better part of the last few decades. Even with intermittent periods of peace, strife always seemed to lurk right around the corner.
 
   Adriana remembered walking into this abandoned building three years before and paying cash for it on the spot. She owned the entire structure, even the empty floors above. The front doors on the main street were barricaded to keep out any curious passersby or the occasional vagrant. Local rumors among the younger populace kept any other curious eyes from taking too much interest in the property. 
 
   She’d put security measures in place, measures that would keep out some of the top thieves in the world—and she knew of several. But this wasn’t a thievery operation that had gone down; it was something else. Looking at the burn marks on the second door, whoever had broken in knew what to do, how to take out the alarm system along with the backup, and get in and out in a short amount of time. 
 
   Her heart pounded in her chest. Not from the physical exertion of the firefight outside but from the realization that the person she was trying to protect was gone. She scanned the space, a studio apartment with a kitchen, bedroom, and office all in one place. The only separate quarters in the immediate area was the bathroom. Of course, there was more below. Adriana wondered if the villains who’d broken in had made their way to the more secure lower levels. Her pace quickened as she neared the corner. Once she’d rounded it, Adriana saw that the door to the armory and information hub in the basement was still intact, completely unmolested. 
 
   She frowned despite being slightly relieved. If they weren’t here for guns and top secret information, what else could they have wanted? 
 
   The thought escaped her when she turned and stared at the tidy little workstation on the side. It was tucked against the outside wall. A sheet of paper rested on the glass top, along with something small, slender, and black. Her eyes narrowed, and she stepped with renewed vigor, striding across the distance until she reached the desk. 
 
   The note was written in sloppy print. A black Sharpie, apparently the writing tool of choice for the intruders, lay nearby, next to the wireless keyboard. Resting beside the computer was a note with a black flash drive sitting on top of it. The message simply read, Watch the video on the disk. 
 
   She tossed the paper aside and plugged the drive into the side of the enormous flatscreen computer. A couple seconds later, the device icon appeared on the monitor,and she clicked it. There was only one file listed, an MP4 video. She clicked the video, and the file expanded into a larger window. The still image featured a white background with a dark silhouette of a man. Adriana clicked the play arrow and sat down in the desk chair, watching and listening intently. 
 
   “Hello, Adriana. Since you are watching this, you know what has happened. You do not know who I am, and I intend it to stay that way.” 
 
   The man’s voice had been slightly altered. Even so, the accent was bizarre. She thought French, Dutch, maybe Belgian. But with the voice modification software, she couldn’t be sure. 
 
   “I have need of your services,” the man continued. “I collect extremely rare pieces of art. You find and recover the same sorts of items. There are three works that I am desperately in need of adding to my collection. If you do as instructed and are successful, you will be paid ten million dollars in U.S. currency for each piece. In addition, the prisoner will be returned to you safely, but only upon delivery of all three paintings. Of course, if you fail, the prisoner will be executed.” This sent a chill through her body, raising the hair on the back of her skull. 
 
   “I realize that we are dealing with items that quite possibly may have been destroyed decades ago. If that is the case, I will need to see proof. However, we have enough information to believe that the three works are still in existence somewhere.”
 
   A lump caught in her throat. Whoever this guy was, he was ready to pay a ridiculous amount of money for three paintings, which meant his worth was probably in the high hundreds of millions. More likely, billions. Her mind involuntarily started filtering through Europe’s elite who fit that bill. There were more billionaires now than ever before, but it was still a small group. Her own assets were nearing half a billion, which gave her access to social functions and networks commoners couldn’t have. Still, there were too many faces to consider. For now, she needed to focus on what this guy wanted. 
 
   “The first piece you are to retrieve is a Bellini, known as Madonna and Child.” 
 
   Adriana frowned upon hearing this. Setting the bar low, huh? The sarcastic thought flitted through her head. That painting was one she’d researched before but only found a few cold leads. 
 
   The video continued. “The only name we have to get you started is Sonya Zaragova. She’s an old woman who lives in Moscow. Rumor has it, her father was one of the Russian soldiers who took the painting. It disappeared near the end of World War II.”
 
   She shook off the distracting thoughts and tuned back in to the shadowy figure. 
 
   “After you bring in the Bellini, we will fill you in on the details of the second painting. As you may or may not know, the Madonna and Child disappeared, we believe, into Russian hands in the final days of the war. It was reportedly seen being held by Russian soldiers in a tower outside Berlin. However, finding any sort of helpful information as to its whereabouts has been difficult.” 
 
   Yeah. That’s because it’s a stolen piece of priceless art. 
 
   The man went on. “In addition to your search, you’ll have one additional hurdle. Another collector is after the same three pieces of art. He has employed one of your contemporaries, a thief known as the Chameleon. I wish I knew more about this person,but unfortunately, details are thin at best. Just be aware that at any moment you could potentially run into this other thief. It is highly likely that they also know about you. Good luck. I sincerely hope you succeed. There is a screenshot of the drop-off point on the last screen of this video. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you of the price for failure. Again, I wish you luck.” 
 
   The screen blipped for a second and then froze on an address in Marseille. A few other details had been typed out below the address as to how she was to deliver the painting. 
 
   Adriana clenched her teeth, staring at the monitor. The image of the man in the video was burned into her memory. He asked the impossible. The Bellini he wanted had been missing for over half a century. She remembered giving up on the same quest a few years ago, opting instead to follow a promising lead with a Monet that disappeared at the onset of the war. 
 
   Now, giving up wasn’t an option. Her father’s life hung in the balance. 
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   Beirut
 
    
 
   A loud bang sounded outside the building. It wasn’t a gunshot; something more mechanical, probably a dump truck unloading its cargo at one of the nearby construction sites. Adriana brought her mind back to the task at hand. She sat at the computer, scouring the Internet for information on the missing painting. Her cell phone sat next to her on the desktop, the timer counting down the five days she had left to deliver it.
 
   She was accustomed to being in tense situations, working against the clock. The difference was that most of the time, she set the deadlines. This time, the stakes were much higher. Her father was the only family she had left. 
 
   Adriana’s mother had died years ago, leaving her father, Diego Villa, alone and depressed. He’d immersed himself in his work, sometimes spending twelve hours at a time doing remote intelligence work for various governments of the world. Their family vineyards and other sparse businesses basically ran themselves. They provided both legitimate income and the perfect cover for what he did. 
 
   Doing intelligence mercenary work had never seemed like a job to him. It was more like a mission he felt was penance for sins of his earlier life, sins Adriana never knew about nor needed to. She had her own thoughts about why her father was riddled with regret and guilt, but she never bothered him about it. It was his burden to bear, and if he wanted to unload a little of it, she would be happy to listen.
 
   He’d withdrawn — preferring not to admit to retirement — to Ecuador in recent years. Everything seemed to be fine. He was happy and keeping busy. Then yesterday, she got a message from him. It was a text message. The words on the screen simply read safe house. Had it been a trap? It sure felt like it. But at the moment she had more pressing issues to worry about.
 
   She drew in a deep breath and entered in a few more keywords. While the mysterious video man had offered a name to get her started, Adriana trusted her own sleuthing abilities over some person she’d never met. That being said, the web didn’t have much to offer on the missing painting. She forced herself to go through her process, taking everything one step at a time in her usual, mechanical fashion. It was the best way to ensure she missed no details and became as familiar as she could with the target. Adriana treated jobs like this in an almost scientific manner. 
 
   An image of the painting popped onto the screen,and she zoomed in. She studied the picture with the greatest of care, analyzing it as much as possible. The untrained eye would have no idea what she was doing or why, but that didn’t matter to her. Adriana knew what she was doing. The more she could familiarize herself with the artwork, the less chance she could be fooled by a counterfeit placed as a decoy. 
 
   Though never experiencing that kind of failure before, she’d heard of other thieves who had. One particularly unlucky fellow attempted to steal a Renoir from a private owner in France. He’d succeeded with greater ease than expected, but when he took the painting to the buyer, they discovered it was a fake. The thief’s body was found floating in the river a few days later—the painting strapped to his back. 
 
   At least that was the way she’d heard the story. Only the killer knew for sure what actually happened. 
 
   It paid to be meticulous, in more ways than one. 
 
   She clicked to the next page and continued to scroll through the links that led to other pages supposedly containing more information on the missing Bellini. 
 
   Finding the painting would be hard. If she could actually home in on its location, breaking in and taking it would no doubt be equally as challenging. 
 
   People who were able to acquire and keep such things secret typically did so at great expense. There would be security measures in place to guard it that would rival those of the richest banks in the world. And then there was the possibility that the artwork could be kept in an actual bank, though that was doubtful. One of the fascinating things she’d learned during her life as a thief was that the people who held onto forbidden things loved to show them off. Of all the works of art she’d recovered, almost all of them had been on display in plain sight within the illegal owner’s residence. 
 
   She snorted at the title thief. Adriana detested the term in relation to what she did. Her expertise was recovering things that were stolen, taken from the rightful owners and never returned. Most of the cases she worked didn’t involve the original owners. With the passage of time, most of them had since died. Often, their children or grandchildren were the ones she contacted about things she was able to retrieve. And almost always, they were shocked by her revelations. 
 
   Something on the screen caught her eye,and she stopped. Her eyelids narrowed to slits,and she clicked the link. A gray web page opened on the screen. It looked so old it may well have been the first page to ever be published on the Internet. The fonts were ugly, and the images were oddly placed, but there was no question that whoever had created it knew about the Bellini. The website’s author drew some fairly ridiculous conclusions, but he also had some interesting ideas as to what could have happened, including an eyewitness account from a soldier who claimed they knew where it was. The soldier was surely dead by now. A couple of additional searches revealed that to be true. He’d died nearly thirty years before, leaving behind some children and grandchildren. Only one of his children remained alive: a daughter who was getting on in years.  Sonya Zaragova—the name the man in the video gave her. Adriana remembered the woman’s name. 
 
   Next, she sent a text message to a couple of young research assistants in Atlanta. While Tara Watson and Alex Simms were employed by Tommy Schultz’s International Archaeological Agency, he’d told her she could call upon them any time she needed. Right now seemed to fit that description perfectly. 
 
   The two, affectionately known as the kids due to their being in their twenties, were some of the best and fastest when it came to digging up hard-to-find information. While Adriana chased down one lead, maybe they could uncover another. 
 
   Once the message was sent, she slid the phone back in her pocket and performed another search online, this time for the other thief the man on the video had warned about. Know thy enemy. She finished pecking the keys and hit enter.
 
   The results were scattered. A few headlines topped the first page while more random items graced pages two and beyond. The Chameleon, it seemed, was a woman. Adriana couldn’t help but feel a little patronized that whoever was running this little game thought they needed a level playing field based on sex. She was one of the best in the world at what she did, man or woman. Additionally, she despised the thought of being a pawn in someone’s sick game. For the time being, however, she had to accept it. 
 
   She kept reading. 
 
   The Chameleon was like a ghost. No one knew her real name or where she was from, though there were a few reports that she was American. One website was dedicated to a sort of cult following of her, like the bandits from the old American West; she had a substantial collection of fans and potential suitors. In one article, several people had declared their fanciful, romantic wishes for the woman. Adriana passed through the comments quickly, shaking her head at some. 
 
   She left the site and scrolled through a couple more. It was clear that no one knew much about the mysterious thief outside of myths and the things she’d stolen, or attempted to steal. 
 
   The Chameleon had somehow slipped through the authorities’ fingers in Paris, London, Beijing, and several other major cities; all they could get on her was a rough sketch and minimal description. And those were never the same. 
 
   Thus the name, the Chameleon. 
 
   It seemed her greatest skill was being able to blend in and change her appearance. The narrow escapes she’d managed were, according to the reports, out of necessity due to unsuccessfully navigating security measures. 
 
   That was good to know, Adriana thought. 
 
   The other thief was sloppy, unskilled at her craft. Usually, those types were sitting in a concrete cell somewhere, rotting away for several years surrounded by metal bars. The fact that this…Chameleon hadn’t been caught in spite of her inability to pinch her targets was a tribute to her strengths, disguise, and stealth. 
 
   Adriana scrolled across another report, this one more troubling than the others. During a botched attempt, the Chameleon had killed a private security officer and severely wounded another. In that instance, she’d used a gun, but it was safe to assume the woman was proficient in hand-to-hand combat as well. Good to know, just in case. 
 
   While Adriana specialized in a very niche market of stolen art, the Chameleon was all over the map, both literally and figuratively. She’d stolen artwork, relics, lost treasure—pretty much anything she could get her hands on. The woman was a veritable high-end kleptomaniac. 
 
   She also went by an assortment of aliases: Joan Ritchey, Jennifer Vandenborg, Allyson Webster, and Delia Smith. Those were just the ones the authorities knew about. 
 
   Adriana had seen enough, at least for now. 
 
   She stood up and strode around the corner and over to the unmolested interior door. This one featured a biometric lock, one she’d personally recommended to her father. She pressed her thumb against the panel and waited three seconds while the device scanned the unique, minuscule grooves in her skin. A second later, a heavy click from within the door signaled it was open. 
 
   Adriana pulled on the latch and stepped through into a nondescript freight elevator. She hit the lower of the two buttons,and the machine began its descent. It only went down two stories into the bowels of the building. When it reached the bottom, she stepped off into an antechamber surrounded by eight-inch-thick concrete slabs. A shiny metal door was the only distinct feature in the ten-by-ten space. It was locked with a key code device. She stepped to it, entered her five-digit code, and twisted the latch when the light turned green. Beyond the threshold, another concrete room opened up. This one was larger, about two hundred square feet. It stretched out in a rectangular shape, and each wall was lined with black steel shelving and racks. Pistols, shotguns, automatic rifles, and submachine guns hung around the room. One counter featured a dozen different kinds of knives. On the other side, magazines, boxes of ammunition, scopes, specialized targeting attachments, sound suppressors, grips, and stocks hung from designated places. 
 
   At the far end, four high-definition computer screens sat dormant, each connected to a small black box that was no larger than a standard hardcover book. They were some of the fastest computers in the world, capable of processing information and commands at a speed twice that of the best the public could purchase. 
 
   The room looked like something a wealthy doomsday prepper would have concocted in his wildest imagination. For Adriana and her father it was the armory. A place they could go if things on the outside world got a little too hot under the collar. 
 
   She grabbed a rucksack and a duffle bag and started taking what she needed. Two pistols, one of the Heckler & Koch submachine guns, and four throwing knives already sheathed in a nylon belt. After eyeing all the weapons, Adriana took everything out except the pistols and one knife. It was one thing to be prepared. It was quite another to carry enough weapons for a small army.
 
   She made her way over to a shelf that housed a wide array of tools. To an ordinary person, the objects might seem odd or random, but to her, they were keys to almost every door on the planet. She stuffed some of the manual lock picks in the rucksack, along with a digital combination decoder, a wall scanner, and a pair of night vision goggles. 
 
   Adriana eyed the items on the counter next to her. It was the ordnance shelf. While having some explosives on hand could be useful, it could also be dangerous. Not to mention getting them across borders was often more complicated. In her experience, guns and blades were much easier. Bringing a block of C4 or some grenades seemed to raise eyebrows. 
 
   Four half-dollar-sized discs were propped against the wall, leaning at an angle. They were small enough to fit in the palm of her hand. Those, she would take. Her father had procured them from a friend at DARPA, the Pentagon’s above-top-secret research arm: an experimental flash bang grenade that was small and alien enough to not cause concern when crossing international borders. She scooped them up carefully and slid them into a side pocket in the rucksack. The devices required the user to press multiple times on a button that was flush with the rest of the disc, so there was no danger in them going off by accident. 
 
   Satisfied she had everything she needed, Adriana reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone again. She made a note of the time. It would take several hours to reach Moscow. The man in the video said she only had five days. That meant she couldn’t misstep anywhere along the way, or precious time would be lost. 
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   London, England
 
    
 
   Allyson Webster stared unwaveringly at the man holding the gun. The barrel aimed at her head did nothing to change her demeanor. The menacing expression on his face would have crumpled a weaker person, but she was not weak. If she’d been weak, Allyson would have died years ago. 
 
   “You know you can’t scare me with that thing,” she said. She raised one leg and crossed it over the other, showing just a small amount of smooth tanned skin above the knee. “Besides, you more than anyone know the best way to get me to do something is to pay me.” 
 
   The man was older. His gray, slicked-back hair revealed that truth to anyone who met him. His four-thousand-dollar suit screamed wealth, as did the sprawling study in which they sat. Mahogany panels wrapped around them with a few shelves showing off a collection of priceless first editions he’d probably never read. 
 
   His sinister gaze softened and gave way to a toothy grin, the brightness of which was a stark contrast to his tan, leathery face. “Nothing fazes you does it?” he asked in a North London accent. 
 
   She shook her head. “Not really, Frank. Not even you. And I know what you’re capable of.” 
 
   “Do you?” He set the gun on the table and leaned back in the high leather chair. His arms crossed, bending the pinstripes on his sleeves.
 
   Frank Shaw’s reputation was coated in dirt, washed in mud, and then splattered in filth. On the outside, he looked like a legitimate billionaire businessman. His path to those heights, however, was layered in underworld dealings, shady networking, and illegal activity that would make a drug lord blush. 
 
   None of that frightened Allyson. She knew as well as he did that if it came down to it, crossing her would be the last mistake he ever made. No amount of muscle or money would be able to keep her from having her vengeance. It was something he both feared and respected about her. 
 
   “Please, you've called on me to do some of your dirty work for you, so do me a favor and get to the point. My time isn’t cheap.” 
 
   One side of his face twisted in a grin. He liked the American brashness she always carried. It was almost endearing. 
 
   “My dear, if I were twenty years younger—”
 
   “I’d cut you in a way that would make you wish you weren’t,” she finished his sentence abruptly and passed him a mischievous grin.
 
   He snorted a laugh. “I believe you would.” Frank eyed her for another second. “A colleague and I have a little bet going.” 
 
   “Little?” She interrupted again. “Frank, I’ve known you a long time. You don’t do little.” 
 
   “True. It’s a hundred-million-pound wager.” 
 
   She swallowed at the sum but remained calm. That was an enormous amount of money for almost anyone, even a billionaire like Frank. 
 
   He continued. “This colleague and I are searching for three lost pieces of art. They went missing during World War II. I want you to find them before he does.” 
 
   Allyson was dubious. “Frank, you’re the richest man I know. And one of the top one hundred in the world. You couldn’t have that many colleagues. Who is the other guy?” 
 
   He smiled and cocked his head to the side. “I’m not at liberty to say. But I can tell you this: He has his own thief. Although I highly doubt his methods of hiring that person are as straightforward as mine.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow. 
 
   Before she could ask, Frank answered. “You think I’m dirty. This colleague has more dirt and blood on his hands than I ever could. The things he’s done make me look like a choir boy.” 
 
   “So he’s not just paying this person?” 
 
   Frank shook his head. “I’m sure he is. But he’s probably also trying to leverage his employee into doing what he says.” 
 
   A sincere curiosity crept onto her face. “Leverage?” 
 
   “He’s a power monger.”
 
   “And you’re not?”
 
   “Touché. However, he uses force when there could be other means of motivating those with whom we work, which brings me to my offer for you.” 
 
   “I was wondering when we were going to get to that.” 
 
   Frank stood and took one step over to a nearby shelf. It was empty save for a thick, yellowish envelope. He tossed it over to her, and she snagged it out of the air with one hand. She gave it a mildly interested glance and set it in her lap. 
 
   Frank returned to his seat. As he sat down, he pointed at the package as if he was shooting a gun with his finger. “That’s half a million dollars to get you started.”
 
   She pursed her lips. “Not a bad start,” she said. “But for something like what you’re asking, it’s going to take a hell of a lot more than that.” 
 
   He smiled, knowing something she didn’t. “Like I said, that’s just to get anything you need to begin, which needs to happen today. I’m fairly certain my colleague’s asset has already begun. As far as payment, each painting you bring in will earn you fifteen million dollars, American. Get all three, and I’ll pay you a bonus of an extra ten. The total haul for you will be fifty-five million, should you complete the triple.”
 
   Allyson’s face contorted. “Should I complete it? You don’t have faith in me?” 
 
   It was Frank’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “I have plenty of faith in you, my dear. It’s why you’re sitting in that chair this very moment. I know, however, that my colleague will have brought in someone as good as you.” 
 
   “There is no one as good as me.” 
 
   He rolled his eyes to the side but didn’t dispute her comment. “You’re the best I know of. But if there’s one of you, there’s bound to be two. Maybe more. So you’ll need to watch your back.” 
 
   “A race against another thief. And you don’t know who this person is?” 
 
   “Sadly, no.” His answer was honest. “We’ve tried to obtain information on who it might be, but so far, nothing has turned up. It’s as if she’s a ghost.” 
 
   “She?” This piqued Allyson’s attention. 
 
   “Yes,” Frank nodded. “I’m basing that comment on an assumption, but it is reasonable to think that he would select a woman since he knows that you are my logical choice.” 
 
   Her eyes twitched at this last revelation. “So he knows about me, but you know nothing about who he brought in? That doesn’t sound like a level playing field.” 
 
   “Since when has that mattered?” he asked. “And besides, like you said, you’re the best. I have no reservations about the circumstances. More likely than not, you’ll be a step ahead of whoever she is the whole time.” 
 
   Allyson took a deep breath. She preferred to know more about her competition than a few scattered details. She would make do for now, but eventually Allyson would have to do a little research. And she knew just where to start. Her friend Jude would be the guy to go to for that information. If someone were working a high-end job like this, surely he would know. Jude had his fingers in a lot of pies, and he always heard anything of note in the underworld of black market dealings. 
 
   She let go of the issue with the other thief and refocused. “What’s the job?” 
 
   “The first painting is a Bellini: Madonna and Child.” He paused for effect, and to let his words sink in.
 
   She raised both eyebrows. “Bellini?” 
 
   “Are you familiar with that piece?” 
 
   “Vaguely.” She wasn’t lying. She’d come across bits and pieces referring to the painting, but nothing substantial. “I do know who Bellini is. You guys are really swinging for the fences on this one. What about the other two?” 
 
   “You only get to know one painting at a time. Once the first is retrieved, or you have delivered proof of its destruction, you will obtain the title of the next target.” 
 
   His comment gave her a second thought. “What do you mean, proof of its destruction? How am I supposed to do that?” 
 
   Frank shrugged. “That, my dear, is not my problem. And don’t try to get slick with me. I’ll know if you fake any evidence.” 
 
   She nodded. “Fair enough.” Allyson pondered asking her next question for a moment before speaking again. “I have to ask, what's in this for you? You gonna hock these paintings or something? Make a few hundred million?” 
 
   A laugh escaped his mouth, and his eyes rolled around the room. “Oh my goodness, no. I’m a collector, dear. This is a friendly competition between me and a peer. Nothing more.” 
 
   “It’s friendly until the bullets start flying. And when they do, I’ll be the one in the sights.” 
 
   “Which is why you’re receiving such a handsome fee for your services.” 
 
   Frank was offering an enormous sum of money, which told her he didn’t intend to lose. 
 
   She considered the offer. Her eyes wandered to the pistol resting on the massive, heavy wooden desk. The gesture was more a result of attention deficit than threat. “Okay, Frank. I’ll do it. But no matter what happens, I’m keeping this half million. Got it?” 
 
   “That was my intention all along.” He held his hands out as a show of good faith that he had nothing to hide. 
 
   She nodded. “All right then. You have yourself a deal. From the sound of it, I need to get moving. So if there’s nothing else you need to tell me, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
   He stood at the same time she did. “I would wish you good luck, but I know you don’t believe in such things.” 
 
   “Make your own luck, I always say.” Allyson winked at him. She spun around, causing her skirt to whirl a little as she walked out the door. 
 
   When Frank heard the door in the antechamber close, he sat down and grabbed a cigar from the box on his desk. He’d always had an affinity for the finer things in life, and a good cigar was no different. His favorite was the Padron 80thAnniversary Edition. It was long with a torpedo tip. Of all the cigars he’d smoked through the years, the Padron was always the one he came back to. It was pricey but for someone of his means, money wasn’t an issue, especially when it came to having the best. He picked up a black butane lighter and clicked the button. A blue jet shot out of the device, and he held it close to the cigar, spinning the stick slowly to get an even, orange burn. Twenty seconds later, he put the cigar to his mouth and started puffing. His mouth filled with an earthy, robust flavor just before he spewed the smoke into the air. 
 
   “What do you think, Evan?” he asked as he leaned back in his chair, propping his feet on the desk. The heels of his Italian leather shoes rested on the edge.
 
   A slightly younger man, probably in his forties, with gray-streaked black hair and a matching, neatly trimmed beard, stepped out of the shadows in a room off to the left of the study. Frank’s primary use of the alcove was to allow his right-hand man to hear everything that went on in the study and then give his opinion. He was Frank’s general, one of the few people on the planet he trusted. They both had blood on their hands, and because of that, it was in both of their best interest to trust one another. 
 
   Evan didn’t sugarcoat his answer. “Obviously, she’s not to be trusted. The second she gets a chance, she’ll sell that or one of the other paintings and concoct some harebrained story that it was destroyed. For the right price, she’ll even make the evidence look convincing.” 
 
   Evan crossed his arms, showing off his bulging biceps. He was the muscle behind Frank Shaw’s money, and he always made sure they got what they wanted. 
 
   Frank puffed on the cigar, releasing rings of smoke into the air. “Yes. You’re right, of course. But she’s the only one good enough for the job.” 
 
   “Maybe. We could try to find someone else. There are plenty of good thieves to be found for the right price.” 
 
   “No.” Frank shook his head. “I’ve used her before and with good results. Plus, we don’t have that kind of time. Our counterpart has, no doubt, already made his play.”
 
   “What would you like me to do?” 
 
   Frank tapped the end of his cigar on a nearby black ceramic ashtray. The inch-long finger of ash dropped into the bowl, and he resumed smoking. “Follow her. Make certain she doesn’t try anything fishy.” His eyes narrowed. “As for our friend’s asset, if she gets in the way, feel free to use whatever means necessary to slow her down.” 
 
   “You want me to take her out?” 
 
   “That would be against the rules. Then again,” he paused, “accidents do happen.” 
 
   Evan nodded. “They certainly do.”  
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   Moscow, Russia
 
    
 
   The random, occasional times Adriana had visited Moscow were during the winter months when the brutal Russian weather was at its fiercest. Freezing temperatures, cutting wind, and more snow than she cared to deal with kept her travels there to a minimum that time of year. The summer, it turned out, wasn’t so bad. Leaving the airport, she was pleasantly surprised to discover warm sunshine, green trees and shrubs, flowers, and a gentle breeze that tickled her skin. 
 
   She’d opted to rent her own car rather than hire a driver. There was no way of knowing the quality of a hired wheel, and her experience told her that it was best to rely on the one person she knew she could trust: herself. In situations that required fast getaways, Russian drivers could sometimes be fickle, slow to react, or just downright drunk. 
 
   Finding the black Mercedes sedan in the rental lot took virtually no time. The luxury auto stood out like a dandelion in a field of grass. She opened the rear door and deposited her bags in the back seat, preferring to keep her weapons close by as opposed to in the trunk and out of reach.
 
   She slid into the driver’s seat and closed the door. The smell of rich leather filled her nostrils, something she never got tired of. She opened the map on her phone and pinpointed the address of the woman she’d researched earlier. Zaragova lived on the edge of the city where the rolling Russian countryside met the expanding concrete sprawl. Traffic was relatively light at that time of day, though that still meant a good number of cars and pedestrians until she got farther from town. 
 
   After the fall of Communism, Russia experienced an extremely difficult transition. Unemployment was unspeakably high. Poverty was rampant. There wasn’t enough energy or fuel to keep citizens warm in the bitter cold of winter, and food was sparse. During the worst of times, many Russians called for a return to Communism. After all, while the people weren’t necessarily happy, they’d at least had work, food, and a warm bed. 
 
   Eventually things began to turn around. New businesses sprang up, unemployment declined, and while the Russian economy still struggled to gain a foothold, there was, at least, light on the horizon. New apartment buildings and skyscrapers sprang up from the cold ashes of the old city. Beautiful architecture began to replace the drab, faceless structures from the Cold War. A city initiative to bring in more plant life had given a greener look to a place that, for decades, only appeared industrial at best. 
 
   Adriana was impressed with the city’s progress, in spite of the country’s enigmatic leader and constant rumors of corruption. Russian was one of the languages Adriana didn’t know well, but she knew enough to ask a few key questions, order food, and find her way around. 
 
   Twenty minutes after leaving the airport, the city’s buildings gave way to thicker stands of trees, parks, and subdivisions. The home she was looking for was on a small farm. Fortunately, driving was made easier with GPS to guide her.
 
   Following the directions, she exited the freeway and turned left onto a two-lane road. In another five minutes, Adriana found herself surrounded by dense forest with a lush green canopy blocking out the piercing sunlight. She double checked the screen on her phone to make sure she hadn’t missed the turn. It was coming up, but sometimes these devices had a habit of missing country roads and driveways. She’d often wondered how many man-hours it took to map every little nook-and-cranny address in the world. It was an undertaking Adriana respected but would rather not be a part of. 
 
   The Mercedes zipped by a gravel driveway with a post displaying the number of the home. The next one would be the one she was looking for. During the drive into the country, she’d been watching the rearview mirror closely, an act that had become second nature through the years. Now she didn’t even think about it. Experience had taught her to always watch for a tail, to never let anyone sneak up on her. 
 
   She laughed at the thought. On more than one occasion, Adriana had found herself checking out the cars behind her as she drove to a menial location like the grocery store or a coffee shop. Such was the habit she’d developed. 
 
   Better to be too careful, she thought. Another involuntary glance revealed what the previous ones had: the road behind was empty.
 
   Another numbered post appeared up ahead, this one with a blue mailbox attached. Adriana slowed the sedan. Her eyes narrowed, making sure she had the right address. The numbers matched those on her GPS, so she turned the car onto the gravel driveway. The tires made a crunching sound on the packed rocks.
 
   There was no home to be seen, not yet anyway. The driveway stretched out fifty yards, cutting into the forest and then curving left. The trees were so thick that if there were a home on the other side, it was obscured from view. 
 
   She kept the speed low and steered the car around the curve. The driveway straightened out for thirty yards then bent back to the right. Whoever had originally laid out the path must have had a thing for snake-like patterns. After another short straightaway, the gravel road started to incline. Once she reached the crest, a meadow opened up beyond the forest. A moderately sized, two-story home stood in the middle of a grassy field. Its brown walls were drab and looked like they needed some care and a good painting. Several tall trees dotted the front and backyards, providing shade in the hot summer sun. Beyond the home, around a hundred feet away, a matching brown barn stood in a field, surrounded by aged wooden fencing. Some of the fence rails had fallen down and never been repaired. 
 
   Adriana rapidly scanned the property, assessing points of entry to the home aside from the front door. A rickety wooden porch extended out from a pair of doors on the second floor, where she assumed the master bedroom was located. 
 
   A shadow passed over her car as she slowed to stop. She looked up and noticed a dark cloud drifting across the face of the sun. Several more like it lurked on the horizon. 
 
   There were no animals roaming around, though it appeared there probably had been at some point in the past. Weeds and tall grass sprang up around the acreage, a telling sign to the state of neglect and disrepair into which the farm had fallen. 
 
   The sole car on the property, a rusted-out old Škoda, sat near the front steps, though from its appearance, Adriana wondered how far the poorly cared for vehicle would get. 
 
   She got out and looked around. Birds chirped in the treetops, joining in nature’s symphony with the rustling of the breeze as it passed through the branches. Adriana could see why someone picked this spot. It was serene, relaxing, far away from the troubles and rat race of the city. She wondered why the current tenant didn’t do a better job of keeping up the place, but that was none of her business. It was likely because the woman was advancing in years and didn’t have the desire to put the time or money in anymore. 
 
   Halfway to the front steps, Adriana saw the front door open. A stout woman with thick gray hair tied up in a bun stood in the doorframe. She wore a purple robe over pink silk pajama pants. With a glass containing a clear liquid gripped tightly in her right hand, she peered at Adriana suspiciously. 
 
   “What do you want?” she asked in Russian. 
 
   Adriana responded with the limited words she knew, asking if the woman knew English or another language they could speak. 
 
   “You come to my home and ask me to talk in another tongue that is not my own?” Sonya Zaragova responded in perfect yet heavily accented English. 
 
   “I do apologize,” Adriana said, stopping at the bottom of the steps. “I speak several languages and can read many more, but Russian is one I’ve yet to master.” 
 
   Zaragova sized her up quickly. “Your accent sounds Spanish. And you look like a Spaniard.” 
 
   “You are correct, Miss Zaragova.” Adriana bowed low. “My name is Adriana Villa.”
 
   During her quick research of the woman, she’d learned Sonya Zaragova had never married. She’d been courted by several men who believed her to be a wealthy heiress, but when they found out she wasn’t rich, they’d conveniently made their way out of the relationship. Some of the other stories claimed that she’d been a little too intrusive into their past, or sometimes secret, lives. Her actions, one way or the other, always drove men away.
 
   “I do not usually receive many visitors out here,” the older woman said. “I wonder…what is a Spaniard like yourself doing out here? Perhaps you are on some silly quest?” 
 
   Adriana nodded. “I am on a mission of sorts, yes. Though not by choice.” 
 
   “Oh?” Zaragova seemed genuinely curious at the last remark. “I see no one here with a gun to your head.” 
 
   “The gun isn’t pointed at me.” 
 
   The old woman’s eyes widened. Adriana knew she didn’t have to say anything else. She’d already decided the Russian was savvy, quick with her wits, and extremely intelligent. She could translate the meaning immediately, maybe not all the details, but enough to know the general idea. 
 
   “I see.” She looked around the forest for a second as if she’d heard something unusual, but the birds continued singing and the wind was blowing harder. When her gaze returned to Adriana, it was as sympathetic as the hardened woman could make it. “Come in. Looks like a storm is coming.”
 
   The home’s interior was a smorgasbord of clutter and junk. Cardboard boxes towered over the worn hardwood floor in nearly every room. Knickknacks, trinkets, souvenirs, and items from all over the world poured out of every nook and cranny. Heavy curtains hung over the windows, keeping out most of the natural light. A few lamps burned here and there, casting a dingy yellow glow into the rooms. Adriana’s nose was overcome by a toxic combination of dust and mold. She wondered how anyone could live in such conditions, yet the woman seemed to be in somewhat decent health, considering. 
 
   From the looks of it, Zaragova had been hoarding for decades. Adriana wanted to ask what was in some of the boxes, but her host beat her to it. 
 
    “I do not get many visitors here. The few that do come wonder why I keep all these things. I tell them it is none of their business what I keep and what I do not keep.” She waved a finger around at all the clutter then took another sip of the clear liquid. She swallowed and raised the glass. “Would you like some vodka? It is good stuff. Better than what they sell outside of Russia.” 
 
   “No, thank you. I appreciate the offer, but I have to drive and need to keep my wits about me.” 
 
   “Ah, yes. The gun pointed at someone you care about. Who is it? Lover? Friend?”
 
   “My father.” Adriana cut her off. 
 
   The older woman nodded slowly with eyebrows raised. “Yes. I could see how that would trouble you.” She spun around dramatically, her robe whirling a little as she did so. “Someone is holding your father hostage, and they sent you here to see if I could tell you where the missing Bellini is.” She spoke to Adriana as she set the drink down on an end table. When she turned back around, Zaragova straightened her robe and stared intensely at her guest. 
 
   Adriana fought off the onslaught of emotions just as she’d done her whole life whenever they tried to force their way onto her exterior. “Yes. From the sound of it, I’m not the first person to come asking for that information.” 
 
   Zaragova’s eyes narrowed, and she nodded approvingly. She changed the subject momentarily, still sizing up the younger woman. “If I had to guess, I would say you are from Madrid, yes? Or perhaps around that area?” 
 
   The question threw Adriana off guard, but she nodded. “Si. I grew up there. My father was a businessman.” 
 
   “And your mother?” 
 
   Adriana gnashed her teeth. What was this woman’s deal? Why the strange line of questioning? She reminded herself that she was the guest and acquiesced. “My mother died several years ago.” 
 
   “I see.” No apology. No sympathy. Just a curt and understanding comment. It was the way many older Russians interacted, so Adriana didn’t take it personally. “Your father is all you have left.” 
 
   “I also have some friends I can count on.” 
 
   “No need to get defensive. It was not an insult. The point remains, you are desperate to find the Bellini to save your father’s life. That is a far better reason than anyone else has ever given me.” 
 
   Adriana rubbed her nose with the back of her hand. The dust was getting to her, but she stayed on task. “How many people have been to see you about it?” 
 
   Zaragova laughed. “Since my father died in the 1980s? More than I can count. Hundreds. Maybe more. Each one of them looking to solve the mystery of the missing painting. Treasure hunters.” She spat the word out. “All they care about is riches and taking things that never belonged to them. They are no better than vagrants begging for scraps.” 
 
   She twisted around and grabbed a pack of cigarettes from the end table. She tapped the package, releasing one of the white paper cylinders into her fingertips, and then offered one to Adriana. 
 
   The guest shook her head. “Thank you, no.” 
 
   “I figured you did not smoke.” Zaragova placed the pack back next to her vodka and fished a lighter out of her robe. She flicked it to life and touched the flame to the end, drawing in a few puffs until the tip glowed a fiery orange. 
 
   “I don’t mean to be blunt, Miss Zaragova, but if I don’t find that painting within the next four and a half days, the men who took my father are going to kill him.” 
 
   The host took a long, dramatic drag and then let out a spew of smoke through her puckered lips. She shrugged, putting her hands out wide. “The painting is not here. Like I said, many have come here seeking it.” 
 
   “Did your father have it at one point?” 
 
   Zaragova stuck a finger at Adriana. “Yes. He most definitely did.” 
 
   “You’re sure?” 
 
   The older woman raised an eyebrow. “Of course, I am sure.” She faked being insulted. 
 
   “Did he still have it when you were a child?” Adriana crossed her arms. It was time for her to go on the offensive. Whoever Zaragova was, she clearly enjoyed playing games from a position of power, and that simply didn’t suit Adriana’s style. 
 
   “I do not believe so. But I have seen pictures of him with it.” 
 
   It was Adriana’s turn to raise an eyebrow.
 
   Zaragova waited a moment before continuing. She took another puff before saying, “I have still got the pictures if you would like to take a look.” 
 
   “You don’t mind?” 
 
   “Of course not. Unless you are lying to me.” She reached into one of the robe’s pockets and withdrew a small pistol, aiming it at the Spaniard’s chest. It looked old but was smaller than most weapons Adriana had seen from that era. Still, with the right placement, a shot from nearly any gun would be fatal. “Are you lying to me?” 
 
   Adriana shook her head evenly, but her face remained statuesque, never giving way to panic. “No. I am not lying. I am who I said I am. I’m only here to try to get some answers so I can find my father. I’m no treasure hunter, but I am a thief.” 
 
   The answer stunned the Russian woman. Her wrinkled face curled into a frown. “A thief?”
 
   “Yes,” Adriana nodded. “Normally, I steal from those who have stolen and return the property to the rightful owners. I’m not here to steal anything from you. Like I said, I’m just here for information.” 
 
   Zaragova pondered the response for ten seconds, still analyzing whether or not the younger woman was telling the truth. Finally, she said, “So it is information you want? Then I will tell you something I have never told anyone else.” 
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   Adriana followed the woman down a dark hallway and through an open door into what appeared to be the only clutter-free room in the entire house. Zaragova stepped aside and let her guest take a quick inventory of the surroundings. 
 
   “This was my father’s office. He spent a great deal of time in here, writing about the war, the things he had seen, the things he had done, and what happened after.” 
 
   It was a sobering moment. 
 
   A little wooden writing desk sat in the corner. Its deep brown stain had faded with time, and it would now be considered an antique. A matching, simple wooden chair was parked underneath, looking as if it hadn’t been moved in decades. 
 
   “I have pretty much left everything alone in this room since my father died,” Zaragova said, breaking the reverent silence. “I wanted it to look the way it did when he was alive.” 
 
   Adriana stepped deeper into the room. The closet to the right was closed with folding, shutter-style doors. On the wall to the left, several pictures hung as a silent tribute to times long gone. More than a few black-and-whites featured young men in Red Army uniforms. She assumed the person in multiple pictures with different people was Zaragova’s father. A wedding picture of the same man and a striking young woman with jet-black hair and pale skin mingled with images of family, children, and one or two older people. 
 
   “Your father seemed to put a great deal of importance on family and friends.” 
 
   “Da,” Zaragova said in her native language before returning to English. “Times were different in those days.” 
 
   Adriana turned and examined another wall, this one with a medal hanging in a picture frame. 
 
   The older woman noticed what had caught Adriana’s eye. “For bravery in battle,” she explained.
 
   Adriana acknowledged the comment with a nod. “I don’t mean to be rude—”
 
   “But you want to know why I am showing you all this.” 
 
   Few things caused Adriana to blush, but in this case, she did a little. The woman was clearly not a trusting person, and the fact that she’d allowed the Spaniard into her home was beyond fortunate. She didn’t want to push the woman’s gracious attitude. Like a deer, Zaragova could just as easily startle and close down. 
 
   The Russian gave a nod. “I understand. You are in a hurry. It is okay.” She floated over to the desk and stopped, staring down at it for a moment. “My father was a good man. There were many things that happened during the war that he never talked about. I do not judge him for that. He was an excellent marksman and did his duty for Mother Russia whether he agreed with the Communists or not.” 
 
   “He didn’t believe in the Communist government?” 
 
   Zaragova shook her head. “Nyet. He believed in a world where people shared their possessions with others, where no one was richer than another, and where everyone helped each other. In many ways, he was a pure Communist, a believer in people working together for the greater good of the community.”
 
   “But that changed.” 
 
   “Da. He realized that in a world full of greed and selfishness, that way of life could never truly exist. There is no such thing as perfect Communist society.” 
 
   “It’s like that on the other side, too.” 
 
   “True.”
 
   The older woman sighed. “My father had to keep his opinions to himself. If he spoke out to anyone about his thoughts on the government or its leaders, he would have been taken into the woods and shot. Our family’s land and possessions would have all been stripped away, and we would have been sent to work in the factories.”
 
   “So he kept quiet.” 
 
   The host shrugged. “Mostly,he spoke to my mother about things. But sometimes, he would tell me what he told no one else.” 
 
   She pulled out one of the drawers on the left side. It was empty. Zaragova bent down, wedged a fingernail into a narrow seam on the top right side, and pulled. The thin panel dropped down to the bottom, revealing a hidden storage compartment only a few millimeters wide. For what was stored inside, it didn’t need to be much wider. A photograph was stuck to the inner wall. She carefully slid her finger behind the picture’s backing and pried it off, careful not to tear it where the adhesive was attached. After a few tenuous seconds, the photograph was free of its hiding place. Zaragova held it gently in her fingertips and presented it to Adriana. 
 
   The guest leaned in close but didn’t touch the picture, instead viewing it from several inches away. 
 
   “You see there,” Zaragova pointed. 
 
   Behind the image of her father shaking hands with a man with baggy eyes, dressed in a black suit and tie, a painting hung on a wall a few feet away. The photograph was black and white, and it displayed years of aging in less than optimal conditions. Nonetheless, the artwork behind the two men was easily identifiable. Adriana had no doubts it was the missing Bellini.
 
   “When was this picture taken?”
 
   “Three months after the war,” Zaragova’s voice lowered to a whisper. “And if you are wondering where it was taken, it was taken in the basement of this very home.” 
 
   That was going to be the next question, but it didn’t really matter. The woman had said before that the painting was no longer here. 
 
   “Is this photograph the only thing you were going to share with me, or was there something else?” 
 
   The host stood up straight, looking surprised at the bluntness of Adriana’s question. She grinned. 
 
   “I like the way you operate,” she said. “No fooling around. Yes, there is more. I wanted you to see the picture so that you would know I wasn’t lying. The painting was here for a short time, but a few days after this photograph was taken, my father sold it.”
 
   Now they were getting somewhere.
 
   Zaragova continued. “He knew that if any of the Communist leaders discovered he had the painting, they would confiscate it and claim that all spoils of war belonged to the government.”
 
   “That’s what governments typically do.” 
 
   “Correct. So he did the only thing he could think of. He sold the Bellini to an esteemed collector in Amsterdam. It was a difficult process to find someone worthy of the art, let alone shipping it to them during a time when getting in and out of Russia was a complicated matter. Through several channels, my father was able to make the connection and get the painting safely out of the Soviet Union. He believed that if the government discovered the Bellini, they would destroy it as they had so many other works of art taken during the war.” 
 
   Adriana had heard about some of the things the Soviets did to precious artwork during and after the war. It was unclear if the soldiers were obeying orders or simply acting as vandals, burning things as they swept through Northern Europe. Zaragova’s father had, no doubt, witnessed many of those kinds of activities. It was a small miracle he’d been able to get the painting back to his home, which brought up Adriana’s next question. 
 
   “I’m sorry to ask so many questions, but I’m curious. How did your father get the painting back here without any of the other soldiers reporting him to higher-ups?”
 
   “Father was in a particularly industrious unit.” She shrugged. “He knew that several of the other men looted homes, businesses, even a bank or two, though I am not sure why. The German currency was essentially worthless at that point. He made a deal with the others to let him bring the painting back. As he described it, they had found it in a German gallery. Many of the paintings there were stolen works of art the Nazis brought in and put on display. The Bellini was one such painting. Soviet soldiers were setting the place on fire and tearing paintings out of their frames. Most of them were simple men who did not know the difference between a finger painting and a van Gogh. The Bellini was the first one he came to that had not been ripped or burned, so he took it, rolled it carefully, and managed to convince the other men it was worthless but would make a good souvenir for his mother.” 
 
   She drew in a long breath before continuing. “Getting it into the country was not as difficult as getting it out. The Soviet Union was still reeling from the cost of the war, both in human and financial terms. The Nazis were no longer a threat, but the leaders were already closing the borders off to the west. For members of the Red Army, however, getting in was not much trouble. So many men had been lost in the battles outside of Moscow that people were just happy to have some of the soldiers returning.”
 
   The story made sense, at least according to what Adriana knew of the time line. She felt fortunate that this woman trusted her enough to reveal all this information. Her instincts were to still question why, but she decided to keep her mouth shut and take the good fortune. She wanted to believe the rest of the search would go so well, but she knew better. 
 
   “You don’t happen to know the man’s name who bought the painting, do you?” 
 
   She nodded. “Of course. It was one of the secrets my father told me before he died. He made me promise not to tell anyone who came looking for it. His name was Arjen van der Wahl.” 
 
   Adriana’s eyebrows knit together. “Why tell me all these secrets? What makes me any different?” 
 
   Zaragova laughed. “Because, my dear, there is something about you I trust. I do not know what it is. Your brute honesty. Your energy. Or maybe it is the fact that you are trying to save your father.” A sly grin slid across her face. “And on top of all that, you are the first woman to ever come to my home seeking the Bellini.”
 
   Adriana smiled. “Well, there aren’t many women in my line of work.” She looked at the photograph one last time then back into the older woman’s eyes. “Thank you for your help. I truly appreciate it.” 
 
   The Russian held up a dismissive hand. “You are welcome. I am not getting any younger. Sooner or later, I would have to tell someone. A secret like that is not one that should be taken to the grave.” She gave a just-between-us-girls wink. 
 
   “This information will be very helpful. I’m sorry, but I really must be going. I only have four days left to track this painting down.” 
 
   “I understand. Please, be on your way. I hope you are able to find it in time.” Zaragova paused for three seconds and then spoke again. “If I may ask, what do you plan to do once you have found the painting and taken it to the person who took your father?” 
 
   Adriana’s face remained icy cold. “I’m going to kill him.” 
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   Allyson watched the Mercedes leave the driveway. As soon as it was out of sight, she pulled her car out from the driveway across the street a hundred feet away. She’d arrived at Zaragova’s home to find the old Russian woman had a visitor. Allyson couldn’t be certain who was there, and she made a split-second decision to retreat, hide, and wait.
 
   From her vantage point on the other side of the road, she’d been unable to see who the driver of the Mercedes was and was now faced with another quick decision. If the driver of the sedan was her competition, going to see the woman could put her exponentially behind. On the other hand, if it was just a family friend, she could waste precious time chasing down the car. By the time she got back to the woman’s home, the other thief could already be there. 
 
   She was no stranger to a fight, with guns or otherwise, but Allyson would prefer to outrun the other person if given the option. If it came down to it, she knew how to kill. She’d become quite proficient at it over the years. Beauty on the outside—cold, hard killer on the inside. It was a combination that had caught many victims off guard over the years. 
 
   One victim had been, at one point, one of the best secret agents for the American government during his tenure with the ghostlike Axis agency. She’d met Sean Wyatt while tracking down a lead on what she believed would be a massive treasure haul. Frank Shaw heard through his sources that a few Americans were searching for a lost Native American trove of gold worth billions. In the end, Allyson was able to steal a few valuable trophies, things that brought her a hefty price from her employer—but nothing like what he’d expected. He’d been disappointed with his return on investment, but after she explained it was a wild goose chase and that they would be better served pursuing other avenues, he seemed satisfied.
 
   She’d managed to fool Wyatt and his friends, making them believe she was working for the same agency he once worked for. Based on one night of romance, she knew that when she left, he’d been hurt by the whole escapade. In her opinion, Wyatt got off easy. Allyson toyed with the notion of killing him in his sleep, but she figured, why leave a trail of blood if she could just take some of the loot and disappear? With her slew of identities, it was doubtful they would come after her. Besides, she’d left them the majority of the treasure. Just a few items for her time would barely be noticed. 
 
   Allyson watched the sedan disappear around the curve and made her decision. She steered her rental car into the driveway and followed the gravel path through the woods. When she reached the house in the clearing, she stopped halfway around the gravel circle and turned the key. The address had been easy enough to find in spite of its obscure location in the countryside.
 
   She didn’t appreciate the fact that Frank had been skimpy on the details as to the whole purpose of this little contest, but from what he’d said, Frank had some kind of wager going on with a peer. Uber-wealthy types like that had an honor system she’d never understand. For men who quite often cheated their way to the top, being honest with something as trivial as some missing paintings seemed ludicrous. 
 
   Whatever the reason, she was happy to take on the task. It paid well, and it was exciting. 
 
   Allyson let her irritation at Frank die down as she stepped out of the car. He’d been good to her. When she was a poor kid living in an abandoned apartment building in South London, Frank Shaw was the one who’d pulled her out of the gutter and given her life a purpose. Until she met him, she was nothing more than a grimy, teenage pickpocket. 
 
   Her parents were low-income factory workers. Their lot in life had been a struggle to just reach the middle class. With most of their debts paid off and things beginning to turn around, it seemed that they would finally achieve their goals of escaping poverty once and for all. Then, at their moment of triumph, they were struck down in a car accident. Allyson’s mother died on impact. Her father lingered in the intensive care unit for a week before he succumbed to his injuries. 
 
   They’d moved to London when she was young to build a new life for themselves away from the problems they’d forged in the United States. It was the cruelest form of irony. 
 
   With no relatives nearby and no way to get home, Allyson ran away from the authorities and fell into a life on the streets. Now her assets were valued in the millions thanks to the work that Frank Shaw provided—along with some of her own freelancing. 
 
   She closed the car door and started toward the front steps but halted when a woman appeared in the doorway above the entryway steps. The woman was older, haggard, and wore a strange combination of colors and fabrics that gave the appearance she’d not be leaving the premises anytime soon. 
 
   Allyson spoke a good amount of Russian, enough to have a decent conversation with just about anyone, and greeted the woman with the customary afternoon greeting, “Dobroye ootro.”
 
   The woman crossed her arms and frowned. “What do you want?” she asked in English.
 
   “Oh, you speak English. Great. My name is Darlene Mabry. I’m a journalist from the United States.” She told the lie without cracking in the least. “I’m doing a story on missing artwork from World War II, and I was told that Sonya Zaragova or someone in her family might know the whereabouts of a particular piece of interest. Would you happen to have a few minutes to spare so I could ask a few questions?”
 
   “I am Sonya Zaragova.” Her lips creased into a right-side grin. “It is not often I get visitors asking about such things.” 
 
   “Well, not many people know about the specific pieces that were taken during the war. Those stories are starting to come out more frequently, but a lot of the details are still missing.” 
 
   “I suppose you are here to inquire about the Bellini, Madonna and Child.” She raised an eyebrow. 
 
   Allyson’s face brightened. “Actually, yes. We’re hoping that you have information as to what may have happened to the Bellini. If we can help uncover some of the clues, we might be able to retrieve the missing artwork and once again let the public enjoy its beauty.” She was laying it on pretty thick and hoped the woman couldn’t see through her lies.
 
   Zaragova sized her up in five seconds, but she decided to play along. It couldn’t be a coincidence that this young woman and Adriana both showed up on the same day within twenty minutes of each other. There was something going on between the two of them. Zaragova’s instincts told her right away that whoever this new girl might be, she was completely untrustworthy. 
 
   “I am sorry, my dear. But I believe you have been misinformed.” Her face still sported a smile, although now it seemed cynical. “People used to come by all the time twenty years ago, all of them asking about the same painting. Finally, they all got the hint. I will tell you what I had to tell them. I do not know anything about the missing Bellini. If my father knew something about it, he never told me or my siblings. At least, not that I know of.” 
 
   Allyson didn’t try to hide her frown. She’d done her research. All of Zaragova’s relatives were dead. But something wasn’t right with the older woman’s story. She claimed to know nothing about the painting, but it was the first thing she mentioned when Allyson arrived. The Russian also said there weren’t many people that came by to ask about the Bellini. Her claims didn’t add up. So she was either crazy or lying. From her quick and dirty assessment, Allyson didn’t think she was the former. Which meant she was lying. But why? 
 
   Her brain kicked into overdrive as she attempted to make rapid sense of what was going on. Whoever was in the Mercedes had been there for nearly half an hour. Zaragova seemed ready to get rid of Allyson inside of five. That meant it was either a friend that had just left, or she’d told her competition more than she was letting on. Allyson decided to set a trap. 
 
   “Okay, I’m sorry to have bothered you.” She turned to leave, heading back to her car but spun around suddenly. “I apologize, but I was just wondering; this property is so beautiful and secluded. How long have you lived here?” 
 
   “All my life. It is a family estate.” 
 
   Allyson nodded. “Being out here in the countryside, I guess you don’t get many visitors.” 
 
   “The only people I see are when I go to the market to get groceries or other things I need. Now, I have work to do, so I bid you good day.” Zaragova started to turn and reenter the house, but Allyson stopped her. 
 
   “So you don’t have any friends or anyone that checks on you from time to time?” She took a few cautious steps toward the house. 
 
   “Nyet. I am alone and have no friends.”
 
   Allyson feigned empathy. “That must be awful, being alone out here with no one ever checking on you. When was the last time someone came to visit?” She was at the base of the steps now. Her right thumb hooked on her belt and began to slip around to her lower back where her Glock was wedged into her pants. The woman didn’t notice the movement, too irritated at the pressing questions and the visitor’s approach. 
 
   “I have not had any visitors in quite some time,” she answered. “Now, I must be going.” She waved a hand meant to shoo Allyson away. 
 
   The front door slammed shut behind her; a flake of peeling paint flapped from the thud. 
 
   Zaragova stood inside her front door for a moment and sighed. Now she knew for certain that the second woman was not to be trusted. She made her way over to the phone on the kitchen countertop and picked it up. Her friend, Boris, worked for the police in Moscow. She’d not spoken to him in years but kept up via the occasional phone call. She wasn’t lying when she said she had no friends that came to visit. Boris barely qualified as a friend. He was more of an acquaintance she’d met during a particularly reckless time in her life right after her father died. 
 
   She wasn’t sure if this woman was who she claimed to be or if she was a threat, but Zaragova didn’t want to leave anything to chance. She started pressing the numbers on the phone, recalling Boris's number from memory with a little effort. 
 
   As she hit the fourth number, a bang sounded from the front of the house, and the door burst open. The woman appeared in the doorway with a gun in hand and instantly swept the room, stopping with the barrel pointed at Zaragova’s chest. 
 
   “Put the phone down,” she commanded. 
 
   The older woman froze in place, the cordless phone still in the palm of her hand with fingers hovering over the numbers. 
 
   “I said put it down!” Allyson shouted the order. 
 
   The volume and sudden staccato of her voice sent a shudder through Zaragova, nearly causing her to drop the phone to the floor. She recovered and slowly set the device on the receiver. 
 
   “That’s better.” Allyson let out a sigh, keeping the weapon trained on her target’s chest. “You know. I really wanted to do this the easy way, but you didn’t want to. You wanted to make things hard.” 
 
   Zaragova shook her head. “I don’t know what you are talking about, American.” 
 
   “Shut up!” Allyson snapped. “I don’t have a lot of time, and you’ve already wasted plenty with your lies. Who was the person visiting you before me? And where did she go?” 
 
   The Russian woman’s lips creased ever so slightly. “She didn’t tell me her name.” 
 
   Allyson twitched the gun an inch to the left and pulled the trigger. The barrel flashed, and Zaragova’s right palm exploded into a bloody, tangled mess with a crater in the middle. 
 
   She screamed a second later and gripped the wounded hand’s wrist with her good hand. Her face twisted in agony amid the howls, and she dropped to her knees. Tears streamed like little rivers down her face. The hardened woman softened instantly with the squeeze of a trigger. 
 
   “It’s amazing what hollow points do to the human body. Much messier than regular bullets. And a lot more painful.” Allyson spoke loudly so the wounded woman could hear her. She took three long steps over to the Russian and put the gun to her head. 
 
   Zaragova collected herself as best she could and looked up into Allyson’s eyes. “If you kill me, you will never find the painting.” 
 
   Allyson pouted her lips and looked up at the ceiling for a second, pretending to ponder what the woman said. “Yeah, I already knew you’d say that. Traffic at this time of day will be slowing things down. I’m guessing I could probably catch up to your friend if I hurry.” 
 
   “She will be long gone by the time you reach the city. She’s twice the woman you are, and smarter.” The fear in Zaragova’s eyes had been replaced with a staunch resolve. 
 
   “Maybe,” Allyson scratched the side of her head, still keeping the weapon aimed at the older woman’s head. “But I’m guessing I could probably get what I want out of you before I kill you.” 
 
   Zaragova’s eyes narrowed. “You may try.” 
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   Moscow
 
    
 
   Allyson waded through the boxes, papers, trinkets, souvenirs, and junk that cluttered Zaragova’s house. The older woman lay dead on the linoleum floor in the kitchen, a pool of blood congealing around her. 
 
   Torture wasn’t Allyson’s favorite thing to do. She preferred quick, clean kills. It was more time efficient, and she didn’t exactly enjoy seeing people in pain. The Russian woman, on the other hand, had pissed her off. So she made an exception. 
 
   Allyson went through her usual process of getting a prisoner to give up information: a bullet through the top of each foot then the knees, elbows, stomach, and after all that if they wouldn’t talk, a shot to the head. 
 
   Typically, if a victim wouldn’t give up the information she needed by the time she got to the second kneecap, they weren’t going to. It was something she’d learned over the years. 
 
   Early on in her career of thievery and the occasional murder, she’d actually felt bad for one of her victims. She’d shot the man in the foot, and he’d told her what she wanted to know. In a moment of ridiculous mercy, she told him to go on his way and turned to take her leave. As soon as she did, he pulled a gun out from an ankle holster and pulled the trigger. The weapon misfired, but Allyson heard the click. When she turned around and saw the man pointing the gun at her, she unloaded her entire magazine into his chest. From that point on, she didn’t take any chances. Her victims always had to die. Unless, of course, they told her what she wanted up front. 
 
   She would have left Zaragova alone if she’d just come clean from the beginning. But the old woman wanted to hold onto her secrets for whatever reason. A thought occurred to Allyson as she stepped over another box and returned to the narrow hallway. If the Russian told the other thief about where the painting might have gone, Allyson would already be significantly behind. The bluff about catching up to her competition didn’t work. Zaragova saw right through it. 
 
   Allyson turned down the dimly lit corridor and stopped at the first door. It was open and revealed a room that dramatically contrasted the rest of the home. It was neat, almost clean save for a little dust here and there in the corners. She took note of the photographs on the walls and the medal hanging just to the right of her shoulder. She kept her weapon drawn and at the ready next to her side just in case the old woman wasn’t home alone. Allyson figured that if there were someone else there, she would have already seen or heard them. She also knew to always keep on full alert, especially in a situation like this. 
 
   She slid her feet across the creaky wooden floor to the desk where one of the drawers on the left side had been left open. Allyson scanned the room for anything else that might be helpful but saw nothing. All that was out of the ordinary was the open drawer and an old black-and-white photograph of two men. A few feet away, the closet doors were closed. She immediately raised her weapon and took two cautious steps over to the folding doors. Pulling on one of the knobs highlighted its lack of use as rods and wheels scratched along rusty tracks. She stepped back and kept the gun pointed into the closet, but the only thing she found inside was an old Red Army uniform, a World War II-era rifle, a pair of black shoes, and a box of shells. 
 
   Allyson frowned and lowered her weapon. She took a deep breath and calmed her nerves. Her eyes darted around the room, returning to the desk and the photograph on the surface. 
 
   She picked it up and stared at the image. Immediately, she recognized the man on the right. He was in several of the pictures on the wall. She assumed he was related to Zaragova, probably her father. The other guy, however, she didn’t recognize. Her eyes narrowed, and she peered at something in the background behind the two men. Allyson’s heart picked up a tick as she realized what she was looking at. It was the missing Bellini. 
 
   Knew that old woman was lying to me.
 
   Out of sheer curiosity, she flipped the photograph over and looked at the back. The writing was sloppy and the ink had faded over the decades, but the name on the surface was unmistakable. 
 
   Arjen van der Wahl.
 
   Allyson lowered the picture and stared out the little window at the barn beyond the lawn. Tall grass blew in the wind, and heavy raindrops started pecking at the glass. 
 
   Van der Wahl. She thought about the name. She’d seen it somewhere before but couldn’t place it right away. It was clearly of Dutch descent. Her mind rolled through the possibilities. If this was a picture of Zaragova’s father—and from all the other images in the room, it was reasonable to assume so—then perhaps this van der Wahl was the one to whom he sold the painting. Of course, this also assumed that Zaragova’s father sold the painting to begin with. Based on her limited knowledge of the situation, that made sense. 
 
   Time was short, and with a dead body in the kitchen, the necessity to leave of greater importance. 
 
   She stuffed the picture into her pocket and headed for the door. She shoved her other hand into the opposite pocket and withdrew her phone. Her fingers flew across the touch screen and entered the name of the man on the back of the photograph. A few seconds later, the search provided links to several different articles and websites containing information on Arjen van der Wahl. 
 
   Allyson reached the door and opened it but then realized she’d just left a contaminated crime scene. Her fingerprints would be all over the place. Hopefully the Russian authorities wouldn’t be as vigilant as in other countries. She tapped the first link to save it and then took a quick inventory of the room. With all the boxes lying around, the place would burn easily. All she needed was to ignite it. 
 
   The barn out back would likely have fuel. 
 
   She hopped down the front steps and ran to the outer building. The door hung open,and she stepped inside. An old tractor that looked like it hadn’t been used in twenty years sat rusting away in the middle of the building. Off to its side were a few metal fuel tanks. Allyson checked the first but found it to be empty. The second was half-full, more than enough to take care of her needs. She just hoped the diesel wasn’t too old. Fuel went bad over time and if it had been sitting around for more than a year might not ignite the way she hoped. 
 
   Back inside the building, she hauled the canister to the kitchen and opened the lid. She poured the fuel liberally around the body first and then doused a good number of the boxes in the adjacent room until the container was empty. She walked back to the kitchen, stepping carefully around the blood and fuel, and opened one drawer after another. In the third drawer, she found a box of matches and moved back over to the door where she’d ended the trail of diesel. 
 
   Allyson struck the match and squinted as she set it to the pungent, damp box nearby. It took a second,but the fuel took the flame and came to life, creeping along the floor to the body and branching out to the other boxes in the home. Ten seconds later, the place was filled with black smoke, the fire consuming everything it touched. She turned and ran to her car. A blaze like that wouldn’t take long to be noticed by someone, and she had no intention of being noticed. 
 
   She slid into the car, turned the ignition, and pounded the gas. Gravel shot out from behind the vehicle and she guided it back through the woods to the main road. Once on the asphalt, Allyson retrieved her phone once more and glanced at the article she’d pulled up on van der Wahl. Her eyes alternated between the road and the screen, carefully navigating the twists and turns leading back to the highway. 
 
   According to the article, van der Wahl was a wealthy businessman in the 1940s and ’50s. His primary residence was in Amsterdam, but he owned properties in several places in Europe. His businesses included textile mills, granaries, cocoa processing plants, and a few cheese factories. 
 
   Sounds like this guy had his fingers in a lot of cookie jars.
 
   Allyson tapped on one of the other links and kept reading between making sure she wasn’t speeding and not weaving into other lanes. Traffic began to pick up as she drew closer to town, so she had to be careful. Last thing she needed was to rear-end someone and have to deal with the police after committing a murder. 
 
   The second link gave her what she wanted. 
 
   Arjen van der Wahl had two sons. They split the inheritance when their father died in the 1970s. One of the sons had a daughter named Monique. She was born in 1974 and still lived in Amsterdam. It seemed she was the last remaining van der Wahl.
 
   The story started to fall into place. Monique’s father lost the family fortune with some bad investment decisions. Her uncle had similar bad luck and nearly lost everything. When her father died, Monique did all she could to save the familial home and keep up appearances that she was still one of Amsterdam’s elite. She became a treasure hunter and was able to retrieve a rare piece that enabled her to retain the lifestyle to which she’d become accustomed after selling the item for a hefty price. 
 
   Allyson looked up and slammed on her brakes. A delivery truck lumbered along in the lane ahead of her, barely moving. 
 
   She switched lanes and passed the truck, leaving it safely behind. Her heart thumped in her chest. That was close.
 
   She put the phone in the passenger seat and sped toward the city. Amsterdam seemed like the logical place to visit next. This Monique van der Wahl might have answers as to the whereabouts of the missing Bellini. Allyson tried not to get her hopes up, but it was entirely possible that the Dutch woman still possessed the painting. 
 
   Now Allyson’s only problem was the other thief. She had a bad feeling she was behind in the race, which meant she was going to have to start playing dirty. 
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   Amsterdam, The Netherlands
 
    
 
   Adriana stepped out of the car. She’d parked it on the side of the street near one of the many canals that snaked their way through the old city. Amsterdam had always been one of her favorite places to visit. The colorful houses, unique Dutch architecture, the charm of the little canals between walkways and roads, the cafes, shops, and restaurants, and the vibrant people all combined for one of the world’s most unique destinations. 
 
   She’d arrived late the night before and found a hotel with a clean, comfortable room not far from where she was headed. A quick breakfast and a hot cup of coffee from a nearby shop fueled her for the unexpected. 
 
   The walk from her hotel to the white, two-story mansion on the canal took only six minutes, which was worth the effort since finding a parking spot in the city could prove to be an exercise in frustration. Five minutes into her walk, she spotted the mansion on the other side of the canal and hurriedly crossed the arched bridge leading over to the other side. 
 
   The morning air brushed through a loose strand of hair she’d missed when scooping it into a ponytail. She calmly tucked it behind her right ear and pressed on. She could redo it all after she met with Monique van der Wahl. Right now, she was in a hurry. 
 
   Adriana turned left after crossing the bridge and strode underneath the overhanging tree branches that lined the water’s edge. She reached the intersection at the next street and paused, taking a second to look around and make sure no one was following her. A man in a black polo and white pants had been behind her for a block or so, but now he was nowhere to be seen. She was probably just being paranoid, but a little paranoia had saved her neck on more than one occasion. She finished surveying the immediate area, and when the light changed, she trotted across the street to the white mansion’s front entrance. 
 
   Black shutters and trim framed the windows and doors, contrasting the creamy walls. The roof was different from the typical Dutch high angle that dominated most of the dwellings in the city. This mansion’s roof sloped up less dramatically, ending in a flat top that stretched the length and width of the building. A pair of sconces guarded both sides of the front door. Gas lamps burned, flicking orange flames within the glass and iron framework. 
 
   Adriana took a step up onto the landing and stuck a finger out to press the doorbell. Before she could, the heavy wooden door creaked open like something out of a predictable horror movie. 
 
   Just inside the entrance, a gray-haired butler in a black suit smiled and nodded. “Hello. May I help you?” he asked, folding his hands in front of his waist in a formal manner. 
 
   Adriana was thrown off. “I’m sorry. Were you expecting someone?” 
 
   His grin stretched across his face. “We are always expecting someone, my dear.” He pointed at a tiny camera in the overhang just above the door’s archway. “Sensors tell us when someone approaches. I just happened to be dusting nearby when you arrived.” 
 
   “Oh,” she said. “I guess one can never be too safe.” 
 
   “Quite,” he agreed. His accent was clearly English, though which part of the country she couldn’t pin down. 
 
   “I don’t mean to be blunt, but I was wondering if the lady of the house was available to take a visitor.” She passed the old man her cutest puppy dog expression. 
 
   He coughed a short laugh. “Ms. van der Wahl doesn’t take many visitors, not without an appointment. While I appreciate your charm, I’m afraid you will need to go through her personal assistant.” He fished a business card out of his inner jacket pocket and handed it to her. 
 
   She didn’t have time to schedule an appointment. The clock wasn’t on her side, and on top of that, she could have a run-in with the woman known as the Chameleon at any moment. The faster she could get in and get out, the better. 
 
   “I’m sorry, but I am only in town for a day. It is extremely urgent that I speak with her.” 
 
   The man sighed; this was a part of the job he clearly hated. His humble smile disappeared, and he raised his hand and snapped his fingers. The door opened wider and a muscular man with deep ebony skin appeared next to the butler. He wore a skin tight white T-shirt, gray pants, and an expression that warned her not to cause trouble. 
 
   “That escalated quickly,” she said, sizing up the man she assumed was some kind of bodyguard. 
 
   “It doesn’t have to,” the butler added quickly. “If you need to speak to Ms. van der Wahl, go through the appropriate channel. Should she find that you have something interesting to offer, she might offer you the chance to meet.” 
 
   Adriana smirked. “Doing things the easy way has never been my style. I’ll tell you what, why don’t you call Ms. van der Wahl down from wherever she is, and I don’t break both your arms.” 
 
   The bodyguard had heard enough. He stepped in front of the butler and crossed both arms over his bulging chest. “The man said to leave.” 
 
   “It’s about the Bellini her grandfather bought from a Russian soldier.” Adriana spoke loud enough to ensure her voice carried through the home’s cavernous interior.
 
   “Gerald, take care of her,” the butler ordered.
 
   The bodyguard took another step toward her and uncrossed his arms. She stepped back down off the landing without taking her eyes off the man as he drew near. He stuck out one hand to push her away as if he were a bull swatting at a fly: a mistake that caused him a great deal of pain. 
 
   Adriana stepped to the side and grabbed his forearm with both hands. Using gravity and his momentum, she jerked him down off the landing and jumped. In an instant, the man’s elbow snapped awkwardly over her shoulder, bending in half and rendering the appendage useless. 
 
   He shrieked, but his cry of pain ended when Adriana’s forearm struck him in the throat. The bodyguard’s right knee bent, and he dropped to the ground, clutching his neck with the one good hand he had left. 
 
   She walked by him without so much as a glance and stalked toward the door. The butler’s white face and wide eyes gave away his immediate shock and fear. He attempted to close the door, but Adriana was already on the landing. She launched out and planted her heel close to the door handle, striking it with enough force to knock the old man onto his back. The door swung open and hit the stop as she walked through the opening. 
 
   The butler sprawled like a beetle on its back, kicking and wiggling in an effort to try to get away. “You won’t get away with this,” he spoke as if he was trying to convince himself of the fact. 
 
   “I told you. All I wanted was to speak with your employer about a painting. You had to go and make things difficult.” She stood over the man. There was no menace in her voice, no anger. She spoke as though she were talking to an infant she’d had to spank for disobeying. 
 
   Something clicked at the top of the staircase to the left. Only now did Adriana bother to take in her surroundings. The home’s opulent decor belied how much the owner valued appearances. It would have suited a minor king two hundred years ago. She’d seen similar interior design while visiting various palaces in Europe. It was as if Sans Souci’s ornate hallways, sitting rooms, bedrooms, and tea chambers were miniaturized and all put into a smaller home. Gilded molding lined the tops of the walls. Expensive paintings hung every six feet, between windows. The receiving room’s walls were coated in a hunter green, offset by slightly lighter olive green stripes. The next room, just beyond the load-bearing wall, featured maroon walls, plush couches, chairs, shiny wooden end tables, and a massive coffee table that looked like it had been pilfered straight from the White House.
 
   Her eyes shot up toward the noise. At the top of the stairs, a striking woman with lightly tanned skin and shoulder-length blonde hair stood pointing a long, silver hand cannon. Her golden locks draped over the shoulders of a white silk blouse. The woman wore a black skirt that would have been suitable for a business meeting, cut just above the knee and showing off her strong, slender legs. The clicking sound Adriana had heard was the hammer being pulled back on the revolver. 
 
   “What have you done to my men?” the blonde asked in a nearly casual tone.  
 
   “She killed Gerald,” the butler yelped. He finally found his balance and was able to push himself onto his feet.   
 
   “I didn’t kill him,” Adriana said, casting a sideways glance back through the door. 
 
   The bodyguard was hunched over, hacking a cough every five or six seconds and still clutching his throat, but he was alive. His broken arm dangled awkwardly at his side. 
 
   “I could have killed him, though. But I felt like that would send the wrong sort of message.” 
 
   The blonde’s eyes became slits. “And what message is that?” 
 
   “I don’t want any trouble. I just needed to ask you some questions about a painting your grandfather may have purchased.” 
 
   “Yes, I know,” she answered shortly. “The Bellini. I don’t have it. You’re not the first person to come around looking for it.” 
 
   From the sound of the blonde’s voice, Adriana could tell it was a touchy subject. “You must be Monique van der Wahl, yes?” 
 
   “And you are?” 
 
   “Adriana Villa. I specialize in recovering lost art.” 
 
   “Sounds like a dangerous line of work.” 
 
   She shrugged. “It can be, which is why I know how to take care of myself.” 
 
   “So it would seem,” Monique waved the barrel at the door, motioning at her fallen bodyguard. “Gerald is going to need medical attention. Are you going to pay for that?” 
 
   Adriana raised a questioning eyebrow. “Technically, he attacked me, so…no.” 
 
   “You were trespassing.” 
 
   “I was on the sidewalk. Where he’s kneeling on the ground right now will prove that.” 
 
   Monique stared at the woman in her foyer. Adriana could sense she was trying to decide what to do. The blonde could shoot her right then and there and claim the Spaniard had broken in. But something about the look on her face said that wasn’t what she wanted to happen. 
 
   “You are a thief, no?” Monique said after careful deliberation.
 
   “In manner of speaking. I don’t steal for personal wealth.” 
 
   The answer caught the blonde off guard. “Are you some kind of Robin Hood?”
 
   “Not really,” Adriana crossed her arms. “I don’t give to the poor if that’s what you mean. I return items to the rightful owners. From time to time,the rightful owner cannot be located, so I take the art to a museum or a research facility.” 
 
   “How noble.” 
 
   “It has its moments.” 
 
   Monique flicked her head and tossed her golden hair back behind her shoulders. “Well, you’ve asked your question, and I’ve given you your answer. You may leave.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, but I need to know what happened to the Bellini. You say you don’t have it and for some reason,” she rolled her eyes around the richly decorated room, “I believe you. Still. I need to know where it is.” 
 
   “Why do you want it so badly?” 
 
   Adriana sighed. “I can’t get into all the details right now. But I don’t have much time.” 
 
   “That doesn’t seem like it’s my problem. What interest do you have with my grandfather’s painting?”
 
   Adriana relayed the story as quickly as she could though she knew the Dutch woman didn’t care about her plight. She was entertaining the Spaniard for a different reason, perhaps an ulterior motive. 
 
   There was movement in the doorway, and Adriana spun around, ready to fend off another attack, but the bodyguard was in no shape to fight. He could barely stand. He leaned against the doorsill, still grasping his neck. 
 
   Monique lowered her weapon. “Terrance,” she looked at the butler, “take Gerald to the hospital. Have them mend that arm. Tell them I sent you.” 
 
   “But madam—” he started to protest but she cut him off. 
 
   “Don’t question me, Terrance. Take him now. He’s in dire need of pain killers and probably surgery.” 
 
   Terrance flashed a ferocious glance at Adriana. She merely smiled back, which only served to enrage him further. 
 
   “Very well,” he said reluctantly. “Come, Gerald. We’ll take the Jaguar.” 
 
   The butler put his arm around the wounded man and ushered him through the next room and around the corner to somewhere in the back of the massive home. Adriana assumed there was a carriage house or garage in the rear that housed the lady’s vehicles. 
 
   “So,” Monique interrupted her thoughts and began descending the stairs, “we need to talk business.” 
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   “Would you like something to drink?” Monique offered as she poured a snifter of cognac for herself. She stared at the golden brown liquid as it splashed into her little glass. 
 
   “For breakfast? No thanks,” Adriana shook her head and stole a glance at the grandfather clock against the nearby wall. It’s not even 10:30 local time, and this woman is already drinking. “Like I said, I don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
   “Yes.” Monique pressed the corked lid back into the crystal decanter and floated over to one of the thickly cushioned chairs across from her guest. She eased into the seat and took a sip from her drink. “You mentioned that,” she said after swallowing the warm liquid. “You need to rescue your father. I can understand that. Well, as much as someone like me could understand it.” 
 
   “Someone like you?” 
 
   Monique took another draw and swallowed again. “I wasn’t very close to my father. All he cared about was his legacy. He never spent time with me or the rest of my family. I was basically raised by the hired help. Terrance was like an older brother, though sometimes I still have to remind him of his place.” 
 
   “Sounds difficult.” 
 
   “Meh,” she shrugged, sloshing the drink in the glass. “Being in this family has its advantages.” She motioned to the room. “And my father wasn’t wrong. Taking care of this legacy was the most important thing, and still is. It cost him his marriage to my mother, but he was right to protect what our family had built.” 
 
   “From what I’ve read, it was almost lost.” Adriana prodded but didn’t want to tear open a wound that would shut down their conversation. This woman was testing her patience, but the Spaniard had to work it carefully. 
 
   The host snorted derisively. “Yes. My uncle was mostly to blame for that. He talked my father into making some financial decisions that were less than scrupulous. Did what you read tell you that my father tried to talk my uncle out of it?”
 
   Adriana shook her head.
 
   “Father was a good businessman, just as his father before him. What my uncle did nearly ruined the family fortune. It cost my father his health, and he died before his time. My uncle did what I wish he’d done years before: put a noose around his neck.” 
 
   She took another sip while Adriana waited, and then she began again. “I was basically alone. I had to liquidate many of our unnecessary assets. Several works of art were auctioned off to pay my father’s considerable debts. I was able to raise enough money to keep this home, a few of the cars, and I have a little left over to get me started in my own ventures.” 
 
   “Which are what, exactly?” 
 
   “That’s my business, not yours.” 
 
   Adriana didn’t push the point. 
 
   “The Bellini you’re looking for was one of the paintings I sold—though not at auction for obvious reasons. Had it been taken to one of the houses, they would have surely requisitioned it under a claim that it was looted during the war.” 
 
   “Well, it was.” 
 
   The point wasn’t lost on either woman. 
 
   “Looted, rescued, when we’re talking about priceless art, the two are often the same. Besides, my father isn’t the one who took it. He bought it from the one who did.” 
 
   “Yes, Zaragova. I know all about that.” 
 
   “Which is how you ended up here, I’m sure.” 
 
   Adriana’s patience was getting razor thin. “I don’t mean to be rude, but if you sold the painting, I need to know who you sold it to.” 
 
   Monique’s head rocked back as she laughed at the idea. “So you can what, go steal it and take it to this man who abducted your father? I don’t think that will go well for you. The person I sold it to is…how should I say, not one with whom you meddle.” 
 
   “Like you saw earlier, I can handle myself.” Her face looked like stone as she spoke. 
 
   “True. But this man is ruthless.” 
 
   So it’s a man. First slip.
 
   Monique kept talking. “Besides, I don’t see what’s in it for me to help you.” She cocked her head to the side, and a strand of blonde hair snuck loose and dangled by her temple. She held the glass near her lips as if teasing the drink. 
 
   There it is. She wants something in exchange for information. Adriana had worried about that. 
 
   “What do you want?” 
 
   Monique’s lips parted. “Well, I’d love to have the Bellini back in my possession, but I suppose that’s out of the question.” 
 
   Obviously.
 
   “But,” she continued, “I am willing to make that concession if you can bring me something to replace the void it left in my family’s gallery.”
 
   Adriana had been concerned she would request something along those lines. “Like I said before, I’m on a tight schedule. There’s no way I can take on something else until after I get my father back.” 
 
   The host’s smile widened, causing her eyes to squint ever so slightly. “Oh, not to worry. This task won’t take you away from your little time line. Well, not much anyway.” 
 
   Adriana didn’t like the way the woman said the last sentence. It meant there was a catch to whatever she was getting at. Right now, she didn’t need any fine print. She waited patiently to hear what the request would be. 
 
   “The man I sold the painting to is a wretch, a scoundrel of the lowest kind. He’s the head of a major drug cartel in Mexico. His drugs flow into the United States and other countries across the world. Because of the corrupt Mexican government, no one will touch him. And anyone who tries ends up with his head cut off.” 
 
   Adriana definitely didn’t like where this was going. “I’m sorry, Monique, but I don’t do murder for hire. It’s not my thing.” 
 
   “Interesting. I’m sure you’ve killed before.” 
 
   “Only out of necessity.” 
 
   “Who’s saying this isn’t necessity? A drug lord’s life for your father’s?”
 
   She made a good point,but Adriana couldn’t go down that path. Once she did, there was no coming back, and she knew it. On the other hand, once the fighting began, lethal measures were often the only way out.
 
   Before she could answer, Monique spoke again. “I’m not asking you to kill this man, Adriana. I’m not in that business either. I was merely pointing out that people who meddle with his affairs end up dead.” 
 
   “What do you want me to do then?” Adriana asked, putting her elbows on her knees. 
 
   Monique’s smile reached its boundaries, and she paused a second before standing up. She twisted around, set her nearly empty glass on an end table, and walked over to a bookshelf on the other side of the room. She removed a thick, dusty hardcover and sauntered over to where Adriana sat watching. 
 
   She pulled another chair up close and eased into it. She propped the book on her legs and opened it to a marked page. “If you’re going to steal a painting, you may as well get something else while you’re there.”
 
   Adriana gazed at the picture. “Wait a minute. That painting was stolen in 2002. No one has seen it since.” 
 
   “I know. It was taken from a museum here in Amsterdam in 2002. I searched for many years, desperately trying to find it.” Her voice trailed off. 
 
   Adriana studied the picture and the words below it. “You found it?” 
 
   Monique nodded, giving away the information her blank expression did not. “Yes. And the man that has it is the very same who has the Bellini you seek.” 
 
   The image in the book featured a small, round church with autumn leaves hanging from scraggly trees. A group of mourners was gathered out front; dressed in black and their heads bowed. The painting was Vincent van Gogh’s Congregation Leaving the Reformed Church in Nuenen. 
 
   “Are you certain?” 
 
   “Completely. I was in the man’s home as a guest. He likes to have various aristocrats from around the world visit his estate. I think it feeds his ego and makes him feel like more of a legitimate businessman rather than just a drug peddler.” 
 
   “And you went?” Adriana leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. 
 
   “One does what one must to survive. This particular individual doesn’t take no for an answer. Besides, he didn’t need to know the real reason I accepted his invitation.” 
 
   Then it all made sense. “You were doing reconnaissance.” 
 
   “Yes,” Monique said with a nod. She closed the book with a thunderous clap. “Unfortunately, I am not a master thief. I’ve been filtering through the ranks of the underworld to find someone who is capable of breaking into this man’s mansion and stealing the painting, but until now everyone I’ve vetted came up short.” 
 
   “What makes you think I can do it?” 
 
   Monique’s mouth curled slightly. “Because I’ve never heard of you. And if you are someone who does what you say you do, and you’ve managed to stay anonymous, you’re either very good or extremely bad. I’m willing to wager it is the former.” 
 
   Good line of thinking. “I do have a few more questions, though.” 
 
   “By all means.” 
 
   “Why this painting? The van Gogh. Why do you want it? Because he was Dutch? Can’t be that simple.” 
 
   “Call it a case of national pride if you wish. The painting belongs here in Holland not in some Mexican drug lord’s home.” Monique paused. “It’s funny...” She stared at the floor and didn’t finish her thought. 
 
   “What?”
 
   Monique roused from her pensive moment as if waking from a far-off dream world. “The van Gogh. It makes no sense that he wanted it. This man is not a lover of cultural art. He is no aficionado. The main reason he wanted the Bellini was for religious reasons.” 
 
   “Religious reasons?” Adriana repeated. 
 
   “Yes.” Monique shook her head and tried to pass it off with a dismissive hand. “He believes that having the Bellini will bring him protection from above.” She pointed to the ceiling with a wavering finger. “This in spite of being a horrible person. I guess there’s no accounting for sin in his mind.” 
 
   “It’s a pervasive culture in Mexico. Even the worst of the worst feel a connection to their Catholic roots. In many ways, the wicked are more religious than those who seem like saints.” 
 
   “Go figure.”
 
   Adriana flashed a dubious glance. “I suppose that once it’s in your hands, you’ll return it to the museum and proper authorities.” 
 
   Monique’s booming laugh resonated through the house. “Of course not. Those fools are the ones responsible for it being stolen to begin with. If I give it back to them, they’ll probably lose it again. No, this time it will stay with someone who can protect it.” 
 
   “I suppose that someone is you.” 
 
   “Of course,” Monique shrugged. “Why not?” 
 
   “Well, for starters, it doesn’t belong to you.” 
 
   “Very well,” the hostess set the book aside and stood suddenly from her chair. “We have nothing else to discuss. Good luck finding the painting. I’m sure you’ll find someone who can help you.”
 
   Adriana held out a hand. “I didn’t say I wasn’t going to do it. I was simply asking who would get it. You say you want it?” She paused. “If the museum doesn’t know where it is, I suppose it won’t hurt if I help you. What is his name?”
 
   Monique eyed her warily. “Do I have your word that the van Gogh will be brought back to me unharmed and without you telling any of the authorities?” 
 
   “I work in a world where threats are around every corner. I don’t need to invite any more trouble. I assume that if I were to double-cross you, you would take whatever actions you deemed necessary to make sure I paid.” 
 
   “That’s true.” 
 
   “I’d rather it be easier on both of us and not take that route. So yes, you have my word. Although now you are doubling the amount of time I’ll need to get out, especially if this man knows anything about security.” 
 
   “Yes.” Monique put her hands on her hips. “That will be, unfortunately, your most difficult part of the task. His home is like a fortress. At any given time, there are thirty armed guards patrolling the grounds and another dozen or so inside the mansion. There are cameras, alarms, and the house is a labyrinth of confusing hallways and corridors.”
 
   “Any dogs?” 
 
   The question caught the hostess off guard, and she had to stop a moment to think. “Actually, no. I don’t believe he likes dogs.” 
 
   “That’s good news.” 
 
   Monique shook her head. “Besides all those things I just mentioned, none of that includes the security system he has protecting those paintings. They are in a sealed room that is essentially a vault. There’s no way in or out.” 
 
   Sounds like a challenge. “Is it ventilated?”
 
   “Yes, but the vents are too small to fit through. You will have to go in through the door.” 
 
   “I want to make sure I understand you. This drug lord has all of these measures in place to protect his home and property, but you think that I, a person you’ve never met before, will somehow be able to get in and steal not one, but two paintings from him? Why?”
 
   “Because I can help you get in.” 
 
   Adriana raised a curious eyebrow. Finally, she was getting somewhere. 
 
   “And how are you going to do that?” 
 
   “I have an invitation.” Monique said in a matter-of-fact tone as she flitted over to the bar to pour another drink. 
 
   “An invitation? To what?” 
 
   The Dutch blonde finished pouring her drink and sealed the decanter again. “He’s having a large gathering of people. It’s something he does fairly often. As I said, he desperately wants to fit in with the aristocracy of the world in spite of how he attained his wealth. This particular engagement is rumored to have over a hundred people attending from all over the world.”
 
   “Sounds like it will be a little crowded. Might make a clean getaway sketchy.” 
 
    “Or…it could provide the perfect opportunity. Lots of drunk, wealthy people milling around. Even if an alarm goes off, they won’t know what to do.”
 
   “That’s true. An alarm causes confusion. But it couldn’t be the alarm for the gallery. That would cause the guards to keep people inside. What we need is a fire alarm. Then they’ll have to get everyone out.” 
 
   “A good plan.” Monique smiled, but there was something in her eyes that told Adriana she hadn’t heard the whole story yet.  
 
   “But?” 
 
   The hostess cocked her head to the side. “But when the fire alarm goes off, the vault will close automatically. If it isn’t timed correctly, you will be locked in, and when the door opens, it won’t be me waiting on the outside.” 
 
   Adriana knew about such measures. They were fairly typical, especially in a situation where someone was protecting an extremely valuable asset. 
 
   “I guess it’s fortunate for you that I showed up,” Adriana said with a hint of suspicion. Her mind quickly ran through a set of possibilities. Could Monique be behind this whole thing? Was she the one, posing as a man, who took her father? It was doubtful but certainly possible. On top of that, it certainly seemed convenient that she was showing up on Monique’s doorstep right when the opportunity to get into this drug lord’s estate was presenting itself. Or was the person pulling the strings already aware of where the painting was and that was why they chose this time? It was too simple. No way was it a coincidence. 
 
   “Yes, how fortuitous,” Monique replied. 
 
   Adriana stood and walked over to the bar. She eyed a few of the decanters and came to one with a color she recognized. She grabbed the neck and popped the lid then poured a short drink into an empty glass. 
 
   “Whiskey?” Monique asked. 
 
   “I didn’t want to be rude.” She raised the glass to her lips and knocked it back, swallowing it in one gulp. After placing the empty container back on the bar, she said, “What were you going to do about the painting if I hadn’t magically showed up here today?” 
 
   Monique shrugged and poured the liquid down her throat. After she twitched her head, she answered. “Nothing. I would have attended the event and left. I don’t have the skills to pull off a job like that.” 
 
   This woman knew very little about Adriana. Or was that truly the case? It had all the makings of a setup. Either way, the Spaniard had few options. Adriana also had her suspicions about Monique’s relationship with the drug dealer. Amsterdam’s drugs had to come from somewhere. It was entirely possible that this woman was one of the major players bringing illegal narcotics into the country. 
 
   She refocused on the matter at hand. “How’s this going to work?” 
 
   “The party is in two days. I’m flying out first thing in the morning. I will book an extra room for you. You may fly with me if you like. It may be difficult to get a plane at this hour.” 
 
   Adriana decided not to comment. The less this woman knew, the better.
 
   “When we arrive in Mexico, we will make our plans at the hotel.” 
 
   The Spaniard didn’t like the idea. 
 
   “So you’re not going to tell me who we are seeing or how I’m supposed to get into this place?” 
 
   Monique passed a wry smile. “If I tell you all that now, how do I know you won’t leave Amsterdam tonight and try to break into the compound on your own?” 
 
   “You already said it is nearly impossible to get into this man’s home. I’m going to need whatever intel you can give me. I’ll agree to go to Mexico with you, but I’m going to need a sign of good faith. I need his name.” 
 
   The Dutch woman thought about it for a minute, pondering whether she could trust her guest. “Very well, but if you double-cross me—”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “Fine.” Monique crossed her arms. “His name is Francisco Espinoza. That is all you will get out of me right now. Here...” She produced a piece of paper from a nearby table and grabbed a pen. Twenty seconds later, she’d written down a sequence of numbers with the letters MVW above them. “This is my number. Meet me back here in the morning at six o’clock. If you’re late, I will go without you.”
 
   “And you’ll not get your painting.” 
 
   Monique’s eyes narrowed. “And neither will you. So don’t be late.” 
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   Adriana walked out the front door and down the steps to the sidewalk. She looked at the phone number again and then folded the paper and stuffed it into her bra. Safer there than a pocket, she thought. 
 
   The breeze had died down,and the air along the street hung around like a stagnant soup. Off in the distance, a child screamed, playing with another of similar age. She looked down the length of the street to the right and back to the left, the way she’d come. Nothing to do now but wait until morning. 
 
   She noticed a young woman with curly blonde hair sitting on a park bench on the other side of the street. The woman propped a magazine on her lap with both hands. It looked like something produced by a local press from what Adriana could tell. 
 
   The Spaniard took a breath, sighed, and started back toward her hotel when she realized something peculiar about the woman on the bench. Adriana fired another sideways glance in the stranger’s direction and realized she’d seen correctly. The woman had an earpiece in her left ear but nothing in the right. As Adriana moved, the woman shifted the magazine to the right, as if trying to keep whatever was behind it obscured from view. 
 
   A sickening thought streaked through her mind. The other thief. Adriana froze in place and patted her pants pockets, pretending to make sure she had everything. All the while, she watched the blonde out of the corner of her eye to see what she would do. Adriana slid her phone out of her pocket and pretended to tap the buttons to look like she was texting someone. 
 
   The other woman stood up and turned away, strolling casually toward an arched stone bridge that spanned the canal. Her demeanor appeared lackadaisical,but her pace was rushed. Adriana knew the woman realized what she was doing. The Chameleon was already near the foot of the bridge. Adriana darted out onto the street. In her peripheral vision, she noticed a black, shiny mass appear out of nowhere, accompanied by the sound of a roaring engine and tires squealing on the street. Her reflexes were fast but not fast enough. She jumped into the air as the black sedan’s hood clipped her heel. Her body spun a split second before her left side struck the windshield. She rolled over the car’s top, down the back window, and over the trunk to the hard street. She landed with a thud, but her left arm took the brunt of the fall. Her head spun as she looked up to see who’d hit her, but the car sped away, turning down the next street and disappearing around the corner. 
 
   Adriana did a rapid check over her arms, legs, and torso. How she’d not hit her head was a minor miracle. Her hip was throbbing a little, either from striking the windshield or the street. Either way, she’d have time to hurt later. She pushed herself off the ground and started toward the bridge. Sprinting hard, the adrenaline coursing through her veins kept any other pain at bay for the moment. 
 
   As she crossed the crest of the bridge, she could see the other woman turn a corner and run down a side street. Adriana pumped her legs harder, motivated by the visual and by the fact that a car had just ambushed her. There was no question in her mind about that. The whole thing was planned. The Chameleon had let herself be seen. Then, knowing she would pursue, the car tried to take Adriana out. The scheme almost worked. If she’d not glimpsed the approaching vehicle, she could have been caught underneath it and dragged under the motor, a death that would have been excruciating. 
 
   The thought only served to fuel her anger, and as she rounded the bottom of the bridge and crossed the next street, her feet flew faster than ever. 
 
   The blonde ducked around another corner into an alley, probably hoping to disappear in the maze of streets and alleyways the city had to offer. Adriana started the chase about fifty yards behind the other woman,the impact with the car creating most of the space. She’d recovered, though, and had closed the gap to less than thirty. Her years of physical activity and rigorous workouts kept her strong and fit. During her high-intensity interval training, it wasn’t uncommon for her to sprint two hundred yards or more in one interval. And she did twenty of those. 
 
   She arrived at the side street and skidded around the corner into the alley, but the other woman wasn’t there. The sound of footsteps down a narrow corridor on the left told her what she needed to know, and her feet did the rest, instantly taking flight and carrying her to the next passage. Adriana was glad she’d worn comfortable shoes. Heels looked good, but this mission required something a little less glamorous. She’d closed the gap to twenty yards and knew the other woman was wearing down. Adriana still had another hundred yards or so left in her at this pace, and plenty more if she took it down a notch. 
 
   The blonde looked back and saw the Spaniard giving chase. Her expression was one of panic, something Adriana learned not to show a long time ago. Her quarry’s arms flailed, and her running form loosened, both telling signs to the fact that she’d soon be overtaken. 
 
   Then the woman made a critical mistake. She turned right on a side street Adriana knew, based on her keen sense of direction, would run right into one of the canals. Sure enough, when she rounded the corner, she found the blonde at a halt on the edge of the water. 
 
   She spun around, her eyes flashing with rage and fear, but the gun in her hand showed she meant business. The extended barrel muffled the four shots she fired. The brick wall next to Adriana’s head stopped the volley, shattering into red dust and debris. 
 
   Adriana reached down and grabbed the pistol attached to her lower back. She was relieved when her fingers touched the weapon. Part of her wondered if it had fallen out when she was struck by the car, a ridiculous notion since the weapon was buckled in as a safety precaution. 
 
   She poked her head around the corner again,and the other woman fired again, this time five shots. Based on the gun model and the type of magazine she’d glimpsed on her first and second look, Adriana knew the girl would only have three rounds left. Using her own weapon wasn’t ideal. It didn’t have a sound suppressor on the end, and firing it would draw a lot of attention. She’d brought it for emergency use only. The two knives she had strapped to the inside of her pants were her preferred method of killing. They were silent and could be used without anyone noticing—anyone except the victim. 
 
   Adriana gripped the pistol with both hands and executed a quick dive across the opening to the other side of the corridor. As expected, the other woman fired again, this time using only two of her remaining three shots. Why she didn’t use the last one, Adriana didn’t know, but she doubted the maneuver would work to draw out the final bullet. She’d have to attack. 
 
   She crouched against the wall and waited for ten seconds, which seemed like ten hours, before she noticed a dented tomato sauce can sitting next to a garbage bin. An idea popped into her head, and she picked up the object with her right hand. The distance from the opening to the edge of the water was about thirty feet. Forty at most. From that distance, her accuracy with the knife would be good enough, but if the handle struck, it would be wasted. The sauce can, however, had some weight to it and could at least buy her an extra few seconds to cover the distance and maybe throw off the other woman’s aim. 
 
   Gripping her gun in one hand and the can in the other, Adriana stood, sliding her back against the smooth brick. She took a deep breath and leaped out of her spot. The blonde tracked her with her pistol, taking careful aim as Adriana planted her left foot and launched at the far wall. The Spaniard jumped hard and extended her right foot as she lifted off the ground, careful to keep the knee bent to absorb the impact. 
 
   Her foot struck the wall,and she reared back her arm. An instant later, she flung the can at her target and pushed off the wall in the other direction. The blonde’s gun barrel popped, but the bullet whizzed by Adriana’s right leg into the brick. 
 
   Adriana landed on the ground with her left foot and rolled to a crouching stop just ten feet away from her prey. Both hands clutched her gun and kept it trained on the woman’s heaving chest. 
 
   “Put your weapon down,” she ordered in English first. 
 
   The blonde resisted, keeping her pistol aimed at Adriana’s head. “Not a chance. You put yours down.” 
 
   Adriana replied with one shake of the head. “You are out of bullets. I still have all of mine, and I have no problem using them on you.” 
 
   “You sound pretty confident.” 
 
   “If you had more, you would have fired them by now. So like I said, drop the weapon.”
 
   Checkmate.
 
   The blonde sighed, frustrated and angry. She loosened her grip on the gun and let it drop to the ground where it clacked on the hard stone. She slowly raised her hands and waited for a second before speaking again. “You know, I don’t see why you and I can’t just—” 
 
   “Not gonna happen.” Adriana cut her off. “Now turn around, and get on your knees.” 
 
   “So what? You’re just going to execute me here in broad daylight? I don’t think so. Besides, that thing will bring down every Amsterdam cop within ten blocks of here.” 
 
   She was underestimating the power of the many buildings to muffle the sound of gunfire, but she wasn’t wrong. And the people in the crowded park across the way wouldn’t be able to ignore it. 
 
   “Get on your knees,” Adriana commanded. “I don’t want to say it again.” 
 
   “Fine,” the blonde answered and slowly lowered down to both knees. “Now what?” 
 
   Adriana hadn’t thought that far ahead. She needed something to tie the woman’s hands and feet, but she didn’t see anything in the alley. The last thing she needed was to let the blonde know she didn’t know what to do next. “Now turn around, and face the canal.” 
 
   The captive’s eyes flared, but she did as told and wiggled around so she was facing the other direction. Beyond the canal, a quiet street wrapped around a small park with strategically placed trees and benches. Young people sat around on blankets, drinking cans of beer, nibbling on picnic snacks, and laughing. 
 
   Adriana stepped close, keeping her gun aimed at the back of the other woman’s head. “What is your name?” 
 
   The blonde laughed. “Really? You have a thing for knowing the names of the people you kill? Odd practice for a thief.” 
 
   “You know nothing about me.” 
 
   “And you obviously know nothing about me. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have to ask, ghost.” 
 
   Adriana wondered about the nickname but said nothing about it. She was more curious about her prisoner. “I know that you’re called the Chameleon, but you have many aliases.” 
 
   “Pick one of those. It doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
   “You’re American.” 
 
   “So?” The blonde risked a sideways glance. 
 
   “Eyes forward, Allyson.” 
 
   Allyson laughed. “How did you come to settle on that one?” 
 
   “It sounds American enough.” 
 
   “Like I said, I don’t care what you call me. Just kill me, and get it over with. Good luck with getting out of here, though. You’ll be hemmed in like a stray goat.” 
 
   Adriana rapidly scanned her surroundings but couldn’t find even a shred of string, much less rope or cord to use in binding her prisoner. That left only one solution. She’d have to knock the other woman out and leave her here. Adriana was no murderer. Allyson was right about that. Most thieves weren’t killers. They steered clear of that whenever possible. While Adriana had killed before, and she suspected Allyson had as well, executing an unarmed human being wasn’t her style. She’d hit her on the back of the head and leave her unconscious. Whatever happened after that was up to Allyson and the city of Amsterdam. 
 
   She raised the butt of her gun and was about to strike when a male voice shouted from the other side of the canal. The man was wearing the standard navy blue pants and white, button-up shirt of the Amsterdam police. He’d yelled for her to halt in Dutch, which essentially exhausted her ability to understand the language. 
 
   “Don’t move!” he repeated in English. He held a Walther P99Q in both hands, pointed straight at Adriana. 
 
   From that distance, she doubted his accuracy with the weapon but wasn’t willing to take the risk. “Okay,” she said. “I’m putting it down.” 
 
   She raised the weapon a few inches and then extended the hand slowly away from her body. Her fingers let go of the grip, and the gun dropped to the ground near her feet. 
 
   Allyson took advantage of the moment, kicked her right leg out behind her, and then swept it around. Her calf struck Adriana’s heels and sent her toppling over. In the same movement, Allyson rolled to the pistol and scooped it up. She brought it up and fired off five quick shots at the stunned policeman, catching him in the leg with one round. He dropped to the ground, clutching the wound before he landed. 
 
   Adriana regained her footing and pumped her legs hard, driving at Allyson,who was still facing the canal. She spun around,but it was a second too late as Adriana plowed her shoulder into the other woman’s ribcage and drove her to the stone. The landing jarred Allyson momentarily, and Adriana used the window to straddle her, squeezing her opponent’s abdomen with her knees. She raised her fist and smashed her knuckles against Allyson’s cheek and then raised the other hand to repeat the assault. 
 
   The first blow hurt, but it brought Allyson’s senses back and she raised both arms to block the second punch. The deflection caused Adriana to lose her balance, and Allyson used that momentum to kick up her legs and throw Adriana forward, sending her rolling head over heels. 
 
   Allyson struggled to get up for a second, still reeling from the shoulder to the ribs and the sudden impact with the street. She forced herself through the pain and managed to stagger over to the canal’s edge. A man was shouting amid a woman’s screams across the waterway. Sirens blared in the distance, echoing through the canyon of old Dutch dwellings. Either the cop or a bystander had called for help. Didn’t matter which. Backup would be there soon, and that was something Adriana didn’t want to deal with. 
 
   Fueled by anger, adrenaline, and pain, Allyson stepped close. Adriana jabbed with her left,but the blonde grabbed her wrist and pulled her close, smashing her other fist into Adriana’s jaw. She brought her knee up toward the Spaniard’s abdomen, but Adriana recovered fast enough to grab it with her free hand and flip Allyson backward. Instead of hurting her, Allyson deftly completed the somersault and landed on her feet. The next second, she took two steps and jumped through the air, aiming to strike her target in the chest with the sole of her shoe. Adriana saw the attack coming and stepped aside in the nick of time as Allyson flew by. The blonde realized she’d overcommitted to the jump and lowered her feet in a futile attempt to land and stop before going over the edge. It was too late though, and she barely dragged her toes before toppling into the water with a splash. 
 
   “Stop right there!” a man yelled from the alley’s entry. Adriana turned her head slightly to see who was yelling at her. It was another city cop, dressed in the same navy blue pants and white, short-sleeved button-up shirt. He kept his Walther pointed at her with both arms extended. 
 
   She eased her hands into the air, keeping her back to the policeman. Meanwhile, she searched the water for any sign of the other thief. The surface rippled and undulated from the splash, but the woman was gone. 
 
   “Hands on your head!” the officer shouted. 
 
   Adriana did as instructed and lowered down to her knees, assuming that was what the policeman would order next. 
 
   “I’ve got her over here!” he yelled at another officer on the other side of the canal. 
 
   He was alone. At least for the moment. But reinforcements were on their way. 
 
   She watched the other cop nod and say something into his radio before sprinting off to the right toward a bridge forty yards away. The officer behind her scuffed one of his shoes on the street. From the sound of it, he was only a few feet away. She heard him remove the cuffs from his belt, and they clanked together as he brought them near. 
 
   Her mind calculated the risks. If she was arrested, her chances of getting the Bellini and saving her father were almost nil. If she took out the cop, she’d have the whole of the Amsterdam police looking for her, which would make getting out of the city nearly impossible.  
 
   The officer slapped the cuff over her right wrist and grabbed the other. Her decision was made. She spun around, sweeping her leg just as her former captive had done a few minutes earlier. The cop didn’t take the attack as well as she had: He tripped and fell hard to the street. His face smacked against the surface, knocking him out cold. 
 
   Adriana pressed two fingers to his neck to make sure he was still alive before standing up. A quick look across the canal told her no one saw what had just happened. She crouched down and sifted through the cop’s belongings, producing the keys she needed. A second or two later, and she was free of the bonds. She dropped them on the man’s chest and looked around again. She could hear footsteps coming down the side street; they were approaching fast. She glanced back at the water and then off to the side. A narrow ledge ran along the water just behind the house. It was about five inches wide, more than enough to hold her as long as she kept her balance. A twenty-foot houseboat with a dark green hull and black cabin was moored to the wall just behind the rear of the house. 
 
   The footsteps drew closer. 
 
   She acted fast and rushed over to the corner of the building. Her feet shuffled along the ledge almost involuntarily, moving faster than was probably safe, but at this point, she had to hurry. On the other side of the wall, she realized the boat was docked next to a patio with a rear door leading into the home. It wasn’t uncommon for Dutch homeowners to maintain houseboats on the water for pleasure, or more often, for the use of relatives or friends when they came to visit. Suddenly, Adriana was presented with two options. 
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   Allyson kicked her legs as hard as she could. Her arms paddled hard, using a breaststroke under the water’s murky surface. She tried not to think of how dirty the water might be and what could be in it. The only thing that mattered right now was getting away alive. Visibility was minimal at best,but she could see outlines and shadows above, which she used as a guide. She’d already been under for about thirty seconds, and Allyson knew that she was going to have to come up for air soon. Putting as much distance as possible between her and the police was of equal importance, though. Not to mention the other thief who’d nearly put a bullet in the back of her skull. 
 
   The silhouette of a large oak loomed overhead—eerie, black, and monstrous. To the left, she saw the outline of a boat hull and could faintly make out its underwater portion. Her lungs started to squeeze tighter, desperately pushing the last bits of air through her body and crying out for more. She kicked hard three more times and rounded the front end of the boat and then with all her strength pulled with both arms toward the surface. Her head shot through the gently rippling water, and she gasped for ten seconds, gulping down as much air as possible. Allyson was at the tip of the boat’s stern on the port side and clear from view of any onlookers in either direction. 
 
   She free stroked over to the lip of the canal and found a ladder carved into the side. She pulled herself up onto the edge where a small patio sat behind a brick home. The seating area was empty, the home’s residents probably at work for the day. Water dripped off her nose and trickled from her soaked clothes. Her body desperately cried for a moment’s pause, but she didn’t have time to rest; fifty yards away, she could hear several loud voices shouting in Dutch. Police. She moved quickly, stepping over to the short gangway that led onto the houseboat and crossed it in one leap. The door to the boat’s cabin was closed, and when she tried the knob, realized it was locked too. In three seconds, she examined the cherry wood and determined it wouldn’t stand up to much force. She leaned back and kicked her heel into the door at the point nearest the knob. Her assessment proved correct, the door splintering easily from the power behind her heel. Her inertia carried her into the boat’s cabin, out of sight from any police. If anyone were home, though, they would have surely heard that noise. 
 
   Then again, she thought, they would have probably heard the gunshots earlier and been out on the patio looking around to see what was going on. 
 
   She twisted around and eased the door shut. Her sopping wet clothes still dripped freely onto the floor. In the back of the cabin, she noticed a bed. Where there were beds, there were usually bathrooms and closets. She stepped lightly to the rear of the boat, hoping her movements didn’t cause the vessel to rock back and forth too much in the water. Allyson felt safe for the moment, but that could change in a matter of seconds. 
 
   In the boat’s rear compartment, she found a full-sized bed and a small closet with folding doors. There were several old sundresses and ladies’ pants inside but nothing she felt she could wear. Fortunately, there was a stack of blue towels just outside the little bathroom. At the very least, she could dry off before heading back to her room. 
 
   She grabbed one of the thick towels and started to dry her hair, realizing that when she ventured back out into the city, her hair would look wilder than ever. That didn’t matter. Soon, she’d be on a plane to Mexico to find Francisco Espinoza. The name didn’t ring a bell, but why would it? She wasn’t in the drug game, and she’d always stayed away from that world, partly because of the life her parents had led. They’d made drugs look so unappealing that she made a silent oath to herself that she would never use them. So far, she’d stayed true. The idea had never even tempted her in the slightest. 
 
   Now she was going to look for a way into the home of one of the biggest drug dealers in the world; at least that’s how van der Wahl made it sound. Allyson could research the guy’s background on the plane. 
 
   Allyson had been listening to the entire conversation between the other thief and Monique van der Wahl. She’d placed a bug on the external wall of the Dutch woman’s home. It was a device Allyson had used a few times before. The receiver was able to receive clear sound from a small area without much interference, and it didn’t require her to drill into the wall, something she wouldn’t have had time for. On the black market, this sort of technology would go for thirty- to forty-thousand dollars each. She’d got it for almost nothing. Well, nothing and a ten-thousand-dollar Bvlgari Diagono. The underworld dealer she used had an affinity for the finer things in life, though most of the time he refused to pay retail for them.
 
   She pulled the tiny wireless receiver unit out of her front pocket and set the device on a slender white dresser. The piece of high-end tech was ruined now. Shame. It wasn’t like they grew on trees. She could get another one at some point, but it would cost her. 
 
   Discarding any nostalgia about the unit, Allyson started formulating a plan to escape the city. The police would be looking for her but as far as she knew, they didn’t know her name. Of that, she was fairly certain. They may have captured the other woman, but without knowing for sure, she had to assume the thief was still out there—in spite of the circumstances in which she’d been left. 
 
   Allyson had watched from a safe distance as the Spaniard entered the van der Wahl home just minutes before she could. She was furious at herself for not getting there first, but she’d brought along her little electronic backup plan. She’d also taken a picture with her phone of the other thief as she left the residence. Good thing I just upgraded to the waterproof version, she thought as she struggled to get the device out of her soaked pocket. She tapped the home button and was relieved to see that the promise the phone’s maker made had stayed true. The screen lit up and revealed her home page full of apps. She’d look at the picture of the woman later and run it through her database. There was probably nothing there, but Allyson had other ways to find people’s identities. 
 
   Out of nowhere, the boat suddenly shuddered and bumped hard into the side of the canal. Allyson wavered and nearly fell over sideways but caught herself against the wall near the bedroom door. A deep rubbing sound resonated from the starboard side of the boat, and she stepped out of the bedroom to see what was going on. 
 
   A boat of similar make but different colors was grinding up against hers as it passed by. It wasn’t going very fast, and she wondered how someone who was accustomed to navigating the narrow canals could be so careless. For a brief second, she was able to see through one of the windows in the other boat and caught a glimpse of the steering wheel. No one was there. 
 
   She frowned. Where was the driver? 
 
   Then it occurred to her. The boat was coming from where the altercation had happened. Either the boat’s owner had carelessly stepped away from the steering wheel for a minute, or the other thief had used it as a diversion to draw away the police. 
 
   Sure enough, she saw a man in uniform traversing the side of the boat in an attempt to gain access to the cabin. Another one was on the roof and crawling forward. 
 
   “Clever,” she whispered to herself. 
 
   She admired the creativity but at the same time knew that if the other thief was still out there, that could mean more trouble in the future. 
 
   For now, Allyson had to get out of there without being recognized. She looked back at the clothes in the closet and groaned. The outfits were much too girly for her tastes, but at this point, she didn’t have a choice. 
 
   She slipped out of her wet clothes and underwear and grabbed the least offensive flowery dress available. She wasn’t about to look for replacement underwear. That would have to wait until she got back to the hotel. The only problem was getting out of the area without looking suspicious. For the moment, Allyson was safe. Well, safe enough. But once the police checked the other boat and realized their suspect wasn’t aboard, they might start checking other boats, including this one. Her eyes wandered into the closet. There were several boxes stacked on a shelf, each about the size of a milk crate. She glanced into the bathroom at the toilet, a standard size in spite of it being on a boat. She then shifted her feet and peeked through the doorway into the kitchen. The cabinets were fairly small, too small for a person to fit inside, which was exactly what she was hoping. She took one more look at the bed and then set into motion. 
 
   This kitchen better have a knife.
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   Adriana checked the door to the boat’s cabin and found it to be unlocked. Not surprising. The only way to get in, other than the ledge she’d just used, was to go through the home. The owners probably figured that to be an unlikely danger. 
 
   She stepped inside the wheelhouse and checked the ignition. The keys weren’t there. She checked the obvious places first: a nearby drawer, an overhead cabinet, and a bowl with loose change and a few nuts and bolts in it. Nothing. 
 
   She didn’t have time to override the electrical ignition. That could take anywhere from two to three minutes, maybe more. She had to go now. Exasperated, she was about to leave the boat when she saw her salvation sitting on a dining table near the door. She’d walked right by them. 
 
   Adriana stepped over and grabbed the keys then hurried back to the dashboard and shoved them in the ignition. She turned the key and heard the motor grumble underneath her in the rear of the boat. She turned the wheel slightly, pointing the vessel into the center of the canal and then pulled the lever into gear. She had to act fast. The slack on the moorings would be gone in seconds if she left the boat in gear, and getting them unhooked would be nearly impossible if they went taut. Her hand pushed the lever back into idle, and she turned toward the entrance.
 
   She ran out the door and hopped back onto the landing, first undoing the ropes on the front and then hurrying to the back. The boat’s motor had already tightened the mooring,but with a little effort, she pulled enough slack into it to let it loose. Five seconds later,she was back in the boat and pulling the lever back again, this time a little farther to make sure it had enough speed to make it look like someone was trying to get away. The boat lurched forward, and she sprinted back for the exit. Adriana jumped and landed on the patio, sure to stay out of the line of sight from the opening on the other side of the home where the unconscious policeman was being attended to by his comrades. 
 
   Easing back slowly, she moved away from the canal, carefully watching the other side and along the ledge where she’d just crossed. No one had noticed her yet. Then she heard the voices of the first officers to arrive at the scene. They were yelling in Dutch so it was difficult to understand, but she figured they were pointing at the boat as it skimmed by, narrowly missing a boat of similar style with a reddish wooden cabin. 
 
   She didn’t need to stick around to watch the cops try to jump aboard. Her distraction would work. It had to. She spun around and clasped the door handle. A slight twist revealed it was unlocked, and Adriana cracked it open and slipped inside. 
 
   The room was close to twenty feet wide, stretching from a dining nook on one side to a study on the other. It appeared to be a sitting room. An antique wooden coffee table sat in the center, with a beige cloth couch and two matching chairs on either side. A grandfather clock in the corner ticked loudly, the only sound in an otherwise perfectly silent room. 
 
   The home’s decor was a mishmash of current trends and something out of a 1950s American rancher. She closed the door and padded into the foyer, a narrow sort of antechamber with a staircase rising up to the next floor, lined by a cherry wood banister. Pictures hung from the wall, ascending along the stairs. A young man with short brown hair was in most of them. He looked like he was in his twenties. A few featured an older woman who looked to be in her seventies. She’d have to send them some money for any damage done to their boat. 
 
   Next to the door, two windows with white curtains lined the doorsill. She could hear more men running by outside and saw their shadows as they clopped down the side street and disappeared, turning into the alley to meet the others. Adriana turned the dead bolt and pulled back the edge of one curtain to make sure the street was clear. No one else was out there. Not yet anyway. She had to make a break for it. 
 
   She turned the doorknob and wedged through the opening, pulling the door closed quietly behind her. Her head snapped back to the right just to make sure all the cops were gone. She heard a splash echo through the corridor. One of them had probably tried to jump aboard the moving boat and missed the landing. Her lips parted in a thin smile, but she knew it wasn’t time to celebrate just yet. Only one option now. Adriana pulled the door shut and sprinted back the way she’d come earlier. 
 
   When she reached one of the main streets, she dashed across it and over the bridge near where the black sedan struck her a few minutes before. Arriving at the scene of the hit-and-run, she veered right and ran back in the direction of the hotel. Even though it had been from a distance, the cop Allyson shot in the leg had seen her. And the arresting officer, while not having seen her face, did see her from behind. She was going to need a change of clothes. And worse, she was going to have to change her hair. They’d be looking for a young woman with brown hair in a ponytail. 
 
   On the way to Monique’s, she’d passed a salon in a strip of cafes and bars. Changing her appearance was one of the hazards of being in her line of work. Coloring her hair wasn’t so bad. This time, however, she’d have to cut it too. 
 
   She reached an intersection and gave a quick look in both directions to make sure she didn’t repeat the previous mistake with the black sedan. The last thing she needed was to be hit by another car. 
 
   The thought renewed the pain in her left shoulder. Adrenaline had been coursing through her for the last ten to fifteen minutes,and now it was beginning to wear off. After all, the human body only had so much of it. She cut across the street and slowed her pace to a jog as she entered an area where the residential district merged with a more commercial area. When she reached the next street, she reduced her movement to a brisk walk and tried to blend in with the crowd of tourists, shoppers, and commuters. She saw the salon up ahead on the left, just a few blocks from her hotel. Hopefully, the place wouldn’t require a reservation. 
 
   Adriana walked behind a group of Japanese and American tourists as they crossed the street at the light. The mass of people was halfway across when she noticed a policeman stroll up to the stoplight and halt. He stood tall,and his head pivoted back and forth as he surveyed the surrounding area. She hoped he wasn’t looking for her, but she knew that had to be the case. By now, the police would have stopped the boat she’d used as a diversion and were on their radios to the rest of the cops in town. Shooting a policeman was a universally unforgivable crime to men and women in uniform. While Adriana hadn’t been the one to shoot him, they didn’t know that. And if they hadn’t found Allyson, the authorities would be more than happy to slap the charges on her. Instinctively, she reached up and took the band out of her hair, letting it fall loosely around her face, covering the side the officer could see.
 
   Through the strands of brunette hair, she watched as the policeman’s eyes passed over her and the other pedestrians. She stayed tucked in behind the tourists, keeping tightly to the group, desperately trying to blend in. 
 
   The cop’s eyes came back around for another pass and stopped on her for more than a second, which meant he probably realized she was the person they were looking for. Her hair covering her face had bought her a few extra seconds, but she was still wearing the same clothes and it wouldn’t take them long to realize what she’d done.
 
   Suddenly, someone’s voice rang out over the noise of the traffic and the hundreds of people. The man was saying something in Dutch, and from the volume, he sounded angry. She glanced at the corner cafe and saw the source of the issue. A server in a red shirt and white apron was yelling at another man, who turned back and then took off running. The server noticed the cop by the light and shouted at him, something about the man walking out on his bill, from what she could tell. Most of that assertion was due to the fact that the waiter was violently waving the check around in a raised hand. 
 
   The officer clenched his teeth, made a split-second decision, and took off on foot after the freeloader. 
 
   Adriana watched him disappear into the horde of people,and she sighed deeply. Momentary relief spilled over her, but she knew she wasn’t out of the woods yet. Up ahead, the salon called to her. She broke away from the tourists and picked up the pace again, walking hurriedly to the front door and swinging it open. 
 
   Inside, three women and a man turned to see who had just opened their door so abruptly. Two of the women and the man were busily working on other customers. One was standing by her station, checking her smartphone. 
 
   Adriana reached into her back pocket and fished out a fold of money. She looked at the free stylist, who had a streak of blue through her platinum blonde hair, and held up the money. “Want to make a quick two hundred?”
 
   The girl raised an eyebrow and smiled. 
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   The two police officers checked every room in the boat as well as the sides and the little deck on the front end. They found no sign of either suspect. By now, Allyson was certain the cop she’d shot had alerted the others to the fact that there were two women on the loose, not just one. If she could have hit him in the head with a round instead of just the leg, the authorities would only be on the lookout for the other woman. 
 
   She listened closely from her hiding place as the two policemen finished up their search. Their footsteps echoed through the houseboat as they clomped to the front door. A few seconds later, she heard them close the door, their voices fading until they were finally gone. 
 
   Allyson yanked the sheets, pillow, and blanket from over her face and took several deep breaths. She’d given herself a little space with which to breathe, but even so, her hiding spot would make even the bravest person claustrophobic. 
 
   She sat up and climbed out of the hole, finally able to relax a little. A piece of foam stuffing stuck to her face, and she swiped it off unconsciously. 
 
   Criminals either tried to run from a crime scene too soon, or they picked a terrible hiding place. In this case, Allyson had created her own. 
 
   Time was short, so she’d been forced to hurry. She’d grabbed the largest kitchen knife she could find and speedily but carefully cut into the mattress. It was one of the newer springless styles, so cutting out the innards was much easier than she'd expected. It was a good thing too, because no sooner had she wedged herself into the hole and pulled up the sheets than she heard the policemen’s voices outside on the patio. 
 
   She’d made use of as much space as possible to dispose of the mattress cushioning. The boxes in the closet were stuffed with it, as was the toilet and the cabinet in the kitchen. With no chance of someone hiding in such small areas, the cops had bypassed them completely, choosing instead to check out the more obvious hiding places: shower, closet, and a big storage box on the deck. As they were looking in the closet, she feared they would hear her heart pounding; knowing the police were only inches away from the boxes that would give away what she’d done was an unsettling moment. 
 
   Getting away with such an escape plan required a certain level of thoroughness. She had to make sure that all the wet spots she’d tracked into the boat were dried up. So after using a towel to dry her hair, she walked around and mopped up any other traces of moisture on the wooden floor. 
 
   They had left after their search, none the wiser their target was only inches away. 
 
   She wiped off a few extra pieces of mattress foam from her clothing and skin.She moved over to the window and peeked around the curtain. As she’d suspected, the police were gone. They could always double back, but that was doubtful. At least for now. 
 
   The smart play would be to wait for dark, but that was a good ten hours away, and doing so would put her further behind in the race for the Bellini. She considered the idea of stealing the boat; however,that had the potential to draw more attention. She decided to give it a few hours, which wasn’t exactly optimal, but there were things she could do in the meantime to make it less of a waste. 
 
   She checked the messages on her phone but hadn’t received anything from her friend as yet.He was a world-class hacker based in London. The guy could dig up information on almost anyone, and she made sure his existence was kept secret from her employer. 
 
   The screen displayed zero new messages. 
 
   She wasn’t surprised. Finding anything on such a person would take a little time. She’d only been hiding for the last thirty minutes or so. Whoever the other thief was, she’d done a good job of remaining anonymous. That would change soon. 
 
   Allyson found a seat on the little couch in the corner of the living room and opened her web browser. While she waited on a response from her hacker friend, she could do a little investigative work of her own. 
 
   Her fingers flew across the digital keyboard, and when they were done, she tapped the search button. 
 
   The screen flicked for a second then brought up a list of links relating to Francisco Espinoza. Some of the first results were from Mexican news outlets. One was a report on charges that had been dropped in a murder case. There were side stories about governmental corruption and bribery that had occurred during the case, but nothing substantial was ever found. What had been found were the headless bodies of the prosecution, naked on a street in Guadalajara. 
 
   Such executions were commonplace in some of the larger Mexican cities such as Juarez and Guadalajara, though they were uncommon in the nation’s capital. The drug cartels chose those measures of execution because they thought it terrified anyone thinking about interfering with their affairs. Allyson thought it barbaric and primitive. Sure, she’d killed people in gruesome ways; the recent execution of the Russian woman came to mind first. But that was out of necessity, not to make a statement. She needed information out of the woman, information Zaragova seemed intent on not releasing. At least that’s how she justified it. The more she thought about it, the more Allyson realized that killing, whatever the reason, was the ultimate means of self-preservation. 
 
   She’d never really thought of it that way before, and the epiphany made her pause.
 
   A moment later, she was back to researching Espinoza. The biography on him was scattered at best; however, several sources seemed to point to the same upbringing, past, and present. 
 
   Francisco Espinoza was born in a small town on the Mexican Pacific Coast. His father was killed in the drug war when he was little, a casualty of a rivalry that had been going on for decades despite not being involved with the narcotics trade. By the time he was fifteen, Francisco had already committed murder and several other crimes, one of which was running drugs between cities. At the age of twenty-two, he’d killed more than a dozen people and had climbed the ranks of one of the most powerful cartels in the region. By the time he was thirty, Francisco was second in command and had a reputation for being one of the most ruthless men in the country. 
 
   It only made sense that he tried to cover up his sins by showing the other corrupt people of the world how hospitable he could be; thus the invitation to Monique van der Wahl to attend a party at his home. 
 
   Allyson wondered what demons she must have hiding in the basement to be associated with someone like him. 
 
   She went back to reading the history on Espinoza and found that he took over the cartel when its head died from a heart attack at sixty-one. Fairly young but not out of the question for someone who probably didn’t eat well, likely didn’t exercise, and definitely didn’t live a healthy lifestyle. Still, whenever that sort of thing happened, she always assumed there was some kind of foul play at work. 
 
   Espinoza took over the cartel at forty-two and had been in charge ever since. He was fiercely loyal to those who worked under him and only rarely, according to the bio, killed one of his own. But by the very nature of the underworld, sometimes it had to happen—especially to someone who was dishonest or running off at the mouth too much. Such is the honor among thieves!
 
   All of this happened right under the nose of a corrupt Mexican government. 
 
   Allyson couldn’t ignore the irony. The Internet knew this guy was a villain of the first order, but for some reason, he was running free, living in his posh mountainside mansion. 
 
   Espinoza’s home was a veritable palace. She wasn’t sure of the square footage, but it had to be in the neighborhood of twenty thousand. She flipped through the different images, apparently taken from helicopters, and noted the enormous infinity pool perched on the side of a cliff. Small outcroppings of trees dotted the rocky terrain around the house. The home itself looked as if it were created from an old Spanish mission. Two bell towers guarded each side of a wide iron gate leading into a rectangular courtyard. A circular fountain with a stone sculpture of a woman stood in the center. 
 
   For a few more minutes, Allyson continued her search for information about Espinoza and his home. It seemed, however, she’d exhausted most of what was readily available to the public. 
 
   She sighed and lowered the hand holding the phone for a moment. Waiting was something Allyson hated doing. She could when necessary, but in this instance it was difficult to know what to do. She flitted into the little bathroom and found a rubber band. Her hair was still wet even though she’d towel dried it earlier. A few quick flicks of her wrists and hands had her hair up into a tight bun. A girl walking around with wet hair might draw attention, and that was something she wanted to avoid. 
 
   An idea popped into her head. 
 
   Stepping lightly, she walked over to the window and peeked out. A crowd of people still loitered around the area in the park near where the officer had been shot, but the ambulances and most of the police had fanned out, covering a broader area in their search for the shooter. Allyson moved around to the front of the boat and looked out the window. The police had secured the other boat and tied it to the canal’s edge a hundred yards away, just before the waterway disappeared around a curve.  
 
   Plenty of space for what she had planned. 
 
   She padded back to the control console and searched for a key in all the usual places but found nothing. In her line of work, Allyson had learned many useful tricks when it came to vehicles. One of them was how to hotwire a car. She’d never tried it with a boat, much less a houseboat. 
 
   It had to be somewhat similar. 
 
   She rummaged through the drawers until she found a utility drawer under the sink that contained a red toolbox. She opened the lid and sifted through the wrenches, a hammer, pliers, and other tools until she found a flathead screwdriver. 
 
   It only took her four minutes to remove the screws securing the metal ignition panel. She set down the tool and unscrewed the ignition wire housing with her fingers. It was on fairly tight and took a little more effort than expected, but eventually it came loose. She found the two wires she was looking for and separated them from the others. She spun around on her knees and grabbed the needle-nose pliers. A moment later, she’d carefully stripped away the wire coating and exposed the copper. 
 
   She took a deep breath and swiped the wires together. Orange sparks flashed, and the engine grumbled beneath and behind her. It only took two tries before the motor caught and smoothed out to a nice, even moan. 
 
   There was no need to put the ignition panel back as Allyson only intended to be onboard for a few seconds. 
 
   She flitted across the living space to the door and pried it open cautiously. A quick peek around the doorsill told her the coast was clear,and she stepped onto the patio, hurrying to the mooring in the front first. She freed that rope and then the one in back and then returned to the boat’s control console. She didn’t like the idea of using another thief’s idea, but desperate times called for desperate measures. If the other woman’s gag was good enough to work once, it would probably work again. Perhaps even better the second time. And the only way she was going to get to the other side of the canal without getting soaked again was with this boat. 
 
   Allyson shoved the lever forward, and the transmission clunked a few times until the gears caught. The boat lurched forward at a snail’s pace, which was perfect. Too fast wouldn’t buy her enough time. She spun the wheel just enough to guide the boat over to the far side of the waterway while keeping an eye out the front windshield. 
 
   It only took fifteen seconds for the boat to reach the other side. Carefully, Allyson maneuvered the craft into a parallel position with the wall and made sure it stayed on course as it lumbered forward. She eyed the gap to her target. It was sixty yards away and closing. She eased the wheel back into a position that would keep the vessel going straight, as much as possible anyway, and ran around to the back deck. The starboard side of the boat bumped into the canal’s edge but didn’t make much noise other than a slight grinding of the protective rubber on the craft’s sides as it rubbed the wall. 
 
   She took a step back and jumped hard, pushing off with her left leg, up the six inches and across the narrow span between the boat and land. She landed amid several bushes and stayed on her feet. A quick look back revealed the boat was staying true to course, meandering along down the canal. It was only seventy yards from the confiscated craft now. She waited patiently and watched. The boat stayed to the right for a moment and then started drifting left, taking a course that would send it right into the back of the other boat. 
 
   That should get the cops’ attention.
 
   Trying to look as normal as possible, Allyson used both hands to flatten out her dress and strolled casually out from behind the bushes. She put her arms behind her back and put on her best girl-out-for-a-walk face, smiling and looking around at the scenery. Suddenly, voices started yelling from down the canal. The commotion was followed by a deep thud. Some of the police milling around the park noticed the trouble and took off at a sprint toward the runaway boat. Allyson risked a glance back and saw her diversion had worked perfectly. Her vessel had rammed the rear of the other boat and was now wedged between the canal wall and the other boat’s hull. Police scrambled to curtail the chaos and bring the second boat under control. One uniformed officer lost his hat as he jumped from one craft to the other. 
 
   Allyson turned her head back around and picked up the pace, stalking steadily away from the park and back into the thick of the city. She needed to get to Mexico. How she would get into Espinoza’s place was a whole other matter, but perhaps her counterpart would provide exactly what she needed. Her mind started forming a sinister plan as she disappeared down a city street. 
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   London
 
    
 
   Frank’s phone rang in his suit jacket’s inner pocket. He’d been sitting in a board of directors meeting for the last hour, listening to accountants drone on about profits, losses, and taxes. One of the things he loved about his underworld ventures was that all he had to do was worry about making money; the rest was just details. For the authorities, however, he had to keep up certain appearances. 
 
   He glanced at the screen on his device and excused himself from the stereotypical and overly expensive conference room. People who ran big businesses loved to surround themselves with the fanciest things no matter what the purpose. In the case of conference rooms, Frank had been in dozens that looked the exact same way: long mahogany tables, red-stained oak paneling on the walls, ornate light fixtures hanging overhead, and plush high leather back seats. He figured they were decorated in such a fashion because it made the people in the meetings feel powerful. Truthfully, only one thing brought power, and it wasn’t a room full of expensive objects. 
 
   Frank opened the door and stepped out, hitting the green button on the phone as he did so. He was in a corporate building in the north end of London,and it looked like so many he’d seen before. Wall sconces cast unnecessary light into an already well-lit corridor. The ceiling lights provided more than enough illumination. A few lower-level employees walked his way, a man and a woman. The man held a few papers that the woman eyed carefully. 
 
   Putting the phone to his ear, Frank smiled as if he were talking to a business partner. “Hello,” he said in a pleasant tone. “How are you?” 
 
   The two employees walked by without paying much attention to him. 
 
   “I slowed down the competition, but she was able to get away.” Evan’s steady voice reported the news Frank didn’t want to hear. 
 
   He remained calm. “Well, I didn’t expect the competition to be eliminated. If they were slowed down, then that’s good enough for now.”
 
   “She’s quicker than I anticipated. She must have seen me at the last second and jumped clear. If I had to guess, I’d say she has to be hurting right now. Took a pretty bad blow from the windshield and road.” 
 
   “That’s great,” Frank said, pretending to be happy as an overweight blonde woman in a white blouse and black skirt walked by carrying a cup of coffee and a tart. “What’s her status now?” 
 
   “I’m waiting outside her hotel. When she comes back, I’ll know it.”
 
   Frank wasn’t sure he liked that plan. “What if she doesn’t come back?” 
 
   “She’ll have to. Her stuff is in the hotel room.” Evan paused for two seconds. “By the way, there was an incident.” 
 
   The older man didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
   Evan went on before his boss could ask. “There was some sort of scuffle not far from here. I saw a bunch of police heading in the direction your girl went. At first I thought someone saw me hit the other woman. But it wasn’t that. I asked someone what was going on, and they said a woman had shot a cop. Not sure if it was your girl or not, but I thought you might be interested. If I had to guess, I’d say she was involved.” 
 
   Frank ground his teeth. His jaw clenched,and if he had been near a mirror, he would have seen a little vein popping out on his forehead. He’d taken a chance using Allyson for this particular mission. He knew that she could be a bit of a wild card at times,but she was also one of his best and most trusted thieves. She was very good at her job, though occasionally sloppy with other aspects of it. Of course, she’d shot the cop. Who else would it be? He quickly calculated the odds of someone else committing the crime while she was in the vicinity, in a town that rarely had shootings of that nature. To say the odds were long would be an understatement. 
 
   “What would you like me to do?” Evan asked. 
 
   Allyson would never turn on Frank. The older man knew that much. If she got pinched somewhere, she knew the protocol. She’d be on her own, and there would be no connection made to him or his empire whatsoever. He’d brought her out of the gutter and made her a very wealthy woman. For that, he’d earned her respect and her loyalty. But shooting a Dutch policeman? That was getting too sloppy. There must have been extenuating circumstances. 
 
   “The other woman,” Frank said suddenly, “you said she was hurt. How badly?” 
 
   “I couldn’t say. I sped out of there, but I know she hit the windshield fairly hard. Then she rolled over the top and hit the ground. If I had to guess, likely struck her head on the road. She was probably unconscious.” 
 
   Frank considered criticizing his employee, but the man had done exactly as told. An outright murder of the other thief was completely against the rules, and he knew that his peer would abide by the same standards. Killing other people who happened to get in the way was fine. But not the pawns who were in play. As he’d said before, though, accidents do happen. If Evan hurt the other thief, that would certainly play to Allyson’s advantage. If she were to be arrested, however, that would change everything. 
 
   He spoke quickly and directly. “I need you to make sure she didn’t get picked up by the authorities, and if she did, get her out.” 
 
   “What about the other pawn?” 
 
   “You’ll have to let her go for now. Make sure our girl is okay first.” 
 
   “And if she fails?” 
 
   “She won’t. But if she does, it might just be time to cut her loose. That’s a long way off, though. There are still two more paintings left. If she’s able to get one of them, I’ll be happy.” 
 
   Evan knew the older man had a weird father-daughter kind of relationship with Allyson, so he bit his tongue. “Very well. I’ll hang back and observe.” 
 
   “Yes, but slow down the other girl if she shows her face again.” 
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   Frank ended the call. He’d treated the conversation coolly just like he did with pretty much everything. One of his mantras was to never let your enemies see you flinch. More importantly, never let the people in your employ see it. That could be far worse. 
 
   In the world of organized crime, it wasn’t only commonplace, it was basically standard for underlings to rise up and overthrow their masters. Things had gone that way for thousands of years. Frank liked to think that in England, things were different. The harsh reality was that it was the same everywhere. Anywhere power was to be had, people would try to take it. It was partially about the money, but power was the thing that people craved. 
 
   He pondered the conundrum as he stepped back into the boardroom and returned to his seat. The accountant was going over a slide featuring a pie chart for the company’s earnings during the previous quarter. 
 
   Despite being a corrupt businessman, Frank knew the best way to suppress a potential mutiny was to treat his employees well, give them enough responsibility to make them feel important, and at the same time keep them under control. 
 
   He let out a sigh and looked over at the blond-haired man across from him. The man was in a navy blue pinstripe suit, pressed tighter than Frank believed humanly possible. Frank smirked. The man was pretending to be enthralled by the presentation, but Frank knew better. Deep down inside, he knew the man was wondering what the phone call had been about. Or was that what the Belgian wanted him to think? Either way, the game was on, and at least his asset was still in play. 
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   Amsterdam
 
    
 
   Adriana stepped out of the clothing boutique and onto the sidewalk. She’d been in the salon for nearly fifty minutes and the clothier for fifteen. She desperately wanted to run back to the hotel but resisted the temptation, knowing that doing such a thing would draw the gaze of too many people. 
 
   She casually ran a hand through her hair. It had been transformed to a look that would make her almost unrecognizable. Her dark brown hair had been colored a dark auburn and cut shorter in the back. In the front, it dangled down to her chin on both sides. It was a striking look and a sharp contrast to her previous style. She briefly worried that it could cause problems when going through the airport, but people changed their hair all the time these days. It might result in a few extra glances from airport security, but inevitably, they would let her through. The light blue sundress was something she normally wouldn’t wear, but in this case it helped her blend in with the other women trying to look their best while staying cool in the warmth of the summer sun. The skirt cut off just above the knees, showing off her toned and slightly tanned legs. 
 
   After a quick glance in both directions, Adriana turned right and walked quickly down the sidewalk, passing a coffee shop and a cafe full of patrons enjoying an early lunch. No one paid her any mind, save for a few young men who gave longing gazes. She ignored them and kept walking at a brisk pace. She’d bought a small clutch,as the dress didn’t have pockets, and as she rounded the corner she unzipped the black leather bag and pulled out her phone. Adriana’s memory wasn’t quite photographic, but it was close. And when it came to numbers, she had no trouble remembering sequences, even European ones. 
 
   She tapped out the numbers Monique had given her earlier. After three rings, the woman answered. “Yes?” 
 
   “I’m going to have to leave Holland a little sooner than planned.” 
 
   Four seconds of silence preceded Monique’s response. “That is unfortunate. What will happen to your father?” 
 
   “Ran into a little trouble. Need to change plans. There’s another thief after the same painting. She was waiting outside your home. I saw her and started after her, but someone hit me with their car.” 
 
   “So that was the noise I heard outside.” 
 
   “Yes. I’m okay, thank you for asking.” 
 
   “My apologies.” 
 
   Adriana walked steadily. Three blocks away, her hotel rose above the residential buildings and shops. “I’m fine. A little banged up,but I’ll be okay. I chased her down and cornered her, but she shot a police officer. Now they’re after both of us.”
 
   The Dutch woman thought silently for a moment before speaking again. “I thought I heard some sirens going by. They’ll be looking for you.” 
 
   “Not a problem. I’ve taken care of that. No one will recognize me.” 
 
   “I can get you a plane out of the country in the next two hours.” 
 
   Adriana appreciated the offer but didn’t need it. “I’m good. I have my own,and my pilot is on standby. You can reach me at this number. I’ll meet you in Mexico. Just give me the rendezvous point, and I’ll be there when you say.” 
 
   “I knew you were the right person for the job. You won’t let a little problem with the police get in your way. Very well. I will send you the details about when and where to meet me. If you are late, I will go to the party without you.” 
 
   Adriana couldn’t help but feel like the woman was trying to shake her a little. Without her, Monique wouldn’t be able to get the painting she wanted. And if it wasn’t important, she wouldn’t have even brought it up. She had an investment in this too. Monique wouldn’t leave her. At least not without waiting a little while. But this whole thing also relied on good timing. 
 
   “When I meet you in Mexico, we’ll need to go over every single detail,” Adriana said. “I want to know the whole layout of the house, the kind of security system Espinoza has in place, how many armed guards, what their rotations and patrols look like, the whole nine yards. Understand?” Her tone was direct,but she wanted the Dutch woman to know she wasn’t screwing around. This wasn’t some shoot-from-the-hip operation. It was real. And the consequences of failure would be painful to say the least. 
 
   “I’ll have everything you need in place. You’ll have to provide your own tools, but I doubt you’ll need them.” 
 
   Right. Because we’re just going to walk right in through the front door. Adriana knew it was better to be safe. She’d have to have a way to take in at least a small packet of things in case she ran into something unexpected. 
 
   “Oh,” Monique halted for a second and then spoke again, “Wear something nice. This is a high-end party, after all. Nothing from one of those department stores, either. If you need me to bring you a dress, I can…”
 
   “I’ll be dressed to the nines. You just try to keep up.” 
 
   Adriana had plenty of expensive clothes. Keeping up with the latest and most luxurious fashions wasn’t really her thing. She’d happily trade a $4,000-dress for a pair of tight jeans and Converses any day. From time to time, however, her line of work and her social obligations required her to dress appropriately. She resented the fact that the other woman thought she might be too cheap to have anything nice. At the same time, Adriana resented having to wear such things. 
 
   “Good. See to it you are. Nothing too flashy, though. You should be gorgeous but not flashy. Don’t want too many people to look at you for too long.” 
 
   “Classy and subtle. I got it. Anything else?” Adriana crossed an intersection and continued past a bakery and a butcher shop. Her hotel was only a few blocks away now. 
 
   “That’s all for now. I’ll send you the location and time for our rendezvous as soon as I confirm it. It will likely be in thirty-six hours.” 
 
   “Perfect. See you then.” 
 
   Adriana didn’t wait for Monique to say goodbye. She ended the call, and when she reached the next street, ran across as soon as the walking sign signaled that it was safe. She waited for a few seconds on the other side and then cut left and crossed the perpendicular street. 
 
   When she arrived at the corner across from the hotel, she looked down the road in both directions, making sure there were no police around. There was a cop a few hundred yards away to the right, but he was walking in the other direction and didn’t seem to notice she was there amid the throngs of other people and cars. 
 
   The sign changed and signaled for the pedestrians to walk across. She tucked into the herd as they hurried through the crosswalk. The hotel was one of the older ones in the city. Newer, more up-to-date places had been built in some of the newer sections of town,but this one had a convenient location that was close to almost everything. The gray stone structure reminded her of old castles built hundreds of years ago. Of course, the gables on the highest windows mimicked the traditional Dutch style that seemed to pervade 85 percent of the city’s buildings. A narrow, single row of hedges wrapped around the outer wall and stretched down the length of the structure until it reached a side door a hundred feet away. The front of the building featured a red-and-blue-striped awning that almost appeared to be purple from a distance. Adriana wondered if that was the intention since the color purple had royal roots. A doorman in a uniform, white gloves, and matching hat stood just outside the entrance, welcoming new visitors and waving goodbye to those who were checking out. At this time of day, it was more of the latter. 
 
   Adriana continued walking toward the front entrance until something froze her in place. A siren blared from down the street ahead of her. She couldn’t see its source yet, but the vehicle was definitely coming her way. Her muscles tensed as she quickly considered what she should do. If she pushed forward, the police would certainly see her. Maybe that was why they were coming this way. Someone had recognized her despite her disguise. It was the only explanation. She huddled close to some of the other pedestrians until they reached the other side. The group split into four groups, all going in different directions. She made a quick decision and went left to the side of the building. Once she reached the corner, Adriana stopped and leaned against the wall as if she were waiting to meet someone. 
 
   The sirens closed in, their screaming whine piercing her ears as the vehicle approached. She took an unconcerned look around the corner and watched as two police cars stopped in front of the hotel, blocking in a gray luxury sedan. Another police car zipped by Adriana, surprising her momentarily. She’d not heard the third vehicle approaching. The car’s lights were flashing, but there were no accompanying sirens. That vehicle whipped around the corner, narrowly missing a few people walking across the street, and parked in front of one of the other vehicles. The three cops got out of their cars quickly and hurried to surround the gray sedan, pistols drawn as they did so. Another siren echoed through the canyons of old buildings, and within seconds, a high security police truck appeared on the scene, joining the other police vehicles in front of the hotel entrance. 
 
   Their focus seemed to be on whoever was in the sedan, and after waiting another hour-long minute, Adriana saw the man exit the vehicle with his hands on his head. He wore a silvery suit with a black tie. If she had to guess, she’d say he was from an Asian country, but it was hard to tell because of the distance and his sunglasses.
 
   The police swarmed instantly. They spun the guy around and pressed him against his car windows, yanked his arms behind his back, and slapped handcuffs on his wrists. The entire ordeal took less than ten seconds. The authorities marched the man over to one of the police cars, stuffed him in the back seat, and then slammed the door shut. 
 
   Adriana had no idea who the man was, but she was thankful for the coincidence. A growing mob of onlookers gawked from the corner of the street, the stragglers of which were standing only ten feet away from her. 
 
   Two officers stayed at the entrance to the hotel, taking down notes as they spoke to the guy Adriana figured was the establishment’s manager. The assumption was based on the man’s blazer and pants, along with the way he appeared to be trying to defuse the situation. Having an arrest made on the premises of someone who was clearly a high-profile patron had to be bad for business. 
 
   “Who is the man they arrested?” she asked, careful not to make eye contact, instead watching as the police convoy sped away down the street.
 
   A brunette with her hair in pigtails turned around. She had a star tattooed on her neck, and her lipstick was fire engine red. “Willie Tran,” she answered. 
 
   Adriana thought about asking another question, but she didn’t have to. The girl could see she didn’t know who that was. 
 
   “He runs illegal gambling operations all over Europe. They say he smuggles cocaine too.” 
 
   That explained the whole sting operation that just went down. The timing was perfect for Adriana—well, other than the fact that she’d just had the crap scared out of her. A major arrest for an international criminal would keep their guard down for at least a little while. Busy day for the local cops, she thought. It would only be a matter of time until the search for her and the other thief spread all over the city, which meant getting out within the next hour or so was paramount. 
 
   She took out her phone again and decided to enter the hotel through the side door rather than walking by all the commotion in the front. No need to give the police an easy two for one. 
 
   The phone rang twice before her pilot answered. She used her room key to open the side entrance and stepped into the air conditioned, clean-smelling air within the hotel’s corridor. Adriana explained to the pilot that they needed to leave within the next two hours and requested a flight plan for Las Vegas. Before heading to Mexico, she’d need to make a quick stop at her home in the desert mountains to pick up a few extra things. If Monique were true to her word, she’d send Adriana information about what kind of security system they’d be dealing with at Espinoza’s mansion. His setup would determine the kinds of tools and devices she’d need to take with her across the border. 
 
   That was another thing she had to consider. Crossing the border in a plane with any weapons or special equipment would draw curious eyes, despite the slack security policy for going from the US into Mexico. She’d have to cross by car and then catch a plane from Tijuana. Adriana could fly a small plane easily enough. She’d learned how to pilot aircraft long ago. But for something like this, she’d rather have someone else in the cockpit with her, a person who knew the little nooks and crannies of the Mexican countryside. She had a feeling that her connections in Atlanta might be able to pull a few strings and locate just such a pilot. 
 
   She hung a sharp right and opted for the stairs instead of the elevator. Her room was on the fourth floor, but Adriana didn’t mind the exercise so long as it kept her from being trapped in a box where being a target could present mortal danger. In a stairwell, at least there were movement options. 
 
   By the time she reached the fourth floor landing, her thighs had started to burn a little, but she could easily make it up another fifteen or so flights if she had to. She pulled down on the shiny metal latch and hurried down the hallway to her room. 
 
   Inside, she found all her belongings in order, which helped allay some of her fears. Her expectations were to find the hotel room trashed and some of her things missing: typical concerns of her occupation that today remained unrealized. As far as she could tell, no one had gone through her stuff, and the room was just as she had left it. 
 
   Adriana went through the room like a whirlwind. She grabbed the small collection of travel gear and went out the same way she came in. Once she was back downstairs, she pulled out her phone once more and dialed. After several rings, a man’s voice answered on the other end. 
 
   “Hello? Adriana? What’s up?” 
 
   “Tommy. I need a favor.”
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   Las Vegas, Nevada 
 
    
 
   As expected, the security officer at the airport had given her passport an extra glance due to the different hair color and style. He’d asked her when she got her new hairdo and she explained that a week ago she’d decided to try a different look on a whim. He accepted the explanation and let her pass after she playfully bit her lower lip and gave him a short up and down stare. Men like that were easy. When in doubt, flirting would usually buy her time or get her out of a sticky situation.
 
   Adriana’s jet cut through the sky over the ocean and the continental United States, speeding toward Las Vegas.
 
   While onboard, she knew that sleep would be at a premium and was able to nap for an hour or so while over the Atlantic Ocean. Her phone dinged twice on the side table next to her beige leather seat and roused her from the short slumber. She picked up the device and blinked a few times to rid her eyes of blurriness. It was a message from Monique. Before leaving Holland, Adriana sent one of her email addresses to the Dutch woman via text message. This would allow for larger files, images, and schematics to be sent.
 
   Adriana tapped the screen and scrolled through the explanation of the images that followed. She was pleasantly surprised at Monique’s thoroughness. The woman provided everything short of a full-on blueprint to Espinoza’s mansion. Every exit was clearly marked. Photographs detailed almost every inch of the interior, along with notes attached to every point of interest. 
 
   After a few minutes of scanning through the images, Adriana found those depicting Espinoza’s private gallery. She couldn’t help but wonder how Monique might have acquired them, but those questions didn’t matter right now. She had them. That was what counted. 
 
   The gallery images were taken from three points of view. The circular room displayed several paintings, one every three or four feet. In the first picture, Adriana noted the van Gogh Monique wanted. Trying to scoop two paintings was an irritation, but there was no getting around it. If Adriana didn’t nab the van Gogh along with the Bellini, Monique would probably blow the whistle on her. In this case, that would undoubtedly involve telling Espinoza. Of that, she was certain. 
 
   Adriana peered at the next image but didn’t see the Bellini until she scrolled to the last picture. To hope that the two paintings would be next to each other was too much, but finding that they were hanging on almost completely opposite sides of the room would complicate things. 
 
   On top of that, there were cameras in four different positions. Monique’s message noted their locations. This meant there was a security room somewhere in the mansion. Before she could make a play for the paintings, Adriana would have to take out those security guards and switch off the cameras. There was no way of knowing how many guards might be in the control room, which could also present a problem. 
 
   Her eyes went back and forth, looking over the home’s layout until she found an outbuilding that had way too many lights on to be a shed or maintenance structure. From the looks of it, the square wooden building sat about fifty feet away from the west end of the pool, on the edge of a cliff that descended down the small mountain. 
 
   Having a control room away from the main building could have its advantages for the owner. While it posed potential problems for Adriana’s mission, it also gave her a window of opportunity. A plan formulated in her head as she analyzed the estate’s layout. 
 
   After the long flight, it felt good to be back in one of her homes, even for the briefest of moments. Adriana had properties in a few locations around the globe. The one perched on the edge of the Sierra Nevada mountains was one she’d bought as a result of a fascinating discovery. She stood in front of the enormous window, staring out across the foothills that rolled into the oasis of Las Vegas. She remembered the blistering hot day when she stumbled her way into the cave, now surrounded by her palatial modern cabin and a securely locked steel door. 
 
   She’d deciphered a riddle that led her to this spot. Following the clues, it was here she found a secret diary of Francisco Coronado, tucked away in a shallow cave. Coronado had been one of the early Spanish explorers who’d searched desperately for the lost city of gold that many called El Dorado. When he died, he was nearly bankrupt. But he’d left behind a small, leather-bound book that eventually aided Adriana and her new friends in uncovering one of the greatest mysteries of all time. 
 
   Building the cabin around the cave had, at first, seemed like an extreme measure, but she felt an almost spiritual connection to the place after what was an exhausting search.
 
   She wished she could stay longer,but time was running out. Her deadline was less than forty-eight hours away, and she’d be cutting it close. She turned and gazed at the sparse collection of tools she’d laid out on the table: her favorite lock picking tool, a compact utility knife that folded into the shape and size of a credit card, a Springfield XD .40 subcompact, and of course, her black-handled dagger. 
 
   The pistol was for emergency use only. The last thing she wanted to do was alert every armed guard on Espinoza’s property to her location and motives. Stealth was absolutely paramount. Her mission, her father’s life, depended on it. 
 
   She packed everything into her rucksack and stuffed in a couple of extra fully loaded magazines just in case things turned nasty. Along with all the tools and weapons, she tucked a few tiny metal discs into one of the side pockets. She’d received the objects from Sean, a gift to him from a friend working for a weapons research and development sector of the government. He claimed to have used them in a narrow escape from an Italian train station. She didn’t see how, dubiously eyeing the little discs. They didn’t look like much, about the size of a silver dollar. Looks were deceiving, however, since the objects were essentially a miniaturized version of a flash bang grenade with enough power to blind an enemy for at least fifteen to twenty seconds. 
 
   With all the straps buckled down and all the zippers tightened, Adriana turned her attention to a napkin next to the bag on the table. It was all she’d had when Tommy called her back to give her the details of how to find the pilot she’d requested. 
 
   She’d answered the phone quickly. Tommy’s voice sounded odd, as if he was trying to hide something. A few minutes later, she found out why. 
 
   “This pilot is great, and he’s exactly what you need for this kind of job. He’ll get you in and out and won’t ask too many questions about it. He doesn’t come cheap for stuff like this, though. Just so you know.” 
 
   “Money isn’t a problem. You know that.” 
 
   Tommy chuckled. “I know, but it’s rude to assume those kinds of things. I always like to be informed so there are no surprises. Besides, you’re going to need to make a significant withdrawal to pay this guy.” 
 
   Her lips parted in a slick grin. “I keep an extra stash around just in case I need it for such things. How much?” 
 
   He paused a second. “My guy told me for something like this he wants twenty grand. And that’s a discount rate for a friend. He said he’d have charged a stranger double that.” 
 
   It was an expensive proposition. Then again, there was hazard pay to consider. She’d never paid that amount of money to anyone for such a service. Still, the number didn’t even make Adriana flinch. “Works for me,” she said without hesitation. “If he’s fast, I’ll even tip him.” 
 
   “You’re pretty desperate to get to this place, huh?” 
 
   “Don’t even ask what it’s about, Tommy. This is a personal thing, and I have to take care of it. I don’t want you or Sean getting involved.” 
 
   The truth was, she wouldn’t mind if Sean got involved. He was always good in a fight. But this was her deal, her father’s life on the line. Adriana had always been independent. Depending on someone else for help was something she actively avoided. If the situation arose where she didn’t have a choice, Adriana would make the call.
 
   “Okay. I understand. You want to handle it yourself.” He paused for a moment before speaking again. “This wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with your father dropping off the radar would it?” 
 
   “It’s not your concern, Tommy, though I appreciate you asking. I have it under control.” Truthfully, she didn't, but she was doing all she could. 
 
   Deep down in the pit of her stomach, she felt like a pawn in a high-stakes chess match. Never in her life had Adriana felt so trapped in a situation. Not even when she’d been kidnapped by a madman in Greece.  
 
   Questions fluttered through her mind. She wondered, if the man holding her father knew the location of the Bellini, why he would go through all the trouble of setting up this whole scenario. It seemed as if strings were attached to her and the other players involved. If that was the case, she wanted to know when the strings would be cut or what she could do to cut them herself. 
 
   “You still there?” Tommy interrupted her thoughts. 
 
   “Yeah. I’m here. Tell me about this pilot.” 
 
   Tommy gave her the contact information for the pilot and how to find him. With all her stuff packed and ready to go, she picked up her phone and made the call to the pilot, an older man named Jackson Kennedy. She hoped that he was all Tommy cracked him up to be. 
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   Guadalajara, Mexico
 
    
 
   Allyson stared across the bar at the bartender. According to her sources, he was the guy to talk to about getting in with Espinoza’s inner circle. She knew simply walking up and asking for an introduction wouldn’t work. Getting an audience with one of the biggest drug lords in the world would require something a little more subtle. 
 
   As the sweaty, balding man stared at her cleavage from the other side of the counter, she reconsidered the term subtle. She’d dressed as provocatively as possible, wearing a tight black dress with a white belt and bright red lipstick. The skirt only went halfway down her thighs and showed off her sleek, toned legs. Every guy in the bar noticed when Allyson strutted in, and not a single one bothered to question what a pretty blonde girl like her was doing in a dump like this. 
 
   Getting out of Amsterdam hadn’t been as difficult for her as she thought it would be. Her friend in London pulled a few strings and put out false reports that the woman responsible for the shooting had been wearing a disguise. They were to be on the lookout for a brunette with a cropped, short cut. The report spread quickly, and several women that fit the description were taken into custody for questioning. Most of them would be set free, at least Allyson assumed as much. It was unlikely any of the women were found with a weapon or could be put at the scene of the shooting. 
 
   A bead of sweat rolled down her neck, trickling into her dress between her breasts. The bartender’s eyes followed it every inch of the way. 
 
   “I’ll have a Tecate,” she said, pretending to ignore his lustful gaze. 
 
   “Sure.” He reached under the bar and grabbed a semi-clean mug. Then he turned around and pulled a can out of the refrigerator. He opened it and set it next to the mug, still enamored by the strange woman’s sexuality. “First time in Guadalajara?” he asked. 
 
   Her lips curled just enough to make him even more curious. “No.” She tilted the mug and poured the beer, slowing it enough to get a nice even head of foam. She took a long sip and set the mug down. The bartender watched every move as if he was hunting a wild animal, assessing her with every passing second. 
 
   “I don’t remember seeing you in here before. And I think I would remember a flower as beautiful as you,” he winked as his eyes wandered to her breasts once again.
 
   The line was beyond cheesy. She wondered where the man learned to speak such good English, and how to so poorly hit on women. This guy had sleazeball written all over him. She sized him up immediately as the type who liked to be slapped around a little.
 
   Allyson took another sip of the beer. “No. I haven’t been in this bar before.” She took a quick glance around at the dingy surroundings. Gray paint peeled from the walls. She noticed the old wooden floor creak in several places when walking in. Taking another look now revealed the worn planks were on their last legs, some prying themselves free of the flooring and sticking up a half inch from the others. The mirror behind the bar had a thin layer of dust coating it. She didn’t want to know how long it had been since the thing was cleaned. 
 
   “Like I said, I’d remember—”
 
   “I heard what you said,” Allyson cut him off and took a big gulp of beer, taking the contents down to less than half the mug. “And to answer your other questions, no, I’m not from around here. Obviously, I’m American. Oh, and if you were wondering if I might hang around for a while, that answer is also no. I’m looking for someone and came in here to get a beer.” 
 
   The bartender smiled, revealing a crooked set of teeth underneath his black mustache. It was hard to tell which needed to be cleaned more, the teeth or the mirror. 
 
   He placed both hands on the counter and leaned forward. “I like a woman with some spirit,” he said, rolling his words together with his thick accent. 
 
   I figured you would, creep. 
 
   “I’m a guy who knows how to find people,” he continued. “Tell me who you’re looking for, and maybe I can help. If you’re nice to me.” He raised an eyebrow after finishing the last sentence. 
 
   One of the drunks at a corner table chuckled.
 
   Allyson twisted her head and fired darts from her eyes at the loner. “Find something amusing?” He wasn’t sure how to take her and for the moment quieted down. She returned her attention to the bartender. “As for you, I thought you liked a woman with spirit. Sounds to me like you don’t want someone to be nice to you.” She reached over the bar and grabbed his collar. Her fingers squeezed the shirt tight around his neck, and she yanked him closer. Two other men off to her right both jumped up from their chairs, ready to pounce if she made another move. 
 
   The bartender’s wide eyes spilled over with fear and arousal. She could smell the stench of his sweaty body as she held him close to her face for a few dragging seconds. Then she shoved him back behind the bar and let go. 
 
   He took in several breaths and grinned, holding up a dismissive hand to the men on her right. “It’s okay, friends,” he said in Spanish, not realizing Allyson knew enough to get by and then some. “This white girl likes to play rough. We might have a little fun with her after she has a few more drinks, if you know what I mean.” The two laughed and nodded, sliding back into their seats. 
 
   Allyson played dumb as if she didn’t understand what had been said. “I hope you said nice things about me.” 
 
   “I thought you weren’t a nice girl.” The bartender’s dialogue was as predictable as his bar was dirty. 
 
   “Oh, I’m bad. But like I said, I’m looking for someone. I don’t have time to play right now.” 
 
   “And like I said, I’m good at finding people. So again I ask, who are you looking for?” 
 
   He was eating out of her palm, playing along just as she thought he might. “You probably don’t know him.” She rolled her eyes over the surroundings. “I seriously doubt he would ever show up in a place like this.” 
 
   The bartender forced a laugh. “What, my bar isn’t good enough for you?” 
 
   “I’m here drinking your beer, aren’t I?”
 
   He crossed his arms and cocked his head to the side. “So what are you doing in here if you don’t think your friend would come to a place like this?” 
 
   “Because I know what happens here. I know what you’re doing out of the back of this place. And I know that if I ask nicely, you’ll tell me where to find him.” 
 
   The bartender's eyes narrowed to slits. “And what is it you think you know?” 
 
   She could sense the two men to the right and the one alone at the table in the corner slide forward a little in their chairs.
 
   On the long flight, Allyson not only researched Espinoza, she dug deep into his known associates. One of which was a man named Jorge Sanchez. He ran most of the Guadalajara operations and had a reputation for Espinoza’s particular brand of cruelty. The police had plenty on him, but they wouldn’t dare touch him. They knew he was Espinoza’s guy, which made him even more untouchable. Even the local citizens knew who Sanchez was, and from the things Allyson read, they almost cowered in his presence. 
 
   “I know you run cocaine out of the back of this place. From what I understand, you’re moving about a quarter million in inventory every month through here.” She looked around again. “Which makes me wonder why you don’t clean it up a bit. You know, throw some new paint on the walls or something.” 
 
   She heard the men on either side ease out of their seats. They tried to be stealthy about it, but her senses were on full alert. She would have heard an ant walking. 
 
   The bartender stared at her stoically. He didn’t let what she said cause even the faintest flinch. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And what business is it of yours, American, what we do here in Mexico?”
 
   She shrugged and finished the last of the beer, pounding the empty mug down hard on the counter. Her fingers remained on the handle, gripping it lightly. “It’s none of my business. If you want to deal drugs or not, I honestly don’t care. It’s not the drugs I want. It’s the drug dealer. Jorge Sanchez. Where is he?” She blurted out the direct question without considering it. She knew what was about to happen. One of the men on the right had already come into view in the dusty mirror. A second later, the other one was right behind him. 
 
   The bartender held his breath at the sound of the man’s name. “What business do you have with him? Are you an assassin from one of the other cartels? If so, that’s not going to end well for you, white girl.”
 
   Her peripheral vision kept watching the men on both sides approach as they carefully navigated the creaky floorboards, desperately trying not to step on the wrong one. 
 
   “I don’t want any trouble.” 
 
   “Then you came to the wrong bar.” 
 
   One of the floorboards to her left creaked suddenly. She’d seen the man’s reflection in the mirror and knew he was less than ten feet away. In an instant, she gripped the mug’s handle firmly, stepped off the stool, and flung it hard at the approaching threat. The heavy glass tumbled through the air and struck the man squarely in the nose with enough force that his head jolted back. He collapsed to his knees, grabbing his newly broken nose. Blood seeped through his fingers as he howled in pain. 
 
   Allyson learned a long time ago that if you had attackers coming from two different directions, eliminate the smaller threat from one direction first. Never fight a war on two fronts. She whirled around in time to see the next attacker charging at her with a raised fist. 
 
   He yelled and swung clumsily. She stepped aside, easily missing the wild punch, and put out her foot. He couldn’t react fast enough and tripped, stumbling at first and then crashing into the guy with the broken nose. She didn’t wait for the second man from the right to attack, instead quickly spinning around, taking two hard steps to the men on the floor, and finishing them off. The bleeding man was first. He received a knee to the jaw as parting gift to consciousness. 
 
   The second rolled over and tried to scramble up on all fours,but she grabbed him by the back of the shirt, hefted him up,and swung her foot around hard, planting the hard bone squarely into his cheek. His head snapped sideways, and he collapsed to the floor, out cold. 
 
   Only the bartender and one other man remained. The bartender took a cautious step to the side, his fingers feeling along under the counter. Allyson knew what he was doing, but for the moment, her focus had to remain on the other guy.
 
   He had long hair, pulled back into a ponytail. His dark brown skin was covered in pockmarks, and he had a scar on the right cheek. A wild fury shot out of his eyes. He wouldn’t be as easy as the other two. 
 
   The man pulled a long buck knife out of a sheath attached to his belt and flipped it around in his hand as he crouched, inching ever closer. His other hand was out wide like a wrestler about to pounce on the competition. 
 
   “So we’re playing with knives now?” Allyson asked. Not an ounce of fear laced her voice. 
 
   He didn’t answer. Instead, he swayed side to side, creeping forward steadily but careful not to overcommit like his unconscious companion had. Allyson set her feet shoulder width apart at a sideways angle, her left hand out in front of her shoulder and the right cocked near her neck. 
 
   The man with the knife kept moving back and forth, sizing her up, looking for an opening. She decided to give him one. 
 
   She faked a step forward with her left foot and raised the right as if to kick. He responded by reaching for her leg with his free hand while simultaneously pulling the knife back to strike. Allyson dropped the foot and instead snapped the left foot like lightning. The attacker had a firm grip on the blade’s handle but not firm enough to hold it from such a hard blow. The knife flew into the air and flipped end over end. Allyson used his surprise to her advantage. She dropped her left foot and brought her right knee into the man’s groin. He grunted and doubled over, trying to wrap both arms around her. She struck again, bringing her elbow down hard on the back of his neck. He dropped to the ground at the same time the tip of the knife sank into the wood next to him. 
 
   Allyson grabbed the knife and in one motion pummeled around the man’s back and yanked on his ponytail, pulling his head back. She put the sharp edge to his throat and was ready to pull it through the skin and into his artery when she heard a familiar click from behind the bar. 
 
   “Drop it, gringa.” 
 
   The bartender stared at her with wide eyes filled with fear and rage. He’d just seen her take out three of his men in less than thirty seconds. In his hands he held a black, stockless 12 gauge, and the barrel was pointed right at her head. 
 
   She smiled in spite of the situation. Allyson had seen worse. “Your men started it,” she said. Her breath was barely above its normal pace. 
 
   “And I’m going to finish it,” he added. “Drop the knife. Do it now!”
 
   “If I drop it, you’ll kill me. If I kill him, you’ll kill me. Seems like I may as well take one when I go.”
 
   “I’m going to count to three. If you don’t put the knife down, I’m going to blow your crazy gringa head off. Entiendes?” 
 
   She understood, but she wasn’t about to let the bartender off that easy. Her mind rapidly calculated the distance and angle. The man behind the bar was only about twelve feet away. 
 
   “One.” He started counting. She remained still. 
 
   “Two!” 
 
   She jerked her human shield to the right and whipped the knife through the air. 
 
   The shotgun blasted its dozens of tiny rounds into ponytail’s chest. His head twitched back, and he grimaced just before she felt his body go limp. The knife zipped through the air and plunged deep into the bartender’s left shoulder, slicing muscle until it struck the bone. 
 
   He yelped and instinctively grabbed at the blade, dropping the shotgun onto the floor with a clack. His left arm had gone completely dead, and he staggered backward until his lower back hit the rear counter. 
 
   Allyson dropped the dead man to the floor and launched forward. She took a huge step and then jumped hard, using a stool for a boost, and catapulted at the injured bartender. She was on him in less than two seconds, not nearly enough time for him to remove the weapon from his bleeding shoulder. 
 
   The collision drove both of them to the floor as she grabbed onto his shirt before impact. His head smacked the rubber overlay, probably the only thing that saved him from unconsciousness or death. She reached over and grabbed the knife handle then twisted it ever so slightly. She could feel the blade’s tip grinding on the bone within. 
 
   He screamed in agony. “You crazy puta! Who are you?” 
 
   “Now,now, now. Is that any way to talk to a woman with a knife sticking into you? All I wanted was to find Jorge Sanchez. You had to do things the hard way. We could all be sitting around drinking cervezas right now.” She tweaked the blade again, sending a new shock of pain through his body. 
 
   He yelled louder this time. “I don’t know where he is. He only comes through once a week. It’s always a different day. I swear I don’t know when he’ll come through again.”
 
   She searched his eyes for a lie but found none. Just to be sure, she twisted the knife another quarter inch to the left. 
 
   The screams resumed. The veins in his neck bulged. If she thought he was sweaty before, a virtual waterfall of perspiration poured down the back of his head now. 
 
   His voice trailed off to quivering lips. 
 
   “Is all that really necessary?”
 
   A new voice entered the room. Allyson’s eyes shot up instantly as she crouched over her prisoner. A man in white linen pants, powder blue shirt, and the shiniest black shoes she’d ever seen stood at the other end of the bar. She noted the pistol in his hand, a SIG Sauer 45. Two men in black button-up shirts and gray pants stood at either side. They both held 9mm handguns with sound suppressors attached. 
 
   “He wouldn’t tell me how to find you, Señor Sanchez.” She said the name with sultry zest. 
 
   “And why would you be looking for me?” He smiled, the same way a rattlesnake might to a mouse that wanders too close. 
 
    “Because I know who is the brains and the muscle behind Francisco Espinoza’s empire. If I thought it was him, I’d have asked for him instead.” 
 
   The response pleased him, as evidenced by the twitch on the right side of his lips. He’d received flattery before, though. “And what would a woman like you want with Señor Espinoza’s empire? You’re American. DEA? FBI? CIA? From the looks of it, you’re here to cause trouble.” 
 
   She shook her head slowly, making eye contact every second. “No. I’m here to do business.” 
 
   He looked around at the mess. “One dead man, two unconscious, and I’m curious to know what you’re going to do with my friend, Juan, here.” He held out his hand with the palm up, pointing at the bartender. 
 
   “You’re screwed now, puta,” Juan spat through clenched teeth. The statement earned him another twist of the knife and a fresh surge of pain. 
 
   He moaned again, but this time his cries were quieted by Sanchez. The man stepped forward and put a finger to his lips as he knelt down. “Shhh, Juan, you’re making a scene. And I try as much as possible not to make a scene.” 
 
   Allyson knew that to be false. From what she’d read, Jorge Sanchez had butchered people in cold blood right in front of dozens of witnesses, none of whom would ever say a thing. 
 
   He stood up again and surveyed the room. Blood pooled under the man with the ponytail. The other two were in a heap closer to the door, still breathing but beaten up. “Juan, I told you to get some better men in here to help. Why do you never listen to me?”
 
   “I listen, jefe,” Juan whimpered. 
 
   “No you don’t. If you did, you wouldn’t be lying there with a knife sticking out of your shoulder. How did she get the best of you? Huh?” 
 
   “She’s the devil,” Juan said in Spanish. 
 
   Sanchez clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Now, now, Juan. You are saying such mean things about our new friend here. Didn’t you hear her? She said she wants to do business with us.” 
 
   He raised his weapon and pointed it straight at her forehead. “Unless, of course, she’s lying.” 
 
   She stared hard into his eyes. “Death is worth the risk,” she said evenly. “With the volume your empire can do, I’m willing to do whatever is necessary.”
 
   His lips parted on one side. “Whatever is necessary?” 
 
   Allyson nodded slowly. 
 
   “Then kill my friend, Juan, here.” 
 
   Juan’s eyes opened wide. He swallowed and started jabbering. “No, jefe. Please don’t kill me. I’ll hire new men. I swear. I won’t mess up again.” 
 
   Allyson jerked the knife out if his shoulder and flipped it over in her hand. She pressed the edge to Juan’s throat and waited. His head trembled, and he gazed into her eyes like a frightened animal. 
 
   She locked eyes with his as she spoke to Sanchez. “If I kill him, you’ll have to find another bartender to replace him. He’s clearly incompetent, but can you trust him? Has he ever stolen from you?” 
 
   “Not that I know of. In this business, there are very few people you can trust. Juan is trustworthy but like you said, incompetent.” 
 
   Allyson raised the knife and twirled it around in her hand. She raised it high over her head and then brought the tip down hard. Juan yelped, knowing he was half a second from death. 
 
   The blade plunked through the rubber mat and into the wood beneath, only inches from his head. 
 
   “You can train the incompetent,” she said, looking up at Sanchez. “You can’t train a thief.” It was a huge gamble. She’d directly disobeyed an order from one of the most feared drug kingpins in the Western Hemisphere. In her heart, she knew it was the right play. 
 
   Sanchez raised an eyebrow, pleased with her answer. “You’re brave to disobey me like that. It means you don’t fear death. And it shows me you mean business. You make a good point.” He looked down at the quivering bartender. “Juan, get off the ground. You look like an idiot. And thank this woman for saving your life. If it were up to me, you’d be dead like your men.” 
 
   His two guards stepping over to Juan’s unconscious men accentuated his point. They raised their weapons and pulled the triggers. The muffled pops sent rounds into the back of the men’s skulls, and fresh blood soon spilled onto the floor. 
 
   Juan struggled to his feet and turned around to see what the guards had just done. He didn’t offer a protest. It was the way things were done. Truthfully, he knew he was lucky to still be alive. 
 
   “You’ll probably need to close down and get this mess cleaned up.” Sanchez waved his gun recklessly at the bodies near the doorway. 
 
   “Of course. I’ll take care of it.” Juan’s shirt was soaked in crimson from his wound. 
 
   “No, get someone else to do it. You’ll need to get that cut cleaned up. See to it the next guys you hire aren’t imbeciles. Or my next visit won’t be so merciful.” 
 
   “Yes, boss. I understand.” 
 
   Juan slinked away and locked the front door before disappearing through a doorway in the back. 
 
   Sanchez watched him leave and then returned his attention to Allyson. He shoved his weapon into the back of his pants. “So it’s me you want, not Espinoza?” he asked, still dubious. 
 
   She reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. Sanchez was three inches over six feet tall. His striking black beard and slicked-back matching hair made him quite the handsome man. If this job required a little extra effort on her part, Allyson wouldn’t have any complaints. 
 
   “No disrespect to your employer. He obviously knows what he’s doing since he hired you. But I always like to go straight to the source.” 
 
   He tilted his head back, hiding any emotion. Sanchez was accustomed to women throwing themselves at him. With his vast wealth, such things came easily, especially in a country ravaged with poverty. 
 
   “Francisco is having a little get-together tomorrow night. Perhaps you would like to accompany me.” He gave one more look at the bodies on the floor. “After all, one can’t have enough protection, hmm?” 
 
   Her lips curled teasingly. “A party at Espinoza’s?” She feigned surprise. “I’d be delighted.” 
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   Tijuana, Mexico
 
    
 
   Jackson Kennedy’s reputation as a reckless, carefree pilot had carried through the Western Hemisphere. He was a retired Navy pilot, having entered the service in the late 1970s. Jackson did twenty years for the US Navy before deciding to hang it up and try his hand in the private sector. He ran a few unsuccessful businesses out of Los Angeles until he ended up depressed and very nearly bankrupt. At the age of sixty-one, he moved across the border to Tijuana and went back to the only thing he ever really knew how to do: flying airplanes. 
 
   Last she’d heard, he was flying crop dusters during the growing season. Between harvest and planting time, though, he could usually be found at the bottom of a bottle of cerveza. 
 
   Jackson was a good guy, or so Tommy said. But he’d had a rough go of it through the years. His wife had left him for another man, an aspiring golfer who was trying to go pro at the age of forty. Last Jackson heard, the man had left her for a younger woman. When the ex came crawling back to see if Jackson would let her back in his life, all she found was an empty home. He knew his limitations. And even though the divorce crushed his spirit, he also realized that he was weak. He probably would have taken her back if he’d stuck around. So he went to the one place he knew she’d never go: Mexico. She was too prim and proper for the rough-and-tumble outskirt towns beyond America’s southern border.
 
   Right now, the only thing that mattered was that Adriana could trust him. Her boyfriend, Sean Wyatt, met Jackson four years ago when he was planning a trip into the Sierra Madre mountain range. He'd been sent to recover some artifacts, and the mission required a certain level of what Sean called discretion. 
 
   Apparently, the corrupt local government wanted to acquire the artifacts for personal gain. In most cases, Sean and the International Archaeological Agency did what the respective governments requested. There were occasions, however, where the best interest of preserving history didn’t always line up with what certain government officials wanted. 
 
   According to Sean and Tommy, Jackson was a bit of a crazy guy, but if she wanted a pilot who would do a little dirty work, Adriana could do no better. 
 
   She pulled her rucksack snug over her shoulder and stared at the notes she’d scribbled on the napkin the day before. Her eyes drifted up slowly to the rusty sign hanging over the building’s entrance. Time and the weather had taken their toll, fading some of the letters to the point where they were faint shadows. There was still enough of the original paint for her to make out what the sign said. Pedro’s.
 
    Adriana pushed open the red door and stepped into a dark, dusty saloon that looked like a place Pancho Villa might have visited once or twice during the earlier part of his infamous career. The only things missing were the swinging wooden double doors and tables full of desperados. In the dim light of a few iron chandeliers, she took in the surroundings. An L-shaped counter wrapped around the front end of the bar’s liquor shelves, refrigerator, and taps. Three men wearing mechanics' outfits huddled together at the bar’s farthest end, drinking bottles of Pacifico. They must have been having a beer on their lunch break, or so Adriana figured. Two more men sat together at a table to the right, near the hallway leading into the bathrooms. The corridor was marked with a white sign that read, Baños. 
 
   And there, sitting at a table for two against the wall, was the man she came to see, Jackson Kennedy. He fit the description: a bushy white beard and matching hair capped with a red bandana. He wore a Hawaiian-style shirt with flowers and trees printed all over it in bright yellows, greens, blues, and whites.  His shorts were the old-style camouflage, before they started making the newer digital kind. His darkly tanned feet were wrapped in leather sandals. Jackson looked less like a pilot and more like a member of the Jimmy Buffet Fan Club. 
 
   He was reading a book,a beer sitting to his left, almost against the wall. A pair of Ray-Bans sat next to the bottle. The sudden light beaming in from the doorway and her subsequent appearance had drawn the attention of everyone in the room. Knowing the other patrons were of a less than reputable cut, Jackson spoke up quickly. 
 
   “Adriana,” he said in a rough tone. “Over here.” 
 
   She nodded and strode over to the little table. Jackson stood and extended his hand. “Jackson Kennedy. ’Course, you already knew that.” 
 
   According to his dossier, Jackson was from Fort Worth, Texas. Even though he’d not lived there in decades, his accent still came through. “I guess you didn’t have any trouble finding the place.” 
 
   He motioned for her to have a seat across from him. 
 
   “No,” she said, easing down and tucking her rucksack under the table at her feet. “Nowadays, there aren’t many things that are hard to find thanks to the wonders of GPS.” 
 
   He let out a hearty chuckle. “I suppose you’re right. Back in the old days, we didn’t have those kinds of things to get us around. If you wanted to find a place, you better have a map and some good directions.” He closed his book and set it aside. 
 
   She eyed the title on the cover. “Count of Monte Cristo? That was one of my favorite stories in school. Still is.” 
 
   “Yeah, I’ve read it a few times; it’s always fun to go back to the classics.” His eyes wandered around the room, making sure no prying ears were listening in on their conversation. “So,little lady, tell me about this job you’ve got. I mean, Tommy gave me a few brief details, but I want to make sure I understand correctly.” 
 
   Adriana brought Jackson up to speed on what she did with her spare time, stealing stolen artwork and returning it to the rightful owners. He made the comment about that being a dangerous hobby, which she blew off. Everyone said the same thing. 
 
   Then she told him about what was going on with her father. She figured Jackson to be a guy who appreciated full disclosure.
 
   “So,” she finished up, “I have to steal this painting from Espinoza’s mansion and return it to a port in Marseille.” 
 
   “France?” 
 
   “Yes. If things go according to plan, I should make it there with a few hours to spare.” 
 
   Jackson snorted and drew in a long sip of beer. He wiped his beard and mustache clean and set the mug down. “Things never go according to plan. Especially here in Mexico.” 
 
   She grinned at his comment. “Yes, that’s why I need an expert like you.” 
 
   He squinted at the compliment. “I can get you to Ameca, though not by plane. There are some fields nearby where I could land, abandoned farms and such, but it wouldn’t go unnoticed. Or we could fly into Guadalajara. That’s as close as I can get you to Ameca by air. After that, we’d need to go by car.” He stopped for a moment and looked around again. “If this goes off like you planned, you won’t have much time to get out of there.” 
 
   “Which is why you’ll need to have the plane ready to fly. How about we do both? Land in Guadalajara, refuel the plane, and then meet me on one of those abandoned farms you’re talking about. If you show me how to get there on a map, I can manage.” She reached down to the rucksack and unzipped one of the compartments. Her fingers felt the paper she was looking for and pulled out the envelope. The package was a few inches thick, and when he saw it, Jackson wondered how she’d got all that cash in one envelope. 
 
   “Thanks. And I like the plan, so long as you can get to where I say. Timing on this will be critical. If I sit around too long, someone will see me. There are always curious eyes lingering about.”
 
   She slid it across the table, close to the wall, making sure no one else noticed. “I’ll be there on time. Just be ready.” She tapped the burgeoning envelope. “Count it if you like.”
 
   He waved his hand, dismissing the comment. “I trust you. Any friend of Tommy’s is all right by me. I hope you don’t think I’m being greedy for requiring this much money. Truthfully, the reason it’s so much is that if this goes like I think it might, old Sarah might need some repairs.” 
 
   “Is that the name of your plane?” 
 
   “Yes,ma’am. She’s old, but she runs good and has never let me down, unlike other women in my life.” 
 
   Adriana chose not to address the barb at his ex-wife, instead offering a smile. “I trust you when it comes to that stuff. Tommy wouldn’t have recommended you otherwise.” 
 
   Jackson’s eyes beamed. “I guess we have a good amount of trust at this table, then.” He pulled the envelope back and tucked it into a canvas messenger bag next to his feet. “When do you need to leave?” 
 
   “This afternoon, early if possible. I’m meeting someone in Ameca who’s getting me into Espinoza’s compound. She’s made this whole thing possible.” 
 
   Jackson’s eyebrows knit together. His voice hinted at concern. “That’s an awfully tricky thing you’re planning. Espinoza isn’t someone to take lightly. You won’t be able to just walk in there, take the painting, and leave. He’ll have armed guards, alarms, everything including the kitchen sink.” He stopped. “I’m sorry, I’m sure you’ve thought about all this stuff. I didn’t mean to suggest you hadn’t.” 
 
   “It’s fine. And I appreciate your concern. The whole operation isn’t one I’d normally take on. But as you can tell from my story, I don’t have a choice.” 
 
   “Yeah, that’s quite the pickle you’re in.” He leaned back and took another gulp of beer. He sighed after swallowing. “I can have Sarah ready to fly in the next two to three hours. You just come by this hangar when you’re ready, and we’ll head out.” 
 
   On the edge of her field of vision, Adriana noticed one of the three men at the bar get up and start walking toward her. Her eyes twitched in his direction, and she knew immediately that if they were on their lunch break, they did not intend to go back anytime soon. He stopped a few feet away, still holding a bottle in his hand. The other two lingered at the bar, watching him from a distance. 
 
   “Hey,” he said in slurred Mexican Spanish, making it obvious that the beer wasn’t his first. “What’s your name?” 
 
   She glared at him, her eyelids lowered. “Don’t worry about it,” she responded elegantly in her native tongue. Adriana spent most of her early life outside Madrid on her father’s land. They’d always heard that the mother tongue language in Spain was different. Whenever possible, she tried to speak it the way she’d learned as a child.
 
   The mechanic’s eyes widened slightly, and he burped out a laugh. He took a wary step forward and started to reach for her when Jackson snatched him by the wrist and jerked him close. Jackson used his other hand to grab the man’s coveralls at the chest. 
 
   “The lady said not to worry about it. I’d suggest you leave unless you want to meet the devil.” 
 
   Jackson was no stranger to a bar fight. He’d won more than he'd lost. He didn’t use any sort of martial arts or special technique; Jackson was a brawler, plain and simple. His massive frame, a couple inches over six feet tall and easily pushing 250 pounds, made him an imposing figure. 
 
   He pushed the man away and sent him stumbling back toward his friends at the corner of the bar. Two men who’d been watching from the safety of their table decided it might be a good time to check out. They both stood and walked toward the door. 
 
   The mechanic’s two companions stood up and started toward Jackson and Adriana, causing them to stand as well. 
 
   “Now,boys,” Jackson said, putting his hands out, “we don’t want any trouble. The lady said she didn’t want anything to do with your friend here,and that’s that. It’s a free country. Or is it? I don’t really know, and I’ve lived here a while.” 
 
   “Shut up, old man.” The one Jackson had shoved spoke with growing anger. “It was none of your concern. And now it is.” 
 
   “What are you doing with an old white guy like that anyway?” one of the others, a runty-looking guy barely a few inches over five feet, asked. 
 
   “Now that’s just rude,” Jackson said. “I’m not that old. In fact, last I checked, I’m young enough for your mother.” Jackson’s Spanish was rough around the edges but clear enough that the insult landed perfectly. 
 
   Adriana knew what was coming next.  
 
   Incensed, the recipient of the joke rushed past his two comrades. He let out a yell and put his shoulder down. His plan must have been to tackle Jackson, but if that was the case, it was a miserable failure. Jackson stepped to the right, swung up and forward, and clotheslined the guy with a big forearm. The attacker’s eyes bulged for a second before he felt his body lifted off the ground and flipped over onto his back. His head struck the tile floor with a sickening smack, sending him into unconsciousness. 
 
   Seeing their amigo knocked out should have served as a warning to the remaining two instigators. If they’d apologized and carried their friend away, all would have been forgiven. Instead, seeing their buddy on the floor only fueled their anger. The one with a bottle still in his hand smacked it against the nearest table and shattered the bottom half, leaving a jagged, sharp weapon for him to wield. His eyes flared, leaving no doubt as to what his intentions were. 
 
   The other one, standing opposite of Jackson, was weaponless,but he was much larger than the one who’d run into the older man’s forearm. He was still smaller than the American, but only by three or four inches, and his muscles bulged underneath the rolled-up sleeves of his coveralls. The vapid look on his face reminded Jackson of some of the soulless creatures he’d encountered back in the 1970s in a jungle. 
 
   “I’ll take the one on the right, I guess,” Jackson said. “Unless you don’t want to deal with a broken beer bottle of course.” He spoke in English, assuming neither of the other men understood. 
 
   “I’m fine,” Adriana said. 
 
   She stepped to the left to open up space between her and Jackson, moving steadily toward the area in front of the entrance. The man with the bottle inched his way toward her. His face portrayed rage-fueled confidence. His body, however, acted carefully, as if he was herding an animal into a corner. 
 
   The bar fell into a still silence. It was the calm before the storm. The bartender watched intensely with both hands on the counter. Evidently, this wasn’t the first bar fight he’d seen, and in a joint like this, it wouldn’t be the last. 
 
   Suddenly, the quiet was interrupted as the front door burst open amid a cacophony of laughter and joking. Two young couples stood in the doorway, obviously Americans, who were probably making the rounds of the town’s drinking establishments. Their raucous conversation came to a shuddering halt as they stared inside at the unfolding drama. They saw the body on the floor, the muscular mechanic facing off with a beastly old man in a Hawaiian shirt and sandals, and another mechanic with a broken beer bottle staring at a woman in black shorts and a white tank top. 
 
   “Best find another bar, y’all,” Jackson said, peeking out of the corner of his eye at the tourists. 
 
   One of the girls screamed, and the door slammed shut as they disappeared into the street. 
 
   “Now, where were we?” Jackson said in Spanish. He looked at the name tag on the coveralls. “José is it? Oh, yeah. You were about to join your friend here.” 
 
   Jackson went on the offensive. He stepped over the unconscious man and approached with both fists up like a boxer. His opponent mirrored the stance somewhat but kept his body a little more open. It was a style Jackson had seen often in Mexico. While the country had produced some of the best boxers in the world, it had also created many who thought they were good but were actually terrible. This guy was clearly the latter. 
 
   They circled each other, kicking tables out of the way as they moved until some space opened up for the battle to begin. 
 
   Jackson struck first. A quick jab and then another, feeler bets to see what the young mechanic could do. The punches were parried easily, knocked aside with open palms. Then José countered with three quick jabs of his own, two with the left and one with the right. Jackson blocked them easily enough, swatting them away with his forearms. While José's stance suggested he wasn’t defensive enough, his counterattack was solid. 
 
   “Watched a bit of boxing on television, José?” he taunted. 
 
   The mechanic’s response was another jab, a fake right hook and a left jab. Jackson blocked the first but fell for the fake, dipping his head a little too far to one side and overcommitting with his left hand. The short punch caught him squarely in the mouth, and a second later, his lip dripped blood from a fresh cut. Jackson took a step back and wiped his face with his forearm. He looked at the blood for a second and then smiled. “Not bad. That’s gonna cost you.” 
 
   On the other side of the room, Adriana waited as the other mechanic, a guy named Angel, based on his name tag, circled her with his makeshift weapon. 
 
   “I’m going to cut you bad. Then I’m going to have a little fun with you. Then I’m going to kill you.” His menacing words did little to frighten her, but he was dangerous nonetheless and had to be handled with caution. 
 
   He lunged forward, swinging the sharp edges of the bottle at her abdomen. She jumped and arched her back, dodging the weapon by a foot. She spun around and took up a new position in the space near the corner of the bar. Angel pivoted and squared with her again. His eyes squinted, and he took another step at her, whipping the bottle through the air multiple times like a drunken tennis player. 
 
   When he swung a backhand, it opened up his body. Adriana took a step back and dodged the cuts then jump kicked straight ahead with her boot. The sole struck the man in the chest and sent him stumbling backward. He managed to catch himself on a table before he fell to the ground, stabilizing his balance. Renewed fury filled his face. He growled and charged forward again. 
 
   Back on the other side of the room, Jackson jabbed a few more times then tried a right hook of his own. José stopped every shot and countered again with two jabs to Jackson’s face. The older man was able to turn his head slightly so that his cheek absorbed the blows. He retreated another few steps to collect himself. This mechanic was proving to be a tougher fight than he thought. His swollen lip continued to leak blood onto the floor, and some of it splattered on his shirt, adding splotches of crimson to its colorful Hawaiian design. 
 
   Frustrated, he pushed forward again, faked a jab,and went straight to the right. José bought the fake,and Jackson’s right fist snapped two inches behind the target. The mechanic’s head rocked to the side, and he wobbled back, but there was no time to recover. Jackson sent another powerful jab into the man’s nose, and a third then a fourth blow to the cheek and jaw. 
 
   José stumbled back and struggled to keep his hands up as the onslaught continued. He blocked one punch and partially stopped another, but the damage had been done. Once Jackson’s massive paw landed the first blow, the fight was over. The mechanic continued backward until he ran into the wall and could go no farther. Desperate, he swung a wild roundhouse, and another, but Jackson swatted the attacks aside and thrust his fist into José’s gut. 
 
   The mechanic doubled over, just in time for his face to meet an uppercut. His feet came off the ground a half inch as Jackson’s powerful shot struck him in the jaw and sent him to the ground. The older man stood over the unconscious man and spat some of the blood onto José’s coveralls. “I guess you never heard that song about calling the old man out.” 
 
   A table scuffed the floor over near the entrance, and Jackson turned his attention to Adriana. 
 
   Angel lunged at her again, swinging the bottle more wildly than before. She ducked to the side and then jumped back again with her arms out wide to maintain her balance. One swipe came dangerously close to cutting her side open, and as she stepped back, she tripped over a chair she’d not accounted for. 
 
   She tumbled to the floor, and Angel pounced instantly. He jumped on her and straddled her torso with his legs. He smacked her face with the back of his hand and then again with the palm, sending a shocking sting through her skin. The next blow was much worse, delivered with the side of his hand and blinding her with pain for a brief second. 
 
   The mechanic leaned over her, putting his face close to hers and pressing the edge of the bottle against her neck. He pinned one of her wrists against the floor and smelled her skin then licked the side of her face. “Now I’m going to take what I want,” he grunted into her ear. 
 
   His lust was his undoing. The pause in Angel’s attack gave her the two seconds she needed to recover. A sudden move could force the broken glass through her skin and puncture an artery, so she feigned unconsciousness and waited for the disgusting creature to move it away from her neck. Sure enough, he started to drag the bottle across her skin until it reached the lower part of the tank top. Her breasts heaved with every breath, and Angel stared at them ravenously. 
 
   A sharp thud on his right temple sent everything black. The heel of Adriana’s hand drove into the side of his head and sent him sprawling to the floor. She rolled over on top of him and drove her fists and elbows into his face over and over again until exhaustion started to stem the blows. Angel was out cold. The broken bottle rolled out of his limp fingers, coming to rest against the base of the nearest table. His face had been pummeled so badly it was unrecognizable. 
 
   Adriana breathed hard, as if she’d just sprinted half a mile. Footsteps approached to her right, and she sprang up to meet the next threat. It was Jackson…holding a chair. 
 
   She wiped her face with the back of her hand. “What were you going to do with that?” 
 
   He sheepishly looked down at the chair and grinned. “Was going to hit him across the head with it, but looks like you took care of him.” 
 
   She nodded, still breathing heavily. “I’ve fought tougher than him before.” Her foot shot out and kicked the chair she’d tripped over. The thing tipped and slammed onto the floor. “Didn’t see that there, and I fell. Only way that idiot could ever get the better of me.” 
 
   Jackson stared at Angel’s destroyed face. “Do you always get that angry?” 
 
   She glanced back at the mechanic. His chest rose and fell slowly. He wasn’t dead, which was good. The last thing they needed was to have the cops looking into a homicide. “He licked my face. Why do creeps always do that?” 
 
   Jackson smiled and shook his head. “I don’t know.” He put the chair back on the floor and walked over to their table. 
 
   He picked up his mug, finished off the last of the beer, and then picked up his and Adriana’s bags. He returned to the bar where the old bartender still stood with his palms on the counter. 
 
   “Sorry about the mess, Pedro,” Jackson said in Spanish. He reached into his bag and thumbed through a few bills in the envelope Adriana had given him. He took out two and handed them to the bartender. “This ought to cover it,” Jackson winked. 
 
   Pedro smiled and scooped up the two hundred-dollar bills. “I’m just glad you didn’t break anything this time,” the old man said. “I’ll call the police after you leave. Tell them they got into it with some gangsters or something. The usual.” 
 
   “Gracias, amigo,” Jackson replied with a grin. 
 
   He sauntered over to Adriana and handed her the rucksack. “We should be going. Got a plane to catch.”
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   Guadalajara
 
    
 
   Landing in Guadalajara had been easy enough. A small plane flying from one Mexican city to another didn’t raise any alarms. Jackson went through all the protocols to make sure every regulation was obeyed. When they left Ameca, those regulations would have to be largely ignored. When any control towers asked their origin and destination, he’d explain they were delivering farm supplies to one of the local farmers. It was a ruse he’d used several times, and it had proved to work well. 
 
   Sitting on the edge of the airport near a rusty, beaten-up hangar, Jackson turned off the plane’s single turboprop engine and exited the cockpit. Adriana grabbed her bag and followed him around the side of the empty metal building. She noted two areas where the tin roof was peeled away, barely hanging on by a few determined rivets. The late afternoon sun blazed in the west, baking the tarmac under their feet. She drew in a long breath and noted the smell of pine mingled with sage in the dry air. 
 
   Parked next to the hangar, in the shade of a pine tree, a tan 1978 Toyota Land Cruiser waited silently. The worn paint and rust spots on the doors and along the lower edges showed its age. The tires seemed in decent condition, with several thousand miles of tread still left on them. 
 
   Adriana walked around the vehicle, admiring it as she ran her fingers along the surface. “Where’d you dig this up?” 
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t do better. My guy down here said it was the best he could do. He said it runs fine and won’t give you any trouble. It’s got a full tank of gas, which is more than enough to drive the fifty or so miles out to Ameca.” 
 
   “Are you kidding? It’s perfect.” She wasn’t lying. Back in the US, enthusiasts all over the country sought these kinds of vehicles. There’d been a resurgence of restoring old vehicles over the past decade, and Land Cruisers had been one of the most popular. “I have a friend who works on these in Vegas,” she explained. “He’d love to get his hands on this one. I can’t believe it’s still in pretty good shape, other than some of the rust here and there.” 
 
   “Yeah, my guy takes care of his vehicles. He has a car lot here in the city. Loans me one every now and then when I end up in these parts. I told him you’d need an SUV, and this is what he had. Well, this and an old Ford, but he said it wasn’t running right and needed some work.” 
 
   “This thing is awesome. If we weren’t in a hurry to fly back, I’d offer to buy it from your friend straight up.” 
 
   Jackson’s smile beamed proudly. “We might be able to arrange that down the road.” He reached in his messenger bag and pulled out a map. His hands worked quickly to roll it out on the hood of the SUV. 
 
   Holding down one edge with his arm and letting Adriana pin the other side, he pointed to the city of Ameca. “Here’s where we’re going to meet. It’s a farm about two miles outside the city’s downtown area.” His finger moved over to another spot. “This is where Espinoza’s estate is. That’s about four miles as I figure it, give or take a hundred yards. When you leave there, you’ll have to really step on it, unless of course they don’t realize what you’ve done.” 
 
   “That’s the plan,” Adriana said, staring at the map. She pulled out her phone and tapped the screen a few times, opening up the maps application. Next, she found their current location and the one Jackson was pointing at on the map. She marked it with a waypoint and slid her phone back in a front pocket. Adriana had a remarkable memory, but having a digital backup wasn’t a bad thing. 
 
   “You know as well as I do it’s always best to plan for the worst.” She thought for a second and then spoke again. “If I’m not there by 10:30, leave without me. I don’t want you hanging around too long. If one of Espinoza’s men or some random police happen to see you, they’ll think something’s up.” 
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Jackson said. “And I’ll give you as much time as I can. I don’t think too many people wander out to that area, but you never know. There’s a barn on this property. It’s old, basically falling apart, made from brown wood with a metal roof. If you follow that road out of Espinoza’s and turn here,” he tapped the map, “you shouldn’t have any trouble finding it, even in the dark. It’s going to be a clear sky and a bright moon, so that should help.” 
 
   Adriana nodded and stuck out her hand. “I’ll see you tomorrow night,” she said. “I appreciate your help, Jackson.” Her eyes narrowed. “Your lip okay?” 
 
   He shook her hand and then let go, rubbing the cut on his mouth with his forefinger. “Yeah, it’s a little sore, but I’ll be fine in a day or two. Might have to lay low on the coffee. Hot liquid on cut, not good.” He laughed. “Keys are in the ignition. Be careful.” 
 
   “I will,” she nodded. 
 
   Jackson walked around the front of the SUV and returned to his plane while Adriana got in the vehicle, found the keys, and started the engine. Even though Jackson said the Toyota ran fine, she had her doubts until she heard the motor rev to life. Truly, she would have taken whatever car she could get her hands on. Getting a truck or an SUV was being a tad picky, but she thought it might be necessary in case a road chase turned into an off road one.
 
   She waved to the pilot and stepped on the gas, steering the vehicle away and toward the nearest exit on the other side of the airstrip. 
 
   The drive to Ameca took a little over an hour. The slowest part of the journey was getting through the rush hour traffic in Guadalajara. People, cars, trucks, buses, and motorcycles clogged sidewalks and roads all over the place. When she eventually got out of the mess, she found the country roads outside the city to be ghostlike. The long straight asphalt snaked its way through the flatlands and farms, stretching out for dozens of miles with only a few outcroppings of homes popping up every now and then. Seeing another car was just as rare. In the distance, the massive outline of the Tequila Volcano—she laughed at the name—rose dramatically from the earth, stretching to the sky like a giant natural pyramid. 
 
   Adriana had memorized the location of the rendezvous before leaving Tijuana, but just to be sure, she’d also stored it in her phone. Based on what she’d learned, the city of Ameca was small, with a main square and a few other major buildings downtown before it thinned into the suburbs and eventually the farms of the surrounding area. 
 
   The sun was creeping its way below the mountains on the horizon when Adriana passed a sign indicating she was only fifteen miles from Ameca. Behind her, a few of the stars were already peeking through the dark blanket above. The moon would follow shortly. 
 
   She squinted as something caught her attention on the road ahead. About half a mile away, it looked as if a car had stopped on the road. She let off the gas pedal, anticipating that someone was in need of help then realized as she drew closer that it wasn’t a broken-down vehicle. Two pickup trucks were blocking the lanes in both directions. She’d noticed them too late to turn off road and go around. They’d seen her. And while this sort of problem was why she’d requested the SUV, she didn’t want to have to use it just yet. 
 
   A hundred yards away,she tapped on the brakes and slowed down. From her vantage point, Adriana could see a man in the back of each truck holding an assault rifle. There were two men on the road as well, both holding similar weapons. She was sure to keep the low beams on, and when she was forty yards away, the light revealed they were AK-47s.  Unsurprising. Those were the weapons of choice for most people who didn’t have the money or patience to get something more accurate, or more reliable. The guns were intimidating weapons—and deadly in the right hands—but too problematic for Adriana’s tastes. 
 
   She had her suspicions when realizing it was a roadblock, but her hopes were that it was just a rural police department running a DUI checkpoint or looking for a specific criminal. Now it was clear these were no police, no federales. These guys were part of the drug ring, possibly Espinoza’s. She’d heard how people were sometimes stopped in their cars outside the cities. Usually, they were asked for a toll of some kind to pass through. The underlings of the drug trade used it as a means to collect extra income, a kind of tax that the cartel leadership allowed as long as they didn’t do anything too stupid. Occasionally, a stop like this one resulted in a murder, or worse. Multiple scenarios ran through Adriana’s mind. Her rucksack was in the passenger seat, and she reached over, unzipped it, and stuck her hand inside as the truck rolled down the road.
 
   Twenty yards away, one of the men standing on the road, wearing a white undershirt and a long gold chain, put up a hand, signaling her to stop. He stepped forward as she slowed the Land Cruiser to a halt. The lights from the other trucks shone brightly through her windshield, making it easier for the gunmen to see into any approaching vehicles. It also served to blind the oncoming driver, the man approaching her SUV appearing only as a silhouette until he stepped around the mirror.  His assault rifle dangled loosely from a shoulder strap. Adriana could now see he had a pistol in one hand. 
 
   “Open the door,” he ordered in Spanish, raising the weapon and pointing it directly at her face. 
 
   She stared out at him for a moment. I don’t have time for this. Her face displayed a look of fear and confusion, but inside, Adriana was assessing the situation. The two men in the back of the trucks were almost invisible due to the headlights. The only thing that kept them in sight was the fading orange sunlight spread across the sky behind them. The other guy on the road stood with his legs apart and his weapon at his side, aimed at her SUV. 
 
   Adriana opened the door slowly and slid out of the driver’s seat, careful to stay facing the man. The cold ceramic and metal against her lower back had to remain hidden until she could get them closer together. As things stood, winning a shootout with the four men was highly unlikely. 
 
   The man’s face eased a little as she stepped away from the door and slammed it shut. He kept the weapon aimed at her but lowered it slightly as his eyes wandered from her face to her chest and then down to her legs. “What are you doing out here all alone? It’s dangerous for a pretty girl like you.” He spoke loud enough for the other three to hear. The one in the truck bed on the right laughed. 
 
   She smiled sheepishly, careful to still appear somewhat frightened. She tilted her head down a little to enhance the effect. “I’m driving to Ameca to see my mother,” she said. It was difficult for her to use the regional accent, but she pulled it off, ensuring she sounded as local as possible. 
 
   He eyed her suspiciously. “Why are you traveling this late in the day? Doesn’t your mother go to sleep early if she’s an old woman?”
 
   Adriana stared at the pavement. “My sister takes care of her during the day. I have to take care of her during the night. She sleeps, mostly, but sometimes I have to help her use the bathroom in the middle of the night.” 
 
   The man stared at her intensely, seeking the truth in her story. His weapon remained pointed at her chest. “What’s your mother’s name? How come I’ve never seen you here before?” 
 
   “There are many people I’ve never seen before in Ameca and in Guadalajara. Have you seen everyone?” She looked into his eyes as she spoke, the smallest of flames burning in her pupils. 
 
   He grinned. “You do have some spirit in you, uh? That’s good.” He waved to the other men with his pistol for a second and brought it back to her. “We work for Jorge Sanchez. Do you know him?” 
 
   Adriana recalled something about Sanchez in her research with Espinoza. Locals called him the bloody hand of Francisco Espinoza. Other than that, she didn’t find much. One cruel drug dealer was the same as any other. 
 
   “I have heard of him.” 
 
   His eyes searched her for truth once more. He cocked his head to the side. “We collect tolls on this road. It’s like a convenience tax.” He laughed, and the other three laughed with him. 
 
   She knew exactly what to say next and led the conversation. “But I don’t have any money. My family is poor. I had to move to Guadalajara to find work as a waitress. Please, I need to get home to my mother.” 
 
   The man’s lips creased into a sinister smile. “That’s okay, pretty girl. There are other ways you can pay us. Right, boys?” The other three laughed again. Two of them howled like dogs. “Move the trucks off to the side over there. We’re going to have some fun with this one.” 
 
   He stepped close and pressed the gun to her heaving chest, pulling the tank top down until he could see the top of her breasts and the white bra covering them. “Don’t worry. We’ll let you go to your mother when we’re finished. As long as you do as you’re told, you won’t get hurt.” 
 
   Adriana swallowed hard, pretending to be terrified. She shook her head. A tear formed in the corner of one eye. “Please. Don’t. I can get you some money when I get to Ameca. It’s not much but—”
 
   “Shhh,” he said and ran the cold steel of his weapon down the side of her face, stopping at her chin. “There are some things that pay better than money.” With his free hand, he ran a finger down her chest, across her tight stomach, and stopped at the button on her shorts. “Don’t worry,” he nodded his head sideways at the other men who hurriedly hopped out of the truck beds and started up the motors to move the trucks to the side of the road, “they won’t take long. I, on the other hand, might be a while. Who knows, maybe you’ll enjoy it.”
 
   She turned her head to the side, giving the appearance that she didn’t want to look at him, but really, she was making sure the road was clear. The other gunman from the road sauntered toward her. He wore a tight T-shirt and a similar gold chain but his had the Blessed Virgin hanging from the bottom, a strange bit of irony to say the least. A blue bandana covered his face from the nose down. As the two in the truck cabs finished their task, got out, and waited eagerly for more instructions, she could see they also wore similar disguises. 
 
   “How do you want to do this?” the approaching gunman asked. His weapon hung at his hip.
 
   “I get her first,” tank top answered. “We’ll use the closest truck’s tailgate. You can go second.” 
 
   The other one snorted. “Why do I get seconds?” 
 
   “Because I found her first. Besides, no one wants to go after you.” 
 
   As they joked, Adriana subtly eased her hand to the weapon stuffed in the back of her shorts. She kept it there and waited for the right moment. 
 
   The two laughed, and tank top returned his attention to Adriana’s shorts. His fingers played with the button for a few seconds until it came loose. He licked his lips and started to pull on the zipper. As he did, his gun fell loosely to the side. 
 
   Adriana’s right hand moved like a flash of lightning. She whipped her pistol around and squeezed the trigger as the barrel passed in front of the man’s head. The blast splattered blood on the other gunman’s face. His reaction was immediate but hampered with shock at what had just happened. Before he could raise his weapon, she turned her gun to the right and put a round in the front of his skull from such close range that it exited out the back. The first victim dropped to his knees and toppled over on his side. The other fell backward, his head smacking against the asphalt. 
 
   In one, smooth movement, she tucked her pistol back in her shorts, stepped over to tank top, scooped up his weapon, and pulled the slide. The other men saw what happened, but one had left his gun in the truck and the other’s was propped against a tire. 
 
   The latter reached for the rifle, but Adriana was already taking aim as she stalked in front of the Land Cruiser’s headlights. Her barrel blazed with rapid, thunderous booms. Hot rounds sparked on the pavement, exploded in the dust, and pierced the tire and exterior of the truck bed. As the target lifted his gun, he spun around and took a round in the leg, stomach, and chest. He never got off a shot before falling to the ground prostrate, his face landing like a bag of sand. 
 
   Adriana trained the gun to the left. The last man had turned and started running for the cab of his pickup truck. She tracked him, keeping the sights a few feet ahead of him, and opened fire. The rifle blasted again. Metal rounds zipped by the man, one or two ripped through the side of the truck,but none of them hit the target before the weapon clicked, signaling the magazine was empty. She kept striding toward the parked pickup truck as the man started up the engine. Adriana reached back, grabbed her pistol from her shorts again, and took aim, nearing the third body as she unloaded the entire magazine in less than six seconds. One of the rounds pierced the rear window, sending a spiderweb crack through the glass. The other rounds struck the tailgate or the rear side of the cabin, but again, none found their mark. 
 
   Her quarry shifted the truck into gear and spun his tires on the gravel and dirt on the road’s shoulder. The vehicle fishtailed as he steered it out onto the asphalt, but he corrected it and gunned it, trying to make his escape. 
 
   Adriana kept walking, dropped her pistol on the ground in frustration, and leaned over while moving to pick up the fallen gangster’s weapon. She hefted it quickly and pulled back on the slide, taking aim at the truck as it sped away. He was almost out of range, thirty yards and gaining every second.  She kept her sights on the headrest on the driver’s side and let out a deep breath before squeezing the trigger one more time. 
 
   The weapon thundered,and a split second later the rear window had a new hole, right behind the headrest. The driver slumped forward onto the wheel, and the truck jerked left, veering off the road and slamming into a sandy hill. 
 
   She took a few deep breaths and looked around at the carnage. Dropping the gun next to the body, Adriana picked up the pace and walked quickly back toward the SUV. She reached down, grabbed her pistol, and ejected the magazine, wishing she’d brought more than a couple extras after this encounter. 
 
   The sun was almost completely gone now, leaving a pale, peach-colored sky on the horizon. She stepped over the two bodies that lay close to the Land Cruiser, slid back in the seat, and sped away. 
 
   If those really were Sanchez’s or Espinoza’s men and they were on the clock, someone would be looking for them in the next few hours. If they were out there on their own just trying to pillage for their own pockets, it could be as late as the next morning before the cartel found out about what happened. Either way, Adriana knew that word would get back to him before the party. That would mean heightened security, and everyone going into the mansion would likely get an extra set of hands searching for weapons. 
 
   She’d have to find another way to get her gun and knife inside. Hiding the tools of her trade, the lock pick and the other items,would be easy enough. They’d fit in a bra and wouldn’t register on a metal detector since they were ceramic. Angrily, she mashed on the gas pedal, and the SUV lurched ahead faster. If those idiots hadn’t got in the way, this whole thing would be simpler.She knew she didn’t have a choice. They had to be killed. It wasn’t like she’d killed innocents. They were drug dealers, gangsters, murderers, and rapists. No trace of guilt or trouble touched her mind in that regard. The only regrets that lingered were that now the mission had just got a lot trickier.
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   Guadalajara
 
    
 
   Allyson sat on a plush couch next to a rounded edge of the pool behind Jorge Sanchez’s fifteen-thousand-square-foot art deco home. A pergola with white sail fabric usually covered the wooden beams, but with the sun gone for the evening, Sanchez’s men had pulled it away so they could get a better view of the stars. He sat close, propped up on one arm as he stared at her. She gazed up at the stars. 
 
   “Beautiful, isn’t it?” he asked, swirling a glass of red wine in one hand.
 
   “It’s breathtaking,” she said. 
 
   Sanchez’s home was perched on a hillside around ten miles outside of Guadalajara. Off to the east, the city’s lights polluted the sky and blotted out many of the stars. Only the moon’s bright light could challenge the growing city. 
 
   Out here, though, in the countryside, away from all the faux illumination, the stars shone bright. Even a trace of the Milky Way could be seen above, a thin mist that stretched through the sky from one horizon to the next. 
 
   “It helps to be at a higher elevation,” he explained. “We are on a small mountain here, and Guadalajara is around five thousand feet above sea level. That elevation takes much of the pollution out of the air and clears the view.” 
 
   She was impressed with his accent and his appreciation of the scenery. She’d played him like a drum so far, being flirty enough to be attainable yet coy enough to keep him guessing. And Sanchez had moved to every beat. Allyson knew that moving too quickly into a conversation about drugs and bringing them into the United States would be hasty and could end in disaster. So she kept things casual at first, letting the evening’s discussions progress naturally. 
 
   “Growing up in the city, I didn’t get to see stars like this very often.” She volunteered a piece of her past with ease. It wouldn’t hurt to mingle her fake story with a little truth. She found doing so almost always made the entire ruse much easier to perform when some of the details were real. Occasionally, keeping a string of too many lies together could come unraveled with one misstep. 
 
   “Oh?” he grinned. “What city did you grow up in?” 
 
   “My parents were American, as you can tell.” He nodded. “They moved to London when I was very young. To this day, if I hang around someone with an English accent, I slip into it accidentally and start talking just like they do.” 
 
   “But you kept your American accent. Interesting.” 
 
   She raised a glass to her lips slowly and took a long sip, biting her lip teasingly as she finished. “Never forget where you came from and who you really are.” 
 
   “A motto to live by, for certain.” 
 
   She shrugged. “In a world lacking principles, one must have something to hang one’s hat on.” 
 
   “Very true,” he agreed and then sat up. “You know, you told me your name was Madelyn Winter. My men couldn’t find any information on that person except for a few images of you on the Internet.” 
 
   She smiled sheepishly. “I wonder: Would I find any information about Jorge Sanchez if I did a little searching?” 
 
   He tilted his head to the side and looked into the pool. Two escorts in bikinis frolicked in the shallow end as two of his bodyguards watched on, amused at their antics. “Many people know who I am. I’m sure the Internet is full of information about me, some of it true, some of it not.” 
 
   She straightened up and narrowed her eyes as if appraising him. “If I had to guess, all of the worst details are probably true.” She winked and took another sip of wine. “Someone in your position has to be ruthless. You can’t tame wild animals without being willing to deal out some discipline.”
 
   His right eyebrow rose approvingly. “An interesting way of putting it. And I agree. This nation,” he waved a hand around at the darkness surrounding the estate, “is full of wild animals. Our corrupt government does nothing to tame them. People say the cocaine industry is evil. Cannot the same be said about real estate, oil, alcohol? Those things have ruined lives, killed people, and destroyed the environment. I run a business that gives people a product they want. Does it kill them? Sure, eventually. Sometimes, sooner than later, but is that my fault? Is the car maker to blame for someone who dies in a car crash? Usually, no. It’s the driver, no?” 
 
   She smiled. This guy really does believe this BS. “Finally,” she said emphatically. “Someone who understands the way I think. It’s just a business, like anything else. How people use our product is up to them. They don’t have to buy it, just like I don’t have to buy a motorcycle. Everyone knows those things are dangerous, but people buy them anyway.” 
 
   Sanchez set his wine down on the glass coffee table in front of them and put his arm around her shoulder. He reached out with his other hand and stroked her cheek. “Who are you really, Madelyn Winter? Or don't I get to know that?” 
 
   “You can call me anything you like if you can set up a good deal for me.” 
 
   His face creased in a broad smile. “Well, that all depends on what Espinoza thinks of you. He’ll want to know what your distribution chain looks like on the other end. And of course, he won’t touch delivery and transportation across the US border.” 
 
   “Of course not. Because he’s smart. There’s too much to risk. But if he has a new distribution chain—”
 
   “Francisco has a distribution chain in America. He has several. What do you have that’s any different to what he already has in place?” He had interrupted her with a good question, one that she wasn’t sure she could provide the answer for. 
 
   “I believe I can cut his costs by around 40 percent.” 
 
   Sanchez shuffled in his seat. Both eyebrows raised in surprise. “Really? How do you plan on doing that?” 
 
   She toyed with him. “Now, if I give away all the goods, why would you even need to introduce me to him? You could go and pull it off yourself. My numbers are solid. And I know I can do it. I have the money and the people in place to make it happen. All I need is the product. Espinoza’s cocaine is good, good enough for my high-end clients anyway. You get me the blow; I can make us all a lot of money for it.” 
 
   “We have money,” Sanchez said, putting both arms up to display the lavish surroundings. 
 
   Allyson leaned back with an are-you-kidding-me expression. “Yeah, you do, but if given the option of more money or less money, I’m going to take more money every time. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
   His smile returned. “Very true. There’s no such thing as too much of it.” He reached forward and picked up his glass again, raising it to his lips. He took a long sip and sighed. “This is $900 a bottle.” 
 
   “Tastes like it,” she said, grabbing her glass and taking another drink. “How many bottles do you have?” 
 
   “Ten, counting this one. There are only two hundred left in the world.” 
 
   “I’m honored,” she said, bowing her head. “But you were unwise to share it with me.” 
 
   “And why is that?” 
 
   “Because I’m clumsy.” 
 
   Sanchez blurted out a laugh and turned away for a minute. The girls in the pool had tossed their bikini tops on the coping, much to the delight of the bodyguards. “I like you,” he said, “but I don’t trust you.” 
 
   “I’m not offended. I don’t trust you either. You’re a drug dealer.” 
 
   He was in the middle of taking another sip when she made the statement, and he nearly coughed up his wine. When he recovered, he pointed at her. “That’s a good point, American girl.”
 
   “Thank you. And you’re right not to trust me. I’ve delivered nothing for you yet. But I will.” 
 
   “And if you don’t?” 
 
   “Then kill me,” she shrugged. 
 
   “You’re not afraid of death?” He leaned forward. His face took on a serious expression. 
 
   Allyson blinked fast and swallowed. “Most people fear death. Why should I be any different?” 
 
   “True. But you’ve put yourself into a business where death lurks around every corner. If you make a mistake, you end up in a hole in the ground.” 
 
   She put down her glass and uncrossed her legs. “I’m not afraid of dying,” she said. “And I’m not afraid of you.” She reached out her hand, wrapped it around the back of his head, and pulled him forward. Their lips met and locked together for seven long seconds before she pulled away. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she offered. “We shouldn’t mix business with pleasure. But there’s something about you…” 
 
   “Perhaps you like something about wicked men.” 
 
   “It doesn’t hurt that you’re extremely handsome.” 
 
   The compliment rolled off him. “And you are quite beautiful. Like you said, however, we shouldn’t mix business with pleasure.” 
 
   She looked pensive for a moment as she pretended to consider what to say next. She’d planned the whole conversation, including what would happen after. Sex was something Allyson had been using to get what she wanted or needed for quite some time. Men were easily appeased by it, and more often than not let down their guard for it. She’d expected Sanchez to be a little more alert to the ruse, but to him she was exotic, a taste of something different in a world of fruits that had long turned bland to his palate. 
 
   “We shouldn’t,” she said in a sultry tone. “What we shouldn’t do and what we actually do sometimes tend to be two completely different things. Don’t they?” 
 
   His lips creased with pleasure. He could still smell the scent of her flowery perfume on his clothes. “We can worry about business tomorrow. I’ll introduce you to Espinoza at his party, and if he’s willing to talk, we can go over the details.” He reached out and pulled her close again, nearly whipping her head back. “But tonight, we can focus on pleasure.” 
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   Ameca, Mexico
 
    
 
   Adriana looked into the mirror. She looked like a stranger to herself with the new hairdo. The long, black dress flowed around her legs about halfway down her calves. At the top, the fabric wrapped around her chest, just under her arms, leaving her upper chest and neck accentuated by a string of pearls hanging loosely atop her skin. 
 
   “You really are quite striking,” Monique said from just inside the doorway. 
 
   Adriana turned her head but offered no smile at the compliment. “Thank you. I don’t typically enjoy wearing things like this, though necessity calls for it on occasion.” 
 
   “Yes. And this time is certainly a necessity.” Monique padded slowly across the floor and stopped close. She took a piece of the skirt’s loose fabric in her hand. “I would have gone with a shorter bottom, though.” 
 
   “There’s a reason for that. I want the security guards’ eyes up here.” She pressed her fingers to her chest. “That way,I can hide what I need to down here.” She raised the skirt and revealed a garter belt on each leg, overlapping a pair of thigh-highs. Her tools were clipped snuggly against the leggings. 
 
   “Good thinking.” 
 
   Adriana arrived at Monique’s rental condo the night before, after the harrowing altercation with the four gangsters. The Dutch woman acted almost surprised when she showed up on time. They decided to go over the details of the operation the following morning. Traveling had exhausted Monique, and she wanted sleep. Adriana was still running on a little adrenaline from the shootout, but she knew she needed some rest as well. 
 
   Waking up the next morning in one of the condo’s guest rooms, she was shocked to find she’d slept for nearly eight hours, something that almost never happened. I guess I was more tired than I realized. 
 
   After a breakfast of eggs, beans, tortillas, and fruit, they moved into the massive dining room where Monique had taken the liberty of setting up a series of papers and a map on the long table. For the next two hours, they pored over information, the layout of the mansion and property, routes in and out, and characters Adriana would need to remember. The most important of all was Espinoza. 
 
   She’d already studied up on him during her flight from Europe. A little refresher never hurt, though. She also saw a picture of Jorge Sanchez. Adriana had held off telling Monique about the previous night’s incident, but she thought it might be prudent to fill her in on the details. 
 
   “You killed four of his men?” She pressed her finger on Sanchez’s image. Monique was clearly not happy about this bit of news. 
 
   “I didn’t have a choice. They put a gun to my head and threatened to rape me. It was let them do it or kill them. I chose the latter—as I’m sure you would have if you were the one in my shoes.” 
 
   Monique drew in a long breath and sighed. She understood and agreed. She would have done the same. That didn’t change the fact that things would be considerably more difficult. “Security will be significantly higher as a result of this. You do realize that, yes?” 
 
   “It crossed my mind. But Espinoza knows you’re coming, right? Your invitation is still good?” 
 
   “As far as I know. Even something like this wouldn’t cause him to back out on a party or his guests. Besides, you said you killed some of Sanchez’s men, correct?” 
 
   Adriana nodded. 
 
   “Well, then we might be okay; if they were working directly for Espinoza, that would be a completely different story.” She crossed her arms and stared down at the floor. “These men are very egotistical, and it’s important that they always appear to be strong and infallible. If word got back to Espinoza that some of Sanchez’s men were killed out on the road to Ameca, it could lead to some serious questions as to his selection process and leadership. Sanchez has worked too hard to come across as weak now.” 
 
    The last statement gave Adriana an idea. 
 
   “It sounds like you just created the diversion we’ll need to escape.” 
 
   Monique frowned. “How do you mean?” 
 
   “If we can make Espinoza aware of the issue, it could cause a rift between the two. Throw a little gasoline on the fire and watch the mutiny begin. A little fight between drug dealers could be just the cover we need.”
 
   “And you could get away while they quarrel,” Monique finished the thought. “That’s not an entirely awful idea. But how do we drop the news to Espinoza?” 
 
   “Leave that to me.” 
 
   Eight hours later, Adriana and Monique stared at their reflections in the mirror. “I have no doubts you will pull this off,” the Dutch woman said. “You have a good plan, and your idea about getting Sanchez and Espinoza angry with each other is a stroke of brilliance.” 
 
   Adriana had been waiting to say something and now she figured was as good a time as any. “The van Gogh,” she said. “Is that why you agreed to work with the man who took my father? That was your price?” 
 
   Monique tilted her head to the side and feigned confusion. She shook her head. “Why, whatever do you mean?” 
 
   “This whole thing was set up by the man who took my father. He knew you were the one with the connections to Espinoza. And he knew Espinoza would be having a party and you’d be invited. He knew all of this,and you agreed to play along, provided you got something in return.” 
 
   Monique looked around. She’d brought two guards with her, but they were in the other room, just far enough away that they couldn’t hear a whisper. She lowered her voice. “You act as if I had a choice.” 
 
   “Didn’t you?”
 
   “No,” she shook her head slowly. “I am wealthy, and in Amsterdam I have a certain amount of influence, but the man who took your father is far more powerful than I. He has connections in nearly every government in Europe, probably even in the United States. He’s secretly one of the wealthiest men in the world, which is why you’ll never see an article about him in Forbes. He prefers to keep those details from the public eye.” 
 
   “Who is he?” Adriana crossed her arms. 
 
   Monique’s head rolled to one side and back to center. “No one really knows. He’s a ghost in some ways. I believe he’s Belgian, but that’s based purely on his accent. I’ve actually never seen his face.” 
 
   Adriana narrowed her eyes, dubious to the explanation. “So you’re telling me that you set up this whole thing for a guy that you’ve never met?” 
 
   The Dutch woman’s tone grew more serious. “I didn’t say I’ve never met him. I just wouldn’t know it. I’m certain that I have met him on more than one occasion, but in legitimate circumstances, places where we were talking about business or politics, a dinner party, or some other event. But if I did meet him, I didn’t know it at the time, and if you asked me to pick him out of a lineup, I could not. He is both in the public eye and not, keeping his identity a total mystery. Do not be fooled, though. He is extremely powerful and has many under his control.” 
 
   “Including you.” Adriana prodded. 
 
   Monique snorted. “And you as well. We are all pawns in his little game.” 
 
   “Sometimes, pawns can become kings and queens.” 
 
   Another laugh escaped Monique’s lips. “Good luck with that, my dear. For now, know that I did not have a choice in any of this. Yes, I am being compensated with a painting I’ve long desired to be in my possession, but he would have forced me to do this one way or the other. I’m fortunate that there is something of value I can take away.”
 
   “Convenient.” Adriana didn’t attempt to hide her contempt. 
 
   “Yes, it is convenient,” Monique agreed, “but there’s no point in arguing over it now. We are here, and we have a job to do. If we fail, there will be no place either of us can hide. Do you understand that?” 
 
   Adriana said nothing. She just stared into the mirror. 
 
   “And your father will most assuredly die,” the blonde added. 
 
   She looked down at the expensive watch on her wrist and took a deep breath. “We’ll leave here in an hour. That should put us at the party as the sun is setting. Based on what you told me about your plan, you’ll need the cover of darkness to reach the security building.” 
 
   “There’s just one more thing I need to know.” 
 
   Monique had turned for the door but spun back around at the statement. “And what is that?” 
 
   “When I leave Espinoza’s, I’ll be in a hurry. The van Gogh. Where do you want me to leave your half of the booty?” 
 
   “Well, you’ll be heading back to the United States before you fly to the drop-off point. Bring it by my home after you’ve made the drop for the Belgian.” 
 
   “Sure. I’ll just swing by Amsterdam on my way to wherever this crazed guy is sending me next.” 
 
   “Well, I can’t have you mailing a priceless piece of art through the postal service. You’ll have time. I promise.” 
 
   Adriana felt like there was something else Monique was keeping from her, but she also knew that was all the information she’d get out of the Dutch blonde for now. 
 
   “Be ready to leave here in an hour,” Monique reminded. “Drive your Jeep or whatever it is,and follow us. You can leave it at the bottom of Espinoza’s mountain retreat. There are no cameras there, and I doubt any security will be that far out on the perimeter. He usually likes to keep them close by.” 
 
   Adriana nodded and watched the other woman leave. She stepped over to a wooden desk near the far wall. Some of her things were littered on the surface, including her phone. She picked it up and opened the camera app. Her finger flipped through one of the albums until she found a picture of her father and her in Budapest. They’d gone there on holiday and had a wonderful time taking in the sights and sounds of the Hungarian capital. No tears formed in her eyes. No sadness crept into her heart. Instead, a firm resolve welled up inside her. And the more she looked at the picture, the angrier she became. 
 
   She would get the painting to this wealthy Belgian, if that truly were his country of origin. Adriana would play his little game. And when it was over, she would kill him. 
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   Guadalajara
 
    
 
   “What do you mean they’re all dead? Calm down, and speak slowly. Tell me everything.” 
 
   Sanchez sat up in his monstrous bed with a cell phone pressed against his ear. His weary face displayed immediate concern. 
 
   The device vibrating on the nightstand next to the bed had roused both him and Allyson from their late morning slumber. The night before had been long and satisfying. He anticipated the next day to be the same, both professionally and personally. Upon answering the phone, however, he realized in a second that today would be tenuous at best.
 
   “We found the bodies this morning when the men didn’t report for their deliveries. They were supposed to be at the warehouse at seven o’clock. By then, the police had already been alerted by a random traveler. When we arrived on the scene, there were police everywhere.” 
 
   “Anything linking them to me?” 
 
   “No. You’re clean.” 
 
   He breathed a brief sigh of relief, but the honest truth was, even if there were evidence linking him to the dead men, he could almost always wriggle free of any legal trouble. They owned the government in this part of the country. 
 
   Sanchez’s greater concern lay elsewhere. 
 
   “Did another cartel do this? Is someone trying to send us a message?”
 
   The voice on the other end paused. “Could be. But most of the other cartels stay away from this area. They know this is our turf. Would be stupid for one of them to make such a bold move. And why would they? The cartel war is in the north.” 
 
   “War spreads. Like a virus.” 
 
   “That’s true. But who would be so brave?” 
 
   Sanchez thought for a moment. The news was disconcerting. Allyson was awake and watching his reactions to the conversation, so he stood up and walked into the adjacent room. 
 
   “Could it have come from the inside?” 
 
   “You mean from some of our own men?” 
 
   “No,” Sanchez shook his head. “I mean from higher up.” 
 
   “Francisco wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t order something like that unless he felt threatened by you or those men. And those men were nothing. They were low on the chain.” 
 
   Sanchez stepped over to a wide window and stared out. It didn’t matter that he was naked. Nothing but wilderness stretched out in front of him, reaching all the way to the Tequila Volcano. “Francisco has never really approved of what my men do on the roads with their tolls. I’ve always allowed it because it keeps the people in order and lets them know we are not to be messed with. Maybe his men did this?” 
 
   The line was silent for a second as the man on the other end considered the possibility. “I suppose there is a chance. But there is another component I failed to mention.” 
 
   “And what is that?” 
 
   “I spoke to one of the investigators, a man we pay handsomely every month. He passed some interesting information along.” He paused for half a second before continuing. “The first two men were lying close together, both shot up close, from only a foot or so away, with a handgun, .40 caliber.” 
 
   “Execution style?” 
 
   “No. One was shot in the face. The other in the forehead. They ran fingerprints but found nothing.”
 
   “So what’s the mystery, other than the shooter’s identity?” 
 
   “That’s just it, señor: They believe only one person did all this. According to the ballistics, whoever the killer was shot the first two men at point blank range. Then they turned their attention to the other two who were a good eighty feet away.”
 
   “A long distance to kill someone with a pistol.” 
 
   “They didn’t,” the voice explained. “The killer used your men’s weapons against them. From the looks of it, the shooter picked up one of the men’s rifles, emptied the magazine on one, and then grabbed the other. The fourth man was found just up the road. He had a hole in the back of his skull, and the front of his head was blown out. It appears he was trying to escape when the killer shot him from a distance. The truck veered off the road and crashed into a small hill.” 
 
   One person? The details of the account were more bothersome than first anticipated. It sounded like a hit and had all the makings of a warning from one of the cartels. But one person? One against four well-armed men? Something didn’t add up. 
 
   “Someone capable of such a thing would have to be highly trained,” he said quietly into the phone. 
 
   “Perhaps. Our men are not very well versed in combat and tactics.”
 
   “Yes, but four of them with automatic rifles?” 
 
   Sanchez ran through the scenario in his mind as if he were on the road the night before, watching the entire thing transpire. He imagined the four men, blocking both lanes as he’d seen them do before. They would have halted an approaching vehicle and demanded the driver get out. Probably at gunpoint. But what happened next? Something went wrong. Did one of the men get distracted? While not the most well-trained gunmen, they’d all been taught to stay focused. 
 
   He stepped back around the corner and glanced through the doorway at the blonde in his bed. She’d turned over and faced the other wall with her head on the pillow, probably to get a little more sleep. 
 
   “That’s it,” he said quietly into the phone. 
 
   “I’m sorry, sir. What’s it?” 
 
   “Whoever did this was a woman.” 
 
   A doubtful silence filled the conversation for two seconds. 
 
   “A woman?” the other guy asked, uncertain. “How could a woman have done all that?” 
 
   “It’s the only thing that makes sense. You said the first two were shot at close range with a .40 caliber, right?” 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “They would have been close to the driver when they stopped. Their guns would have been up in a threatening position. To get someone out of the car, you have to pose a threat.”
 
   “True. But the other two? I’ve never met a woman who could shoot like that. Especially the fourth target. That would be a tough shot.” 
 
   Sanchez walked back over to the window and gazed outside. A vulture circled in the warm currents half a mile away. “I’ve met women who could shoot like that.” 
 
   “But with an AK? Those aren’t exactly easy to fire.”
 
   “No. No, they are not. Which is why I’m afraid we could be dealing with a highly trained assassin, probably brought in by one of the other cartels, or worse.”
 
   “Worse?”
 
   “The Americans have been trying to shut us down for a long time. It would fit their style to send in an assassin like this. And it wouldn’t be the first time.” 
 
   “What would you like me to do?” 
 
   “Fleece everyone. If there’s a leak. Find it. Reach out to the other cartels, and find out what they know. If someone is trying to send a message, odds are the messenger is still here. We need to find them.”
 
   “And what if they know nothing? What then?”
 
   Sanchez anticipated that question and already had the answer. “If no one knows anything about it, that means it probably came from the outside. And if the United States wants to play rough, we can do that too. I’d rather it not come to that. So find out what you can.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   Sanchez ended the call and dropped the phone on a nearby writing desk. He stood with his hands on his hips, staring out across the scene. His hand involuntarily rose to his chin to rub it as he considered the situation. Espinoza doesn’t know about this yet. The realization set in. If he’d known about it, he would have already called. There was still time to cover all this up. He picked up the phone and called another one of his associates. 
 
   “Yes, boss?” the man on the other line answered. 
 
   “Tomas, shut up and listen. Some of our men were killed on the road to Ameca this morning. We can’t let Espinoza hear about it. Police are all over the place right now. I need you to make sure none of this gets out, understand?” 
 
   “You want me to kill the cops?” 
 
   Sanchez shook his head. These were the type of people he worked with.Their first inclination was to kill and ask questions later. Sometimes, that wasn’t a bad thing, but in the case of dealing with the police, honey always worked better than vinegar. 
 
   “No. Pay them. Give them whatever it takes. Just make sure they cover this up. No press. No leaks. Understood?” 
 
   “Yes, boss. I’m on it.” 
 
   Allyson’s voice echoed through the room. “Everything okay in there?” 
 
   He turned around and looked through the opening. She was in the bed, propped up on her knees in a beckoning way. 
 
   “Yes,” he stuttered. “Just taking care of some business. Everything is fine, though.” 
 
   He walked back into the bedroom and set the phone down on his nightstand. She ran her hand along his shoulder and spun him around, pressing him onto his back. 
 
   “Sounded like you were a little stressed out,” she said as she rolled on top of him. 
 
   He forced a fake smile. “Nothing I can’t handle. You know what it’s like in this business. Comes with the territory. Things happen that need to be taken care of. I have good people working under me.” 
 
   A wry grin eased onto her face, and her eyes narrowed. “You have someone good working on top of you too.” 
 
   He snorted. “You make a good point.” 
 
   She changed the subject, “What time do we need to get ready for the party?” She knew there was something he wasn’t telling her but also realized there’d be no getting it out of him. 
 
   “Not until much later. We have the rest of the day to do whatever we want.” 
 
   Her grin stretched into a full-on smile. “Well, in that case, I have an idea.” 
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   The last sliver of the blazing orange sun dipped below the mountains in the west. Monique and Adriana exited the back of the luxury sedan with the aid of the driver, who hurried around the vehicle to open both doors for the ladies. 
 
   Monique wore a white 1940s-style dress with a top that wrapped around her neck and dropped down into a flowing white skirt. Her blonde hair was wrapped in a tight bun with a thick strand of it swooping across her forehead. She stepped away from the car, a matching white clutch in one hand as she reached up and patted the back of her head. 
 
   Adriana strode casually around the front of the car and joined Monique. The two approached the entrance to the twenty-five-thousand-square-foot mansion with an air of elegance and determination. Two men stood on either side of the front door underneath an awning made of steel pillars and wooden rafters. It was a style that had become more common in the Craftsman homes in the United States but seemed out of place in a house designed to look like a Spanish mission. 
 
   Behind them, the two bell towers at the front gate loomed high above the surrounding wall. The gate clicked, effectively locking them in. Or so Espinoza and his security team would have people think. They’d clearly never dealt with the best. 
 
   Adriana’s eyes carefully dissected the area in the courtyard and the enveloping walls. If she had to escape in this direction, that might prove difficult, but her plan wasn’t to go out the front door. 
 
   In her analysis of the property, she discovered a worn path that wound its way down the cliffs near the security shack. Upon arriving at the estate, Adriana parked her SUV amid a thick outcropping of sagebrush and small trees. A few large stones also helped to keep her vehicle hidden from other guests who might be arriving fashionably late. 
 
   Normally, she would be carrying something in which to tote her wares: a bag, tube, or worst case, a satchel of some kind. Tonight, assuming everything went according to plan, she’d be carrying two paintings, one in each hand, which would mean running into issues would be problematic. 
 
   Her mind was getting ahead of itself, though. Focus on the moment, Adriana reminded herself. 
 
   They stopped at the door so the two large men could check them thoroughly. The one on the right had a goatee and a long ponytail. He was much larger than the guy on the left, weighing close to three hundred pounds at minimum. The other guard’s muscles nearly bulged out of his suit. His hair was cut short, almost completely shaved. It reminded Adriana of the four men she’d killed the night before. All of them had the same shaved-head look she’d heard many gangsters sported. 
 
   The two men didn’t skimp on the search. They ran their hands along nearly every inch of the women’s bodies, most certainly for both pleasure and duty. At one point, Monique almost said something about how invasive their technique was, but she suppressed the urge. On top of that, it was what they’d expected considering the events of the previous night. 
 
   Adriana breathed calmly. She felt the guard’s fingers inch dangerously close to her garter belt where one of her tools was fitted snugly against her skin. 
 
   “Monique,” a voice from just inside the open double doors called out. “Gentlemen, you don’t need to be so thorough with them.” 
 
   A man was standing just inside, wearing a navy blue blazer, white dress shirt, and gray slacks. “Monique will not be any trouble, I can assure you.” His head swiveled to the left,and he took in the view of Adriana in her black dress. Her bare shoulders and low-cut top beckoned his eyes to linger. “Her guest, however, looks like she might be trouble. Fortunately, it is the kind of trouble I enjoy.” He winked and raised a glass of champagne he’d been loosely holding. 
 
   Adriana smiled politely and tipped her head in his direction, acknowledging the compliment. 
 
   Monique stepped in, a little too eagerly, and introduced the two. “This is my friend Adriana. She is from Spain and was visiting the other day. I told her I was coming to Mexico for a gathering. She’s actually never been to your country before, so I thought she might enjoy taking in the sights and culture of the real Mexico.” 
 
   Espinoza’s grin broadened. Both eyebrows raised just below his high forehead and messy, short black hair. “Never? Well, you have come to the right place. I would be happy to teach you about our local customs and culture. Guadalajara is a fascinating city with many wonderful attractions. And here in Ameca,” his hand waved dramatically in a broad sweep, “we have a vast array of natural wonders for visitors to enjoy.” 
 
   The guy sounded more like someone from the board of tourism than a ruthless head of one of the most devious cartels in the world. “Thank you for allowing me to visit your city and your home. I look forward to my stay here.” Adriana bowed a little, letting the host see down the front of her dress a little to further entice his lust. When she rose back up, she could see the move had done its job. He was caught in mid-stare however did nothing to hide it, instead letting her know he was looking. 
 
   “We will only be in town for a few days,” Monique explained, interrupting the flirtatious conversation. “I must return to Amsterdam to see to matters of business. I’m sure you know what that’s like.” 
 
   Espinoza shrugged. The champagne sloshed around in the nearly empty glass. “Of course I do. It seems like all I have time for is work, but that is the nature of the beast, is it not?” He laughed loudly,and Monique joined in. When the laughter died off, his eyes remained on Adriana. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “Please forgive my rudeness. You two are standing here in the entrance, and you should be inside with the other guests, drinking and having a good time. Please, come this way.” He motioned them in with an open palm. 
 
   The women obliged and stepped through the doorway as the gate opened behind them to admit another car. 
 
   Espinoza led them through the first short hallway that opened into a vast living area. The sloped ceiling rose dramatically to the second floor where a landing overlooked the entire room. Wrought iron Spanish crosses, doubling as sconces with burning candles, hung every six feet along the walls, each separated by a solid glass window. A few Corinthian leather sofas were pushed against the wall to provide more space in the middle for the guests to mingle. 
 
   The room was full of people dressed in high-end suits and gowns. From the looks of it, there had to be close to sixty guests. Adriana floated by a tall man with three military medals dangling from his dress uniform. He was talking jovially in an English accent about one of his exporting businesses as he sipped on a glass of scotch. Two younger women were latching onto every word that dripped out of his mouth. 
 
   Escorts, clearly. 
 
   Espinoza led Monique and Adriana through the mass of chatting guests to a bar where a man in a tuxedo was busily pouring martinis. “What would you like?” Espinoza asked, turning to face the two women. 
 
   “I’ll have a gin and tonic,” Monique answered. “Hendricks if you have it.” 
 
   The bartender nodded. 
 
   “If you have any blue agave tequila, I’ll take that. Straight up,” Adriana said. 
 
   The bartender gave another nod and set to work on fixing their drinks. 
 
   Espinoza grinned, twisting his head to the left, clearly impressed. “I’ll have a tequila as well,” he said to the bartender and then turned his attention back to Adriana. “We have a wonderful tequila from this region. The agave plants are grown and harvested by local farmers before they’re taken to the distillery.”
 
   “Now you have me excited,” Adriana lied, their host oblivious. 
 
   The bartender finished pouring the drinks and passed them across the bar to the guests and his employer. Espinoza raised his glass for a toast. “To traveling the world and experiencing new things.” 
 
   The ladies lifted their glasses, and the three clinked them together. Espinoza and Adriana downed their tequilas while Monique sipped on her beverage. 
 
   “Would you like to see the rest of my humble abode?” he asked after returning the shot glasses to the bartender. 
 
   “Of course. You have a beautiful home,” Adriana said. 
 
   “Please, by all means have a look around. I would show you myself, but I must tend to all my guests so I don’t appear biased. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
   “Absolutely, Francisco,” Monique replied pleasantly. “I’ve been here before. I can show her around.”
 
   “Perfecto,” he said. “Now if you’ll excuse me, one of my business associates just arrived, and I’d hate to seem snobbish to him.” 
 
   Espinoza walked away, patting people on the back as he weaved his way back toward the entrance. 
 
   “Let’s have a look upstairs first,” Monique suggested. “Then we can work our way downstairs to see the rest of the home.” 
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Adriana agreed. They stepped away from the bar,and she felt free to whisper to her guide. “Seems like an awfully pleasant man to be such a ruthless drug dealer.” She knew looks could be deceiving, but there was no denying Espinoza’s charisma and charm. 
 
   “It’s all part of this ridiculous show he puts on. Most of these people are legitimate business associates but are also his customers. He has plenty of distributors throughout the world, but these are the ones with the deepest pockets.” 
 
   Adriana frowned. “I thought you said this is an event he put on to show all these people how legit he really is.” 
 
   “It is,” she smiled pleasantly, waving to a tall dark-skinned man to her left. He returned the gesture and continued his conversation with an older woman who was speaking with a German accent. “But it’s for them too. While most of them are running multi-billion-dollar companies, they also have underworld ties. That’s the way the planet runs, my dear. It’s hard to get to the top without scraping some of the bottom.” 
 
   Adriana felt like she’d read that somewhere before. Maybe the Dutch woman made it up. Either way, the idea sickened her. 
 
   “Oh, don’t be so high and mighty,” Monique said, reading her thoughts. “You’ve done awful things. Don’t forget about what happened last night.” 
 
   “Fine,” Adriana hissed as they reached the staircase. “We’re all bad people. Now can we just get on with this stupid tour so I can see what we’re working with?” 
 
   “Certainly.” 
 
   Adriana hated taking the obligatory tour of other people’s homes. It wasn’t a museum. Yet everywhere she went—friends, strangers, anyone—they always felt compelled to show off their master bedrooms, bathrooms, guest rooms, kitchens, living rooms, basements, sometimes even their garages. 
 
   This instance was a little different. While Monique pretended to talk about where the Italian tiles came from for the shower or the repurposed hardwood floors in the bedroom, Adriana scoped out the entire layout of the house. She’d already gone over the blueprints and made mental notes of all the exits, hallways, stairs, and other details she felt pertinent. The entire time the Dutch woman showed her around, she pretended to be fascinated by all the stories behind how Espinoza built the home. 
 
   The upstairs tour took almost fifteen minutes due to the cavernous size. They were about to return to the stairs and return to the main floor when Adriana saw a face she recognized. A chill shot down her spine and tingled its way up her arms. It was the Chameleon. She was standing next to a tall, strong man with a beard. Adriana recognized him as Jorge Sanchez. She remembered him from her previous research. He was dressed in a fine suit while she was wearing an elegant, white gown that flowed all the way to just behind her heels. She was smiling and chatting with one of the guests as if she was a natural part of the gathering. Adriana turned away and scooted to the nearest wall, obscuring the other woman’s view of her. 
 
   Monique’s eyebrows stitched together. “What’s the matter?” 
 
   “Come over here,” Adriana motioned with one hand. 
 
   Monique obeyed and scuffled over to Adriana’s other side. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
   Adriana held up a hand, demanding silence for a second. She peeked around the corner just to make sure. “It’s the other thief. The one they call the Chameleon.” Her voice was just above a whisper. 
 
   “The other one? How did she know to come here?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” Adriana shook her head. “But she did. Which means our timetable just got moved up on this little tour.” 
 
   “What should we do?” 
 
   Adriana took a quick glance down the hallway. “This can’t be the only stairs to the second floor, right?” 
 
   Monique shook her head. “No. There’s more at the other end of the building.” 
 
   “Show me.” 
 
   Adriana followed her guide down the lengthy hallway until they reached a junction where it turned right and left. They went to the right and then back around to the left, following the corridor another twenty feet until they arrived at a set of stairs. The smell of onions, beef, cheese, garlic, and cooking tomatoes filled the air. They mingled with sounds of pots and pans banging together against spoons and other utensils. 
 
   “The kitchen is this way,” Monique overstated the obvious. “We should be fine going down here.” 
 
   The blonde led the way down the stairs, and the two came out on the main floor next to a swinging door that led into the kitchen. The hallway stretched out in both directions, one headed back to the living room, the other toward what were probably closets, utility rooms, and another stairwell. The latter was what Adriana wanted to check out. 
 
   “Those stairs,” she whispered. 
 
   “Yes, they lead to the basement and the gallery. There will be more guards down there. So we must be careful.” 
 
   “I’m planning on them. And I already accounted for three more in the main room.” She’d noticed them standing around, eyeing the crowd. They were dressed like the other guests to blend in, but Adriana knew better. The bulges under their armpits told her they were armed, and the fact that they continued to survey the crowd without interacting with anyone was a dead giveaway. 
 
   They padded over to the staircase, trying to look as innocent as possible, and reached the top just as a toilet flushed behind a nearby closed door. Monique’s eyes went wide,and she froze in place for a second. Adriana nudged her forward. The sink started running in the bathroom, and for a moment, both women were grateful for hygiene. 
 
   They hurried down the stairs and slowed their pace once they rounded the bend in the steps, just out of sight from the upper landing. At the bottom, the corridor went to the right. A doorway opened to the pool area outside where a dozen visitors stood around talking in the light of the evening sky and the rippling blue lights in the water. The security shack loomed like a shadow in the darkness beyond the pool, a dark shape against the backdrop of space. 
 
   Beyond the outside doorway, the hall curved around to the left. Monique pointed in that direction. “The gallery is that way. There won’t be any guests in there just yet. Francisco likes to show off his collection personally. As long as he’s up there talking, you won’t have any issues.” 
 
   Adriana didn’t admit it, but she thought they’d have a little more time to hang out, talk with a few people, and maybe have a bite to eat to appear more natural. She didn’t expect to enter the building and go straight to work. Maybe it was better this way. 
 
   “Usually, there are two guards standing outside the gallery. You’ll have to take them out.” 
 
   Adriana nodded and opened the door leading outside. 
 
   Monique frowned and grabbed her shoulder. “Where are you going?” 
 
   “To take out their eyes.” 
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   Adriana left the blonde standing with a questioning look on her face. She followed through the portal and onto the patio near the pool where a bartender was serving drinks. Monique veered away and over to the bar, ordering a refill of her gin and tonic while Adriana continued around the edge of the pool. She walked slowly, staring down into the water as she moved to make it look like she was just a young woman out for a stroll. She drifted away from the coping and over to the landscaping, pausing to smell one of the flowers growing in a raised bed that encapsulated the entire area. She stood up and twisted her head slightly, making sure none of the guests were watching, and then stepped over the flowers and through a row of bushes just beyond. Once she was out of the light, Adriana looked back up at the house. The massive windows made it difficult to sneak around, but the guards standing near them were facing toward the party. No one was looking outside at the moment. 
 
   She grabbed the back of her skirt and felt the seam with her forefinger and thumb. Two seconds later, the length of the skirt was cut in half,and she dropped the lower portion to the ground, effectively making what she had on a miniskirt, almost showing off the tops of her garter belts at the top of her thigh-highs. She laid the skirt out flat on the ground and noted which shrub it was near. 
 
   After taking another look back toward the house, Adriana stayed low and crept toward the wall standing only twenty feet away. She’d noted a few low points in the design where the ground outside rose almost halfway up the ten-foot barrier. That would make getting down easier, but getting to the top of it would be tricky. She believed she had a solution, but thinking about that was getting ahead of herself. 
 
   Her eyes adjusted to the darkness,and she crouched low against the wall as she crept toward the guard shack. Across the rocky enclosure, she saw one of the men in a suit walking along the perimeter. He carried no weapon in either hand, which was a good sign. There was something troubling, though, about seeing only one patrol. Everything she’d learned up until now pointed to there being two, one always monitoring each half of the area. For the briefest of seconds, Adriana worried the other guard might be behind her. She heard a noise and spun around, grabbing the credit card-sized cutting tool from her leg. The area was clear. She sighed a short breath of relief and redirected her attention to the security building. One of the doors opened on the side facing her, and a dull yellow light poured out. 
 
   There’s the other guy.
 
   A stout Mexican with a thick head of hair stepped out, silhouetted by the illumination behind him. She noted a tiny orange glow rise and fall within the dark shape of his body. Even from forty feet away, she could smell hints of the cigarette tobacco as the guard finished puffing and tossed the cigarette to the ground. He stepped on it and twisted his foot around to make sure it was out and then looked over at the approaching guard. 
 
   The smoker said something to the other guy,who replied, but the topic of conversation was difficult to discern from her vantage point. By her count, there would be two, maybe three more men inside. Their job was to run the cameras and monitor the alarm systems. She’d been careful to note camera locations from the surveillance photos. That didn’t mean she saw all of them. There were two on the corner of the mansion near where she left the pool area, but because of the nature of the evening, people walking in and out of view was normal. And even the most well-placed cameras had gaps in their range of sight. 
 
   She would have to move fast now. The men inside would have seen her disappear from view and would expect her to reappear on one of the other cameras pointed at the far corner of the pool. Adriana already had a plan in place for her attack. And it had to do with the dual purpose of her short skirt. 
 
   Not only did it make her more maneuverable, it also showed off a little more skin. She stood up and sashayed slowly down the path along the wall’s edge, letting her hips move dramatically from side to side. At first, neither of the guards noticed her. As she drew closer, she could hear they were saying something about the latest Chivas soccer game. She did little to hide the fact that she was walking right toward them, even kicked a few rocks to make a little extra noise. 
 
   About twenty feet away, the smoker noticed her. “I’m sorry, but you cannot….” When the light shone on her, he couldn’t find the words he was looking for. 
 
   “I cannot what?” she asked in her best local Spanish. 
 
   The smoker was speechless. The other guy jumped in, albeit reluctantly. “This area is off limits to the party guests.” He tried to sound respectful while issuing his warning. 
 
   She smiled, closing the last fifteen feet with a little extra sway in her step to make it look like she’d had too much to drink. “I’m sorry. I lost my friend when I went to the bar for another drink, and I thought maybe she came out here.” 
 
   She stumbled as she reached the two men and let them both catch her; her hands pressed against their chests, and she smiled as they propped her upright and gave each other a confused and hopeful glance. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she said and then smiled. “You two are so strong. Are you some sort of security guards?” She let the words slur just enough. 
 
   “Yes,and we have to get back to work so if you could please walk back toward the party, we would appreciate it.” 
 
   The smoker looked at the other guy and slapped him on the shoulder. “Come on, man. She’s having a good time.”
 
   “The boss specifically said not to interact with the guests.” 
 
   “Yeah,but he’s busy, isn’t he?” The guard turned his attention back to Adriana, who pretended to wobble. “You’re having a good time, right?” 
 
   “The best time,” she said. “Your boss really knows how to throw a great party.” 
 
   “He sure does,” the smoker agreed. “You know, me and Carlos here know how to have a good time too.” 
 
   The other one, apparently named Carlos, rolled his eyes but couldn’t help himself. “He’s not lying. We do like to have some fun.” 
 
   “I bet you do,” she said and leaned forward. Her hand ran along the collar of his suit jacket and flipped it open just enough to see the gun inside. “Oh, look at that. Is that thing real?” 
 
   “Yes,” Carlos said and pulled the jacket back across his chest. He was clearly uncomfortable and borderline irritated. 
 
   At the same time, Adriana could tell he was intrigued. 
 
   “Would you like to see inside the control room?” the smoker asked eagerly. 
 
   Carlos gave him a warning glance, but there was no shutting down the desire in his partner’s eyes. 
 
   “Can I do that? I would love to see all the electronics stuff you have in there. I think what you guys do is so cool.” 
 
   Carlos only made the other guard beg with his facial expressions for another two seconds before giving in. “Okay. She can come inside. But we have to be quick.” 
 
   The smoker grinned and took Adriana by the arm, tugging her into the pale light of the building. Carlos started to follow, but at the last second, changed his mind. “I’ll stay out here and keep a lookout in case the boss or someone else comes along.” 
 
   “Suit yourself,” the other said as he closed the door.
 
   Inside,the room was sparsely decorated with a coatrack, an old metal chair, and a worn-out black leather couch. Adriana searched the room in a second, scanning the gray walls and corners for any other cameras. A door in the far corner hung open, and a staircase to her left led up to the second floor. 
 
   “What’s up there?” she asked in a drunken slur. She pointed an unsteady finger at the steps. 
 
   “Oh,it’s nothing,” the smoker said. He took off his jacket and tossed it onto the coatrack. He unhooked his shoulder holster and set his weapon down on the metal chair before returning his attention to her. His mouth opened in a toothy, sickly smile, revealing crooked yellow teeth. “We use it as a lookout sometimes. Not to worry. No one is up there.” 
 
   Good to know. She looked back at the open door. “What’s in there?”
 
   “That’s the control room. Come on, I can show you in there real quick. There are two guys in there monitoring the security systems.” 
 
   He grabbed her wrist and pulled her across the room to the doorway, gently pushing it open. Two men were inside, staring at an array of at least a dozen monitors. Each one displayed a different piece of the property, some inside and some out. The smoker knocked on the door and announced his presence. 
 
   “Hey, guys. She wanted to see what we do, so I thought I’d give her a peek.” He ushered her in front of him and behind her back made a lewd sexual gesture. 
 
   The other two immediately understood what he was doing and laughed. “Sure,” the one in the closest chair said. He had a mustache, and his hair was retreating over top of his scalp. “We’d be happy to show you.” Then he lowered his voice. “The boss doesn’t know about this, right?” 
 
   The smoker shook his head slowly. 
 
   “Good.” He stood up, placed his hand on Adriana’s shoulder, and ran it down the length of her arm. The other guy remained in his chair and watched. 
 
   She narrowed her eyes and glanced over at the monitors, making a careful note of each camera location. On one of the screens, she noted an angle where two guards stood on either side of a doorway. 
 
   “What’s in there?” she asked, faking a hiccup and pointed her finger at the screen. “Why are there two of you guys standing by that door?” 
 
   The man in the chair turned his attention to the monitor and answered. “Oh, that’s the boss’s art gallery. He keeps all his fancy stuff in there. He’s really protective of it.” The guard blurted out too much information, more than he should have been willing to share with even a harmless drunk girl. 
 
   The smoker was already putting his hands all over Adriana. Standing just behind her, he let his hand go down her back and over to her hip, sliding it all the way down to her calf before working his way back up. She breathed heavily, giving him the impression she enjoyed it, hiding the disgust she felt inside. 
 
   The man’s hand eased across the outside of her leg. His fingers caught on the bottom of the skirt and started tugging it upward. The garter belt came into view along with the tools she’d tucked inside. 
 
   The guy in the chair was the first to notice as he watched in perverted glee. “Hey, what are those things?” 
 
   “Oh,” she said, still faking her buzz. “This one here is just like a credit card holder. Keeps my identification and credit card safe.” Her hand lowered to the tool, and she slipped it out of the belt, showing off the thin metal case to the men. 
 
   “That is so sexy,” the guard to her right said. His fingers trickled down her neck, wandering toward her chest.
 
   “You think so?” she asked, her eyes locking with his. 
 
   “Oh, yes.” 
 
   She tilted her head, bringing their lips close enough to where she could feel his breath as it quickened. Adriana’s thumb shifted the card in her hand and pressed down on the corner. A two-inch blade flipped out,and she swiped it up and to the right, yanking it across the man’s throat as she leaned back. The razor-sharp edge sliced through his skin. His narrowed eyes shot wide in an instant as he grasped his throat. Blood spurted out and poured onto his white shirt, soaking it in seconds.
 
   Adriana moved like lightning. She pounced on the guy in the chair before he could react. The look of shock on his face at what just happened explained his temporary paralysis. It was a fatal failure on his part. She raised the blade and stuck it in his neck, jerked it left, and severed the artery, dealing him the same fate as his partner. 
 
   “What the ...?” The smoker had witnessed the sudden attack but hadn’t had time to do anything to save his coworkers. Instinctively, he reached for his gun and remembered leaving it in the other room. 
 
   The first victim toppled over onto the floor, still hopelessly grasping at his neck. The smoker turned and darted through the door. Adriana chased after him, catching him by the shirt collar a moment before he reached the chair where his weapon rested. 
 
   “No!” he yelped. “Carlos!” 
 
   He spun around and tried to swing a fist at her face, but she caught him by the wrist and jammed the blade tip through his forearm. He yelled out in pain, a noise that was muted a second later as Adriana crushed his larynx with an elbow chop. She pulled her weapon from the wound, and the smoker fell to his knees, grasping his throat. With no air, he’d be dead in half a minute. 
 
   On the other side of the room, the door handle jiggled. She kicked off her heels and sprinted the ten feet to the corner just as it cracked open. 
 
   “You okay in here?” Carlos opened the door to a narrow slit. 
 
   Adriana watched, keeping her mouth open wide as she breathed to lessen the sound.
 
   When no answer came to Carlos, he pushed the door open a few inches farther and peeked inside. 
 
   “Mierda,” he muttered and rushed in to help the fallen guard. 
 
   The smoker had collapsed onto his back and was rolling around, still clutching his throat. 
 
   “What happened?” Carlos asked.
 
   The silent answer came from behind him as Adriana thrust the blade through the back of his neck. She grabbed his head for a moment as his body resisted, but in mere seconds it began to twitch, and he fell on top of his dead comrade. 
 
   She padded back over to the door and locked it. Back in the control room,she found the breaker box she’d noticed on her first visit. She stepped over the first dead guard and pushed the one in the chair out of the way to reach the gray panel. It only took a second to pry it open and find the switches she was looking for. They were clearly marked in Spanish. Adriana knew that turning off the power for the entire house would cause panic from the guests, and it would result in the two gallery guards shutting the room down. She didn’t have time to figure out another way in now. Getting past those two was the only way. 
 
   Cameras, though, had to be shut down and erased. Leaving her recorded image in the possession of a power-hungry drug cartel would be suicide. She ran her finger along the list of locations until she found the first one marked for the cameras. Just as she suspected, they ran on separate power from the house. She’d learned a long time ago that paranoid people required that their security systems run on a different line from the rest of the house, and usually a different source. Adriana was certain the gallery had its own backup power. 
 
   She flipped the switch,and the room darkened as all of the monitors went blank. A smile creased her face, and she closed the breaker box. She turned around and retreated to the door, rushed through it, and came to an abrupt halt. 
 
   Four men stood with pistols aimed at her. In the middle of them, a fifth man stared at her with his arms crossed, daggers flying from his eyes. 
 
   Espinoza shook his head slowly. “What is it you thought you were going to do here? Hmm? Did you honestly believe you could simply kill my guards and shut down the security system? You know, it has a backup system.” 
 
   Adriana’s heart thundered like a train in her chest. What happened? How did Espinoza know? That was impossible. Or was it? Monique must have told him her plan. It was the Dutch woman. It had to be. It was the only thing that made sense. 
 
   The story rapidly flashed before her eyes. Monique had convinced Adriana to come to Mexico to steal a painting, all the while planning to use her as a decoy. Of course there was another possibility.
 
   “When I ask a question,” Espinoza paused, “you answer it!” 
 
   Out of nowhere, a man lunged from behind and punched her in the kidneys. She dropped to the ground near the dead guards. Her lungs forced air out in violent coughs, which only made the pain worse. Leaning over onto all fours, she regained her balance and started to push herself up, but the man who struck her from behind grabbed the back of her hair and held it tight. He pressed a pistol to the side of her head. 
 
   “Do you know what we do to people who cross us here in Mexico?” Espinoza asked. 
 
   Adriana swallowed but did her best to show no fear. No answer passed her lips. She could feel the tiny metal disk pressing against her skin, held up by the garter belt, but reaching for it right now would be suicide. Instead, she remained perfectly still. 
 
   “No? You will know soon enough.” 
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   Adriana’s eyes opened like an old garage door. She blinked a few times to get rid of the blurriness. Wherever she was, the place was dark, and the floor against her face cool and hard. Her fingers and toes twitched, signaling she had all her faculties. The next thing she noticed was the throbbing pain coming from the back of her skull. Reaching back and touching it revealed a swollen lump. Remembering what happened was futile, but she knew exactly what Espinoza’s men had done. As soon as he was done talking to her, they’d hit her on the back of the head and knocked her out. 
 
   She planted her palms against the floor and pushed herself up. Her balance looked more like that of a newborn foal, wobbly and uncoordinated. After struggling for a minute, Adriana finally recovered enough to stand up straight. 
 
   Her victory was short lived. 
 
   A door opened on the far side of the room, and yellow light poured in. Three large men stormed in and grabbed her before she could react, dragging her through the doorway and up flight of stairs. When they reached the top, she realized she was in the hallway leading to Espinoza’s pool. The walls were easy to remember, painted cardinal red. 
 
   One of the three opened a nearby door as the other two hauled her outside to the pool area. A bonfire burned just beyond the line of shrubs and flowers. Something else was new about the scene. All of the guests were gone. 
 
   She blinked wearily, still attempting to regain all her senses. A woman screamed near the fire, but she couldn’t tell right away who it was. Her feet scraped against the concrete and then the dirt as the men carried her under her armpits to where a group of eight other people stood around the blaze. Then Adriana saw who had screamed. 
 
   Monique was on her knees in the rocky dirt next to the fire. Her dress was smudged and stained. Blood seeped out of a cut on her face, and her right eye was swollen. Her makeup was dripping down both sides of her face from tear-stained eyelids. 
 
   “Put her next to the other one,” Espinoza ordered. 
 
   Adriana turned her head to the side and noted the man standing between Monique and the fire. Two guards loitered on one side of the fire, keeping watch of the situation, while two more stood behind Monique. With the three escorting Adriana, that made for seven guards. Another man stood next to Espinoza. In the orange light of the fire, she realized it was Jorge Sanchez. 
 
   The guards dumped her next to the Dutch woman and took up positions to the side and behind their boss. Espinoza stood with his arms crossed, staring at the two. 
 
   “You,” he pointed at Monique while one of the guards behind her yanked Adriana up onto her knees. “You brought this one here to steal from me? I trusted you. You were an honored guest in my home, and this is how you repay me?” 
 
   She shook her head vehemently. “No, Francisco. I swear!” 
 
   He smacked her with the back of his hand hard enough to tip her over onto her side. Her face struck the ground, bringing more tears. The nearest guard picked her back up and forced her onto her knees again. 
 
   “And you,” he pointed a stubby finger at Adriana. “I have something special planned for you as well.” 
 
   Adriana raised her head and peered into Espinoza’s eyes. She knew she’d missed her flight. Jackson would have left by now, leaving her stranded in Mexico with the leader of a drug cartel and his enforcer. The deadline to save her father loomed in the back of her mind. She was to be in Marseille before midnight the next day. 
 
   No chance of making it now.
 
   Her heart sank into the pit of her stomach. She’d let her father down. Dread filled her mind, and she fought off thinking about what would happen to him. 
 
   “Tell me one thing before I have my second in command have his fun with you,” he motioned at Sanchez. 
 
   “What’s that?” she said bravely. 
 
   He held out both hands wide. “Which painting were you going to take?” 
 
   Adriana raised an eyebrow and forced a chuckle. “The Bellini. Madonna and Child.”
 
   He pursed his lips and nodded. “Ah yes, the Bellini. A fine piece. I bought it from her years ago,” he said. “It has brought me much good fortune. But I must ask, why that one?” 
 
   “It doesn’t belong to you.” 
 
   Espinoza frowned. “Sure, it does. I bought it.” 
 
   She shook her head. “It didn’t belong to her either. The Bellini belongs in a museum, not in some drug pusher’s home.” 
 
   He pretended to take offense at her comment and leaned his head back, scrunching the fat under his chin. “Now, that isn’t a nice thing to say. Is it, Jorge?” He turned to his second in command, who shook his head. 
 
   Espinoza looked back at Adriana. “Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter why you wanted to steal it. That isn’t going to happen now. What is going to happen is my friend here making sure you both take a very long time to die. Fortunately, my guests went home an hour ago, so only the Mexican wilderness will be able to hear your screams.” 
 
   Sanchez stepped forward and eyed both prisoners. “I can assure you both it will be the most excruciating thing you’ve ever experienced. No one comes into the Espinoza house and makes him look like a fool.” 
 
   His boss beamed proudly behind his shoulder. 
 
   “Oh, really?” Adriana asked brazenly. “Because it’s already happened once tonight.” 
 
   Monique turned her head and stared amid sobs at the Spaniard. 
 
   Espinoza frowned and stepped forward. “What are you talking about? No one has embarrassed me tonight. And no one will.” He turned to Sanchez. “Kill them both. Throw their bodies in the fire.” 
 
   “So you’re just going to let your lackey here get rid of us while the whole time he’s the one that will bring down your empire from within?” Adriana nodded at Sanchez as she spoke. 
 
   Espinoza stepped forward and narrowed his eyes. “You better speak fast, woman.” 
 
   Adriana tilted her head at Sanchez and fired a glare his way. “Oh, Jorge, I’m sorry. You didn’t tell him about your men who were killed on the road last night? I’d have thought the police might have come knocking at your door, Francisco, seeing as to how talkative they all were about working for you.” 
 
   “What?” Confusion poured into Espinoza’s eyes. He stood up straight and questioned his right hand man. “What is she talking about? Is this true?” 
 
   Sanchez put up both hands in a defensive gesture. “Boss, this woman is clearly insane. She will say anything to escape death. I assure you, everything is fine.” 
 
   The look on Espinoza’s face told her everything she needed to know. He was curious. 
 
   “These men, you say they claimed to work for me?” 
 
   “That’s right.” 
 
   “And how did you know they were killed?” 
 
   She waited a second before answering. When she did, Adriana stared into Sanchez’s eyes. “Because I’m the one who killed them.” 
 
   Espinoza sighed, and his breathing quickened. “What did these men look like?” 
 
   She chose to describe the one who’d approached her first, the one with the tank top. She told Espinoza everything about his appearance, how he talked, the tattoo on his arm, the guns they all carried, the trucks they drove, and how she’d killed every one of them. And with every word she uttered, Sanchez slid his feet back another few inches away from his boss. 
 
   When he finished, Espinoza turned and faced his second. “Is this true, Jorge? Are you keeping secrets from me? Men that I pay, men that I brought in, put under your command, and trusted you with, were killed trying to extort money from travelers like common thieves? And killed by a woman?” 
 
   “To be fair, I killed some of your security guards too. You’re hiring practices aren’t good.” 
 
   “Shut up!” Espinoza commanded, raising a finger of warning. He returned his angry gaze to Sanchez. “Are you hiding something from me, Jorge?” He reached into his jacket and pulled out a chrome-plated pistol. It was the shiniest gun Adriana had ever seen, tacky and beautiful all in one. Francisco’s name was engraved along the side of the barrel. The weapon was a veritable hand cannon. 
 
   “Boss. I’m telling you, she’s crazy. I don’t know where she got this information, but I assure you, it’s not true.” 
 
   “She just described your men in detail, Jorge. I know who she’s talking about. Do you think I’m stupid?” He shook the gun threateningly. 
 
   “No, boss. Of course not.” 
 
   “Then tell me the truth. What is going on here?” 
 
   Suddenly, an alarm screamed from inside the house, sending its ear-piercing pulse throughout the property. Espinoza, Sanchez, and all the guards turned their attention to the home. 
 
   “My paintings!” Espinoza shouted at Sanchez. “Get your men to the house immediately! Seal the gate!” 
 
   Adriana made the most of the short window of opportunity. She reached down to her garter belt and pulled out the metal disk. After two short clicks on the object’s center, she flicked it at Espinoza’s feet and squeezed her eyes shut. 
 
   A loud pop interrupted the alarm and was followed by a searing white light. Even with her eyes completely closed, Adriana couldn’t believe how bright the flash bang disk was. 
 
   The men, as well as Monique, yelled, temporarily blinded by the sudden brilliant flash. Adriana opened her eyes and sprang up from the ground. Espinoza had covered his eyes with his forearm but had done so after the diversion. She grabbed his hand that held the pistol and wrenched it over her arm until his wrist nearly snapped. He yelled out in pain and let go of the weapon. The next second, she pointed the gun at his head and pulled the trigger. It was a thunderous weapon and made a mess of the target, killing one of Mexico’s most notorious drug lords in an instant. 
 
   Adriana spun around and found her next target, Sanchez, still reeling from the light. She fired three rounds into his torso and spun around before he stumbled backward into the fire. Only Adriana,quickly acquiring the blinded guards and picking them off one by one, interrupted his screams of agony. She swiveled around in a tight circle, mortally wounding every guard with each pull of the trigger. The last two were on the other side of the bonfire and had been least affected by the flash bang. Even so, their reactions were too slow, and Adriana put a bullet in one’s stomach and the other’s heart. 
 
   Monique yelled, still confused by what was going on and unable to see anything. 
 
   Adriana unclipped the gun’s magazine. One round left. Beyond the light of the fire, she noticed a sudden movement through the windows in the mansion’s living room. She immediately recognized the other woman and knew what had happened. The curly blonde ran through the main floor with something cylindrical in her hand. Adriana didn’t need to see the painting to know what it was. 
 
   The other thief had stolen the Bellini. 
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   Before leaving the crying Dutch woman by the bonfire, Adriana’s last words to Monique were, “You know where to find your painting.” With nearly all of Espinoza’s men dead, she could get it for herself.
 
   Adriana took off, only considering the irony of her escape for the briefest of seconds. In stealing the painting Adriana needed, the Chameleon had inadvertently helped the Spaniard escape. It was a thought that occurred to Adriana as she sprinted barefoot across the pool patio and up the stairs. More gunshots rang out from the driveway, causing her to freeze in mid-step. If she guessed right, the other woman had just taken out the remaining guards. 
 
   As Adriana rounded the top of the stairs, she saw headlights turn on in the parking area, and a moment later, a black sedan screamed away, its tires screeching on the blacktop. Adriana pumped her legs hard, ran through the living room, and down the hallway to the entrance. Just outside the front door, she found the two guards she’d met on the way in as well as two more lying facedown on the pavement. 
 
   She paused for a second and looked to her right. A red Audi S6 sat nestled against the landscaped retaining wall. She jogged over to the vehicle and pulled on the door handle, praying it was unlocked. The door opened, and she slid into the slick black leather seat. Her eyes searched the console and found the wireless start key fob sitting in plain sight. Finally, a little luck. 
 
   Adriana stepped on the brake pad and pressed the ignition button. The throaty engine roared to life, and a second later she shifted it into gear and stomped on the gas. 
 
   The half-mile driveway wound its way up the side of the small mountain with over eight switchbacks, making it hard to go too fast down the short straightaways. The other car would have the same disadvantage, though Adriana knew when she hit the bottom of the hill, it was straight sailing all the way back to Guadalajara. Her car was faster than the Chameleon’s, but catching up to her in time was still in doubt. 
 
   She hit the first turn, stepped on the brakes, and accelerated through the apex as she’d done so many times growing up. Her father taught her how to drive at the age of fourteen on the twists and turns of the hillsides outside Madrid. 
 
   “If you know how to maximize your speed in turns,” he’d said, “you can outrun faster cars driven by less talented drivers.” 
 
   Temptation begged her to look down the chasm below to check on the other woman’s progress, but she resisted. Driving at high speeds required 100 percent attention and focus. The next turn approached rapidly, and she repeated the process of the first, smoothly accelerating around the curve and into the next bit of straight asphalt. Each time she repeated the process, Adriana could feel the tires grinding on the road, chewing it up with ease. The Audi’s all-wheel drive also helped, and out of the corner of her eye, she could see the other car’s headlights as she reached the seventh turn. 
 
   At the last curve, she whipped around it faster than the others and leaned into it with her body. When she came out of the turn, the Chameleon’s sedan was only a hundred feet away. 
 
   Adriana’s eyes narrowed to slits,and she pounded the gas pedal. The thrust cocked her head back slightly, and she couldn’t help but grin at the feel of the acceleration. 
 
   The red taillights in front of her grew larger and larger as Adriana reeled the other woman in. She glanced down at the speedometer and noted her car was going over 110 mph—and still climbing. The stripes on the road blurred by like bullets. She’d pulled to within thirty feet of the other car when it suddenly slowed and she noticed something protrude out the window. 
 
   Adriana tapped her brakes and veered right, putting half her car on the road’s shoulder just as the gun barrel flashed four times. She corrected her direction and returned to the lane. The weapon flashed again, this time twice. Adriana jerked the wheel to the left an inch more than she intended. Her speed had slowed dramatically to seventy, but the car drifted back and forth, nearly spinning out of control. She remembered her dad’s teachings and took her foot off the gas, letting the car slow itself, which made correcting it easier. Back on the right side of the road, she stepped on the gas pedal again. For a few seconds, the other car had gained distance, but Adriana was pulling her back rapidly. 
 
   Another flurry of gunshots flashed from the other car. Adriana saw the hand and gun retract back into the car. Time to make her move. She pressed the pedal to the floor,and once more the car surged forward. The engine whined as she neared ninety again. The gap between the vehicles closed in seconds. Adriana targeted the rear bumper of the other sedan. Twenty feet. Ten feet. Five feet. The front of the Audi fender rammed into the rear fender of the fleeing sedan. The impact caused a momentary shudder in the steering column,but she kept the line true. The other car wiggled slightly,but the driver managed to keep it on course and pulled ahead by twenty feet. 
 
   Adriana pushed forward again, once more aiming to hit the other vehicle. This time, however, the other driver anticipated her move and slammed on the brakes. Adriana’s reaction was too slow, and she hit her brake pedal only a second before the front of the Audi plowed into the trunk. The impact sent her forward, but with the high speed of the chase, she’d strapped on her seatbelt, a move that now may have proved to be life saving. Her face smashed into the cushioned airbag the instant it deployed. 
 
   Disoriented and in considerable pain, Adriana attempted to gather her bearings as the Audi slowed down and drifted toward the side of the road. The other driver sped away, the car’s bumper barely attached. 
 
   Adriana blinked rapidly, regaining her senses. She saw the blurry red lights escaping into the darkness. Her car’s engine was still running in spite of the crash damage. She’d thought it would be worse, but it turned out the other driver hadn’t been able to slow enough to cause total damage to Adriana’s motor. She winced and gritted her teeth, forcing the pain to the back of her mind. The keys had flown forward during the crash and landed in one of the cup holders to the right of her leg. A house key was attached to the key fob. She picked it up and jammed it into the side of the airbag to speed up the deflation process. The bag hissed for a few seconds as the air poured through the puncture. When the bladder was close to empty, she jammed her foot on the accelerator and was back in pursuit. And now she was angry. 
 
   The city lights of Ameca glowed in the distance, brightening the otherwise perfectly dark Mexican sky. Whoever this irritant of a woman was, Adriana did not intend to let her reach that city. 
 
   The gap between the cars closed again in spite of the aerodynamic alterations the crash caused. When Adriana was four car lengths behind, Allyson tried the same move again, slamming on her brakes to cause another crash and wreck the Audi’s engine. The Spaniard was ready for it this time and jerked her wheel to the left, veering the car into the left lane and alongside the other sedan. She spun the wheel hard to the right, slamming her passenger side into the opposing vehicle. Allyson’s head rocked to the side, but she kept her car on the road. Adriana repeated the move, jerking the nose of the Audi to the right. This time, the blonde had the same idea and pulled her wheel left to counter the blow. The cars jarred together again and knocked the driver’s side mirror off the blonde’s sedan. 
 
   Adriana pulled back to the left for a moment. Her eyes flashed back and forth between the road and the other driver. A bend in the asphalt ahead would be difficult to negotiate at this speed—especially since it went left. If she were driving the other car, she would use that to her advantage and try to ram the chaser off the road. The two vehicles sped up, racing to the sharp curve less than a thousand yards away. Through narrowed eyes, Adriana stole another glance to her right. The blonde did the same, but there was a frantic look on her face. 
 
   Two hundred feet until the bend, Adriana hammered the gas pedal, and the Audi lunged forward again. The blonde saw what she was doing and knew she couldn’t keep up. Her car simply didn’t have the horsepower. She did not intend to let the Spaniard get in front of her and try the same crash maneuver. 
 
   Adriana peeked over again out of the corner of her eye as she started to pass the other vehicle and saw the blonde’s hands move the wheel. Her reaction was instantaneous. She mashed the brakes and yanked her wheel to the right. The other sedan was already turning into her but now, instead of hitting her broadside, she was passing Adriana and exposing the left quarter panel. The Audi’s front right corner dug into the back left of the other car and sent it out of control. At first, the blonde’s sedan drifted, spinning around a full 360 degrees. On the second spin, the front edges of the right side tires caught the asphalt. Momentum did the rest. The car flipped over, tumbling dramatically down the road until it came to a rest on the roof. Adriana kept her foot on the brakes, slowing the Audi to a crawl as the other car stopped its devastating roll. When she was twenty feet away from the crumpled, smoking car, she pulled hers to a halt and shut off the motor. 
 
   She flung her door open and stalked toward the wreckage. The Audi’s headlights illuminated the scene,and if the blonde driver were still alive, she’d be momentarily blinded by the bright beams. Adriana approached in a cautious rage, uncertain if the blonde still had ammunition left, but as she neared, she could see that the Chameleon was lying on the ceiling of the overturned car. Blood seeped from a gash in the side of her head and mingled with the blonde curls. Her eyes were closed, and if she weren’t dead, Adriana knew the woman was certainly unconscious. 
 
   A distant noise brought her attention to the road behind. She peered into the darkness and saw two yellowish white orbs appear on the horizon. Another car was coming. Since she didn’t have any friends in the area, any new vehicles were a threat. 
 
   After a quick look to make sure the other woman still wasn’t moving, Adriana looked through the destroyed back window and saw a cylinder lying on the ceiling. It was canvas, rolled up and secured with a rubber band as if it was a common poster bought at a record store. She reached in and delicately grasped the painting. After carefully pulling it out, she examined the tubular exterior. Remarkably, it hadn’t been damaged in the wreck. Since there were no other objects in the vehicle, nothing had crushed it. Finally. A little luck.
 
   The headlights down the road drew closer. They were only a mile away, at most. She jogged back to her car and set the painting in the backseat. After one last glance at it, she shifted the Audi into gear and took off, squealing the tires as she steered the car around the wreck and disappeared around the curve. 
 
   She doubted Jackson would still be at the rendezvous point. Adriana had been clear about that in their discussion. If she was late, he needed to take off and get out of there. No point in waiting around for someone who wasn’t going to show up. With no other good options, however, she had to try. 
 
   The Audi made short work of the trip back to the city. Along the way, she didn’t pass another vehicle but kept her eyes constantly searching the road behind to make sure no one was following, especially anyone with flashing lights. A run-in with the local authorities would be the perfect way to end what had been a strenuous evening. The lights never came, though, and within twenty minutes, she turned onto the gravel road leading to the barn where she was to meet Jackson. 
 
   In the pale glow of the silvery moon, assisted by her bluish halogen headlights, she could see the outline of the airplane resting quietly in a field. Her heart picked up its pace, and she eased the gas pedal down a little in her rush. She steered the car around an old wooden fence that lined the property and brought it to a stop several yards away from the plane. Something wasn’t right. 
 
   Through the cockpit window, she could see Jackson’s silhouette propped up in the pilot’s seat, his head tilted to the side. Her senses returned to full alert, the moment of relief replaced by another surge of adrenaline. The door on the side of the fuselage was hanging wide open. 
 
   Adriana leaned forward and pressed the ignition button, cutting off the engine. She warily opened the door and stepped out. The still, dry air filled her nostrils again, mixed with the smells of baled hay and dust. Everything was perfectly still. No insects, animals, or people. The place felt like a vacuum. With no weapon, she was a sitting duck for an ambush or a sniper. Instinctively, her eyes checked the barn’s rooftop as she tiptoed toward the airplane. With the night sky as a backdrop, seeing a shooter would be nearly impossible. She crept near the door and put her hand out to balance her weight as she stepped inside. A quick look from right to left told her no one else was in the small aircraft except the pilot. 
 
   When she stepped in, the plane jostled, and a sudden noise came from the cockpit. A second later, Jackson spun around with a snub nose revolver at the end of an extended hand, pointed right at Adriana’s face. She raised her hands slowly and waited. A crazed look filled his eyes, like a wild animal that just found an easy kill.
 
   “You’re late,” he said. 
 
   “I ran into a little trouble. And I told you to leave.” 
 
   Jackson grinned and lowered the gun. He rubbed his eyes with the other hand and checked the time on the dashboard. “A little trouble?” he asked. “You’re three hours late. That doesn’t sound like a little anything.” He stuffed the gun under his seat and ran the other hand through his hair. “And I figured it wouldn’t hurt if I hung around for a little longer. Sorry to scare you. You caught me napping on the job.” 
 
   She lowered her hands as relief flooded her body again. “For a second there, I thought you were double-crossing me.” 
 
   The look on his face told her that was ridiculous. “Not my style, sweetie. Speaking of, did you get your painting?”
 
   She nodded with a weary grin. “Yes. I got it. It’s in the back of the car.” 
 
   He turned around and looked out the window then back at her again. “What happened to the truck?” 
 
   “Sorry. Had to leave in a hurry. Which is what we need to do right now.” 
 
   “Roger that,” he agreed and started flipping switches. “Grab the art, and let’s get out of here.” 
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   Adriana stared through her binoculars at the rows of shipping containers lined up in the shipyard. Just beyond, massive freight ships sat still in the French waters as hundreds of men and machines busily loaded the vessel with the skinny steel boxes. 
 
   Sleeping for the last fourteen hours had been impossible, even though she was terribly exhausted. On the flight from Ameca to Tijuana, she had dozed off once or twice only to wake as thoughts and images of her father filled her closed eyelids. 
 
   Getting across the border into the United States had been easier than expected. Waiting in line for almost two hours was a major hassle, but the border patrol didn’t pay her much attention. And why would they? All she had in her possession was an old painting, bound by a rubber band. 
 
   “Souvenir,” she said when one of them asked her what it was. The gruff-looking, bearded patrolman gave it exactly two glances, placed it back in the rear seat of her car, and moved her along. 
 
   They were looking for drugs or illegal immigrants hidden away in vehicles,not priceless works of art. There was no question the man didn’t recognize the painting as a Bellini. She guessed that ninety-nine out of a hundred people wouldn’t. Not to mention the fact that it had been missing since the end of World War II and knowledge of its existence was lower than other high-profile pieces. 
 
   After a long flight and an hour or so of fitful rest, she arrived in France and made her way to the drop-off point with only a few hours to spare. The man behind this little game was clever. He’d ordered her to place the painting inside a very specific and unlocked shipping container. She figured that would be easy enough to spy on, so she found a loading crane that happened to be out of use and climbed the scaffolding until she had a good enough view of the steel box but could remain relatively unseen. 
 
   Her plan was to watch until someone picked up the painting and then follow them. Not a great plan, she admitted to herself. It was direct and over simple. But it was all her tired mind could think of on short notice. She lay across two support bars, keeping most of her weight on her stomach and elbows. 
 
   She’d been watching the container for thirty minutes when the first person came into view. A guy in a hard hat and wearing gray coveralls walked around the end of the row and straight over to the metal crate. He stopped at the two bay doors and checked the padlock then waved at someone over by a stack of similar containers. Whoever the person was, they were just out of Adriana’s field of vision. She didn’t have to wait long to see what he was motioning for. 
 
   A gray crane forklift came into view. Black diesel smoke billowed out the rear as the driver guided the machine over the pavement to where the other man was standing. The forklift lined up next to the container, dropped the mechanism slowly to the crate’s top, and then grabbed it with two hydraulic clasps on either side. The heavy machine had no problem lifting the steel box off the ground, and within two minutes the forklift was driving away toward the gigantic shipping vessel. 
 
   “Now where do you think you’re going with that?” she said to herself as she reached up to grab the next bar to get a higher vantage point. 
 
   The forklift stopped near the water’s edge and lowered the container to the ground directly underneath a massive blue rail crane. The operator unhooked it and drove off, disappearing in the maze of buildings and stacks of crates.  Almost immediately, the black grabbing hook rolled over the beam, centered over the container, and began lowering to the ground. The original guy on the ground guided the crane’s operator until it was locked into position and then waved at him to hoist it up. 
 
   Panic surged through Adriana’s veins. If the container were loaded onto the ship, the man holding her father wouldn’t get the painting. His warning tone from the video still rang in her head with the threat of her murder. 
 
   She climbed down the scaffolding twice as fast as she went up, nearly missing a support bar at one point with her left foot. Fortunately, she’d not let go of the one above her head and kept her balance before readjusting and continuing down. 
 
   Once on the ground, she took off at a sprint, keeping an eye on the container as it soared through the air, over side of the ship, and disappeared from view. She ran harder, tossing aside her binoculars to lose the dead weight. The distance from her hiding spot and the man on the ground was at least three hundred yards. Adriana covered it at the pace of an Olympic sprinter. She slowed to a halt just before reaching the confused man in the hard hat, taking only a second to catch her breath. 
 
   “Where are you taking that crate?” she asked in choppy French. 
 
   The puzzled worker frowned. “You cannot be here. This area is restricted. And you must be wearing one of these.” He patted his hardhat with a palm. 
 
   She shook her head. “You’re loading the wrong box. That container shouldn’t be going on the boat!” she exclaimed, pointing at the area she imagined the crate was at that moment. 
 
   He took an electronic tablet that he had tucked under one arm,propped it in his hands, and then tapped a few buttons to access a manifest. He spun it around and showed it to her. “Box 4578,” he said. “This says that one is supposed to be put on the ship.” 
 
   She shook her head violently. “No! You’re making a mistake. That can’t be right!” Then a thought occurred to her. Maybe it was irrational. At this point, she didn’t care. “You work for him, don’t you?” 
 
   The man twisted his head twenty degrees to the right, more puzzled than before. “Work for who?” 
 
   “You work for the Belgian, don’t you?” 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,and I have much work to do. Please leave the premises, or I will have to call security.” 
 
   Fatigue and fury flooded Adriana’s mind. She pulled the 9mm pistol from her lower back and pointed it at the man’s head. “Tell me you’re working for the man who took my father.” 
 
   The man’s face went pale, and the tablet dropped to the ground, shattering every inch of the screen. He put his hands up and stared at the weapon. “I swear, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Are you crazy or something?” 
 
   Adriana had seen lies in men’s eyes, and she’d seen honesty. Right now, she was gazing into the latter. This man, Marc, according to his name tag, was telling the truth. 
 
   She lowered her weapon and started to take off running toward the gangplank when the phone in her pocket started ringing. Her feet skidded to a stop, and she pulled out the phone. The caller ID was blank. It couldn’t be a coincidence that she was getting a call at this very moment from an unidentified number. 
 
   She tapped the green button and put the phone to her ear. “Who is this?” 
 
   “Did you really think you could drop off the painting and then follow whoever picked it up? I was under the impression you were a little cleverer than that.” 
 
   It was the voice from the video, slightly less distorted, but there was no question in her mind to whom it belonged. She spun around in a circle, searching every corner, nook, and shadow her eyes could detect. Marc took off running in the other direction, making a sharp left behind the nearest container. 
 
   “Where are you?” 
 
   “Oh,you don’t need to worry about that. I’m safe, but I appreciate your concern.” The sarcasm irritated her,but he didn’t give her a chance to cut in. “I have to admit, I’m disappointed at how predictable you were in your silly attempt to stick around and try to see who was picking up the painting. No matter. The job is done, and you handled yourself well.” 
 
   Adriana wanted to say a million and one things at that very moment, but all of them were out of character for her. She prided herself on never showing emotion. Letting this guy get to her like that wouldn’t help things. 
 
   “One down, two to go,” she said coolly. 
 
   “That’s the spirit. Now, you need to get some rest over the next forty-eight hours. I will be in contact with you soon regarding the second painting. Until then.”
 
   The man said nothing else. Adriana looked down at her phone and saw that the call had ended. There was no need to wonder how the Belgian acquired her phone number. He’d likely extracted the information from her father’s phone.  A siren rang out in the distance. Marc the foreman had probably called the police, as she suspected would happen. No time to be tired yet. She drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly, tucking her weapon into the back of her black yoga pants. Her other hand pulled her windbreaker down over the gun. 
 
   After one last look up at the container ship, she spun around and took off running. One down, two to go, she thought. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   28
 
   London
 
    
 
   “I heard you ran into a bit of trouble down in Mexico.” 
 
   Frank gazed across his expensive desk with hollow eyes. 
 
   Allyson was hunched over, her elbows resting on her knees, eyes staring down at the hardwood floor. She didn’t respond at first, and so he continued. 
 
   “Hey,” he said, getting her to snap out of her funk and look at him. “It’s okay.” 
 
   His smile did little to make her feel better. She’d lost a lot of money as a result of her failure. And there was no question her employer was angry in spite of his Academy Award-like effort in concealing it. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Frank. I had it.” She hung her head again. “I had it in my hands. I don’t know how she caught up to me.” 
 
   He pouted his lips and shrugged. “Well, she did single handedly take out Espinoza and most of his immediate group of thugs. I believe the number of dead was in the double digits. From what Evan said about how you looked when he found you, it sounds like you were lucky not to be one of them.” 
 
   “I don’t believe in luck.” 
 
   “I know you don’t, my dear. That’s one of the reasons I hire you for these sorts of things. You’re very good at what you do. Maybe the other girl was the lucky one. As I told you before, I just need you to get me one of the three paintings. As long as you can do that and ruin my competition’s little ruse, I’ll be satisfied. And I know you’re the girl for the job.” 
 
   She hated it when he called her a girl, as if she was fifteen. But she let it slide. “What’s the next painting?” 
 
   “I’ll let you know the details in two days. For now, get some rest. I’ll be in touch on Sunday evening.” 
 
   She nodded and stood up. Her muscles ached, and her head still throbbed from the car crash, but her mind was full of vengeful resolve. “Good. And don’t worry, Frank. If I see her again, I will kill her.”
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1
 
   Marseille, France
 
    
 
   Adriana snapped awake, her head and torso shooting up from the soft hotel bed. Sweat poured down the sides of her face despite the room temperature being set at a cool 18 degrees Celsius. 
 
   The glare of lightning flashed through the gaps in the drawn curtains like an army of paparazzi following a celebrity. The searing white light was followed three seconds later by a crackle and boom as the thunder rolled through the soupy black clouds outside. Huge raindrops splattered against the window in quick succession, tapping a random, irregular rhythm. 
 
   Her breathing came rapidly in great heaves at first. As she reoriented herself with the surroundings, she remembered where she was—and she remembered what was going on. 
 
   She propped herself up on both hands and glanced over at the digital clock. The blue numbers told her it was still early in the morning: 5:30 local time. How long have I been out?
 
   Adriana slowed her breathing and regained her faculties. She’d been in Marseille for almost two days. Everything came rushing back now as consciousness retook its hold in her mind. 
 
   Her father, Diego Villa, had been kidnapped just over a week ago. She’d found a video left in their safe house in Beirut. Nothing was on the footage to indicate the identity of the person or persons who’d abducted him. She’d killed one man in the process of trying to save her father, but he had nothing on his body to betray whom he worked for or what his motivation was. 
 
   The video did, however, reveal exactly what their intentions were. She was to steal three priceless pieces of art that had gone missing around the time of World War II. If unable to recover the paintings, she would have to provide proof of their destruction, a clause for which she had no plan whatsoever. That meant she would have to hope the three paintings had survived time and persecution. 
 
   So far, she’d recovered one of the three, a Bellini known as Madonna and Child. It hadn’t been easy, and she’d been forced to kill a cartel boss and several of his crew in Mexico to get the job done. Not that she cared. The death of a bad person like Espinoza wouldn’t even be a blip on her radar. The strain on her senses and her body were tremendous, though. She’d spent the last two days recovering, resting, and regaining her strength. 
 
   After depositing the Bellini at the drop point at one of the docks in Marseille, Adriana had disappeared, running from local authorities who’d been called about a woman in the shipping yard with a gun. The gendarmes had been easy enough to elude, and after an hour or so of taking cover in various cafes, coffee shops, and even an old bookstore, she made her way to the nearest hotel and booked a room for two days. 
 
   All day Saturday, she watched her phone intensely, waiting for the call from the man for whom she was indentured. No call ever came. She wasn’t surprised. He’d said he would call on Sunday. 
 
   Now, she glanced at the device on the nightstand. She leaned over and pressed the home button. Still no new messages. 
 
   Another flash of lightning erupted through the room. The thunder overhead shook the entire building. She pulled the sheets away and swung her legs over the side of the bed, pressing her feet to the chilly carpet. Her fingers automatically rubbed her eyes for a few seconds before she got up to walk over to the window and throw back the curtains. 
 
   It didn’t matter that she was in her underwear and a light T-shirt. No one would be out peeping through hotel windows at this hour of the morning, and in this monsoon. 
 
   The morning outside was far darker than normal, the clouds refusing to let any early hints of sunlight illuminate that corner of the world. Beyond the dark shapes of hotels, homes, apartments, and businesses, Adriana could see the black abyss of the sea reaching to its border along the French shore. In an hour, the coastline would be alive with activity. It was a rare moment when she wished she could be a part of that normal routine, the day-to-day work that came with a consistent home life and work schedule. She shook her head. Only one thing was causing those thoughts. If her father were there, he’d tell her to get her mind right, to be resolute. 
 
   He’d always told her to make her own way in life. Yes, she’d been given an exorbitant amount of money when her mother died years before, but that didn’t change the way Adriana went about things. 
 
   She craved adventure, mystery, excitement. Those things combined with a deep, internal sense of purpose that drove her to do something she’d never heard of anyone doing, save for a few Brits she’d met once. 
 
   She’d made a career of recovering lost or stolen works of art and returning them to their rightful owners or countries of origin. Some would call her the Robin Hood of the art world. She had no designs on any such fame or recognition. Adriana enjoyed the thrill and the fact that she was doing good on some level. 
 
   A dull pain throbbed slowly on the back of her skull at the point one of Espinoza’s men had struck her with his gun. She’d gone through nearly half a bottle of ibuprofen over the last thirty-six hours and would have to take at least two or three more now. At least the swelling had gone down considerably. 
 
   She spun around and padded back over to the bed. She'd rested long enough. No chance of going back to sleep anyway. She was awake, and nothing would change that until later in the evening. Adriana put out her hand and took the white bottle, unscrewed the cap, and poured a few more pills into the other hand. She popped them into her mouth and took a quick drink from a water bottle next to the phone to help wash them down. 
 
   They went down easily enough, and she replaced the cap and set the bottle back where it had been before. Her phone suddenly lit up, displaying the word Unknown on the screen. 
 
   Her eyes blinked rapidly, making sure she wasn’t hallucinating. She grabbed the device and hit the green button to accept the call. “Good morning,” she said sarcastically. 
 
   “It’s nice to hear you are in good spirits this morning. I trust you were able to get some rest?” The man’s voice was cold and uncaring. The words were merely a formal greeting, something she’d found the high-end business types did a lot of. They didn’t care about anything except money and power. 
 
   “I slept.” Her answer was callous and direct. 
 
   “Good. I trust your accommodations in Marseille were acceptable?” He asked the question as if he’d set her up with a place to stay. However, the fact that he knew she was still there meant someone was watching. 
 
   “No thanks to you. I’d say that if you’re going to have one of your goons keeping an eye on me, the least you could do is pay for my hotel.” 
 
   The man laughed. “Oh, but where is the fun in that? It’s important that you keep on your toes. If you’re worried about the money, as I said, you will be handsomely compensated for the paintings you deliver to me. Which brings me to the main point of my call.” 
 
   Yes, getting to the point would be good.
 
   “The next one is quite difficult.” 
 
   Harder than the last one? Great.
 
   “It is a painting that was lost at the beginning of the war. The artist was Peter Paul Rubens and is titled The Annunciation.”
 
   Adriana fought the snort that came through her nose involuntarily. “The Annunciation?” 
 
   “That is correct.” 
 
   She walked back over to the window with a hand on her hip. The sky had lightened somewhat but only due to the sun coming up behind the encompassing, murky clouds above. 
 
   “You certainly know how to pick them. That particular Rubens painting has been researched and searched for by some of the best art historians in the world. The Americans even had their special military unit try to find it in the later stages of the war.” 
 
   “Yes. They even believed they’d located it in a cave somewhere in central Germany yet found nothing but an empty mine. The last known person to have had contact with the painting was a man by the name of Paul Graupe. Other than that, we have no further information. It is up to you to uncover what we could not.” 
 
   “You mean like with the Bellini?” 
 
   For the first time, the confident voice on the other end of the line sounded confused. “I’m not sure what you mean.” 
 
   “I think you know exactly what I mean. You set up the entire thing with the Bellini. You knew Espinoza had it all along, yet you made me go through the whole song and dance to figure out what had happened to it. You think I believe it was just a coincidence that the Mexican drug lord just happened to be having a big party at the exact same time I needed to get in there? Come on; give me some credit. I’m not stupid.” 
 
   “Ah. I see. So, Monique must have said something.” 
 
   “She didn’t say anything. I figured it out on my own. My point is, if you know where this painting is and the only problem is that you don’t know how to get in and steal it, just tell me and save us both a lot of time and trouble.” 
 
   The man took a deep breath. “I had to put you through the rigors of the previous test because I had to know if you were capable. I can see now that you are. I assure you, though, from here on out, I am pulling no strings. Graupe is the only lead we have on the painting. We don’t know where it is and cannot find a shred of evidence to point us in the right direction.” 
 
   “If you’re lying to me—”
 
   “Might I remind you, Ms. Villa, you are in no position to bargain. I still have your father, and I am paying you well for your services. The deal remains the same. Recover the three paintings, or your father dies. Succeed, and you get him back as well as a significant amount of money.” 
 
   “I already have a significant amount of money. All I care about is getting my father back.” 
 
   “Oh, I know,” he said in a sarcastic tone. “It’s the reason I chose this form of motivation for you. Money wouldn’t have been enough.” 
 
   “It might have been if you’d asked nicely.” 
 
   “Yes, but this is just so much more fun, don’t you think? Oh, I suppose that’s only for me. Well, I seem to be rambling, and if you’re half as good as I believe you to be, you’re trying to trace this call right now. Which means I only have about another fifteen seconds. Find out all you can about Graupe. He’s our best lead. You will receive a text message from this number detailing the particulars of your drop-off on Friday. Be sure that you are not late, and please, don’t try anything stupid again.” 
 
   The call ended abruptly. Adriana looked down at the screen and noticed it was blank, leaving her with only the sound of pouring rain smacking against the window and the occasional thunder from the passing storm. 
 
   She sighed and looked out the window again. The phone started ringing once more, and she eyed its screen. It was a friend this time. 
 
   “Hello, Emily. Did you get it?” 
 
   “No,” the Axis director replied regretfully. “We almost had him. He was scrambling everything pretty hard. Whatever tech he has at his disposal, it isn’t cheap. Normally, it doesn’t take us that long to get a lock on someone’s location.” 
 
   Emily Starks was the director of Axis, a top-level security agency in the American government. It worked in the shadows, beyond the scope and jurisdiction of the FBI and CIA. Some had called it a black cell, a group of rogues recruited to do the dirty work the American government didn’t want to claim. Such was the price of keeping evil away from America’s borders, and its allies. Only eleven agents were kept on the books. Doing so made things simpler, clearer, and much easier to administrate. Recently, Emily had added a twelfth agent. It broke the precedent the agency had long stood by, but it was someone she knew she could call on from time to time. He’d been the best Axis had ever employed. Now, he worked on an as-needed basis. 
 
   Adriana had called in the favor hoping that Emily and her team could triangulate the position of the man behind all this. Her ruse had almost worked except that he knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
   Emily interrupted her thoughts. “We know he’s in Western Europe. That’s about as close as we could get. He was right, though. Just a few more seconds, and we would have had him.” 
 
   It was worth a try. Adriana should have known he would be savvy to her scheme. Whoever this guy was, he seemed to always be a step ahead. She had no idea how to reverse that. 
 
   “Thanks for trying, Emily. I appreciate your help and the generous use of your resources.” 
 
   “This is what we do. Well, sometimes. Don’t worry about the resources. We’re well funded. I just want to help you get your father back. If there’s anything else I can do, don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
   Adriana thought for a second and then responded. “Actually, if you don’t mind doing one other thing.” 
 
   “Name it.” 
 
   “Can you run me a list of the wealthiest men in Belgium? I’m talking about the top 5 percent. If that list is too long, make it the top three percent.” 
 
   “Sure, we can do that. Why Belgium?” 
 
   Adriana sniffled and rubbed her nose. “Because that’s where I think he’s from. You know what. Scratch that idea, Emily. I’ve taken up enough of your time. I know someone else who is probably sitting at a computer right now who can come up with that list within the hour.”  
 
   “Tommy’s kids?”
 
   “Exactly.” Adriana paused for a second and then made another request. “There is someone, though, I’d be interested in knowing more about, and I think you’re just the one to help me.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 



2
 
   London, England
 
    
 
   Allyson Webster peeked out the window into the dreary London morning. The rain had been coming down all night, and the streets below were soaked through. Black umbrellas covered pedestrians as they set about their Sunday morning activities. On a weekday, the sidewalk would be almost invisible, the vast mob of people walking to work or to the Tube providing a blanket-like cover. Allyson found this weather depressing, and it was one of the main reasons she had returned to the United States to establish a permanent residence. Only a few places in America seemed as wet as England, and she actively avoided those. 
 
   She kept a flat in the north part of the city. It wasn’t an inexpensive investment, but she found that having a place to stay in London was more useful than hassle, especially when her primary employer lived there. 
 
   The apartment was sparse, with nothing mentionable in the way of decorations. A metal clock, a two-person sofa and matching club chair made of brown, rough fabric, sat against the wall facing a midsize flatscreen television. There wasn’t even a coffee table. She figured why bother if her visits were only to snag a place to sleep and eat. 
 
   Her muscles were starting to feel a little better, but a few spots were still tender from the car crash in Mexico. If she was honest with herself, it was a miracle she even survived. The car must have flipped over several times before coming to a stop on its roof. On top of that, the other woman would have likely killed her if Evan hadn’t been coming to her rescue. The headlights on the horizon and the sound of his car had sent the other thief away with the painting and leaving Allyson for dead. A closer look would have revealed she was still breathing. 
 
   She winced and clenched her teeth. The Bellini was literally in her hands, and she let it slip away. The thought of the money lost was bad enough, but the fact that someone else had got the better of her sent her anger over the edge. Allyson wouldn’t let that happen again. 
 
   The cell phone on the bare kitchen counter started vibrating and interrupted her thoughts. She hurried over to it, checked the caller ID, and then answered. “What’s up, Frank? I thought you weren’t going to call until later tonight.” 
 
   “Yes. That was the original idea, but we decided to move up the time frame.” 
 
   “Keeping me on my toes, huh?” 
 
   “Something like that.” 
 
   Frank Shaw, her employer, was a tycoon of the new order in global money. He had business upon business, some legal, some not even close. He was ruthless, as ruthless as any billionaire to ever walk the earth. For some reason, though, he had a soft spot for Allyson. He’d taken her under his wing when she was just a common thief on the streets of London. Maybe he felt like it was his penance for a life of screwing people over. Or maybe she was just another easy person to exploit. Either way, he’d been good enough to her over the years so she chose to stick around. Now, though, he was testing her patience. 
 
   “I don’t have time for stupid games, Frank. Where am I going next?” 
 
   “That, my dear, is something you will have to figure out on your own. I don’t even know where to tell you to go. I only have a name.” 
 
   “A name?” 
 
   “Yes, well, a few names. First of all, the painting you are to find is called The Annunciation by Peter Paul Rubens. It was lost at the beginning of World War II. The last person to have any contact with it was a man by the name of Paul Graupe.” 
 
   “Fair enough. How do you propose I find him?” 
 
   Frank laughed through the earpiece. “Find him? My dear, he’s been dead for more than fifty years. You won’t find him. But the last person who saw the painting was Graupe. You will have to figure out what it was he knew and track down the painting from there. Perhaps he left notes, ledgers, or a diary of some kind.” 
 
   “Ledgers?” she asked. 
 
   “Yes. From what we’ve gathered, Graupe was an auctioneer in Germany. He was of Jewish descent, but the Nazis made an exception for him due to his ability to acquire rare pieces. Graupe must have known that things were going to get bad for the Jews, so he left Germany and went into exile. Before he did, however, it is believed that he was forced to sell the Rubens painting to someone.” 
 
   “Who?” 
 
   “That, my dear, is what you will have to discover for yourself. We’ve searched through the archives and found nothing. Much work has been done to uncover this painting, but as yet, it has been a fruitless endeavor.” 
 
   Paul Graupe. It wasn’t a name she’d heard before. Then again, history wasn’t really her thing. Selling pieces of history, on the other hand, was her thing. Allyson made a good living doing it. From the sounds of this particular mission, she wasn’t going to be able to go about it the way she usually did.
 
   Frank read her mind. “This won’t be one of your typical smash-and-grab jobs, Allyson. You’ll have to do your research. You may even have to learn something along the way.” 
 
   She took offense to the comment. “Begging your pardon, but maybe you’re forgetting some of the other stuff I’ve pulled. Breaking into the world’s most difficult safe to crack was hardly a smash-and-grab job. It took finesse, skill, and a ton of patience.” She wasn’t wrong. Frank had requested she steal a rare eighteenth-century pistol from a wealthy aristocrat on London’s West End. It was a job that had taken weeks of planning as well as equipment that cost more than most people made in a year. Not to mention the fact that only an expert understood how to use the high-tech gadgetry she’d purchased. Only a few thieves in the world even knew what the things were. 
 
   “I’m terribly sorry, my dear. You are, of course, correct. And I’m fully aware of your exploits. If I simply thought of you as the common pickpocket you were when I found you, I’d have cut you off long ago.” 
 
   Good to know it’s not because you care about me.
 
   Frank finished his thought. “I was referring to your recent…escapades. From what I understand, you took the painting and set off the alarm in doing so. That resulted in your failure.” 
 
   She hated that word. Failure. It indicated that she’d made a mistake, which she almost never admitted. In this case, though, Frank wasn’t wrong. “They were busy with the other woman. And if Espinoza wasn’t so slow in taking care of business, she’d be dead right now, and we’d have the Bellini.” 
 
   “Don’t forget the fact that you were careless. Had you been more careful, you wouldn’t have triggered the device attached to the back of the canvas.” 
 
   Whatever. She sighed and blew a shot of air upward, knocking back a loose curl of hair. “Look, I get it. I’ll be my usual, cautious self with this next one. Promise.” 
 
   “I’m sure you will. You’re my girl. I trust you’ll do what you need to. I wish you good luck and happy hunting. Have the painting in my study by Friday at midnight. I look forward to seeing it.” 
 
   “I’ll do my—” 
 
   The call ended before she could finish her sentence. 
 
   “Best,” she said to no one. 
 
   Allyson tossed the phone onto the couch and plopped down next to it. She was still wearing a pair of gray pajama pants and a red T-shirt from the night before. Her energy had returned even though the aches and pains still nagged the senses. 
 
   The same annoying strand of hair shook loose and dangled near her left eye. She brushed it back and put her arms out wide across the back of the sofa. “So, Paul Graupe,” she said to herself. “What secrets were you hiding?” 
 
   She eyed the phone next to her, picked it up, and began typing. It took a few minutes before she was able to get the spelling correct, but she eventually found the name. Reading wasn’t something Allyson enjoyed doing, especially when it related to work. The biography she found on Graupe wasn’t very helpful. It contained very few details about the man’s life and eventual death in a small German town she’d never heard of. “Baden-Baden,” she whispered. “That’s a little redundant.” She scanned through a few more passages and then hit the arrow on the screen to return her to the search results. 
 
   Most of the links looked the same as the first one she’d clicked. The eighth one, however, was a little different. It was a link to a paper written by a researcher in a Berlin university called Humboldt. She’d never heard of the school but decided to click the link anyway. As it turned out, Humboldt was the largest university in Berlin, renowned across the world for many of its studies. The professor who wrote the article on Graupe was a man by the name of Helmut Koenig. A quick pass through the bio told Allyson that Koenig was a foremost expert in the field of art history in spite of the fact that he taught philosophy. More importantly, his primary area of study had been Peter Paul Rubens and the philosophic undertones of the great artist’s work.
 
   Allyson’s eyes darted back and forth as a plan formulated in her head. She looked over at the clock. It was just after six in the morning. She could be in Berlin by the end of the morning if she hurried. Then it would just be a matter of tracking down this Koenig and finding out what he knew about Graupe. 
 
   She sprang up out of the sofa and shuffled across the floor to the bedroom. After a quick shower and change of clothes, she’d be on her way to Germany. And this time, Allyson wasn’t going to let anyone get in her way. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



3
 
   Berlin, Germany
 
    
 
   After her conversation with Emily, Adriana set to work on finding out as much as she could about Paul Graupe. She pored through several Internet pages and uncovered a single point of interest she believed could be useful. It only took a few minutes for her to learn that a man by the name of Helmut Koenig, a professor in Berlin’s Humboldt University, was the world’s foremost expert on Peter Paul Rubens as well as on Graupe. If anyone could help her find information about the late auctioneer and his exploits, it was Koenig. 
 
   Adriana boarded her plane less than ninety minutes later, heading for Germany. The flight from Paris to Berlin was just under two hours, plenty of time for her to continue reading up on Koenig and his work revolving around Peter Paul Rubens. By the time the plane touched down in a rain-soaked Berlin, she’d learned all she could. The only question now was, would Koenig be available to talk?. On top of that, Adriana didn’t know where to find him. 
 
   The university was in session, but that didn’t necessarily mean he would be on campus. Still, it was her best bet, so when Adriana stepped off the plane and into her rental car, that’s where she went. 
 
   Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin has a history that spans a wide range of events. Founded in 1810, it is considered one of the oldest universities in Berlin. Some of the world’s most intelligent and revered people have darkened the doors at Humboldt: Einstein, Marx, Max Planck, Otto von Bismarck, and the Brothers Grimm were just a few of the famous people who walked the halls at the old university. 
 
   During the war, Humboldt, like most other institutions, was ravaged by the Nazi party. Over twenty thousand books were taken from the library to be burned in a public demonstration. Now, in the campus square, a memorial to the books is set in the ground with a massive empty shelf and a glass covering. It stands as a lasting tribute to the atrocities that usually precede greater ones. 
 
   On the drive from the airport, Adriana kept her eyes fixed on the rearview mirror to check for anyone following. It was a habit—one she didn’t mind having. It kept her sharp (most of the time anyway). 
 
   Without encountering anything suspicious, Adriana followed her phone’s GPS directions to the university. She found a parking space along the street just outside of campus, grabbed her rucksack, and headed inside through the impressive white stone gates at the entrance. The main building’s exterior granite walls shone like a bright beacon of higher learning in the middle district of the city. 
 
   Students scurried to and from various points on campus, talking, laughing, and socializing with one another under umbrellas. Some carried backpacks full of books and notepads. Others had laptop bags slung over their shoulders. A few young couples walked along slowly, holding hands over an umbrella shaft and staring into each other's eyes with youthful, ignorant passion. 
 
   Adriana shook her head and rolled her eyes as she passed by, hurrying to get out of the rain. She’d prepared for everything except the weather. 
 
   She stepped into the main building and found a young blond man working at a small information desk, his gray button-up shirt such a tight fit that Adriana wondered if he could even move in it. She shook the rain out of her bright red hair, instantly drawing the man’s attention. 
 
   “Hello,” he said in German. “May I help you?” 
 
   He was clearly eager to help an attractive woman. It didn’t hurt that Adriana had worn a tight, low-cut, black cotton top and jeans that could have been painted on. “Oh, hello,” she replied in German that held a trace of a central/east accent. Her hand went to her hair, and she brushed back one of the longer strands. “I was wondering if you could tell me where I might find a professor by the name of Helmut Koenig.”
 
   The young man’s smile widened a little, which told her he had the information she wanted. 
 
   “Of course. Yes, that is one of the things I do here.” He slid back into his chair behind a laptop and started pecking away at the keys. His right hand clicked the mouse pad twice, and then he stopped, letting his eyes scroll down the page. “Ah yes, Dr. Koenig. He works in the philosophy building. It’s not far from here. If you like, I can get someone to watch my desk, and I'll show you where it is.” 
 
   Adriana could see the desire in his eyes. This time, his wish wouldn’t be granted. “I think I can manage on my own,” she answered. The light seemed to fade from his eyes. “I appreciate your help, though. Could you tell me how to get there?” 
 
   He nodded, defeated. “Sure.” 
 
   He grabbed a pen off the top of the desk and a brochure from a plastic display on his left. After opening the brochure, he circled a building on the map that resembled an overhead of the one they were in. “We are here,” he said. “You want to go to this building here.” He circled another building and then wrote down three numbers. “This is Professor Koenig’s office. I would walk down this hall,” he pointed to the corridor to the right, “and then go left at the end. It will take you to the next building, and you won’t be in the rain as much.” The young man wrote down another sequence of numbers and handed her the paper. 
 
   “What are the last numbers?” she asked, already pretty sure she knew the answer. 
 
   He blushed and shrugged with a hopeful gleam still in his eyes. “My desk phone number. Feel free to call it if you have any questions.” He smiled at her and winked. 
 
   She pretended to be flattered and smiled flirtatiously. “My, aren’t you helpful.” 
 
   “I try.” 
 
   “Thank you so much,” she said. “I will certainly call you if I have any trouble.” 
 
   She walked away, not so fast that she appeared to be trying to get away from him, but at the same time making it clear getting to her destination quickly was her biggest priority. 
 
   At the end of the empty corridor, she turned left and continued on. Portraits of great university leaders from down through the ages lined the walls. Some of the names were familiar; most were not, but the fact that the paintings were quite old lent at least meager credibility to their subjects. At the end of the passage, she came to another set of doors leading outside to an intermediary causeway. Steps leading to courtyards ascended and descended on either side of the covered path. Adriana pushed straight ahead into the next building, choosing to follow the young man’s instructions to avoid getting wetter than necessary. 
 
   She continued through the building, passing classrooms and offices. Most of the students were in class. As it was nearing the top of the hour, she wondered if they would be getting out soon. Her pace quickened a little at the thought of fighting through waves of students hurrying to their next class of the afternoon. 
 
   Her hand reached out and pushed the door at the end of the hall, leading onto a landing outside where she could see three other buildings. According to the map, the one on the right was where she was supposed to go. A sign outside confirmed that it was the home of the philosophical studies department. 
 
   Adriana gave a quick glance around and then darted over to the building. Once inside, she found a set of stairs near the entrance and started her ascent. She assumed the first number of his office was the floor on which it would be located. When she reached the second floor, Adriana stepped through the door and entered a hallway that reminded her of every other university she’d visited. It was as bland and uninterestingly decorated as the previous halls had been glamorous. She wasn’t surprised. It was something many universities did to draw in students. The main ground floors were designed to attract students to their programs. The higher levels were utilitarian, lacking aesthetic in lieu of functionality. 
 
   She looked at the brochure again to make certain she was on the right floor and then noticed a glass display to the right. She put her finger against the pane and scrolled down until she found Koenig’s name. There you are, Professor.
 
   A voice thundered from forty feet away, echoing out of one of the lecture rooms. She frowned as she walked over to see what was going on. She peeked inside and saw around one hundred students listening eagerly to a man with a shiny, high forehead, curly gray hair in the back, and a brown vest over a white button-up shirt. The fact that he was speaking in German made his rant sound even angrier, but the context of his speech was actually just making a point. 
 
   His talk ended in a sharp staccato. When he was done, he said something about studying the previous four chapters for a test later in the week and that his assistant would be taking care of the lecture on Wednesday. The students rapidly took notes and then began exiting the room. 
 
   One student, however, lingered off to the side. Adriana hadn’t noticed her at first, but now she stuck out like a sore thumb since she was the only one who wasn’t trying to leave. The young woman’s hair was brown and curly, different than it had been a few days ago, but the face remained the same. 
 
   It was the Chameleon. 
 
   Adriana ducked back around the corner of the doorway as students spilled out of the lecture hall. The other thief hadn’t seen her—at least, Adriana didn’t think so. The woman was down on the left front side and Adriana up the steps at the top left, so her vantage point was slightly behind. 
 
   A million questions ran through her head. What to do? How did the other thief beat her here? And how did she know to talk to Koenig? 
 
   She must have used the same methods, Adriana realized. It hadn’t been that difficult to find Koenig. And why would she go to anyone else other than the leading expert on Rubens in the entire world? The fact that this Chameleon person was thinking the same way Adriana did made her angry. 
 
   The last of the students trickled out. She had to think fast. The other thief would be coming out soon, or so she thought. Her concerns were invalidated moments later as she heard the woman’s voice. 
 
   “Impressive, Professor. And thank you so much for allowing me to hang around to hear that.” She spoke in English. 
 
   “Ah, so you understood enough of it?” he asked her. 
 
   Adriana poked her nose around the corner of the door again and looked down. Koenig was busily placing some papers in a leather messenger bag. The Chameleon moved closer, unaware she was being watched. 
 
   “I could pick up most of what I needed,” she answered. Her hips moved back and forth slowly in her tight jeans. 
 
   Adriana shook her head. She’s hitting on him. Unbelievable. 
 
   “Yes, well, it was wonderful to have you here as a guest, though I must admit I’m not familiar with your work.” 
 
   “I’ve not had anything major published yet. But I’m hoping to have something big come up very soon.” 
 
   She had an angle; Adriana had to give her that. 
 
   The professor loosened his tie and unbuttoned the top button on his shirt in an attempt to get comfortable. “Well, I’m sure something will come up for you very soon if you keep working hard. So…” he shifted uneasily, creating a little space between them, “what brings you to Berlin, and more specifically, to see me?” 
 
   “Dispense with the pleasantries, I like that.” She stopped a foot short of the professor and put one hand on her hip. 
 
   “I’m German,” he replied. “We like to be direct.” 
 
   “That’s true. At least I’ve found it to be true with the Germans I’ve known. Very well. I’m here because you are the world’s foremost expert on Peter Paul Rubens.”
 
   Even from her vantage point, Adriana could see the man blush a little. 
 
   “There are many who have studied Rubens. He’s one of the greatest artists in history. That does not answer why you are here.” 
 
   The professor’s head turned slightly, and Adriana pulled away from the door to remain out of sight. 
 
   “You see right through me, don’t you, Professor? I’m here because I’m looking for a specific Rubens, one that disappeared a long time ago at the beginning of World War II.” 
 
   There was a long pause in the conversation. Adriana risked another peek around the doorframe and saw Koenig put his hand to his face. He scratched his cheek for a second and then crossed his arms. It was evident he was sizing up this mysterious woman. 
 
   “So you are searching for The Annunciation.” It was a confident statement. 
 
   “How did you—”
 
   “Because it is one of the most priceless treasures in the art world. Do you honestly think you are the first person to come ask me about this painting? People all over the world have been looking for it for more than half a century.”
 
   “Have you been looking for it?” she cut him off. 
 
   He waved a dismissive hand and collected the remaining papers from his podium. “It’s a fool’s dream to think that painting is still around. It was most likely destroyed by the Nazis long ago like so many other masters’ works.” His voice trailed off, laden with grief. 
 
   “Yes,” she agreed, faking empathy, “I can’t believe what they did to so many incredible works. It’s such a shame.” 
 
   Adriana rolled her eyes. This woman clearly didn’t care about the art. All it represented to her was dollar signs. 
 
   “It was more than a shame,” Koenig corrected. “It was a vile criminal act. The world lost a piece of itself and will never get it back. Until the end of time, people of this world will never get to see those works for themselves. It is a tragedy.” 
 
   This guy sure loves his art, Adriana thought. 
 
   “I totally agree,” the Chameleon added. “Definitely tragic.” 
 
   Koenig sighed, letting his emotions drift away. “What’s done is done. I’m afraid I don’t know where that painting is or if it even still exists. I’m of the belief it was destroyed during the war after it was sold.” 
 
   “Yes, by Paul Graupe.”
 
   Koenig appeared impressed for a moment. “Yes. That is correct. The last person to have any record of the painting was Paul Graupe, a high-end auctioneer here in Berlin.”
 
   “I read your summary on Graupe. You said he was forced to sell the Rubens to the Nazis, probably an officer?”
 
   Koenig nodded. “If it was indeed sold to a soldier, and it probably was, it would have had to have been an officer. They had the finances and the desire to own such things. Most of the common soldiers weren’t paid enough to make that kind of purchase, and moreover, they weren’t interested in fine art. Their concerns were more temporary in nature. Filling their bellies with beer and food were their priorities.” 
 
   “So if it was sold to an officer, there should be a record of that sale, right? I mean, auction houses keep records of that sort of thing for a long time.” 
 
   “Of course, they do. And I have seen the record for this sale. It has the date and how much was paid for it.” 
 
   But no name of the buyer. Adriana realized the reason Koenig had never gone any further in his quest. Without the name of the buyer, the painting had effectively disappeared. 
 
   “No name was attached to the purchase,” he finished his explanation, confirming Adriana’s suspicions. 
 
   The brunette contemplated the information and then asked, “Why wouldn’t they put a name on the record of sale?” 
 
   “Perhaps the buyer did not want his identity to be known. Occasionally, high-profile buyers preferred anonymity. For a small additional fee, auctioneers were happy to provide such a privilege.” 
 
   “So they paid a little extra and kept their names off the books.” She made the comment more to herself than the professor. “Still doesn’t tell me why all the secrecy.” 
 
   “I suppose we will have to leave that to conjecture, my dear. Now, if you will excuse me, I must be going. Right now is when I take my lunch, and I have a great deal of research to do this afternoon.” 
 
   The brunette stepped a little closer to him. “Sure, Professor. You’re a busy guy, and I don’t want to be too much trouble. I just have one more question.” 
 
   He waited patiently as she approached, closing the gap between their bodies to only a few inches. Adriana watched the other woman’s hand reach down to her ankle slowly. In an instant, she stood up straight again, now with a pistol in her hand. She shoved the black compact barrel against Koenig’s neck, pressing against the skin hard. 
 
   “What are you doing? Is that a real gun?” 
 
   “I’m asking the questions, Professor,” she snapped. “Where are these archives you talked about? The ones where the auction house records are stored.” 
 
   “What? The Landesarchiv Berlin. It’s where public records of all kinds are kept.” He spoke frantically; the words flowed out of his mouth in quick succession. 
 
   Adriana was tempted to grab a weapon out of her rucksack, but this wasn’t the place. There were too many people milling around, and a shootout on a university campus would bring too much attention. She resisted the temptation and kept her body pinned to the wall, carefully watching the interaction. She had a feeling what the brunette’s next move would be.
 
   “Look,” Koenig tried to bargain, “I told you, I don’t know where the painting is. No one does. It’s gone. I gave up looking for it a long time ago.” 
 
   “Yeah, you said that. But I still feel like there’s something you’re not telling me.” 
 
   “What could I be withholding? If I knew where the painting was, I’d have recovered it by now.” 
 
   “Maybe. Or maybe you are protecting someone you know. So here’s what’s going to happen, Professor. You and I are going to take a little drive over to these archives you’re talking about. When we get there, you’re going to be a good boy and show me the exact paperwork you were talking about. If it’s as you said and there’s no name on the sales record, I might let you live. But if you’re lying to me...well…,” she dragged the tip of the gun across his chest and down to his pot belly, “you’re going to take a long time to die.” 
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   Berlin
 
    
 
   Adriana watched through a rain-streaked windshield as the brunette escorted Koenig across the parking lot and into the two-story brick building. The city archives building had the look of an Industrial-Age factory not a place that stored important information. The only thing missing were a few smokestacks with black billows of soot-filled clouds rolling out of them. 
 
   The two targets walked through the gate and toward the front doors of the building. Adriana was about to get out of her car when a sudden vibration in her pocket froze her in place. She pulled the phone out and checked the text message. It was from Emily. 
 
   Before leaving Marseille, Adriana had sent a few images of the other thief to the Axis director and asked if the person’s identity could be uncovered. The photos weren’t great, taken from a distance when Adriana was on the move in Holland. But they were good enough. 
 
   She glanced up and back down at the phone. The message indicated that the woman she was following went by several aliases, but the one she’d used most recently was Allyson Webster. Adriana remembered seeing that among the known aliases the woman used. But there was an additional piece of information that Emily included. It turned out that Allyson had been involved in a project with Sean Wyatt and Tommy Schultz. She’d stolen something from them that Emily claimed likely had more historic value than monetary. Allyson had disappeared after the theft, returning to the shadows and never seen again. 
 
   Never again until she became my problem. 
 
   Adriana considered the implications for a moment and then let the thought go. Right now, she had to stay close. Allyson and her hostage were about to enter the building. Once inside, it would be difficult to stay close without being noticed. Adriana tugged a beanie down over her head and the top half of her ears. It wasn’t the best disguise, but it did make her look a few years younger, like a college student conducting a research project. 
 
   She stepped out of the vehicle and tucked her compact 9mm pistol into the back of her jeans. A lightweight, hooded rain jacket helped conceal the weapon. She left the rest of her belongings in the car and took off across the wet street as her quarry disappeared through the entrance. Adriana took a quick look in both directions as she jogged, light footed, through the parking area. Upon reaching the doorway, she stood up on her tiptoes and stole a glance through one of the glass panes at the top. Koenig and Allyson were walking away to the right. An information desk was directly ahead with a stout-looking, brown-haired woman sitting behind it in a black sweater. 
 
   Adriana lowered back to normal standing height and pulled the door open. She spent a few seconds in the atrium, pretending to brush off raindrops from her jacket. The precipitation had slowed, but the woman at the desk didn’t necessarily know that.  For Adriana, she had to appear as if she wasn’t following the two who’d just come in. 
 
   “Hallo,” the desk worker said in a booming, almost masculine voice. 
 
   Adriana winced. She checked to the right, but Koenig and the other woman were out of sight, hidden by the atrium’s wall. 
 
   “Hallo,” Adriana replied with the German greeting. She continued to speak in the native language in a hushed tone, remaining close to the door as she pretended to search for something. “How are you today?” 
 
   “Good,” the woman replied shortly. “Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
   “No, thank you. I’m just making sure I have my phone.” She padded her left pocket and felt the device. In doing so, she leaned over a little and saw her targets disappear through the third door on the left. “Got it.” 
 
   She stepped forward cautiously and gave her most polite smile. “I’m here working on a project for one of my classes at the university, and I’m just going to look through some records.” 
 
   The building’s interior smelled of century-old dust, wood, and brick. Adriana very nearly sneezed as a result. It was a bitter contrast to the fresh, rain-cleansed air outside. She fought back the sneeze impulse and squinted, rubbing her nose vigorously.
 
   “Ah, have you ever been here before? Do you need assistance?” 
 
   “Yes. I’ve been once or twice. But I know where I need to go, so your help isn’t necessary. Thank you.” 
 
   “You’re welcome.” The woman returned to reading a magazine. From Adriana’s vantage point, it looked like it was for cat lovers. 
 
   Adriana turned and headed down the corridor. She didn’t have a plan, per se. Without knowing what the building layout was and what Allyson was planning, thinking ahead was tricky. 
 
   Arriving at the doorway, Adriana found it open. It was marked with a sign overhead indicating the room was where city records were kept from the 1930s. Adriana stopped at the corner of the door. She could still feel the gun tucked into her pants. She leaned her head forward and listened closely. 
 
   “Don’t screw with me, Professor. Show me.” Allyson’s voice carried through the door and into Adriana’s ears. 
 
   She took a long slow breath and peeked around the doorframe. 
 
   The two inside disappeared around an eight-foot-high shelf. They were heading toward the back of the building. 
 
   Adriana took another look back to make sure the cat lady at the desk hadn’t noticed her odd behavior. She hadn’t, her eyes still glued to the magazine. After giving another swift peek inside, Adriana ducked into the records room and crouched low, making her way over to one of the research tables for additional cover. 
 
   “It’s back here, I believe,” Koenig was saying, his voice somewhat distant. “I haven’t seen it in years. Sometimes, they move these things around.” 
 
   “Just find it,” Allyson ordered. 
 
   Adriana kept low and snuck around the end of the table. She saw the professor moving slowly down the aisle, checking dates and titles on the big filing cabinets. Allyson was close behind him, keeping her gun at waist level. Koenig stopped near the end of the row and leaned over to read the label more closely. 
 
   “This is the one,” he stated. He pushed the metal button that freed the catch inside the drawer and pulled it out. 
 
   The file was full of old folders and faded papers. Fortunately, the people who maintained the archives were extremely organized. Each folder had dates and subjects listed. He ran his fingers along the files until he got midway through and found what he was looking for. 
 
   “Here it is. The sales records for the auction house Graupe worked for.” 
 
   “I thought you weren’t sure where it was,” Allyson sounded skeptical. 
 
   Koenig shrugged. “I guess they didn’t move it around after all.” 
 
   He pulled out the file and carried it over to a table with Allyson in tow right behind him. His fingers pressed the folder out onto the table, and Koenig began flipping through the pages until he found a date he recognized. He tapped the old paper with his index finger. 
 
   “See, here’s the date the Rubens was sold, how much was paid, and the seller’s name. But no buyer. This is where I got stuck.” 
 
   Allyson looked over his shoulder, careful to keep the gun aimed at his kidneys. 
 
   From her vantage point, Adriana couldn’t see what they were looking at. She needed to make a play for the professor. Once this other woman had what she wanted from him, she’d dispose of him. At least that was her assumption. 
 
   She backed away from her spot and turned left. Standing upright and keeping her gun close to her side, Adriana crept softly between the tall shelves, two rows over from where Koenig and Allyson were. 
 
   “Looks like you weren’t lying after all, Professor,” Allyson said. 
 
   Adriana stopped six feet from the end of the aisle. She peeked through a narrow space between a stack of boxes and saw the brunette eyeing the paperwork with a pistol pressed into Koenig’s back. 
 
   Allyson took nearly a minute to analyze the record before speaking again. “Why? Why is there no record of the buyer?” 
 
   “I already told you,” Koenig pleaded. “Often times, the buyer wanted to remain anonymous. That was probably the case with the Nazi officer who bought this painting.”
 
   Allyson raised the weapon and pressed it to the back of his skull. “Who could have afforded this amount of money for a painting? Hmm? How many?”
 
   “I…I don’t know. Too…too many for me to investigate.” Koenig stammered, clearly terrified for his life. “I’d already spent so much of my life searching for the Rubens. There were probably hundreds of officers with those means. They pillaged everything and gained tremendous wealth as a result.” 
 
   “Hundreds? And you just gave up so easily?” 
 
   “Look here,” he blabbered, pointing at the bottom of the paper. “See?” 
 
   She looked and saw a sentence written in German, like everything else on the paper. “What does that say?” 
 
   “It says that his greatest declaration will be in death. It’s a note from the auctioneer. Probably a famous quote.”
 
   “Why would he put that on there?” She pushed the gun and forced his head forward several inches. “What does that mean?” 
 
   “I have no idea.” He was near sobbing. “When I first saw it, I believed that Graupe meant he would take the secret of the buyer to the grave with him, that no one would ever know who purchased it.” 
 
   Allyson stepped back away from the blubbering man, keeping the weapon trained on his head. “You know what, Professor? I think I actually believe you. Unfortunately, that doesn’t help me.” She lowered the weapon beyond Adriana’s sight. Her hands moved quickly, and then she took aim again, the gun’s barrel elongated with a sound suppressor. 
 
   Adriana watched, fully aware of what was about to happen. Allyson was going to execute Koenig. She had to act fast. 
 
   Her eyes shot up to the massive shelf, and an idea popped into her head. The shelf looked top heavy. It was a crazy idea, but it might work and was far more preferable to firing her weapon in the confined space. Not to mention that doing so would bring the police to the scene. 
 
   She tucked the weapon back into her jeans and put a foot up on the edge of the first shelf, reaching up with one hand and then the other, using the shelving as a ladder. 
 
   Allyson was still talking. “Where is Graupe buried, Professor?” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Where is Graupe buried? Don’t make me ask again.” 
 
   “Baden-Baden, his home town. That’s where he died. He was laid to rest in the cemetery there. Please, I’m telling you everything I know.” The man who’d sounded so confident in his university lecture not so long ago was coming across as a real coward. 
 
   “And you never thought to check out his grave site? Do you think it’s possible that maybe, just maybe, he left a clue where he was buried?” 
 
   “I…I guess I never considered that. Please. I’m a researcher, not a detective.” 
 
   Allyson clicked her tongue. “That’s too bad. It could have saved your life.” 
 
   Adriana’s hand gripped the top shelf and held on tight to the thick metal. Every second she moved, she felt like her feet or hands were making too much noise, but the discussion a few feet away continued without any notice. Giving another quick check behind her, Adriana let her arms out until they were straight and then pulled her body forward, slamming it into the top edge of the shelf. 
 
   She’d overestimated the amount of force it would take to send the stack of boxes and files toppling over. The massive piece of furniture teetered and then toppled over, crashing into the next row like a giant domino. Her momentum combined with the sudden movement of the shelving sent Adriana over the top. She managed to keep her weight even as she cleared the crashing tower and landed on the next with a split second to jump clear over to the top of the filing cabinets. 
 
   Allyson’s initial response was confusion followed immediately by panic. She instinctively put both hands up to protect herself from the falling boxes and shelves, but her reaction was too slow,and she disappeared under piles of cardboard, paper and metal; buried. 
 
   Adriana walked the length of the filing cabinets and hopped down onto the floor next to a shocked Koenig. “Grab the paper, Professor. We have to go.”
 
   He stared at her with wide, disbelieving eyes. If she wasn’t mistaken, she thought a few tears were streaming down his face. Couldn’t have been sweat, the room was kept at a chilly temperature. Koenig remained frozen in place, unable to think or move. Adriana stepped close and grabbed him by the shirt. “Professor Koenig, I’m here to help you, but if you don’t move I’m going to have to leave you here with her. Grab the paper, and let’s go.” 
 
   Koenig swallowed and nodded slightly. His eyes never blinked. Mesmerized, he turned around and grabbed the paper. “Should we take the whole file?” 
 
   “Not unless you think it will help us find the Rubens.” 
 
   “It might.”
 
   “Then grab it to be safe.” 
 
   She moved away from him and headed for the door. Koenig gave a last glance down at the destruction and then snatched the file, tucked the paper inside, and folded it. He clutched the folder and hurried after his mysterious savior. She tiptoed over to the far wall and then continued toward the front of the room where the doorway was located. Sensing Koenig was going to say something, Adriana turned around and put her finger to her lips, telling him to keep quiet. 
 
   The two moved together down the aisle until they arrived at the end. She motioned for him to stop and wait, knowing what would happen next. 
 
   “Hallo?” the familiar voice of the husky desk woman echoed into the room, followed shortly after by footsteps. A few seconds later, she appeared in the doorway. Her chubby face flushed red almost instantly. “What happened here?” she shouted. Saying it in German only made it sound angrier. “Who is in here? Hallo?” 
 
   The woman leaned to the right, trying to see if anyone was still in the room, or worse, under the pile. Sure enough, a low moan came from under the mess. 
 
   “Oh.” The desk worker barged forward, banging her hip against one of the work tables as she rushed down the aisle toward where she thought the voice had come. 
 
   Once she was behind the stacks of boxes, Adriana leaned her head to the right and pulled on the professor’s shoulder. They nearly ran the fifteen feet to the door, stepping silently on the balls of their feet to be as silent as possible. She didn’t even take a breath until they’d rounded the corner and were back out in the main hall. 
 
   They slowed to a brisk walk, heading for the entrance. “Look natural,” Adriana hissed, followed by a smile. 
 
   Koenig flashed a nervous grin, like a person who never knows how to smile for a photo. 
 
   She glanced over at him and saw the look on his face. “I said natural. You look like you’re about to crap yourself.” 
 
   “Well.” 
 
   “Ugh.” 
 
   Adriana shook her head and led him to the front door. They were lucky. Only the desk worker had heard the noise, but it would be only minutes until she alerted security and other employees as to what had happened. 
 
   Outside in the fresh air, she took in a few deep breaths, glad to finally get out of the old building. “You have your keys?” she asked as they moved across the asphalt. 
 
   “Yes,” he nodded. “But shouldn’t we take your car?” 
 
   “Give them to me.” 
 
   “Why don’t we take your car? And by the way, where are you taking me?” 
 
   She stopped and stared at him. He stumbled to a halt, nearly running into her. “I just saved your life. But if you stick around here, I can’t promise that will happen again. I’m going to find the missing Rubens, Professor Koenig. You can come with me or not. The choice is yours. But I’m taking your car.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll come with you.” 
 
   “That’s a good choice.” She gave a nod and started across the parking lot in big strides. 
 
   “But can’t we take your car? Don’t you have a car here?” 
 
   “Your car is a BMW 650i. I have a rental. I know you probably don’t want it damaged, but the fact is,” she stopped suddenly again, pivoted around, and shot daggers from her eyes into his, “your car’s faster.” 
 
   He nodded submissively.
 
   When they reached the red luxury sedan, she put out her hand. Reluctantly, he handed her the keys. “Maybe I should…” 
 
   She shook her head. “Keys. Now.” 
 
   “Okay.” He fumbled them into her palm, and she unlocked the doors. 
 
   She slid into the driver’s seat and made a quick adjustment to its position. He got in on the other side as she revved the engine to life. 
 
   “If…if you don’t mind me asking again, where are we going?” He stammered the words out like an unconfident child asking for a candy bar at the grocery checkout. 
 
   She shifted the vehicle into gear and whipped it out of the parking space. Another shift into gear, and she stepped on the gas, steering out onto the road. Once the aged brick building was in the rearview mirror, she glanced over at the frightened Koenig, who stared at her with a blank expression. 
 
   Her answer was direct. “We’re going to Baden-Baden.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



5
 
   Berlin
 
    
 
   Allyson could hear the muffled sound of a woman’s voice talking to her in German. She caught a few words but didn’t know enough to string together an entire sentence. From the woman’s tone, she was probably saying something about staying calm and help was on the way. Next came the sound of cardboard scraping together. Papers falling on the floor added an additional, familiar noise. 
 
   For several minutes, Allyson was consumed by darkness; only a few faint rays of pale light, speckled by dust particles, streaked through the crevasses in her temporary tomb. 
 
   She was filled with fury. The other woman had got the drop on her. I should have known. But how? How did she find us here? Only one answer popped into her mind. She must have gone to the university to find Koenig and then followed us here. It’s the only explanation.
 
   A man’s voice interrupted her thoughts from the other side of a pile of boxes. She didn’t know what he was saying either. Her luck, it seemed, wasn’t entirely bad. When the shelves fell over, she was knocked to the ground by a fairly heavy box, but the storage tower’s top had stopped abruptly when it struck the top of the file cabinet against the wall, creating a sort of lean-to for her. The good news was she’d get out of there with a few bumps and bruises. The bad news was that she was trapped by a pile of boxes and paper that would take who knew how long to clear. 
 
   Something shuffled to her left, and she noticed the box next to her start to wiggle. “I’m in here,” she said in her best damsel-in-distress voice. “Someone! Please help!”
 
   “Americaner,” the masculine voice said to someone else. He then redirected his attention back to Allyson. “We will have you out shortly. Just stay calm.”
 
   The box continued to wiggle until it suddenly came free and a burly man with a shaved head pulled it out. He wore navy blue coveralls. Allyson assumed he was some kind of maintenance worker. He put out his hand, and she took it, gripping it tightly. 
 
   One good pull, and she was back among the living, standing next to one of the biggest messes she’d ever seen. It was a bookkeeper’s nightmare. 
 
   “Thank you so much,” she said, making sure her gun was tucked safely away from view. Amid the chaotic collapse, she’d managed to hold onto her weapon, something she’d learned long ago. Hold on to your gun at all costs. The suppressor was still attached, and shoving it down the back of her pants was beyond awkward. She concealed the movement by wincing as if her back hurt, rubbing it with her hand. 
 
   Now that she could see the American visitor was safe, the desk worker’s expression changed to a harsher appearance. “What is the meaning of this? What happened? And where is the professor?”
 
   Allyson had to think fast. “He went to the water closet.” 
 
   The woman seemed to accept the explanation but still waited for an answer to the other question. 
 
   “I don’t know what happened,” Allyson said innocently. “I thought I heard someone come in, but I didn’t see them.” 
 
   The desk worker frowned. “Where is the other girl?”
 
   “What other girl?” The maintenance guy was genuinely confused. 
 
   “She had a hat on with red hair. She was just here.”
 
   The blank expression on his face said everything she needed to hear. “Fine. I’m going to call the police.” 
 
   “That,” Allyson said, pulling the gun out from its hiding place, “won’t be necessary.” 
 
   Two quick pulls of the trigger put a round in each of the Germans’ chests. The victims dropped to the floor, disbelief mingling with horror on their faces. Allyson stepped over the bodies and fired another shot into each skull, just to make certain they wouldn’t survive. Maybe killing them was over the top, but it was better than having loose ends. 
 
   Allyson peeked out of the doorway in both directions. A custodian was mopping the floor at the other end of the building. With earbuds in each ear, he’d not heard a thing. Not even the massive crash when the shelves fell. Allyson’s hands worked quickly to detach the suppressor. She shoved the pistol back into her pants and the black tube into a free pocket in her rain jacket. Next, she used the jacket to cover her hand and pull the records room door shut. A rudimentary check made sure it was locked. Satisfied with the job, she headed for the door. 
 
   She pulled the hood up over her head upon exiting the building and looked in both directions. They were long gone. It was a foolish hope to think the other thief and the professor would still be around, so she didn’t spend more than three seconds checking the area. 
 
   Allyson took her phone out of her pocket and checked the time. She’d been trapped under the debris for nearly half an hour. She raised her head and looked around the premises. Rain pattered against the waterproof fabric of her gray jacket. The fresh air felt good in her lungs. With two dead bodies inside the building and her competition getting away with Koenig, she didn’t have time to stand around and savor the rain’s sweet smell.
 
   On the upside, Allyson knew exactly where the other two were going. Now she had to get there. Her phone buzzed as she was about to put it back in her pocket. Her heartbeat quickened. 
 
   “What have you got for me?” she said, putting the phone to her ear.
 
   “Good to hear your voice again. Last time I heard it, you left me in a hotel somewhere in Hungary.” 
 
   “Sorry, had to go.” 
 
   “I understand. And I didn’t care if you left or stayed. I would have been fine either way.” The gruff American voice did have a certain sex appeal to it. That was only a small part, however, as to why Allyson had decided to spend the night with him. 
 
   He was one of the few people she trusted. Ironically, she didn’t know his real name. On the flip side, he did know hers and had kept it a secret. Why, she wasn’t sure. Maybe he didn’t see any profit in giving her up. Or maybe he had a crush on her. Either way, Allyson did not intend to give up on using him for his particular skill set: finding information. 
 
   She set off walking at a fast pace toward the road. She’d need to get out of the city, and soon. It would only be a matter of time before someone found the bodies. If the other woman dropped the professor off somewhere, he could easily pin her for the crime. 
 
   “Kind of in a hurry here, Jake. What do you have?” 
 
   “I have something that I think you’ll find very interesting.” 
 
   She sighed and rounded the gate, taking off down the sidewalk to the right. “You can stop teasing me now.” 
 
   He laughed. “You tease me all the time.” 
 
   “I haven’t spoken to you since Budapest, Jake. Remember?”
 
   That much was true. She’d left him alone after their night together. Recalling how long ago that happened was more difficult than some of the other details. She felt like it was a year ago, but it could have been more. It was clear the time apart bothered him. 
 
   Jake was a loner, which made his attachment to her even more unnerving. On top of it all, she felt like he’d chosen the nickname Jake because it sounded cool or tough. In reality, he was neither. He was a computer geek that happened to have a great body. But tough? No. Clever? Absolutely. 
 
   “Okay, so maybe you don’t tease me all the time.” 
 
   “I don’t mean to be rude to you right now, but I’m kind of in a bind. Would you mind telling me what information you have for me? Tell me you’ve got something on the other girl.”
 
   “Oh? You’re in trouble? Fine. I won’t ask what kind of trouble. I’m sure it’s nothing you can’t handle. Her name is Adriana Villa. I gotta say, this one covers her tracks really well. Finding information about her was like…it was like trying to find a ghost or something. Either she or her employer preferred to keep her identity completely unknown to most of the world. And whichever it was, they were very good at it.” 
 
   “Not good enough to keep you from figuring it out.” She passed him the flirty compliment that she knew would wrap him around her finger all over again.
 
   “It wasn’t easy.” 
 
   Allyson knew where he was going with the statement. “And you will be well compensated for your efforts. I assure you.” 
 
   “I know.” 
 
   There was an awkward pause as she reached a street corner and looked in every direction, deciding which way she should go. She noticed a metro station a few blocks away on the right. Perfect. 
 
   Jake spoke up again. “I’d be careful with this woman if you’re somehow involved with her in something. Records on her are zero.” 
 
   “Zero?” Allyson asked, picking up her pace to a near jog. 
 
   “Yeah. There’s nothing on her. No criminal record. Just a few notes about where she went to college, where she’s from, birth date, that sort of thing.” 
 
   “So she shouldn’t be any trouble.” 
 
   “No. That’s my point. People with records this clean are either missionaries, or they’re so dangerous that their files have been wiped clean. This chick has no social media presence, no known associates, and get this…no physical address.”
 
   “Where does she sleep at night, the street?” 
 
   “That’s just it. I could accept all of the other stuff. But no address is a huge red flag for me. It means she’s purposely hiding something. At least that’s what my experience tells me. It’s possible she rents a place off the books.” 
 
   Allyson considered the information. This Adriana character was most certainly dangerous. She’d managed to escape one of the most sinister drug cartels in the world, killing two of its leaders in the process. And from her personal encounters with the woman, Allyson knew she was a pro. 
 
   Jake interrupted her thoughts. “Any idea who she’s working for?” 
 
   She couldn’t say much on the subject given the circumstances of the mission with Frank. So she blew it off as unimportant and redirected the conversation. “I’m not worried about that right now. You said she had no known associates.” 
 
   “None that I could find. Mother died several years ago from cancer. She has a father, but I can’t find anything on him other than a name. His records are just as anonymous as the daughter.” 
 
   Allyson had heard enough for now. While she appreciated his efforts, and would still pay for them, Jake hadn’t really given her much other than a name. Still, she would keep him on the leash. “I’m about to get on a train so I’ll have to let you go. Let me know if you find anything else.” 
 
   “Will do.” 
 
   She ended the call and slid the phone back in her pocket. When she arrived at the metro station, she took a nonchalant look around to make sure no one was looking and then dropped her pistol, along with the suppressor, in the garbage can. For the moment, Allyson had to get out of the immediate area. She didn’t care where the train was going. Once out of the vicinity, she’d find transportation. 
 
   Sirens blared suddenly, startling her for a second as two police cars zoomed by. She let out a long sigh and stepped up to the ticket kiosk to buy a metro pass. Someone must have found the bodies. By the time the police arrived at the archives, she would be gone and on her way southwest to Baden-Baden.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



6
 
   Berlin
 
    
 
   “Would you mind telling me exactly what is going on? Why are we going to Baden-Baden?” Koenig blurted. He’d remained silent as Adriana steered his car through the busy city streets of Berlin. Once they reached the outskirts, however, he felt he could speak up. “Hello?”
 
   Adriana guided the BMW onto the Autobahn and stepped on the gas. The throaty engine roared, and in seconds they were speeding down the road. She checked the speed limit signs and made sure she wasn’t exceeding it by too much. What an annoyance, she thought. 
 
   Years before, the Autobahns had been famous for their insanely high speed limits, or a complete lack thereof. Now, however, there were only pockets of high-speed roads. Cameras had been mounted on bridges to issue fines to drivers who drove exceedingly fast. Occasionally, there were even police monitoring road safety. For now, she was happy to be out of Berlin. The more distance she could put between them and Allyson, the better. 
 
   “Did you hear me?” Koenig asked, staring at her with a demanding expression. 
 
   She blinked and barely twisted her head to the right. “I heard you.” 
 
   “Well?” 
 
   “Well what?”
 
   “What is going on here? Who was that woman? Who are you? What is all this about?” 
 
   Adriana stared at the road ahead. The early afternoon sun was hidden behind soupy gray clouds. “My name is Adriana Villa. You won’t find any information about me, so don’t think you can get on your phone and send me a friend request. I keep all of that very secretive. The only thing you can know about me is my name. That other woman who was going to kill you is a thief. She usually steals things that have a historical value. She is very dangerous. You’re lucky to be alive.” 
 
   “I suppose I should thank you for that. But if it is all the same to you, I would like to get out of the car now.” 
 
   “You don’t have to thank me. Besides, the fact that you’re alive could change at any moment.” 
 
   His face turned sour at the comment. 
 
   “Just being honest,” she said. “And I’m not letting you out of the car. I may need your help.”
 
   He shook off the macabre insinuation about his death and went back to the topic. “My help? With what? And what did the other woman want with the Rubens painting? She seemed hell bent on finding it.” 
 
   “So am I.” 
 
   His eyebrows rose slightly. “I don’t understand. You’re trying to find The Annunciation too?”
 
   “That’s right. And before you ask, I can’t tell you exactly why I’m looking for it. Just know that I won’t let anything get in my way.”
 
   He processed her comment and then spoke again, this time with a heavy tone of derision. “So you’re just a common thief like her?” He crossed his arms and glared at the road. 
 
   “No. I’m not like her. She steals for profit. I specialize in finding lost pieces of art and returning them to the rightful owners. Or a government if the case requires.” 
 
   He let out a snort. “For a hefty reward, I’m sure.” 
 
   “Occasionally, I’m offered financial compensation for my efforts. But I don’t do it for the money.” She turned toward him and peered into his heart. “I’m independently wealthy.” 
 
   The statement didn’t deter his scrutiny. “So what, you are…how do they say in America…some kind of action junkie?”
 
   “Not exactly.” 
 
   He pondered the situation in silence for a few seconds. Off in the distance, a gray stone castle’s parapets towered over a lush green hillside and the tiled roofs of a village below. “So you’re telling me you’re just some kind of saint who goes around finding stolen paintings and taking them back to their owners for no fee? Pfft.” 
 
   She let him stew for a moment before responding. When she did, her tone was as even as a billiard table. “First of all, I’m originally from Madrid.” The way she said the word Madrid belied her true city of origin. “So I’m only American in that I own a few properties there. I also have dual citizenship.” He seemed surprised by the answer. “Second, I am no saint. But I feel very strongly about art and history. It is wrong that evil people took those great works from humanity, never to return them. I do not need a day job because, as I mentioned before, I have money. Years ago, I felt called to do this.”
 
   Koenig was still skeptical. “How many works of art have you recovered so far?” 
 
   “Intact? Seventeen. Not counting the one from last week.” 
 
   His face scrunched into a look of disbelief. “Seventeen? Wait, what did you find last week?” Koenig’s demeanor rapidly turned to that of a seven-year-old on Christmas morning. 
 
   She kept silent for a few seconds. “I’m not allowed to say.” 
 
   “What?” He threw up his hands. “You can tell me nothing about it?” 
 
   “I can tell you that the painting was lost. I recovered it, but it was taken from me. I’m not happy about it.” She didn’t like lying and frankly didn’t feel she was good at it, but for the time being, Adriana didn’t know how much she should tell the professor. 
 
   He let out a sigh. “Seventeen works of art. Incredible.” He looked at her again. “Any I might have heard of?” 
 
   She smiled. “I’m certain a man with your knowledge of the art world has probably heard of them all.” 
 
   “Tell me. Just tell me one.” 
 
   Adriana shook her head, still smiling. “Impatient one, aren’t you?” 
 
   “My ex-wife used to say the same thing.” 
 
   “Yes, I read about your divorce when I was studying up on you.” 
 
   His mouth was agape. “You studied me?” 
 
   “Herr Koenig, I suggest you relax for a while. It would appear that the other woman used the same methods I did to find you. Perhaps in the future, you might consider keeping a few things under wraps. Maybe use a pen name when you publish something.”
 
   He shook his head. “In the world of higher education, publication is necessary. We do not have the luxury of anonymity. Our work is heavily scrutinized all over the world. It lends credibility to our name and our jobs.” 
 
   “And it brings the university money.” 
 
   He shrugged. “Some of which they use to pay me. It’s an endless cycle but a necessary one.” Koenig’s eyes narrowed. When he spoke, he stared straight ahead. “You are not going to get away from this conversation. And if you think I believed your lie earlier about the painting being lost, I don’t.” 
 
   How did he know? Was it that obvious? 
 
   Before she could defend herself, he spoke up again. “I don’t know what you are up to, but I know a lie in any language. I’m also a student of people. Your body language, the way your voice trembled ever so slightly when you spoke, it gave away the truth. So, if you want me to help you with whatever it is you are doing, I suggest you speak honestly with me.” 
 
   Adriana thought about it for a moment. She wasn’t sure if she’d need his help or not. They were headed to a town she knew nothing about to find a man she knew little about. At the very least, Koenig could probably direct her to Graupe’s grave. That might save some time. And time was something she desperately needed to save. She drew in a deep breath and told him everything, right down to the name of the other woman who nearly killed him. 
 
   The story took a minute to sink in. Koenig leaned back and slouched a little in his seat. “That is quite a tale.” 
 
   “You don’t believe me?” 
 
   “No,” he shook his head. “I believe you. That story is far too intricate to be made up. And I’ve seen the evidence myself when that other woman, Allyson, took me hostage. They really took your father?”
 
   “As far as I know. He was gone when I arrived at our safe house.” 
 
   Koenig shook his head again and put his hand to his temple. “I just can’t imagine living that way. I guess you must be pretty good in a fight.” 
 
   “I can hold my own.” 
 
   “Hmm. I’m sure. I suppose I am not allowed to ask where you received your training.” 
 
   She weaved around a Mercedes sedan and merged back into the right lane. “I started when I was very young. My father believed I needed to know how to defend myself. Mother protested. He let me do it anyway. Besides, I thought it was fun. The first time I fired a gun, I was seven years old. And by then I was already very advanced in hand-to-hand combat, at least for my age.” 
 
   “I’d still like to know why we are going to Baden-Baden. That isn’t exactly a short trip, and I have classes to teach tomorrow.”
 
   “You have an assistant?” 
 
   “Of course,” he shrugged. 
 
   “Better call them and make arrangements then.” He started to protest, but she cut him off. “Professor, that sheet you brought with you from the archives, there’s a clue on there that tells us exactly how to find the person Graupe sold the painting to.” 
 
   He frowned and his eyebrows stitched together. “What are you talking about? I’ve looked at that document dozens of times. I never noticed any clue.” 
 
   She pointed a thumb to the folder and papers he held in his lap. “Take another look.” 
 
   Reluctantly, he took the paper out of the folder and looked over it again. He ran his finger along each recorded transaction and then stopped when he reached the bottom. “I am sorry, but I cannot see anything related to the location of the painting or who may have purchased it.” He shook his head and started to put the paper back in the folder. 
 
   Adriana stopped him. “Look at the last line on the sheet. You read it aloud back there in the room.”
 
   “Yes. It says he will make his greatest declaration in death. It’s cryptic, but I was never able to find anything. No one in his town seemed to know anything about his past, much less anything about the Rubens painting.” 
 
   She let out a long sigh. “For a highly educated man, you don’t seem to be very good at unraveling clues. Tell me, what is a synonym for declaration?” 
 
   He thought about it for a few seconds before the epiphany struck him like a tidal wave. His right hand smacked against his forehead. “I cannot believe it. Annunciation is a synonym for declaration. How could I have not seen this before?” 
 
   She rolled her shoulders. “It’s not your job to figure out stuff like that. It is mine.”
 
   His voice carried more excitement to it now. “So you believe that Graupe may have left a clue when he died?”
 
   “If I had to guess, he may have been buried with it.” 
 
   His excitement vanished, instantly replaced with discomfort. “Are you saying we are going to dig up this man’s grave?”
 
   “I really hope not, Herr Koenig. If we’re lucky, the clue might be in a more easily accessible place.” 
 
   He didn’t seem completely reassured, but the possibility of finding a painting that he’d been seeking for so long soon replaced any trepidation he might have held. 
 
   Minutes passed before he spoke again. “You know,” he said, looking around at the interior of the car, “I’ve never been in the passenger seat before.” 
 
   She smiled, welcoming the change of subject. “I’ve been wondering how someone on a professor’s salary could afford a car that’s nearly a hundred grand.”
 
   “Well, I have a few other things I do on the side. For one, I have written several books. That helps supplement my stipend from the university. I also own a few businesses.” 
 
   “Ah.” 
 
   “What does your father do for work?” Koenig must have felt as if it was okay to return to the previous subject. 
 
   “He’s retired.” 
 
   “That must be nice.” Then he remembered the situation she was in. “I’m sorry. I did not mean to suggest...”
 
   “You’re fine.” She didn’t show any emotion on the outside, but her heart sank into her stomach. “He has put himself at risk with the life he’s chosen. I’ve told him to be careful more times than I can count.”
 
   “Old men don’t listen. I know I don’t sometimes. My ex-wife used to say that a lot too.” He winked at her, and that brought her smile back. 
 
   The car went silent for the next hour or so. Around two hours outside of the city, they stopped to fill up the fuel tank and get a quick bite to eat. 
 
   Once they were back on the road and had been driving for fifteen minutes, Adriana broke the silence. “During your research on Graupe, did you ever visit the town of Baden-Baden?”
 
   Koenig nodded. “Yes. Twice. It’s a beautiful village. After my visits, I briefly considered living there, but my work at the university was too important at the time.” 
 
   “It’s never too late.” 
 
   “Perhaps. For now, I am happy in Berlin. I actually live in Potsdam. Are you familiar with it?” 
 
   Adriana gave a slow nod. “Yes. I visited the Sans Souci Palace once. Lots of great little places to hang out there.”
 
   His face lit up. “That’s wonderful. I live in the Dutch Quarter. When we return to Berlin, maybe I can take you to my favorite bier haus.” 
 
   “That would be lovely.” She didn’t tell him that this was a one-way trip for her. If the mission were a success, she’d be headed to the next drop-off point to leave the painting for the mysterious man who held her father prisoner. 
 
   According to her phone’s GPS, the drive from Berlin would take just under seven hours. It would be dark then, and they’d need a place to stay for the night. 
 
    “Any thoughts on accommodations for tonight?” she asked. “I’m not sure if we will be able to do any searching tonight since it will be dark when we arrive.” 
 
   “Yes. It will probably be best to wait until the morning. There is a nice hotel on the edge of the town. I would guess getting a room there should be easy enough this time of year. During the fall, though, impossible. People come from all over the area to see the leaves change colors.” 
 
   Adriana grinned at the thought. In the time she’d spent in the Southeastern United States with Sean, she’d seen some of the best fall colors in the world. She’d heard New England had an amazing showing as well but hadn’t taken the time to check it out yet. 
 
   “I’ll lean on your expertise for this one,” she said. “Whatever you think is best.” 
 
   “Very well. I will call and make the reservation. After a good night’s rest, I will take you to the cemetery, and we will see what secrets our old friend Herr Graupe may have left for us.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



7
 
   Berlin, Germany
 
    
 
   Allyson left the rental car at the edge of the cemetery, at a corner where the fence met the sidewalk. The dark green leaves of the massive oak tree shaded the vehicle from the waning rays of sunshine. 
 
   In Berlin, Allyson was focused on just getting out of the city until she received a text message from Frank’s right-hand man, Evan. The note was simple. All it said was, Baden-Baden. 
 
   Allyson had already decided that was where she must go next before the other woman intervened in the archives. Evan must have been following Adriana, as he’d been following Allyson prior. While Evan hadn’t saved her life in Mexico, he certainly saved her a great deal of time and trouble. If the federales had found her before he did, she might have found herself in a difficult situation. 
 
   Knowing where Adriana, and likely, the professor were headed merely confirmed Allyson’s original suspicions. When she’d heard the translation of the cryptic line in Graupe’s records, she knew something was fishy about the dead auctioneer’s grave. She changed trains and took the metro to the Hauptbahnhof, the main train station in the city. The station was a massive construction of steel and glass, more modern looking than she remembered. It had undergone a major renovation and now looked unlike any train station she’d seen. 
 
   Only a few trains made the journey to Baden-Baden from Berlin each day, and the next one out of town was leaving in only thirty minutes. She purchased a ticket and made it onboard with fifteen minutes to spare, allowing herself time to reset her mind.
 
   The train ride from Berlin to Baden-Baden is slightly under six hours with the direct, nonstop route. While in her comfortable window seat, it occurred to Allyson to do a little checking on the time it would take Adriana to drive to the southwestern German town. According to what she learned, Allyson figured she might just make it there before the other woman, depending on how fast she drove. The idea that Adriana might spot Allyson was highly unlikely. She’d have no reason to go to the train station, and as far as she knew, Allyson might well be dead, crushed under a pile of heavy boxes and files. Sure, it was a long shot but certainly within the realm of possibility. 
 
   Getting a rental car had been a tricky proposition. Flirting a little with the man behind the counter netted her nothing more than a four-door compact. She convinced herself he was gay based on his effeminate mannerisms and the fact that he wasn’t swayed by her charms. She’d been hoping for something a little faster, something German with more horsepower, not the Czech-made four cylinder she received. 
 
   Circumstances dictated that beggars could not be choosers, so she pouted and took the keys to the small car. Even the pouty exit didn’t faze the man behind the counter. 
 
   She walked briskly down the sidewalk along the black iron fence. Across the street, a bookstore was closing down for the night. Next door to it, the manager of a hardware store was doing the same. Allyson hung a left into the cemetery and strolled down the path into the enormous collection of graves. 
 
   During the long train ride, she’d had time to research the city of Baden-Baden and learned that there were three main cemeteries. What she didn’t learn was the exact one that held the remains of Graupe. Potentially, Allyson would have to visit all three until she found the one with the grave of the late auctioneer. Luckily, she’d made a few calls and one worker for the board of tourism had narrowed down which cemetery she needed. 
 
   Her head was on a swivel as she scanned back and forth across the area. She checked for two things: Graupe’s name, and signs of trouble. 
 
   If Adriana kept the professor with her, and reason dictated she would, they would wait until morning to investigate the cemetery. Koenig would have knowledge of the exact location of Graupe’s grave, which would save them untold amounts of time. They could wake up and go straight there. Allyson didn’t have that luxury. 
 
   She kept her eyes peeled for any sign of the other thief, but as the orange-and-pink sky gave way to dim yellow and then darkness, she saw neither Adriana nor the grave. Allyson spent nearly an hour walking the rows, eyeing every tombstone until she had to turn on her phone’s flashlight to be able to complete the task. After the meticulous search, she started to think the person at the information center might have been mistaken about the grave’s location. It was entirely possible that Allyson was looking in the wrong place. 
 
   Tired and frustrated, she turned around and started back toward the entrance. As she walked by a small stone maintenance building, she noticed a few shapes in the darkness just beyond the far corner. She pointed her light in that direction and realized there was a collection of graves she’d not noticed near the boundary of a forest. Curious, Allyson changed course and walked hurriedly over to the half dozen graves huddled together in the shadows. 
 
   Her heart pounded as she reached the first tombstone. It was some name she didn’t recognize so she kept moving. The second and third were the same. When she reached the fourth, though, her breathing quickened with excitement. Allyson spun around, looking in all directions, shielding her flashlight with the other palm to keep from making a spectacle of herself. 
 
   She’d found the grave of Paul Graupe. 
 
   Satisfied no one was around, Allyson bent low and shielded the light from her phone so that it was directed only at the tombstone. The gray surface revealed the man’s name, birth date, and death date. She ignored the sentimental quote above his name and looked at the strange engraving at the base of the stone. Her frown returned. She had no idea what it meant. Allyson stared blankly at the odd words. 
 
   Inom Jannimt.
 
   “What does that mean?” she whispered to herself in the dark. “Is that even a language?”
 
   She switched off the flashlight and pulled up one of the apps on her phone. It only took fifteen seconds for her to enter the search term from the headstone, but the results were less than helpful. It returned a list of links to Danish websites she’d never heard of. While doubtful, it was entirely plausible that a wealthy Dane had purchased the painting. Allyson shook off the ridiculous notion. Why would a Danish collector have their name stricken from the records? Unless it was because they didn’t want the Nazis to find out who’d purchased it. Or worse for Graupe, who’d sold it to a foreigner. 
 
   Allyson rubbed her eyes and forced herself to use some logic. The results on the web search only mentioned Jannimt. There was nothing about a person named Inom, if that was a name at all. She entered a few other search terms but kept coming back with nothing that seemed to make any sense. So close, but without knowing what Inom Jannimt meant, she was completely lost. 
 
   Think, Allyson. She crouched in the darkness, staring at the bizarre words. Cool evening air washed over her, sending a tingle through her skin. She stood up and flipped her phone around so the camera lens was aimed at the headstone. The light on the front flashed brightly, sending an eerie, momentary aura across the surrounding area. 
 
   Secret codes and ciphers had never been her strong suit. Allyson was good at getting what she wanted, with whatever means necessary. If the words on the tombstone were some kind of cipher, that could make for a very long night. Of course, there was always her backup plan. She really hoped it didn’t come to that. Allyson slid the phone back into her pocket and trudged out of the cemetery. She’d noticed a hotel on the way into town that looked promising. All she needed was a place to work on the solution to Graupe’s riddle, and a bed. 
 
   Driving through the streets of the city revealed a relaxed nightlife. People laughed with each other at tables on street-side cafes, drinking giant mugs of beer and eating plates of heavy food. She passed a biergarten situated on the corner of a street, surrounded by a low brick wall, topped by wrought iron intertwined with ivy. White lights dangled on a trellis inside the walls, giving a festive feel to the patrons. 
 
   Something pulled at her heart for a second. Allyson winced and shook it off. She’d never had many friends. Mostly, that was by design. Friends could become liabilities, loose ends. Being a loner kept things simple. It also kept things lonely. 
 
   The occasional adventure with a random guy was fine from time to time, but that hardly helped salve the feeling of being alone, especially when they left in the middle of the night. Seeing all those people drinking together, laughing, enjoying a beautiful evening, it made her feel like something was missing in her life, if only for the briefest of moments. 
 
   By the time she rounded the corner and saw the hotel in sight, she’d already let go of the stupid sentimental emotions and refocused on the mission at hand. Allyson didn’t need friends. She needed money, investments, security. Perhaps someday, when she’d reached her financial goals, she would focus more on her social life. For now, however, it was all about her career as a thief. That last thought caused a laughing snort to escape from her nostrils. Some career. 
 
   Getting a room in the city was easy enough, moreso than she expected. The pleasant young woman behind the desk explained that there had been a few cancellations, which freed up some space. Someone else’s loss was Allyson’s gain. It never hurt to be lucky. 
 
   The room she rented for the night was in the corner of the building. Twice lucky, she thought. It featured a spectacular view of the rolling hills and mountains that rippled through the city’s old churches, rathaus, and dwellings. She plopped her bag down next to the television and pulled a black office chair out from beneath the work desk. Her mind and body cried out for rest, but right now Allyson was on a mission. She could spend the remainder of the night resting. She had to figure out what the words on Graupe’s grave meant. 
 
   For the next three hours, she wrestled with the troublesome riddle. She scoured the Internet for any information she could find that might give her answers, but there wasn’t even a sniff of anything useful. By midnight, her head was pounding from a stress-induced headache, sending painful pulses from the back of her head to the front. A pile of wadded-up papers overflowed from the trash bin near her feet, spilling over onto the floor. Her eyelids kept surrendering to gravity. They pulled down heavily like twin anchors on a cruise ship. 
 
   She shook her head violently to force herself to stay awake. “What am I missing?” she asked herself. Allyson had even smacked her cheeks a few times to keep from falling asleep. She’d tried everything she could think of to unravel the meaning of the words from Graupe’s headstone, but nothing made sense. 
 
   A long, regretful glance over at the clock told her how late it was. Time to give her brain a break for a while, she thought. She rubbed her face and stood up. Her legs shuddered at the sudden movement after sitting still for so long. She’d only stood once the whole time to stretch out and try to get her blood flowing. It had all been for naught. 
 
   Allyson walked away from the mess surrounding the desk and flitted into the bathroom. She pulled on the shiny metal handle in the shower and stepped back as the water began to spray. She sniffled a little and then slipped out of her clothes. 
 
   The hot water felt good as it soaked through her hair and cascaded over her skin. She needed the moment to relax, but peace would not come easily. Beneath the fatigue, a fury raged. How could she not figure out something so simple? She shook her head. It would be fine, she thought. She would do what she did best: siphon off the hard work of others. Adriana and the professor, if she brought him along, would no doubt already be in Baden-Baden. They were likely asleep in a hotel somewhere and would make an early day of it the following morning. Koenig would lead Adriana to Graupe’s grave and, in turn, would lead Allyson to the riddle’s answer. 
 
   She smiled at the idea and began to feel the soothing warmth of the water reach into her muscles. Once she knew who had purchased the Rubens, Allyson would eliminate the competition. 
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   The sun had yet to peek over the mountains in the east when Adriana and Koenig left the hotel. Their breath came out in puffs of white cloud as they made their way to the car in the chilly morning air. 
 
   “How far away is this cemetery?” Adriana asked. 
 
   “Not far,” he answered, shaking his head. “Five minutes. And I can take you straight to the gravesite.”
 
   That was exactly what Adriana wanted to hear. 
 
   They’d arrived around sunset in the western German spa town. She could see why people chose Baden-Baden as a retreat. The heavily forested hills and mountains made for some gorgeous views. No matter where one looked, there was no escaping the natural beauty surrounding the area. In spite of the tension she was feeling in her heart, there was something relaxing about this place that couldn’t be avoided. 
 
   Adriana and the professor had grabbed a few pieces of toast, jam, and fruit in the hotel on their way out. Koenig had protested eating in his immaculately clean BMW, but he also realized they needed to hurry, especially when Adriana reminded him that the other woman could still be out there—and if she were, she’d be headed their way. After that, the two snagged a couple of coffees to go with their light breakfast and made their way out of the hotel. 
 
   The drive to the cemetery only lasted a minute longer than Koenig predicted, and that was due to a pesky traffic light that seemed to last forever. They parked in front of a bookstore across the street from the cemetery.  
 
   “This cemetery is very old,” Koenig explained as they passed through the gate. “Some of the graves have been here for several hundred years, so long that many of them cannot be read anymore.” 
 
   Adriana nodded but said nothing. She’d visited many old cemeteries in her life. It always fascinated her to see memorials to people who’d lived so long ago. Their lives were so much different to hers, and she tried to imagine what each person’s life must have been like in the dash between the years of their birth and death. 
 
   Now, however, her focus was on one thing: finding what it was Graupe had to say about the missing Rubens. 
 
   Koenig led her to a fork in the path and then to the left, toward a maintenance building. A thick forest lay just behind the wall and fence, casting permanent shade on that area of the graveyard. 
 
   “It’s just over here,” he said, pointing at a spot underneath the heavy limbs of an oak. 
 
   Six tombstones were all that occupied that part of the land, kept separate from the others. 
 
   “Being Jewish,” Koenig was explaining, “Graupe would have preferred to be buried in a Jewish cemetery. However, after his exile and the experience he had with the Nazis, he wasn’t convinced that Jewish graves wouldn’t be disturbed or vandalized. So he chose to be buried in a common place.” 
 
   “To avoid having his memorial desecrated,” she finished the thought. 
 
   “Exactly.” 
 
   Adriana followed the professor past the first three headstones. She stopped when he halted at the fourth. He held out his hand as if presenting a prize. 
 
   “The grave of Paul Graupe,” Adriana whispered. 
 
   She stepped forward, making sure not to walk on the actual grave itself, a concave section of earth that was lower than the surrounding ground by about three inches. On bended knee, she leaned in closely and examined the headstone. She pressed her finger to the odd words at the bottom, Inom Jannimt. 
 
   “What does this mean?” she asked, looking back at Koenig who stood with his hands folded in front of him. 
 
   The smile on his face told her she was about to learn the bane of his investigation. “That, my dear, is what has kept me from discovering the buyer all these years. If I knew what those strange words meant, I doubt we would be standing here. If The Annunciation still exists, I would have certainly found who had purchased it, assuming those words are the name of the person who bought it.” 
 
   She frowned and turned back to the gravestone. “But it’s not a person.” Her voice was half epiphany, half disappointment. 
 
   “No. I have searched the world for the meaning of those two words. I spent hundreds of hours in libraries and on the Internet, desperately trying to figure out what they mean or, if it was a person, who that person might have been. After all that effort and time, nothing made any sense. I eventually came to the conclusion that I would never find out who purchased the Rubens and what may have happened to it.” The sadness in his voice was only faint, the result of a few years passing and relieving him of the failure. 
 
   “You found nothing? Not even a clue as to what it could mean?” 
 
   He shook his head and shrugged. “For the first word, I found absolutely nothing. Not a name, not a place, nothing. The second word, Jannimt, does have some Danish roots, but once again, there was nothing conclusive. I’d considered a Dane might have purchased the painting and preferred to remain anonymous. The German occupation of Denmark during the war was somewhat passive with only a small underground resistance coming from the Danes. If a Danish citizen had purchased the Rubens, it would have been of high importance to keep his name off the books.” 
 
   “So why did you rule out that theory?” 
 
   “I guess because I didn’t find anything conclusive. Jannimt was a dead end.”
 
   “And Inom doesn’t exist.” 
 
   Adriana stood up and placed her hands on her hips. She considered the problem while staring at the stone. After a few moments, she took out her phone and snapped a few photos of the odd writing. She put the device back in her pocket and rested her chin on her fingers. A light breeze brushed the leaves in the trees above, wrestling a few loose and tossing them through the air.
 
   She paced around for five minutes, working out what the possible meaning could be. With phone in hand, Adriana searched the web for answers. Possibilities zipped by her mind’s eye with remarkable speed. Figuring out clues to riddles and puzzles was something Adriana learned as a child. Memories began to mingle with the words from the tombstone, cluttering her focus. 
 
   Days from the past crept in and took center stage. She remembered her father teaching her things, things most fathers probably never thought of or knew existed. He spent hours with her every night before she went to bed, working through old codes from wars long since ended. She learned other languages, even ancient ones that no one had uttered for thousands of years. Then there was the combat training. Adriana began learning to fight when she was only six. To her, it was a normal part of life. She didn’t know any better until she started meeting other kids. Whenever a bully picked on her or some other child in school, she was the one who ended up standing at the end of the fight. One time, she remembered, four older boys had trapped her after she’d put a stop to them picking on one of the other kids. They all pounced at once. When she was done, one of the boys had a broken arm, and the other three had a variety of scrapes and bruises. The school’s principal had requested she not return. 
 
   The thought made Adriana laugh for a second as she continued to unconsciously pace back and forth in a ten-foot span under the cemetery’s shady tree. 
 
   She stopped and walked over to the bench where Koenig was watching her every move. Taking a seat next to him, Adriana continued to enter searches into her phone, scouring the Internet for a solution to the riddle. 
 
   The memories in her head cleared a little and zeroed in to some of the things her father said when she was young, lessons he’d taught her, and principles that would guide her through life. Of them all, one of the most interesting and fun to her were the times he’d given her riddles that had to do with ciphers. Letters, numbers, phrases, sentences, all written in a code that usually required a tremendous amount of patience to deal with were things Adriana thoroughly enjoyed. She was always excited when her father would come up with a new cipher for her to figure out. Usually, the reward on the other end was a piece of candy or a trip to the toy store. Occasionally, though, figuring out the cipher resulted in finding a small treasure. For a little girl, that treasure was a gold coin. She’d never really known the value of those coins until later in life when her father explained they’d come from a Spanish galleon, shipwrecked off the coast of Ibiza. As her fingers pored through the search results on her phone’s screen, the shipwreck and its treasure disappeared. Everything suddenly cleared in her mind, and the answer appeared like the first rays of morning sunlight. 
 
   “If I didn’t know better,” she said finally, “I’d say this is a cipher.” 
 
   “A cipher? You mean a code of some kind?” 
 
   “Mmhmm. Did you consider that as a possibility?” 
 
   He scoffed. “I’m a professor of art and philosophy. I’m afraid I do not know much about such things.” 
 
   Adriana’s feet shifted, and she tilted her head sideways. “Well, Professor, when people want to hide something in plain sight, they often use codes or ciphers. Many of the leaders in world history did this. If Graupe meant what he said on that record from the archives, these two words are probably the clue. And most likely, it’s a cipher, not a direct name or location.” 
 
   “Now that you say it, I suppose it wouldn’t have made much sense for him to simply put the name of the buyer on his gravestone.” 
 
   “Wouldn’t have made sense on any level. Doing such a thing would have exposed the buyer right away, or at least to someone who’d done even the smallest amount of research.” She could see he was slightly offended by the comment. “Not that you only did a small amount. I’m saying that anyone who’d happened to be looking for that painting would have realized that the buyer’s name was on Graupe’s tombstone, especially if they’d seen the sales record from the archives.” 
 
   “I have to admit, I never really considered the idea that it could be a code for something. I mean, maybe the thought popped into my mind, but without the key, ciphers are difficult to interpret. Aren’t they?” 
 
   She nodded. “Usually.” She walked over to a bench under the nearby tree and sat down, setting her phone down in her lap. 
 
   Koenig followed her and occupied the space next to her. He watched over Adriana’s shoulder as she typed out the letters into her digital notepad. 
 
   “In a typical cipher, at least ones like this, each letter actually represents another letter of the alphabet. It can take large amounts of time for people to try to figure them out without advanced computer software.” 
 
   “We don’t have that kind of time.” 
 
   “No. We don’t. Fortunately,” she tapped on the screen, “this cipher is only two words with a total of eleven characters.” 
 
   “Is that good?” 
 
   “I’ve seen worse. Notice that in the second word, there are two Ns.” He nodded and kept staring at the screen. “And of course, there is one in the first word as well. Right away, we know that if we can solve what the letter N represents, we’ve figured out three parts of the puzzle. The more intricate ciphers are difficult to figure out. The letters are often represented by huge gaps in the alphabet and can sometimes even be changed depending on the rules the key establishes.” 
 
   Koenig’s eyes were wide. “Do you think this is one of those?” 
 
   “We will know soon enough.” 
 
   Adriana set to work on the Ns and worked down first. “I find the easiest way to work with a cipher is to start with the letters closest to it first and work out from there. For example, the next letter in the alphabet is O. We write down two of those here,” she tapped on the screen again and recorded the letters. “And one in the first word. Then repeat the process for the letter above it in the alphabet, which is M.” 
 
   “This could take forever,” Koenig said and leaned his back against the bench’s support. 
 
   She didn’t answer. Adriana was deep in thought, and already her hopes were high. She wrote down the three Ms and decided to try one of the other letters in the first word. Recalling something she’d learned long ago, she tried out the two vowels in the first word. She jotted down a few new vowels for each of her words and looked at them for a second. 
 
   Koenig frowned and leaned forward again. “Those aren’t the letters before and after those vowels.” 
 
   “No. One trick that was used when working with these kinds of codes was to treat the vowels as a separate part of the alphabet.” 
 
   The professor pressed his lips together and blinked his eyes rapidly. “Do the last letter here. I believe it will be L.” 
 
   She did as requested and wrote down the two possibilities. One word didn’t make much sense while the other spelled out a name. It was as plain as vanilla ice cream. 
 
   “Emil,” Koenig exclaimed. “That is a very common German and Austrian name, especially from that time. That has to be the answer.” 
 
   “Not so fast,” she said, trying to keep a little perspective. “That might be the name, but it could also be a ton of other names. Let’s see how this matches up with the second word.” 
 
   Adriana repeated the process for the next ten minutes, writing down the letters for the two words until she finally had a last name to go with the first. 
 
   “Unbelievable,” Koenig said, aghast. Shock filled his face. “Emil Hummels.” 
 
   “You recognize that name?” 
 
   “Hummels? Of course. He was a Nazi commander and rumored to own a vast art collection, one that was rivaled only by the Führer himself.” 
 
   The information zipped through Adriana’s brain. “Someone like that would have had knowledge of the government’s plans, including what they were going to do with many of the great pieces of classical artwork.” 
 
   “Indeed,” Koenig concurred. “Hummels wasn’t one of the highest ranking of Hitler’s officers, but he was often involved with planning and strategy.” 
 
   “You seem to know a lot about this guy for a professor of philosophy and art.” She did little to try to hide the cynicism in her voice. 
 
   He cocked his head to the side and shrugged. “Hummels was one of the names I considered looking into during my research. It made sense that he could have taken the painting, but the trail went cold and I moved on to the next suspect. Now that I see this, however, it makes sense that Hummels would want his name to be stricken from the records. If Hitler or any of his trusted advisors discovered that Hummels was buying up classical artwork, they would either have taken it from him to put with the Führer's collection, or they would have destroyed it.” 
 
   “Neither of those was acceptable to Hummels.” 
 
   “I would guess not. He was a precise and strict commander, but when it came to art, he had a soft spot. Now that I see his name on this, I realize that the answer was staring me in the face all along.” He forced out a laugh. “And you figured it out in less than an hour.” 
 
   Adriana blew it off. “I’ve seen more difficult ciphers than this one, professor. It wasn’t that complicated for the trained eye. Plus, I hang around people who are good at this sort of thing. You’d be surprised how quickly you pick things up just from who you spend time with.” 
 
   “I suppose you are right.” He stopped for a moment and stared at the ground. When he looked up, his eyes were full of questions. “What do we do now?” 
 
   Adriana slid her phone back into her jeans pocket and looked around the cemetery. It was serene, peaceful. The way it should be, as if Mother Nature herself was keeping things reverent for the dead. 
 
   “We have to find Hummels’s relatives. They’re the only link to finding the painting or the next clue to it. Either way, if he has any heirs, they are who we have to get to next.” 
 
   Koenig thought for a few seconds. “I suppose we could search for any relatives he left behind. Should we go back to the hotel and use one of the computers?” 
 
   Adriana shook her head. “No,” she smirked. “I have something faster.” 
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   “Hey, Addy, how's it going?” Alex sounded like he’d just had six cups of coffee. Knowing the hours he and Tara kept while working in the labs at the IAA, that might not have been too far from the truth. “Is it okay if I call you Addy?” 
 
   “I’d prefer you not.” 
 
   “Okay, sure. Making a note to not call you that.” Alex sounded apologetic and awkward. “So what can I do for you?”
 
   Adriana held the phone to her ear as she spun around, her eyes scanning the area. Old habits die hard. “We need information on a former Nazi officer by the name of Emil Hummels. He’s probably dead by now, but I’m trying to find out if he has any relatives, next of kin, descendants, that sort of thing. And I need it fast.” 
 
   “Obviously, you called the right place,” Alex said with a chuckle at his own joke. When she didn’t respond, he went on. “Anyway, I was just taking a little break, so I think I can do that for you. Just give me a few seconds to get back to my desk, and I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
   “Talking to that girl again?” Tara’s voice in the background was loud enough to come through the earpiece. 
 
   “No,” Alex answered. “It’s Adriana. She’s asking for information about some Nazi officer or something.” 
 
   “Oh, tell her I said hello. Nazi officer? She looking for another painting?” 
 
   “Hello, Tara,” Adriana said with a smile she would give a child. 
 
   “She says hello.” Alex passed along the message then asked, “Are you looking for another painting?” 
 
   “So it would seem. You can put her on speaker if you like.”
 
   “Nah, she’s working on some new thing for the boss. He’s recently taken an interest in some Japanese thing, a sword I believe. A researcher in Tokyo sent us copies of some old documents to take a look at. That sort of thing is right up Tara’s alley. She’s been the only one on it since I’ve been taking care of other stuff.”
 
   “Thanks for the detailed explanation. You at your desk yet?” 
 
   “Oh, sorry. Yes. Just got back. Let’s see.” 
 
   She could hear his fingers flying across the keyboard as he worked. The computers at the International Archaeology Agency were some of the fastest on the planet, running on hyper-quantum processors that could only be found in a few other places. Thanks to Tommy’s connections and financial capabilities, getting a few for IAA had been little trouble. 
 
   “I’m running the search now. You said Emil Hummels?” 
 
   “Yes, that is correct. Cross-reference it with Nazi, officer, family, relatives, that sort of thing.” 
 
   “Way ahead of you.” He tried not to sound condescending, but he was good at what he did. Very good. 
 
   “I apologize. You know what you’re doing. That’s why I called you.” 
 
   “Thank you. And you are right. I am good. So good that I have some answers for you.” 
 
   “Hit me.” 
 
   He paused for a moment. She figured he was looking over the monitor’s contents one more time. “Looks like this guy was pretty slick. Art collector, which explains why you’re looking for him.” He made a few clicks with his tongue against his teeth and then continued. “Here we go. He had two sons and a daughter. One of the boys and the daughter died. The younger son is still alive, though.” 
 
   “You got a name and address?” 
 
   “Working on it.” After a few more seconds, he said, “Got it. At the end of the war, looks like Hummels retreated to Innsbruck in Austria. Pretty place. You ever been there?”
 
   “Alex.”
 
   “Sorry. Anyway, his son Friedrich is still living there. Has a chateau on one of the mountains. It appears that Friedrich has been a heavy contributor to the arts in Innsbruck, does a lot of other philanthropic work as well.” 
 
   “That must be our guy then.” 
 
   “I’d say so. Doesn’t appear to be a bad person given the fact that he had a Nazi for a father. He donated several hundred thousand to a children’s hospital in Austria and has been noted in a bunch of local magazines and newspapers as being some kind of saintly person.”
 
   Adriana raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like he’s making up for something.” 
 
   “His father’s sins, perhaps?” 
 
   “Maybe. Usually, those former Nazi officers changed their names, moved as far away as possible, went into hiding. My friend here says he wasn’t a top-level guy under Hitler.”
 
   “So he figured he wouldn’t be a target?”
 
   “Possibly. Or maybe he just didn’t care. Either way, you’ve given us a good lead. Thanks, Alex. Good work.” 
 
   “Happy to help. I’ll send you Friedrich’s address. Although getting an appointment with him might prove difficult. From the looks of this dossier, he stays pretty busy. And most of the time, he’s surrounded by a high-end security detail.” 
 
   Adriana smiled wryly. “I can be persuasive.” 
 
    “You’ll have to be. He’s not an easy man to get to. Is there anything else?”
 
   “No. I knew you two would be able to get me quick answers. I appreciate it.” 
 
   “Two? Tara didn’t—”
 
   Adriana ended the call and slid the phone back into her pocket before he could finish his sentence. She pictured him fuming in the lab at her sudden hangup. Hopefully, he wouldn’t be so irritated that he would put off sending Hummels’s address. 
 
   “Who was that?” Koenig asked as he stood up from the bench. 
 
   “Some friends; very useful friends.” 
 
   “What kind of friends? What did they say?” 
 
   She started walking back toward the entrance to the cemetery with the professor in tow close behind. 
 
   “They are good at finding information. That’s all you need to know about them.” 
 
   “Were they able to find Hummels? He’s dead, though. Wait, slow down.” 
 
   Her long legs were taking up huge chunks of real estate with every stride, something the short German had trouble doing. 
 
   “Yes, Hummels is dead. But one of his sons is still alive. His name is Friedrich. My friend is going to message me his address.” 
 
   “Address? Your friend was able to find his physical address? How? And so quickly?”
 
   Adriana stopped and turned around. Koenig nearly ran into her, barely stopping in time. He put his hands up just in case, as if to brace himself. 
 
   “Professor, you have been a great help, but perhaps it’s time you left this to someone with a little more experience. Besides, it’s going to be dangerous.” 
 
   He looked up into her eyes, searching to see if she was being honest. Koenig found no lies there, but that didn’t change his mind. “I’m coming with you. I spent most of my adult life looking for that painting. If seeing it is the last thing I do, then all of that time will not have been in vain.” 
 
   She let go of her frustration the second she saw the pleading on his face. “Fine.” She waved a dismissive hand. “But do not get in my way. And no more questions. All you need to know about my friends is that they have access to equipment and resources most people don’t. And I do too.” 
 
   “Understood. I won’t ask anymore unnecessary questions.” 
 
   “Good.” 
 
   Adriana turned and started walking again, even faster than before. Koenig struggled to keep up, finally getting side by side with her as they passed through the gate. 
 
   “I’m…I’m sorry…but,” he stuttered, almost afraid to ask. She’d managed to train him in a short amount of time. “Where are we going?” 
 
   She didn’t respond until they reached the car. Once she was behind the wheel and the doors were closed, she revved the engine and checked the mirrors to make sure the road was clear. He stared at her expectantly, impatiently waiting for her reply. 
 
   “Innsbruck, Austria.” 
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   Allyson watched from her rental car, disguised with sunglasses and a baseball cap, as Adriana and Koenig visited the grave. Normally, she would have placed a listening device on the back side of the tombstone and loosely covered it with a fallen leaf so her targets wouldn’t find it. Her left hand would have also held an extended range microphone that picked up nearly everything the targets were saying as they walked away from the gravesite. 
 
   She wished she could have heard everything being said on Adriana’s phone call, but leaving Berlin in a hurry left her with basically nothing but her ears and eyes. And lip reading wasn’t her specialty, especially from a distance. Silently, Allyson cursed herself for being so careless. She’d been caught off guard in the archives, something she’d relived over and over again in her mind during the five-hour-plus train ride.  Being unprepared in the field, however, somehow seemed inexcusable. 
 
   The best she’d been able to do was buy a baseball cap and a pair of cheap sunglasses from a shop at the train station. At least she’d had the foresight to do that, as crude a disguise as that was. 
 
   Allyson pulled the cap’s bill down low as her targets approached the gate and walked through it. Koenig had a worried and eager look on his face as if he was waiting for an answer to a question. It was doubtful they’d seen her. Allyson kept a good distance from the other two just in case her ragged cover didn’t do the trick. From half a block away, she’d just look like some average college girl sitting in her car, texting someone.  
 
   Adriana appeared to be in hurry. As soon as she got into the driver’s seat of the BMW, Allyson started her rental car. The other sedan pulled out of the parking spot and after checking to make sure the street behind her was clear, Allyson drove into the lane, careful to keep her distance. 
 
   “Where are you off to in such a hurry?” she said to herself. 
 
   She let another car, a gray five-door compact, merge into the lane between her and the lead vehicle. Adriana was savvy and would be watching for a tail. There was no doubt about that. 
 
   The little caravan stopped at a red light, and Allyson pretended to be busy on her phone, as seemed to be the growing trend for drivers at traffic lights. When it turned green, the BMW turned right and quickly pulled into a parking space next to the sidewalk in front of a row of shops. Allyson’s eyes narrowed, but she kept driving. There was a parking space a few hundred feet up the street that would do nicely. She cruised past the sedan, hoping its driver didn’t notice or recognize her. Allyson watched in the rearview mirror as Adriana and her passenger got out. The Spaniard pointed at one of the stores, clearly not paying any attention to the car passing her. 
 
   Allyson kept an eye on the two as they disappeared into a clothing shop. When they were out of sight, she guided her car into the parking spot up the road and put the transmission into park. 
 
   “Getting some new clothes?” she said, keeping her eyes on the mirror. The thought reminded her that she needed a change of clean clothes too, but that would have to wait for now. At least she’d had a shower. 
 
   For the next twenty minutes, Allyson kept her gaze glued to the storefront. She wondered what was taking so long and at one point, nearly got out of her car to walk down the sidewalk across the street to see if she could get a view inside. That idea was the product of impatience, she knew, but it was still tempting. It would be too risky. She could be spotted, or just as bad, the other two could come out and drive off, leaving her scrambling to get back to her ride. No, she had to stay put and wait. 
 
   Another thought occurred to her. If they had spotted her, going into the store could be a ruse. They may have escaped out a back door and found other means of transportation. It was unlikely but certainly within the realm of possibility 
 
   She shook her head. No, they would be coming back out the front. 
 
   Twenty-eight minutes into her wait, her targets appeared through the entrance and hurriedly returned to the sedan, both wearing a new set of clothes. The woman wore a denim jacket and black jeans with a white T-shirt. The professor sported a zip-up hoodie and loose fitting jeans that seemed more appropriate for a high school student.
 
   The two reentered the vehicle and took off again. Allyson waited a few moments and then got back onto the road, again careful to keep her distance. She’d fueled up her rental car earlier that morning just in case the destination required several hours of driving, though Allyson hoped that wasn’t the case. 
 
   The BMW made its way through the city and back to the Autobahn, something Allyson was glad for. Tailing someone proved to be much easier and less obvious in the constant traffic of a main stretch of freeway. She let a few other cars and a van move in front of her in the right lane, allowing her own vehicle to drift back a little to keep out of direct sight. 
 
   “Okay, Adriana Villa,” she said quietly. “Lead me to this painting.”
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   Innsbruck, Austria
 
    
 
   “It was impressive,” Hummels said, “how you took out my guard like that. A risky move. But an impressive one. Fortunately for you, I appreciate someone who is willing to take a risk to get my attention.” 
 
   “Your guard didn’t leave me much choice. We had to see you.” 
 
   Adriana followed their host through the mansion on an obligatory guided tour. She recalled how Espinoza had wanted to do the same in Mexico. For a few brief moments, her paranoia suggested the two men might be similar. As she listened to Hummels talk, however, she found that the two were nothing alike. 
 
   He’d built the mansion on a piece of property away from the city, nearly half an hour away from the bustling downtown area. His father purchased the land when he left Germany and built a small chalet in which to live out his years. A decade after his father passed, Friedrich tore down the old building and constructed a much larger, more modern-looking home. 
 
   “Did it bother you to destroy the house your father built?” Adriana asked. They stood on a landing on the second floor that hung over the first floor like an indoor porch. In front of them, huge windows opened up the incredible vistas beyond. 
 
   “Houses are nothing but wood, steel, concrete. These things can be taken away in a moment by the weather or by war. Memories are what matter. Those are kept in here.” He tapped on the side of his skull. “There was a small part of me that didn’t want to destroy my father’s home, but in a way, I felt like that is what he would have wanted me to do. To make my own life, my own path, to be my own man.” 
 
   “I’d say you’ve done well with that,” Koenig chimed in. 
 
   “Thank you, Herr Koenig.” Hummels put his hands behind his back and stared through the plate glass. “I do not know the extent of my father’s career with the Nazis. I know he was an officer, but that is mostly based on what other people have told me. When he left Germany, he burned almost everything that had to do with his life in the Reich. The one thing I inherited from my father, aside from some of his money, was a taste for the arts. I’ve spent much of my sixty-five years on this earth trying to help others learn a similar appreciation.” 
 
   “Sixty-five?” she asked. “You look fifteen years younger than that. Did you find the fountain of youth in this mountain?” 
 
   Hummels smiled at the compliment. “I’m a vegetarian. I also exercise five days of every week. Those two things probably have something to do with it.” He leaned close to her. “Flattery will get you everything, my dear.” 
 
   “Ah, but we already have a deal in place.” 
 
   Her smirk enchanted him, but he knew she wasn’t interested. She was there for information, not a social call. “That we do.” 
 
   “I have to ask,” Koenig cut in again. “If you’re a man of the arts, why all the armed guards and the security gate?”
 
   Hummels turned and faced them both. “Even in a paradise such as this, there are criminals and those who would undo what I’ve worked so hard to create. It is the way of the world, unfortunately. People will always try to bring you down. There is no avoiding that. In my case, my father’s past is often called into question, as is my collection of rare art. Sometimes, the inquisitors are simply hooligans looking to cause trouble. Others, the trouble makers are a little more sophisticated, and much more difficult to handle.”
 
   Adriana knew what he was talking about. “Thieves,” she said, finishing his thought. 
 
   “Yes. Thieves. Every two years, I upgrade our security system with the latest technology. And that is at minimum. Occasionally, I will invest in a new system in an off year just to make sure everything is current and the best it can be.” 
 
   “Would it be possible to see your collection?” Koenig blurted out.
 
   Their host drew in a long breath through his nostrils and then exhaled slowly. “Of course. But after we eat. You must be hungry, yes?” 
 
   “We drove nearly six hours to get here, so yes, we could eat.” 
 
   Hummels eyebrows shot up, and he twisted his head to the left. “Six hours? That’s quite a drive. Where were you coming from?” 
 
   “Baden-Baden, near the German and Swiss border.” She knew the question was coming and braced herself for it. 
 
   “What were you doing there? That is a long way from Innsbruck.” 
 
   She responded honestly and bluntly. “We found the clue there that led us here. It was a cipher on a tombstone. The words translated to your father’s name. So here we are.” 
 
   “Fascinating.” He thought for a moment. 
 
   The smells of onions, asparagus, garlic, and butter filled the room. 
 
   “Let us go to the outdoor dining room,” Hummels suggested. “It is a lovely evening for us to eat outside, and we will not have too many more days this season before it gets much colder.” 
 
   The waning rays of sunlight warmed the outdoor sitting area as the three sat down to eat at the long table. The surface was full of bowls, stuffed to the rims with roasted potatoes, carrots and onions, asparagus, and white beans. 
 
   “Please,” their host said, “help yourselves.” He motioned at the empty plates and silverware.
 
   Hummels loaded up a plate with potatoes and then passed it around to Adriana, who’d taken a cue from the host and started placing some asparagus stalks on her own dish. 
 
   “So, Adriana. I know what your friend here does for a living, but I still know very little about you. Where are you from? What career are you in, other than hunting for lost art treasures?” He smiled after the latter. 
 
   She didn’t. 
 
   “I’m from a small village near Madrid. And this is my career.” 
 
   Their host seemed surprised at the answer. “This? Really? You wander around the world looking for lost art?” 
 
   “Sometimes,” Adriana shrugged, cutting a potato in half. She pierced it with the fork and popped it into her mouth. “Occasionally, I delve into things that have nothing to do with art, although those types of pursuits are typically to help out someone else.” 
 
   Hummels pressed on with the line of questioning. “So you’re a treasure hunter by trade? I can’t imagine that pays well.” 
 
   She smirked. “Money isn’t an issue for me.” 
 
   “Interesting.” He cut an asparagus stalk in half and took a bite. Before he finished chewing, Hummels said, “That’s an interesting hobby.” 
 
   Adriana swallowed the potato and took a sip of cool water from a nearby glass. “It’s not a hobby.” 
 
   “Oh. I apologize. I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
   “What kind of security system do you have in your art gallery, Herr Hummels?” 
 
   The question caught him off guard. He leaned back suddenly and then laughed, sliced through a potato, and put it in his mouth. “What are you talking about? Why did you ask that?” 
 
   She stared through him with eyes like sabers. “You said you had the most advanced security system in the world for your gallery.” 
 
   “Yes.” He nodded slowly glancing over at the professor and then back to Adriana, clearly not understanding where she was going with all this. “It is just a little random that you would ask that.” 
 
   “It’s not random at all, Herr—”
 
   “Please, call me Friedrich.” 
 
   “Friedrich. You wanted to know what it is I do. I’m a thief.” 
 
   Koenig choked on a bean for a second before finally forcing it down his throat. 
 
   Hummels raised an eyebrow and then started laughing loudly. He shook his head and stared at the plate before him. His knife made quick work of a piece of carrot, and he speared it with his fork. “I’ve seen a great many thieves, Ms. Villa—”
 
   “Call me Adriana.”
 
   “Very well, Adriana. If you are a thief, you must be the prettiest I’ve seen to date.” 
 
   She forked a slice of carrot and onion into her mouth and smiled politely. “I don’t steal for personal gain or for the thrill of it. I retrieve missing or stolen works of art and return them to their rightful owners.” 
 
   The host let out another one-syllable laugh. “You mean like—”
 
   “No, not like Robin Hood. He gave to the poor. I give to the rightful owners.” She repeated the last sentence. “So tell me, what kind of system do you have here?”
 
   He put down his utensils and placed both hands on the table. Peering into her deep brown eyes, he searched for a lie or joke but found neither. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” 
 
   She nodded slowly. 
 
   Hummels looked over at the professor, who was eating furiously and nearly finished with his plate. He looked up at their host and nodded vigorously. “It’s true,” he said with a full mouth.
 
   The host’s eyes ran back to Adriana. He thought for a long moment before speaking again, carefully considering his words as well as the situation. “You aren’t here to steal from me.” 
 
   “No.” 
 
   “It wasn’t a question.” He kept his tone even. “If you were here to steal from me, you wouldn’t tell me you were a thief. Though the ruse about the Rubens was a good play.” 
 
   “That part isn’t a ruse. And you’re right, I’m not here to steal from you. But if you doubt my abilities, I’d be happy to give you a free consultation on your system.” 
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she could tell Koenig wanted to ask what she was trying to prove, but Adriana knew exactly what she was doing. Sure, a man like Hummels might help them if they asked nicely, but if she could impress him, they would have an ally who might be willing to go the extra mile if necessary. Adriana wasn’t even sure what that could mean at the moment, but she was always thinking ahead. 
 
   Hummels stalled. Her comments obviously made him uncomfortable. 
 
   To quell the silence, she spoke up quickly. “I’m sure you’ve had many top-level professionals come through and inspect your systems. I have no doubts these consultations were thorough. My only question is: Have they ever been examined by a real thief?” 
 
   “No, of course not. I mean, I’ve heard of companies who charge exorbitant amounts of money for such a thing, but I had no intentions of paying that.” 
 
   Her head twisted to the left, and she passed him a smirk. “Well, you don’t have to pay me. I’d be happy to test it out. And I promise I won’t take anything. Watch me the entire time.” 
 
   He still hesitated. 
 
   “Oh come on,” she prodded. “You were going to show us the gallery anyway. Might as well let me have a look at what’s protecting it.” 
 
   Hummels reached out and grabbed a wine glass. He swirled the red wine around for a few seconds before putting his hand over it. Next, he put the opening of the glass to his nose and drew in a short then deep sniff before sipping it. 
 
   “An excellent wine, this. I must admit that I am no expert when it comes to wine.” 
 
   She thought he may still be debating whether to let her see his security system but waited patiently to find out if his wine talk was going anywhere. 
 
   The host took another sip and smacked his lips together. “It took someone who is an expert to teach me things about wine that I did not know before. Of course, I trusted them.” He paused and stared into the crimson liquid. “The question is: Can I trust you?” 
 
   “Friedrich, you only just met us an hour ago. My advice to you would be to stay on your guard with any stranger who shows up on your doorstep, especially when that stranger is able to take down some of your highly trained guards. But if I were here to rob you, I wouldn’t be having dinner with you. And if I wanted to harm you, I would have already done so.” 
 
   An awkward silence descended on the table. Koenig was clearly uncomfortable with the conversation and, if given the chance, would have probably bolted for the car. 
 
   “I like your style,” Hummels said after what seemed like an eternity of consideration. “You’re brash and honest. True, I shouldn’t trust you. But what kind of thief would tell me they’re a thief?” He clapped his hands together and smiled. “Very well, I will give you a chance to beat my system. If you do, I would love to hear your suggestions as to how I could improve it.” 
 
   “Of course,” she said and took another sip of water. 
 
   Koenig looked beyond relieved and started in on another plate of food. 
 
   “After we eat, I will take you to the lower level and let you see what I have. For now, let us enjoy this meal, conversation, and delightful evening. Good?” 
 
   “Certainly.” 
 
   “Perfect.” He took another bite of potato and chewed it happily. “I am wondering, though, about what you mentioned at the gate regarding the Rubens painting. That was no ruse, was it?” 
 
   “No,” she said, shaking her head briefly. “It is true.” 
 
   He looked impressed. “So tell me, how it is you came to find this clue you mentioned and how it involved my father. Oh, and I am curious what you will do with it if you find it.” 
 
   Adriana relayed the story about how her father had been abducted in Lebanon and the demands that were made of her. She felt as if she’d told the story a hundred times already, but to gain the man’s trust, Adriana knew total honesty was crucial. 
 
   When she finished, she took the last few bites from her plate and then leaned back in the chair. The sun was dipping over the mountains in the west, lighting up the sky with a spectacular sunset of pinks, oranges, lavenders, and yellows. A single trail of white smoke traced through the otherwise clear sky, left by a plane traveling high above the Alps. 
 
   “Well,” Hummels said after taking in the story, “that is quite the tale.” His face expressed genuine concern. “And you have no idea who took him?” 
 
   She swallowed. Her eyes looked down to the table and then back up at her host. “I’m not sure. From what I know, he’s Belgian. I’ve not received much more information than that.” 
 
   Hummels thought for a second and then put his fist to his mouth, scratching the edge of his lips with the thumb. His eyes glazed over as he considered what his guest had said. 
 
   “I’ve heard of a syndicate of wealthy businessmen,” he began. “They do this sort of thing, at least that’s the rumor. They use people like pawns in deadly games. Almost always, it’s for a priceless prize of some kind. The people they use are sent on nearly impossible missions, a gauntlet of tasks that often kills one or both of the contestants. It’s barbaric.”
 
   Adriana leaned forward again and put her elbows on the table. “You’ve heard about this?” 
 
   He snorted. “Heard? Yes, I’ve heard. Not until a few years ago, though. To get into that club, you must be extremely wealthy.” 
 
   “And you’re not?” Koenig chimed in after a long bout of silence. His question could have come off as insulting, but Hummels smiled at it. 
 
   “Oh, I am quite fortunate. I have a vast amount of wealth. My life is financially secure. But the men who are a part of this syndicate, they are much richer than I. Their fortunes make my money look like poverty.”
 
   Adriana tried to steer them back onto the subject. “If you don’t have enough money to be a part of it, how is it you came by this information?” 
 
    His eyes darted back and forth as if he was worried someone else was listening in. “I am not supposed to talk about this. I don’t know why I’m telling you about it now other than I am usually a good judge of character. There is something I like about you. You’re honest. That is rare in this world.” He looked out into the forest and then back to his guests. “I have a business associate who is a part of that group. Typically, the magic number one must have in assets is one billion. I have nowhere near that amount of money. My associate, however, does.
 
   “One night, when we were out discussing some business, he drank far too much beer and began bragging about his money. Before I knew it, he was spouting off about this syndicate and the different games they played with each other, betting on human beings to accomplish almost impossible tasks for them.” 
 
   Adriana listened intently. When Hummels stopped speaking, she took her turn. “What is this associate’s name?” 
 
   Hummels looked down. A despondent look crept over his face. “He’s dead. His family found him hanging from the front balcony of their home. There was a typed suicide note in the bedroom. It claimed he couldn’t deal with the pressures of life anymore. But I know that secret group of billionaires killed him. There was no trace of foul play. Whoever they paid to commit the murder was very thorough. No suspects were ever called in other than the wife. Eventually, the whole thing went away, marked in the papers as a tragic suicide. But I know the truth. They killed him.” 
 
   “Is that part of why you have all this security here?” Koenig asked. 
 
   When Hummels answered, his voice became dark and foreboding. “No. That isn’t why they are here. No fence can keep out the syndicate. No amount of guards short of an army could protect me if I’d betrayed them in some way.” 
 
   “But you’re telling us about them now.” Adriana said. 
 
   “My property is safe. It’s swept for listening devices once a week. I believe the syndicate knows that I know what happened. That is warning enough. They know I’m not stupid.” 
 
   All of this information led Adriana to an epiphany. “That’s part of why you trust me, isn’t it? As crazy as the whole story sounds, you know I'm telling the truth about my father.” 
 
   Hummels nodded. “Yes. And I fear for your father. If one of the members of the syndicate has him and is using him to get you to do their bidding, should you fail, they will kill him.” 
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   Innsbruck
 
    
 
   “You need to randomize these laser patterns,” Adriana said. 
 
   She stood in the entrance to Hummels’s gallery, staring at an array of red laser beams dancing across the room to their receivers. The beams moved in rhythm, back and forth, at a steady pace across a rectangular room that was twenty feet deep and fifteen feet across. Rails along the top, bottom, and middle of both the side walls enabled the lasers to run back and forth. 
 
   After dinner, Hummels took his guests down to the lower level where his gallery was located. He switched on various parts of the security system to allow Adriana to do a full inspection. She was partially impressed, but there were a few points that could be improved. 
 
   “What do you mean?” their host asked. 
 
   “A good thief will have no trouble figuring out the timing of those movements. Once they do, it gives them a pattern to follow so they can access the room.” 
 
   “Yes, but they would have to be extremely agile to get through something like that,” Hummels defended. 
 
   Adriana closed her eyes for a moment. She took a deep breath and stepped into the room. “I know that pressure sensitive floor tiles are expensive.” She moved sideways, lifting one foot over a laser and then the other as it passed by. The next second, another one at waist level came by from the other direction, and she bent over backward, allowing it to go over her just before the one at ankle level returned. She jumped it and bent forward to avoid a third beam passing overhead. “But having some of those tiles in here would be useful. It would basically mean a potential thief would have to come in from above. That, or override the system. Fortunately, most thieves aren’t hackers. Yet.” She cartwheeled over to the wall as the next sequence of lasers moved diagonally through the first fifteen feet of the room, like an eerie X gliding from one end to the other. She pressed her hands against the wall and stepped through the gap in the beams, letting them go by without interrupting the particles. 
 
   Her toes, fingertips, and every muscle in her body acted in unison with her mind. To the observer, her motions appeared effortless. On the inside, though, a war raged as she fought to control her balance. Days spent on her father’s training course had taught her all of these things. Adriana spent at least an hour every single day on a balance beam, climbing walls, performing moves that ballerinas practiced, all to make her a formidable warrior. Her father probably never had it in mind that she would become a master thief, using the skills he gave her as a means to pluck lost masterpieces from the hands of criminals. The lessons, however, proved perfect for that line of work. When she was at home, looking into a new project, Adriana still spent an hour every day practicing the same maneuvers her father instilled. They kept her sharp, agile, and almost perfectly in tune with her surroundings. 
 
   A painting hung just above her head. From what she could tell, it was by a mid-level French artist she’d only read about in passing. She pushed the side of her head against the wall and instantly assessed the weight triggers holding the piece in place. Her right hand slid down to her belt where she’d clipped half a dozen objects that were the size of padlocks. Each had a thin wire attached and a tiny digital screen. She unclipped one and quickly slid her hand behind the painting. Within two seconds, the wire was on the hook. The lasers came back through, and she repeated the process of stepping through with her hands pressed against the wall. She looked at the digital screen on the little device and then started pushing up on the painting. A green set of numbers appeared. They started counting down, and once the number hit zero, she stopped lifting the painting. Her fingers reached down and unhooked another device. Within seconds, she’d clipped it to the hook as well and rechecked the balance. When she let go again, the numbers went up to green double digits. 
 
   Hummels and Koenig watched in amazement from the doorway as she worked: twisting, writhing, and dancing through the sequence of lasers. 
 
   “What are those?” Hummels asked. 
 
   Adriana stared forward, remaining completely focused on the task at hand. “Digital counterweights. They measure how much the painting weighs and tell me how much is needed to counter in order to keep the hook from triggering the alarm. 
 
   She passed through the lasers one more time and hung a third and fourth counterweight on the hook. Then she lifted the painting off the hook. “You can shut off your system now.” 
 
   “Incredible.” Hummels stood staring with his mouth wide open. He hit the button on a little remote in his hand. 
 
   “I’ll be honest, Friedrich. If you didn’t have this protective glass over the paintings, I would have simply cut it out of the frame and taken it that way. You were smart to do that even though I know it probably detracts from the art.” 
 
   “Thank you,” he said. 
 
   “And to be fair,” Adriana added, “it would be difficult to get out of here with this painting in the frame. Navigating the lasers with something so bulky would have to be done carefully. But I’m confident I could.” 
 
   She turned around and retrieved the weights then hung the painting on the wall again. 
 
   “I’m certain you could,” Hummels said, sounding a little crestfallen. “What would you suggest I do about the wall hangers?” 
 
   “Those are okay. I’m a pretty nimble person. I doubt many people could pull that off. And once you randomize the lasers, you’ll have a solid setup here. Then the only way in would be to hack the system that controls it. For people going after fine art, I wouldn’t worry too much about that. Not yet anyway. They don’t usually work in teams, and that sort of computer job would require at least two or three people.” 
 
   Koenig’s and Hummels’s faces washed with curiosity. The professor spoke up first. “Why is that?” 
 
   Adriana clipped her weights back onto her belt and sauntered over to the two men. They parted for her, and she made her way to a small bistro table next to a wide window. She’d left a bottle of water on top of it before beginning her demonstration. She took the cap off and swallowed a big gulp. “Because, Professor, it’s hard to divvy up a painting. If you were going after a big pot of cash or maybe some gold bullion or something, that can be divided up. A priceless work of art isn’t worth much if you have to cut it up into pieces.” 
 
   “Couldn’t they sell it and then split the money?” Koenig’s curiosity was cute to her. 
 
   “Yes, they could. But have you ever tried to get thieves to do anything that even remotely resembles an organized sales effort? No one trusts each other. Then there are arguments about who makes the contact, who makes the delivery, who picks up the cash. It can be a messy proposition.” 
 
   “It sounds like you’ve done that before,” Hummels pried. 
 
   She smirked, and a snort escaped her nose. “No. I’ve never stolen for personal gain. Only to recover what once belonged to someone else. That doesn’t mean I don’t keep company with thieves on occasion. It helps me stay on my toes and up to date on the latest security systems—and how to crack them.” 
 
   Hummels was impressed. He nodded and closed the gallery door behind him. “What about this?” he asked. “It’s a four-point locking system with a fingerprint keypad entry. Would be difficult to replicate that, and the bars extending into this steel door are solid steel rods. Only some heavy explosives could knock it down, and I don’t think that would be a good idea given the delicate nature of the treasure beyond. The integrity of the paintings would be at risk.” 
 
   “True,” she nodded. “But I have a device that can get by that fingerprint keypad.”
 
   The two men looked at her as if she was crazy, dubious that such a device existed. 
 
   Adriana answered their unspoken questions. “It’s not that complicated. Your fingers leave an oily residue imprint on scanners like this one.” She pointed at the lock pad. Next, she sidestepped to her rucksack and pulled out a black box with four soft rubber points sticking out of the bottom. “When I put this on your screen, it will scan the residue and create a replica heat signature for the fingerprint scanner. It essentially duplicates the fingerprint in a matter of less than a minute.” 
 
   “Astounding,” Hummels said, admiring the device. “I suppose I should upgrade my locking mechanism soon as well.” 
 
   “Couldn’t hurt.” She placed the object back in her bag. “Retina scanners are the way to go, but there are a few people out there who are sick enough to cut a person’s eye out to get what they want.” 
 
   Koenig convulsed and instinctively grabbed one eye. 
 
   Hummels ignored him. “How much do those cost?” 
 
   “Depends. Personally, I think it’s best to go with a randomized password entry system. It changes every week automatically, and only you have access. It’s a little bit of old school and new school mixed together.” 
 
   “Wow,” Hummels sighed. “I thought I’d been doing pretty well keeping it all up.” 
 
   She put a hand on his shoulder. “You have. This is a solid outfit you have here. And not everyone has access to what I have. Most can’t do the things I do.”
 
   “Thank you. I truly appreciate your input.”
 
   “You’re most welcome. And now, I have a favor I’d like to ask of you.” 
 
   The Austrian drew in a deep breath and exhaled. “I’ll help you if I can. What do you need?”
 
   Adriana ran through what to say in her mind. She knew it was a conversation that needed to be carefully navigated. “We came here because we believe there is a connection between your father and the missing Rubens. Did your father happen to leave behind any records or files, anything that might give us some insights as to whether he ever had possession of the painting?”
 
   Hummels considered the request and sized her up. “Yes,” he said after a long, silent moment. “Yes, he left behind lots of things from those days.”
 
   Koenig jumped in. “You said most of his things that had to do with the Nazis were destroyed.”
 
   “That is true,” Hummels nodded. “But not everything. Financial records were something he kept. For what reason, I have no idea. In my opinion, those files were just as incriminating as a uniform with a swastika on the sleeve.”
 
   “Herr…Friedrich,” Adriana corrected herself. “Would it be too much trouble to ask if we could see these files? It could really help us out a great deal.”
 
   “I don’t see why not,” Hummels grinned. “After all, you’ve been very helpful to me. And for that, letting you see those records is the least I can do.” He turned around and faced a short hallway that made a sharp left and stretched around behind the gallery. 
 
   Hummels led the way with the two guests following closely behind him. “I kept the records in a fireproof room in the basement here. All of this,” he motioned at the walls, “is fireproofed.” 
 
   “Sounds like you wanted to protect these records,” Adriana noted aloud. 
 
   “Yes. Well, they are the last piece of my father’s legacy, most of which I did not care to keep around. But I figured there might be a day when I or someone else might want to sift through some of the things he had in storage.”
 
   The host pulled a key ring out of his pocket and thumbed through a set until he found the one he wanted. He inserted it into the keyhole, twisted it, and turned the latch. The lock clicked inside the door handle. 
 
   When the door opened, a short burst of dry air escaped. It was laced with the scent of old cardboard boxes and paper. Two rows of lights came on inside automatically, bathing the room in a sterile fluorescent glow.
 
   “We keep the humidity in this room under control for obvious reasons,” Hummels explained, putting the keys back into his pocket. 
 
   He was correct to do so, and both his guests knew it. Paper was a fickle and fragile kind of document. Things written on the surface could fade away in a matter of months under the right conditions. Adriana remembered a newspaper clipping she’d kept years before. It featured an article by someone she knew personally, and while not usually sentimental, she kept the paper. Six months later, after being kept in her garage within a box, she opened it up to look over the article again. The paper had browned and the ink faded. While she was able to salvage the piece, it was an experience that made her far more aware of the nature of record keeping. 
 
   Hummels entered the room first. Compared to the mix of rustic and modern décor the rest of the chalet featured, the room was as bland as possible. They were surrounded by painted concrete walls and ceiling. Adriana had been in a room like this before when she was looking through some school records in a place the staff called the vault. Along the side in one of the corners were six metal filing cabinets. They too were fireproof grade and also had locks for each stack of three rows of files. A table in the center with two chairs facing each other was the only other furniture. An old map of Europe hung on the wall at the room’s far end.
 
   “Almost like you were expecting us,” Adriana joked, noting the table and chairs. 
 
   The Austrian smiled. “I assumed that if I, or someone else, ever came around to look through Father’s things, they would likely need some assistance. I’m glad to see my planning proved true.” 
 
   She walked softly over to the cabinets and examined the labels on each one. They were organized by year according to the tabs. “Do you have keys for these?” She pointed at the locks. 
 
   “Of course,” he said and stepped over to where she stood. Once again, Hummels fumbled through his keys and produced one of the smaller ones. He slid it into the circular port and turned it then pressed the button. The metal cylinder popped out an inch. “There. You should be able to look at anything inside now.” 
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   Hummels stepped aside and returned to the front door. “I have a few matters I must attend to. Is it all right if I leave you two here to do your research?”
 
   She nodded. “Yes. That will be fine. Thanks again, Friedrich.” 
 
   He smiled at her and bowed. “It is my pleasure.” Hummels disappeared through the doorway and closed it behind him. 
 
   Koenig flinched as the door shut. He turned back to Adriana and then the exit again. “It’s a little unsettling to be locked in this room with no windows and only one way out,” he said and waddled over to the cabinets. 
 
   She’d already begun flipping through the folders inside. “It will be fine,” Adriana said. “That door can be opened from the inside. We can leave whenever we want.” 
 
   The professor glanced back at it, still unsure. 
 
   “These folders aren’t labeled very well, Professor,” she returned his attention to the subject at hand. 
 
   “There are so many,” he gasped and stepped closer. “And all from the year 1938?” 
 
   She gave a confirming nod. “Looks that way. I guess we divide and conquer.” 
 
   She pulled out a thick stack of folders and plopped them down on the table. A cloud of dust billowed out from the table’s surface. Adriana waved her hand around to clear away the particles. 
 
   Koenig coughed for a few seconds and pulled his shirt up over his nose. He copied her by grabbing his own fistful of folders and placing them on the table, wary now of the years of dust that had accumulated. “What are we looking for?” he asked.
 
   “Anything that would have a significant financial sum next to it. If we’re lucky, Hummels’s father would have written down the name of the painting next to the purchase.” 
 
   Koenig raised his eyebrows doubtfully. 
 
   “I’m kidding,” she said. “I know we’re not that lucky. Just keep your eyes open for anything remotely curious.” 
 
   Each of them slid into a chair and started looking through the documents, one painstaking line at a time. At first, the minutes dragged by slowly. Then they turned into hours. Every time Koenig or Adriana finished a folder, they set it aside and moved on to the next. Occasionally, one of them would stand up and stretch just to get the blood circulating through their body. And each left the room once to use the facilities, partially out of necessity and partly to make sure they really could get out of the room as they hoped. The door was, as suspected, unlocked, and the bathroom was just down the hall on the left. Once, about ninety minutes into their research, Hummels came by to check on their progress. He was polite and didn’t prod too much, instead electing to let them continue their diligent work. 
 
   The hour was getting late. Adriana rubbed her eyes and checked her phone. It was nearly midnight. Koenig’s eyes were beginning to droop, and she knew hers would follow soon. So much travel and energy over the last few days had taken its toll.
 
   “This is like finding a needle in a haystack,” she said after nearly an hour of silence.  
 
   “Indeed,” Koenig said in a tired voice.
 
   They’d only come across a few entries of interest, but after closer examination those were written off and dumped in the pile. The stack of potential leads grew shorter by the minute. 
 
   Adriana opened another folder and ran her finger along a list of names and letters.  She stopped halfway down the page. Her eyelids blinked rapidly to make sure she wasn’t hallucinating. She took a deep breath and stemmed her excitement. “Professor, I think we have something.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



13
 
   Innsbruck
 
    
 
   “I hope this isn’t some kind of joke,” Koenig said. “I am honestly too tired and not in the mood anymore.” 
 
   “You were never in the mood.” She flashed him a quick grin. Her energy caught a second wind. “Look here. See this?” 
 
   Her finger tapped the line where five letters were written. In another column in the same row, a sequence of numbers accompanied them. 
 
   “PPR, T, and V.” He said the letters aloud and then rattled off the numbers. “You think this PPR means Peter Paul Rubens?” 
 
   She shook her head. “It sure seems like it.” 
 
   The two gazed at the writing and processed it for a minute. 
 
   “What do the numbers mean?” Koenig asked finally. “And the T and V? I don’t understand why that would be there.” 
 
   She shrugged. “It could be the person’s initials Hummels sold it to. Or maybe someone he trusted with the painting.” 
 
   “And the numbers?” 
 
   “I don’t know. That couldn’t be the amount he paid or was paid for the painting. Could it?” 
 
   Koenig rolled his head. “Possibly. How many digits is that? Eight.” He answered his own question. “That would be a lot of money, even for this day.” 
 
   He was right. It would be a great deal of money. Something didn’t add up. What had Emil Hummels been trying to hide, and why would he keep a record of it in these folders?
 
   “I’m afraid it’s getting late,” the familiar voice of their host entered the room suddenly. Adriana and Koenig both started and stood up straight, surprised they didn’t hear Hummels open the door. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. Were you able to find anything? I’m going to be retiring to my quarters soon. You are both welcome to stay here in the guest rooms. In fact, at this hour, I doubt you’ll be able to find much in the way of accommodations in town.” 
 
   “That is very kind of you,” Adriana said. Fatigue loomed over her, ready to pounce again at any second and push away the renewed burst of energy that had come with the potential discovery. “We found a strange entry here.” She pointed at the anomaly. 
 
   Hummels brightened visibly and walked over to the table to see what had caught their interest. 
 
   “See?” she asked. We think this is for the Rubens, but we don’t know what these other letters or numbers mean. It’s clear what the PPR stands for.” 
 
   The host leaned closer to the paper and stared at the line Adriana pointed out. “Yes. It would certainly seem that is an inventory sheet with the Rubens listed. My father was a meticulous man. He kept lists of everything, right down to our silverware.” Hummels stood erect again. “I can’t be certain, but I believe the T and V could stand for a bank called Tohn and Volmer. It’s one of the oldest banks in Switzerland. My father had accounts there, at least from what I gathered. On more than one occasion I saw him working with letters or paperwork from that bank.”
 
   “If what you’re saying is correct, that would mean these numbers are probably a bank account.” Koenig said. 
 
   Adriana gave a short nod. “Exactly. Friedrich, where is this Tohn and Volmer Bank?”
 
   His forlorn expression told them it wasn’t nearby. “It is in Zurich, which is a shame because you just drove from that area.” 
 
   “I don’t mind the drive,” she said. “We’ll need to get there tomorrow. Koenig?” She faced the professor. “Better get some sleep. We leave right after an early breakfast.” 
 
   Koenig didn’t argue. 
 
   “To access this account,” Hummels interrupted, “you will need someone who is authorized. Without proper identification, the bank will not let you see whatever it is this account is holding.” 
 
   He made a good point. Banks were stringent about those kinds of things, especially Swiss banks. There was no way Adriana would be permitted to access the account. They were at a dead end. Unless…
 
   “I will come to Zurich with you,” Hummels declared. His eyes went from one guest to the other, almost as if he were asking permission. “I have the appropriate credentials since the account belonged to my father. I should have no problem getting you what you’re looking for.” 
 
   Adriana stole a glance at Koenig and then returned her eyes to Hummels. “Friedrich, I appreciate your offer and your help, but when I find that painting, I can’t let you have it even though your father purchased it. It has to be exchanged with the Belgian.” 
 
   He waved a dismissive hand. “My dear, I do not need that painting. Nor do I care. I have enough money and enough artwork. If assisting you will aid in getting your father back, then that is the least I can do. Besides, you have already given me some wonderful advice about my gallery and how to make it more secure. So,” he clapped his hands, “we will leave for Switzerland in the morning. I will show you to the guest rooms so we can all get some rest before the big day ahead. Is this acceptable?” 
 
   “Sounds good, Friedrich. Thank you. We really appreciate your help.” 
 
   He shook his head. “Please, it is my pleasure. Besides, this is all very exciting. I never thought that in my father’s archives would be something so fascinating. I just always assumed it was nothing but records for his junk. Now, off we go. Tomorrow is a long day.” 
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   Innsbruck
 
    
 
   Allyson awoke suddenly, startled by something. She’d spent the night at a pulloff a few hundred yards from the mountain driveway. 
 
   The previous evening, she had parked her car and walked over to the drive, waiting in the shadows of the forest for twenty minutes before deciding to go up on foot. Taking her car up the hill would be like throwing a fistful of steel bearings into a china shop: loud and messy. It would be more prudent to not alert the others to her presence. And Allyson desperately wanted to keep the element of surprise. When she reached a curve in the driveway, she saw the gate and the exchange take place with the guards. Adriana had taken one of them down and used him as leverage to get into the property. What the other woman said was hard to tell, but she definitely shouted the name Hummels. 
 
   It was unclear whether the owner of the property possessed the painting, but at some point Adriana would have to leave. That would give Allyson the chance to ambush the two marks and take the painting. A sinister little plan formulated in her mind. Maybe a little payback for the Mexico incident. 
 
   But as minutes turned into hours and darkness descended onto the valley, Allyson realized that her targets were either going to be staying overnight or something had happened to them. No other vehicles left the premises, and none arrived. After careful consideration, she decided to wait it out, all night if she had to. Which was exactly what happened. 
 
   The following morning, after a fitful night of sleeping in twenty-minute increments, she woke to the faint light of the sun radiating in the sky over the horizon. Her back ached from trying to sleep upright in the car. She was hungry and still exhausted. Her mind, though, was still sharp enough to think clearly. 
 
   No one had left during the night. That meant Adriana and the professor were still inside. 
 
   At seven o’clock in the morning, she saw headlight beams peeking through the tree trunks as a car came down the driveway. She’d found a pulloff a thousand or so feet away on the right and to the side of the road and watched, catching glimpses of the red BMW as it left the driveway and drove off down the main road. She couldn’t be sure, but Allyson thought she noticed three people in the car. 
 
   She revved up her engine and guided the car back onto the road, following the other vehicle at a good distance until it reached the Innsbruck train station. Wherever the group was going, taking a train could provide new opportunities for an ambush. It could also cause problems with too many witnesses. Smart move; Adriana knew she was being followed. Allyson ruled out that possibility. She steered her rental into a parking spot a few rows away from the BMW and watched as three people emerged. Her first suspicion had been right. There were three people. But who was the third? The man turned his head in her direction, and she realized it was Hummels. 
 
   After hearing the name Hummels in the exchange with the guards, Allyson spent a little time on her phone researching the name. It turned out that a Friedrich Hummels was a local philanthropist in Innsbruck and dedicated much of his time and resources to promoting the arts in the city. He had a sordid ancestry, a father who worked high in the ranks of the Nazi military. But it appeared he’d never been charged with any war crimes. 
 
   Allyson lowered the bill on her baseball cap, peering out from under it as the three made their way into the station. The second they passed through the doors, she exited her vehicle and jogged across the parking lot to the entrance. She waited a moment, letting a group of college-aged Americans go through the doors first. They were laughing and talking about something that happened the night before with some beer they’d been drinking. She shook her head. Always giving Americans a bad name, she thought.
 
   Inside, the train station was bustling with all manner of travelers. Young people with book bags and backpacks, businessmen and women in suits and dresses carrying briefcases and laptop bags, and a few strays who fell somewhere in between filled the long, narrow interior. The area felt like being inside a giant wooden box. The walls shot straight up to the ceiling, at least forty feet high. Automated ticket kiosks lined one wall in recessed spaces to make buying tickets easier. Amid the chaos, Allyson started worrying less about being spotted and more about losing her quarry. Through the tangled, writhing mass of people, she caught a glimpse of bright red hair. It was Adriana. Her two companions were with her, the taller man stood in front of her and the professor as they waited to buy tickets from one of the service counters. Allyson wondered why they didn’t just go get a ticket from one of the kiosks, but sometimes people were weird about using those things. 
 
   There wasn’t much time. The three were almost to the ticket counter, and if they made a purchase before she interrupted, Allyson would have no idea what train they were getting on and where they were going. Before panic settled in, she realized that it was possible to buy a ticket to gain entry to the platforms. But that still wouldn’t tell her which train they were on, and there were at least eight people waiting in line to buy tickets between her and the other three. 
 
   Allyson had another idea. 
 
   She twisted and shuffled through the crowd and made her way to the ticket line, keeping her hat pulled down low to cover her face. Occasionally, she raised her head to check on the progress of her targets. The last time she did so, they were finishing their transaction. Seconds later, they went left toward the escalators at the end of the room. Allyson kept an eye on them as they stepped onto the escalator, ascended to the next level, and walked to the right, disappearing around the corner. She kept her breathing calm and checked the signs pointing to the areas of the platform that went to the right. Then she cross-referenced them with the platforms listed on the sign behind the ticket counter. Only two trains were leaving in the next thirty minutes from that platform. One was heading to Prague, the other to Zurich. An elderly couple two places up from her in line seemed to be taking forever deciding which tickets to buy. They spoke with English accents. More tourists on holiday. Granted, she wasn’t from around here and she didn’t even know where she was going yet, but Allyson would spend less time at the checkout counter than those two. 
 
   After what seemed like half an hour, the couple received their tickets and meandered away, appearing to have no idea where they were supposed to go next in spite of the young man at the counter giving explicit directions. 
 
   The next two customers were processed much faster. One businessman was simply making sure he was going to the right place, and the other was a young woman who had a question about travel times and return trips. When the girl stepped out of the way, Allyson moved to the desk. 
 
   “How may I help you?” the man asked in German. 
 
   “I’m supposed to be meeting some friends here that are heading to Zurich,” she lied, taking a chance that the Swiss city was where Adriana and the others were headed. It could have easily been Prague. If that were the case, she’d go to one of the kiosks and buy a ticket to the Czech Republic. “They may have already come through here. One was a tall, older man with thinning hair, the other man shorter, kind of curly hair and a little older. They were with a young woman.” 
 
   The ticket agent smiled. “Yes, they came through just a few minutes ago. Do you need to buy a ticket to Zurich as well?” 
 
   Allyson smiled. “Actually, yes. I haven’t purchased mine yet. How much?” 
 
   The polite young man explained how much the ticket would cost, which didn’t matter much to her. Money wasn’t a problem. Over the course of her short career, Allyson had amassed a fortune. While she wasn’t as wealthy as a man like Frank Shaw—his wealth was measured in the billions—she’d collected enough income to make sure she would never have to work the sidewalks as a pickpocket ever again. Her plan was to spend the rest of her days on a beach somewhere, sipping margaritas and fending off younger men. 
 
   She’d confessed her plans to Frank at one point during a discussion they were having over tea. 
 
   “Don’t you think that would get boring? For someone like you, Allyson, I imagine you’d miss the thrill.” 
 
   She blew off his comment. The thrill was certainly addictive. But her body ached from the beating, the traveling, and the sleeping in a car the night before. Ugh, I need a shower. 
 
   The ticket guy handed her one pass for the train and returned her credit card. It was one of many she owned with a fake name attached. Some she’d acquired on her own; others were provided to her by Frank. She used those sparingly. The less attached she was to anyone, the better. The ticket agent smiled and thanked her. She did the same and hurried away toward the escalators. 
 
   Once Allyson stepped onto the moving stairs, she instantly felt insecure. Like a rabbit being watched by a hawk high above, she knew she was exposed and relying solely on a pitiful disguise and the hopes her enemy believed she was still somewhere in Berlin. The elderly couple she’d seen earlier were three steps ahead of her, and a gaggle of business travelers huddled on the steps just beneath. She took one cautious step down to blend in more with the herd, though in her outfit, she stuck out like a snake at an alligator party. The people behind her frowned, uncertain of why she’d stepped backward. They probably also noticed she hadn’t had a shower in a few days. Once on the train, she would have a little time to remedy that, if not properly then at least minimally. 
 
   The escalator finally arrived at the top after seeming as if it never would. Allyson scurried around the old couple and curved around to the right where one of the trains was waiting. She double-checked the digital sign overhead and saw it was the one heading to Zurich. It was scheduled to leave in seven minutes. Another worry was that since Adriana and her companions were already aboard, they could very easily see her pass by. To alleviate this problem, Allyson veered right toward one of the other trains, separated by forty feet of platform, some benches, and a few kiosks with directions for travelers. She walked along, staring up at the windows of the diversionary train to keep her head turned away from the one headed to Zurich. With only a few minutes to spare, she didn’t have much time to get to the end. Figuring the others would have taken a seat on one of the first few cars, Allyson wanted to put as much space between her and them as possible. The other advantage of boarding the last car was that, even if they had gone that far down, she would be able to approach from the rear and, most likely, not be seen. 
 
   She reached the end of the line of cars and drifted aimlessly back to the left like a lost tourist. Her eyes scanned the windows on the near side to make sure her marks didn’t have a seat in clear sight. As far as she could tell, they were nowhere to be seen, which meant either she’d missed them or they were on the other side. Allyson was sloppy with some things, but observation wasn’t one of them. She could find a crooked blade of grass on a green at Augusta National. 
 
   At the steps, a young man in a uniform inspected her ticket and smiled at her, welcoming her aboard. 
 
   “You just made it,” he said in German. 
 
   She thanked him in English, to which his smile faded briefly but remained somewhat intact. 
 
   Allyson ascended the short set of stairs quickly, happy to get out of the open and into a more confined and concealed space. She turned the corner to the train’s entrance and surveyed the interior within two seconds. There was no sign of the targets. That was a good thing. Although the fact that she hadn’t seen them in the windows and couldn’t see them right now tossed a sickening thought into her mind. What if they aren’t on this train? It was entirely possible that Adriana and her associates paid the guy at the ticket counter to tell her they were going to Zurich when really they were going to Prague. Or what if they’d said Zurich knowing she would suspect the opposite to be true? Her head raced with paranoia. The first answer is usually the right one; she reminded herself of the lesson she’d learned as a schoolgirl. Two seats were open near the back, and she quietly eased into one next to the window. 
 
   A German woman’s voice came over the PA system, announcing that the train would be departing in one minute. She then made the same statement in English. Literally, waited until the last minute, Allyson thought, breathing a sigh of relief. She pushed away all thoughts of being on the wrong train and closed her eyes. This is the right train.
 
   The conductor stepped aboard and hovered over her, his eyes checking the rows ahead. 
 
   “I’m sorry to bother you,” she interrupted his counting, “how long is this trip?” 
 
   He appeared only a little irritated and answered, “Three hours and forty minutes.” 
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. The seat was far more comfortable than the rental car she’d spent the night in. It could be dangerous to take a nap with her enemies so close by, but they had no reason to come aboard this car. They were somewhere ahead of her and would likely stay there. Still, she forced thoughts of sleep out of her mind as the train’s engine engaged and the heavy cars lurched slowly forward. 
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   Zurich, Switzerland
 
    
 
   “I still don’t understand why we didn’t just fly,” Adriana said. “It would have saved time.” 
 
   The three companions grabbed their small collection of belongings and prepared to exit the train along with all the other travelers. 
 
   “You didn’t appreciate the views on the ride in?” Hummels smiled as he made the snarky comment. 
 
   Indeed, riding the train through Europe provided incredible scenery, and it really was an efficient way to travel. She was splitting hairs, but in the race to save her father, every minute counted. 
 
   “Besides,” Hummels continued, “by the time we arranged for a charter, which would have been the most likely scenario, we would have waited another hour anyway. Add that to the flight time, and you basically would have arrived right about now.” 
 
   His second point was true. In fact, getting on the train may have actually been the faster way to go. She decided to drop the discussion and get back to business. “I assume you know exactly how to get to this bank?” 
 
   Hummels beamed with pride. “Of course, I do. And so will our driver. So do not dismay. We will be there within the hour.” 
 
   The three left the train and walked through the impressive Zurich train station. The rafters and ceiling stretched high above the thousands of square feet below. Throngs of people from all walks of life filled some of the vast area, but there remained large sections that appeared deserted. 
 
   Originally built in 1847, Zurich’s Hauptbahnhof had been replaced with a newer version in 1871. It went through a renovation in 1990, but much of the original architecture and design from the second version remained. It was an incredible structure and remained one of the busiest, most efficient rail hubs in the world, pushing out an astounding 2,900 train departures per day. 
 
   Adriana took in the full majesty of the train station and the incredible way it operated. “You have to admit, aside from making great time pieces, the Swiss really know how to do trains like no one else.” 
 
   Her statement was echoed by the two men, who nodded. Switzerland was renowned for how punctual the trains were. Adriana figured the time keeping thing went hand in hand with mass transportation systems. The logistics behind moving all those trains, however, and keeping them on time, was a staggering proposition to consider. 
 
   The driver Hummels had arranged was someone he vetted through the head of his security team. Before leaving Innsbruck, Koenig asked why they weren’t taking some of the guards with them on the trip. 
 
   Hummels said that he’d rather not cause a scene, and walking around with a bunch of bodyguards tended to do that. The professor accepted the answer without much fuss, but Adriana could tell he would have preferred to have some extra muscle along on the trip. Then again, keeping a low profile also had its advantages. 
 
   The group exited the enormous train station and headed to the car. 
 
   “The driver should be waiting just over here,” Hummels explained. 
 
   Zurich was a standing contradiction of styles, cultures, finances, and history. While the Swiss way of life had remained fairly consistent through the centuries, there was a great deal of visual evidence to the persistence of change and its influence on the great city. Colorful buildings stood next to drab stone ones. Near those, LED billboards flashed high-definition advertisements for makeup, beer, and financial advice. Farther along the street, one of the more modern-looking buildings added to the contrast. Standing twenty stories tall with a metal framework and surrounded by glimmering glass windows, it gave the impression it had been constructed a hundred years into the future. 
 
   “There he is,” Hummels said, taking Adriana’s attention away from the buildings and the people. He pointed to a black Mercedes-Benz. 
 
   A tall, chiseled man wearing Ray-Bans and a black suit and tie exited the driver’s side. He rushed around to the curb and opened the front and rear doors for Hummels and Adriana. His thick, dark chocolate-colored hair didn’t move in the city breeze that blew through the canyon of buildings. Adriana figured him to be in his twenties, with tanned skin that still looked young and healthy. She’d seen his type before. Good looking, confident, and way too full of himself. No doubt he would be at a local nightclub later that evening, trying to pick up any number of women and hoping one would bite at the lure of his sex appeal. 
 
   She walked around the open door and behind the trunk to the other side, choosing to sit behind the driver’s seat. Koenig smiled and thanked the young man while accepting the gesture on her behalf. 
 
   The driver’s face twisted for a moment, confused, but he quickly recovered and returned to his place behind the wheel. “I’m taking you to Tohn and Volmer, yes?” His accent was a strange blend of French and German, hedging more toward the latter. The English, though, was good. 
 
   “Yes,” Hummels responded. “I have an appointment with the branch manager, a man named Dolf Immelman. Do you know him?” 
 
   The driver nodded. “I’ve driven for him once or twice. Most of the time it is for his clients. He is a very powerful man here in Zurich.” 
 
   “I would expect so. He runs one of the oldest banks in the country. The assets they take care of must be immense.” 
 
   Adriana listened to the conversation while watching the city go by through the window. People bicycled and walked to their various destinations. Some sat in the cafes or at the sidewalk tables that were so prevalent in Europe. It was close to lunchtime, so that explained the rush-hour-like feel. The talk between the guy behind the wheel and his primary passenger was something the Swiss considered customary. While much of the Western world considered it to be small talk, the Swiss considered it etiquette. 
 
   “What business do you have with Immelman?” The driver asked the question innocently. 
 
   Hummels gave a curt reply. “Personal.” 
 
   “Well, he is not a very personal man. Always polite and courteous but ever focused on business. He knows how to get things done.” 
 
   Hopefully, he knows how to get things too, Adriana thought. 
 
   With the heavier-than-usual traffic, it took a few minutes longer to reach the Tohn and Volmer Bank. When they stopped at the curb in front of the entrance, the driver hurried to get out and open the door for Adriana. His fingers had barely touched the handle when she again beat him to the punch, opening it for herself. 
 
   The bank’s façade was made of granite. Sculptures of lions, bears, horses, familial crests, and royal symbols adorned the outside next to a set of flags, making it look more like a government building than a business. The windows on the second story and up were small, contrasting the trend that most modern buildings used, installing giant glass panes to bring in more light and enhance the view. 
 
   A hundred years ago, most of the business structures, especially banks, would have more closely resembled Tohn and Volmer. Now it stood as a reminder of the way things used to be. 
 
   The driver waited with the car as the three visitors passed through the metal and glass doors into a vast lobby. Stairs on the right led to the upper floors. Two sets of elevators, shielded by brushed steel doors, were just next to them. The floors were checkered in white and black marble. Tall cylindrical pillars towered over the room at four points in the center. Directly ahead, eight clerks worked busily, assisting customers with their deposits, withdrawals, and other banking needs. On the right and to the left were the bankers’ offices, where people met to get a loan or discuss personal finance. The rooms were essentially glorified cubicles. The only difference was that they had windows to the outside as well as the big interior square windows so workers could also see into the lobby. Above, each of the three additional floors had a wraparound walkway with what Adriana assumed were more offices. 
 
   An eager young man in a navy blue blazer and pants, red tie, and white shirt left his desk and hurried out to greet the newcomers. His dark brown hair was brushed to the side, hanging just above the ear. He had what so many people referred to as a baby face. Adriana couldn’t help but wonder how old he was. 
 
   “Welcome to Tohn and Volmer,” he said in English. His face beamed brightly as if he’d just opened the best Christmas present ever. “Is there something I can do to assist you today?” 
 
   Hummels took the lead. “We are here to see Dolf Immelman.” 
 
   The response had an immediate effect on the young banker. “I…I’m sorry, he is only available by appointment.” 
 
   Hummels grinned to ease the banker’s discomfort. “We have an appointment. Please let him know that Friedrich Hummels is here to see him.” 
 
   The banker swallowed hard. His wide eyes told the guests that he was terrified of even the idea of calling Immelman. He reluctantly turned around and went back to his desk. As he picked up the phone and made the call, he stared out the window at the three in the lobby. 
 
   Adriana took inventory of the room. A large safe in the back protected the day’s assets as well as a few additional pots of cash. She knew that the real valuables would be either buried deep inside the building or up on one of the other levels. Her guess was that the majority of the wealth would be kept below, protected by bedrock, concrete, and steel. The upper levels certainly housed the higher-ups—the bank officials who handled the bigger deals and brought in the lion’s share of business. That would mean Immelman’s office should be located somewhere on the top floor, likely in one of the corners. 
 
   The young banker ended his call and, after fumbling the receiver for a second, managed to place it back on the base. He returned to the guests with a droopy face full of nervous apprehension. “His secretary said he’s expecting you and that you can go ahead up to the fourth floor.” 
 
   “Thank you,” Hummels said with a smile. “I will tell him you are a bright young member of the firm.” 
 
   The comment was met with a sigh from the young man, and he visibly eased at the notion. “Thank you, sir. Have a good day.” He waved and returned to the confines of his little office. 
 
   Adriana led the way and pressed one of the buttons to go up. The doors to her left opened immediately, and the three stepped inside. The elevator’s interior was wrapped with a brushed steel guardrail attached to warped mirrors. She pressed the number four, and a moment later, the doors closed. 
 
   “I assume I should do all the talking,” Hummels said as the lift began to climb. 
 
   “That would probably be best,” Adriana agreed. 
 
   “What if he asks who you two are?” 
 
   Her response was swift and decisive. “I’m your girlfriend,” she winked. 
 
   “And him?” Hummels jerked his thumb at the professor. 
 
   “He’s your cousin.” Adriana looked him over. “You take care of him because he can’t take care of himself.” 
 
   Hummels snorted a laugh. “Good enough.” 
 
   Koenig’s mouth dropped open at the insinuation, but before he could protest, the elevator reached the fourth floor. 
 
   The doors opened to a wide hallway with a plush maroon carpet extending in both directions. Straight in front of the elevator was a receptionist desk where a young woman, probably in her early twenties, sat next to a phone and pecked away busily at a computer. Her hair was bright auburn and wrapped neatly into a bun. The color was a bright contrast to her pale skin. She smiled at the visitors as they stepped off the elevator; her bright green eyes narrowed as her mouth stretched thin. 
 
   “You must be the ones who are here to see Mr. Immelman.”
 
   Hummels nodded. “Indeed we are.” 
 
   “I have already notified him that you are here. He is on his way to greet you.”
 
   The words had no sooner left her red lips than a tall man in a black pinstriped suit strode toward them. His silvery gray hair was slicked back, set atop a high forehead and tanned, smooth face. The strong jawline told Adriana he was full of confidence and probably a little conceited. His bright blue eyes only had a few wrinkles around them, making guessing his age a difficult proposition. 
 
   He greeted them with a courteous smile, but there was little substance behind it other than formality. “My name is Dolf Immelman,” he said, extending his hand to Hummels first. After a short, firm shake, he offered the same to Adriana. 
 
   “I am Friedrich Hummels, and this is my girlfriend, Adriana, and my cousin, Helmut.” He leaned close to Immelman and pressed the edge of his hand next to his face. “He’s in my care. I wouldn’t shake his hand.” 
 
   “Understood,” Immelman said. His face remained stoic like a statue frozen permanently in a singular expression. “Please, come with me.” 
 
   He spun around and walked quickly back the way he’d come, taking long strides as he did so. The three visitors had to hurry to keep up. Immelman was clearly a man who kept his time closely guarded and preferred not to waste it by walking slowly. 
 
   After turning to the right and walking the length of the building, past several other offices, they arrived at an open door to a corner space. Immelman motioned them inside and offered them seats. “Please, sit.” 
 
   He stepped over to a nearly full coffee pot and set aside three ceramic cups. “Would you like a coffee?” he asked. The guy was as cordial as a rock. Adriana wondered if he had a social life outside of work, and what it must be like. 
 
   “Yes, please,” Hummels answered. Adriana nodded, adding a polite smile to see if she could crack Immelman’s stone face. 
 
   “Helmut,” Hummels said as if talking to a child, “would you like some coffee?” He spoke loudly and enunciated each word. 
 
   Koenig frowned and shook his head. He clearly wasn’t enjoying his role. 
 
   Immelman poured two cups for his guests. “Would you like sugar or cream?”
 
   “Black is fine,” Adriana said. 
 
   Hummels requested one of each. 
 
   Once the host had prepared the coffees, he handed them over with the weakest of grins and returned to his high leatherback chair. It sat behind a wide, glass-topped desk that was supported by four shiny steel legs. The desk was a splash of contemporary minimalistic design in an otherwise opulent building. Apparently, Immelman liked to keep his office simple. It featured very little in the way of décor, other than a clock on the wall, the four black leather guest seats, and a black bookshelf containing only a dozen or so volumes. 
 
   “So, Friedrich, you are from Innsbruck?” Immelman started the conversation with almost no emotion. 
 
   “Yes. My family has lived there for quite some time. It is a beautiful city. Do you know it?” 
 
   “Of course. And you are correct. It is a pretty place. The high mountains overlooking the valley and river make for a unique setting. How is the weather there right now? Getting cooler, I imagine.” 
 
   “Yes, it’s pleasant but getting cooler. I fear we are in for a long winter.” 
 
   Adriana listened as the men bantered back and forth. Swiss business etiquette required they engage for ten minutes in conversation that wasn’t related to business. She’d always thought it a nice idea, but such a thing would never go over in the United States. American businessmen were direct, eager to get to the point. This beating around the bush would never fly. 
 
   “And what about you, Adriana? Where are you from?” Immelman jerked her from her thoughts and drew her into the conversation, almost against her will. “I am from Madrid,” she answered. She stared into the banker’s calculating eyes. He was searching her for something—what she didn’t know. So she returned the favor, probing him for answers. 
 
   “Have you lived in Zurich long?” she asked. 
 
   His face barely cracked a smile. It must have been her smooth, sensual voice. Maybe it was the way her full lips moved as she spoke. Either way, the breach didn’t last long. “Yes,” he said, straightening his shoulders. “Nearly my entire life. My family moved here from Bern when I was very young.” 
 
   The city of Bern was in the western half of the country, closer to France, which explained the hint of French in Immelman’s accent.
 
   He continued. “My father worked for one of the other banks here in Zurich. He was a brilliant financial mind. I wonder: Do you have a career of some kind?” His hands folded atop the glass desk. His eyebrows rose half an inch with the question. 
 
   Her answer was as smooth as silk. “I curate art.” 
 
   For a split second, Immelman let himself look impressed. He nodded. “Anything I might have heard of?” His hands opened wide. 
 
   “Probably not,” she shrugged. “Most of it is local or regional work. We get a few pieces from international sources on occasion. But usually, just struggling artists looking to make a name for themselves.” 
 
   “That must be an interesting line of work.” 
 
   Her right cheek rose as her lips parted in a sly grin. “It has its moments.” 
 
   There was an awkward pause as the two locked stares with one another, neither willing to surrender for what seemed like ten minutes. Finally, Immelman gave in. 
 
   “So you are here to look into a family account. Is that correct?” he asked, returning his attention to Hummels. The time for etiquette was over.
 
   Hummels nodded. “Yes. It was my father’s account.” 
 
   “And your father is dead?” The question was blunt and insensitive, but it was also the quickest way to get the desired information. 
 
   “Yes. He died many years ago.”
 
   Immelman’s eyes widened a little. “And you are only just now coming to check on his holdings?” 
 
   “To be honest, I didn’t know about this account until recently. I was digging through some of his old records and found this one.” He passed a piece of paper across the desk. 
 
   Immelman reached out and pulled it toward him. He examined the number, not recognizing it right away. His head twisted to the right so he could look directly at the flat computer monitor. “And what was your father’s name?” he asked, placing his fingers on the thin keyboard. 
 
   “Emil Hummels.” 
 
   The banker’s face twitched. It wasn’t much. And the two male guests probably didn’t even catch it, but Adriana did. The second she noticed that involuntary reaction, she knew something wasn’t right. Her eyes narrowed, full of suspicion. Based on that simple body language response, Adriana realized that Immelman knew exactly who Emil Hummels was. And more than likely, he knew about the account. 
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   Immelman’s fingers flew across the keyboard as he stared at the screen. He entered the numbers on the piece of paper after typing in the name of Hummels’s father. He tapped the enter key and waited for a second as the monitor loaded a new page. His eyebrows raised, and he pinched his lips together. 
 
   “That’s odd,” he said. 
 
   He frowned and started typing again. 
 
   “What is it?” Hummels asked. He leaned forward in his seat with his hands folded. 
 
   Immelman put his hands up as if wondering the same thing. “I’m not sure. It appears that this account has been inactive for a number of years.” 
 
   It was Hummels turn to frown. “What do you mean? It’s closed? Who closed it?” 
 
   The banker shrugged. “It doesn’t appear to be closed. Just inactive.”
 
   “Of course, it’s inactive. My father died more than twenty years ago.” 
 
   Immelman tilted his head to the side. He frowned derisively. “And in all that time no one came to check on your father’s financials? Doesn’t that sound odd to you?” 
 
   Hummels’s face flushed red. Adriana put her hand on his leg to calm him down, playing up the role of girlfriend to the hilt. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she interrupted. “Mr. Immelman, as he mentioned before, only recently did he muster up the courage to search through his father’s records. It was a difficult and emotional task, as I’m sure you understand.” She thought fast. “Could you tell us what was in the account? Money? Bonds? Some family heirlooms, perhaps?” Adriana was crushing it as the money grubbing younger girlfriend. 
 
   Immelman drew in a long breath and typed in more information. He let out a sigh. His face lengthened an inch, displaying his condolences. “I’m sorry. It appears that your father had a safety deposit box here. But according to our records, it is empty.” 
 
   Hummels’s face washed ashen gray. “Empty? How could it be empty?” 
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t know the answer to that. It could be that your father collected whatever was inside before he passed. We allowed him to keep the box for a number of years before the account was marked as inactive. I can assure you, we don’t take this sort of thing lightly. We do our absolute best to make sure our customers know they are valued and that the integrity of their accounts are our highest priority.”
 
   Crestfallen, Hummels leaned back in his chair. Koenig watched on with wide eyes. 
 
   Something wasn’t right, and Adriana sensed it. Either Immelman was lying, or he was attempting to conceal evidence of some kind. 
 
   “Do you mind if I take a look at that?” she said, standing up and moving around the edge of the desk.
 
   Before Immelman could stop her, she was at his side, scanning the page. 
 
   “I’m sorry, but this is highly irregular. If anyone is going to look at this, it would have to be him. Only a direct relative can have access to this information.” He put out a hand to keep her away, but it was too late, she’d already seen everything. 
 
   There was nothing helpful on the computer. 
 
   “Oh, I am so sorry,” she lied, slinking back to her chair. 
 
   Immelman was incensed. A vein on his right temple pulsed hard as his blood boiled. He managed to keep his demeanor somewhat professional and straightened his already tightly pressed suit. The outfit looked like it had been run over by a steamroller. 
 
   He forced a smile onto his face. “Please, Mr. Hummels. If you would like to take a look, you may.” 
 
   Hummels nodded and rose slowly from his seat. He walked around the desk and stared at the page for half a minute before letting out a long sigh. “He’s right. There’s nothing here, and this indicates that the box is empty. I’m sorry.” 
 
   Immelman caught the apology. Immediately, he turned the tables. “Why are you apologizing to her? It is your father’s account.” 
 
   Hummels swallowed. The banker was onto them. He knew there was something else going on. Hummels couldn’t think fast enough. Before he blurted out some terrible reasoning, Adriana jumped in to save him. 
 
   “He’s apologizing because he dragged me all the way here to Zurich for nothing. Don’t worry; I’ll definitely be getting my money’s worth out of this wild goose chase.” 
 
   Immelman’s expression eased, as much as a statue’s could. He seemed to accept the explanation. “Yes, well, you would be surprised at how many of these kinds of goose chases we get in this bank. The price we pay for being one of Switzerland’s oldest.” His lips parted into a grin. 
 
   They sure are proud of being one of the oldest banks in the country. But he’s hiding something. I know it. Thoughts zipped through her mind like a bullet train. 
 
   As Hummels sat down, she asked one more question. “I’m sorry to bother you, but we did come all this way. Would it be possible for us to see inside the box? I mean, you said that the account isn’t closed, right? Just inactive?” 
 
   Immelman’s right eye flinched, and he licked his top lip with the tip of his tongue. “Certainly. If that will help you get some closure on all this.” He turned to Hummels. “And since you are the next of kin, would you like to go ahead and close the account today? That is, of course, unless you have something you’d like to deposit?”
 
   Hummels’s face was blank, covered in a vapid stare. “Sure. That will be fine. We can close it. But I would like to see the box.” 
 
   The banker tilted his head to the side and smiled. “Of course. I’ll just need to see some identification. And since, I’m assuming, you don’t have the key, I’ll need you to sign a release form and pay the deposit for the one that was lost.” 
 
   It was a jerk move for the banker to require the deposit. Then again, whatever it cost, Adriana would foot the bill. She wanted to look inside that box, if for no other reason to make Immelman squirm a little more.
 
   The elevator ride to the below-ground levels of the bank couldn’t have been slower or more awkward. Immelman just stared straight ahead, ignoring the other occupants as the lift descended into the bowels of the old building. People rarely spoke to each other on elevators. It seemed to be a universal unwritten rule that once you got in one you were to remain quiet. The silence of this particular ride was full of discomfort. Adriana wondered if the Swiss banker knew she was on to him or if he just didn’t like the way she’d pressed the issue before. Either way, she knew that looking in the safety deposit box would prove little if nothing at all. 
 
   Her money was on it being empty, the contents removed by someone, possibly Immelman himself. He’d given the possibility a very real chance with his initial physical reaction to their line of questioning. Adriana never forgot a first impression. 
 
   When the elevator came to a stop, the metal doors opened and revealed a sterile white room beyond. Cameras were mounted on the wall in optimal positions for viewing, two in each of the four corners and one directly over the entrance to the elevator. Another door was directly opposite and required a fingerprint scan to enter. Immelman pressed his thumb to the screen, and a few seconds later, heavy locks inside the wall slid free. He pulled on the latch and pushed the door open, revealing a room on the other side that looked like something out of a science fiction movie. 
 
   They passed through the security point and into a room that intersected at three points. Directly in front of them, to the left and to the right, were walls made of thick steel. Digital readouts over the doors displayed the temperature of the interior, the time, and the date. They also showed the humidity levels, which varied from room to room. 
 
   Koenig struggled to keep quiet, instead playing the part of a mute, marveling at the security and technology. 
 
   Adriana’s instincts were to analyze the surroundings. Each storage room was essentially a giant steel box, thirty feet long and fifteen feet wide. From her assessment, the builders must have dug into the earth, constructed the steel rooms, and then poured slabs of concrete around them. 
 
   Immelman noticed her interest and filled in the gaps of her curiosity. “The steel is half a meter thick. The concrete surrounding it is two meters thick. Our vaults are on the level just below with similar safety precautions. Plus, this entire area is surrounded by rock. If someone tried to dig their way in, it would take far too long. But just in case, these box rooms are built with motion sensors that will detect unnatural vibrations and signal our security teams.”
 
   “Does that happen often? You know, with earthquakes and such?” 
 
   He shook his head slowly. “No, we accounted for those situations with the design. Immelman pointed at the room to the left. Your father’s box, Mr. Hummels, is in that room. And here is your key. The box number is on the key.” He walked over to the door and entered a code on a keypad. Several loud clicks came from within, and a second later, the door opened. He passed off the key to Hummels and took a step back to allow the visitors a few minutes on their own.
 
   Adriana knew about sensors like those that Immelman mentioned. This bank had gone all out to protect all of its precious assets, as well it should. 
 
   Hummels led the way into the vault, searching the numbers on the boxes on the right since they seemed to be in the vicinity of his number. The first rows and columns were small, about the size of a standard post office box. They wouldn’t hold much more than a few stacks of cash or maybe some jewelry the owner wanted to keep safe. In the middle of the walls, the boxes were much bigger, around two feet wide. It was here that Hummels found the box with the matching number to his key. He gave a questioning glance back to Adriana, and she replied with a single nod. 
 
   He took a deep breath and pushed the key into the slot. Hummels waited a moment and turned it. The drawer unlocked, and he pulled it out inch by inch. Everyone in the room held their collective breath until the box was all the way out. It was long enough to hold a baseball bat. 
 
   The three stared into the box and let out a sigh. It was empty. 
 
   Adriana's expression gave nothing away. She pursed her lips and nodded. “Close it,” she said in a hushed tone. 
 
   Hummels blinked rapidly, still gazing into the vacant box. Slowly, he pushed it back into the wall and locked it again. They exited the room, Hummels and Koenig in disbelief. 
 
   “Thank you for your time,” Hummels said, passing the key back to the banker. “I appreciate it.” 
 
   Immelman nodded. “A pleasure, sir. Though, I am sorry that you were unable to find what you were looking for.” 
 
   Downtrodden, Hummels gave a grateful nod and slouched toward the door. 
 
   “If you don’t mind me asking,” Immelman interrupted the forlorn convoy, “what was it exactly that you were hoping was in there?”
 
   Hummels turned around, surprised at the question. He started to answer, but Adriana cut him off. “Just some old medals he thought his father put in there from the war. We were interested to see them. From the stories we heard, he saved many lives during the war.” 
 
   “Ah,” Immelman nodded, accepting the lie. “Well, I apologize we were unable to help you in your quest.” 
 
   She thanked him and took Hummels by the arm, leading him out the door to the elevator. They waited inside while Immelman closed the security doors and reset all the locks. 
 
   The ride back up was even quieter, if that was possible. A pall hung in the air until they reached the busy noise of the bank lobby. 
 
   “This is the main floor,” Immelman said when the doors opened. “Unless you have any other requests of me, I bid you good day.” 
 
   The three stepped off the elevator and into the lobby. The doors closed behind them. Business had picked up in the later part of the lunch hour. The lines at the tellers were each six or seven people deep, a fact that baffled Adriana in an age where online banking had made trips to a physical location almost unnecessary.
 
   Koenig looked at Adriana and then over to Hummels then back to Adriana. “You wanted me to play the stupid cousin?” 
 
   “It worked, didn’t it?” Adriana defended. She crossed her arms. “We need to find a place to stay for the night.” 
 
   Hummels frowned, confused. “I don’t understand. Shouldn’t we take the next train back to Innsbruck?” 
 
   Her eyes darted from one corner to the next, analyzing cameras, faces, and the actions people were taking. “Yes, we should. Let’s head back to the train station and find out when the next one is leaving.” 
 
   She started for the door, and after a few confounded seconds, the two men followed. Once they were outside and on the sidewalk, she turned right and walked at a hard pace toward a street-side cafe. 
 
   “Wait! Where are you going?” Hummels sounded beleaguered and tired. Apparently, he had built it up in his mind that they would find the missing painting in the safety deposit box. “Our car is parked around the corner in that direction.” He pointed back to the left, beyond the front of the bank.
 
   Adriana halted and spun around. “I know where the car is, but I needed to get clear of the bank and anyone else we don’t know.” 
 
   A woman in a yellow dress walked by with three shopping bags from some local retailers; she barely paid them any notice. 
 
   “You can go back to Innsbruck if you want,” Adriana continued. “But I’m staying here.” 
 
   “Why would you stay here?” Hummels asked. “It’s a dead end. You heard the banker say it himself. The box is empty. You saw it with your own eyes. What further proof do you need?” 
 
   Koenig agreed. “He makes a good point. There is nothing here for us. Perhaps this is one of those treasures that will be lost to antiquity forever.” 
 
   Her jaw set, and she spoke with a stern tone. “I don’t think so. Immelman was lying to us.” 
 
   Hummels’s eyebrows closed together. “What do you mean, lying to us? Why would he lie to us?” 
 
   “How long has he been at that bank? Twenty years? More?”
 
   “At least. His father worked there.” 
 
   “Exactly. Which means he might have been there when your father did business with them.”
 
   Koenig shook his head, still confused. “I don’t understand. What are you trying to say, that Immelman knows what happened to the painting?” 
 
   Adriana nodded slowly. “I’m saying he stole it.” 
 
   Hummels let out a short laugh. “Stole it? Swiss bankers don’t steal things from their clients. They are renowned throughout the world as being extremely trustworthy.” 
 
   “Sure. And that same group also helped many American millionaires hide their money illegally for a long time so they could avoid taxation. They aren’t always honest, Friedrich.” Her eyes flamed with righteous passion. “Think about it, a dead customer, hasn’t been around for years, what’s to stop him from taking a look inside the box? Or what if he already knew what was in there? I’d bet he did. And when your father was gone, he waited around for a while until he realized no one would come for it.”
 
   Exasperated, Hummels threw up his hands. “And just how did you come to this outlandish conclusion?” 
 
   She paused, giving thought to the response. She knew that to them it would sound crazy. “His reaction when we said your father’s name. Immelman knew it immediately.” 
 
   Koenig didn’t buy it. “I didn’t notice anything unusual. He acted as if it was a customer he didn’t know.” 
 
   “Wrong. He knew. It was a subtle reaction, but it was there nonetheless. As soon as he heard that name, he flinched. I’m not surprised you two didn’t see it. I barely caught it. But one thing I am certain of: Immelman knew who your father was. And I’m willing to bet everything that he took the Rubens.”
 
   “A flinch?” Hummels was indignant. “A flinch? Maybe he had to sneeze. You’re saying that this man, a high-ranking Swiss bank official, stole something from one of his customers. And you’re basing all that on one flinch?” 
 
   “He also acted strangely. I’m attuned to such things. Clearly, you two aren’t.” She didn’t mean it as an insult, but it came off that way. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I’m staying here in Zurich, and I’m going to find that painting. I’m running out of time, and my gut tells me it’s here.” 
 
   “Your gut?” Koenig joined in the onslaught of doubt. “You need proof before you go off and start accusing someone like Immelman of stealing from his own bank.”
 
   “I don’t need proof. I need the painting. Think about it. He had access to something that the rest of the world already believed was lost or destroyed. It’s the perfect crime.” 
 
   Hummels glanced at Koenig, checking to see if he was buying what she was selling. 
 
   “Adriana, I appreciate all you’ve done, but I can’t press this issue any further. If you want to stay here in Zurich, you are free to do so; however, I need to return to Innsbruck.” 
 
   “Fine,” she said. And she meant it. One less person holding her back. She looked at Koenig to see what he had to say. 
 
   “I’m truly sorry. I also need to return home. It is a long drive from Innsbruck to Berlin. I cannot ask my assistant to teach for me all week. I need to go home.” 
 
   She nodded. “I understand.” 
 
   “I wish you luck, Adriana,” Hummels said. He put out his hand. 
 
   She took it and squeezed hard enough to make an impression but not so much that she seemed angry. He smiled and let go. Koenig offered the same goodbye and shook her hand. 
 
   “Thank you for all your help,” she said to them. “When this is all over, I’ll let you know what happened.” 
 
   They smiled and nodded. She turned and started down the sidewalk toward a hotel she’d noticed up the street. It was the closest one around. Accommodations didn’t matter right now. What mattered was that she stay close to Immelman.
 
   “Adriana!” Hummels’s voice stopped her immediately, and she turned around to see what he wanted. 
 
   He was jogging toward her with her rucksack in his hand. “You left this in the car.” Hummels handed it over to her. 
 
   She smiled and grabbed one of the straps. “Thanks.” 
 
   “I figured whatever you have planned, you’ll probably need it, or whatever you have inside it.” He put his hands up. “I don’t want to know.” 
 
   The smile moved over to one side of her face into a wicked smirk. “You really don’t.” 
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   Allyson watched from a side street three hundred feet away as her targets left the vehicle and entered the Tohn and Volmer Bank of Zurich. To say that the last thirty hours had been difficult would be an understatement. All the driving, the train ride, and the waiting was beginning to take its toll. She’d used hand towels in the train’s lavatory to give herself a quick bath. It wasn’t the first time Allyson had to take such measures. Growing up on the streets of London meant life’s little luxuries, such as daily showers and comfortable beds, were things rarely experienced. Now that she’d seen how the other half lived, however, going back to the old days was much more difficult. 
 
   At least I got a little cleaner, she thought. Allyson hated the feeling of being dirty, her skin grimy. It was impossible to feel comfortable in that state. 
 
   She kept an eye on the bank for an hour after the three targets went inside, uncertain of what they were doing. Did they show up to make a withdrawal? Seemed like an awful long way to go for something that simple. Perhaps there was another clue to the painting’s location in a lockbox somewhere inside. That would explain the man Adriana picked up in Innsbruck. If he had a key or an account number, it would be necessary for him to accompany her to the bank in order to gain access.
 
   Wild scenarios raced through her mind as she watched the entrance. The young man who’d driven them from the train station kept his eyes peeled. She’d been lucky to get a cab in time to catch up to their hired car. The taxi driver was a young man, probably from one of the nearby villages. He’d done exactly as she ordered, following the other car but not getting too close to be noticed. If she didn’t know any better, Allyson would have sworn he’d done that sort of thing before. 
 
   She perked up as the front doors to the bank opened. It was the same reaction Allyson had each time the doors had opened for the last hour. And every time it had been another patron leaving after taking care of their business. This time, though, it was her three targets. She leaned forward, staying low behind a newspaper dispenser, certain some idiot was going to come along and ask what she was doing. In America or London, something like that would be a near certainty. Apparently, not so in Zurich. Passersby said nothing as she stared at the three companions. 
 
   Adriana shook hands with one, the new guy from Innsbruck and then the other. A moment later, the two men walked in the other direction and returned to their car, parked at the side of the bank. 
 
   What is going on? And what did they get out of the bank? Allyson’s heart beat faster now as she attempted to figure out the scenario. 
 
   The taller man from Innsbruck left his car, carrying something, a bag. He jogged over to Adriana and handed to her. 
 
   “What’s in the bag?” Allyson whispered. 
 
   She watched the man return to his car while Adriana took off in the other direction at a brisk walk. Allyson had to move, but which target to follow? If they’d caught wind of her presence, splitting up would be a smart move. Or was it a ruse to throw her off, make it look like the two men were leaving Adriana here in Zurich? Impossible. They haven’t seen me. She made the decision in the next instant and stepped out from behind her hiding spot, turned left at the corner, and followed Adriana from across the street. 
 
   Whatever it was she needed from the two men, Adriana must have milked that cow dry. That, or whatever she was going to do next didn’t require their assistance. Either way, Allyson’s target was on her own now. The only question: Where was she headed next?
 
   Allyson kept her distance as Adriana hurried along the sidewalk. They’d gone two blocks when the American’s quarry cut across the street. The move stopped Allyson in her tracks, and she sidestepped to the left behind a street vendor selling sausages. She peeked around the cart and saw Adriana enter a building a few hundred feet away. Stepping away from the cart and closer to the street, Allyson leaned out and saw that the building was a hotel. 
 
   Finding a place to hole up for the night? 
 
   She picked up her pace and jogged down the sidewalk until she came close to the hotel then slowed again so as not to raise any suspicions. Passing by the front doors, she twisted her head to steal a quick glance inside. Adriana was standing at the counter. She appeared to be getting a room. 
 
   Allyson acted quickly. She couldn’t afford to miss this chance. If Adriana got on one of the elevators, she’d be lost, easily disappearing into one of the hundreds of hotel rooms. Finding her would prove nearly impossible. 
 
   A souvenir shop next to the hotel gave her an idea. She had no weapons with her. Everything she needed was in Berlin. But there were other ways to take a prisoner. She walked by a rotating stand containing dozens of Swiss flags with little pointed tips on the poles. A quick pass and return resulted in one of the flags being wrapped up in her palm with the point sticking out just beyond her fingertips. Her movements were so quick that the shop manager never realized what happened. 
 
   She slowed her speed again and looked inside. Adriana was walking away from the concierge toward the elevators at the rear of the lobby. It was now or never. 
 
   Allyson pushed the door open and stalked across the marble floor, walking as fast as she could without breaking out into a full run. She kept her sunglasses on and her hat low, barely peeking out from under the bill to stay locked in on her prey. 
 
   Adriana reached the elevator and pressed the button to go up. The doors to the left opened a second later, and she stepped inside. As she pressed one of the buttons, Allyson kept her head down and put up her hand. “Hold the elevator please!” She tried not to shout too loudly but still with enough volume to get Adriana’s attention, a risky move in and of itself. 
 
   Without being able to see the hurried woman’s face, Adriana stuck her finger out and hit the button to hold the doors. Allyson slid inside and put her back against the wall, breathing heavily. 
 
   “Thank you,” she said, leaning her head against the wooden rear wall.
 
   “You’re welcome,” Adriana said, staring forward as the doors closed. 
 
   “Which floor are you going to?”
 
   Allyson had already glanced at the illuminated button with the number four on it. She pulled out her phone and pretended to send a text message to someone. “Oh, I’m sorry. Fourth. Thank you.” 
 
   Adriana didn’t move and nodded. 
 
   When the doors opened, Adriana started for the opening when she suddenly felt a sharp point in her back, sticking right into the skin over a kidney.
 
   “Get off the elevator. Slowly.” 
 
   Allyson pressed her free hand onto Adriana’s shoulder, easing her through the doors. Her head turned right out of sheer instinct, making sure no one was around. At this time of day, either most of the temporary hotel residents were checked out or doing what typical visitors did in Zurich. Still, there was the chance of running into one of the cleaning ladies. That would be trouble. 
 
   “What were you doing at the bank?” Allyson asked. She ran her hand down Adriana’s arm to her hand where her fingers were wrapped around the room’s card key. Allyson yanked it away and looked at the room number. 
 
   It was 434.
 
   “Making a deposit.” 
 
   The smart-aleck answer received a deeper jab with the flag stick. Adriana winced but kept moving. 
 
   They reached the hallway where the elevator alcove branched in two directions. Allyson noted that Adriana’s room was to the left and gently shoved her captive that way. The corridor was clear in both directions; however, that could change at any moment. 
 
   “I don’t think so,” Allyson said. “I think it’s more likely you went there to find something. What were you looking for?” 
 
   “Money.” 
 
   The point of the flag stick sank deeper, not breaking the skin but causing enough discomfort that Adriana’s eyes squeezed at the pain. 
 
   “No, I don’t think so, Adriana. You’re not looking for money. You’re looking for the missing Rubens. Where is it?” 
 
   Adriana shuffled forward, waiting for an opportunity to present itself. Her rucksack hung loosely on her shoulder, a myriad of options within. In her present state, none of it was accessible. 
 
   “I don’t know where the painting is. If I knew, I’d have it right now.” 
 
   The door numbers counted down as they continued toward 434.
 
   “Who was the other man with you? I know the professor already.” 
 
   “Yes, I know. How did all those boxes and files feel when they landed on top of you?” 
 
   Allyson pushed the point harder.
 
   Adriana’s body shuddered. It was right over the kidney now, still not puncturing the skin, but that would only require a little more effort. 
 
   “Who is he?”
 
   “If you,” Adriana swallowed against the stabbing in her back, “if you don’t know who he is, how did you find us?” 
 
   Allyson shook her head. “I have my methods. Tell me his name.” 
 
   “He’s gone. If you want to know so bad, go back to Innsbruck, and ask him yourself.” 
 
   The two reached room 434. Allyson shoved Adriana face-first against the wall, keeping the flag stick jammed into her back. She waved the magnetic card over the door lock, and a second later the light blinked green. “Open it,” Allyson ordered. 
 
   Adriana reached over and grabbed the latch with her left hand. She pulled down on it, and the door opened an inch. Suddenly, her hand pushed forward with a jolt. As she did, she spun around, using momentum to twist away from the point in her back. She jerked Allyson ahead of her. Adriana’s right elbow swung around in the same fluid motion and struck Allyson at the base of her neck, just above the shoulder blades. 
 
   Allyson felt the thud and fell forward into the room with Adriana in tow. Gravity did the rest and dragged the two women to the floor in a tangled heap of writhing arms and legs. 
 
   Adriana grabbed Allyson’s wrist and kicked with her knee, but the blow was blocked by Allyson’s shin. A sudden pain shot through their legs, and Adriana’s grip loosened.
 
   Allyson pushed away and rolled over against the closet as the door to the room closed automatically. She pushed herself up and jumped forward, trying to plant her shoulder in Adriana’s midsection. Adriana recovered, spinning to a stance just in time to step away from the tackle. Allyson went sprawling like a bull that had just missed the red cloth, landing on the bed for a brief second. She bounced up and pivoted around, brandishing her cheap weapon. 
 
   Adriana readied herself in a fighting stance, her left arm extended and prepared for the next assault. “You stabbed me with a toy flag?” Her face scrunched in disgust. 
 
   Allyson shrugged. “Gotta make do with what you can. Unfortunately, you left me without any of my usual tools when you disappeared from Berlin.” 
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, Adriana caught a glimpse of her rucksack. There was a pistol inside and a few other things that would be handy right about now, but the bag being a few feet away posed a problem. 
 
   “Got some kind of weapons in there?” Allyson asked. 
 
   “Maybe.” 
 
   They eyed each other like two lions about to fight over the last scraps from a kill. Adriana kept her balance, her back leg bent slightly at the knee, ready to strike. Allyson was bent forward, awaiting the next attack. 
 
   “You don’t like to fight with hands?” 
 
   “You’re the one holding a souvenir flag as some kind of prison house shank.” In the eye of the storm, Adriana had an epiphany. Maybe it wasn’t so much an epiphany as it was a long-shot idea. It might be worth a try, she thought. “What are you getting out of all this?” 
 
   Allyson’s eyebrows lowered for a second. Her face contorted. She was clearly confused by the question. “What do you mean? I’m getting paid. What are you getting out of it?”
 
   “How much?” 
 
   “That’s none of your business.” She faked a lunge forward, and Adriana retreated a half step. 
 
   “How much?” 
 
   Allyson’s eyes flashed like a wild beast about to move in for the kill. “More than you’ll ever make from a job.” 
 
   Adriana didn’t have time for games. “I don’t need money.” 
 
   The comment caught Allyson off guard. “What? You think I’m stupid? Everyone needs money. And if you already have it, a little more never hurt, right?” 
 
   Allyson’s feet shuffled forward a few inches. She had the advantage, at least temporarily. Adriana was trapped in the little space in front of the door, between the bathroom and closet. Sure, she had the exit, but by the time she reached for the handle, Allyson could be on her. Space was at a premium, even in the five-star, three-hundred-square-foot room. 
 
   “I’m not doing this job for money,” Adriana repeated. She sized up her opponent. Allyson’s cheap sunglasses had fallen on the floor, and her hat was hanging on loosely to the thick, curly hair stuffed inside. 
 
   “I don’t care. I am. And I’m perfectly fine with killing you for it. In fact, I’m very okay with killing you. That will make it much easier to get the third painting.” 
 
   “You don’t get it, do you?” Adriana shook her head back and forth in a slow, dramatic fashion. “When the last painting is delivered, they’re going to kill us both.” 
 
   The comment broke the insane look on Allyson’s face. For a moment, she calmed down. “What do you mean?” 
 
   Adriana held a hand out, signaling she had no intention of attacking. “Look, we can beat the crap out of each other here in this hotel room, break a bunch of stuff, make a bunch of noise, and quite likely get arrested, in which case, neither of us wins.”
 
   “True. Or?”
 
   “Or you can take five minutes to hear what I have to say.” 
 
   Allyson considered the offer. She still clutched her ridiculous but still-dangerous weapon threateningly in one hand. “Kick your bag over there.” She pointed with her free hand at the corner between the wall and bed. 
 
   “Okay.” Adriana nodded and carefully pushed the rucksack across the floor a few feet so it was out of reach. 
 
   She was taking a gamble. Even though the other woman was only armed with a pointy plastic stick, the object could puncture the skin or put out an eye. Adriana wasn’t afraid of that, though. What concerned her was the close quarters and getting caught by the authorities should anyone send security up to the room. An all-out brawl with Allyson was one Adriana believed winnable. To be fair, she thought all her fights were winnable. Right now, however, wasn’t the time for fighting. It was time to talk. 
 
   “You going to put that thing down?” she asked, pointing at the stick in Allyson’s hand. 
 
   Allyson hesitated for a second and then tossed it aside. “You’re wrong. They aren’t going to kill us.” She sounded as if her belief was only partial. “Maybe the guy you’re working for would do that but not mine. I’m like a daughter to him.” 
 
   The word daughter sent a pang through Adriana’s heart as she thought of her father. She suppressed any external expressions of the emotion, though, keeping her cool and remaining focused. 
 
   “I don’t know who I am working for. He never revealed his face. But I have spoken with some people who know about what these men are a part of.” 
 
   The blank look on Allyson’s face said enough. She had no idea what Adriana was talking about. 
 
   “The syndicate. You haven’t heard of it?” 
 
   The vapid stare continued. Clearly, Allyson was unaware of the secret billionaire club. 
 
   Adriana explained. “This isn’t the first time these men have done something like this. It’s a game for them, with the highest stakes involved. You wanted to know what they’re paying me?” 
 
   Allyson nodded. 
 
   “They aren’t. They took my father and said if I didn’t bring in all three paintings, they would kill him.” Adriana could tell Allyson wasn’t sure if she was telling the truth, even though her eyes remained steady. 
 
   “I was told I only had to bring in one of the three paintings, but I’d be paid for each one I retrieved.” 
 
   That was a new wrinkle. Why would the other guy only care about getting one of the three? There was only one conclusion. The Belgian wanted all three, and his rival wanted to keep that from happening. 
 
   Before Adriana could speak, Allyson cut her off. “What was in the bank? Why were you there?” 
 
   “There was nothing there. If you were watching us, and I assume you were, you saw we came out with nothing.” 
 
   “Then why did you go in there?” 
 
   Adriana relaxed a little to show a sign of good faith. A crazy thought occurred to her. Maybe they could work together. Doubtful, but possibly worth the try. “We found a clue, an account number connected to that bank. It belonged to a man who was an officer in the Nazi army during the war. We believed that the painting might have been in the bank.” 
 
   “But you couldn’t get in? Banks like that are nearly impossible to break into. You should know that. Unless you were doing some reconnaissance. Is that what you were doing? Scoping it out to see what the security was like?” Her face finally broke from bewilderment, eyes narrowing to slits as she shook her head in derision. “If the painting is there, then neither one of us—”
 
   “It isn’t there,” Adriana interrupted her. “We looked in the safety deposit box. It was empty. The banker said that the account had been inactive for quite some time. He claimed he didn’t know who removed the contents of the box or when it happened.” 
 
   Allyson shook her head. “You’re lying. It’s in there. Isn’t it?” Her insistent tone bordered on insanity. From the looks of her, she wasn’t far from it.
 
   “I’m telling you the truth. It isn’t there.” 
 
   “How do you know they showed you the right box?” Allyson’s voice was getting desperate, matching the crazed look on her face. 
 
   “They could have shown me all the boxes in the bank; the painting isn’t there.” 
 
   “And how do you know that? What makes you so sure?” 
 
   “Because the banker stole it.” 
 
   Before Allyson could ask how Adriana was privy to that information, the Spaniard kept going. “When we were in his office, his mouth said one thing, but his body language said something altogether different. He’s the one who took the painting, I’m certain of it. As soon as he heard the name of the man who’d owned the account, he became very…uncomfortable, like he knew his wrongdoing was about to be discovered.” 
 
   “Isn’t it possible that they lost it or it was stolen? Maybe that’s why he was so thrown off.” 
 
   Adriana disagreed. “You said it yourself. That bank would be extremely hard to break into.” She raised an eyebrow. “Unless, of course, it was an inside job.” 
 
   “So you believe that this banker, whoever he is, stole the painting. Who is this guy? What does he do there?” 
 
   “He’s the president of the bank. He oversees all the daily operations, though from what I gathered, he usually engages with higher-end clientele. It would have been easy for him to get into the safety deposit box. He even had access to the key, which he let us use to investigate.” 
 
   “That seems highly irregular.” Allyson let down her guard a little. Adriana could tell she was, at the very least, curious.
 
   “I thought so too. The man with us showed his identification and signed some forms, but for a Swiss bank, it seemed far too easy. I didn’t say anything, choosing instead to let him go through the whole charade. I knew from the first five minutes that the painting was nowhere in the bank’s vaults.” 
 
   Allyson tensed up a little. “If it isn’t there, then where would it be?” 
 
   At least she was following the story so far. There were any number of scenarios Adriana could think of. Too many were plausible. Only one made the most sense. “It’s at the banker’s house.” 
 
    “There’s no way you know that for sure unless he told you.” Allyson instantly realized how stupid the insinuation was as soon as it came out of her mouth. 
 
   “Why would he do that?” Adriana shook her head; her face posed a questioning expression like it was the dumbest question she’d ever heard. “Besides, he didn’t have to tell me. I know that’s where it is. Just from the way he squirmed.” 
 
   “Okay, so let’s say I believe you. Where does this little game go next?” 
 
   Adriana swallowed hard. She knew Allyson couldn’t be trusted. The moment she had the chance, the American would try to kill her and take the painting. But it was a risk Adriana had to take. 
 
   “You may or may not believe your employer will kill you when this is over, but whether you believe it or not doesn't matter. It is going to happen. Unless…” 
 
   Allyson’s patience was running thin. “Unless what?” 
 
   “Unless we work together.” 
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   Allyson laughed. Not an insincere laugh for the sake of being courteous; she genuinely thought Adriana had gone mad. 
 
   “That is the dumbest thing I’ve heard in a long time. What makes you think I need you?” 
 
   Adriana remained cool. “Last I checked, the score is one to nothing.” 
 
   The comment sent a surge of anger through Allyson. No one told her she was losing. She charged forward, punching hard with her right fist. The knuckles were on course to sink squarely into Adriana’s nose. The target, however, dipped left and grabbed Allyson’s wrist. Momentum carried the attacker forward as Adriana locked her fingers around the base of her hand and yanked back and down. 
 
   Allyson dropped to her knees instantly. She yelped in pain as Adriana twisted the hand to the bone’s limits. 
 
   “That was not meant as a taunt for you. It’s a fact. If you would like to continue this conversation like adults, I will let you go. Otherwise, I will be forced to break your wrist, an injury that would pretty much keep you out of any more thievery for the foreseeable future. What will it be?” 
 
   “You think you’re so good?” 
 
   “You don’t?” 
 
   Allyson snorted through the pain. “Good point.” She paused a second, considering her options. Neither was very good, but she didn’t have a choice. “Fine. Tell me your plan.” 
 
   Adriana let go and shoved her away, taking a step toward the window to get clear. 
 
   Allyson grabbed her wrist, rubbing it with her thumb and middle finger. “I don’t know what you think is going to happen here. There is only one painting. And I have to deliver it to my employer.” 
 
   “And I need to save my father.” 
 
   “So what is your plan? We team up and get the remaining paintings, save your father, and I get nothing?” 
 
   Adriana’s head moved slowly back and forth. “No. I propose we work together and get the last two paintings, deliver them to the Belgian, and then steal them back from him.” 
 
   It would have been a good plan except for at least a half-dozen flaws, the first of which Allyson was happy to point out. “I thought you didn’t know who this guy was. If you don’t know him, how are you going to find him?” 
 
   Adriana sidled over to the desk against the wall and pulled out the chair. “Let me worry about that when the time comes.” 
 
   “So let me get this straight,” Allyson said, taking a few slinking steps past the bed. “You want to steal this painting from some big banker guy, and then the third one, whatever and wherever it might be, and then steal them back from the person you’re supposed to take them to, a guy you’ve never met and don’t know? Yeah, sounds great but I think I’ll pass. You should have killed me when you had the chance.” 
 
   She turned around and started to leave, but Adriana’s next words stopped her. “I’ll pay you.” 
 
   Allyson stared at the door for nearly ten seconds before she spun back and faced Adriana. “You’ll pay me? Is that it? You want to buy me off because you don’t think you can beat me?” 
 
   Adriana took the opportunity to laugh. “No. I’m not worried about beating you. I’m worried about beating them. The way I see it, the only chance any of us have to survive is by working together. We get the remaining two paintings and then steal them back. After we give them to your employer, we go our separate ways.” 
 
   It was an interesting proposition, one that she didn’t think Frank would approve of. “There are too many pieces in play for that. If what you say is true, and we try to pull off a job like that from this…Belgian you keep talking about, there’s no way a guy that powerful lets us live. So again, thanks, but I’m going to take my chances with my boss.” 
 
   “Frank Shaw is not your friend, Allyson. He’s using you. And when he’s done with you, he’ll throw you away and bring in someone new to do his bidding.” 
 
   Adriana had been saving the checkmate piece of information for the right moment. She didn’t see any other way than to use it now. During her investigation of Allyson’s identities and known associates, Shaw’s name had popped up too many times for it to be a coincidence. There were photos of the two together at business functions, charity auctions, dinners, and major political rallies. Most of the images came with a caption such as, “Frank Shaw and his mystery woman.” The mainstream media wasn’t great at digging, but it was a task that had proved simple for Adriana’s resource team.
 
   Using Shaw’s name had produced the desired effect. Allyson’s face paled in disbelief. “How do you know about Frank?” 
 
   “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that I know who you work for. You really should try to stay out of photos. In this line of work, you can never be too careful.” 
 
   Allyson didn’t appreciate the lecture, but Adriana wasn’t wrong. If she’d been hanging around Frank too often, someone would have taken a photo of her. Perhaps several. Now with everything online, it was often a matter of minutes before news spread. She’d seen the articles speculating on her relationship with Frank. Nothing had ever happened between the two of them. She’d meant what she said about Frank treating her like a daughter. The fact that Adriana knew she was working for him was disconcerting, but her accusations were worse. 
 
   Adriana went on. “Frank may have helped you out, but you have to believe me. He is going to kill you, whether you take him the paintings or not.” 
 
   “How can you be so sure? And what about the Belgian? Won’t he be after you?” 
 
   “I’m going to kill him before he gets a chance to move on me.”
 
   “If you can find him.” 
 
   “I will. Right now, though, we need to find a way into Immelman’s home.” 
 
   Allyson’s head tilted a little to the side, her face crumpled in confusion. “Who’s that?” 
 
   “The Swiss banker. We have to find his home, discover a way in, and take the painting. I’ll pay you for your help.” 
 
   Allyson couldn’t deny that her interest was piqued. “Yeah, you mentioned that before. How much?” 
 
   “I’ll pay you whatever Shaw was going to pay you upon delivering the painting to him.” 
 
   That was no small sum of money, but at this point, money didn’t matter. The only thing that did was saving her father. Despite the huge amount, it still barely scratched the surface of her and her family’s holdings. 
 
   “You can afford that?”
 
   Adriana’s head moved up and down in a slow nod.
 
   “Okay, let’s say I accept your offer. How do I know you won’t try to skip out?” 
 
   It was an obvious question, one that Adriana had already anticipated. “If I do, you’ll hunt me down and kill me. Right?” 
 
   “Absolutely.” 
 
   “Then we understand each other.” 
 
   Allyson nodded. “Good enough. Where do we start? I couldn’t help but notice you said something about finding Immelman’s house. You don’t even know where it is?” 
 
   “Not yet. But we will in a few minutes. The Internet is great for tracking people down. And a high-profile person like Immelman will be hard to hide.” She moved over to the corner where she’d kicked her rucksack and propped it on the table.
 
   “What are you doing?” Allyson suddenly looked on guard. 
 
   “Relax. I’m getting my iPad. We need to search for his home, right? That often requires a device of some kind, and I don’t like doing a ton of that on my phone. My tablet is faster, and for our purposes, we need the bigger screen.” 
 
   “Our purposes?” 
 
   “Yes,” Adriana bent down, unzipped the rucksack’s main pouch, and slid an iPad out. It was protected by a black, leather-bound case. When she opened it, a wooden frame was revealed where the tablet was housed. 
 
   “That’s neat,” Allyson said, reluctant to offer a compliment. She still wasn’t sure about all this. 
 
   “Thank you. I bought it from a company in San Francisco. They’re in the old book-binding district. Each one of these is made by hand.” 
 
   Allyson sighed. “Spare me the whole story. I just said it was neat, okay? Looks like a book.” 
 
   Adriana shrugged off the comment and laid the device on the desktop. She pressed the home button, entered her password, and then tapped on the Google app. Finding Immelman’s home didn’t take long. He was quite the public figure in Zurich and had been featured in several local magazines for his business sense and for his charitable work. 
 
   “From the looks of some of those articles, I’d say you might be wrong about your boy. He’s kind of a big deal around here. Almost a saint. You sure about all this?” Allyson took a step back and left Adriana leaning over the desk alone. 
 
   “If you’d met him, you wouldn’t say that. It’s interesting how often the devil disguises himself as an angel.” She tapped an image and pulled up his address on Google Earth. A few seconds later, the screen processed the information, and Immelman’s home appeared. From the overhead view, the place looked as if it was made of a bunch of boxes all thrown together. She tried to get a street view, but none was available, most likely due to the wall and gate blocking the short driveway that led to the house. 
 
   She zoomed in a little more to get a closer look at something. It was hard to tell from the image, but she was certain she saw the shadow of a man near the inside of the gate. 
 
   “Getting into Immelman’s won’t be easy. Looks as if he has a security detail.” 
 
   Allyson was exhausted, but the comment perked her up. “I do enjoy a challenge.” 
 
   Adriana started to comment about how, so far, she’d done all the work and Allyson had just followed along, but she decided to leave it alone. If they were going to do this together, she’d have to let go of petty judgments.
 
   “This one should be plenty challenging. That’s just one guard there,” she tapped the screen. “I wish I could get a closer look, but this is all we can find in the way of details and layout of the house. The big problem is that the painting could be anywhere inside.” 
 
   “And that’s part of the reason why you need me,” Allyson said, still staring at the image. 
 
   “If there are two of us, we can cover more ground during the search. And if there is a team of guards, two can fight them better than one.” 
 
   Allyson appeared skeptical. “Yeah, and if you find the painting before I do, you’ll take it and disappear.” 
 
   “You could do the same thing,” Adriana said. She stared at her counterpart with a hard gaze. “I’m going to trust you won’t do that.” 
 
   “Never trust a thief,” Allyson said with a wry grin. Her eyes went back to the tablet. “How do you suggest we do this? Smash-and-grab job? Or quiet?” 
 
   Adriana pressed both fingers to the screen and twisted them, causing the image to swivel to the right. “Quiet is almost always my preferred method. This man will have neighbors, though they’re not too close to his home. Anything like a gunshot or a scream will alert them.”
 
   “Getting in the house will be tricky, though.” 
 
   “Immelman will have guards. Probably two at the front gate. Our best bet will be to go in through the back.” 
 
   “And then what? Once we’re in the house, if he or anyone else sees us, we’re toast.” 
 
   “I can’t say for certain, but I think he lives alone. No wedding ring on his finger, and the way the man acted, he’s all about business. I doubt he has much of a personal life. So there won’t be any wives or girlfriends over.” 
 
   “What about servants? More guards inside?” 
 
   “Yes,” Adriana nodded. “That is a definite possibility. And then there’s the problem of dealing with whatever security system he has in place for the painting once we find it.” 
 
   Allyson’s tired eyes stared at the screen. “I don’t like it,” she said finally. “Never go into a job blind like this. We need to know the layout, what we’re up against with his system, and how many guards there are. That’s at least a few days’ worth of intel, maybe more.”
 
   “And you know as well as I do that we don’t have that kind of time. It isn’t as if we can call up these men and tell them we need an extra day. They’ll kill my father. And you’ll get no money. Then they’ll kill both of us.” 
 
   Allyson snorted. “No one is killing me.” 
 
   Adriana didn’t comment. She still wasn’t sure about the idea of teaming up, but they were running low on time, and going in on a blind job like this really did require two people—even if she knew the other one couldn’t be trusted. 
 
   “We wait until dark and then go in over the back wall. It won’t be as closely watched since it overlooks the lake. The drop-off here,” she pointed at the screen, “is too sharp for anyone to climb up. We go over in the corner and then cross the yard to the rear entrance.”
 
   “What about cameras? Someone like this Immelman character will definitely have some sort of video surveillance going on.” 
 
   It was an issue Adriana considered but wasn’t sure how to deal with yet. Her initial thought was that they would simply have to move fast and quiet. Cameras would pick up their movements, though, no matter how quick they were. That could trigger an alarm. Another option was to take the cameras out. Taking the surveillance offline, however, would be easily noticed by whoever was monitoring the system. That, too, made the idea a no-go.
 
   A clap of thunder boomed in the distance, startling both women. 
 
   “Great,” Allyson whined, “now we’ll have to do all this in the rain.” 
 
   Adriana walked over to the window and pulled back the curtain. Dark clouds boiled in the sky several miles away. Her jaw wiggled back and forth as she thought about the additional element of weather. She pulled out her phone and checked the weather app. After eyeing the forecast, Adriana looked up. “Looks like a big storm is coming through. It’s probably going to last through the better part of the night.” 
 
   “Just my luck,” Allyson complained. 
 
   “Maybe it’s good luck. Rain will make it harder to see anything with the cameras, and if there’s lightning, that’s even better.” 
 
   Allyson realized where she was going with her line of thought. “Right. Surveillance cameras are set to a certain aperture. A bright flash of light, say from a lightning strike, will render them useless for three to ten seconds while the lens adjusts for the sudden brightness.” 
 
   “Exactly. We just have to wait for it and then ride the lightning to the main building. Once we’re there, we should be able to get inside without much difficulty.” 
 
   “Assuming the storms stick around.” 
 
   “Right. I guess we need to pray they do.”
 
   Allyson thought for a second. She was keeping something from Adriana and was unclear whether she should share the information. Evan, Frank Shaw’s lackey and her savior in Mexico, had no doubt followed her all the way to Zurich. He was good like that. It was why Frank paid him handsomely. If Evan caught wind of their little cooperative operation, he’d report it to Frank. Then the boss might be tempted to pull the plug, as in kill both women. If her assumption were correct, Evan would be sitting outside the hotel right now, busily attempting to figure out where she’d gone. The place was too large to search room by room. And since she wasn’t the one that checked in, Evan wouldn’t be able to find any record of her being there. For the time being, he was in the dark, something that Allyson figured she could play to her advantage. 
 
   “I don’t suppose you’d mind if I took a shower?” Allyson asked. “I mean, we have a few hours until dark.” 
 
   Adriana had kept her lips shut about Allyson’s ragged appearance and the fact she’d clearly not bathed in a day or two. “Go ahead. There are some things I need to get in town.” She trusted Allyson about as much as she trusted an ax murderer in a hardware store. “Don’t do anything stupid while I’m gone. If you make a play on Immelman’s, he’ll catch you. And if he doesn’t and you screw this up for me, I’ll kill you myself. Understood?” Adriana picked up her rucksack and slung it over her shoulder. 
 
   “You don’t have to worry about that. I’m not going into that place alone. Besides, I’m assuming you’re getting us a car and a way over that wall.” She thought for a second. “I don’t suppose you could grab me some clothes while you’re out. Mine are back in Berlin.” Her request was lathered in contempt. 
 
   That would be cutting it close, but Adriana knew exactly what she needed to get—and where to get it. A quick stop at a retail store wouldn’t hurt. Nah, forget that. She can wear what she has on.
 
   “We’ll see if I have time,” she lied. “Just be ready when I get back. As soon as it’s dark, we’ll make our move.” 
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   Frank’s phone only rang twice before he picked up. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t the prodigal daughter. Calling to tell me you have my painting?” 
 
   “No, Frank. I don’t have it yet, but I will. Besides, I still have time before the second deadline.” 
 
   He laughed hard, crackling the earpiece. “You don’t have that much time, dear. Tomorrow is the day.” 
 
   “I know when it has to be dropped off. Now shut up, and listen. I only have a second.”
 
   “Whoa. Getting a little testy, are we? Okay, no need to get edgy with me. I’m still your employer, remember? How about a little respect?” 
 
   Allyson remembered what Adriana said about the Englishman’s plan to kill her once the game was over, whether he had any of the paintings or not. It was unclear whether she could trust the Spaniard. She was cunning and beyond clever. But earlier, when she’d had Allyson by the wrist, she could have easily snapped it and finished the fight once and for all. It was the only reason Allyson even stuck around at this point. 
 
   She couldn’t know for sure if Adriana was telling the truth about the Belgian or if that person even existed. The part about the syndicate was far-fetched, especially Frank being a part of it. Then again, she’d seen him do some awful things to people who’d been loyal to him for a long time. Frank was capable of ruthless cruelty when he didn’t get what he wanted. It was entirely possible Allyson could fall into that category if she failed with getting any of these paintings. During their conversations, Frank made it seem like no big deal, as if it was just a friendly competition. But for stakes worth hundreds of millions? Better to proceed with caution from here on out. When all this was over, she would disappear. Even if she got no money out of it, she had enough to vanish. As soon as Adriana left, Allyson put in a call to her hacker friend to see if he could dig up anything on the syndicate. She’d heard nothing back yet.
 
   “Sorry. I have a lead on the next painting, but we’ll see how it pans out. Not sure if it’s here or not.” 
 
   “Where are you?” 
 
   She pictured him spinning around in his leather chair, kicking his feet onto his giant desk. 
 
   “You know where I am, Frank. Don’t act like your boy Evan isn’t following me. I know he’s here in Zurich somewhere.” 
 
   “Fine. I know you’re in Zurich. At least Evan reports in with some regularity. Where’s the painting?” 
 
   She wasn’t falling for that. “Why? So you can send Evan to go and screw up the job for me? I don’t think so.” 
 
   Frank pretended to sound offended. Maybe he was a little. “He did pull you out of Mexico for me. Where’s the trust? I’ve never heard you act like this before.” 
 
   Allyson sighed. “I work alone, Frank. You know that. I need you to call him off.” 
 
   “And take eyes off my best asset? I don’t think that’s a very prudent thing to do.” 
 
   “Your lack of trust is unsettling, Frank.” 
 
   He hummed for a second and then clicked his tongue. “It isn’t a lack of trust. It’s just a little…how should I say…insurance?” 
 
   “You don’t need insurance with me. Haven’t in the past.” 
 
   “That’s true, but nowadays one can never be too careful. And besides, as I said before, Evan got you out of Mexico safely. Were he not there, things might have got very ugly for you. From what I hear about Mexican prisons, they aren’t a place for a pretty white girl like you to be. If you even made it back to the police station. With the corruption that goes on down there, you likely would have been used up and dumped in a ravine somewhere, never to be heard from again.” 
 
   He was wasting her time in an attempt to keep Evan around. The fact was even if he agreed to pull him out, Frank would probably keep Evan on her tail just because men like Frank didn’t take orders. They also liked to protect their investments, as he’d said. Which was why she’d come up with a decoy. Before calling, Allyson found a wealthy area on the other side of town that she could use as a distraction. Frank would send his man there, and then she would be free to operate freely with Adriana. At least until the time came to cut her out of the deal.
 
   She spoke in her best giving up voice. “All right, I’ll tell you where I’m going, but I need you to promise me that Evan will keep clear. I have to do this on my own. I don’t want him coming in and mucking it up.” 
 
   “That’s better.”
 
   “There’s a house on the edge of town. It’s owned by a local businessman. Last name is Zimmern.” She gave the address and description of the house she’d looked up on Google Earth. “Just tell him to stay clear unless things go badly.” 
 
   “Those are his orders. He’s not to interfere unless absolutely necessary.”
 
   “Right. Which makes me wonder about his little move with the car in Amsterdam. He tried to run her over.” 
 
   Frank let another short laugh escape. “What? Accidents happen.” 
 
   “Yeah, but he did a poor job of it. She got right up and chased me through the city.” 
 
   “And from what I hear, you got your tail kicked.” 
 
   He had a lot of nerve to say that, and the comment stung her pride a little. It didn’t matter. She’d have the last laugh soon enough. “Just see to it he stays clear. Okay? I don’t need his help.” 
 
   “Whatever you say, dear. Is there anything else?” 
 
   “No. I have to go. Thanks, Frank.” 
 
   “You’re welcome.” 
 
   Allyson ended the call and set the phone down. She ran a finger through her tangled hair. A quick shower, and then she’d get ready to move.
 
   Rain pattered against the window on the far side of the room. The storm had settled in now, and according to the radar info on her app, it would be here for several hours. So far, so good—although that meant she and Adriana were going to get soaked during the storm, which made the shower a pointless endeavor. 
 
   Allyson didn’t know how long it would take Adriana to get the supplies they needed so she hurried over to the bathroom and turned on the shower. Hot steam poured out beyond the shower curtain. She slipped out of her dirty clothes and into the soothing water. Instantly, she felt better as it cascaded over her skin. For now, the partnership between her and Adriana would have to work, she thought. But as soon as the moment presented itself, Allyson would take the upper hand. 
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   Lightning burned through the sky in white-hot branches, scattering through roiling blackness. Adriana had hoped for a little thunder and lightning to cover their entry into Immelman’s home. This, however, was over the top. The storms came fast and with a torrid ferocity as if Thor himself had risen from Nordic legends and come to wage war through the heavens. 
 
   Adriana peered through the windshield half a block from Immelman’s driveway. She’d shut off the sedan’s engine and headlights before coasting to a stop within a safe distance. Rain pounded the glass in heavy drops. Seconds after the searing lightning, thunder roared through the sky and shook the earth beneath. 
 
   “Nasty night,” Allyson said, staring out the windshield in the same direction as the driver. Her counterpart didn’t respond. 
 
   It hadn’t taken long for Adriana to procure a rental car, stepladder, and a few other odds and ends—most important of all, a large plastic shipping bag. It was folded neatly into her rucksack at the moment, but when the time came, that plastic would be used to keep a priceless work of art safe from the elements. And the elements were bringing their best tonight. 
 
   Allyson spoke up again, interrupting the steady sound of the rain against metal and glass. “You realize that if you’re wrong about this, we’re completely screwed, right?” 
 
   “Like I said before, it’s the only lead we have. And we’re out of time.” Her stare diverted to the clock on the car’s dashboard. It was nearing 10:30. Immelman struck her as an early riser, which meant he would probably be going to bed soon. 
 
   “Remind me again what we’re waiting for? I don’t know how much longer this storm is going to last.” Allyson was growing more and more impatient by the second. 
 
   Adriana pointed through the windshield at the front and rear corners of the house. “Those floodlights are extremely bright. I can’t imagine he goes to sleep with those on. They’d keep him up all night. When he goes to bed, my guess is he’ll turn off those lights. When he does, we make our move.”
 
   “And if he doesn’t turn them off?”
 
   Adriana turned her head and smirked at Allyson. “Then we could be in for some trouble.” 
 
   The answer didn’t satisfy her partner. “Well, how much longer are you going to—”
 
   “Wait,” Adriana cut her off. The radiant glow coming from the house darkened, leaving the mansion more a stark outline against the black backdrop of the sky beyond. The floodlights were out.
 
   “Oh.” Allyson felt a little foolish. “So we go in now?” 
 
   “Let’s give it another minute or two. Sometimes, people forget to do something before they go to sleep. Maybe he’s brushing his teeth. Who knows? Just be patient. We’ll be inside soon enough.” 
 
   Allyson sighed. She couldn’t argue with the logic, but sitting around and waiting wasn’t her idea of a good plan. She preferred action. And she’d done enough waiting for one week. Not to mention that being stuck in a car was also getting old pretty fast. 
 
   Five minutes passed, and there was no sign of any movement in the house. The lights remained off. If there were guards on the inside of the eight-foot wall, their whereabouts would be unknown until the two women went over the top. The possibility of dropping down right on top of one was certainly there. 
 
   “Okay,” Adriana’s voice cut into the tempered silence. “Get the ladder. We go over at that back corner there.” She pointed at the wall. “Once we’re inside the perimeter—” 
 
   “Move fast. I know.” 
 
   “If one of the guards sees us, take him out. I’d prefer not to use lethal force but I doubt we’ll have much choice.” 
 
   Allyson kept her comment to herself. She didn’t like being told what to do. Using lethal force wasn’t something she had a problem with. Most of the time, in fact, she enjoyed it. She acknowledged Adriana’s words with a nod. “Sure. Understood. Though I would feel a lot better if I had a gun.” 
 
   “No guns this time. We need to keep it quiet.” Adriana purposely kept her weapon tucked away in the rucksack. It was there for emergency use only. Even with a sound suppressor attached, it would make enough noise to alert the guards, or perhaps Immelman himself. The quieter they operated, the better. 
 
   Adriana handed her a long knife concealed by a black sheath. Only the matching black handle with a steel butt were visible until Allyson unfastened the button holding it in place. She pulled it out and inspected the blade. Its curved edge and pointed tip were intimidating. 
 
   “I can use this,” she said with a wicked grin. “Let’s move.” 
 
   Adriana nodded. She didn’t feel comfortable handing her partner a weapon, but it was the only play she could make right now. She had to trust that Allyson’s greed, and her own leverage, would take care of the rest. 
 
   The two exited the car and quietly eased their doors shut. Allyson opened the back and removed a small metal stepladder. It was only four feet tall, but they didn’t need anything larger to be able to reach over the perimeter wall. Adriana grabbed her rucksack and a knife matching the one she’d given Allyson. After strapping the weapon to her side, she slung the bag over her shoulder and took off across the street. 
 
   Hundreds of cold raindrops soaked the two women instantly. Among the other items Adriana had picked up while shopping were some black clothes—pants and shirts that would keep them better concealed in the dark of night. The lightweight materials soaked up the rain but did little to disperse it. They both squinted as they cut across the street, the driving wind pummeling them constantly. 
 
   Immelman’s property was adjacent to a large white manor that appeared to be much older than the contemporary style of his home. The home was fronted by at least two acres of lawn. Enormous hedges surrounded an iron fence with sharp arrow points along the top, wrapping all the way around the premises. Adriana had already decided that the hedgerow would be their cover until they got to the back of Immelman’s land. 
 
   As soon as she reached the hedge, she turned off the driveway and ducked in behind the bushes. The space was extremely confined, only providing enough room for the thin women to slide along sideways. Adriana took her rucksack off her shoulder and held it to her side. Allyson did the same with the little aluminum ladder. 
 
   The going was slow, and they had to shuffle a foot at a time while keeping their backs to the fence. More than once, a branch scraped their faces, but they kept moving, shifting through the narrow gap and around the corner. The hedge ran a few hundred more feet until it stopped at the cliff edge, overlooking the lake. As they could only move sideways a short distance at a time, getting to the other end took several minutes. Adriana kept her eyes on the property next door. The wall surrounding Immelman’s house was imposing even though she’d seen much taller. It was the thought of what was on the other side that concerned her. The unknown was much more dangerous, sometimes, than a known threat. 
 
   “I wonder how long it took them to plant all these bushes.” Allyson whispered just above the rain and wind. 
 
   Adriana shook her head. No time for chitchat about the inconsequential. They needed to stay focused on the job at hand. One little slip, even the slightest loss of concentration, could cost them everything. 
 
   Finally, after the long sideways journey, the two women reached the end of the property. Down below, the lake churned, foaming at the waves’ crests in the tumultuous weather. Lightning flashed suddenly out over the water. A white stem shot down into the water and disappeared as quickly as it had come. 
 
   Allyson’s eyes widened at the sight, but she kept her mouth shut. It only took the one rebuke for her to learn that silence was best. 
 
   Adriana got down on her hands and knees and found a small opening in the bushes. She lowered herself to her belly and shimmied through, dragging her bag with her across the pine mulch. Once she was on the other side, she stayed low and took a fast look around. No sign of any guards or cameras on the wall’s exterior. So far so good. 
 
   She looked back through the gap and motioned for Allyson to pass the ladder through. The American obeyed and shoved it underneath the hedgerow. Adriana pulled it out and immediately went to work setting it up against the wall. It wasn’t the most elegant way to scale a wall, but it would have to do. Allyson’s head appeared out from under the bushes, and a second later she was standing next to Adriana as she finished making sure the ladder was stable. 
 
   When she was done, she looked at Allyson and signaled with her hands. She tapped her chest and pointed right and then motioned at Allyson and pointed left, letting her know which direction each needed to clear before heading for the back door. 
 
   Adriana put one foot onto the first step and pressed down, making sure it was stable one more time before she put all her trust in the ladder. It seemed firm enough, and she went up the final three steps. When her feet were on the top, she reached up with both arms and gripped the interior edge of the wall with her fingers. Days spent rock climbing when she was in college came back to her as Adriana pulled hard with her arms and used her feet to walk up to the narrow landing atop the wall. She’d experienced climbs that were far more difficult, this one barely causing a burn in her forearms. She focused on her grip, as an injury from falling (even from a short height) would be problematic to say the least. 
 
   She lay flat on the top edge of the wall for a moment and scanned the area. Lightning flashed again, only a few miles away over the lake. The brief second of brilliant light exposed the courtyard. Just as she thought, two guards were watching the area. Adriana imagined that on a normal night, they would probably be patrolling the perimeter more deliberately, taking their time and being thorough. Tonight, however, the men were covered in clear plastic ponchos as they trudged through the wet grass, down the long slim path toward the front of the property, and back again. The lightning only let her see for a brief moment, but it was all she needed. Two guards, both going in opposite directions. They’d meet again at the base of the driveway and then likely begin the long slow walk back up to the rear of the estate. 
 
   Only two guards to protect such a massive area? Maybe Immelman wasn’t one of the more paranoid types. Or maybe he’d just not pissed off the wrong people. Adriana flicked her fingers, motioning for Allyson to come over the wall behind her. A second later, the Spaniard lowered herself to the ground, and she stepped over to the right to stay clear of Allyson’s landing. She kept low as the other thief dropped to the ground next to her. 
 
   Adriana pointed at the mansion’s rear entrance, a glass sliding door. To get there, they would have to run through one hundred feet of lawn and then cross the concrete surrounding a rectangular pool. She held up a hand, ordering Allyson to wait. Suddenly, another lightning bolt crackled through the air. The world lit up in its brilliant light. Adriana’s reaction was so fast that the area was still bright when she took off at a sprint toward the pool. Allyson was only a tad slower but stayed close behind. 
 
   The women sprinted hard through the grass, Adriana keeping a constant eye on the cameras up in the corners. Their resolution would come back any second. She skidded to a stop behind a row of three lawn chairs, the backs propped up at a forty-five-degree angle. Both women tucked in underneath the reclined seats and waited. Allyson panted hard, the exertion from the full-on sprint taking its toll. Adriana looked unruffled, her breathing barely above normal. 
 
   Lightning struck again, searing the sky with light, and the two women jumped out of their hiding place and darted for the rear door. Their feet splashed in shallow puddles on the concrete as they ran, pumping their legs like the devil himself was chasing them. 
 
   They both nearly smacked into the glass door as they arrived at the building but managed to keep their balance as they quickly stopped. The house was dark inside, and it was hard to make out many details other than a few pieces of furniture. Adriana crouched under a flat awning and within reach of the door’s lock. Her fingers worked quickly, opening her rucksack and pulling out a little device about the size of a key fob. She pressed a button to release a little metal pin. Inserting the device into the keyhole, she waited a second and then pressed a red button on the side. The gadget made a low whirring sound. 
 
   Allyson frowned as she stared at the device. She’d heard of these before: magnetic lock picks capable of unlocking almost any standard door and deadbolt, but this was the first time she’d seen one in action. The little metal rod spun inside the lock and sent magnetic currents through the space until the correct sequence was established. In less than ten seconds, the lock gave a satisfying click. 
 
   Adriana pulled the tool out, retracted the pin, and put it back in her bag. Allyson wondered what she had planned for the alarm that would go off when they opened the door. Before she could even consider asking, Adriana took another object out of her bag, this one about the size of a cigar box. It was black with a few buttons on the top right side and a small LED screen. 
 
   She slid the door open, expecting there to be a long beep signaling that the alarm would either go off soon or possibly sound right away. Hurrying through the opening, Adriana started scanning the room for the keypad to switch off the alarm, but no sound came. Allyson rushed in behind her, closing the door as she did. She looked just as confused as Adriana. 
 
   “Where’s the alarm?” she mouthed silently. 
 
   Adriana shrugged but she kept on full alert. Maybe Immelman hadn’t turned it on yet, or it could be that since he had guards, he didn’t use an alarm while at home. Either way, Adriana had a bad feeling about it, and that was on top of her already overwhelming trepidation. 
 
   The two women took in their surroundings. While it felt good to get out of the rain, Immelman kept his home cool in the evenings, and the air conditioned room sent a chill through their skin. They were in a den with pale bamboo floors, white leather couches and chairs, a glass coffee table in the center, and a flatscreen television hanging over a gas fireplace. A fully stocked bar was set off to the side, wrapped in white marble and topped with black granite. In between the bar and the sitting area, a set of railless stairs went up to the second floor. Straight ahead, a wide hallway appeared to enter the kitchen, though it was hard to tell in the darkness. A flash of lightning illuminated the corridor and room beyond, confirming their suspicions. 
 
   Adriana tapped her chest and pointed forward and then tapped Allyson on the shoulder and motioned for her to go up. Allyson nodded and took off. She unclipped her knife and held it out in front of her abdomen as she ascended the stairs, ready to slash anything or anyone who got in her way. Adriana watched her for a second and then went forward down the hallway. 
 
   The kitchen was an open floor plan with a large island made from similar granite and marble to what she’d seen in the den’s bar. She took a quick inventory of the area: white cabinets, Sub-Zero refrigerator, stainless steel stove, and a moderately sized breakfast nook near a giant window overlooking the west lawn.
 
   To the left, a bathroom, a foyer with a coatrack, and another staircase going upstairs were the only things of note. Farther ahead, the kitchen and dining area narrowed into another corridor. From the looks of it, there were probably laundry rooms and maybe an office. There was another sitting area in the middle of the room. It surrounded a stone hearth with black leather couches, contrasting the white ones in the den. Maybe it was the owner’s way of trying to create balance with his décor. 
 
   She noticed movement down the next hallway and ducked behind the kitchen island. A quick peek around the corner revealed a heavy man in a black suit walking her way. From the little white cord dangling from his ear, she knew he was one of Immelman’s guards. The guy was out of shape with a fleshy face and neck, drooping ears, big bags under his eyes, and speckles of gray through short black hair. Adriana had a fleeting thought as to why bodyguards usually wore formal-style black suits; they couldn’t be easy to fight in. She let the thought go and pulled back from view as the man closed in, his head swiveling back and forth to check in both directions. 
 
   I need to see what’s down that hallway.
 
   Adriana assumed that Immelman’s personal quarters were upstairs although many modern floor plans were featuring the master bedroom on the main floor, which could mean he was on this level. That would certainly explain the guard walking her way. She continued to move back toward the sink, creeping on the balls of her feet and on her fingertips like a stalking cat going in reverse. Her rucksack was strapped snugly to her back, but she felt at any second it could swing loose and make a sound. She rounded the corner near the sink just as the man passed by. His head twisted the other way, making sure the coast was clear at the front entrance. 
 
   Her feet moved quickly, spinning her around so she could go forward. Using the same creeping motion, Adriana stalked back to the other end of the island and glanced after the guard. He was entering the den area when she had a sudden sinking feeling. The man had just walked right through several water spots she’d dripped on the floor as she came down the hall. While he’d not been paying much attention to the floor, especially in the darkened house, if he saw the little pools, it was only a matter of time until he investigated. 
 
   Down the hall in the other direction, the path was clear. Adriana moved stealthily across the floor and into the next corridor. The first door she came to was open and led into a laundry room. That wasn’t helpful. She continued on and came to a closed door on the left. Her fingers wrapped around the knob, and she turned it carefully, aware that even the slightest squeak could alert an unseen guard. The sliding mechanism clicked, causing her to steal another glance back in the other direction to make sure the guard hadn’t heard the noise. The coast was still clear, and she pulled the door open, saying a silent prayer that the hinges wouldn’t make a sound. Luckily, they must have been well oiled because the door swung free without a peep.
 
   Beyond the threshold, a darkened staircase descended into a basement. Adriana had not expected that based on their limited research of the floor plan, but if she was the one hiding a priceless painting, a basement might be the best place. She took a wary step down and pulled the door closed behind her. The steps were made from the same bamboo as the rest of the flooring in the home. This caused more than a little concern, as sometimes wooden steps tended to creak. As she took each step, Adriana felt slightly relieved that they made no sound. A dull light emanated from the far corner of the room, casting a dim glow onto the wall near the staircase.
 
   Reaching the bottom of the steps, she examined the room. The floor was smoothed concrete like you would find in a garage. The walls were poured concrete, painted white. A few boxes were stacked in a corner nearby. Two chairs leaned against the wall to the right. She could see the light was coming from a nightlight plugged into the far wall. Adriana frowned. It was a dead end. 
 
   She started to turn around to go back up the stairs when a voice froze her in place. 
 
   “Did you really think I wouldn’t know you’d come here?” 
 
   Her head twisted around slowly. Immelman stood four steps above her, holding a gun at waist level, the barrel pointing straight at Adriana’s head. He was still fully dressed as if he’d just got home from work, and he’d only removed his suit jacket. Behind him, Allyson was being held tightly by two beastly guards in suits, an apologetic look on her face. 
 
   “It’s no matter,” Immelman said, “we have ways of taking care of these little problems. Please,” he motioned to the center of the room, “step over there.” 
 
   Adriana didn’t move, instead keeping her feet planted firmly in place. She stared into Immelman’s icy eyes but said nothing. 
 
   He waved the pistol menacingly. “Don’t make me ask again, or I’ll shoot you right now.” 
 
   Adriana wondered why he hadn’t already, why she and Allyson were even still alive at this point. The answer lay in two distinct possibilities. Either Immelman was some kind of sexual deviant and had sinister plans for the two women, or he wanted something from them in the way of information. While the former was certainly plausible, Adriana’s guess was Immelman wanted to tie up loose ends. 
 
   Namely, Hummels and Koenig.
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   Immelman stared down at Adriana. She and Allyson were tied to the wooden chairs she’d noticed leaning against the wall in the basement. Part of her wondered if that’s why the two seats were there in the first place. Immelman had planned this whole thing, at least the part where they tried to break into his house and take the painting. If it was even there. 
 
   The guards had tied their wrists behind their backs before tying their arms to chairs. Now they were off to the far end of the room, laying out two large sections of plastic drop cloth. Allyson watched the two men  nervously as they spread out the plastic overtop of a blue tarp. There was only one reason they would be doing something like that. And it wasn’t because they were up for some late night painting. 
 
   A cold chill shot through Allyson’s spine. She’d faced death before: staring down the barrel of a gun, feeling the sharp edge of a knife against her skin, and a plethora of other times when she thought her number was up. But none was as macabre as what she and her counterpart were facing now. 
 
   Immelman noticed her trepidation and sidestepped in front of her. He bent down and grabbed her chin with his forefinger and thumb, moving it forward so she could look at him. Her neck muscles strained as she tried to fight it, but the harder she tried, the tighter his grip on her chin, and her jaw started to ache. Finally, she gave up and stared into his eyes. 
 
   “Do you know what they are doing?” he asked. Before she could even nod, he answered his own question. “They are preparing to dispose of your bodies.” 
 
   One of the guards, a man with thinning brown hair and a receding hairline, moved over to one of the boxes and pulled out a circular saw. It looked similar to a Skilsaw but without the guard on the top, allowing it to cut through larger diameter items. The other guard returned up the stairs and disappeared. A clump of bile climbed into the back of Allyson’s throat.
 
   Immelman went on. “Of course, the condition your bodies are in when we dispose of them is completely up to you.”
 
   “Enough chitchat,” Adriana said, using a phrase the banker had used in their conversation earlier in the day. “We’re not here to do business. What do you want from us?” 
 
   She was brash, even to the end. Truthfully, Adriana was scared, but unlike the woman next to her, she refused to give Immelman the pleasure of letting him see it. The thought of being chopped up and, most likely, thrown in the lake, wasn’t her idea of a good way to go. Moments like this could cause some people to think of their family or loved ones. Sean’s face popped into her mind for a moment. He’d been good to her, let her run free like the woman she wanted to be. But focusing on him right now wouldn’t get her out of this situation—if there were any getting out of this situation. That likelihood seemed slim at best. 
 
   Their captor pinched Allyson’s chin and flicked it to the side. He stepped over in front of Adriana and smacked her across the face with the back of his hand. The strike sent a surge of stinging pain through her skin. Her cheekbone throbbed instantly as one of his knuckles struck hard. 
 
   Immelman’s nostrils flared, and his eyes widened with anger. His voice remained somewhat calm, though. “I would tell you to learn some manners, but I fear it is too late for that lesson.” He straightened up and cracked his neck. “Surely, you must know what it is I want. There is only one thing keeping the both of you alive.” 
 
   Allyson’s once-tough exterior appeared broken. Her eyes stared distantly at the white wall that lay ten feet away. 
 
   Adriana was fully focused. “I know what it is you want, but the men who were with me at the bank are already gone. And you will never find them.” 
 
   His lips pouted for a second, and he nodded as if agreeing with her. “I had a feeling you would say that,” he said, wagging a finger. “Unfortunately for you, I have cameras all over that bank, so there are more than enough photos of your friends. A simple call over to an acquaintance at Interpol, and I’ll have them brought back to Zurich, no matter where they’ve run to.” 
 
   She studied his eyes, searching for a lie, but found none. 
 
   “And I suppose for saving you a little time you’ll kill us quickly?” Adriana’s question didn’t exactly fill Allyson with hope. 
 
   Immelman snorted a short laugh. “Well…you didn’t expect me to let you go, did you? Especially not after your partner here found my painting.” 
 
   A frown washed over Adriana’s face, but she didn’t act surprised. She knew he had it. The only question was where. Since Immelman seemed to be hell bent on talking, she let him go on. 
 
   “Didn’t you?” he snapped at Allyson, startling her. “Found her snooping around in my study. Although I am a little surprised to find this one with you and not one of the men. I would ask you who she is, but it is of no consequence. Your strategy of splitting up was an odd one as well. I wonder: How would you communicate with each other once the painting was discovered? A tap on the floor, perhaps? That seems a bit primitive. Yet I found no radio devices.”
 
   Adriana didn’t give him an answer. Her instinct was to be sarcastic and ask him if he’d heard of cell phones before. Text messages worked wonders for silent communication, and the two women had entrusted each other with their numbers before entering the premises. Maybe splitting up wasn’t the right thing to do, but Adriana had felt they could cover ground faster that way.
 
   Allyson gritted her teeth and drew on the courage she’d learned from living on the streets as a child. “That seems like a bad place to hide such a valuable work of art.”
 
   He shrugged. His mouth opened into a little circle as if surprised by the comment. “Where else would I keep it? I spend a great deal of time in my study. It comforts me to know it’s close by. I suppose I could have put it in a vault somewhere, but I’m not worried about it being stolen. Once the painting is lifted from its place on the wall, all the doors into the study are sealed shut, locked by steel bars. Only I have the code to unlock it.” 
 
   Immelman was giving up the goods. Adriana figured that, as they didn’t have anything to lose, she might as well throw one more barb while she searched for a way out of the bind they were in. 
 
   “So you stole Hummels’s painting.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
   “Ah. Well, to be completely fair, it was never really his, now was it?”
 
   Daggers flew from her eyes. “From what I understand, he bought it at an auction. As far as Hummels knew, it was purchased legally.” 
 
   Immelman was taken aback by her comment. His head rocked back for a second as he frowned with surprise. “Surely, you’re not suggesting that Hummels was the rightful owner of that painting. The Nazis forced many people to sell their artwork, usually against their will. And the owners were rarely compensated—almost never, in fact.”
 
   “So you’re justified in keeping it safe here in your own home? And you think you’re better than the Nazis while you murder people in your basement?”
 
   He smiled derisively and sighed. “Well, desperate times and all that. I honestly prefer to just get it over with quickly when someone meddles in my affairs. But in this instance, as mentioned before, I need information from you.” 
 
   Immelman turned and walked past the two women to the stack of boxes in the corner, stopping at one with a white wooden box on top. It was slender and long, around three feet from end to end. He pried open the top and pulled something out. The two women twisted their heads to see what he was up to. 
 
   When he walked back around in front of the women, Immelman was holding a katana sword in a black sheath. He yanked the blade out by the black handle and stared at the shiny steel. The metal reflected a dull glow off a point in the center. Immelman admired the weapon for a moment as if it were the first time he’d seen it. 
 
   “Have you ever studied the Samurai people of old Japan?” The question seemed random for the current circumstances, and neither woman was sure how to respond. Adriana had dabbled with Japanese history, but it wasn’t her field of expertise. “I spent a great deal of time learning about their culture. A fascinating group of people. They took honor very seriously and always prided themselves on being self-reliant.” 
 
   “I assume you have a point to telling us all this,” Adriana interrupted.
 
   His eyes flashed, and Immelman stepped back, swiping the blade through the air. The tip sliced through Adriana’s cheek, leaving a clean two-inch cut in the skin. Mere seconds later, blood started oozing from the wound. It was a skillful strike, one that could have only been done by someone trained to use that particular weapon. 
 
   “Don’t interrupt me again,” Immelman warned. “You should relish every second you have left on this planet.” He took a deep breath and lowered the sword, inspecting the razor-sharp edge. “The Samurai took a great deal of pride in their weapons as well. They made some of the strongest steel in the world. Their swords are still sought after by collectors and aficionados. This blade was created in the early fourteenth century; a remarkable weapon capable of cutting through bone as if it were butter. I liked it so much, I had to buy two.” His gaze lifted to Adriana, sitting tied to a chair, blood running down her face and dripping off her chin, mingling with the rain in her soaked clothes. 
 
   “Do you know what the Samurai did with thieves?” he asked. 
 
   Adriana didn’t answer. Allyson shook her head. Whatever the answer was, it couldn’t be good. 
 
   “They started by removing one of the thief’s hands. Barbaric, true, but effective. In your cases, I will do the same. And I will keep removing limbs until you either tell me what I want to know or until you bleed out. The choice is yours.” 
 
   “I don’t even know those men,” Allyson blurted out. 
 
   “She isn’t lying,” Adriana confirmed her statement. “She doesn’t know them.” 
 
   “Oh,” he said, turning his attention solely to Allyson. “Well, in that case, you just made things much simpler for me. You may die quickly while I interrogate this one.” 
 
    He pivoted to the right, bringing the sword back around his shoulder. His torso shifted as he prepared to strike at Allyson’s neck. She winced, knowing she’d just taken her last breath. 
 
   At that very moment, a deep rumble from above shook the house, and in the next instant everything went black. Wood smacked against concrete. Then it came again, the second time accompanied by a cracking sound. Immelman shouted something at the guards in French. 
 
   As soon as the power went out, Adriana had seized the moment. She knew that the chairs were feeble, only held up by two support braces in the back, the other three across the middle of the seat being just for show. When everything went dark, she only hesitated a second before she rocked forward onto the balls of her feet and jumped. The first landing jolted her and only served, she suspected, to loosen the glue holding the antique chair together. She repeated the maneuver, and the second time, the hard landing combined with her weight and splintered the back support.
 
   Getting her hands free only took ten seconds. It wasn’t the first time she had been tied up by a villain. Long ago, her father taught her that if anyone tried to bind her with rope or twine, to make sure her wrists separated in a wide V. This would give the appearance that the rope was tight when, in fact, it only looked that way due to the wrists' angle. Adriana scissored her hands together three times, just enough to loosen the rope so she could escape. It dropped to the floor, and she stepped to the left. Her keen spatial awareness told her exactly where Allyson was sitting. It was safe to assume Immelman hadn’t waved the sword when the lights went out. Had he done so, it would have made a sound as it cut through her neck. And being so close would have put Adriana in the splash zone. 
 
   With one long step left, she felt the back of Allyson’s chair and yanked on it. Allyson let out a yelp as she was tugged backward, the legs of the seat accompanying her yell with a scrape of wood on concrete. 
 
   Adriana’s fingers worked fast, finding the awkward knot the guards had tied and loosening it in a matter of seconds. The rope drooped, and she made nearly as quick work of the rope on Allyson’s wrists. 
 
   A light flickered on the other side of the room, illuminating Immelman’s face and upper body. He’d turned on his phone. Adriana dove to the right near the short tower of boxes just as he turned on the device’s flashlight and brought Allyson into view. 
 
   He lunged forward with the light held out and the sword at the ready, hungry to finish what he had started. But then a flash of metal appeared in the corner of his eye, and he stopped and leaned back suddenly. A blade sliced across his right cheek, cutting open a four-inch slash from the earlobe almost to his lip. 
 
   Immelman grunted as the fresh sting seared through his nerves. 
 
   “Tit for tat,” Adriana said. “Nice of you to get me one of these.”
 
   His eyes widened at the sight. She stood five feet away with a sword that must have been the twin of the one Immelman held. 
 
   He roared and charged forward, swinging his weapon with deft precision. Immelman must have kept himself in exceptional shape; he moved like a man forty years his junior. His balance was near perfect as he spun around, whipping the edge of the sword at Adriana’s abdomen. He very nearly struck home, and would have had she not jumped back and sucked in her belly. 
 
   It was a common move, Immelman knew, and his second attack compensated for her lack of balance by flicking his wrist and chopping down and across her shoulder. Adriana’s training as a young girl had been with wooden versions of the same kind of sword. While other kids were playing pirates, she was learning how to truly fight like one. Her initial dodge had bent her head over her feet, leaving her right shoulder and neck exposed. She knew what his next move would be and immediately flung her weight back and backflipped toward the stairs. 
 
   Immelman’s blade ripped through the air, narrowly missing her feet as she flew clear of the attack. 
 
   Allyson’s fear and confusion quickly gave way to the hard lessons she learned on the streets of London, and those that Frank’s best assassins had taught her. The nearest guard fumbled in his pocket for his phone, taking a cue from his boss. When the lights went out, the two men had been so engrossed in their task that they took longer than Immelman to collect themselves and come up with a solution. The seconds they lost were costly. Allyson grabbed two of the legs from Adriana’s splintered chair and launched at the hefty guard just as his phone’s flashlight came on. It cast an almost painfully bright beam into Allyson’s eyes, but the vision of her flying at him with two sticks in hand had to be shocking. She jumped hard and swung her right hand, smacking the wooden rod across the side of his face. 
 
   He stumbled back but recovered quickly, stabbing his right hand up as she brought her left around for another strike. He blocked it with surprising deftness, his wrist nearly snapping hers as they connected. His other fist shot forward and landed on her jaw, stopping suddenly two inches behind the target. The blow knocked Allyson onto her back with a thud. The dark room swirled. Her face throbbed. The guard stood over her and reached down. He grabbed her hair and yanked her up. Desperate, she swung recklessly, but his reach was longer than hers, and he sent another cluster of knuckles into her mouth. The punch spun her around and ripped a little clump of hair out of her head as she fell to the floor once more. 
 
   Allyson’s lips dripped blood on the floor. She could feel the swelling and the warm, sickening taste of iron on her tongue. Feebly, she propped herself up on her elbows and attempted to crawl to the other side of the room, where she saw sparks flashing in the darkness. A meaty hand grabbed the back of her hair again and tugged, pulling her to the far end of the room. She heard one of the guards tell the other to get the saw ready, that they would start with her. Allyson wiggled and clawed at the hand dragging her along but couldn't wrench herself free. 
 
   On the other side of the room, steel clanked on steel as Immelman launched another assault. He stabbed at Adriana’s chest, which she deflected with an upward swing, then she spun right and countered with another slash of her own. Her sword’s edge cut through Immelman’s shirt and opened a fresh wound in his chest. He yelled out, but as she came around for the kill, he recovered well enough to step back and yank his blade across her abdomen. She’d overcommitted, and her momentum carried her right into the sharp steel. It sliced through her flesh, and it would have been a mortal blow had her opponent not been falling away as he swung. The wound wasn’t deep, but it brought a new pain to her senses and tugged at her focus. 
 
   She winced but knew Immelman would be coming again. Her right knee bent slightly, and her leg muscles pushed hard, flinging her body into the air. She twisted her body 360 degrees, feet swirling like a helicopter, and landed on her toes, crouching back, ready for another round. The fingers on her left hand touched the wound on her stomach. Tepid blood oozed through them. She had to finish this now. 
 
   “You fight well for a woman,” Immelman said. He touched the gash on his side but appeared unimpressed. 
 
   “You fight well for an old man.” 
 
   He snorted. “Enough fun and games. Time for you to die.” 
 
   Immelman charged forward. Adriana sprang from her crouch to meet him, sword raised over her shoulder. Her eyes, while focused on his attack, also took note of the phone in his hand providing the only light in their otherwise dark corner of the room.  He brought his sword handle around from the side of his face, whipping the blade around in a long arc in front of his body. Adriana feigned a direct attack with her sword over her head as if she were chopping a log with an ax. He swung with enormous strength, but as she rushed at him, Adriana dropped to the ground and slid on the side of her leg like a baseball player aiming for home plate. His sword sliced through the air, missing the top of her head by mere inches. She cut hard with both hands on the handle and sent the sharp edge through Immelman’s other wrist as he tried to twist out of the way. 
 
   The severed hand dropped to the smooth floor. The phone’s bright light shook for a second and then settled, facedown, only providing a low residual glow to the area.
 
   Immelman howled and instinctively clutched at the bloody stump. His weapon dangled for a moment and then dropped to the floor. 
 
   The guard dragging Allyson let her head fall as soon as he heard his boss scream. He rushed over to help, holding his phone’s light out in front of him. Adriana jumped at him, extending her right foot in the air. Her heel sank deep into his chest, and the power from her kick sent him sprawling backward. He teetered for a moment before falling to the ground. His attempt to help his employer wasn’t totally useless, though. It gave Immelman enough time to gather himself and collect his sword. 
 
   He scooped it off the ground and rushed at Adriana again, his wrist flicking the blade faster than before in a rush of fiery rage. 
 
   Allyson caught herself just before her head hit the hard concrete, and she rolled into the shadows near the wall. She barely had a glimpse of his attack on Adriana and her subsequent sidekick to his chest. Allyson swallowed hard, blinking rapidly to refocus her vision. The second the guard hit the ground, she sprang from her hiding place. He was about to rejoin the fight when Allyson’s knee caught him in the temple at full speed. Bone crunched against her kneecap, and she followed through for several inches. The power of the blow sent his head smacking against the floor, but at that point he was already unconscious, maybe dead. She didn’t need to know either way so immediately turned her attention to the remaining guard who stood in the corner with a cordless circular saw in his hand. He wielded the tool clumsily, clearly unaccustomed to using it as a weapon. Her eyes narrowed in the pale light of the unconscious guard’s phone. She waited for him to make a move, anticipating what he might do first. 
 
   Suddenly, the little light in the corner of the room flickered back to life. The guard with the saw looked over at it, distracted momentarily. Allyson’s killer instinct kicked in. She pumped her legs and in three steps was on the guard. At the last second, he noticed her coming and swung the saw around at her chest. Allyson knew that would be his defense, and she leaned back, kicking her foot hard into his groin. He doubled over instantly, groaning in agony. Seizing the advantage, she grabbed the saw from his limp fingers as she smashed his nose with her knee. His nose exploded, gushing blood through fingers that hurried to stem the flow. He stumbled back toward the wall, somehow thinking he could retreat. 
 
   “You were going to cut us up into little pieces? You sick freak.” 
 
   Allyson depressed the trigger on the tool, and the circular blade instantly came to life. She thrust the saw at the man’s chest and sank it deep into his ribcage. The hand guard did little to stem the splash of blood as she cut into the guard’s vital organs. His screams oozed into gurgles and muted moans just before he dropped to the ground. Allyson breathed heavily as she wiped her face with the back of her forearm, letting go of the saw that now protruded from the man’s chest cavity. She could feel blood smear across her cheek. The sounds of metal clashing on the other side of the room drew her attention back to the battle between Immelman and Adriana. 
 
   “You had your chance!” Immelman roared. “I would have killed you quickly. Now I’m going to make it hurt.” 
 
   He faked a swipe at her neck, dropped to one knee, and whipped the blade at her leg, aiming to cut it out from under her. Adriana bought the fake and flashed her weapon up to block it. Almost too late, she saw her opponent drop and spin. His attack was well calculated and would have worked against a less agile opponent. Her leg muscles twitched hard, and Adriana cartwheeled over the attack. The second she landed, Immelman struck again, punching forward with the tip of his blade. He missed again, but his inertia carried his body into hers before she could raise her weapon. 
 
   Immelman swung the bloodied arm and struck the side of her face with his elbow. It landed with enough force to knock her back a step. He pushed his advantage and kicked out with his right foot, the flat of his shoe crushing her abdomen and the wound he'd previously inflicted. 
 
   Adriana winced and nearly dropped her sword as the pain wrenched her forward. Immelman moved in for the kill. His nostrils flared, his eyes wide with fury. He raised the blade over his right shoulder and brought it down with enough force to take her head clean off. With her last ounce of strength, Adriana summoned the power to lunge at her attacker. She stabbed as hard as she could, aiming the sword’s tip at his midsection. His eyes widened the second he realized he was exposed. Adriana’s sword punctured Immelman’s skin and sank deep into his stomach. She shoved harder, putting all her weight behind the thrust. The blade pushed through his torso and protruded awkwardly from the back of his shirt. 
 
   He instinctively dropped his weapon and grasped at the handle sticking out of his gut. His head trembled as the fingers on his remaining hand desperately attempted to remove the sword. 
 
   Adriana gasped for air and slid along the wall toward the back, clutching her stomach as she moved. She kept an eye on Immelman, too, watching him try in vain to remove the weapon from his body. He spun around in a circle and fell to one knee. His shirt was soaked dark red. Forty seconds passed before he collapsed on his side, twitching. His life seeped out of his body and onto the concrete around him. Adriana pressed her back against the wall and lowered herself to the floor to rest for a moment. The cuts on her face and stomach stung. She would definitely need stitches for the latter and maybe for the one on her cheek. But she would live. 
 
   Something clicked to her right, and she realized Allyson was standing ten feet away. She held a gun in her right hand, down by her side. She took three steps toward Adriana and stopped a few feet away, staring down at her with a wicked, snarling expression. 
 
   “Time to finish this,” Allyson said. 
 
   She raised the weapon slowly. Adriana didn’t look up. She’d fought so hard, but in the end she’d failed. And her father would die because of it. 
 
   Allyson pulled the trigger. It was a thunderous sound in the confines of the basement. The bullet found its mark, shattering the top of Immelman’s skull. Six seconds later, the body lay perfectly still. 
 
   She lowered the weapon and looked back at Adriana. “We should probably be going. I’d guess the outside guards might have heard that. And if they didn’t, they’ll be coming around soon to make sure things are okay from the power outage.” 
 
   Adriana’s eyes lifted a few inches and met Allyson’s. The cut on Adriana’s face started to sting. She’d not noticed the pain during the fight. Adrenaline temporarily flushed it away. She had some first aid supplies in her rucksack; nothing fancy but enough to bandage up her wounds for the time being. 
 
   “You’re not going to kill me and take the painting?” 
 
   Allyson shrugged. “The thought crossed my mind, but like you said, when we steal all the paintings from this Belgian guy, my reward will be three times as big. I’m no Swiss banker, but that payoff sounds pretty good to me. You okay to move?”
 
   Adriana nodded.  
 
   Allyson offered a hand, and Adriana took it, using the American’s leverage to stand up. 
 
   “Thank you,” Adriana said. 
 
   Allyson huffed. “Don’t get sentimental, sweetie. I’m doing this for the money. Now let’s go get that painting.” 
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   Düsseldorf, Germany
 
    
 
   Shadows danced in the nooks and crannies of the old train hangar. Little patches of shrubs and thin, scraggly trees smattered the otherwise dirty, derelict building with patches of green. The rogue plants were the only things in the train graveyard that showed any semblance of life as the rust-encrusted mechanical giants sat quietly on decaying tracks. The steam trains of Germany’s past stood as a rotting tribute to the greatness of their time and as a reminder that change and innovation almost always won. More than a few old subway trains were parked in rows inside the mammoth shelter. A gray one nearby looked as if it might still be in working order were it not for all the missing windows and rusted wheels. Adriana tiptoed down an aisle between a line of olive green passenger cars and a row of burnt orange tankers. She wondered how big the place really was. The maze of iron, aluminum, steel, and glass seemed to go on forever.
 
    Adriana started when a crow perched on the high rafters suddenly called out. She looked up and saw the stark black bird take off against a sky of billowing gray clouds. The beast flew up through one of the many openings in the roof and disappeared. 
 
   The building that housed the old trains was in just as bad a state of repair as the trains themselves. More ceiling panels were missing than were still in place. Vines grew around the steel support beams and covered the brick walls. Swaths of bright green moss grew in the moisture just outside the tracks next to the engines and cars. 
 
   Strange, she thought, that places would be built to house these old machines and then allow them to rot. It would be better to sell them or perhaps melt them all down to be repurposed into something else. The whole idea seemed shortsighted and wasteful. 
 
   Adriana walked through the cavernous hangar, stepping in and out of pale sunlight as the spotty roof allowed. A long cardboard tube was tucked under her right arm. Her fingers gripped a section of it to make sure it didn’t fall. After strolling through the hangar for several minutes, she came to an old locomotive, one that looked like it could have been one of the first in Europe. The cabin’s metal walls were dark orange from a century or more of oxidation. It was surprising that it hadn’t completely disintegrated from rust. That, too, was a tribute to the way things were made back then. 
 
   She continued walking, her eyes ever watchful of the surroundings. She knew someone had an eye on her. Actually, it was a guarantee that two sets of eyes were watching her. Two at a minimum. Allyson was just outside the building’s perimeter, keeping watch on the exterior. If something or someone moved, she would see it. And the goal was to follow so they could pinpoint a location for the guy both women knew only as the Belgian. 
 
    Adriana wondered where his eyes might be. Surely, he was keeping tabs on her every move. Changing the drop-off location from Marseille to Düsseldorf was a smart move on his part, for a number of reasons. It would keep her guessing as to where his base of operations might be, and the railroad graveyard was quiet—much quieter than the shipping yard where she’d dropped off the first painting. Fewer people involved, no witnesses, and no police. She recalled the drop-off for the first painting and how her interaction with one of the dock workers had resulted in police rushing to the scene. Adriana had made it out before being caught, but only by a matter of seconds. 
 
   Getting out of Switzerland had proved to be a non-issue. 
 
   After leaving Immelman’s body in his basement, Adriana and Allyson went upstairs to the room where he kept the Rubens. Adriana had stared at the painting in silent admiration, taking a brief moment to pay respect to a work by one of the great masters. As it turned out, getting the painting off the wall was simple enough. Immelman’s security system was nothing Adriana hadn’t seen before—odd, considering the man’s vast wealth. He could have afforded much better. In his arrogance, Immelman believed that no one would rob him of his most prized possession, and that became his undoing. 
 
   Adriana walked around the front of another locomotive, one that looked more like it came from the early Communist era in Russia. A flat plate on both sides, which protruded out beyond the boiler and the smoke box, protected its long body. She stopped and twisted her body left and right, looking in both directions. The maneuver caused the bandaged cut on her abdomen to stretch a little and send new pain through her body. She winced and involuntarily placed her hand over the wound. 
 
   There was no one to be seen, but she knew someone was there, lurking in the shadows. 
 
   The locomotive to her left had a number on the front, just above a faded red star. She shifted around in front of it, stepping over the aged rails, and saw more clearly the number 375. This was it. The directions from the Belgian had been to put the tube with the painting in it on the front of the train, just in front of the smoke box door. 
 
   She stole another quick look around, a habit she figured would never go away. Understanding her surroundings and what she was facing was something she’d learned to do long ago, which was why she felt so uncomfortable. Aside from being called a train graveyard, the place had the strangely combined feeling of a tomb and a kill box. 
 
   After one more scan of the immediate surroundings, she placed the package on the flat surface in front of the smoke box door on locomotive 375. Adriana drew in a deep breath and stared at the tube for a moment. Another crow cawed somewhere in the cavernous building, the sound echoed off the concrete and brick like it would have in a canyon. Adriana stepped back and away from the locomotive. 
 
   “Leave it. You may go.” The voice was firm and commanding. The accent was distinct, northern German if she didn’t miss her guess. His second sentence wasn’t a suggestion; it was clearly an order.
 
   Adriana’s head swiveled around, her eyes peering through the area to see if she could spot anyone. As far as she could tell, however, the hangar was empty. No one revealed himself. Her mind played tricks on her more than once, causing her to think she saw something or someone in the shadows, but it was a mirage, ghosts of her imagination haunting her, teasing her. 
 
   The voice didn’t say anything else. He knew better. To do so would give away his position, or at least a close proximity of it. Whoever he was, he waited patiently for Adriana to move away from the locomotive and head back the way she came. 
 
   As she walked hesitantly down the aisle, Adriana heard Allyson’s voice come over the wireless, flesh-colored earpiece in her right ear. 
 
   “Who was that?” 
 
   Adriana looked left and then right. She wasn’t about to answer. But the question told her enough to know that Allyson didn’t see the speaker either. That meant the man was probably already on the premises when the two women had arrived. 
 
   Of course, he would be. He wouldn’t show up in a limousine with a full entourage to make the pickup. It would be covert. Whoever he was, he probably wouldn’t make his move until he was certain both women were gone. Adriana hoped Allyson had stayed in position just outside the main entrance to the grounds, in an old brick warehouse office across the street. From there, she could safely monitor who entered and who left. It made more sense than being within the confines of the rail yard, where the Belgian probably had constant surveillance. 
 
   The two women had arrived separately, thus eliminating the possibility that their plan could be compromised. When Allyson found a suitable lookout perch, she let Adriana know exactly where she would be. Hours later, just before the deadline, Adriana arrived with the package. 
 
   There wasn’t much traffic in the decrepit industrial section of town, so they had to be extra careful when it came to their arrival. Allyson entered the back of the warehouse on foot, leaving her car almost half a mile away just to be safe. The only item she carried was Adriana’s rucksack, sans the pistol the Spaniard kept on hand at nearly all times. 
 
   Adriana reached the end of a line of passenger cars and turned left, heading for the entrance, a set of tin doors barely hanging on by a rusty hinge. 
 
   Allyson answered the unspoken question. “No sign of anyone coming or going out here. It’s like a ghost town, this place.” 
 
   Adriana remained silent as she twisted her body sideways and shuffled through the door. She’d parked only a few dozen feet away, making a show of the fact that she’d arrived alone. Surely, the Belgian had eyes on the gravel lot outside the hangar. Adriana just hoped he wasn’t watching outside the perimeter. 
 
   She got in the car and drove away, exiting through the gate located a couple hundred feet from the main building. On the way out, she passed several more diesel-powered locomotives and freight cars, probably from the 1950s from the looks of them. Once out on the main street, she veered right and drove four blocks before making a right turn to loop back around to the area where Allyson had parked. 
 
   Out of sight from the train graveyard, Adriana finally spoke. “I have no idea who that was in the hangar, but it wasn’t the Belgian. It was a new voice, someone who hasn’t contacted me yet.” 
 
   “He’s covering his tracks,” Allyson echoed what Adriana already knew. “Still no sign of anyone going in or out. You’re sure this is the only entrance or exit?” 
 
   “Pretty sure. But it doesn’t mean this guy doesn’t have another way out or some kind of contingency plan. I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
   Adriana drove the car around until she passed Allyson’s vehicle parked along a vacant sidewalk. Old foundries and warehouses, empty husks of places that used to employ hundreds of people during a time when the world revolved around industry and not technology, surrounded her. Pulling off to the side of the road, she stopped the car and removed the keys. As she jogged down the sidewalk toward the warehouse where Allyson was keeping watch, Adriana kept her eyes peeled for signs of anyone who could report back to the Belgian, but just like in the hangar, she saw no one, which didn’t exactly fill her with confidence. 
 
   She arrived at the rear entrance to the warehouse and made her way inside, ascending a rickety staircase to the second floor and down the musty hallways lined by cracked, peeling walls and busted fluorescent lights. The tiled floor was like one she’d seen in a nursing home as a child. It was chipped away in several places, and she feared the structural integrity of the flooring might be weakened enough to collapse under her weight. The building held up, and a minute later she had arrived at the office where Allyson was carefully peeking through a dusty set of blinds. 
 
   Adriana made no attempt to approach quietly, not wanting to startle the other. 
 
   Allyson didn’t turn around but spoke to let her know she heard her coming. “Still nothing. I don’t know what their game is, but they’re not stupid. They are being extremely careful.” 
 
   “I would be, too, if I was dealing with us.” Normally, a comment like that would come with a smirk, but Adriana was in no mood. She was locked in on finding the man behind all this. 
 
   She stepped over to the window next to Allyson and gently pulled one of the blinds down. The overcast sky helped keep a barrage of passing shadows across the building, which aided in concealing their vantage point. 
 
   “It could be hours before anyone leaves,” Adriana whispered, as if someone outside the building could hear her. “Assuming this is the way they come out.”
 
   The two stood by the window for another forty minutes, waiting patiently for their prey to appear. Finally, there was movement beyond the fence. At first, it was difficult to make out what was happening. As the seconds ticked by, the two women realized that their plan would fail. 
 
   Four men in white button-up shirts and black ties and pants marched toward the gate. They all wore the same Wayfarer sunglasses and had the same brown, comb-over haircut. If the women didn’t know any better, they’d have sworn the men were all related. From their vantage point, the cluster of men was identical. And tucked under each man’s arm was a cardboard cylinder, an exact match of the one Adriana left in the hangar. 
 
   “Which one is the one you left?” Allyson asked with a hint of panic in her voice. 
 
   Adriana shook her head. “There’s no way to know. They all look the same.” 
 
   Allyson’s demeanor turned drastically frustrated in a matter of seconds. “What should we do?” she huffed. 
 
   “I have no idea,” Adriana sighed. She stared closely as the men approached the gate. “They’re going to split up.”
 
   “Obviously.” 
 
   “So we need to know which one has the painting.” 
 
   “Again, thanks.” Her sarcasm was mirrored by the derisive expression on her face. 
 
   Adriana left the window and stepped over to the dusty desk, where a camera sat. It had a decent enough long-range lens to hopefully capture some useful detail from this distance. 
 
   She picked it up and hurried over to the window, flipped open the blinds, and quickly snapped a few photos. Then she pulled away from the glass and checked the images as fast as she could swipe them on the touch screen. 
 
   Allyson’s urgency heightened. “What are you doing? They’re getting away.” 
 
   Adriana didn’t answer immediately. She squinted hard, analyzing each image carefully. “The short-sleeve, button-up shirts those men are wearing show off their muscles. I’m trying to see which one’s forearms are straining the hardest.” 
 
   She’d immediately eliminated two of the prospects, but the remaining two were difficult to narrow down. Both men had strong arms, and both had bulging veins as if they carried more weight than the other men. 
 
   Allyson listened but kept watching the street below. Two men walked straight ahead, almost directly toward the warehouse. They would pass it in moments. Once they did, it was anyone’s guess where they would go. The other two were going in opposite directions, east and west. 
 
   “Two of them are about to come down the street next to this building,” Allyson said. 
 
   Adriana’s mind spun. If two of the men were walking together, she could eliminate them—or was that the case? It would make more sense to divide up and send them all in opposite directions. If the Belgian were worried someone would be followed, allowing the tail to pursue two at once would be counterproductive. Then again, if he knew the follower would assume that sort of logic, he would have done exactly that, sending two together while the tail chased one of the others in the wrong direction. 
 
   She shook her head to clear it. 
 
   “About to lose visual on the two going east and west.” Allyson’s voice snapped Adriana to a decision. 
 
   “The guy going to the left. He’s the one.”
 
   Allyson questioned her with desperate eyes. “Are you sure?” 
 
   “Positive.” 
 
   “All right. What are we waiting for?” 
 
   Adriana grabbed her rucksack, stuffing the camera inside as she moved through the office door and out into the corridor. She hurried down the dark hallway, the only light coming from intermittently placed windows along the exterior wall. She knew there would probably be a staircase at the other end. They would need to reach that before the guy with the painting disappeared. He would most likely be picked up by a car and driven away. 
 
   “What’s your plan once we catch up to him?” Allyson hissed as she ran along behind Adriana. “Take the painting back? I don’t think that will work.” 
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   “You don’t know? I thought you had something in mind.” 
 
   “We’ll follow him.” 
 
   Allyson let out a fake laugh as she jumped over a fallen filing cabinet. “And if he gets in a car?” 
 
   “We note the license plate and figure out who owns it.” 
 
   It was a good plan. Or so she thought. She took Allyson’s silence as agreement. On the other hand, her staying quiet could mean that she was deciding to keep her doubts to herself. 
 
   The two neared the stairwell when they heard the roar of a car motor outside. It was distinct in the otherwise silent quarter of the city. A sense of dread ripped through Adriana’s body. She turned right and plowed her shoulder into the closed door at the end of the passage, twisting the doorknob as she did so. 
 
   Light streaming through a broken office window greeted her, the blinds tangled and pulled asunder by weather and time. She rushed through the debris and over to the window in time to see the man with the painting get into a gray Jaguar coupe. A soon as the passenger door closed, the coupe’s engine revved. The tires squealed for a half second on the asphalt before the car sped away and disappeared around the corner of the next block. 
 
   Allyson’s foot crunched some broken glass on the floor as she leaned in close behind Adriana, trying to get a view of the vehicle. “Did you see it?” 
 
   Adriana nodded. “Yeah. I got it.” 
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   Düsseldorf
 
    
 
   Rain pattered against the hotel room window as Adriana stood next to it, looking out onto the busy street below. Her face lengthened in disappointment as she ended the call. 
 
   “Any luck?” Allyson asked. 
 
   “No.” Adriana shook her head. “My connection said the car is registered to a local businessman who rents it out to high-end clients. That particular car was rented by a private entity.” 
 
   “So? We look up that entity and go find them.” 
 
   “It will be a dummy corporation. We’ll just be chasing shadows. Most likely, that company doesn’t even exist other than as a name.” Her voice trailed off, and she slumped down on the edge of the double bed. 
 
   “You’re just giving up? Just like that?” Allyson couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Look, I know that you want to get your father back, but you promised me we could track this guy down. I need those paintings. Once we steal those from this Belgian, I’m going to disappear to a beach somewhere. So you better have a better answer.” 
 
   Adriana stared at the floor. Her head turned back and forth, almost unconsciously. “Don’t worry. You’ll get your paintings. This time around, I let him lull me into the exact groove he wanted me in. I’m not going to let that happen again.” 
 
   “So you’re going to let this one go and not go after him?”
 
   “Like you said, you want all three paintings. Once you deliver them, your boss won’t come after you. You can vanish and live off your spoils for the rest of your life. Even if we had succeeded in tracing that guy back to the Belgian’s whereabouts, we would have to wait until he told us what the third painting is. And there’s something else you need to know.” 
 
   Allyson’s eyebrows furrowed slightly. “Oh yeah?” 
 
   “Yeah. I believe this man knows where the paintings are. I think he’s just toying with us, making us run through his little gauntlet to do his dirty work for him.”
 
   Allyson couldn’t refute the theory. It made sense. It also caused her to wonder if Frank knew where the paintings were all along. The idea caused a flame of anger to rise up in the pit of her stomach. She quelled it by reminding herself of what Adriana had said earlier: that Frank was going to kill her when she delivered the paintings. 
 
   “Okay. But what does that change?” 
 
   “Nothing,” Adriana’s lips barely moved. Her tone was full of staunch resolve. “If this whole thing works the way it has so far, we’ll find out what we’re looking for on Sunday night or Monday morning. When they let us know, we need to be ready to move. And I’m going to make sure I have a few tricks up my sleeve so that the last painting takes us right to the Belgian’s doorstep. For now, get some clothes and some rest.” 
 
   Allyson put her hands on her hips, not completely satisfied with the answer but enough so that she didn’t put up a fight. “What are you going to do?”
 
   Adriana drew in a long deep breath. “Going to call the men who helped me and let them know about the painting. They deserve to know that it was found. After that, I’m going to call a friend to see if he can give us some assistance.”
 
   Allyson’s eyes narrowed. “A friend? What friend?” 
 
   “He’s got connections with the US government. He may be able to get us some things that will make tracking down the Belgian a little easier.” 
 
   “This friend got a name?” 
 
   “I’m sure he’d rather remain anonymous. You, no doubt, have similar connections who would prefer to stay out of certain lights.” 
 
   Allyson smirked. “Point taken.”  
 
   Adriana fidgeted with her thumbs. She’d been trying not to get him involved, but she was out of options and Sean Wyatt almost always had a solution.
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   Feel free to stop by my website at ernestdempsey.net, and be sure to send me an email. I love chatting with readers, so don’t be shy. 
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   1
 
   Düsseldorf, Germany
 
    
 
   Adriana’s phone danced on the glossy wooden surface of the hotel room nightstand. She’d been watching the device all afternoon, waiting impatiently for it to ring. Each time she received a text message, an email, or a random call (none of which arrived very often) she leaned over and checked to see if it was the mysterious Belgian. 
 
   Each time, she’d been disappointed. Not now. 
 
   She knew it was him from the blocked caller ID on the screen. No one else she knew used that feature. More likely, they didn’t know how. 
 
   Adriana hit the green button and answered. “I’ve been waiting for you to call.” 
 
   “On pins and needles, I’m sure.” His answer was as smooth as it was cruel. 
 
   It was week three of her father’s captivity. And this man was the one responsible. She imagined the worst: Her father, Diego, sitting in a cold, damp basement somewhere with barely anything to eat and nothing but a bucket to use when necessary. The thoughts made her cringe, and she hoped that the sinister man on the other end of the line would have the common decency to treat his prisoner better than that. Doubtful, but hope was all she could do for the time being. 
 
   Nearly three weeks ago, the man on the phone had sent his goons to a place Adriana and her father, Diego Villa, used as a safe house. Being situated in Beirut lent itself to a particular set of problems on its own, but it also gave a certain level of security since most people tried to avoid the seemingly ever-conflicted city. The Belgian, however, was not deterred. 
 
   The big question in Adriana’s mind was how the man had been able to find their hideout. Her father was always so careful, as was she, to make sure their identities, as well as their whereabouts, were kept off the radar. 
 
   Diego had made enemies all over the world, though. Working for government agencies had that effect. If one were to hold a strong enough grudge, he might use any means necessary to track him down and offer his location to the highest bidder. 
 
   The theory made sense. But that’s all it was: a theory. And how the Belgian had found her father didn’t matter at this point. She would deal with whoever that snitch was later. Right now, she had to get her father back. As soon as she did, next on her to-do list was eliminating the Belgian. 
 
   “Why don’t you just tell me the last painting you’re looking for so we can get this over with and move on with our lives.” 
 
   Adriana truly did want to be done with the whole charade. She was exhausted and had traipsed across most of the globe while searching for the paintings this villain wanted for his collection. But there was one thing she had to do before she could move on, and that was ending his life. 
 
   Men like him, whoever he was, didn’t go to such lengths and take such extraordinary measures to simply let loose ends up and walk away. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that the moment she delivered the final painting, Adriana and her father would be executed. It was highly unlikely the Belgian would let them go free. 
 
   “You sound a little testy. I hope the rigors of these little missions haven’t proved to be too difficult for you.” 
 
   She wanted to crawl through the phone and punch him in the face. Teleportation wasn’t yet an option. “You have both your paintings, don’t you?” 
 
   “Yes, and I am absolutely delighted with your efforts so far. I have to say, I never really doubted your talent. I’ve been watching you for a long time and been an admirer of your work. What you did in central Germany was most impressive.” 
 
   How did he know about that? She’d kept that whole adventure a closely guarded secret. She couldn’t help but wonder how long the man had actually been watching her from afar. He obviously knew about her unusual personal mission. Adriana didn’t want to give the appearance that his comment bothered her. 
 
   Her patience with the man had reached the frayed end of thread it had been holding onto. “And if you don’t mind, I would prefer to go ahead and get your third painting so I can get my father back. Please, what is it you want?” 
 
   “Very well. I can see you’re in a hurry.” 
 
   “I’m on your time line. You want to give me an extension?” 
 
   His lips flapped a short laugh through the line. “Unfortunately, no. That is out of my hands.” 
 
   That statement lent some credibility to the whole Syndicate story Hummels told her.
 
   He went on. “Very well. During World War II, a painting by one of the greatest Old Masters of all time went missing. It was taken to Paris by the Nazis, along with over three hundred other works of art. They were to become features in Hitler’s personal museum.” 
 
   “That sounds a little strange.” 
 
   He interrupted his story to ask, “And why is that?” 
 
   “Typically, Hitler wasn’t a huge fan of some of the bigger names in the art world. He preferred ones that pointed more to German superiority. He had the same kind of feelings toward music, especially music that was created by minorities.” 
 
   “That is partially true, yes. He did prefer German works of art, but Hitler also knew the value of great pieces. Many of the pieces he had brought to Paris would be considered priceless today. Out of all of them, only 160 have been recovered. The painting I need you to find is one of that missing lot.” 
 
   She didn’t need him to add that last piece. It was overstating the obvious. She chose to let it go instead of derailing him again. He was giving her what she needed. And so far, he’d mentioned nothing about her covert alliance with Allyson Webster, the other woman brought in to compete for the paintings with Adriana. 
 
   “The missing paintings from the Paris museum have been well documented. Some of them are pretty high profile. Treasure hunters from all over the world have spent their lives—and some of them, their fortunes—trying to find those paintings. What makes you think I’ll be able to succeed where they failed?” 
 
   “Because you are connected in places they are not. Turn over the stones no one else will touch, and you will find the clues you need.” 
 
   The way he said it only confirmed her suspicions about the Belgian knowing where the art was. He just wants me to go get it for him like some sort of errand girl.
 
   “I have to admit I’m starting to think you already know where all these paintings are.” 
 
   “Ah. And you think I only need you to recover them for me?”
 
   She shrugged and switched the phone over to her other ear, wishing she had her hands-free headphones and mic. “Don’t you?” 
 
   “While it may seem I am privy to much information, and I am, there are key elements to the puzzles that I do not possess. That, Ms. Villa, is why you are in my service.” 
 
   She wasn’t sure she believed him, but right now that didn’t matter. Only one thing mattered. It drove her, constantly lurking in the back of her mind. “What is the painting?” 
 
   “Very well,” he sighed. “It is a piece by Rembrandt. It is known simply as An Angel with Titus’ Features.” 
 
   No big deal. Just find a Rembrandt that’s been missing for the better part of a century. 
 
   “Are you serious? A Rembrandt? Keeping your ambitions a bit low, aren’t you?” 
 
   The sarcasm wasn’t lost on him. “It was one of the pieces that was closest to the artist. While Rembrandt painted many portraits of his son, Titus, this is the only one we know of where he took his son’s facial features and applied them to another image. That makes it extremely unique.” 
 
   “And desirable for a private, illegal collection.” 
 
   He ignored her comment describing his collection. “Precisely.” 
 
   “And all I have to do is figure out where this thing is, bring it to you, and you’ll let us go.” 
 
   “That is the arrangement.” 
 
   She pressed the issue tugging at the back of her mind. “How do I know that as soon as you have the painting, you won’t kill us both?” 
 
   The man took a breath before answering. She could tell he was trying to figure out the right words to say. What that meant, Adriana didn’t know. “Ms. Villa, you have no idea who I am. Your father has not seen my face or the faces of the men who work for me. He doesn’t even know where he is except for the quarters where he’s been housed for the last two weeks. And if you are worried about how he has been treated since his arrival, I assure you he has received nothing but the best food and accommodations I have to offer.” 
 
   That sounded like a load of bull, but what did it matter if she believed him or not? For the time being, she chose to believe her father was okay. 
 
   He kept talking. “Once the deal is done and I have the Rembrandt, I will deposit the money I promised into an account, give you the account information, and leave you to spend the rest of your days indulging in whatever adventures you choose.” 
 
   The Belgian sounded sincere. Then again, this wasn’t his first rodeo. According to Hummels, he and other members of the Syndicate had been manipulating people for a long time, forcing them to play out their little games for personal gain. Any attempts he made to sound honorable or just would be met with a heavy dose of skepticism. 
 
   “I don’t suppose you’re going to give me a hint as to where I should start my search?” She asked the question already knowing what the answer would be. Besides, he’d already given her the first clue, whether he meant to or not.
 
   “You know as well as I do that I already told you where to begin. ”
 
   Yep. That’s what I figured. He’d told her to use the resources she had at her disposal that others didn’t have. As to the location where she should first look, Paris was the obvious answer. It was where Hitler’s museum was said to display the Rembrandt, and it also happened to be where one of her favorite underground art dealers lived. 
 
   “I’ll see you on Friday,” she said coldly. 
 
   “As charming as I’m sure a meeting like that would be, I’m afraid that seeing me is quite impossible. However, I have sent you a message detailing the drop-off point and what to do once the painting is delivered. Once you have delivered and my men have verified the painting is authentic, you will receive another message as to where you can find your father.” 
 
   All the cloak-and-dagger stuff was getting tiresome. When she was done with all this, Adriana planned on finding a nice quiet cabin in the mountains somewhere and taking a few weeks to recuperate. 
 
   “Fine. You’ll get your painting. Just see to it my father is delivered to me unharmed.” 
 
   “If you succeed, he will be.”
 
   The call ended abruptly, leaving her standing alone in her hotel room, holding the device to her ear. She lowered it and looked at the screen just before it went dark. 
 
   A sudden silence pierced the room. Her eyes wandered over to the small package on the bed. It was about the size of a shoebox, a gift from Sean Wyatt that contained a few special items only he had access to. She’d called him and told him what she had planned and what she needed. He’d been more than happy to help and put her in contact with one of his trusted allies in Frankfurt who delivered the box the previous day. The items within would be of great help when she went after the man behind her father’s disappearance. For the time being, they would have to wait. 
 
   Her phone rang again, vibrating in her hand. It was a call she’d expected to come shortly after getting off the line with the Belgian. Sean’s name appeared on the caller ID. 
 
   She hit the green button and said, “Did you get him?” 
 
   “We almost had him. Several times, actually. He’s using some kind of scrambling system to deflect our triangulation. Every time we narrowed in on a location, it bounced us to another one. Never seen anything like it. Honestly, I’ve been on the front end of a lot of tech, but this? This is totally new to me. I’m so sorry.” 
 
   Sean’s explanation was disappointing to say the least, but to a large degree it was exactly what she expected. The Belgian hadn’t slipped up yet. Why would he start now?
 
   “It’s okay. I appreciate you trying.” She hid the disappointment in her voice. 
 
   Sean didn’t buy it. “Look, I know that whatever is going on, it must be big. And I’m not going to pry for you to tell me. I’ll never do that unless you want me to. But if you need my help with whatever it is you’re doing, I’ll be there as fast as I can.” 
 
   “I know you would.” Sean was fiercely loyal, almost to a fault. He would do anything for her, which scared her a little. Most men were only after one thing. He genuinely seemed to care. They’d enjoyed a good relationship so far. He went his way, and she went hers. In between, they spent time together. But it was unnatural to live like that. They were essentially friends with a little romance sprinkled in. Even so, she knew he wasn’t seeing anyone else. And she certainly wasn’t. 
 
   He interrupted her thoughts suddenly. “I do have a name for you, though, that I think you’ll be interested in checking out. I had to do a little digging, but based on what Emily said, I think he’s probably the guy you’re looking for. Again, I’m not prying, and I don’t know why you’re trying to find him. Just saying you might want to check it out.” 
 
   “Emily told you I was looking for someone?” She wasn’t mad, but she should have known. Emily Starks and Sean were tight. They’d been partners for a long time at Axis, an undercover arm of the American government that specialized in covert operations the other agencies didn’t want to take on. 
 
   “Yeah. You know Em and I are close. She was worried about you. Anyway, I dug around and found a wealthy Belgian by the name of Stefan Martens. It’s unclear as to what all his businesses are involved with, but several are in the technology sector, which could explain our inability to triangulate his exact position. He’s kind of a shadowy character. Makes a lot of anonymous donations to charities.”
 
   “Probably to give the appearance that he’s a humble saint.” 
 
   “Exactly. Anyway, he might be worth looking into further. I’m not really up to anything right now, so if you’d like I could—”
 
   “Thank you, but I couldn’t ask you to do that. I’ll be okay on my own.” 
 
   “It’s no trouble, but I understand.” He paused, one of those long pauses that signaled he was trying to think of what to say next but wasn’t sure if he should or not. “Adriana, are you okay?” 
 
   She smiled. A tear puddled in the corner of her left eye, but she fought it off. She was beyond tired, even after resting the last couple of days. Her body was sore, and her mind was weak. The human body wasn’t built to take on such taxing activities. Throw on top of all that the fact her father was being held prisoner, and her emotions were a complete wreck. She wanted to tell Sean, to let him fly to Germany and just hold her all day. But she couldn’t do that. She had a painting to find.
 
   “I’m fine,” she lied. “Thank you so much for your help, and for the package from your friend in Frankfurt. You included the device I requested, yes?” 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Adriana drew a deep breath and let it pass through her lips slowly. “Okay. Thank you, Sean. I…” She stopped herself short. Did she love him? By all accounts, she knew she did. But saying it was harder than feeling it. He’d come close to saying it a few times. She knew he had. It was just as hard for Sean as it was for her. 
 
   “I know,” he said through the device. She could almost see his dimpled smile. 
 
   “I’ll talk to you soon,” she said. 
 
   “Okay. Bye.” 
 
   She ended the call and slumped down on the edge of the bed. The tears were nearly unstoppable now, pushing their way through the nooks of her eyelids like a cracked dam. She dropped the phone on the comforter next to her and put both hands to her eyes, rubbing her fingers on them to force away the tears. She had to be strong right now. Her father was depending on her, whether he knew it or not. She had to get him back. 
 
   Once that was done, she would kill the man responsible for all this. Death was too kind for him, though. Adriana felt the darkness creeping into the deepest recesses of her thoughts. It drowned out the light so that all she could see and feel were things only the most evil people in the world could feel. She didn’t care. Death was too easy for the man who’d taken her father. She would make him suffer in ways he’d never imagined. And then, only as he began to slip into unconsciousness, would she ease his suffering with the peace of death. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



2
 
   London, England
 
    
 
   “I’m disappointed with you, Ally. You’re zero for two right now. I hope you have a plan to get the third painting. Would be a shame if my colleague’s thief bested you completely.”
 
   Allyson had hopped on the first plane to London on Saturday. She knew her boss would want to meet face to face. He was old school like that, always wanting to keep things personal and up close. It made giving bad news that much more difficult. 
 
   Frank Shaw stared at Allyson from behind his massive desk. The fully stocked bookshelf wrapped around him like an amphitheater and exaggerated his voice to give it a more commanding sound. 
 
   She owed her life to the man. At the moment, however, contempt was growing in her heart. Based on what Adriana had told her, and that could have been total bull, Frank was planning on killing Allyson as soon as this whole game with the paintings was over whether she succeeded or not. 
 
   There was no doubt she couldn’t trust Adriana. The woman was a thief. On top of that, she’d gone to extraordinary lengths to keep her real identity concealed. That wasn’t something unheard of in their world, but many thieves prided themselves on their reputation as well. It was how they acquired the kinds of jobs she’d done for Frank in the past. On the other hand, Adriana had got the best of Allyson when they were in Zurich. The Spaniard could have killed her had she so desired. It certainly would have made things much easier. Allyson supposed that Frank would find another thief to come in and finish the game were that to happen. But it hadn’t happened. Adriana had let her live, a fact that both caused her to wonder and caused a great deal of irritation. Like an insect burrowing under her skin, it scratched at her. 
 
   Allyson searched her benefactor’s face for a sign of malevolence. He was smiling like a politician, and in his pinstripe suit, he looked every bit the part of someone running for public office: lying through his teeth and ready to stab whoever he needed to in the back. 
 
   It didn’t matter if Adriana was telling the truth or not. Allyson’s plan had always been the same. Get the paintings by any means necessary and kill the Spaniard when she was done. Sure, the two could work together for now, but as soon as she had the location of the three paintings and they were on their way out the door with them, that was when she’d strike. No one got the best of Allyson Webster. Not anyone who lived to tell about it. 
 
   “You don’t have to worry, Frank. I’ll get you the painting. In fact, I have a plan to get you all three.” 
 
   He was taken aback by the surprising comment. “Do I look worried? And how exactly do you plan to do that? You’re not thinking of stealing the other two from my competitor, are you?” He put both hands on his desk and leaned forward. “Because that would not be a good idea. This is not the kind of man you want to mess with. That is, if you could even figure out who he is, which I don’t believe is possible. He spends a great deal of time and money ensuring that his identity is kept secret.” 
 
   She rolled her shoulders at his warning. “Sounds like you doubt my abilities, Frank. And you underestimate my persistence.” 
 
   He smiled sympathetically at her as if she were a child trying to stick a round peg in a square hole. “My dear, I do not doubt your abilities. And I know how persistent you can be. Believe me, I do. But this man is ruthless. If you even try to figure out who he is, he’ll erase you.” 
 
   Allyson noted the odd choice of words. He’d not said kill or eliminate. Frank said this guy would erase her. There was something strangely more sinister about that word. 
 
   “I’m a big girl, Frank. You know that. And if you want those paintings, then I believe I can get them for you.” 
 
   His hands folded atop the desk. A look of grave concern stretched across his face. When he spoke, it was with stern warning in his voice. “Even if you could get those paintings, he would think it was me who took them. And the rules are that we don’t go after each other’s spoils. If I were to do so, he would kill me. And he’d be right to.” 
 
   Allyson frowned. That was a strange thing to say. Maybe she didn’t understand the whole billionaire club mindset. From the sound of his voice, though, Frank came off as scared. He never displayed fear of anyone, not that she’d ever seen. 
 
   “Promise me,” he said in a firm tone. “Promise me you won’t do anything stupid and go after those other paintings. Let them go. Just get me the third one.” 
 
   She nodded absently as if it was no big deal. “Sure, Frank. I’ll leave the other two alone. Understood. You want me to let it go, I’ll let it go. I just thought you might like to have three priceless pieces of art instead of one, but that’s cool.”
 
   “Good. Here’s the information you’ll need on the third painting.” He slid a manila folder across the wide desk. 
 
   He could have just sent her the file via email, but that wasn’t usually his style. Again, old school. Frank tended to lean toward the old ways. 
 
   She grasped the file and pried it open with her fingernails. The contents contained a picture of the painting she was to go after, a short description of it on the next page, the last known whereabouts, and when Frank needed to have the painting by. 
 
   She laughed loudly. “You want me to go after a Rembrandt? Jeez, Frank. You guys are really swinging for the fences here, aren’t you?” 
 
   His easy grin returned, and he leaned back once more, propping one elbow up on his armrest. “If you’re going to go, go big. Right?”
 
   “Yeah.” She stared at the painting. “But a Rembrandt? That’s kind of…well, bigger than big.” 
 
   “You’ll notice that the painting went missing somewhere toward the end of the war. It’s believed that Hitler took it to Paris to be a part of his extensive museum collection. Many great works were taken there; only a fraction of them were recovered. Whether or not they were destroyed is up for speculation, but we believe this particular painting of the angel with the features of Rembrandt’s son, Titus, is still around and probably in good condition. Or at least we would hope so.” 
 
   She eyed the paperwork for a minute, only looking up when she was finished getting all the details she needed. Truth was, she barely noticed any of the fine print. Allyson knew that Adriana was getting a phone call containing the same information. The plan was to rendezvous as soon as possible, work on finding the location of the painting together, recover it, and then take it to the Belgian. Only later would she help the other woman steal back the three paintings. 
 
   Of course, now that plan would have to be altered. Frank was more than a little concerned about the idea of stealing the other two pieces of art from his colleague. Even as he’d warned her against that plan, Allyson was already forming another in her mind. If Frank didn’t want the artwork, no problem. She had enough underworld connections to sell it herself. Come to think of it, there would be a much higher financial reward in it for her to do it that way. Instead of getting a cut, Allyson would get the full amount of the paintings’ value. The more she thought about it, the more she liked that idea. 
 
   “I can do this, Frank,” she said, done pretending to scan the details. “I won’t let you down.” 
 
   His hands opened up wide, palms facing the ceiling. “My dear, we’ve had this conversation before. I trust you will do your best. While I would be disappointed to not get at least one of the paintings, it won’t be the end of the world. I’ll survive. That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t do everything you can.” 
 
   She glared at him but managed to keep her temper under control. “You know I will.” 
 
   “Good.” He crossed one leg over the other knee and folded his hands again. “You should also know that since this is the final round of this little competition, you are free to use any means necessary.” 
 
   “You mean kill her?” 
 
   “Well,” he shrugged, feigning innocence. “Honestly, you could have done that all along. Let’s just say that if you do take her out, you’ll get a hefty bonus from my competitor.” 
 
   Allyson’s eyes narrowed. It was a sick game these two were playing, and she was starting to like the deal less and less. Sure, she was going to kill Adriana, but now everything was getting cloudy. If she helped Adriana rob the Belgian of the paintings, she could kill the Spaniard and sell off the art for an unbelievable amount. On the other hand, her boss was suggesting that would be a bad idea, something that could cost her no end of trouble. Allyson was typically only motivated by two things: money and self-preservation. Now it was hard to see which path would lead to one or the other and which path would lead to neither. 
 
   “My plan is and always has been to take her out. I would have done it before, but I was unlucky. I won’t be unlucky again.” 
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   Paris, France
 
    
 
   Adriana’s legs pumped hard as she ran, twisting and weaving her way through the flood of people in the train station. The other bodies bumped and jostled her, but her pace barely slowed. There was no question that many irritated Parisians had been left in her wake as she pushed her way through the human tributary. 
 
   She’d spotted him at the previous stop, knowing he would be coming home from a morning at his favorite cafe after a night of frolicking in one of the many clubs Paris had to offer. Once she had him in sight, Adriana knew he had to be treated like an easily frightened deer. She’d boarded the train with the plan to follow for now and ambush later. It would have worked were it not for the fact that, at some point, his head turned and just happened to lock eyes with hers through the intersecting train doors. His reaction was subtle, almost unnoticeable, but she noticed it. As soon as his eyes caught a glimpse of her, he continued turning his head as if everything was normal. At the next train stop, though, he shoved his way out the open door and took off running through the subway station toward the exit.
 
   Adriana’s reaction had been immediate. As soon as he saw her, she knew he would attempt to get away at the first opportunity. She’d slipped through the closing subway doors, narrowly getting through before they shut on her trailing leg. 
 
   Lester Farrow was a sniveling little stick of a man. Pale, scrawny, and with brown messy hair that reached just past the tips of his ears, he could easily pass for seventeen. Adriana didn’t know how old he was, but she figured at least late twenties, maybe early thirties. His boyish face didn’t help with the appearance of being super young. 
 
   She’d met Lester almost by accident. Adriana had been looking for information on a particularly interesting piece that was rumored to have been taken by one of Adolf Hitler’s right-hand men: propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels. Lester was an up and comer in the art black market. He’d finished secondary school in his hometown of London and started university that fall. His interests, however, were always of a more entrepreneurial nature. And it didn’t matter if it was legal or not. So long as the market was good and the money stream flowed, that’s all that mattered. Stolen art seemed to be his niche. 
 
   The last time the two met, things had gone badly. Adriana was looking for a lead to a missing Renoir. Unfortunately, someone else was also searching for the lost painting and had tracked her down to the meeting with Lester. A fight ensued, leaving one henchman with a shattered fibula and another one with enough knife wounds to kill an elephant—he died within minutes. 
 
   Adriana knew that Lester probably didn’t want to have anything to do with her because of that event. While he turned out fine, there was probably a period of time that he didn’t get much sleep: waking at every little sound, fearful that someone was coming for payback. Adriana knew better. The man she’d killed was the top of the food chain. There would be no repercussions. But Lester was paranoid, which was why he was running from her now and why she planned to follow him quietly until she could get him alone, subdue him, and extract the needed information. 
 
   Fifty feet ahead of her, he reached the end of the platform and disappeared around the corner to the left, beyond a sign that read Sortie, the French word for exit. The mass of people thinned as she neared the far wall, and her speed picked up, now uninhibited by the accidental hip and shoulder checks of Parisian citizens. 
 
   Adriana remained in excellent shape. Aside from the high physical demands of her hobbies, she maintained a regular exercise regimen. Times like this were part of why that was the case. She was closing the gap between herself and Lester; only forty feet or so remained. 
 
   She regained a visual of him as he darted across the street. He narrowly missed being killed or severely injured as a blue Citroën sedan slammed on its brakes and swerved out of the way, clipping a red Toyota in another lane. Traffic came to an immediate stop, and the drivers of both cars jumped out, yelling angrily at the running man. Adriana sprinted by them, jumping through the slim gap between one car’s bumper and another’s hood, never losing pace. Lester veered around another corner to the right, heading toward the Eiffel Tower. She pushed her legs harder, her lungs demanding more air as it came in quick, deep breaths. 
 
   Reaching the corner across the street from the Seine, she turned right and nearly ran headfirst into two construction workers in blue jumpsuits. She spun around, keeping her balance upright, and continued the pursuit, only slowed for a second. Ahead, the Eiffel Tower loomed over the city. Even at this early hour of the morning, the elevators were already working. They must have carried maintenance workers because the tower didn’t open for tourists until 9:00.
 
   Twenty feet separated her and Lester. His running style was clumsy, and she knew his legs would be giving out soon. No way had he spent as much time exercising as she had. And his lifestyle, she knew, was far from optimal when it came to nutrition and clean living. From the looks of him, wearing a pair of loose blue jeans, a tight T-shirt, and a ragged jacket, he’d been out all night, just as she knew he’d be. A night of heavy drinking and smoking did not make for a good early morning sprint. 
 
   He turned around as he clopped along, the distance between the two of them ever closing. They reached the edge of the park; it would only be a matter of seconds now until she had him. Suddenly, out of nowhere, an Asian tourist with a camera stepped backward, away from an iron fence and right into Adriana’s path. She didn’t have time to stop and ran full steam right into the man’s shoulder, plowing him over and into the ground. His camera tumbled through the air and nearly crashed to the ground, but she reached out and snagged it, her fingers wrapping around the lens, saving it from certain destruction. 
 
   She found herself on top of the guy, almost face to face with him. He was middle aged, probably in his forties, and he stared up at her with shocked eyes through brown-rimmed glasses. 
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she said in English. 
 
   Before he could even catch his breath to start complaining, she placed the camera on his chest, looked up, and took off again. Lester was nowhere in sight. She slowed her pace to a jog, now hearing the yells of the Asian tourist and his family. They were saying something in Korean, but she only knew enough of that language to know that they weren’t happy. What exactly they were saying was lost on her. Her head swiveled right and left as she veered around a hedgerow and out of view from the angry tourists. 
 
   She surveyed the vast park, the pools of water, perfectly pruned bushes, rows of flowers, the faces of couples walking hand in hand, and visitors taking pictures with their phones, but none was the face and body she was looking for. Lester had vanished. 
 
   *****
 
   Lester inserted the key in the door of his apartment and twisted it until it clicked. He looked over his left shoulder and into the dimly lit, empty corridor. A slender fluorescent light flickered in the middle of the ceiling. It cast an eerie and inconsistent glow on the peeling walls and worn wooden floor. He took a long, deep breath and let it out slowly through his lips, grateful to have escaped. His right hand reached out and pushed open the door. The brass apartment numbers had fallen off long ago, leaving only a trace of fresh paint outlining where they’d been. 
 
   Sometimes, the women he brought home wondered if they would be paid what they were promised. The building was one of the few in the area near the Seine that remained in constant disrepair. What no one knew was that Lester owned it, and kept it that way to maintain appearances. No one ever tried to rob a poor person, at least not that he knew of. 
 
   He didn’t know how Adriana had found him. It was a question that rattled his mind as he disappeared into the park earlier, slowly making his way back to his apartment. As far as he recalled, she’d never been to his place, so it was unlikely she could find him again. Just to be safe, though, Lester already decided that this morning would be a good time to head out of town for a few days, maybe lie low in the country somewhere. His uncle owned a small farmhouse an hour outside the city that would be perfect. He’d used the place on more than one occasion to avoid trouble. It was where Lester took refuge for nearly a month after Adriana had killed a man who was high up in the local Albanian crime ring. 
 
   His left hand removed the key from the door, and he leaned through it. The alarm started beeping, signaling that he had fifteen seconds to deactivate it. Lester kept it on a short timer in case there was ever a break-in. No one could get what they wanted in fifteen seconds, especially not when he kept almost all of his valuables in an extremely secure location. 
 
   Can never be too careful, was his motto. 
 
   He stepped lightly over to the nearest wall and punched in the code. The panel beeped three short times, and the room fell silent again. He returned to the door to close it, but it stopped suddenly, six inches from the frame. His eyes shot down to the floor to see what had caused the problem. A brown shoe pressed against the bottom of the door. Attached to it was a long, slender leg. 
 
   “For someone who is so paranoid, I can’t believe you leave the door open behind you to turn off the alarm.” 
 
   Lester’s eyes raised and met a pair of deep brown eyes adorned in thick, dark lashes and wrapped in black eyeliner. Fear flooded his face, and his eyes opened wide. “How did you…?”
 
   She shoved the door open, breaking his feeble attempt to brace it with one hand. It slammed against the stop on the back wall and rebounded toward the entryway. Adriana eyed him with suspicious contempt. A bead of sweat rolled down her neck and into the fabric of her black tank top.
 
   “I’m glad I decided to wear shorts today. It’s unseasonably warm right now for Paris, don’t you think?” She reached back with her left hand, felt for the door, and closed it, locking it absentmindedly. 
 
   He stammered in response. “I…uh…what are you…I mean, what do you want?” If she didn’t know better, Adriana would swear he was about to wet himself. Or worse. 
 
   “Lester, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.” She took a step toward him, causing him to take a mirrored step back. “Are you afraid of me?”
 
   He shook his head rapidly back and forth. “No…I mean…should I be afraid of you?” 
 
   She stepped again, slowly, dramatically. “I wouldn’t think so. I never did anything to hurt you. So why were you running from me?”
 
   “I…I wasn’t running from you.” The lie almost made her laugh. 
 
   “No? Who were you running from, then?” 
 
   “I was…I was just getting a bit of exercise. You know, stretching the legs, getting the blood flowing. That sort of thing.” 
 
   There were only two things Adriana liked about Lester: his ability to get information and his accent. The latter was sharp, defined by his upbringing by Manchester parents in a rough section of North London.
 
   Her head twisted slowly from one shoulder to the other and back. She clicked her tongue through slightly parted lips. “Lester, you know that you’re one of the worst at lying I’ve ever met, especially considering you’re a criminal?” 
 
   Lester took another unconscious step back from her and tripped, toppling clumsily over the armrest of his leather couch. He tried to recover, but she put out her hand, signaling him to stop. 
 
   “I’m not here to hurt you, Lester.” 
 
   He tried to collect himself, but his sparse physique and baggy clothes being swallowed by the huge sofa was beyond appearing even somewhat dignified. 
 
   “I know that,” he lied again. “I just…I don’t want any trouble, that’s all.” 
 
   Adriana was done toying with him, at least on that subject. Her eyes danced around the room, taking in the surroundings. Whatever resources and energy Lester had used to keep the outside of the four-story building looking derelict, he’d done the exact opposite to furnish his living space. Expensive art adorned exposed gray brick walls. A massive 72-inch flatscreen high-definition television was situated in the far corner, surrounded by wall-mounted speakers and an entertainment system occupying an antique Victrola below. 
 
   The kitchen was furnished with black granite countertops, and the cabinets were a complementary cream color. She spied the floors with an admiring eye. 
 
   “Original wood flooring?” she asked. It was a partial attempt to defuse his discomfort. 
 
   Lester appeared thrown off by the question but answered in a trembling voice. “Yeah. Looked nice so I kept it. Idiots who were in here before had carpet over it. I had to tear it out.” He paused. “You’re not here to talk about my interior decorating, Adriana. And if you’re not here to hurt me, what do you want?” 
 
   She sighed and took a seat in a club chair nearby. “Lester, why on earth would I want to do you harm? You’re my best connection in the black market art world. I need you. Alive, preferably.”
 
   His eyes wandered aside for a second as he nodded. “That makes two of us.” Then he went on the offensive, pointing his finger at her in anger. “But you caused me no end of trouble the last time you were here. I had to hide out for almost two months because of what you did to those Albanians.” 
 
   “You mean that time I saved your life?” She stared at him with a raised eyebrow. 
 
   “As I recall, they was just lookin’ to do some business, and you,” he jammed the accusatory finger at her, “picked a fight. I had the whole situation under control until you started in.” 
 
   Her face was long and dubious. “Les, they were going to kill you as soon as you gave them that painting.” 
 
   “If that were the case, why’d they have that bag full of money with ’em?” 
 
   She crossed her legs dramatically, kicking one foot high in the air and swinging it over the other. “Did you even bother counting it, Les?” 
 
   He looked dumbfounded. “’Course I counted it. I’d be daft not to.”
 
   Her doubting eyes pierced his uncertain ones. “You opened the bag and looked inside. But you didn’t actually count it all.” 
 
   Now his story came unglued. “No. I mean…I didn’t count all of it. I checked a few stacks—”
 
   “Les, there was fewer than a couple thousand dollars in that bag. They were going to give you the bag, offer you a ride to any bar or strip club you preferred, and then they were going to execute you in an alley somewhere and dump your body in a trash bin. Maybe a river. My bet was on trash bin.” 
 
   Her words sank into the deep recesses of his soul. If she was telling the truth, then Adriana really had saved his life. “Okay, so let’s say I believe you. Why bother with a nobody like me. It’s not like we have a long relationship or something. Unless….” 
 
   “Unless what?”
 
   A toothy grin spread across his face to accompany his epiphany. “Unless you’re in love with me. That’s it, ain’t it? I shoulda known.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous, Les.” She ignored the suddenly crestfallen expression he displayed and pressed on. “I need your help. You’re the best there is in the underground art world. So, as we discussed before, based on what I do, I need someone like you around who is good at finding a particular kind of information.” 
 
   He processed what she said and thought for a second. Lester glanced down at the floor and back up like a little boy who’d just had his heart ripped out. “So, not in love with me?” 
 
   “Les!” 
 
   “Okay, fine. Fine. I get it.” He stood up and hesitated for a second. “Mind if I make myself a drink?” 
 
   “Go right ahead.” She waved a dismissive hand. 
 
   He turned and traipsed off to the kitchen. The sound of a glass being set on the granite counter rang through the room followed closely by a few ice cubes dropping into the container. 
 
   “You want a gin?” he asked, as politely as someone like him could. “Hard to find good gin in this area. They prefer cognac and wine in this neighborhood. To get good gin I had to go about twenty minutes from here. Little store owned by a Geordie on the other side of the river.”
 
   “No thanks.” 
 
   “You sure? It’s Hendrick’s. Good stuff.” 
 
   “I’m good. I didn’t come here for drinks, and I don’t intend to stay long. I need information, Les.” 
 
   The sound of a drink filling the glass resonated off the walls and hard flooring. From the duration of the pour, it sounded like a fairly generous one, especially for a morning drink. Most people were only now finishing their coffee or tea. 
 
   “Okay, what kind of information?” he asked, and a second later Adriana could hear the bottle being returned to its cabinet, rattling against other bottles and on the woodwork of the shelving. A moment later, he stepped back into living room. 
 
   While he was highly motivated and a genius when it came to getting things other people couldn’t, Lester wasn’t the brightest bulb. That was exemplified by his question. To his credit, he caught himself and corrected course. “I mean, I know what kind you want, obviously. What I meant was, specifically.” He took a sip of the drink and let out a satisfied, “ah.” 
 
   Maybe that’s what he meant, and maybe it wasn’t. Adriana didn’t have time to dink around and tease him. The scruffy-looking nomad of the art underworld was her only connection in Paris. 
 
   “I’m looking for a painting.” 
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   Paris
 
    
 
   He took another ambitious swig of gin and leaned back in his couch. Lester spoke with a cocky feel to his voice now, after only minutes ago fearing for his life like a pig. “Well, obviously you’ve come to the right place. Who’s the artist?” 
 
   She swallowed hard and took two seconds before she told him. “Rembrandt.” 
 
   Lester was in mid-sip when he heard the word. Half of the drink in his mouth spewed in a fine, clear mist all over his pants, arms, and stomach. Her expression remained dead serious like a statue sitting in a leather chair. After another five seconds, the clear liquid in his glass still sloshed around from the sudden jolt. 
 
   He looked at her as if her head was on fire. “Rembrandt?” Lester repeated the name. 
 
   “You’ve heard of him?” 
 
   He tilted his head as if to say, “very funny.” Then he drew another sip of the liquor and set the glass on a nearby end table. “Obviously, I know who that is. But that’s no small fish you’re going after. I expected a mid to mid-high-lister. He’s one of the greatest of all time.” 
 
   “I’m aware of that.” She shoved her hand into the front pocket of her khaki shorts, fished out a folded piece of paper, and tossed it over to him. It landed in his lap. 
 
   His right eyebrow lifted. “What’s this?” he asked, picking up the paper. His fingers made quick work of the folds, revealing an image on the inside. It only took him three seconds to acknowledge what it was. His index finger tapped the page. “You’re going after this Rembrandt?” 
 
   Adriana nodded slowly. “Recognize it?” 
 
   “Of course, I recognize it. It’s been missing since World War II. And yes, before you say anything else, I know that’s your gig, running around Europe, recovering missing paintings from the war. But this one…this one is tricky.” 
 
   “That’s why I came to you. I need you to help me find it.” 
 
   His loud laughter boomed throughout the entire apartment. “You’re serious?” 
 
   She continued to stare right through him, her eyes never wavering. 
 
   “Okay. I guess you are serious. Well, that sort of information don’t come cheap. It’ll cost you.” 
 
   “You’ve already made a healthy sum of money thanks to me. And let’s not forget, I saved your life, twice.” 
 
   Lester was incredulous. “Twice? Look, maybe you did save my life with the Albanians. I’ll never know for sure. But what other time am I forgetting about?” 
 
   “I could have killed you tonight if I wanted. I chose not to.” 
 
   He was quick to respond. “Because you need me.” 
 
   “The night’s still young, Les.” 
 
   From the look on her face, he knew she wasn’t fooling around. And he’d seen what she could do to people who stood in her way. “Okay. Okay. I was just messing with you. I can do a free one. Just this once, though. Besides, I did make a pretty penny on that last one.” He smiled, showing off his crooked teeth once more. He turned his attention back to the paper in his hand. 
 
   She could see the gears were turning. 
 
   “Not a lot of people have gone after this one,” he said after nearly two minutes of silence. “Probably on account of who they say took it.” 
 
   “Goebbels.”
 
   “Right,” he nodded. “No one wanted to mess with Hitler’s boy. Or his possessions.” 
 
   “Do you know anyone who might have heard any rumors or stories about that painting?” She leaned forward, putting her elbows on her knees. 
 
   Lester scratched the hair on his chin. He looked like he hadn’t shaved in two days. More realistically, it had likely been two weeks. Another fifteen seconds of thinking went by before he gave another nod. “I might. There’s a bloke who lives here in Paris I’ve worked with before. Knows more about Rembrandt than most. He’s no treasure hunter like yourself.” She rolled her eyes at the last comment. “But if there’s anyone in this city who knows more about this painting than me, it would be him.” 
 
   “Okay. So, time for the obvious question. If he knows so much about Rembrandt and this painting, I can’t help but wonder why he hasn’t gone looking for it himself.”
 
   “A good question, to be sure. Except that my friend...he’s not really the type who likes to get out into the world much. He’s, how should I say…eccentric?”
 
   Adriana wasn’t sure she liked the sound of that. “What do you mean, eccentric?” 
 
   He defended quickly. “Oh, it’s nothing you should worry about. He’s a nice person. Very amiable. A jolly sort. Just a little…obsessive-compulsive.” 
 
   “So he likes to keep his home clean. So?” 
 
   “There’s that. But he also has a huge fear of going out to where he knows other people will be. He doesn’t like to be in crowds.” 
 
   She knew what Lester was talking about. Agoraphobia, or a fear of being out in public, was something that she’d heard of before, though she’d never really known anyone with that particular disorder. Another question came to mind with the new information. 
 
   “If he doesn’t like being around people, is he okay with visitors? I mean, he may not appreciate you bringing me over to bother him with questions about a missing painting.” 
 
   Lester waved his hand, blowing off her worries. “He’ll be fine. I’ve known him for a long time. Besides, it would do him some good to have a pretty girl in his house every now and then.” He squinted with the cheesy grin. 
 
   She kept herself from rolling her eyes again. “Seriously, Les. Some people like that don’t want to be bothered. I don’t exactly have a lot of time to waste on this project.” 
 
   The last sentence caused Lester to frown. “What’s the rush, love? These sorts of things can take time.” 
 
   “Not this one,” she said. “I have to move fast. That means if you’re sure your friend is the one we should talk to, then we need to get going. Every second we sit here is crucial.” 
 
   He studied her face and reached over to his glass. One more big gulp finished the evergreen-smelling liquid. “You’ve gone and got yourself into some sort of trouble now, haven’t you?” 
 
   She didn’t respond right away. 
 
   For a second, Lester started to worry. “It’s not the Albanians, is it? I knew it. I always knew they’d come after us.” He looked around the room in a panic. “And you’ve led them straight to my front door.” 
 
   “It’s not the Albanians, Les. Relax. This one is on me and me alone. And the people I’m involved with don’t, and won’t, know who you are. You’re safe. But I need to get to your friend’s house as soon as possible. Can you make that happen?” 
 
   He considered it for a moment. “Yeah. I can set up a meeting with him. Just remember, when we go over there, don’t touch anything. I mean anything. Drives him crazy if you even breathe on something funny.” 
 
   She grinned wryly. “Understood. If he gives me a drink, I’ll use a coaster.” 
 
    Lester’s eyes fired daggers in her direction. “I’m serious. You can’t mess around with him. I’ve seen him kick someone out of his home before. It wasn’t pretty.” 
 
   “And he let you stay?” 
 
   “Ha ha. Hilarious. I assume you’ll want to go today. I suppose a nap for me is out of the question?” 
 
   “Quite.” 
 
   He sighed, frustrated. “Fine. Let me just take a quick shower and change, and I’ll take you there.” Lester stood up and grabbed his empty rocks glass. 
 
   Adriana interrupted his exit. “Oh, there’s one more thing. I brought a friend.” 
 
   “Wait. A friend? Like a guy? Since when do you work with a partner?” 
 
   “It’s not a guy, Les. Actually, I think you two might really hit it off. You’re two peas if you know what I mean.” 
 
   His hesitancy turned curious. Behind his weary, dark eyes, there was the hope every young man feels when he thinks he might be introduced to a beautiful woman. At least he assumed Adriana’s friend was beautiful. 
 
   “Where is she? Wait. Is she here with you in Paris?” 
 
   The doorknob turned, and Allyson walked in. Her blonde curls were tied up in a ponytail, but a few strands hung loose and splashed over the tops of her ears. She closed the door quietly behind her and crossed her arms. 
 
   “This is the guy?” she asked with an upward flick of the head. 
 
   The weekend had done Allyson good. She had rested, got cleaned up, and grabbed some fresh clothes. For now, she was wearing skintight gray yoga pants and a snug fitting dry fit top. It looked like she was about to go for a run. Considering what the three were about to embark on, that wasn’t entirely out of the realm of possibility. 
 
   Lester stood in stunned silence, admiring the new addition to their group. He nearly dropped his glass, fumbling it for a moment before catching it with both hands. His mouth was like a wide-open airplane hangar. 
 
   Allyson turned her attention to Adriana. “Does he talk?”  
 
   “Les, this is Allyson Webster. She’s a criminal, like you. I’m sure you’ll both have plenty to talk about.” 
 
   Allyson’s head twisted back to facing their host. “If he speaks.” She sounded dubious.
 
   “Terribly sorry,” he said, finally finding his voice. “I…I was just…I didn’t know there would be another person coming in. I apologize. Could…would you like a drink? I was just finishing up a gin, but I could make another if you like.” 
 
   Allyson’s eyebrows knit together. “It’s not even ten in the morning yet.” 
 
   His lower lip overlapped the upper, and he nodded, raising a finger. “Right. I keep forgetting: Normal people are just waking up. I’ll just get cleaned up, and we can be on our way.” 
 
   Lester turned around and clumsily tripped over the end table he’d apparently forgotten was behind him. He almost fell on his face but managed to put a free hand out and brace himself on the table before making a complete idiot of himself. 
 
   Adriana snickered, shaking her head at the sight. Allyson seemed less amused as she watched him take the empty glass to the kitchen and then disappear down a hallway. 
 
   “This is the guy we’re putting our faith in?” 
 
   Adriana cocked her head to the side and shrugged. “I know he doesn’t look like much, but over the years, Lester has compiled one of the most impressive lists of contacts in the art black market. Trust me. He’s good.” 
 
   “Yeah, I heard your conversation.” Allyson tapped on the skin-colored earpiece in her right ear. “Sounds like this guy he’s taking us to is a little on the kooky side.” 
 
   “It’s our only lead. If you want to run around Paris asking random people if they know anything about the missing Rembrandt, be my guest. I’m going to take my chances with Les.” 
 
   Allyson put up a defensive hand. “Okay. Okay. Don’t get all huffy with me. We’re in this thing together now. So after we get the information we need, are we going to off these two or what?” 
 
   The callous way she asked the question sounded like she was talking about exterminating insects. 
 
   Adriana looked at her as if her face was melting. “No! We aren’t killing them. Lester may be a criminal lowlife—”
 
   “Sound carries in here, and I’m not in the shower yet!” he shouted from somewhere in the apartment.
 
   She ignored the statement. “But he’s no threat. And I only kill out of self-defense and if it’s absolutely necessary.” 
 
   Allyson tapped one finger on her arm, considering her counterpart’s words. “Ugh. Fine. All these rules, I’m surprised you’ve ever been able to get anything done. If you asked me, it’s easier to just eliminate the loose ends. You might want to look into it sometime. Otherwise, your past might catch up to you.” 
 
   “Thanks for the advice. I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
   Allyson’s comment renewed Adriana’s concern about teaming up for the final mission. Leveraging her reckless but useful talents was like walking a tightrope over the Grand Canyon...on a windy day...with vultures circling overhead. But using her was the best way to ensure success. Allyson had motivation. All Adriana needed to do was pull the right strings. 
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   Paris
 
    
 
   When it came to allaying suspicions about his living situation, Lester camouflaged it well. The outside of his apartment building was in disrepair. Mold grew on the outside, and cracks had started creeping up the walls in several places. His car, however, completely ruined any efforts he made to look like he lived in squalor. 
 
   The black Jaguar XJ zipped through the Parisian traffic, drawing more eyes than either of the women would have liked. And Lester’s aggressive driving style didn’t help. 
 
   “I love this car,” he said, shifting lanes and speeding to the next stop light. He screeched the tires to a halt and tapped his fingers impatiently on the black leather steering wheel. 
 
   “Subtle,” Adriana said. 
 
   His face lengthened, mouth agape. “What? I could have bought a car that was twice the price. But I decided to stay low key.” 
 
   “No, it’s definitely low key for you, Les.” 
 
   He didn’t miss her sarcasm. “Okay, fine. It’s a little extravagant. But I love this car.” 
 
   “Yeah, you said that,” Allyson jumped in. “Would you mind not driving it like we’re in the Grand Prix of Paris? I’d rather not draw the attention of any local authorities.” 
 
   “I think we would all prefer not to do that, right?” Adriana looked across at him from the passenger side. 
 
   He let out an irritated sigh. “Fine, ladies. I’ll drive slower. We’ll be there in a few minutes anyway.” 
 
   No matter how many times Adriana had visited Paris, so much of it always looked the same. There were different districts and boroughs that represented various cultures, but in the end, most of the buildings, the architecture, and even the monuments, all blended together. 
 
   It wasn’t that she didn’t like it; Paris was a fascinating place with a long and rich history. The architecture was beautiful, capturing eras in stone and mortar permanence that many younger countries lacked. It was the one thing she didn’t like about the United States. While America was a wonderful place to live and visit, European cities like Paris provided so much more in the way of aesthetic appeal. 
 
   The gray condominiums and apartment buildings blurred by as Lester’s lead foot failed to remember the promise he’d made just moments before. Cafes with red-and-white umbrellas sheltered patrons from the early morning sun that was gradually winning the battle with a light fog. 
 
   Allyson stayed quiet in the back for the rest of the journey. Adriana would have given much to know what she was thinking about. Probably a way to stab her in the back. But Adriana reminded herself that she’d already promised the other woman the three paintings she wanted. The only thing the Spaniard cared to get out of it was her father, safe and sound. 
 
   Lester spoke up several times, breaking the silence in the car, asking Adriana what she’d been up to lately, things she was planning on doing in the future, and two or three annoying chitchat questions that she ignored. He eventually got the hint that she was in no mood to catch up on old times, of which there were very few anyway. 
 
   The car arrived at an elegant, white stuccoed home with steep slate roofing. 
 
   “Welcome to Montparnasse,” Lester said. 
 
   He shut off the engine and exited, staring up at the two-story mansion. The two women stepped out into the fresh air and joined him, one on either side. 
 
   “Not too shabby for a shut-in, eh?” 
 
   “What is it you said your friend does for a living?” Allyson asked. 
 
   Lester responded without looking at her. “I didn’t. Now, if you two behave yourself, he might even offer you a croissant. He’s terribly fond of those things, and living so close to the Rue des Martyrs, he has access to some of the best in the world.” 
 
   Indeed, the 14th arrondissement's reputation for art and culinary wonders had spread across the globe, with galleries featuring both new and classical artwork and restaurants that even the snobbiest critics found themselves frequenting. 
 
   Lester walked confidently up the two broad steps to the thick wooden door and pounded the knocker with his right hand, completely missing the doorbell to his left. After nearly a minute, he was about to repeat the process when he heard movement inside. A moment later, the door handle squeaked, and the big door eased open. 
 
   The two women didn’t know what to expect upon visiting Lester’s friend, so when he appeared as the doorway gradually opened, they were a little taken aback. 
 
   “Ladies, this here is my friend Harry Drinkwater.” 
 
   Hovering in the doorframe, half in light, half in shadow, a tall, beastly man with a bulging belly, thick brown beard, and thinning but untamed brown hair, stared out at them with a furious gaze. He did not appear to be amused to have visitors and coming from his six-foot-four frame, the glare was even more imposing. 
 
   “Who are they, and why did you bring them here?” Harry snarled in an accent similar to Lester’s. He very nearly slammed the door in the smaller man’s face.
 
   “Oh, come on now, Harry. When was the last time you had a few ladies like this by your house?” 
 
   Harry groaned. “I don’t want any visitors, Lester. And if you want to take these prostitutes somewhere, your home isn’t that far away.” 
 
   Adriana bit her lip to keep from laughing. 
 
   Allyson’s reaction was much more insulted. “Excuse me?” 
 
   “I’m terribly sorry, miss. Escorts.” He turned his eyes back to Lester. “You can take your escorts to your own home. I’m in no mood to have any shenanigans going on today.” 
 
   “You’re never in the mood for shenanigans,” Lester argued. “And it isn’t like that. These two women are looking for a Rembrandt, one that went missing during the war.” 
 
   Harry’s eyes flamed a little, interest sparking deep inside his pupils. “A Rembrandt, huh?” 
 
   “Yeah. I told them that no one in Paris knows more about that painter than you.” 
 
   The host’s head tilted back, but he kept his eyes on the two women, sizing up whether his friend was telling the truth about the escort thing or the art thing. “So you two aren’t prostitutes?”
 
   Adriana’s head moved back and forth slowly. She couldn’t fight the smile much longer. 
 
   “Oh, well. I’m terribly sorry.” He flattened out the navy blue bathrobe he had on and the gray pajama pants underneath. “I also apologize for my appearance. I didn’t realize I was going to have guests today.” He shot an irritated glare at Lester who put his hands out as if wondering why he was getting the blame. 
 
   “You always look like this, Harry. Even when you do know you have guests coming over.” 
 
   “That isn’t true.” He attempted to look and sound dignified. “I just prefer to be comfortable when I know I’ll be alone.” 
 
   Lester was persistent. “You’re alone all the time. You hate going out in public.” 
 
   The giant man appeared suddenly uncomfortable. “You know why I don’t go out where there are lots of people. It isn’t safe, what with all the germs and viruses and bacteria. Did you know that payphones are one of the dirtiest objects on the planet?”
 
   “No one uses those anymore, Harry. Now are you going to let us come in or not?” 
 
   Harry licked his bottom lip. Adriana could tell it was a difficult decision for him, whether it was rational or not. It was how he felt, and that made it legitimate. 
 
   She expressed her empathy when she spoke. “Mr. Drinkwater, if you would rather us not come in, that’s okay. I understand. But finding this painting is extremely important. It’s a matter of life and death. But if you don’t want to help us, that’s your decision. We’ll have to find Rembrandt’s angel on our own.” 
 
   Harry’s head twisted to the side. His right eye squinted with suspicion. “What do you know about Rembrandt’s angel?” 
 
   When Adriana answered, it was with equal skepticism, but she’d already sized up the man. She knew how to play someone of his type. They liked to be both respected and challenged. The latter was more to provide an avenue for them to show off. So that’s exactly what she did. 
 
   “I probably know more than most historians in Europe.” 
 
   Her words goaded him like a starving bear getting a sniff of fresh meat on a camping stove. He let out a bellowing laugh. “Historians. Pfft. They believe more in myths and legends than all the conspiracy theorists out there.” 
 
   “And which category do you fall under?” She crossed her arms, playing the role of antagonist to the letter. 
 
   “Neither,” he said, bowing a few inches. “I am one of the true seekers of truth still around. Historians believe everything they’re taught in school. Sometimes, they do some research, but I assure you, they are almost always regurgitating the same bunk their teachers taught them long before. As to conspiracy theorists, while there is certainly often truth in their lot, there is also much fantasy. I live somewhere between the two, in the world of the real.” 
 
   Yep. This guy’s full of himself. No wonder he doesn’t like to go out. More like no one wants to hang out with him.
 
   He kept talking. “Is this why you brought them here, Lester? For me to help them in a quest to find the missing Rembrandt?” 
 
   Lester shrugged, almost ashamedly. “Like I said, Harry, you know more about Rembrandt than anyone.” 
 
   “Anyone except her, I suppose.” 
 
   His sarcasm didn’t even raise a hair on Adriana’s neck. 
 
   “I studied Rembrandt in great detail for many years, along with most of the Old Master painters. The painting features an odd mixture of an angelic being with his son, Titus’s, face. According to the story, it was brought here, to Paris, meant to be a part of the Führer's grand museum. While more than half of the artwork housed in that museum has been accounted for, Rembrandt’s angel has not. I know that the legend suggests Goebbels took possession of the painting, and while it was in his keep, it was lost to antiquity.” 
 
   Harry stuck out his bottom lip, only slightly impressed. “Very good. Except that most of that information can be found on the Internet. All except the part about Goebbels. Based on that, you clearly know more than the average idiot. But I’m wondering what else you know. What happened to the painting after Goebbels took it?”
 
   Allyson listened to the conversation intensely. She was out of her element when it came to most of this sort of thing. Her skills lay elsewhere, but that didn’t mean she didn’t know a good posturing when she saw it. 
 
   Adriana responded as coolly as ever. She knew he was trying to trap her. That, and he wanted to see what she really knew. “I have no idea what happened to it after Goebbels disappeared with the painting.” She paused for a second. Just before he could interject his triumphant proclamation that she was wrong, she spoke again. “That’s because Goebbels didn’t take it.” 
 
   It was a gamble. The truth was Adriana had no idea what happened to the missing Rembrandt. For all she knew, Goebbels might have been the one to steal it from the museum. Her statement was based in logic. If Hitler’s head of propaganda had been the one to make off with the painting, someone would have found it by now. His property was confiscated shortly after the German surrender. Much of his work and his possessions fell into the hands of the Allies. She waited to see what Harry’s response would be.
 
   His eyes narrowed to slits, and he gave a single approving nod. “Very good, my dear. Very good indeed.” 
 
   “I won’t lie, though. I’m lost after that. But I know enough to believe that Hitler’s propaganda minister had nothing to do with the painting’s disappearance. It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
   “None at all.” 
 
   “Which is why I need your help.” 
 
   “Ah. So we come to it. Another treasure hunter looking to cash in on a priceless work of art. Where will you sell it? The black market, I assume?” He cast a disapproving glance at Lester, who responded with a defensive shrug. 
 
   “No. I need it because if I can’t find it by Friday, someone very close to me is going to die.” 
 
   It was the first time Lester heard that explanation. It roused his interest, but from the look on Adriana’s face, there could be no questioning her sincerity. 
 
   Harry took less than two seconds to read the truth in her eyes. He nodded. “Very well. You may enter. I have something that might interest you.” He stepped aside and opened the door wide enough for them to pass through. Adriana went first then Allyson. Lester was about to enter as well, but Harry stepped to his right, blocking the way. “You wait out here.” 
 
   Stunned, Lester put out his hands. “What? Why? You can’t be serious.”
 
   His friend’s face was bent in a stern frown. “You know better than to bring people here, Lester.” 
 
   “I didn’t have a choice, Harry? She forced me to.” 
 
   The frown broke, and he smiled. “Now that I believe. Hurry. Get inside. I don’t want to get a sunburn out here.” 
 
   Lester shook his head and stepped past the host. Harry’s eyes passed across the surroundings, the homes on the other side of the street, the parked cars, the pedestrians, and the gendarme strolling along. He pulled the door closed and twisted the locks before turning to his guests. 
 
   “Follow me.”
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   London
 
    
 
   “What have you got for me, Evan?” Frank asked as he propped his feet up on his desk, stretching out his legs until his knees were straight. 
 
   “We have a problem.” 
 
   Frank figured something fishy was going on. He could sense it in the way his conversation with Allyson had gone the previous day. During his forty years of experience in the business world, Frank had learned how to read body language. He could tell when a client or an associate was lying or trying to keep something from him. Some people could be read like billboards, with big bright letters and tacky pictures. Their nervous ticks gave them away, or the way they fumbled through their words.
 
   Others were far subtler. It was as much the things those types didn’t do or say that gave away their intentions. And that’s where Allyson had gone wrong. 
 
   She’d been coy with her answers, almost too quiet. And her apologetic demeanor was totally against her brash and often cocky character. The moment she’d left, Frank knew what Allyson intended to do. She was going to double-cross him. 
 
   So when Evan called him and said, “We have a problem,” it was exactly the opening line Frank had expected. 
 
   He played along. Even though Evan Collins was essentially his right-hand man, he had to let his enforcer feel like he was making a contribution now and then that didn’t involve executing someone. 
 
   “What kind of problem?” 
 
   “Your girl. Looks like she’s working with someone.” 
 
   “And who might that someone be?” 
 
   Evan wasn’t stupid either. “You know who, Frank. It’s your competitor’s pawn. I don’t know how it happened, but they must have met up somewhere.” 
 
   Evan had been tasked with following Allyson to help her out in case she found herself in trouble. He’d run his car into Adriana at one point, knocking her to the street in Amsterdam. But she’d survived the incident and gone on to take the first two paintings in his boss’s odd little game. 
 
   He was good at his job. Years of working in the private security sector and doing a few tours in difficult places like Baghdad and Syria had made him a very sought-after commodity. But something had happened in Zurich. He’d lost Allyson in the Swiss city. How, he still wasn’t sure. She’d placed a call to Frank, telling him she was going to a specific address on the outskirts of town where she believed a painting was being kept by someone. Evan knew better than to simply trust what his employer said. Under most circumstances, he wouldn’t have just taken off to the address. Because he had nothing else to go on, he had no choice. 
 
   As his gut suspected, the address had been a fake, a ruse given by Allyson to throw him off. She’d placed the call to Frank, knowing full well their boss would call Evan and tell him where to go. While Evan did not intend to tell Frank he or his boss had made an error, he did tell Frank that Allyson had led them astray. 
 
   It was that information that put Frank Shaw on full alert with her. 
 
   “If I had to guess, the alliance must have happened in Zurich. It was the only time when your girl wasn’t under my constant supervision.” 
 
   Frank didn’t appreciate the way Evan called her “his girl,” but it was a minor infraction. After all, it wasn’t entirely false. 
 
   The difficult question now was, what to do next? That was part of the reason Evan was on the phone with him now. 
 
   “Where are you now?” 
 
   “One of the districts outside of downtown Paris. They went into some fat man’s house.” 
 
   “Any idea who he is?” 
 
   “Not yet, but I can have that information within the hour.” 
 
   Frank scratched his chin and thought for a moment. 
 
   Evan waited for the reply on the other end. 
 
   If the two women were to be executed right now, Frank’s competitor would know. It was entirely possible that the Belgian had put his own surveillance on the other woman. He wondered if that person or persons had interfered the way Evan did. It didn’t matter. The game was still on, and there was still the chance that Allyson could deliver, even if her plan was to double-cross him. 
 
   “Sit back, and wait for now. See where they go next. They may lead you to the final painting.” He paused for a second. “In fact, they may lead you to all three. When they do, kill them both, and take it.” 
 
   “What about your bet?”
 
   It was a question Frank already had an answer for. “He doesn’t know who my thief is. It could be Allyson. It could be you. And the rules are clear. If one of our combatants kills the other, they can be replaced. This sort of thing happens all the time. He won’t raise a fuss. Well, other than the fact that he didn’t get all three paintings, which I know will get deep under his skin.” 
 
   “Sir, if I may suggest an alternative, the two women are at a mansion here in Paris. The person who brought them here is a known commodity in the art underworld. It could be that instead of me following the two girls, I could get the information out of their connection and go get the painting myself. After I eliminate them, of course.”
 
   It was an option. But not one Frank was particularly fond of. Evan was useful, of that he was certain. Detective work? Yet to be seen. Killing the two women would simplify things on one hand. It would complicate things on the other. If there was one thing Frank detested, it was losing. And right now, he was losing badly. Being in the club required a certain degree of honesty with the other members. What could it hurt, though? If Evan got involved and failed, it might at least hurry things along. Besides, the gears in Frank’s mind were already turning. It was time to end this whole charade. He would pull out all the stops.
 
   “See what you can do, Evan.”
 
   Frank ended the call and placed the device on his desk. He shook his head. Even though he’d already figured out Allyson’s deception, he was still disappointed. He’d given her a life better than a gutter rat like her could ever imagine. It pained him that she had to die. Then again, that had been his plan all along. 
 
   He stood up and sauntered over to the bar on the other side of the room. His ice bin was empty, something he’d address with his butler at a later point. Frank preferred to have it kept full with fresh cubes whenever he was in the house, just in case he wanted to have a drink. Granted, it was early for scotch, but given the circumstances and the call he was about to make, maybe it was a few hours too late. He reached through a collection of crystal and glass decanters and found the bottle he wanted. 
 
   “If I’m going to have a drink in the morning, it might as well be a Macallan eighteen year old,” he said to himself. 
 
   He removed the stopper on the bottle and picked up one of the whiskey glasses to the left, pouring with a heavy hand until the glass was almost half-full. He set down the bottle and took a long, slow sip. The smoky flavors of peat, vanilla, and a hint of wood splashed over his tongue. There was only a slight burn as the warm liquid cascaded down his throat. 
 
   Frank let out an appreciative, “ah.” He’d been right. If there was a scotch made for brunch, Macallan 18 was that scotch. 
 
   Returning to his desk, he set down the glass and picked up his phone. He swiped through his list of contacts until he came to the number he needed. It wasn’t one he’d memorized. There’d been no need for that. The person on the other end was to be called only in the case of an emergency. His finger hovered over the icon that would dial the number. He hesitated. Evan was in play and could likely handle the situation. But what if he couldn’t? He’d underestimated what the other woman was capable of so far. He didn’t know enough about her, which scared him. And nothing scared Frank Shaw. Well, almost nothing. 
 
   Whoever the Belgian had brought in to do his dirty work was clearly a pro of some kind, whether he knew that or not. Allyson had served Frank well over the years, but this was to be her last hoorah. He didn’t want to eliminate Evan, but collateral damage or friendly fire was a risk Frank was willing to take, even if the young man had been loyal. Evan had failed, though. And the price for failure in Frank’s world was death. There was too much to lose. The friendly wager between billionaires had got out of control, and it was time to bring things to a screeching halt. Better to end the game in a stalemate than in total loss. 
 
   His finger pressed the icon, and the phone began to ring. 
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   Paris
 
    
 
   The three guests stepped into an enormous sitting room. High-backed chairs, upholstered in red and gold with ornately carved woodwork, were positioned in strategic spots to provide the best potential angles for discussion. They rested atop an expensive-looking carpet that spanned most of the sandstone tile floor. Paintings from various creators hung along the wall, surrounding visitors with a barrage of styles, colors, landscapes, and portraits.
 
   “I’m terribly sorry for the mess,” Harry said, waving around a nonchalant hand. “The maid doesn’t come back until tomorrow.” 
 
   Both women looked around the room. It was immaculately clean, as was the atrium they’d come through. When Lester said Harry was a little obsessive about keeping his house tidy, that may have been the understatement of the century. 
 
   He motioned for them to sit and asked if they’d like anything to drink. Remembering her coaster comment, Adriana declined, as did the others. She was half-surprised that the seats didn’t have plastic covers to protect the fabric. Then again, he was a clean freak, not tacky. 
 
   Harry found his way to a chair in the corner and slapped his hand across it a few times as if it needed dusting. Satisfied it was clean enough, he eased into it and crossed one leg over his knee. “I also have to apologize for my being so rude at the door. I have to make myself somewhat unavailable to the public.” 
 
   Adriana wondered why and asked, “Because of the nature of your work or scope of knowledge?” 
 
   “Ah, I wish that were the case, my dear. Actually, my biggest problem comes from having the same name as a man who served in World War I. A Harry Drinkwater wrote a diary during that time about spy work during the Great War. It became quite popular, and as a result, people assume I’m some kind of relative of his. At least twice a week, historians, or even just ordinary people who were interested in his story would come by and try to talk or get an autograph. It was quite annoying. I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t part of why I left England to move to France.” 
 
   “That and you love the croissants,” Lester interjected. 
 
   Harry chuckled. His belly shook as he did. “He’s got a good point. They make some of the best in the world just up the street from here. But I’m getting off subject, and if I had to guess, you’re probably in a bit of a hurry based on your reason for this whole search.” 
 
   Adriana and Allyson both nodded. 
 
    The host’s face grew distant, and he stared off into one of the opposite corners at the olive green wall. “I once had ambition. I thought I knew more about great artwork than anyone else in Europe, maybe in the world.” 
 
   From the start of his anecdote, it didn’t sound like Harry was going to be as quick with the information as promised. 
 
   “My biggest interest was in art that the world had lost. As most people know, and obviously you do too, many great pieces were stolen or destroyed during the war. The Allied unit called Monuments Men, who went through Europe trying to recover these missing pieces, fascinated me. So I dedicated my time and effort to where they failed, or never even tried. The Rembrandt you’re looking for is one that I’ve spent a good number of hours on, mostly because he was my favorite painter.” 
 
   He fiddled with his thumbs as he continued the story. “I was perplexed by this particular painting. It was clear Hitler brought it to Paris, but finding leads to its whereabouts, especially sixty years after the war, proved to be nearly impossible.” 
 
   “I can imagine,” Adriana said. “You must have first gone through the manifests, lists of people who worked at the museum, officers involved with transportation and handling, that sort of stuff.” Her comment served two purposes. She wanted to show that she was savvy to the world of hunting down lost art, but she also wanted to speed the story along. 
 
   “Very good,” he said, beaming with pride. “And let me tell you, I spent thousands of hours on this one painting.” 
 
   Allyson was less patient. She’d been sitting next to Lester, who looked like a happy puppy beside her, desperately wanting to put a gun to Harry’s head and make him cough up the information. Instead, she tried the direct conversational approach. 
 
   “Were you able to find anything useful?” 
 
   He nodded. “After a tremendous amount of effort, yes. I was finally able to track down the name of a woman.” He laughed, his eyes staring absently at the floor. “I assume she was someone like us, a person who desperately wanted to save a priceless piece of art from a monster. She didn’t officially work for anyone, not the German High Command, not the museum, no one. She was, for all intents and purposes, an art spy. Hard to imagine, but this woman was in the business of espionage to salvage great works.” 
 
   “Not as hard to imagine as you might think,” Adriana said. “I have to wonder, though, if she wasn’t being paid by the Nazis and didn’t work in the museum, getting in would have been difficult. Finding her six decades later would have been harder.” 
 
   “It wasn’t easy, as I said before. But I’m a pesky bugger. I don’t give up easy. When I start something, I keep at it until the job’s done. Fortunately for me, they’d taken a picture of the staff the week before the museum was to open. If I’m honest, I wish I’d found that picture at the beginning. Would have saved me a boatload of time and stress. Her name was Greta Klugen. That picture was the only identifying bit I could get on her. Once I had that, I was able to track her down to her hometown of Heidelberg. Of course, that was after I’d exhausted every name listed on that picture.” 
 
   Allyson’s interest increased exponentially. “So you went there? Did you find anything?” 
 
   Harry shook his head. His face flushed red, almost ashamed. “I couldn’t go. I…I don’t leave the house much.” 
 
   “Because he’s a shut-in,” Lester added. 
 
   The host was irritated by his friend’s insulting tone. “I’m not a shut-in, Lester. I just…I have severe anxiety about going out in public. Driving is also an issue. I can’t get on airplanes or trains.” 
 
   “He has an assistant who gets him things he needs,” Lester chimed in again. 
 
   “Thank you very much, Lester. I think you’ve said quite enough,” Harry spat. Lester shrank deeper into the couch. 
 
   “So you never had the chance to investigate whether or not she was the one who took the painting?” Adriana asked. 
 
   “Yeah, and what makes you so sure that she was the one who took it?” Allyson added. 
 
   He shrugged. “A hunch.” 
 
   Allyson was incredulous. “A hunch?” She turned her gaze to Lester. “Is this guy serious?” 
 
   Before he could respond, Harry defended himself. “It’s a hunch based on a great deal of research and information. While I can’t prove without a shadow of a doubt that Klugen was the one who took the painting, I can say with great certainty that everyone else in that picture did not take it.” 
 
   “And why is that?” Adriana asked, giving him the benefit of the doubt. 
 
   Harry leaned forward, putting both feet flat on the floor and resting his elbows on his knees. His face drooped into a grave, secretive expression. “Because she left Paris the day before it closed.” He relaxed and reclined back into the seat again. “The next obvious question is: How do I know that? And you would be correct to ask. Well, I found documents, that’s how. There were time sheets, payrolls, all kinds of stuff. And it was tedious work. Fortunately, some of my assistants were able to minimize the droll task of going through everything. Eventually, we found an anomaly. The day before many of the other paintings were evacuated, Klugen vanished. And the Rembrandt went with her. There were files detailing the inventory of the evacuation. They were sloppily done, probably done in haste. But the Rembrandt wasn’t on the list. There was no mention of what happened to it. So yes, it’s a hunch. But it’s an educated one.” 
 
   The room fell into contemplative silence. Lester’s eyes bounced from one person to the next, waiting to see what would be said next. Harry’s answer had certainly quieted Allyson’s initial concerns. 
 
   Adriana pondered the information. After a few moments of careful consideration, she said, “I’m assuming that, given the time frame for all of this, Mrs. Klugen is no longer with us.”
 
   “And you’d be right,” Harry confirmed. “She passed away ten years ago. Lived a long time, though. Had a bunch of kids. One of her daughters, Emilia, still lives in her mother’s home in Heidelberg. Those Germans really love their old homes. I met a girl once who lived in a house that was six hundred years old.” 
 
   Lester derailed the conversation. “How old is this house, Harry?”
 
   The host shrugged. “Couple hundred years. But downright modern by comparison. It’s virtually a new construction.” He let out another bellowing laugh. Lester joined in, but the two women were busy contemplating their next move. 
 
   “You got an address for us?” Allyson asked, almost rudely. 
 
   Adriana corrected her. “What she means is, you don’t happen to still have the address, do you? It would save us some time if we could get there as soon as possible.” 
 
   “You don’t need to worry about being proper with me,” Harry answered with a smile. “It’s just nice to have some pleasant company around for a change. Usually, all I get is Lester.” 
 
   “He’s not wrong. I’m not usually pleasant.” Lester agreed. 
 
   “I’ve got the address in my study. It’s in a notebook I created during my research. I’ll go upstairs and get it.” 
 
   The three visitors waited patiently for the next ten minutes while Harry went upstairs to look for the notebook. 
 
   Allyson leaned toward Adriana when the large man was out of earshot. “Are we really going to travel all the way to Heidelberg, Germany, based on this guy’s assessment of some old documents?” 
 
   “Do you have a better idea?” 
 
   It wasn’t the first time the two had disagreed. Adriana was right, though. Lester was good at what he did. And he’d brought them to a guy who apparently knew a great deal about missing art and just happened to have a high level of expertise when it came to Rembrandt. 
 
   “What is it he does again?” Allyson asked, switching her gaze to Lester. “I mean, where does he get the money to afford a place like this?” She waved a hand at their surroundings. 
 
   “Inheritance.” The one-word answer didn’t suffice based on the blank expression on her face, so he elaborated. “I think it was old steel money from England. Man’s never had to a work an honest day in his life.” 
 
   Adriana raised a questioning eyebrow. “You fence stolen art, Les.” 
 
   “Point taken.” 
 
   “Here you are,” Harry’s voice thundered from halfway up the stairs. “Right where I left it, as I find things often are.” He chortled a little at his own humor as he waddled across the carpet and over to where Adriana was sitting. He held out the notebook as he moved, but one of his slippers caught in the thick rug and threw him off balance. As he fell forward, the notebook came loose in his hand and dropped to the floor. Adriana reached out to brace him, catching him just before his face hit the edge of an end table. 
 
   Behind her, next to the far wall, the sound of glass breaking crackled through the room. Something clicked inside her, and she ducked down, taking the huge man to the floor with her. 
 
   “Get down!” she shouted. 
 
   Allyson’s reaction was immediate. She rolled off the sofa and down to the floor just as another snap came from the front window. The projectile struck the back wall, ripping through a painting of a flowery meadow and sinking harmlessly into the sheetrock. Lester dove down after her, his legs flailing through the air. 
 
   A third bullet punched a hole in the window and zipped through the room, shattering a vase filled with lilies. Water exploded all over the floor, followed momentarily by the stems and pedals that fell almost in slow motion. 
 
   “Who’s shooting at us?” Allyson nearly yelled. 
 
   Adriana didn’t have an immediate answer, and she doubted the shooter would announce his identity in between firing at them. Right now, they needed to focus on what they could control. And that was getting somewhere safe. 
 
   “I don’t suppose you have a back door to this place, do you?” 
 
   A panic-stricken Harry nodded frantically. “Yes. My car is back there.” 
 
   “I thought you didn’t drive!” Lester shouted as a chunk of glass fell from the windowpane and crashed to the floor in a hundred pieces. 
 
   “I don’t! I have someone drive me if I need to go anywhere.” 
 
   Allyson interrupted their conversation. The bullets were whizzing through the air faster now, tearing apart what was left of the living room window and shredding its accompanying curtains. 
 
   “Why run when we could fight back?” she asked. She drew a pistol from her lower back that had been tucked in tight by a belt.
 
   Adriana had her rucksack by her side with a fully loaded weapon within. From the look on her face, she didn’t necessarily agree with her counterpart’s zealous idea. “His gun is full auto,” she argued. “And he’s got a suppressor on it. We never heard any shots. Your weapon will bring down every gendarme this side of the Eiffel Tower.” She nodded at Allyson’s gun. 
 
   She had a point, even though Allyson didn’t like it. 
 
   Adriana didn’t tell her that inside her bag, she had a specially made box suppressor for her weapon. It had been a gift from Sean, who’d acquired it from one of his buddies at DARPA, the Pentagon’s high-tech research arm. The silencer was still in research and development, but it worked using a chamber-dampening system. She didn’t understand all the science behind it, but the thing worked like a charm. For the current situation, Adriana felt it most prudent to retreat and live to fight another day. 
 
   She was on her stomach, face to face with Harry. “Your keys, where are they?” 
 
   Another piece of glass fell to the ground and shattered. The noise startled him, but he refocused rapidly. “There’s a key hanger by the door on the way to the carriage house. You can’t miss it.” 
 
   “We’re going to need to borrow your car,” she said. “When the shooter stops to reload, you have two choices. You can come with us out the back or stay here and hope he follows us.” 
 
   Harry looked to her for counsel. “Which would you do?” 
 
   “Honestly, I think he’ll follow me and her,” she jerked her thumb at a ticked-off Allyson. “But I could be wrong. And if I am, he’ll come in and shoot you.” 
 
   “That makes it easy. I think I’ll come along with you.” 
 
   “Probably a good choice.” She rolled onto her side so she could see Allyson. “Take these two out the back to the car. I’ll be there in a second.” 
 
   The blonde’s confusion was expressed by her frown. “What are you going to do?” 
 
   “I’m going to keep him occupied for a second. Just go.” 
 
   Allyson let out an irritated grunt, but she shimmied away on her hands and knees, sure to keep low enough that whoever was outside couldn’t see her.
 
   “Follow her,” Adriana ordered the two men. 
 
   She didn’t have to tell Lester twice. He’d already taken off behind her. Harry looked at the two who were on their way out and then back at Adriana. “You sure you’ll be okay?” 
 
   She passed him a devilish grin. “I’ll be fine. Go ahead. Be there in a minute.” 
 
   Harry hesitated and then nodded. “All right.” He shifted around to leave, but before he did, Adriana stopped him. He glanced back to see what she wanted. 
 
   “Hey, Harry. Sorry about the mess.” 
 
   His eyes were wide with fear and confusion, but he mustered enough courage to crack a parting joke. “Like I said, the maid comes by tomorrow.” 
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   Paris
 
    
 
   Adriana wriggled over to a heavy cabinet that was situated against the wall facing the shooter. She dragged her bag with her and reached inside, pulled out her handgun and sound suppressor, and snapped the attachment on the end of the barrel. The shooting suddenly stopped, signaling that whoever was out front needed to reload. She didn’t have much time, but there was enough for her to get up on her knees and take a quick peek out the destroyed window. 
 
   A charcoal gray BMW sat across the street. The windows were tinted way beyond the legal limit in almost any country. She could see the unique shape of a black cylinder barely protruding from the narrow opening at the top of the driver’s side. A second later, she dropped back to the ground as another round ripped through the room. 
 
   At that distance, her weapon’s accuracy would be ballpark at best. No way she could expect to win a shootout. Her plan wasn’t to win, though. It was to keep the shooter honest, to make him think he was in danger. A reply volley would at least give him reason to pause. She tugged back on the slide to chamber a fresh round and leaned her back against the cabinet. Something rattled inside one of the doors. It was a familiar sound, like bottles clanking against each other. 
 
   She raised her right hand up above her shoulder and pried open the closest door. She glanced up and noticed several bottles of bourbon, scotch, cognac, and gin. There were more than a few expensive items. Some were extremely rare, almost impossible to obtain. Harry must have had quite an inheritance based on that collection alone. The liquor gave her another idea, though, one that she doubted her host would approve. 
 
   Right now, she didn’t need his approval. 
 
   She pulled out one of the bottles, a green one full of gin, and worked open the lid using one of the tools inside her rucksack. Next, she ripped a wide strand of the now-ragged curtain hanging close by, and stuffed it into the bottle. After turning it upside-down to make sure the rag was soaked, she propped it up next to the window and waited. 
 
   As suspected, the shooter paused again. She wasn’t fooled. There was no way he’d fired enough rounds to have an empty magazine. She knew that was what the attacker was hoping she’d think. Clever, but not clever enough. The ruse didn’t stop her from poking her weapon’s black barrel out through a busted windowpane and squeezing off a few rounds. 
 
   The bullets bounced harmlessly off the road, ricocheting off the building on the other side of the street and disappearing into the ether. They had the desired effect, though. She peeked through the crack and saw the shooter’s barrel retract for a moment. The next second, he was firing again, this time in earnest. The tattered curtains whipped into a frenzy as hot metal cut through them and pounded the far wall. Vases, picture frames, and upholstery were all victims of the onslaught. The previously clean room now resembled a war zone. 
 
   Adriana waited a second and then popped back up again. Her finger tugged the trigger four times, unleashing another reply to the attacker’s volley. One of her rounds found its way into the rear door of the BMW. A lucky shot but one that was certainly due. The barrel disappeared through the tinted window again, and this time she seized the moment. Grabbing the bottle of gin and her bag, she took off toward the mansion's rear exit, careful to stay low as she moved. 
 
   Outside the room, she turned right into the adjacent corridor and followed the direction she’d seen the others take. No sooner had she stood up a little straighter to gain speed than she heard the sound of more bullets thumping into the wall in the other room. Adriana took no chances and increased her pace to a near sprint until she reached an open door at the back. Her right hand grabbed the door’s edge as she hurried through, pulling it shut behind. A two-story carriage house, designed to match the main living quarters, was situated just twenty feet away. As she neared it, a black Bentley pulled out of the first of three garage doors. Allyson was behind the wheel and motioned for her to hurry. As if Adriana needed the encouragement! 
 
   The front door swung open, and she jumped inside. The two men were hunched down in the back seat, still leery of stray bullets. 
 
   “Hit it,” Adriana ordered. “And drive by the shooter on the way out.” 
 
   Allyson stepped on the gas before she asked, “Shouldn’t we go the other way? That will put us within point-blank range.”
 
   “Yep.” 
 
   Adriana searched one of the front pockets of her rucksack until she found what she was looking for: a small butane lighter. Then Allyson connected the dots: the gin bottle with the rag on top and the smell of piney liquor soaking the fabric. 
 
   “I thought you didn’t want a drink?” Lester said, noticing the bottle. Then he, too, realized what she was about to do. 
 
   “You’re not going to light that in here, are you?” Harry asked. “This isn’t a cheap car, you know.” 
 
   Her response was curt. “I’ll be careful.”
 
   Allyson whipped the car around the semicircular driveway that wrapped around the house and extended out to the main street. Around the northeastern corner of the house, the BMW appeared in their view. Being a quiet residential neighborhood, there was no one on the sidewalk right now, and the road was empty save for a few parked cars. The shooter, emboldened by the vacant street, stepped out of his car and readied his weapon, bracing it against his shoulder. Allyson’s eyes widened at the sight of the shooter. He was tall with dark, short hair and striking, chiseled features. He wore a black compression long-sleeve shirt and matching pants. The eyes were hidden behind a pair of aviator sunglasses, but she knew who he was. It was Evan. And there were only two possibilities as to why he would be shooting at them right now. Either he’d decided to take matters into his own hands, or Frank sold her out. 
 
   She mashed her foot down on the gas pedal, and the Bentley lurched forward on a direct path with the shooter. Evan remained cool, raising his weapon and drawing a bead on the driver. Adriana rolled down her window as she pressed the button on her lighter and held the blue jet flame to the alcohol-soaked rag. It flamed to life, and she gripped it loosely in her right hand. 
 
   Allyson saw Evan taking aim and jerked the wheel to the left. His first shot pierced the windshield on the passenger side, narrowly missing Adriana’s head. It went harmlessly out the back window, but neither she nor Adriana intended to let him fire again. With the broad side exposed to the shooter at a range of less than twenty-five feet, Adriana flung the bottle at the man in black. Instinctively, he took a step back toward his open car door—the worst mistake he could have made. 
 
   The bottle smashed against the pavement and erupted into a bright orange flame, engulfing him in the burning liquid. Immediately, his arms flailed as he tried to beat out the flames. His clothes caught fire within half a second, searing his skin underneath. In his battle with the flames, he slammed backward into the driver’s seat. The burning polyester stuck to his skin, and he screamed out in agony as the Bentley disappeared around a corner at the next intersection. 
 
   Evan struggled to grip the side of the door and pull himself out. The fire had burned through three layers of his skin. His nostrils filled with black smoke from the alcohol and the burning fabric of his clothes. He coughed hard as his fingers wrapped around the doorframe in an attempt to pull himself out onto the ground. The flames had reached his neck and face, sending a fresh surge of frying pain through his nerves. It was more than he could bear. Even if he survived the burns, his life would be lived out in agony and disfigurement. 
 
   The flames began to die down as they ran out of fuel, his clothes completely burned in less than ninety seconds. He collapsed to the street, his energy sapped from his body. His burning muscles twitched. He could think of nothing other than ending this agony. A few feet away, his gun lay on the pavement near the front tire. He mustered every bit of strength he had left and reached out for it, clutching it desperately with gnarled fingers. 
 
   He coughed again as his lungs tried to evacuate the smoke. 
 
   Evan dragged the weapon close to him and pressed the barrel to the side of his head. No need to chamber a round. He knew there was one already there. He closed his eyes and winced as his finger pulled the trigger and sent the street into macabre silence. 
 
   Allyson kept the Bentley moving fast through the side streets of Montparnasse. She’d watched Adriana’s Molotov cocktail explode at Evan’s feet and consume him in fire. She’d seen him fall backward into his car, but other than that she had no way of knowing whether he survived the innovative attack. And she did not intend to let him catch up. 
 
   Questions flew around in her head. Why was Evan shooting at me? Did Frank give the order or was he out on his own now? If Frank gave the order, why? And what will he do when he finds out Evan is dead?
 
   None of these questions had immediate answers. One thing was certain: Allyson had to treat the situation as if Frank had been the one to order the kill. The man she’d grown up with and learned to trust as a teenager was not what he’d seemed long ago. She knew that before this whole game began, but she wanted the money. She needed the money. 
 
   Her mind snapped back to the moment as she noticed a red light up ahead with a line of pedestrians strolling through the crosswalk. She slammed on the brakes, and the Bentley came to a stop behind a nondescript Japanese car. Allyson thought quickly, knowing that Adriana was already trying to piece together what had just happened. 
 
   “Who was that guy?” she asked, playing ignorant. 
 
   Adriana glanced over at her, still breathing a little heavy. Even though she was in tremendous shape, adrenaline-fueled events like that always picked up her heart rate. “I was hoping you could tell me.” 
 
   Allyson lied. “I have no idea. I’ve never seen him before.” 
 
   “Well, that was exhilarating,” Harry chimed in from the back. Allyson was thankful for the interruption. 
 
   “Exhilarating?” Lester whined. “We almost got killed! It was dumb luck we made it out of there in one piece!”
 
   Adriana brought the group back to focus. “Harry, we’ll take your car to the train station. You can drop us off there. Lester, I assume you have someone who can fix up Harry’s car for him?” She motioned to the windshield and the spiderweb crack with a hole in the center. 
 
   “Why would I—?”
 
   “Because at any minute, the police will be swarming the area. Your story is that you were out running errands with Harry. Someone must have shot up the house while you were gone. Understood?” 
 
   Lester nodded slowly. “Yeah. I understand. I have a friend who runs an auto repair shop near here. He can probably make the car look like new again. He owes me a favor.” 
 
   “Good.” She returned her attention to Harry as the light turned green and Allyson accelerated through the intersection. “I’m sorry for all this trouble, Harry. I’ll pay for the repairs to your home.” 
 
   The large man smiled broadly, the corners of his lips nearly stretching to his ears. “Are you kidding? This is the most excitement I’ve had in years. I feel more alive than ever! And don’t worry about the repairs. I have more than enough to fix that. The place was due for a little renovation anyway.” 
 
   Harry looked out the window and watched the Parisian landscape pass by. He let out a satisfied sigh as if he’d just eaten a big meal. 
 
   The two women weren’t so relaxed. Both continued to check the mirrors to make sure no one was following them. So far, the BMW hadn't made an appearance. But just to be safe, they would both need to be on even higher alert from here on out. Someone was trying to kill them, and until they knew who or why, their nerves would be on edge.
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   Paris
 
    
 
   Two hours later, the Bentley pulled onto the street that passed by Harry’s home. Lester was behind the wheel and slowed the vehicle at the sight of all the police tape. A gendarme was guarding the perimeter and signaled for the driver to stop. 
 
   Lester did as told and halted the car fifteen feet short of the tape. He shifted the transmission into park and waited to see what the cop would say.
 
   The uniformed policeman stepped up to the window. Lester was already in the process of rolling it down. 
 
   “What is going on?” Lester asked in terrible French. “My friend lives in that house over there.” He pointed to Harry’s mansion. 
 
   “We are investigating a homicide.” The policeman looked into the back at Harry. “How long have you been gone?” 
 
   Lester shrugged. “A few hours. I’m his driver. We were out running some errands.” 
 
   Harry interjected, speaking English proudly. “I had a bit of mail to drop off and had a craving for some croissants.” 
 
   A man in a black suit approached the vehicle. His head was shaved and his face marked with distinct, dark eyebrows. Underneath them were bottomless brown eyes that appeared more like black orbs set inside his sockets. He flashed a badge at Lester and told the guy in uniform to go back to the scene. The young cop obeyed and left the bald man with the Bentley and its occupants. 
 
   He spoke in plain English with an Eastern European accent. It was clear he wasn’t French, even though the man attempted to mask that fact by slurring a few syllables. “Are you the owner of this home?” he asked. 
 
   Harry nodded. “I am. What the devil is going on here?” 
 
   “A man was burned alive here less than two hours ago. His wounds must have been so severe that he put a gun to his head and ended his own life. Where were you for the last two hours?” 
 
   “Like I said,” Lester started to answer, but shaved head shut him down. 
 
   “I was talking to the man in the back.” 
 
   Harry was thrown off by the sudden rude approach, but he assumed the man was just doing his job. “Like my driver was about to say, we were off running some errands. Mail and such.” 
 
   Shaved head nodded. “That’s interesting. Because we have witnesses who say they saw this car leaving the scene as it all happened. They say there were two women in the car with you.” 
 
   “Two women?” Lester tried to play dumb. 
 
   “Where are they?” 
 
   “We don’t know anything about two women.” 
 
   Shaved head pulled a Glock out of his jacket and aimed it at Lester’s chest, shielding it with his body from the view of the other policemen. A second later, he removed a sound suppressor from another pocket and attached it to the end of the gun with a quick twist. 
 
   “I don’t have time for your lies right now. We need to know where the two women went.” 
 
   Harry’s eyes were like ice picks, stabbing at the man in the suit. He did not intend to sell the women out. Lester, however, was weak. 
 
   He nearly wet himself at the threat. When he answered, his voice trembled, full of cowardice. “Heidelberg,” he said. “They’re taking a train to Heidelberg, Germany.” 
 
   “You’re certain of this?” The man’s broad jaw and pale skin gave him an almost ghostly appearance. 
 
   Lester nodded. “We dropped them about an hour ago.” His breath quickened. “Are we in trouble? That guy over there, he shot at us. We were just in the house. It was self-defense. I don’t want to go to prison.” His words came like a fire hose on full blast. 
 
   Shaved head cocked his head to the side, staring at Lester with sinister amusement. “Prison? Oh, you aren’t going to prison.” With his free hand, he reached into his pocket, pulled out a compact 9mm pistol, and tossed it into Lester’s lap. 
 
   “What’s this?” 
 
   “A distraction for them.” He motioned to the other police with a sideways nod. The weapon in the man’s hand suddenly fired twice, sending a round into Lester’s head. Then he turned the barrel to the back and fired through the window at Harry, putting one bullet in his chest and another in his stomach. 
 
   Lester slumped over to the right as blood seeped through the holes in his chest, soaking his shirt. Harry toppled over in the seat, tilted back at an awkward angle as the side of his head came to a rest on the top of the seat. 
 
   Shaved head twisted his head and glanced back at the crime scene. A coroner’s vehicle, four police cars, and several authorities surrounded the black BMW. No one noticed what had just transpired with the Bentley. They were all preoccupied, some even gawking at the sight of the burned man. No one witnessed the man in the black suit as he walked away and disappeared around the corner. 
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   Heidelberg, Germany
 
    
 
   The two women left the train station aboard one of the many local metro lines. Heidelberg was nestled along the Neckar River, which separated the main part of town from the foothills and small mountains in southwestern Germany. It was famous for its castle, sitting atop one of the nearby hills. The Heidelberg Schloss, like many castles, had been through renovations, partial destructions due to fire, followed by further renovations. One of the castle’s most interesting tourist features was its giant beer barrel. Weighing in at fifty-five thousand gallons, the barrel was touted as the largest in the world. It even had a staircase built around it so visitors could walk up to stand on top. One local legend claimed that one of the kings consumed so much beer on a regular basis that when he decided to do something different one day and drink some water, he ended up taking ill and died. 
 
   Adriana and Allyson didn’t have time for such touristy distractions. They were on a mission, and the sooner things could be sorted out, the better. 
 
   Conflict raged in Allyson’s head. She was still unsettled about the incident with Evan. In Mexico, he’d saved her life, scooping her up from the wreckage of a car before the federales arrived. Now he was trying to kill her. 
 
   Adriana eyed the address she’d noted in her phone. It would only take them fifteen minutes to reach Klugen’s home. According to local time, it was still late in the afternoon. The train ride from Paris to Heidelberg had taken a little over five hours. Not bad. It still gave them time to find Klugen’s daughter and ask about the painting. 
 
   Fatigue was starting to creep in, but the two thieves could worry about that later. There’d be plenty of time to find a hotel and a room once they’d completed their inquiry. 
 
   Flags and banners hung across the street every few hundred feet, giving the impression that Heidelberg was a city in constant celebration. Citizens walked briskly along the sidewalks, hurrying to get to their favorite restaurants for supper or a local bierhaus for their daily afternoon drinks. 
 
   “Have you ever been here before?” Allyson asked as the train snaked its way through the streets and around a small town square. 
 
   Adriana nodded. “Once. A long time ago.” 
 
   Allyson waited for more, but when nothing came, she spoke up again. “There a story behind that?” 
 
   “Not really. I came here with a group from school. We were touring the area and only stayed two days.” 
 
   “How old were you?” 
 
   Adriana had to think about it for a second. “Seventeen, I think. I don’t remember much about it other than some of the oddities that stick out.” 
 
   “Like what?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” she shrugged. “Tourist stuff. The castle. Points of interest.” She wondered why Allyson was getting so chatty all of a sudden. They’d virtually said nothing to each other on the train ride over, electing to instead get a few minutes of troubled sleep amid the noise of the railway. 
 
   Thankfully, the train slowed to a halt, its brakes screeching underneath. “This is our stop,” Adriana said. 
 
   She moved over to the doors and, when they opened, stepped down onto the street. The air was cooler than she expected, scented heavily by the forest’s leaves, bark, and pine. Even though fall was still a few weeks away, this part of the world already felt like it was in full swing. If there was one thing Adriana loved about the Germans, it was their passion for celebrating. 
 
   She made her way across a cobblestone section of street toward a restaurant overflowing with patrons. The smell of sausage, fresh baked pretzels, and onions wafted through the air and filled her nostrils. She was hungry and knew Allyson had to be too. Probably best if they get something in their stomachs before going to bother Emilia Klugen. 
 
   “We should eat before we visit this woman. She’s probably having dinner right now as well, and I’m starving.” 
 
   Allyson sighed with relief. “Good call. Any place around here that isn’t busy? Looks like everyone’s out to eat right now.” 
 
   Adriana pointed at a cart on the sidewalk a few blocks away. It was situated next to the main thoroughfare of old Heidelberg. “That will do.”
 
   “A hot dog? Really? I was thinking of something a little more…you know, not a hot dog.” 
 
   Adriana snorted quietly. “It’s not a hot dog stand. They sell döners.” 
 
   “A what?” 
 
   “They’re good. You’ll see.” 
 
   She led the way over to the stand. It was operated by a man with a thick beard streaked with patches of gray. His matching hair was matted down with a Boston Red Sox baseball cap. He grinned at the two women as they approached. His teeth were a little crooked and covered with a yellow tint, evidence of years of smoking. 
 
   “You like chicken?” Adriana asked her partner. 
 
   “Sure.” Allyson answered with a nod. She eyed the contents of the cart suspiciously. 
 
   A spit with a huge rack of lamb and beef rotated next to an array of heating coils. Metal pots were filled with lettuce, onions, tomatoes, and sauces of three varieties and colors. 
 
   “Two chicken döners, please,” Adriana said in English. Most of the döner stands she’d visited in the past were operated by Turks. Over the years, many Turkish immigrants had found their way across the German border in search of new opportunities. Thankfully, they brought their delicious form of street food with them. 
 
   The man quickly assembled the meals, stuffing the pita bread with hot, seasoned chicken, a creamy white sauce, and the onions, tomato, and lettuce. He wrapped them in a waxy paper and passed them across to the women. Adriana passed him a few bills and thanked him. 
 
   They found a place to sit on a nearby street bench and plopped down to enjoy their food. 
 
   “Mmm,” Allyson said after taking a huge bite out of her döner. She clearly didn’t mind speaking with her mouth full. “This is pretty good.” 
 
   Adriana nodded but finished her meal in silence. It felt like she was eating dinner with the devil, and at any moment, she could be stabbed in the back. It wasn’t a question of if, either. 
 
   When she’d finished off the pita bread, Adriana got up and went back over to the cart, ordered two bottles of water without bubbles, and returned to the bench. Allyson was just getting done with her döner, and she readily accepted the bottle Adriana offered. 
 
   “Thanks, I was getting pretty thirsty.” 
 
   “You’re welcome.” Adriana stared down the busy city street. Night was coming soon, which would make it harder to find their way around. They could still do it by streetlight, but she always felt like it was much easier to navigate strange places by daylight. “We need to get moving. There’s no telling when this woman goes to bed, and I’d rather not be out here in the dark trying to find her house.” She pointed in the direction she was staring. The reddish outline of the Heidelberg Castle stood against a backdrop of green beyond the tip of her finger. “I think it’s that way.” 
 
   “You don’t mean the castle, obviously.” 
 
   “No. But according to the map I looked up on my phone during our train ride, I’d guess it’s in that direction. We’ll cross the bridge and head up the hill. It looks like there are more houses sprinkled around the area on the edge of the forest outside the castle. That’s where Klugen’s house is.” 
 
   They walked along the street, side by side, but intentionally keeping a little space between them. The two were working together, true, but they weren’t friends. They passed through an area where it seemed everything was either a shop, a bar, or a restaurant, eventually arriving at an intersection where the buildings started to appear a little more residential. 
 
   After crossing the river, the two trudged up a steep hill through a sparse neighborhood. Cars lined the street, probably tourists there to see the castle, but soon the women were beyond the tightly parked cars and on a side street where there were even fewer houses. 
 
   They turned right about midway up the hill and found themselves on a dead-end street. Adriana double-checked the route to make sure they were going the correct way. According to the map on her phone, Klugen’s home would be straight ahead on the left. She took a mental note of the address numbers on the first two homes they passed. The next one, a two-story half-timber home, had the correct number on the mailbox. 
 
   “I guess that one’s it,” Adriana said, pointing at the home. 
 
   The structure looked like so many she’d seen on her travels in Germany, and Harry had been right about the age. It had to be at least three or four hundred years old. Yet the home still appeared to be in great shape. Things truly weren’t made like they used to be. 
 
   Night was falling quickly on the area. The sun had disappeared behind the hillside several minutes before, which meant that when the two women left Klugen’s home, it would be well after dark. Adriana hoped the woman wasn’t someone who went to bed early. If she was even the right person. 
 
   She turned onto a set of concrete steps that led up to a path cutting through the front yard and walked warily toward the worn wooden door on the lower floor. The front façade of the house had a few large windows looking out over the valley and river below. Adriana figured that the views, especially in the morning when the sun was rising, had to be magnificent. 
 
   Fifteen feet from the house, a woman’s voice startled the two visitors with a traditional German greeting. 
 
   “Hallo!” 
 
   They spun around and saw a woman with short brown hair standing on the street. She had a red leash looped in one hand. On the other end, a German shepherd panted happily, ears perked to the sky as he stared off into the forest at some woodland creature that caught his attention. 
 
   Adriana glanced questioningly at Allyson and then back at the woman. “Frau Klugen?” she asked, using her best German pronunciation. 
 
   “No,” the woman replied in German, smiling. “She is gone on holiday. My name is Ingrid. I live up the street. Are you friends of hers?” 
 
   “Yes. We were traveling through the area and thought we would surprise her.” Adriana feigned disappointment. Actually, she wasn’t faking it. But her disappointment was focused on the fact that Klugen wasn’t home. That meant their investigation just came to a grinding halt.
 
   “Ah, she decided to go visit some relatives in the north for a few days. I believe they were going to visit the coast. It was a spontaneous decision, I think. She only told me about it two days ago. I’ve been getting her mail since then.” 
 
   That was a relief. Adriana and Allyson were both immediately concerned that the woman would be suspicious as to why they were there and unaware that Klugen was not. After all, friends should know things like that.
 
   The helpful neighbor continued. “I’ll be sure to tell her you came by.” 
 
   “That won’t be necessary,” Adriana blurted, much faster than she’d meant to. “I’ll tell her myself.” She turned to Allyson and whispered, “We need to leave.” 
 
   “But we don’t have what we came for,” Allyson hissed through a toothy smile. 
 
   Adriana’s nostrils flared. “We will. Sometimes, to win a battle you have to retreat.” She grinned at the neighbor and started walking back toward the street. “Thank you so much for letting us know. Perhaps we will see her next time we visit.” 
 
   “You’re very welcome.” 
 
   The dog’s attention diverted to the approaching women, its eyes wide and ears still pointing up. It wagged its tail happily, which was a relief. In their line of work, the things they feared the most weren’t alarm systems or guns. It was dogs. Animals were unpredictable. They could change course in a second and go from friendly to deadly. They were loud, sometimes more attention getting than an alarm. Fending off a dog’s bite was difficult too because their movements were hard to anticipate. They could snap one way and then another, and their attacks were extremely persistent. Their primal instinct to kill was powerful once it kicked into high gear. For now, the neighbor’s dog appeared to just be happy to get a little fresh air and a brisk walk. 
 
   “Have a wonderful evening,” Adriana said as she reached the bottom of the steps and veered right down the street. 
 
   “You too,” the lady said. “Good evening.” 
 
   Once the woman was to their back and walking in the other direction, Adriana picked up her pace. 
 
   Out of earshot, Allyson protested their departure. “What are we doing? We need to get in that house.”
 
   “I know. But we can’t very well go in there right now, can we? That nosey neighbor will call the police.” 
 
   Allyson looked back over her shoulder and then again at Adriana as they turned the corner and descended the hill toward the river. “Why don’t we just take her out?” 
 
   It was a simple enough question. And it gave a huge insight into Allyson’s character. She didn’t care about anyone but herself. And no one would stand in her way. Just one sentence said it all. 
 
   Adriana stopped next to a large juniper bush and faced the blonde. “Take her out? You mean kill her?” She put her hands on her hips and stared in disbelief. 
 
   Allyson shrugged. “I was thinking more along the lines of knocking her out, but sure, if you want to kill her.” 
 
   Adriana’s head shook rapidly back and forth. “What? No, I don’t want to kill her. Are you crazy? Do you just go around killing people all the time?” 
 
   “When the need arises.” 
 
   Without responding, Adriana twisted to the right and started walking again. 
 
   “Wait. What are we going to do? Just walk away? You won’t get your dad back if we don’t get in that house, you know.” Allyson hurried after her.
 
   “We aren’t leaving. We’re just going somewhere to wait.” 
 
   “Where are we going? What are we waiting for?” 
 
   Adriana’s gaze stayed on the road ahead. When she spoke, she didn’t look at Allyson. “You’re a thief, Allyson. It’s time you start thinking like one. Where doesn’t matter. We’re waiting until dark, and then we’re going to do what we do best. We’ll break into Klugen’s home and look for anything that relates to the missing Rembrandt. When we find it, we make a note of the information and leave the house exactly as we found it. Understood?”
 
   It all made sense now. If she was honest, Allyson was angry with herself for not conceiving the same plan. Fatigue had taken its toll, though, and she wasn’t thinking clearly. 
 
   “Understood.” 
 
   Adriana’s tone grew even more serious, carrying a warning with it. “I mean it. We leave the house as we find it. Don’t get any ideas about stealing anything.” 
 
   “I got you. I won’t take anything. Jeez. You act as if I’m a kleptomaniac or something. I have self-control.” 
 
   “You wanted to kill that nice neighbor lady back there.” 
 
   “Knock her unconscious,” Allyson corrected. 
 
   “Either way, it’s barbaric. It wouldn’t kill you to learn a little discretion.” 
 
   Allyson’s eyes narrowed, full of contempt. She kept her thoughts to herself as anger boiled up inside her. Yeah? Well, being so soft might end up killing you.
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   Darkness descended rapidly over the city. The town’s lights flickered to life around dusk and soon were doing their best to mirror the clear, starry sky above with a constant yellowish glow from windows, streetlights, clock towers, and doorways. 
 
   “Can we please go?” Allyson groaned. 
 
   The two thieves sat on a bench near the edge of the river. For the last hour, they’d sat waiting, watching the rapidly flowing water rush by. A chill had settled in the area, and they both took lightweight windbreakers out of their rucksacks. Along with one change of clothes, they were the only protection against the elements that the women had with them. Better to travel light and be mobile than be over prepared and not be able to get away from a fight. 
 
   “Yes. I think we’ve waited long enough,” Adriana conceded. Some of the nearby homes were already plunging into darkness as the owners switched off the interior lights for the night. A few others remained on and mingled with the flashing colors of television screens. 
 
   Klugen’s home blended in with the dark, forested hillside. It was perfect, ripe for the picking as far as the two thieves were concerned. They’d watched from down below as the neighbor returned from walking her dog and disappeared into the house two doors down. The location of the animal’s home was less than optimal. Passing by could potentially set the dog off in a frenzy of barking and would raise the suspicions of the owner. But that was a risk they’d just have to take. 
 
   They moved quickly, keeping to the shadows of giant oaks and thick bushes along the side of the street. On more than one occasion, Adriana imagined seeing one of the other neighbors through an open window or doorway, but after stopping, she realized it was just her mind playing tricks on her. 
 
   Allyson could relate. It was an occupational hazard. Paranoia ran deep when it came to breaking into a place, whether it was a home or a bank. It also provided a new rush of adrenaline that, for a short while, wiped away any exhaustion the women might have. 
 
   Rounding the turn, the two headed down the straightaway as they’d done before, this time keeping low next to the stone retaining wall that ran along the street in front of the last row of houses. 
 
   The only conversation the women had while sitting next to the river was how to approach Klugen’s home and which door to go through. They assumed there would be a back door, but without seeing it, that could pose any number of issues. It could be attached to a porch, which would require picking two locks instead of one. With no reconnaissance of the house, it made more sense to work with known variables. While going through the front door exposed them to view of nearby wandering eyes, the women would be difficult to see in the darkness. And they wouldn’t be out in the open long. 
 
   Once inside, they could figure out where Klugen kept her valuables and anything related to her mother’s job at Hitler’s museum…if there was anything to find. 
 
   They reached the concrete steps in front of Klugen’s home, looked both directions to make sure no one was watching, and sprinted up and across the pathway toward the front door. During the short run, they were exposed. That made it imperative to move fast. 
 
   Getting to the door took less than eight seconds, even with their small bags clutched firmly to keep any contents from rattling and signaling their presence. Once under the shadow of the house’s triangular roof, the two thieves got down on bended knee. 
 
   A loud bang thundered from down in the valley, startling the two for a brief second. Then they realized what it was as another explosion boomed in the sky a half mile away. Someone in the city was shooting off fireworks for whatever festival they were celebrating. 
 
   Adriana had already removed the tool she needed before they began their march up the hill. She’d clutched it in her palm during their sprint from the street. Her fingers pried open a thin, flat rod and removed a detachable, thick wire from the end. The device— a small object similar to a Swiss Army knife, both in size and shape—was a collection of lock picking tools she’d used to gain entry into a number of different places. How many, she couldn’t say. The count had been lost in her memory years ago. What hadn’t been lost was her ability to pick a standard lock in under twenty seconds. 
 
   She jammed the flat piece into the keyhole and then proceeded to stick the wire in just above it. Allyson crouched nearby, watching the street for any signs of late evening walkers or worse, a drunk who’d wandered too far away from their destination after a night of heavy drinking at the bierhaus. 
 
   The door clicked, and Adriana held both utensils with one hand while turning the knob with the other. Once inside, Allyson was going to override the security system with a device Adriana gave her earlier. The piece of technology was an incredible innovation. For most home alarm systems, the wires connecting the keypad to the system itself had a backup. So if someone cut the wires, the alarm would still go off. And if the power was cut, the battery backup would still pump out the annoying and somewhat effective alarm. 
 
   The device in Allyson’s hand took care of that issue. They would melt the wire covers with a small, intense heater made for that purpose, connect the wires to the back of the console via clamps, and the internal computer would handle the rest. It was set to send a signal to the security system that everything was okay, without having to know the keypad entry number. It was ingenious, and had helped Adriana on more than one occasion. 
 
   She gave a silent, questioning look over at Allyson to make sure she was ready and then turned the doorknob.
 
   They rushed through the door and into the home. Adriana allowed Allyson to pass by to find the security keypad while she closed the door. But as the door clicked in the frame, both women realized something wasn’t right. There was no prolonged beep telling them that they only had so many seconds until the alarm went off. 
 
   Allyson searched the walls to find the keypad but saw none. She looked back at Adriana in a panic. “Where’s the console?” she hissed. 
 
   Adriana kept her breathing slow and listened carefully. Her eyes searched the dark house for anything resembling the keypad. Then she had an epiphany. “Relax. There’s no alarm here.” She couldn’t help but smile as she put her lock picking toolkit back in the rucksack. 
 
   Allyson was obviously dubious. “What? How could there not be an—?”
 
   “Because this home is at least four hundred years old, and I’m guessing that Frau Klugen didn’t bother to have any upgrades done when she acquired it after her mother’s death.” 
 
   “Right. Good point.” 
 
   The only light in the room seeped through the curtains at the front window. From the looks of it, they were in a cellar. That meant the main entrance must have been around the back or on the side. None of that mattered now. They were in. 
 
   Allyson moved over to the window and pulled the curtains closed. Any good thief knew that one of the simplest and biggest mistakes bad thieves made was to keep lights off but wave their flashlights around as if a circus was in full swing. Keeping the windows covered was an easy remedy. 
 
   Once she was done, she started to put Adriana’s device into her bag. The Spaniard saw what she was doing and stopped her. “What are you doing?” 
 
   “Just putting this away. Why?” 
 
   Adriana shook her head and walked over to where her counterpart stood. She put her hand out, demanding the device. 
 
   “Fine. Jeez, you are uptight.” 
 
   Adriana shook her head disapprovingly and stuffed the object into her rucksack then set the bag down on a nearby box. Both women removed their smartphones from pockets and turned on the bright LED flashlights, careful to keep them low and pointed at the floor. 
 
   In the white glow, they could see it was definitely a cellar. Cardboard boxes were stacked high against the wall on one side. Another collection of boxes sat on the floor near a wooden staircase. Upon checking them out, the women realized they were full of beer bottles. 
 
   “Ugh, I’ll never understand why Europeans drink their beer at that temperature,” Allyson said. 
 
   Adriana shone her light on the next wall, running it over an electrical panel, another stack of boxes, a washer and dryer, and an old gray filing cabinet. 
 
   “We might as well start down here,” she said. “Odds are, if Klugen’s mother had something she kept around from the war, it will probably be down here.” 
 
   Allyson sighed. “It’s gonna be like finding a needle in a stack of needles in this mess. Some of these boxes are pretty dusty. Looks like they’ve not been touched in a long time.” She stepped over to one and made a tight circle with her lips then blew the layer of dust off the top. It was more than she’d expected and stepped back, waving the dust away from her face as she turned away. 
 
   Adriana shook her head. “Good. Check those boxes. I’ll start with these files. Keep an eye out for anything related to Paris, 1945, the Nazis, anything in that realm.” 
 
   “And art.” 
 
   “Well, yes. Art.” 
 
   When the two set to work, it was almost nine in the evening, local time. Minutes rolled by and turned into hours. At one point, Allyson stopped and sighed, complaining about how tedious it was sifting through old records, photo albums, and just plain junk. Adriana kindly requested that she keep at it and be patient, that sometimes things like this took time. 
 
   Near midnight, though, they’d found nothing even closely related to the missing Rembrandt. 
 
   Adriana crossed her arms and scanned the room. “That’s all of it. I guess we look upstairs.”
 
   Allyson was doubtful. Dark circles had formed under her eyes. When she spoke, her voice dragged as if she was about to fall asleep while still standing. “What if there is nothing? What if Harry was wrong or what if Greta Klugen’s daughter got rid of the evidence when her mother passed away? We could spend all night looking and never find anything.” 
 
   Her questions were things Adriana had already considered. They came from a doubtful corner of her mind where dread and fear waited to pounce. She couldn’t allow those thoughts to win. This house was the right place. It had to be. 
 
   “Come on,” she said, heading toward the stairs. “Look at it this way, when we find this painting, it’s going to be worth several million dollars in your account. A few hours of looking around a stranger’s house should be worth that. Right?” 
 
   Allyson took a deep breath and nodded. “You make a good point.” 
 
   At the top of the stairs, another doorway opened into a small foyer where the main entrance was located. A coat hanger and mirror were on the opposing wall, along with a picture of an old woman and a fat, black-and-white cat. 
 
   That explains the smell, Adriana thought, twitching her nose. There was no sign of the feline, which meant the cat was probably no longer around even though the scent was. 
 
   The women turned left into an area where a small kitchen and living room merged. A stone fireplace was situated in the center of the back wall. The front wall featured the two large windows Adriana had noted previously. The living room was modestly decorated, mostly with things that were over two decades old. 
 
   “It’s like walking into my grandmother’s house,” Allyson said, eyeing the afghan on the hideously upholstered couch. “That couch looks like every drab color in existence threw up all over it.” 
 
   Adriana couldn’t help but snort at the comment. “Come on, let’s have a look around. The bedroom should be back here. Maybe there’s something in a closet or dresser.” 
 
   “Fine.” Allyson said. 
 
   She reluctantly followed her partner through the living room to an open doorway in the far corner. It opened into a short corridor where they found a bathroom, a miniscule guest room, and then the master bedroom and bath. 
 
   “You know,” Adriana disrupted the silence as she walked over to a dresser, pulled open a drawer, and sifted through the socks, underwear and other personal items, “I don’t mean to sound critical but, are you always this lazy?” 
 
   Allyson frowned and cocked her head to the side. “That’s a rude thing to say. What makes you think I’m lazy?” 
 
   Adriana closed the drawer after finding nothing of interest and went to the next one down. “In the world we work in, and reality in general, things are often not easily obtained. Not if they’re worth having, anyway. We have to put in a great deal of work to get what we want.” 
 
   Allyson floated over to the closet and pulled open the two shuttered doors. Inside was an array of vintage clothing. It smelled vintage too, as if they’d been hanging there for thirty years, letting moths and dust do their worst. “Ugh, these clothes. And thanks for the lecture, Mom. I prefer to think of it as working smarter instead of harder.” 
 
   “Sometimes, we have to do both.” Adriana knew her words were lost on the other woman. Honestly, she didn’t think they would change Allyson’s mind. But she’d had about enough of the complaining. The only reason she’d let her come along was because she thought it would cut down on the time spent finding the missing art. Now that decision was coming into question. 
 
   If Allyson didn’t start pulling her weight soon, Adriana might have to consider dropping her off in a remote location. After all, she knew Allyson would do the same to her at any moment. It was inevitable. A tiger couldn’t change its stripes. 
 
   “You’re right. I’m sorry,” Allyson apologized. It sounded sincere. “I’m just tired. Normally, I don’t whine this much.” Her tone took on the gravity of a confessional booth. “And I’m angry. I can’t believe Frank just sat there and lied right through his teeth to me. I don’t like to admit it, but you were right.” 
 
   Adriana was busy sifting through a drawer of tightly folded shirts. She was starting to get frustrated as well. The Heidelberg lead was growing colder by the second, and it was the only one they had. Could Harry have been mistaken? Of course, he could have. He said it himself. The lead with Klugen was a gut instinct. He’d done a ton of research, but in the end there was no real, concrete evidence. So Adriana understood Allyson’s frustration. She just didn’t complain about it. That did no good for either of them. She was of the mindset that if something doesn’t help, it’s hurting. 
 
   “What was I right about?” she asked absently as she closed the drawer and went to the lowest one near the floor. 
 
   Allyson pulled a tacky-looking polyester dress to the right and found a stack of boxes. She tugged the lid off one and started looking through it. The thing was full of picture frames, old candles, a notebook, and a few nature magazines. 
 
   “About Frank killing me when this is all over. I could see it in his eyes. What a slimeball.” She picked through the collection of junk, tossing items aside as they proved worthless. Then she flipped through the notebook only to find to-do lists and a few other mundane notes from Klugen’s daily life. “I can’t believe I trusted him. After all I’ve done for him.” 
 
   For two seconds, Adriana almost felt sorry for her. Then she reminded herself that the woman was a cold-hearted criminal. There was nothing she wouldn’t do and no one she wouldn’t stab in the back to get what she wanted. 
 
   “It happens,” she said and offered no other consolation. 
 
   Their conversation ended abruptly, and the two women continued their search in silence. They scoured the bedroom, leaving no proverbial stone unturned. Adriana had to remind Allyson to make sure she put everything back as she found it and not leave a mess. It was the least they could do for invading the German woman’s home. If they could make it look like no one had ever been there, that was what Adriana wanted. 
 
   Their search continued into the other rooms of the main floor, but after another hour of looking through nearly everything, they came up empty handed. It was near one thirty in the morning when Adriana finally put her hands on her hips and let out a weary sigh. 
 
   They’d been there for hours and found nothing. The reality began to set in that maybe, just maybe, they had come to the wrong place, that Harry had been wrong after all. 
 
   Allyson slumped into one of the couches and rested her head on the back. “I can’t do any more tonight. I’m too tired. I’m sorry if you think I’m lazy, but if there was something here, we would have found it already.” 
 
   Adriana rubbed her eyes and face with her left hand, still standing there in the middle of the room. She was in disbelief, her jaw clenched tight in frustration. It had to be here. This was the place. Harry wouldn’t have gone through all the trouble and been so convinced of it if Klugen’s home was the wrong spot. 
 
   Allyson spoke up again, this time with an even more sluggish voice. “Maybe we can tell them that the painting was destroyed. They said that was one of the options.”
 
   “No,” Adriana shook her head. “We would have to have undeniable proof. Being unable to find it wouldn’t qualify. They’d kill my father, and us too.” 
 
   Twenty seconds passed, and then Allyson leaned forward, pointing at a painting that hung over the fireplace. “Maybe we could take them that one instead and see if they’ll settle.” She laughed a little after her joke and then eased her head back against the upholstery again. 
 
   The realist painting was of a brick church. It featured enormous, arched white window frames and a three-tiered bell and clock tower that stood high above the steep slate roof. A cluster of people was huddled near the entrance, shaded by a few nearby trees. She’d been so focused on searching every nook and cranny of the house, Adriana had barely even noticed the painting before. Now, however, it stood out like a two-headed cat. 
 
   Her feet carried her over to the fireplace, and she stopped short, just a foot away from the work of art. She looked up at it with wide, captivated eyes. Her mouth dropped wide open. The detail in the painting was incredible. But that wasn’t what caught her attention. It was the location itself. 
 
   In the bottom right hand corner, the artist had signed the painting and included the title, which wasn’t entirely uncommon but certainly unusual. It read Westerkerk, followed by NW-1-14. 
 
    Adriana was overcome with a flood of emotions. The answer became suddenly clear. The Westerkerk in Amsterdam was rumored to be the final resting place of Rembrandt, though no one could confirm exactly where his remains were on the premises. Many of the people buried there had been placed under the massive stone tiles on the floor, as was customary in many churches during that period in Europe. Could it really be that simple? Had Klugen taken the missing Rembrandt back to its creator? Then there was the question of the strange letters and numbers. What did it mean? Northwest? Were the numbers a date of some sort?
 
   Allyson interrupted her thoughts and leaned up. “What are you doing?” 
 
   Adriana spun around, excitedly pointing at the painting. Her face brightened, full of renewed energy. “It’s the Westerkerk.” She could see from the blank expression on Allyson’s face that she had no idea what Adriana was talking about. “It’s in Amsterdam. It’s the church where Rembrandt is believed to be buried.” 
 
   Allyson’s eyes widened a little, but she still didn’t fully appreciate the possibility, so Adriana kept going. 
 
   “Don’t you see? This painting is the clue. Klugen must have taken the Rembrandt to this church and buried it with its creator. It makes perfect sense. She knew someday someone would come looking for it, and this was the only clue she left to point the way.”
 
   Allyson stood up, still perplexed but beginning to see where her partner was going. “So this church is in Amsterdam? And you say Rembrandt is buried there?”
 
   Adriana nodded, barely containing her excitement. 
 
   “What are these letters and numbers down here?” Allyson pointed at the anomaly. 
 
   “Not sure,” Adriana shook her head quickly. “We’ll figure that out later.” She took out her phone and snapped a picture of the painting, then lowered the light just in case any neighbors were still up and looking around. “For now, we need to get out of here and get some sleep.” 
 
   “Thank you,” Allyson said. She looked around the room with disgust. “This place gives me the creeps, especially being in the dark for so long. If we didn’t have that moonlight coming in through the front windows, it would have been like searching through a cave.” 
 
   Adriana led the way to the main entrance in the back of the house and turned right. As she started down the stairs, a muffled thump came from outside the house. It was a sound she’d heard before, and what followed was never a good thing. 
 
   One of the windows in the front shattered as a canister smashed through it and clanked to the floor. Allyson only took a second to glance back at the metal container as it sparked to life and started spilling thick, grayish white smoke into the room. 
 
   They’d been followed. And whoever was outside had them pinned down.
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   Adriana’s instincts only took a second to kick in. She grabbed Allyson by the wrist and pulled her into the stairwell then yanked the door shut behind. 
 
   There was no time for talk. If whoever was outside had smoke grenades of that kind, there would most certainly be a team surrounding the house. How many? No way of knowing. 
 
   Adriana flew down the stairs with Allyson right behind her. When the two women reached the bottom, they started for the door but stopped when they heard another familiar thump. The next second, a canister pierced the window and sailed into the far wall. It smacked against the cinder block and then fell to the ground, the soupy smoke pouring out of one end. 
 
   There wasn’t a second to lose. In no time, the room would be full of the gas, and breathing would be impossible, not to mention excruciatingly painful. Adriana remembered the curtains on the far wall. She rushed the twelve feet over to the window and tore down the fabric. During her previous search, she’d noticed an old wash basin against the wall, probably put there by someone who previously did a great deal of work on the premises. She didn’t hesitate. The deadly smoke was already filling the upper part of the room, blanketing the ceiling and getting lower every second. She took two huge steps over to the sink and turned on the faucet. Thankfully, the water spewed out instantly, and Adriana shoved the curtain under the flow. 
 
   Allyson watched as she pulled her weapon out of her bag. “What are you doing?” she asked, covering her mouth with the neck of her shirt. It wouldn’t keep out much smoke, but for the time being, it was all she had. 
 
   “Stay low,” Adriana answered. 
 
   Satisfied the curtain was soaked, she ran over to the canister and dropped the heavy fabric onto it, muting the flow of the gas to a thin trickle. Her hands worked quickly, wrapping the object in the wet cloth so tight that it nearly cut off the stream of smoke completely. She picked up the clump, hurried back over to the sink, and dropped it in, letting the fabric clog the drain and allowing the basin to fill. 
 
   “Quick thinking,” Allyson said. “What if they fire another one?”
 
   Adriana was pulling her own weapon out of her rucksack. She pulled the slide back, chambered a round, and crouched low against the wall near a window. “We have plenty of curtains if they do. But they won’t. They’ll figure one will do the trick.” A little puff of smoke seeped into her lungs, and she gagged but managed to keep her cool. She reached down to her hip and unbuttoned the clasp on her knife. Her left hand grabbed a piece of the curtain next to her and sliced through the soft fabric with her blade. When she was done, she tied the makeshift bandana around her face and repeated the process, handing it to Allyson, who was kneeling against the wall a few feet away on the other side of the window. 
 
   While Allyson tied her scarf around her mouth and nose, Adriana spoke calmly and in a whisper. “They’ll come in through the door and windows. I expect someone will go through the upstairs door too. Once we take out the group downstairs, whoever is upstairs will come down. We’ll have to act fast when that happens and pin them on the staircase.” 
 
   Allyson nodded. The smoky haze filled the room but remained above waist level. Still, some of the smoke got into their lungs, and the burn was almost more than the two women could stand. Their eyes teared up, but they fought it off, wincing and keeping their backs to the wall, ready for the assault. Adriana risked a quick peek through the cracked glass. Outside, she saw two bodies in black, full-gear vests, utility belts, submachine guns, pistols on hips, and gas masks strapped to their heads. One man was motioning to another to move around to the other side of the door.  Ducking back down, Adriana held up three fingers then jerked her thumb in the direction of the window, indicating there were three men approaching the door. Allyson nodded and shifted over to the other side of the entryway. She knelt behind a stack of two boxes and waited. Her hands rested on top of the second box, pointing straight at the door. 
 
   Barely two minutes had gone by since the first tear gas canister pierced the upstairs window. As the two women waited for the attack, each second dragged by like a year. 
 
   Suddenly, the door burst open, followed closely by the boot of the man who’d kicked it. His follow-through was careless, allowing his momentum to carry him off balance into the basement before he could ready his weapon. For most situations, it wouldn’t have been a problem. In this instance, a weapon was already drawn and pointed in his direction. Allyson squeezed the trigger and unleashed a barrage of hot metal. The first three rounds pounded his chest, driving him back toward Adriana. She held her knife in one hand and a pistol in the other. The attacker stumbled back, right into her arms. Allyson’s shots should have killed him, especially at point-blank range. But when Adriana caught him, her suspicions were confirmed. They were wearing Kevlar vests. 
 
   She wrapped her right forearm around his forehead and pulled back while her left sent the tip of her knife up through the base of his neck and into the back of his skull. His body went limp almost instantly. Adriana yanked out the blade as he dropped to the floor in a heap. 
 
   The second man heard the shots and immediately knew what happened. He stepped around the doorway and squeezed the trigger. The suppression barrel flashed, popping a chain of shots in Allyson’s direction. She ducked behind the boxes, protected more by the darkness and smoke than the cardboard and junk within. His shots went wide and high. Two ricocheted off the concrete floor and pinged dangerously around the room, stopping somewhere in the darkness. 
 
   A single muffled pop sounded from behind him, followed by a pink mist erupting from his forehead. His eyes went immediately blank, and he crumpled to the floor. Adriana stood behind the door, still pointing the smoking gun in the direction where the man had been. 
 
   The third attacker delayed entering the building after seeing his two comrades dropped by the women. Adriana pressed her back to the wall, holding her pistol just below her chin, ready for the next assault. Suddenly, the glass next to her shattered, and a metal canister clanked on the floor. 
 
   “Flash bang!” she yelled, and pressed her forearm tight against her eyes. 
 
   The searing white light that accompanied the low-level explosion pierced the darkness in every corner. Even with her eyes closed tightly and her arm pressed against them, adjusting back to the near total darkness took a few seconds. Adriana blinked rapidly. A long, black cylinder appeared around the edge of the door, moving slowly and waving back and forth as its holder scanned the room. She put the knife in her mouth and clenched it with her teeth then reached up, grabbed the doorknob, and pulled it back as she pointed her pistol at the man’s head. 
 
   He saw the door move and reacted with remarkable speed. Ducking to his left, he narrowly escaped a bullet to the face as Adriana squeezed the trigger. His left hand let go of the submachine gun, stretched across his body, and grabbed her wrist, twisting it down and back. In the same movement, he raised his gun, pointing the barrel at her torso. She was a split second from being torn apart. 
 
   Adriana winced at the pain from her wrist, but her instincts kicked in again, years of training once more taking over. She moved in the direction the assassin was bending her wrist, pushed hard with her legs, and jumped into the air, cartwheeling over his arm and landing next to him. Her teeth let go of the knife, and she caught it in her left hand. He saw the blade just before her body twisted and struck out in a deadly swipe. The man deflected the sharp edge with a swing of his gun and then pulled the trigger, hoping a round or two might catch her as it went around. She ducked below the barrel’s aim and swept her leg behind his heels, striking them with enough force to throw him off balance but not enough to bring him down. As he teetered, Adriana corrected her motion. Pressing her hands to the floor, she swung her right leg out and struck him in the abdomen. The blow finished the job and sent him tumbling backward into the open doorway. 
 
   She spun around and pushed herself off the ground, launching at the assassin with renewed fury. Her gun blazed, peppering hot rounds into his Kevlar vest as he fell to the ground. Adriana leaped through the air and landed on him before his back struck the outside landing. Her weight combined with his momentum caused his head to smack against the hard concrete. But his life was already in jeopardy before the effects of the concussion could take hold. In the blink of an eye, she flipped the knife handle around and jerked the edge across his neck, sending the tip deep enough to sever everything under the skin. 
 
   Adriana rolled off the man as he clutched desperately at the mortal fountain spewing from his neck. She breathed heavily, relieved to get fresh air into her lungs even as the lower level of the house purged itself of the smoke through the open doorway and broken windows. 
 
   Back in the basement, Allyson’s eyes had finally adjusted to the flash. She’d heard Adriana’s warning and closed her eyes, but her hand had been too slow in covering them, and the painfully bright light temporarily blinded her. She heard a scuffle nearby but could only see outlines at first. Then an automatic weapon fired several times, cut off suddenly by a thud and another suppressed gun’s fire. 
 
   Allyson blinked and rubbed her eyes. She’d been lucky. If she hadn’t closed her eyelids, the blindness would have certainly lasted much longer. Her eyes adjusted quickly now, and she could see the stairs in the far corner of the room. She remembered what Adriana had said about more attackers on the main floor. She didn’t wait for her eyes to be fully corrected and sprang from her hiding place at the front wall. 
 
   Sure enough, a black boot and pants leg appeared around the corner of the right-angled stairwell landing. She could see well enough to take aim and raised her weapon. The barrel flashed four times as she neared the stairs. Two of the rounds sank into the wood; the other two found their mark. One shattered the top of the man’s foot, the other burrowed into his shin. 
 
   As well trained as the assassins must have been, this one couldn’t help but yelp in agony. He fell over sideways onto the platform above the final four steps, and Allyson finished her charge with a last shot to the face. The protective screen on his gas mask splintered and splashed red, then his body slumped to the floor, one leg still propped on the step above.
 
   A black tube poked around the corner, and Allyson dove for cover underneath the stairwell. She rolled to a stop against an old filing cabinet and waited. A moment later, the weapon sprayed a barrage of bullets into the room. Two sparked off the floor. Most found their way into boxes or sheetrock. She waited below the stairs, watching as a pair of boots cautiously moved down one step at a time. Allyson hadn’t kept track of how many rounds she’d fired, but she knew her magazine was running low at this point. She cursed herself for leaving the two spares in the bag on the far side of the room. 
 
   The next assassin came into view through the space between the steps, and she could see a second pair of boots appear just above. So there were at least two left. Maybe more. Two she could handle. But three would be a problem, especially when she was running low on ammunition. 
 
   Allyson always found that when taking on an assault of multiple enemies, it was best to take out the one in the middle or the one at the back first. In this case, she hoped the second hitman was the last one, but even if he wasn’t, eliminating him would slow down anyone behind him and give her time to take on the lead. 
 
   A gurgling sound came through the doorway and drew the attention of the men on the steps. It was the diversion she needed. Allyson poked her weapon’s barrel through the gap between the steps and aimed up at the second man’s groin. The trigger was sensitive, the way she liked it, and pulled easily against the weight of her finger. The weapon erupted with three loud bangs. The rounds obliterated the assassin's lower region and punctured deep into his organs. 
 
   He yelled out and dropped to his knees, toppling head over heels down the stairs until he came to a writhing stop atop the first dead man’s body. The lead hitman spun around and started firing through the gaps in the stairs, already savvy to what had happened. 
 
   Allyson dove out from her hiding place and squeezed off the last of her bullets until the weapon clicked. One of the rounds struck the man in the shoulder and rocked him back. As he recovered, she pushed herself off the floor and ran at him. He struggled to raise the weapon with his wounded wing, but he was too slow. Allyson was on him in three seconds. She bounded up the steps two at a time and hurled her body at him. Her knees crashed into his chest and drove him back against the wall. The blow jarred him, but he was hardly finished. 
 
   He swung the elbow of his good arm and struck her across the jaw. She’d grabbed on to his neck with claw-like fingers, and the shot to her face loosened her grip, but she reattached to the vest and tugged hard. She jumped again, and her feet found the wall behind him. Allyson pushed the balls of her feet hard and flung their two bodies down the stairs. She wrenched her torso in midair, forcing the assassin underneath her as they crashed to the floor. He absorbed the impact with the concrete, his head bouncing on the floor. 
 
   Allyson could feel his body go limp, but he wasn’t dead. His mask-covered head still turned back and forth, the effects of the head injury he’d just incurred doing their worst. She yanked off the mask and stared into his lost eyes. They searched for stability in a dizzy world of smoke, darkness, and blonde curls. She grabbed the gun from his weak fingers and pressed the barrel against his face. 
 
   Her finger rested on the trigger, and she was about to execute him when a voice from the doorway stopped her.
 
   “Wait!” Adriana called. She stood in the entryway, surrounded by moonlight from outside. The smoke was clearing now and hovered above her head. She was an imposing sight with a pistol in one hand and a hunting knife in the other. “We need to ask him a few questions before we kill him.” 
 
   Allyson’s right eye twitched, a result of adrenaline and rage. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know what answers this killer had to offer. But it was the prudent thing to do. 
 
   She pulled the barrel away from the man’s cheek but not before shoving it an inch deeper to make it hurt. “You hear that? You’re going to tell us everything.” 
 
   He groaned but didn’t say anything coherent. Blood oozed through the black fabric from a hole in his shoulder. His eyes roamed wildly around the room. 
 
   Allyson kicked him in the groin with the tip of her shoe, which caused him to heave up a few inches. Another spit-filled gasp escaped his lips. 
 
   “Watch him,” Adriana ordered. “I’m going to make sure there aren’t others.” 
 
   She disappeared around the edge of the house and went up the path on the right, careful to keep to the shadows. With each step, she used the side of her foot, pressing down into soft earth to make sure she didn’t make a sound. It was a technique her father claimed ninjas used in ancient times, though as she’d grown older, Adriana discovered there was no way her father could have known about the ways of the ninja. Their training and methods were nothing but myth and lore. Still, what he’d told her about the technique for silent movement worked extremely well, and she deftly skirted the side of the house to the rear entrance. 
 
   The door hung open, allowing heavy gray smoke to billow out into the chilly night air. Adriana crouched low and crept inside the little foyer where she’d been just a few moments before. She noted the tear gas canister, sitting idle on the floor, its contents completely spilled. The smoke level was still lower in the main level, due in part to the fact that the grenade hadn’t been stemmed like the one downstairs, and because some of the smoke from the basement must have made its way up the stairwell and into the living area. 
 
   She crouched low to keep clear of the remaining gas and swept through the kitchen, living room, down the hallway, and into the master bedroom. Everything was clear. She rushed to get back outside, careful not to inhale any loose wafts of the noxious smoke. Once in the fresh air again, she gasped deeply, taking the clean oxygen into her lungs. 
 
   Her respite didn’t last long. Adriana forced herself to swoop back around the other side of the home, checking the perimeter along the way to make sure all the members of the hit squad were either dead or captive. Arriving back at the lower entrance and satisfied there was no one else to worry about, Adriana shoved her pistol into the back of her shorts. She slipped the knife into a sheath and strode over to where Allyson still stood over the wriggling prisoner. 
 
   When Adriana spoke, it was loudly and in a commanding tone. “Who sent you?” Her question was simple and to the point. 
 
   The man rolled his eyes, so Adriana planted a foot on either side of his torso, reached down and grabbed him by the vest and asked again. “Who sent you?” 
 
   All that escaped his mouth were mumbled, incoherent babblings. 
 
   “This guy’s toast,” Allyson said. “I’m going to ice him right now.” She raised her weapon and pointed it at his head again, but Adriana put up a hand, blocking her shot. 
 
   “Take it easy.”
 
   “This idiot isn’t going to tell us anything.” 
 
   “Maybe not. But we have to try. Unless you have an idea of who these guys are and who they work for.” 
 
   The man’s head continued to wobble back and forth. The wound in his shoulder was still bleeding, but it wouldn’t kill him, though it could send him into shock, if he wasn’t there already. He kept mumbling something about a bald man, and more than a few times expressed a fear of that person killing him. The name, however, was never mentioned. 
 
   Adriana grabbed him by the vest, dragged him to a support beam in the center of the room, and propped him up against it. She smacked his face several times and then took both cheeks in her hands to steady his head. His eyes still wandered. 
 
   “Look at me,” she commanded. “I need you to focus.” 
 
   The eyes drifted another second or two before the eyelids lowered and he locked in on her gaze. 
 
   “That’s better. Tell us who you work for.” 
 
   He shook his head and snorted derisively. “That’s not how this works.” 
 
   “Oh, really?” 
 
   Adriana looked back at Allyson and with a nod of her head motioned to the wound. Allyson took the cue and shoved her thumb into the bullet hole. 
 
   The assassin screamed as her salty skin came in contact with nerves and exposed tissue. She pulled the thumb out, covered in thick blood. 
 
   He swallowed and breathed hard, relieved that she’d stopped. “You don’t…understand,” he said between breaths. “I’m already dead. That’s the price of failure.” 
 
   His accent was odd, maybe Hungarian. Adriana wasn’t sure. But for a trained killer to be afraid of someone was a strange thing. 
 
   She pressed on. “Who is he?” 
 
   “You can’t know. None of us do. We only know he’s called the Eraser. We take care of problems that need—” He stopped suddenly in midsentence. His head twitched, and then his eyes fixed on a random point in the ceiling. 
 
   Adriana felt his body go limp, and gravity pulled it to the floor. 
 
   For a few seconds, they were left with nothing but a deathly silence and the acrid smell of gunpowder and the lingering scent of tear gas. 
 
   “What happened to him?” Allyson asked, crouching next to the man. 
 
   Adriana’s eyebrows lowered. She smacked the guy’s face again but got no response. With her index and middle finger, she felt the skin over his carotid artery. Nothing. 
 
   She looked over at Allyson with grim shock written on her face. “He’s gone.”
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   Heidelberg
 
    
 
   The two women ran hard down the hill. When they reached the bridge, their pace slowed to a brisk stroll. It was nearly three in the morning. Hardly a normal hour for two women to be out on a walk. But two women running would raise more suspicion. 
 
   They turned left after crossing the bridge and started back the way they’d come, passing the closed shops, cafes, and bars. The streets were vacant save for parked cars and bicycles. The sidewalks were clear too, for the most part. There were a few barhopping stragglers stumbling to their homes or hotels. They served as an accidental reminder that the two women hadn’t reserved a room for the night. 
 
   More than anything, they needed to get off the street right now. 
 
   Adriana wasn’t sure what killed the assassin in Klugen’s home, but she had an idea. She’d heard of implants put into the base of an asset’s skull that once detonated would release a deadly toxin into the brain. It was a stretch, but it was certainly possible, especially with the new nanotechnology that was being developed on a daily basis. 
 
   Ahead on the left, a bright yellow sign with a brown furry animal on it hung over the sidewalk. The word below the image was universal. Hostel. 
 
   “Let’s duck in there.” Adriana said. 
 
   “Are you serious?” Allyson asked. “This close to the crime scene?” 
 
   “Look, we need to get off the street and a place to rest and wash the smell of the fight off us.” 
 
   She was right. Their skin crawled with the scent of gun smoke. Before leaving the basement, Allyson had done a rudimentary job of running some clean water over her blood-covered hand, but she could do with some soap to finish the job. 
 
   Adriana made her final pitch. “Hostels are always open, and we should be able to get a room without too many questions.” 
 
   “Okay, fine. But try to get us a room alone. So many weirdos use these things.” 
 
   The two cut left and pushed through a creaky wooden door. Inside, the corridor was dimly lit. A men’s and women’s bathroom was on the left. On the right were posters and fliers featuring local bands, bars, and various things to do in the city. The smell of patchouli filled the air, mingling with the scent of old wood and cigarette smoke. They pushed forward toward a counter where a young woman with dark brown dreadlocks and an army green T-shirt stood writing something down on a piece of paper. She had huge bags under her eyes as she looked up at the newcomers. 
 
   Unsurprised to get travelers at this time of night, she greeted them pleasantly enough. “Hallo. How can I help you?” she asked in the local German inflection.
 
   The corporate salutation sounded funny coming from someone of her appearance. 
 
   Adriana smiled politely in spite of her exhaustion. “We need a room for the evening,” she answered. 
 
   The hostel manager went into work mode. “One bed or two?” 
 
   Allyson snorted but suppressed her laughter for the most part. 
 
   “Two, please.” 
 
   Dreadlocks shifted over to the computer and pecked away at the keys. A minute later, she turned around and grabbed a key from a drawer, looked at it twice, and then handed it to Adriana. She noticed the two bags and asked, “Do you need a locker for your bags?” 
 
   “No, thank you,” Adriana shook her head. “We’ll be fine.” 
 
   The woman shrugged, pursed her lips, and finished typing in the details of the transaction. Adriana took care of the rest, paying for the room in euros and thanking the woman for her help. Dreadlocks explained that their room was on the second floor, up the stairs to the left. 
 
   Adriana nodded that she understood, thanked her again, and the two women disappeared up the steps to the next floor. 
 
   The quarters were sparse, even for a hostel. The bed frames were old and worn, and the only other furniture was a few wooden chairs, probably there for the sole purpose of shoe tying. Surrounding them were faded blue walls, the paint cracking in more than a few places. Fortunately, there were no other people in there, as the room only had two beds. On more than one occasion, Adriana had visited a hostel or two with four or six beds. In those instances, you had no idea who might be in the room with you. While most institutions tried to keep genders segregated, it didn’t always work out like that, which could make for a less than comfortable evening of sleep. Of course, Adriana always slept with her knife or pistol close by in case anyone got any ideas.
 
   All in all, both women had slept in worse places before. 
 
   Allyson strolled over to the bed on the right side of a single window that looked out over the main street. She dropped her bag next to it and collapsed into the soft mattress. The clean linens were a pleasant change to the smoke residue on her skin and in her nostrils, and she took in a few deep breaths to cleanse her nose’s palate. 
 
   “I’m going to take a quick shower,” Adriana said. “We need to be ready to get out of here early. My guess is that lady with the dog we saw earlier will probably be doing the same thing around six or seven. That only gives us three or four hours to get some rest and get out of here.” 
 
   Allyson didn’t like the sound of such a short amount of sleep, but she kept it to herself. Complaining wouldn’t do any good, and besides, Adriana was right. It was a surprise the police hadn’t responded to the gunfight. Even though most of the weapons fired were muffled with sound suppressors, the flash bangs and tear gas were loud enough to wake even the deepest sleeper. The two thieves were forced to bank on the hope that the fireworks going off earlier in the night, any sounds that even closely resembled the celebratory ones would have been ignored by the neighbors as nothing more than drunken, annoying revelry. 
 
   Adriana rinsed off and used one of the towels provided in a stack next to the bathroom sink. The hot water had soothed her aching muscles and tense nerves, but deep within her another tension still brewed. The altercation with the hit squad was a surprise, even for this ridiculous game. And what the assassin said before he died was even more troubling. Someone he’d called the Eraser had sent them. But why? Her mind was weary, and too many thoughts mingled together to keep any clear answers from surfacing. 
 
   She finished drying off, put on her clean set of clothes, and went back to the room. She passed another bathroom on the way and could hear the shower running inside. Allyson must have taken her cue and decided to clean up before passing out for the night. 
 
   Adriana returned to the room and found it empty, as she suspected. She placed her rucksack on the bed against the wall, just in case. Crawling under the covers, she let the soft bed and sheets embrace her as she let her thoughts wander into ridiculous, fanciful dreams. Her eyes blinked rapidly when she heard the door open, but she kept still, pretending to be completely asleep. Allyson tiptoed across the floor and returned to her bed, sliding into the sheets as quietly as possible. Adriana thought her partner might try to search her bag for something but was pleasantly surprised when she heard the other woman’s breathing fall into a deep, trancelike rhythm. 
 
   When she was sure Allyson was asleep, Adriana allowed her dreams to return and fell back into a wonderland haze. 
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   Heidelberg to Amsterdam, The Netherlands
 
    
 
   The two thieves awoke early to the sounds of Adriana’s phone alarm. She’d programmed it to go off at 6:30 before hopping in the shower the night before. Allyson had groaned at the annoyance. 
 
   They left the hostel before the sun was up, escaping down the sidewalk to the train station under the cover of a faint sunrise. Just moments after purchasing their tickets for Amsterdam, the women heard the sound of sirens in the distance. As they’d suspected, the police were driving furiously into the city toward the castle. 
 
   “Early for a crime that requires so many police,” the husky brunette woman behind the counter said. 
 
   “I was thinking the same thing,” Adriana said. “Does that happen often in this town?” 
 
   The woman pursed her lips. “No. It’s usually pretty calm around here at this time of day.” She smiled as pleasantly as she could for having to be at work so early. “You have a safe trip.” 
 
   Adriana thanked her, secured her rucksack over her shoulder, and strode away with the tickets. Allyson was waiting by a digital arrival-and-departure board thirty feet away. 
 
   “Did you hear those sirens?” she asked, taking her ticket from Adriana as she extended her hand with it. 
 
   Adriana looked out toward the hillside where Klugen’s home sat hidden in the trees. “Yeah.” 
 
   “What did the ticket woman say?” 
 
   “She said the train leaves in twenty minutes. We’ll be cutting it close. My guess is the authorities will start setting up a perimeter in ten. They’ll shut off ways out of the city in twenty to thirty.” 
 
   “That will be cutting it close.” 
 
   Adriana cocked her head to the side. “Let’s just hope this town’s trains are as efficient as the rest of the country’s.” 
 
   The two women had made their way through the station and found the platform listed on their ticket without encountering any issues. Theirs, along with one other train parked a few rows over, were the only sources of life in the otherwise deserted area. People had been wearily boarding the train cars, semiconscious, still trying to wake up from a night’s slumber. Some carried paper coffee cups, sipping from them anxiously as they waited their turn to board. 
 
   The train left right on time, and not a moment too soon. Adriana could see more police cars and a special unit truck making their way down the road toward the castle as the train crept its way along the tracks, picking up speed as it gained momentum. 
 
   An hour into their journey, and with no incidents, they changed trains in Frankfurt. It was the only stop on the journey, and it would take them all the way to Amsterdam. 
 
   Adriana wouldn’t relax until they’d crossed the German border and were safely in Dutch territory. That didn’t mean she wouldn’t do a little research while she was waiting. 
 
   As the train rolled through the German countryside, passing old castle ruins, robust villages, mountains and rolling hills, forests and vibrant cities, she focused solely on her phone and the image of the Westerkerk. 
 
   Allyson dozed off a few times, her head rolling to the side until it came to rest on the window. Inevitably, it startled her when the smooth ride hit a bump. She would wake up and then begin the entire process again of trying to stay awake. 
 
   Adriana stared at the photo on her phone. The painting was incredibly realistic. Whoever the artist was had been a master, if not one of the Old Masters. She admired the detail in the bricks, the shades of green in the trees, even the facial expressions of the parishioners outside the building. She’d looked up as much information as she could find on the Internet regarding Rembrandt and the old Dutch church. When he died, Rembrandt didn’t have a penny to his name. Hard to imagine considering his paintings sold for tens of millions in the present market. Ironic, she thought. 
 
   To date, no one had ever been able to locate the painter’s remains, and while many speculated on potential locations both inside the church walls and around the exterior grounds, most historians tended to agree that his body was buried somewhere under the massive stone tiles inside the sanctuary. Again, it was just speculation, but one of the theories lent a clue as to the meaning of the strange letters and numbers at the bottom of the painting in Klugen’s home: NW-1-14.
 
   As she was reading through the various pages, Adriana found one that suggested Rembrandt was buried under one of the stones along the north wall. That certainly offered an explanation as to the meaning of the NW. Following that logic, she assumed that the number 1 stood for the row, and the 14 represented the stone number. That meant underneath row 1, stone 14, Rembrandt was entombed within the church. It also meant that Greta Klugen had journeyed there and buried the painting with him. 
 
   There were more questions and matters of logistics than Adriana cared to imagine. How did Klugen gain access to the church and receive permission to unearth the stone? How had she escaped Germany into the Netherlands? When she got there, why was she not captured? 
 
   It was too much to worry about. Right now, Adriana had to focus on what they needed to do. Retrieving the painting from the church would be no simple task. There was no way the people in charge of the Protestant house of worship would allow her to simply walk in, dig up one of their stone tiles, and stroll out with a painting possibly confined within. 
 
   No, this would require something she’d hoped to avoid for most of her time as a professional thief. She shook her head and continued analyzing the points of entry: the windows and every other image of the interior she could find to make sure everything was covered. Adriana prided herself on being meticulous. As much as possible, she tried to make sure there would be no surprises. Those led to trouble. If this heist was going to go down, it had to go down smoothly, and quickly. Once they were done, the two thieves would head to the rendezvous point, make the drop, and then follow the Belgian’s goons to wherever he was hiding. 
 
   Allyson startled again when her face touched the train’s cold window glass. She looked outside at the sun coming up over the golden farms and green hills in the east. She rubbed her eyes and noticed Adriana was studying something on her phone. 
 
   “Figure out the riddle of the strange letters and numbers yet?” She half joked. 
 
   “Actually, I think I did.” She turned her phone around so Allyson could see the screen. “Some people believe that Rembrandt is buried along the north wall in this church.” 
 
   Allyson caught on immediately. “Oh, I see. NW. Clever. I thought it meant northwest or something. What about the numbers?” 
 
   “Only thing I can come up with is that it is the row and stone number. Those stones that line the floor of the church are in neat rows from front to back. I assume that one and fourteen are the exact location of Rembrandt’s burial stone.” 
 
   Allyson raised a warning eyebrow. “You know what they say happens when you assume.” 
 
   Adriana shook off the comment. “It makes sense, but there’s only one way to find out. We’re going to have to do something I’ve never done before. I have to admit I’m a bit uncomfortable with the idea.” 
 
   “Really?” Allyson frowned at the notion. “You’re a thief. You steal things from other people. And you’ve killed people. What could possibly make you uncomfortable?” 
 
   “First, I only kill people who try to kill me. And second, I’m not a thief who steals for personal gain.” 
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Whatever. So tell me. What is it that you’ve never done before that’s got you so worried?” 
 
   Adriana’s nostrils flared as she drew in a long, slow breath. “We’re going to have to break into a church.” 
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   Amsterdam
 
    
 
   Adriana stepped lightly as she walked down the center of the Westerkerk. Her shoes had fairly soft soles, so her movement barely made a noise. It was partly out of reverence and, in part, so no one would pay attention to her. She wanted to appear as unmemorable as possible. 
 
   The Westerkerk is the largest church in Amsterdam and the most important Protestant house of worship in the city. It was built between 1619 and 1631. Its design, with the dramatic high ceilings, the cross-style layout, and the steep exterior roofing, represented the later stages of Gothic architecture.
 
   She gazed up at the white walls that stretched high into matching domes supported by huge cylindrical columns. One feature Adriana noted almost immediately was the lack of ornate decoration carved into the walls or placed along the side aisle. Most of the cathedrals she’d visited contained all manner of reliefs, carvings, and sculptures. The church’s sides were, by comparison, quite bare. 
 
   Rows of wooden chairs sat between long strips of deep red carpet. Initially, Adriana thought the burial area was in the main sanctuary of the church, but upon arriving she asked one of the kind people working at the information desk where it could be found. The man with the thick glasses and a brown rim of hair surrounding his bald head explained that the burial area was in a place called the Baptist Chapel. He was happy to point her in the right direction. 
 
   Early afternoon in the middle of the week proved to be a low-traffic time for the church. Almost all of the people coming and going were there to sightsee. Only three or four came in to pray or speak to one of the church elders. Adriana made her way down to the end of the aisle and turned the corner, heading for the corridor that led into the chapel. 
 
   Pushing through a heavy door, she entered a much more modest hallway, traversed it, and then pulled the next door open. The smell of aged wood and stone filled her senses, mingling with the old musty smell of the main church. 
 
   She’d told Allyson to wait a few minutes before entering the building, lest anyone see them together. Plausible deniability was always a good thing to have in your back pocket. The plan was to reconnoiter the premises separately and then return in the evening when the church was closed. 
 
   Adriana admired the wooden beams and ceiling overhead. The stone tiles adorned the floor from the very back wall all the way to the altar. Some of them had names and dates carved into the surface. Others were blank, which meant either no remains were buried underneath, or the person buried there was too poor to afford such a luxury. 
 
   She recalibrated her location in the building and figured that the wall to the right was north. The room was mostly empty except for an elderly couple taking pictures at a memorial plaque that hung from a wall nearby. Adriana skirted past them, appearing as though she was just another visitor from a foreign country there to take in the sights. When she reached the corner, her eyes shifted to the first stone in the row against the wall, a large rectangular piece about a foot wide and two feet long. While all the stone tiles weren’t uniform, they were within a certain size range to fit the dimensions well enough. Some were cut more roughly, the product of a lack of time rather than patience. 
 
   Adriana stepped left, moving along the wall and counting the stones as she went. She kept her head up, giving the appearance that she was looking at the windows and wall or perhaps the front of the chapel where the altar stood. About a third of the way to the front, she stopped at the fourteenth tile and hovered over it. It was blank, as she’d suspected. Historians had spent a great amount of time trying to figure out where in the church Rembrandt was buried. So far, no one had been successful, even with the genetic testing a group did in the late 1980s and early ’90s. Adriana found a chair a few feet away and eased into it. She let her eyes drift around the room as if taking in the architecture and then a moment later brought her focus back to the floor. 
 
   The fourteenth stone didn’t appear any different to the others, but that didn’t mean something wasn’t off. She examined the edges of the tile carefully, her eyes darting back and forth between the tiles next to it to compare the differences. What she discovered was miniscule, barely noticeable, but to her discerning eye, proof enough that the stone had been moved at least once in the past. A small chip was missing in the middle of the right end. She leaned back, turned her head to see that the elderly couple had moved on and left the room, and then quickly got down on her hands and knees to get a closer look. There were tiny, faint scrape marks against the side of the stone. Someone had used a metal tool to pry it up.  
 
   Adriana swallowed hard. It must have been Greta Klugen. Based on the faded marks, seventy plus years ago would be about right. She took a deep breath and climbed back into the chair. Another minute later, she heard the door open in the back and stole another look at the entrance. Allyson strolled casually into the room and made her way over to where Adriana waited. 
 
   “Did you find it?” she asked as she arrived, her eyes shifting around uneasily. “I don’t like coming in here in broad daylight, you know. Too many people around.” 
 
   Adriana ignored the complaint. It was the only time they could check out the grounds and determine what they would need to get the job done. “It’s that stone, the one your right toe is on.” 
 
   Allyson’s eyes widened, and she pulled the foot back. She stared at the tile. “You sure?” 
 
   Adriana nodded. “Without a doubt. Check the scratch marks and the chip missing from the stone. Someone moved it. And they didn’t do it recently.” 
 
   Allyson took a paranoid glance back to the entryway and then knelt down. She pressed her hands against the cool surface and hunched over close, only a few inches from the tile. “You’re right. It’s definitely been moved. You think it was Klugen?” 
 
   “Only one way to find out. Let’s just hope that no one else has moved it since she was here. If they did, the painting will be gone, and we’ll have no way of finding it.” 
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   Amsterdam
 
    
 
   The two thieves spent the next eight hours planning their heist. It was a simple enough plan, in theory. They would return after dark with a few additional pieces of equipment, the most important being a pair of compact crowbars they purchased at a local hardware shop. The women had reserved a room for the night in a quaint hotel five blocks away. It was there that they made their plans, discussed exit and entry points, and what they would do if there were trouble. 
 
   Adriana presented a rendezvous point, about a mile from the church, in a pub she figured would be crowded enough that the two of them could blend in. Of course, if things went haywire and Allyson was the one holding the painting, she figured the blonde would disappear. Adriana did not intend to let that happen. 
 
   At ten o'clock local time, the two women changed into their dark leggings and jackets, slung their bags over their shoulders, and made their way down the canal to Westerkerk. 
 
   The night was lively in spite of the chill of autumn filling the air. They walked casually but swiftly, giving the appearance of two young travelers looking for a place to party for the night. 
 
   Up ahead, the church bell tower loomed over the canal, illuminated by bright floodlights from the ground. The clock gave them an unnecessary reminder of what time it was. Keeping to the far side of the walkway, the women passed bars full of happy revelers toasting with glasses and green bottles of Heineken. There were a few other people on the sidewalk, mostly couples walking hand in hand. One couple in particular seemed especially fond of each other, kissing each other passionately every two or three steps. 
 
   Allyson rolled her eyes as they passed by. “Jeez, get a room,” she said under her breath. 
 
   Adriana couldn’t wait to get this charade over with and return to her life. Once her father was safe, she would implement new measures to make sure no one knew who they were. She’d have to change his identity and possibly hers as well. It would be time consuming and expensive, but worth it. The last three weeks had provided enough danger and excitement to last her a while. 
 
   During their discussion in the hotel room, the two women decided it would be best to approach the chapel from the back. On their earlier visit, they found a rear entrance through a single door as well as a side door on the south-side wall. Three ways in and out was good enough. A thief couldn’t ask for much more than that. 
 
   Adriana’s bag shook with every step as they neared the church. She’d carefully wrapped the crowbars with bathroom towels to prevent them from clanking together.  Still, she stepped lightly on the walkway. 
 
   The two found their way across a lot paved with cobblestone directly in front of the main sanctuary entrance and, making sure no one was looking, hurried into the shadows around the side of the building. Staying hidden was no easy task since the floodlights on the ground lit up the entire surrounding area. Fortunately, the Baptist Chapel wasn’t illuminated, and once they cleared Westerkerk they returned to the welcoming embrace of darkness. 
 
   The back door to the chapel was surrounded by two large bushes, which generously provided additional cover to the women as Adriana went through the process of picking the lock with her trusty tool. The door proved easy enough for her skilled hands, and within a minute, she and Allyson were inside an almost pitch-black alcove. 
 
   She eased the door closed and locked it behind her, just in case. 
 
   A door to the right had a narrow black sign on it that indicated it was a pastoral office. Directly ahead of them, the recession opened up into the main chapel. The altar was only twenty feet away, barely visible by the dim moonlight that snuck through the windows along the walls. 
 
   “This place is even creepier at night,” Allyson whispered. 
 
   She wasn’t wrong, but Adriana preferred to operate in silence when doing a job. Stepping out of the alcove and into the chapel, Adriana’s eyes instinctively shot left and right to check every inch of the room. She knew the church had been closed for hours and no one would be there, but stranger things had happened. A pastor might have stayed late to catch up on some work, so it paid to be cautious. They tapped the home buttons on their phones to allow the devices’ weak light to aid in their efforts. 
 
   They padded across the floor to the left and made their way back to the stone they’d found earlier that day. Adriana returned to the front corner and counted her way over to the tile, just to make sure they were looking at the right one. Once they’d started work on moving the heavy object, the scratches that identified the tile as the right one would be ruined. 
 
   Convinced they were in the correct spot, Adriana set down her rucksack, pulled out the two tightly wrapped towels, and handed one over to Allyson. They hurriedly unwrapped the crowbars. Adriana held hers in one hand and the phone in the other, lowering the latter toward the crease between the tiles just to reaffirm she was in the right place. As before, she noticed the faint scrape marks. Next, she set down the electronic device, wedged the thin edge of her crowbar into the narrow space, and pressed down hard. 
 
   “Right here,” she whispered and pointed to a spot a few inches next to her bar’s blade. “When I lift, slide yours underneath.” 
 
   Allyson nodded and placed her tool in the appropriate location. 
 
   Satisfied her partner was ready, Adriana pushed down hard and forward. At first, she wiggled the crowbar back and forth to get a good amount of metal under the stone, and then she pushed down on the lever end. The heavy tile produced a deep grinding sound, but Adriana didn’t stop. “Now,” she said, and Allyson did as told, sliding her crowbar deeper into the narrow cavity and pulling up. As she did, Adriana pushed her tool farther in and pulled up as well. 
 
   Once the stone’s edge neared a forty-five-degree angle, Adriana put her shoulder into it, bracing it with a free hand while the other hand gently set down the crowbar. Allyson did the same, and the stone’s enormous weight began to lessen as it neared a full upright position. A puff of dust escaped into the air and spread into the vacant room. Keeping one hand on the tile, Adriana picked up her phone and shone the dim light into the dark cavity. 
 
   Hundreds of tiny dust particles dissipated the phone’s light, but both women could still see through the little cloud into the humble burial tomb. A two-foot-long metal cylinder sat atop a collection of yellowish brown bones. A skull rested next to the other remains. Beside the skull, a decaying paintbrush lay against the wall of the pit. 
 
   Adriana’s eyes widened in disbelief. She’d hoped this was the right location, the only salvation for her father she could muster. But beyond that, she was kneeling at the grave of one of the greatest painters of all time. His bones sat beneath her.
 
   The gravity of the moment wasn’t lost on Allyson either. “Is that his paintbrush?” she asked. It was the first time Adriana had heard a tone of reverence in her voice. 
 
   She nodded. “I think so.” 
 
   “And that tube?”
 
   “Only one way to be sure. Hold the stone.” Adriana hunched over and wrapped her fingers around the cylinder as if she was picking up a newborn baby for the first time, afraid any sudden movements would shatter it to pieces. 
 
   She lifted it out, each second passing like a year, until it was clear of the cavity and over the floor. Ever so gently, Adriana laid the tube on the hard stone. The cap had been dipped in wax, a primitive but fairly effective method to prevent moisture from getting into the cylinder. Of course, the tiniest puncture to the tube would have probably been the contents’ undoing. From the initial and rapid inspection, it looked to be completely intact.  
 
   Adriana reached down to her side and pulled out her knife. The sharp tip made quick work of the old wax, breaking it apart in seconds. When she could see a thin seam between the cap and main body, she replaced the blade in its sheath and set to work twisting open the lid. It took more effort than she’d expected, although she should have anticipated that since the object had been tucked away for more than seventy years. Finally, she was able to wrench the cap free with a sudden jolt. A look of relief washed over her face but only for a second. Allyson leaned in a little closer to have a look. Inside, a rolled up canvas rested in the dark tube. It was difficult to see, but when Adriana shined her light inside it, she could make out faint traces of paint. 
 
   She smiled and looked over at Allyson. “I think this is it.” 
 
   A new voice entered the room, masculine and cold, startling the women with its sudden appearance. “Put it on the ground.” 
 
   They simultaneously twisted their heads toward the main entrance and saw the source of the voice. Allyson accidentally let go of the tile and it toppled backward, crashing to the floor with a loud thud. A pale man with a shaved head stood in the shadows between the beams of moonlight shining through the windows. In his black overcoat and pants, his body was almost invisible. He held a pistol in his hand. The lengthened barrel would keep any shots fired to a much lower decibel. 
 
   Shaved head, both women thought. This must be the Eraser the assassin was talking about. 
 
   He sensed their hesitancy. “I won’t ask again.” 
 
   Adriana doubted he could be very accurate from that distance, but it wasn’t worth the risk. Even if he missed them, he could hit the painting, rendering it much less valuable. 
 
   Allyson spoke up first, stupidly. “Who are you?” 
 
   Adriana knew he wouldn’t answer. This guy had the look of death, like the pale rider from the Bible. He wasn’t there to talk. He was there to end their little game. She wondered who sent him, but that didn’t matter; getting out of there alive did. Adriana put up one hand, signaling her surrender. With the other, she placed the tube on the ground. 
 
   “We don’t want any trouble,” she said. When the cylinder was on the floor, she warily raised the other hand. 
 
   He said nothing, taking a calculated step forward. With every foot, his accuracy increased exponentially. Adriana stayed on her knees with hands in the air, but in the back of her mind, she knew that if she didn’t make a move soon, shaved head would execute them both and take the painting. Her rucksack was less than ten inches away from her right knee. The top was still open, her salvation, the .40-caliber Springfield, rested inside. 
 
   She sensed a sudden movement to her left.
 
   Allyson dove for her own bag, shoving her hand inside as shaved head’s barrel erupted in a flash of fire. The chair closest to her at the end of the row splintered instantly amid the barrage. She felt the cold metal against her fingers and drew the pistol out, taking aim in one motion. She’d chambered a round before leaving the hotel for just such an emergency. But before she could pull the trigger, a round found her torso just below the right ribcage. Another tore through her trapezius muscle in the right shoulder. She yelped and fell over onto her side, the hand holding the gun slapping limp against the floor. 
 
   Adriana’s instincts kicked in. She rolled to the right, dipping her hand into the rucksack and whipping out her own gun. Her finger worked quickly, unleashing a furious hailstorm of hot metal at the attacker. Shaved head’s response was fast. He ducked low behind a row of chairs, moving to her left as he did, advancing rapidly toward the painting and Allyson’s body. 
 
   He fired four shots in quick succession underneath the seats of the chairs, between the wooden legs. Three were recklessly inaccurate, but one narrowly missed Adriana’s head, skipping by off the stone as she continued to roll toward the other side of the room. 
 
   She scrambled to a crouching position then took off at a sprint, staying as low as possible, going hard to the center aisle. He fired another three rounds in her direction, missing, but not by much. The fact that he was close with his aim in spite of his movement told her all she needed to know. This guy was a professional. 
 
   When Adriana cleared the row into the center aisle, she turned right and dashed for the front. Flimsy, old, and thin, the parishioner chairs wouldn’t provide much cover. The altar, however, was made from heavy oak and would buy her some time as a shield. 
 
   Shaved head made it to the end of the row next to the wall just as Adriana dove behind the altar. He squeezed off the rest of the magazine until the weapon clicked. It was enough time for her to stand up and pop off a few replies of her own. His head twitched at the first bullet that ricocheted behind him. He dropped to one knee, ejected the empty magazine, and replaced it with one from inside his jacket within four seconds. He yanked back the slide and took aim once more, firing three more rounds at Adriana. 
 
   She took cover behind the thick altar. Bullets burrowed into the front but didn’t pierce the wood. She spun around the side, drew a bead on the man in black, and fired again. 
 
   Allyson’s side burned. On top of that, she felt a stinging, sharp pain just below her ribs. The same sensation pulsed from just over her collarbone. Her eyes tried desperately to blink away the blurry vision before her. She lay motionless amid the chaos around her. The bitter smell of gunpowder filled her nose. Guns were going off in different directions. The sounds were muffled, though. Suppressors. Her mind snapped back to the moment. 
 
   When the bullets struck her, Allyson fell back and hit the floor. That explained the pounding on the side of her head. She’d been knocked unconscious for a minute, maybe a few. It was difficult to tell. Everything came rushing back to her as the firefight raged around her. The church. Adriana. The painting. The man with the shaved head. Crap. The painting. It was only a few feet away from her right hand. She started to reach out and grab it when another gunshot popped nearby. It came from behind her and not far away. 
 
   Allyson noticed movement on the other side of the room. She narrowed her eyes to focus better. It was Adriana. She was running. Was she trying to escape? Allyson watched the other woman dart behind the altar in the front of the chapel and continue firing at their attacker. She sensed movement behind her a second before a chair was knocked over and more shots were fired. Another chair creaked on the floor. The man was coming close. He was going for the painting. She twisted her head as he stepped over her, reaching out for the cylinder. Her reaction was instant. Allyson kicked her right foot out as hard as she could, locking the assassin’s two legs together. His momentum carried him forward without his feet moving, sending him toppling to the floor. 
 
   Instinctively, he put out his elbows to brace his fall, which was a mistake on the hard stone. The bones hit the floor and sent a shuddering pain through his arms. Allyson pushed herself up. The room spun around in a diagonal rotation but she managed to grab a nearby chair and brace herself long enough to regain focus. Her fingers wrapped around the chair back and she lifted it high overhead as the attacker recovered and rolled over. He raised his weapon to fire, but it was too late. With her last ounce of energy, Allyson swung the wooden chair down as hard as she could. The entire back of it smashed into the man’s face and the stone tiles behind his head. Wood pieces splintered through the air and scattered on the floor around him. His hand holding the gun fell limp. 
 
   She winced again and nearly collapsed. Her right hand pressed against the wound in her side. It did little to stem the thick crimson leaking from her body. Her fingers dripped with blood as she knelt down on one knee and removed the weapon from the attacker’s hand. She took aim and pulled the trigger, sending a round into his temple. Angrily, she fired another and another until his face and skull were hardly recognizable. When the weapon clicked, she dropped it to the floor, nearly in tears. 
 
   Adriana peeked around the corner of the altar and took in the scene. She rushed out of her hiding spot and ran over to where Allyson wavered on bended knee. Just as the American fell sideways, Adriana caught her in both arms and eased her down. 
 
   Allyson swallowed hard. Her eyes flicked back and forth, searching the ceiling for something. Then they fixed on Adriana. “Sorry I’m not going to be able to finish this with you.” 
 
   Adriana had never seen emotion from Allyson. It was the first sign of humanity she’d witnessed from the thief. She glanced down at the wound. “We need to get you to a hospital.” 
 
   Allyson laughed and then coughed. She shook her head. “No hospitals. I’m done.” Her head rolled to the right, and she looked at the cylinder on the floor beyond the hitman’s corpse. “Take the painting. Get your dad back. Finish this.”
 
   “You’re going to be fine. Just hang in there until I can get some help.” It was the first time Adriana had felt sorry for her. 
 
   Allyson clutched the wound desperately. “I’m not going to make it.” She grinned devilishly. “And besides, I was going to figure out a way to take the painting from you anyway. I’m a thief. Backstabbing is in my nature.” She gagged and then coughed again. “Take it. Get your dad back. Just promise me you’ll kill the ones who started this.”
 
   Adriana searched her eyes. There was no hope in them. Only the grim specter of death looming. Adriana nodded. “I will.”
 
   “Good.” She swallowed. “Now get out of here. Someone may have heard that firefight. No sense in you getting arrested when you’re…you’re…so…close.” 
 
   Allyson’s head rolled to the side, and her eyes closed slowly, shutting them off from the dim light. Her chest stopped heaving. Adriana stared at the motionless body, shocked and overwhelmed. 
 
   Adriana blinked back a tear. She didn’t care about this person. But for some reason, her emotions were getting the best of her. Perhaps it was because Adriana knew Allyson never had a real chance to be a good person in life. Or perhaps it could have been fear for her father and her own life. She wasn’t sure. But she knew she couldn’t sit around and figure it out. She had to move. For some reason, Adriana reached into Allyson’s pocket and pulled out her phone. She pressed the woman’s cold thumb to the home button, unlocking the device, then tapped in the emergency response number that would bring police and an ambulance rushing to the scene. 
 
   Once the device was ringing, Adriana stood up, stepped over the hitman's mutilated corpse, and grabbed the cylinder. She gave one last look back at the two bodies before taking off through the rear exit and disappearing into the Amsterdam night.
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   Nice, France
 
    
 
   Adriana stared out the window of her hotel room overlooking the Ligurian Sea. Crystal blue water foamed into short white waves crashing into the sparsely populated beach. The sky was clear blue, and the bright sun shone down on the resort town, but the temperature wasn’t exactly good for beachgoing. Most of the sunbathers had retired for the season. The only people left on the sand were the diehard tanners and those who enjoyed a walk by the water. 
 
   It was the first time in this entire fiasco that Adriana had time to kill between finding a painting and delivering it to the Belgian’s henchmen. She’d tried to rest and recuperate, and for the most part managed to accomplish that. The few extra days of rest had done her body good, helping to heal some of the bumps and bruises she’d picked up along the way. Her mind, however, wasn’t fully there yet. 
 
   The scene at the church had been a confusing one for her. She knew Allyson was a villain, but watching someone die wasn’t something that ever got any easier. Especially when they’d just sacrificed themselves. Maybe that was Allyson’s redemption for a life of crime. If it was, that made it harder to process. 
 
   After a couple of days, though, Adriana had refocused her thoughts. She’d devised a plan and come up with a way to track where the painting went. After making a few calls, she found a hobby dealer in the area who sold radio-controlled drones. One of the higher-end ones had a camera attached to it. She would drop off the painting, get back to the hiding place she’d picked out after surveying the area, and send the drone skyward. After the pickup, she would follow the pickup man. If there were multiple men, like before, she would follow one and torture them until he gave up the Belgian’s location. And if he didn’t, she would spend as long as it took to chase him down. Time and money didn’t matter. Whoever this person was, he’d messed with her family. And that could not be forgiven. The plan was far from perfect. She wished she could call up her friends in the intelligence community, get them to stake out the area, but that wasn’t an option. Especially considering how deep the Belgian’s reach might be. He probably had assets in every major government agency in the world. 
 
   Adriana spent the final day before the drop-off surveying every inch of the rendezvous point. It was an interesting location. As with the first painting, it was near the water. Except this time, she wasn’t going to a shipyard. She was to take the painting to a high-end marina not far from where she was staying. Upon arriving at the harbor, Adriana quickly realized that the Belgian was probably going to be taking the Rembrandt away by sea. Such an escape would make him difficult to follow. She wondered if he was there, watching her walk the gangways, investigating every exit, every ramp, every boat in the marina. Which one was his? Surely, a man with an immeasurable amount of wealth could afford the biggest and the best yacht there was to offer. 
 
   She noticed one, in particular, across the way near the end of the docks. It bobbed back and forth, up and down in the gentle waves. The sheer size of the vessel was astounding. It was at least eighty feet long with two levels above the water line, and at least one more below. The white hull stopped at the deck. The exterior walls of the cabin were painted black with the windows trimmed in gold. Adriana figured the precious metal around the windows was the real thing. 
 
   A man in a white suit stood on the deck just next to the gangplank. His hands were firmly folded behind his back as if he were either expecting someone or guarding the ship. Maybe it was both. The white cap with black brim shielded his already tanned face from the bright sun. Adriana stayed out of his field of vision and kept to the walkways off to the side. 
 
   That has to be his boat. Overcompensate much?
 
   She shook her head in disgust. Adriana had been on a similar yacht not long ago, off the coast of Greece in the Ionian Sea. The experience had been a harrowing one, and the man that owned that particular vessel met an untimely demise. If her plan worked, so would the Belgian.
 
   She kept moving, careful to look more like a casual tourist than someone reconnoitering a secret drop point. Her sunglasses, white hat, and hair tucked up inside provided an adequate disguise. Her white shorts and gray top helped keep her inconspicuous like a wealthy woman on vacation who was out for a stroll to the shops and cafes. 
 
   Now the day was here. She’d taken every precaution, made sure every detail was in place. The batteries in the drone had been checked three times to make sure they worked properly. She’d also taken a small gamble. On her hunch that the Belgian’s pickup guy would be leaving by boat, she spent a considerable amount of money to rent a boat of her own. A smaller one by comparison, a thirty-foot-long cabin cruiser, which was still a decent sized boat for most. It had a full tank of gas and was ready to depart as soon as she stepped aboard. 
 
   It was there she would hide and wait for the pickup to happen. And from there, she would follow.
 
   Dressed in black yoga pants and a matching black jacket, she grabbed her rucksack and the cylinder and took off toward the pier. Dusk came early, changing what had been a bright sunny day into a yellowish gray melancholy evening. A coastal breeze pushed cool air through the streets as Adriana hurried along. She checked the time on her watch to make sure she wasn’t running late. Everything had to be perfect. With darkness coming, she worried about being able to keep visual contact of the pickup man as he departed. Of course, that had to be part of the Belgian’s plan all along. The other pickup times had been an hour earlier. She’d wondered why this one was so different. Now it made sense. He could escape under the cover of impending darkness. She could follow, but not for long—not once the sun went down. Then the ocean would meet the sky in an all-consuming black abyss. 
 
   Adriana picked up her pace even though she wasn’t running late. There was never any penalty for being early. 
 
   She made her way past mostly empty street cafes. With the cool air and the breeze, it wasn’t surprising that most people were choosing to dine indoors tonight. The city as a whole looked much like a ghost town, with only a few pedestrians meandering around, finding bars or restaurants where they could grab a quick drink or meal. Traffic was moderate, primarily filling the main streets. Adriana didn’t have to wait to cross two of the intersections since no cars were coming. 
 
   Getting back to the marina only took ten minutes. Off to the left, she spied her rental boat, tossing back and forth. The keys were tucked away in her rucksack. Even as she hustled toward the drop point, the plan evolved in her mind. Once she had her father, they would get back to the boat. He could drive while she flew the drone and guided him. That would allow them to keep enough distance to avoid looking suspicious to their prey. Yes. That would work. It had to work.
 
   She arrived at the drop point with plenty of time to spare. The area was completely vacant of people. The Belgian knew how to pick his spots. It was out of view from the main thoroughfares, and at this time of day, during this point of the season, no one would be around to interfere. There were plenty of places for his men to watch from. Or shoot from, if things got out of hand. Adriana suddenly felt naked, out in the open and exposed to danger from all angles. She’d not really perceived that when she scouted the area the day before, probably because there were people milling about, the sun was shining, and things seemed less threatening. Now every window, every rooftop, even every yacht on the water posed a serious threat. 
 
   Adriana hesitated as she approached the center of the plaza just outside the marina docks. She’d been instructed to place the cylinder inside a dried-out fountain in the middle of where a row of shops and boutiques came to a corner. The fountain featured a cherub with a harp. She imagined the hole in the sculpture’s mouth spat forth water into the reservoir, but for some reason, there was no water in the giant bowl. Adriana wondered if there was some sort of significance behind using the fountain or if it was just a good place to hide something for a short amount of time. It didn’t matter, she reminded herself. Just make the drop-off and get her father back. That was all the mattered. Well, that and killing the man responsible for all this. 
 
   Something flashed in a fourth-story window in a nearby condominium. Her eyes narrowed as she tried to focus on what it was. Had she seen movement? Or was it just her paranoid mind playing tricks on her? Her movements slowed as she neared the fountain. Her head swiveled back and forth as she scanned the horizon and the different vantage points surrounding the drop point. Nothing moved. Even the boats seemed to sway and bob more calmly in spite of the breeze. It was one of those moments where everything seemed to pause in time. 
 
   She reached the fountain and swallowed. Adriana raised the cylinder in her right hand, in case anyone was watching. She knew someone had to be. Then she placed the object carefully in the bottom of the basin and stepped back, putting both hands up. She looked around, wondering what would happen next. It was her hope that someone would magically appear with her father in tow. Or maybe he would present himself in a window or doorway. But that didn’t happen. Instead, her phone began to ring. 
 
   “Where is he?” she asked after pulling the device from her pocket. 
 
   “You have done well. I must say, I am impressed. I didn’t think you could do it. I mean, I thought you could, but let’s be honest, I didn’t really believe it was possible.”
 
   “I don’t care what you believe. I did what you asked. Now give me my father.” 
 
   His response sent a shiver through her spine. “You can go find him yourself.”
 
   “You promised—”
 
   “Adriana, I know you better than you think. You want to kill me. And I can’t say I blame you. But honestly, renting a boat to come after me? Don’t be silly. I see everything.” 
 
   She gritted her teeth but said nothing. 
 
   “I admire your persistence, though. And you were right to assume I’d extract the painting by boat. Very astute of you. I’m sending my man to come get it now.” 
 
   Across the plaza, a man in a black turtleneck and matching pants appeared. He wore aviator-style sunglasses in spite of the impending darkness, probably to keep his identity safe. 
 
   “Where is my father?” she insisted. 
 
   “Oh, he’s safe. For now. Of course, that could change at any moment. He’s in the tower of Saint François, not far from where you are right now. If you hurry, you might just get to him in time.” 
 
   Anger boiled inside of her, mingling with fear. She watched the man in black approach the fountain, pick up the painting, turn around, and walk over to a white yacht nearby. 
 
   The Belgian continued. “In case you were considering following him and not saving your father, I’ll make that decision easier for you.” 
 
   A thunderous boom erupted from the other end of the pier. It was followed instantly by a bright yellow then orange light that flashed through the plaza. The concussion nearly knocked her over, and Adriana instinctively put her hand up to shield her eyes. Across the water, between several other boats, her vessel blazed amid roiling black smoke and dark orange flames. 
 
   The boat, the drone, her entire plan, was burning away before her eyes. She heard the yacht’s engines engage and noticed a crew of four men already untying the craft from its mooring. Less than a minute later, it was idling out into the harbor toward the breakwater. 
 
   “I’d suggest you not just stand there,” the Belgian said, interrupting her shock. “Your father’s life hangs in the balance.” 
 
   She hit the red button and ended the call, spun around, and took off at a dead sprint. Adriana knew the location. She’d seen it once before on a previous vacation to Nice. But the place had to be closed to tourists. That was good and bad. It would take her a few minutes to break in. She hoped doing so wouldn’t trigger any alarms. 
 
   But that was a risk she had to take. 
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   Nice
 
    
 
   Adriana pumped her legs hard. Her knees raised high and pushed down with as much energy as she could muster. She flew up the narrow stairs of the bell tower two at a time, ignoring the burning in her thighs with every step. From the street, the cream-colored tower didn’t appear to be that tall. But by the time she’d climbed three stories and still hadn’t reached the top, she started to wonder if it would ever come to an end. The short space between steps didn’t help the feeling of infinite climbing. 
 
   She finally made it to the top, lungs on fire and quads feeling like they’d been worked over with a steamroller. Adriana didn’t bother to see if the wooden door leading into the clock’s gear house was locked or not. The one downstairs had been, and she’d made quick work of it. No alarm went off, not that she’d have noticed. Her father’s life was in danger. Police, she could worry about after. 
 
   The old door gave way easily as she plowed into it with her shoulder and twisted the creaky knob. Inside the gear house, it was nearly pitch black, and she had to turn on her phone’s light to take in the surroundings. 
 
   Huge metal gears ticked and turned near the wall. The room smelled of dust, wood, and iron. Above, an old bell was attached to the clock, tolling every hour to remind citizens of the passing time. Over near an open window, she noticed something on the floor, sticking out from behind one of the gears. It was a leg. 
 
   Adriana rushed over to the mechanism and found a man with a thick black beard and mustache. There were a few smudges of gray mixed in, but Diego had aged well. 
 
   “Papa!” She knelt down next to him, putting her hand on his chest. 
 
   He was dressed in a stained white T-shirt, a pair of khaki chinos, and was barefooted. His hands were tied to one of the gear’s spokes. Every minute, the spoke turned a little more, stretching out his arms. His feet were bound by another rope that was wrapped around a concrete column in the corner. It was a sinister invention. The Belgian had tied her father in such a way that at the stroke of half past the hour, the clock’s gears would tear him apart. She noticed a dingy white bandage on his left wrist but for the moment was more concerned with the execution mechanism. 
 
   “Hello, Daughter,” he said in Spanish, only smiling briefly as the gear connected to his hands turned a little more and pulled his limbs upward. “I don’t mean to be rude, but could you cut me out of this? I’m afraid in a few minutes it’s going to get rather uncomfortable.” 
 
   She nodded and smiled. Her fingers found the knife on her belt, unsheathed it, and made quick work of the ropes, freeing him before the device could do any damage. Adriana braced his back for a moment, helping him sit up before she cut the ropes on his legs and then untied the knot. 
 
   He rubbed his weary face with a dirty hand and blinked rapidly, letting out a sigh of relief. “That was close.”
 
   Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. “Papa, I thought I’d lost you. I’m so glad you’re okay.” 
 
   She wrapped her arms around him in a tight embrace. He hadn’t showered for a long time and had probably only been bathed with a bucket of water a few times since his abduction. Adriana didn’t care. He was alive and well. That was all that mattered. 
 
   “Are you hurt?” she asked into his ear, still holding him close. 
 
   He coughed a laugh and patted her on the back. “No, but I can’t breathe with you hugging me so tight like this.” 
 
   She loosened her grip and pulled back, looking over him again to make sure he was okay. She smiled as the tears broke through the seal and streamed down her face. 
 
   He reached out and gripped her shoulders. “It’s okay, dear. I’m fine. A little tired and hungry, and I could use a shower. But I’m going to be fine. Now that you’re here.” 
 
   She shook her head, and then it drooped. Adriana stared at the floor. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
   “Adriana,” he pressed a curled finger underneath her chin and lifted her head. “This wasn’t your fault,” he frowned. When he spoke again, his gravelly voice filled with regret. “It was mine. I was careless. I knew someone was following me. That’s why I called you. I knew that if I were taken, you would be the only one who could save me. I’m so sorry, my darling. I didn’t know who else I could trust.” 
 
   “You were right to call me. You can always call me if you’re in trouble, Papa.” Her jaw set firm for a second before she spoke again, now with more resolve. “We just have to be a little more careful in the future. That’s all. Given your past and the people you’ve worked for, I’m sure there are many who would love to get rid of you.” 
 
   His face grew distant, and his eyes drifted off into one of the dark corners of the room. “I still don’t know what they wanted. All they told me was that they were going to hold me until they got what it was they were looking for. When they had it, they’d let me go.” Diego turned his head around to the right and then the left, taking in the scene that could have been his death trap. “I had no idea this was what they meant by letting me go.” He forced out an uncomfortable laugh. 
 
   Adriana’s breathing had slowed to an almost normal rate after the long sprint up the stairs. The animals that took her father hadn’t even told him what was going on. She wasn’t sure he should know. If he found out they were using him as leverage to get some priceless pieces of missing art, it might drain him further. Then again, she was here. And Adriana knew full well that Diego Villa could put one and two together. It would only be a matter of time until he dragged it out of her. 
 
   “Papa, the men who did this…they wanted me to do something for them.” 
 
   His face turned grave. The skin below his weary eyes twitched at the thought. Vengeful irritation filled his voice. “What do you mean…something?” 
 
    “There’s a group of billionaires that call themselves the Syndicate. Apparently, they run a significant portion of the world’s commerce. I don’t know much about that side of it, but I did find out about one of their little hobbies.” 
 
   His eyes narrowed as he listened intently. 
 
   “Now and then, two of the members of this group will make significant wagers, one against the other. It usually involves some sort of game. I was used as one of the pawns in this game. I had to recover three works of art thought to be lost or destroyed after World War II. I’ve literally been all over the globe in the last twenty-one days.” The last sentence felt like a yoke was slung over her shoulders. All the places she’d been in the last three weeks, she barely knew what time it was anymore. Jet lag didn’t even come close to describing the fatigue she felt. 
 
   Adriana peered into her father’s eyes with a faint glimmer of pride. “I found them all, though, Papa. I found all three.”
 
   His eyes opened wide with surprise. “All three? The paintings, who were the artists?” His natural curiosity got the best of him. 
 
   She snorted a laugh. “Bellini, Rubens, Rembrandt.” Her voice trailed off.
 
   He blinked in disbelief. “Astounding. Incredible you found them all.” 
 
   She nodded. 
 
   He quickly returned to a more concerned expression and tone. “Adriana, I can’t imagine what must have been involved with something like that.” He shook his head, staring at her with admiration. “You truly are an amazing woman.” 
 
   Her voice trembled with rage and regret. “I…I was going to track them down and make them pay for what they did. To both of us. But…I…” She fumbled with the words. “They took the last one by boat. I’d rented a boat to follow them, but they blew it up. The man who did all this had his goons destroy it. They must be a hundred miles away by now.” 
 
   “Stefan Martens,” he said, glancing down at the floor and then redirecting his gaze back to her. 
 
   She frowned. “So you know? Then you know what he’s capable of and that he will do this again.” 
 
   He shrugged. “Yes. Martens is an extremely wealthy man from Brussels. He owns a number of large companies in Europe. The interests of those businesses are diverse enough to never raise any eyebrows. And he certainly knows how to keep to the shadows, even when he’s in plain sight.” 
 
   “Wait. How do you know all this?” 
 
   He swallowed and gave a knowing nod. “While they were moving me, I overheard one of the men accidentally call him by his name. I think he was getting a phone call or something. The man called him Mister Martens. It was in French, but I understood it. From there, I put it together on my own. Stefan Martens isn’t exactly a low-profile character. His influence spans the globe. He’s involved with numerous charities as well, which further help in covering his less scrupulous activities. I’ve run across his name more than once.” 
 
   “So you knew about him all this time?” 
 
   Diego nodded. “Yes. I don’t believe Martens and I ever crossed paths. Not until a few weeks ago. That was my first encounter with him.” 
 
   Adriana processed the information. “I will do whatever it takes to find him and make him pay for what he’s done to you.” 
 
   “You must be careful with such pursuits, my dear. Vengeance is a difficult thing to take, even when you feel it is just.” 
 
   She shook her head. “There’s nothing you can say to stop me from making sure he never does this again. If I don’t kill him, he will continue to play these devilish games. Martens must die.” Her words lingered in the room for a moment. 
 
   Finally, he gave her an agreeing nod. “Yes, I’m afraid you’re right. If we don’t put a stop to it, no one will. Very well,” he pushed himself up off the floor and dusted his pants with a swat of the hand, “let’s go find him.” 
 
   “No, Papa. You need to rest. I’ll find him on my own, and even if I have to search the entire world, I will find him and kill him.” Her eyes drifted down to the bandage on his wrist. “And you’re hurt. Did he do that to you?” She pointed at the wound. 
 
   A mischievous twinkle filled his eyes as he followed her gaze down to his wrist. “Oh, no. I did that to myself.” 
 
   Her eyebrows stitched together. “Why?” 
 
   He grinned slyly at her. When he did, the wrinkles under his eyes stretched out, and his curly black and gray hairline raised a tad. “So that we wouldn’t have to search the world to find him.” 
 
   “I don’t understand.” 
 
   “Every two years I have a global positioning chip placed in my wrist, just below the skin. I do it in case…well in case the worst happens. I hoped I would never need it, but you know me: I stick to the way I’ve always done things.” 
 
   Her face brightened at the realization. “You cut it out?” 
 
   He nodded and then cocked his head to the side, remembering the event. “Yes, it was quite painful. It’s never that bad when the professionals take them out. Of course, they aren’t using twisted metal from an old chair.” 
 
   It sounded gruesome, and her face portrayed that fact. 
 
   Diego waved a dismissive hand. “I’m fine. And the guards actually thought I was trying to kill myself. By the time they got in the next day and saw the blood, I guess they figured I’d had enough. The truth is I didn’t bleed that much, and I ended up getting a much more comfortable room as a result.” 
 
   Adriana’s voice was distant, coated in amazement. “So the chip is still there.”
 
   He nodded. “It is.” 
 
   “So we can track him to his exact location.” 
 
   “Yes. But we’re going to need a boat. That’s how they brought me here. Took several hours too. Thought I was going to get seasick being kept in the dark like that with a hood over my head.” 
 
   “I can get us a boat, though I doubt I can get my security deposit back on the rental boat,” she joked. After another few seconds, she looked out across the black night. 
 
   “And we’re going to need weapons. I couldn’t see his entire compound, but I know he has at least a dozen men there at all times.” 
 
   “Not a problem,” she said, still gazing out across the water. “Not a problem at all.” 
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   Corsica
 
    
 
   The GPS beacon blipped on the computer screen. Adriana’s father stared at the monitor with keen interest while she kept her eyes firmly locked on the horizon. Her fingers were wrapped tightly around the wheel as she guided the yacht through the calm Ligurian Sea. Off to the west, a storm was simmering in the sky. Flashes of lighting briefly illuminated the towering clouds as they clashed together. To the east, the night sky was almost perfect except for an occasional wispy cloud that had gone astray from the western cluster. Billions of stars glittered against the black backdrop until they faded away in the light of the rising moon. 
 
   Getting another boat at such a late hour took some work and more than a few strings had to be pulled. But one hour and €20,000 later, they had a small yacht that would suit their needs. Plus, it had a Sea-Doo attached to the back platform, which would make getting to land much quicker since docking at Martens’s pier would be completely out of the question. Getting into his estate would require an operation of a more clandestine nature. 
 
   Adriana preferred not to be behind the wheel of a boat on the open sea at night. Few things made her uncomfortable. That was one of them. She wasn’t a seasoned sailor by any means, but she knew enough about the sea to have a deep respect for it. Things could change at a moment’s notice out on the water. She’d heard horror stories from a number of different expert sources. In the blink of an eye, the gentle rippling beneath them could turn into a violent liquid chaos. The sooner they reached their destination, the better. 
 
   Upon opening her computer and locking in on the chip her father had removed from his arm, they discovered that Martens’s getaway was on a small island off the northwestern coast of Corsica. 
 
   “That makes sense,” Diego had said upon realizing where he’d been kept for so long. “I could smell the sea from the room I was in. And the amount of time it took to sail here, that has to be it. That means they haven’t found the device.” 
 
   She’d asked where he’d hidden it. Diego responded with a childish grin. “The one decent accommodation they gave me was a toilet. I hid the beacon in the water closet, someplace I knew they’d have no reason to check.” 
 
   Adriana smirked. He was right. She could count on one hand the number of times she’d even removed the lid to any of her own water closets. Made sense Martens’s men wouldn’t bother to think something might be in one of theirs.
 
   In the distance, a black mass appeared on the horizon between the rippling waves and the moonlit sky. The island of Corsica was more like the size of a small country than an island, and the two Villas saw it long before Martens’s private island came into view. They’d been driving the boat for the last four hours, carefully maintaining optimum speed to make sure there was enough fuel to make the journey there and then return to the Italian mainland after their stop. So far, everything looked fine on that front. They’d have more than enough to make their escape. 
 
   Diego looked up from the screen and sidestepped over to the wheel, stabilizing himself on the dash as he moved. When he was close to his daughter, he glanced down at the rucksack sitting on the bench behind her. “You’re certain that will be enough?” 
 
   She nodded. “It’s enough.” 
 
   He shook his head and stared ahead at the approaching island. “I don’t like it. I should be coming with you. Give me a gun. I can fight. I can help. You running in there alone, it doesn’t feel right.” 
 
   “I’ll be fine, Papa. But I’m not going to let you go in there after you just got out. Don’t worry about me. I can handle myself.” She grinned, “I learned from the best, after all.” 
 
   He shrugged. It was true. She really had learned from the best, and Adriana wasn’t just talking about her father. From an early age, she’d been trained by some of the best fighting instructors money could buy. It wasn’t Diego’s intention that she become a killer. He wanted her to be able to defend herself against anyone who wanted to do him harm or needed information that he possessed. It was the nature of his job in the intelligence community. There was risk and reward. In the case of Adriana, he wanted to make sure she was never at risk. 
 
   As the yacht carved its way through the waves, he continued to stare off into the distance, remembering the sessions with her as a young child. Her first was when she was only five. She was much too young to use any kind of self-defense that required strength or body weight. So he’d taught her to use knives and small guns. 
 
   If another parent had heard that, they’d likely have called a local agency to have the girl removed from his care. But Diego made sure that she always knew the dangers involved with such weapons. Besides, the knives he started her out with were made of wood and the guns were loaded with blanks, just to be safe. 
 
   When she turned seven, Diego switched to live rounds and real blades. It was also when the instruction into fighting with her hands and feet began. 
 
   Diego recalled getting a phone call from one of Adriana’s teachers. At the time, the girl was only eight years old. According to the teacher, she’d flipped a larger boy onto his back and used a special grip to bend the boy’s arm into an excruciating position. Diego chuckled at the thought. The teacher had told him she’d seen it all and that a girl shouldn’t know how to do things like that. When the teacher asked where she’d learned it, Diego simply explained, “Television, I guess.” 
 
   The teacher was leery but accepted his answer. Later that year, Diego pulled her out of the school and started her with private tutoring instead. 
 
   His head swiveled to the right, and he took in the sight of his daughter, now a grown woman, commanding, strong, and resolute. He didn’t always agree with her choices. The life she’d taken on was one of adventure...and danger. But she was her own person and could make her own decisions. Diego refused to stand in the way. 
 
   In his younger days, he would have insisted on going into Martens’s island mansion with her, storming the gates and taking out the guards until they found the man responsible for the abduction. Now, however, his skills were best put to use behind a computer, at a desk, or in this case, making sure the boat was ready to leave when she made it out of the building. 
 
   If she made it out of the building.
 
   The second thought gave him reason to pause and reconsider. Even though he was slow and his knees weren’t what they used to be, Diego’s fatherly instincts kicked in. He couldn’t let her go into that death trap alone. Could he? The reality was he would hold her back. It was pride-swallowing time, and Diego had to choke it down. Besides, he’d never been able to keep Adriana from doing what she wanted. He knew better than to stand in her way. She’d simply find another way to do it. 
 
   Adriana worked the wheel around to starboard, aiming the bow at a smaller silhouette a few miles off the coast of Corsica. From this distance, they couldn’t see much more than a few flickering lights. 
 
   “Better veer around that way,” he said, pointing off to the right. “Looks like we’re right in the line of sight of the compound.” 
 
   She’d already decided to do that but let him feel like it was his idea. They’d covered up the lights on the boat to make it less visible. But in the moonlight, they could still be seen if someone was looking, especially with the sound of the motor and the foamy white wake that trailed after them. It helped that the boat had a dark blue exterior. Only the hull was white, which would stand out like a spotlight in the clear conditions. With the storm approaching from the west, Adriana hoped they could use it for cover. Sure, the chop and the wind would make coming into land much more difficult, but it would also keep them hidden. As the craft sliced through the sea and around to the west of the island, the lights of Martens’s mansion disappeared behind an outcropping of trees. 
 
   Diego leaned forward into the wind, peering through the darkness for a place along the shore where they could make land. “There,” he said after a few fruitless minutes of searching. “That beach should work.” 
 
   Adriana shifted the lever and slowed the boat’s speed to just above an idle. She kept it there until the depth finder started dropping dramatically and then slowed the engines again. The boat rocked forward and back in the waves as she brought it to a stop a few hundred feet from shore. 
 
   She hit the button to drop the anchor, and the machine began to whine. Then she spun around, grabbed her rucksack, and rechecked the contents one last time before turning to her father. “Be ready,” she said. “When I’m coming, I’ll be coming fast.” Adriana walked over to the Sea-Doo and hit the button to begin lowering it into the water. She mounted the watercraft as it moved downward and gave one last glance back at her father. He smiled at her from the shadows of the cabin and put up his right hand with palm open. 
 
   There were no I love you's, no goodbyes, just the still wave of a hand. Diego hadn’t always been the most affectionate person, and he kept his emotions in check more than anyone she’d ever met, but Adriana knew her father loved her. He’d made her what she was. Losing her mother had been hard on them both. It had destroyed him for a time, and when he rebuilt himself, Diego was never the same. He was numb. Not cold, just distant like his heart was in a far-off place never to return. Adriana understood. She missed her mother dearly but couldn’t imagine what her father had gone through. 
 
   With it just being the two of them, he’d done the best he could. And now, it was time for her to make sure they would be safe. She wasn’t wrong, and Diego knew it. Martens had to be taken down. If not, they would never be safe. As he watched her descend into the water and start the watercraft’s engine, he thought about what she’d said regarding the Syndicate. Martens was only one of many. He wondered who some of the other members were and if they knew who he and Adriana were. If that were the case, would they be safe even after killing Martens? There was no way to know. Right now, all Diego wanted to do was look at his daughter as she sped away through the waves toward the beach, disappearing into the night. 
 
   Adriana never looked back. She was on a mission now. The sea’s waves rocked her body back and forth as she sped toward the landmass ahead. The journey took less than ninety seconds, ending with her running the watercraft aground into the soft white sand. She patted her side to make sure the long knife was still in its sheath. Next she removed her .40-caliber Springfield from her rucksack, rechecked the magazine for the third time, and then slid two more into slots on her belt. One last check to make sure everything in the rucksack was secure, and Adriana took off into the woods, disappearing into the shadows. 
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   Stefan Martens’s compound was an elaborate piece of property. Short white walls that matched the exterior of the mansion surrounded the main building. It was a design Adriana was familiar with but didn’t care for. Now she liked it even less, knowing that the man responsible for her father’s abduction owned it. 
 
   The perimeter wall was abutted by a dense forest of trees and shrubs. A thin strip of lawn wrapped around it, ending in a row of landscaping featuring local bushes and flowers. She peeked over the four-foot wall and into an enormous yard that stretched another hundred feet to the primary dwelling. She searched the property for a guardhouse, but there was none. A pool was off to the left of the mansion, attached by a set of brick stairs. The only other building on the premises was a tiny cabana-style pool house that matched the design of the home itself. 
 
   Off to the right, she noticed some movement and instinctively ducked back down. Peeking over the top of the wall again, she realized it was a guard. The man wore a black T-shirt and matching cargo pants. Always in black, she thought. She wore the dark color to help keep from being too visible. Adriana suspected security guards wore it to appear more threatening since black was perceived to be something tough people wore. 
 
   It did little to put her off. The guard she’d spotted was meandering around the eastern wall of the house. He had a bored yet stern look on his face. Her head twisted back to the left. She scanned the area for another guard but was surprised to find none. Either Martens was confident no one knew he was there, or he wasn’t worried about someone coming after him. Adriana had a sneaking suspicion that what she was seeing was only scratching the surface.
 
   She reached into her bag, sliding her fingers into an inner pouch that contained three metal discs. When she felt one of them, she pulled it out and slipped it into her back pocket. The device was about the size of a watch battery, tiny and almost completely unnoticeable in her pants. She’d used the mini-flash bangs before to escape certain death. Adriana hoped she wouldn’t have to again any time soon, but being prepared couldn’t hurt. Ideally, though, she could carry out her mission quietly. 
 
    Staying low to the ground, Adriana crept along the outer wall, making her way up and around to the eastern side where she’d seen the guard. Every fifteen feet or so, she’d take a quick look over the top and make sure the guy was still there. He’d been pacing back and forth for the last few minutes, walking over to the front door and then back to the shadows under the shade of a large tree whose branches hung over the wall. As she drew closer, she noticed the guard had stopped near the corner of the house. His sudden change in pattern froze her in place, but she soon realized why he’d halted. 
 
   A bright yellow flash illuminated his face for a second. A circular orange glow radiated on and off. He was taking a smoke break. Adriana watched as the man’s hand went down to his side and then back up, each time brightening the burning end of the cigarette as he drew in a puff of smoke. A bluish gray haze hung around his face for a second and then wafted away into the dry evening air. 
 
   She was thirty feet away but could still smell the stale scent of cheap tobacco. Her fingers loosed the knife from its sheath while the other hand shoved her pistol in the back of her pants. As soon as the guard turned around to walk back in the other direction, she would sneak up behind him and take him down. Halfway through with his cigarette, the guard dropped it on the ground and mashed it with a twisting of his foot. He turned back toward the entrance of the white mansion and started slogging his way along a concrete path. 
 
   Now was her chance. Or was it? Something didn’t feel right. It was a sensation, a premonition she’d had a few times. She couldn’t place it, but Adriana was overwhelmed by the feeling that this whole thing was a trap. It was too easy. Wasn’t it? Why would a man like Martens only have one guard outside his home? 
 
   Something cracked behind her. Adriana spun around and instantly ducked to the right, narrowly missing a fist emanating from the shadows. The man’s face was covered with a ski mask, but she could see the whites of his eyes and the pale skin around them. The rest of his body came into view a half second later. Her right hand whipped the knife around at the attacker’s abdomen, hoping to let his momentum carry him into the blade’s sharp edge. He jumped at the last second, though, lifting one boot over her swing and sending the other into the side of her face. 
 
   A sudden, jolting pain shot through her cheek, but she’d had worse and the blow only knocked her back temporarily. Fueled with anger, she rolled to the side and pushed herself up off the ground. Still clutching the knife in one hand, Adriana flipped it around and sprang. 
 
   She went for the neck first, always her primary target when it came to knife fighting. It was something she’d learned at a young age. Someone with a stab wound to nearly any body part can keep fighting. But a neck wound could kill the enemy in less than a minute. 
 
   She swiped the tip at the man’s bare throat, but he easily sidestepped it and circled a hand around to grab her wrist. Her momentum carried her too close and he punched out with the other fist, but she was quicker with her knee, driving it up into his groin before he could land the blow. Instantly debilitated, the man hunched over in nauseating agony. As he doubled over, Adriana swung the tip of her knife around and drove it through his throat and out the back of his neck. Again, she heard a noise from the shadowy woods a few feet away. She yanked the blade out of the dying man and pivoted in time to take the brunt of a flying sidekick right to the shoulder. 
 
   This attacker was a little slimmer than the previous and much quicker. As soon as he landed, he fired a flurry of punches. Three landed in her abdomen before she could block them. As soon as she defended her midsection, he jabbed at her face then kicked her in the ribs once more. Adriana retreated for a moment, absorbing the pain before jabbing the knife at her assailant’s chest. He grabbed her wrist and bent it awkwardly, forcing her to her knees. His elbow came down hard onto her back. The jolt and the excruciating grip on her wrist caused her to drop the knife to the ground. It was a miracle her wrist wasn't broken. 
 
   The masked man chopped down again, but she mustered enough strength to spring from the ground and somersault over the hand that held her. She landed on her feet and now had the man off guard, bent over just behind her. Adriana swung her leg around hard, smashing the heel of her foot into the side of his face. The fingers around her wrist went limp. She reached around to her lower back and found the pistol. A round was already chambered, so when she spun around and pointed it at the man’s chest as he charged, the weapon was good to go. She squeezed the trigger three times. The barrel erupted, popping loudly in the otherwise silent night. The rounds pounded the attacker’s torso, ripping through his chest cavity. His arms flailed as he wrenched side to side before collapsing a few feet from his comrade. 
 
   Adriana had no time to catch her breath. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw another attack coming. And beside him, a second, third, fourth and fifth. All the men wore the same matching masks and outfits. She drew down on the first and sank a bullet into his forehead, swiveled to the right and sent a round through the man’s shoulder and face. The first two went down easily enough, but the other three came too fast for her to get kill shots, even from such a close range. One bullet struck the third guy in the gut and dropped him to the ground. It could have been mortal, but he’d take several minutes to die. The fourth and fifth targets were not as easy. They split up as they charged, and she was only able to wing the first until he got closer. He launched through the air at her as if to tackle her like an American football linebacker, but she spun out of the way, extended her arm, and shot him in the spine. He quivered prostrate on the ground as she turned her attention to the last man standing. He sprinted to the left, retreating to the shadows and disappearing. She pulled the trigger three more times as he fled, catching him in the hamstring with one round but missing with the other two. A twig snapped in the forest, and she fired her last shot into the dark. 
 
   She pressed the magazine release and let it fall to the ground then reached into her belt and grabbed a fresh one. It slid easily into the gun’s handle and clicked into place. She pulled the slide to chamber a new round and stalked toward a massive oak tree where she believed the final attacker was hiding. A thin stream of smoke drifted up from the gun’s barrel. In the chaos, she’d forgotten about the guard by the house, but before she could look back, the last attacker fell out from behind the tree and onto the ground, grabbing his thigh. She could see his eyes wince in pain from the wound. His pain would be over soon. She raised the weapon to give him swift mercy, but a voice from near the house caused her to freeze in place. 
 
   “Enough!”
 
   Adriana whirled around. She instantly recognized the voice, even before she saw the man standing amid eight guards at the corner of the house. They’d appeared out of nowhere like apparitions. The henchmen all had pistols drawn and aimed at her. The Belgian was tucked away behind two of the men in the center, making him a much more difficult target. By contrast, he wore a white polo tucked into navy blue trousers. Apparently, he wasn’t stupid. She could have picked him off from that distance but only having his face as a target narrowed the margin. Nevertheless, she kept her pistol trained on him. 
 
   She swallowed, still gasping for breath after the fighting. A million words ran through her head, but Adriana could think of none to use that would convey her anger. 
 
   Martens spoke up first. “So you have come to wreak vengeance for taking your father. A completely understandable and predictable response.” He flipped something up in the air a few times, catching it in his palm. Then he held it up, pretended to inspect it for a moment, twisting it back and forth, before tossing it over the wall to Adriana. 
 
   The homing beacon hit her in the chest, but she didn’t flinch. All she needed was an opening. She considered taking the shot anyway. At worst, she’d take out the two guards nearest Martens. But the others would tear her apart. She’d be able to get off two, maybe three shots before their bullets riddled her body.
 
   “I’m actually glad you came,” Martens went on, folding his hands behind his back. “You have proved yourself quite useful. I have to admit, the way you handled yourself during all of this…it’s been fun to watch. I’m impressed.” 
 
   “If I believed in a hell, I would tell you to go there.” 
 
   “Ah. Well, that isn’t any way to repay a compliment when someone gives it to you. Totally understandable but uncalled for.” When he spoke, his bright blond hair shook like a pale bird nest in a thunderstorm. He had to be in his sixties. The man’s hair was so light that the transition to white would be almost seamless. 
 
   “I don’t really care,” she said through grinding teeth. “You kidnapped my father. And you have no idea what you put me through. I’m going to kill you, and then I’m going to kill every member of your little billionaire club.”
 
   Martens laughed and tilted his head back. “I doubt that. And right now, you’re in no position to make threats. Why don’t you do yourself a favor and put the weapon down so we can talk like civilized adults?” 
 
   “I don’t have anything to say to you.” 
 
   “Well, perhaps you can listen. I have an offer that I think you’d be very much interested in hearing.” 
 
   She winced and lowered her eyebrows. Suspicion filled her head. “What kind of offer? I don’t need anything from you.” 
 
   He raised a finger to help make his point. “Ah, but that isn’t true, is it? You search for lost paintings, items that were taken during the war. You look to return them to their rightful owners. A notably righteous calling, I must say. But it must be so time consuming, tracking down all that art, often times never finding anything, only to return home and start all over again with another pursuit. It must be exhausting.” 
 
   Adriana listened, still looking for the right angle to take the shot. 
 
   “What I have to offer you is time. Imagine if you could get those precious pieces of art in half the time. Maybe less than that. I could help you.” 
 
   “Help me? Why, so you could keep them in your little private collection? I don’t think so.” 
 
   “Don’t be so shortsighted. If you come to work for me, true, I will keep the paintings, but you will be well compensated, and wouldn’t the art be better off in hands that appreciate it? Besides, think about the animals that stole it to begin with. You and I aren’t that different, are we? I just want the priceless pieces of the Old Masters to have a safe home. You want the same thing, do you not?”
 
   His broad, smooth face creased in a tempting, sinister smile. The hollow eyes stared at her, pleading. 
 
   “You are no better than those animals,” she said. “You manipulate people, use them to get what you want, and then you justify it by saying you’re doing the world a favor? Thanks,” she shook her head, “but I’ll pass.” 
 
   Martens drew in a deep breath and sighed. “I thought you would probably say something like that. I have to admit I’m disappointed. You don’t see the truth. We are the same person, you and I. We want to salvage what we can of the past and preserve it for future generations. Someday, when I’m gone, you can do what you want with the paintings. I have no children, no heirs. Help me save the greatest works of mankind’s history, and when I die, do what you will with them. Donate them to a museum if you like. I don’t care. I’ll be gone. I’m certainly not naive enough to think I’ll live forever.” 
 
   That part of his offer would have tempted someone of less resolve. It took away the problem of keeping the paintings from the world and put them back where they belong. It didn’t, however, remove the fact that Martens was an evil person and would stop at nothing to get what he wanted. How many more people would he take prisoner, murder, or manipulate? Men like him were used to always getting what they wanted, never being told no by anyone. It was time he got used to it. 
 
   “I said my answer is no. You kidnapped my father, and I could have been killed in your stupid little game. I don’t work for men like you. I may be a thief, but at least I do what is right in the end.” 
 
   Martens was clearly disappointed despite the attempt to appear stoic. His eyes narrowed slightly at the denial of his offer. “You are obviously very good at what you do. I find it odd that you believe your primary mission in life is righteous and mine is not when, in the end, they are one and the same. I could have made you a very wealthy woman. And we could have saved more paintings than you ever dreamed of. In fact, I know the locations of two more I think might have interested you.” He shrugged. “It’s a shame you have to die now.” 
 
   The guards stiffened, ready to fire on command. 
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said, “your father will be joining you shortly.” 
 
   “You’re right about that!” Diego’s voice cut through the night from the woods off to Adriana’s right. 
 
   Something popped a second before a bright red flash zipped through the crowd of men, scattering them. In the chaos, the two guards nearest Martens split apart, their attention drawn to the darkness and the source of the flare. Adriana kept her aim true. The moment they divided, Martens was exposed. Her finger tugged on the sensitive trigger, but one of the men to the target’s left took a step back to steady his aim into the woods. Her weapon fired, sending the round into the guard’s shoulder and knocking him sideways. 
 
   Martens bolted, retreating into the darkness at the end of the house and disappearing from view as she fired two more shots into the void, both missing badly. The four guards on the right, closest to the woods, took off running for the man who’d fired the flare, leaving the other three and the wounded gunman for Adriana. 
 
   Her hands whirled to the left, and she fired a shot through the nearest gunman’s chest, just below the neck. He collapsed to the ground and fell prostrate on the grass, his body shuddering over hands clasping at the wound. The other two able-bodied men returned fire, popping off several shots as she ducked behind the wall for cover. 
 
   She knew enough not to stay in the same position and scurried downhill ten feet. Peeking over the edge, Adriana saw both men keeping their weapons level, sweeping them back and forth, awaiting their target to reappear. She granted them their wish, raising up and firing three more rounds at the nearest guard. One struck his hip, the second shattered his pelvis, and the third found its mark in the right side of his ribcage. He yelped and fired a shot into the air as he collapsed, writhing in agony. 
 
   The remaining gunman replied with five shots of his own, but she’d already ducked behind the wall again, and the rounds ricocheted harmlessly into the nearby dirt. Adriana moved back up the slope, beyond where she’d originally stood, and crouched in a ready position between the forest and the guard. She glanced off to the right and saw the four shadows of the men, hustling into the dark. One was pointing the other three in the directions he wanted them to go. 
 
   She heard something rustle just on the other side of the wall. She stood up and found herself face to face with the guard. His gun was aimed off to the left. He swung it around as she raised hers to his chest. The guard’s left hand swept up in desperation. It smashed against her wrist as she pulled the trigger. The bullet grazed the outside of his shoulder but not enough to slow him down. His weapon came around fast. Just as he started to fire, Adriana dropped down below the barrel and stabbed up with the knife in her hand. The sharp point went through skin, tendon, and muscle, ripping across the underside of his forearm. 
 
   The guard yelped, dropping his weapon simultaneously. His other hand involuntarily grabbed at the wound when it should have defended the swipe of the blade across his neck. She dragged the edge deep, severing the artery and vein. As he clutched at the mortal wound, Adriana hopped up onto the wall, leaped at him, and kicked him in the chest, knocking the dying man to the ground. 
 
   She spun around, holding the gun up, ready for the next guard. The knife was gripped tightly at her side. No one came, though. Instead, she heard a man scream, followed by several gunshots. 
 
   Was it her father’s voice she heard in the darkness? 
 
   Adriana didn’t wait for the answer. She sprinted along the wall in the direction the guards had gone. Twenty seconds into her run, she got her answer. She skidded to a stop just as a man in black toppled over on his side. A hole in his head meant he would never rise again. 
 
   He was lying a few feet from another guard, who was ten feet away from the other two. Three were dead. One would be soon. He convulsed violently as the two rounds in his chest kept his heart and lungs from operating. For another half a minute, his head twitched as he fought oncoming death. 
 
   Her father stood another twelve feet away, holding one of the guard’s guns in his hand. The barrel leaked a faint trickle of gray smoke into the air. Diego's hair and beard dripped with water and his clothes were completely drenched. 
 
   “Next time, I ride that jet ski thing with you,” he grinned. 
 
   She shook her head. “I told you to stay in the boat.” 
 
   He chuckled. “You’re welcome. That was a nasty little spot you got yourself in, my dear.” 
 
   Adriana fought back her pride. “Thank you. But Martens got away. Did you see him?” 
 
   Diego shook his head. “He didn’t come this way. But I know where he’s headed.”
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   Corsica
 
    
 
   Adriana pressed the throttle lever forward, maxing out the Sea-Doo’s speed as it crashed through the waves. Diego held on for dear life to a few handholds on either side of the speeding watercraft. They’d hurried back to the beach and pushed the small vessel back into the water. Against her better judgment, Adriana allowed her father to come along even though she’d protested. 
 
   They hit a wave and surged through the air, landing smoothly in the down slope of the next swell. Getting around to the other side of the island where Martens kept his yacht had been quick work for the jet-driven watercraft. The Belgian had fled the scene of the showdown and was trying to escape, as Diego predicted. The villain’s yacht was large and heavy, though, and making a quick getaway wasn’t entirely possible. 
 
   Martens had a head start, however, and the yacht was already beginning to pick up speed as it plowed through the sea toward the Italian mainland. The blackish water churned white in the massive yacht’s wake. 
 
   Adriana squinted against the salty wind as she kept the throttle forward and sped toward the fleeing yacht, closing the gap rapidly. 
 
   “What exactly is your plan?” Diego shouted, barely audible over the sound of the Sea-Doo’s engine and the crashing waves. 
 
   She barely twisted her head to the right and yelled back. “I’m going to get close to his yacht and jump onboard.”
 
   “You’re going to jump on a moving boat?” 
 
   She ignored his question. It was too loud and too late to have that conversation. Her mind was made up. Time to finish this. 
 
   A hundred feet from the yacht, she turned her head again and shouted at her father. “When we get close, take the throttle and keep it steady! Pull alongside his boat, and I’ll climb over!” 
 
   Time for questioning her was over. He nodded and readied himself to move forward. Their bodies swayed and jerked back and forth with each wave they crested as the watercraft narrowed the distance to Martens’s yacht. 
 
   Fifty feet. Forty. Thirty. Twenty. 
 
   Adriana shimmied forward and motioned for her father to take the left handlebar. He did as ordered and kept the craft heading in the right direction as she raised her leg over and sat sideways in the saddle. In the moderately sized waves, it was difficult to keep from flipping off the side, but she kept a firm grip on the right handlebar and throttle until they were ten feet from the yacht. The gap continued to close, and she eased off the throttle a tad to match the speed of the bigger vessel. She pulled the handlebar to the right as they came parallel to the yacht. The Sea-Doo veered at the massive hull, and at the last second Adriana jumped just before the two crafts collided. 
 
   She flew through the air. Her body hit the side of the boat, but her hands caught the shiny guardrails and held true. Diego kept the Sea-Doo next to the yacht for a few more seconds to make sure she got aboard. He watched as she pulled herself up and swung her leg over the rails, landing safely on the deck. Convinced she was okay for the moment, Diego eased back on the gas and guided the watercraft into the yacht’s wake, keeping close behind. 
 
   A man with a gun stepped out on the rear deck and fired shots at the little watercraft. Diego ducked behind the handlebars and dashboard, cutting left and right as he did to avoid the bullets. 
 
   Suddenly, Adriana stepped over to the gunman. Her knife flashed briefly before she rammed the tip through the side of his head. He dropped to the deck, killed instantly from the blow. 
 
   She looked back at her father and nodded before disappearing through the cabin’s rear door. 
 
   The yacht’s enormous interior was decorated better than most millionaires' homes. Four black leather couches faced into a square, black coffee table in the center. The floor was made from pale bamboo, contrasting the dark colors of the furniture. Above, the white ceiling and lights were offset by a section of black that formed a triangle over the coffee table in the middle of the room. The walls were made of a shiny black material that Adriana couldn’t identify right away. At the far end, a bar with lights over the mirror housed a variety of high-end liquors, mixing containers, and utensils. The scent of leather mixed intoxicatingly with the sea air, and she hurriedly closed the door. 
 
   No sooner had she done so than Adriana sensed movement to her left and jumped forward as the gun raised and fired where her head had just been. Another guard. 
 
   She lunged at him, plowing her shoulder into his torso and driving him against the wall. He was muscular and outweighed her by at least fifty pounds. He recovered quickly and smashed his elbow down into her back. She crumpled under the blow but still held her knife in hand. Adriana jammed it forward, sinking the point deep into his abdomen until the handle stopped its progress. 
 
   The guard grunted but kept his firm grip on her shoulders with one elbow as he lifted the other and tried to point the gun at the back of her neck. She pulled out the knife and stabbed again, slightly higher, but still not weakening the guard enough. Wiggling free from his grip, she left the knife in his torso, put her hands on the ground, and in the next second, did a handstand. She flung her feet over her head and grabbed the sides of the guard’s head then whipped them backward. The leverage was too much for him to overcome, and he flipped forward over the couch and face-first into the edge of the hard coffee table. He slumped over on his side, and when she stood up, Adriana could see that he’d hit the table right under his jaw, knocking him out cold. 
 
   She stepped over, picked up the weapon, and made sure he would stay down by putting a bullet through his temple. 
 
   Over to the right, a set of stairs led up to the next level where she assumed the yacht’s bridge was located. She held the gun in front of her shoulder and proceeded up the steps, taking them slowly, one at a time. As she cleared the lower edge of the landing, she could see two sets of feet on the other side of the room. Based on the pants Martens had been wearing earlier, she knew one of the pairs belonged to him. The other must have been the boat’s captain. 
 
   Adriana climbed over the last step and raised the pistol, aiming it straight at Martens’s back. 
 
   “Is she dead?” he shouted out, assuming it was his guard that had just fired the shot downstairs. 
 
   “Not yet,” she answered. 
 
   Martens spun around and stared into her eyes with disbelief. His breathing quickened as she took a step forward. 
 
   “You messed with the wrong family.” 
 
   No drama. No silly talk. Short and to the point. Then she squeezed the trigger. 
 
   Martens sensed the gunshot before she fired and in a desperate move, grabbed his boat’s captain and jerked him closer to use as a human shield. The bullet struck the man in the chest, and a second later, his white uniform began to stain red. Before she could fire again, Martens grasped the wheel and spun it hard to the right. The yacht lurched hard to starboard, and the sudden movement sent Adriana falling to her left. 
 
   She crashed into a cabinet but held onto the gun. The barrel blazed twice more, sending rounds through the windshield, missing her target as he scrambled toward the port-side exit. Her balance off, she squeezed the trigger again but missed as Martens escaped through the door. She regained her stability and rushed ahead, chasing after the fleeing Belgian. 
 
   In her haste, Adriana left caution behind, and when she crossed the door’s threshold, was struck hard in the face with the back of Martens’s forearm. The blow knocked her feet out from under her, and Adriana fell to the deck. Momentarily stunned, she felt the weapon slip from her grasp and caught a glimpse of it as the gun slid away down the deck toward the rear of the boat. 
 
   A terrible pain shot through her scalp as Martens clutched her hair and pulled her to her feet. The next second, his forearm was around her neck, squeezing hard. Adriana felt her airway close, and she choked, heaving forward to free herself from his grip. She managed a short gasp of air before he tightened the noose. She squirmed, but his hold on her was too strong. Her vision narrowed and blurred. In seconds, she would black out. After that, Adriana would be dead in less than a minute. 
 
   She twisted her head an inch to the left and saw the Sea-Doo bouncing in the waves, trailing just behind the yacht. A distant memory returned to her. Her training. She remembered something her father had said to her when she was young about what to do when someone was choking her from behind. Always go for the eyes. Losing vision is both horrific and painful. 
 
   With her last ounce of strength and the moonlit night growing darker by the second, Adriana reached both hands back and found Martens’s face. Her thumbs dragged across his skin until they found the eye sockets. She shoved hard with the flats of her thumbs, sinking them as deep as she could. 
 
   Martens screamed, and instantly his grip loosened as she plunged her thumbs deeper and then bent them and pulled back as she dropped to her knees, gasping for air. His hands shot up to his eyes, wiping at them with his fingers. He staggered forward, forgetting his surroundings. His waist hit the side rail at the exact moment the yacht dropped through a swell. The two movements were too much, and he toppled over into the sea. 
 
   Adriana caught a last-second view before he went over the edge and managed to grab the rail and pull herself up. She looked back and saw Martens floating in the black sea. Diego hit the throttle on the Sea-Doo and drove it straight at the oblivious Belgian. 
 
   He heard the engine but never saw the watercraft as the bow rammed into his head at full speed. A second later, Diego let off the throttle and looked back. Martens’s body was gone. 
 
   Adriana stared down from above, her throat still sore from the choking. She managed a weak grin and held a hand up for her father to see that she was okay. He repeated the gesture and gave a nod. 
 
   Martens was dead. It was over.
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   Berlin
 
   Two Weeks Later
 
    
 
   Adriana shook hands with the curator and walked out of the office. The entire wall separating it and the rest of the museum was made of glass, as was the door. The man said he preferred to be able to see everything that was going on. He was either a micromanager or terribly afraid of being lonely. Either way, it made for a decent place to work, giving an open feel to what would otherwise be nothing more than a glorified cubicle. 
 
   Her father was waiting for her, sitting on a bench just outside the office near a short separating wall that segregated art of different kinds. He sat with both feet firmly planted on the floor, a golf cap folded in his hands. When she approached, he smiled up at her and stood. 
 
   “All sorted out?” he asked. 
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, I think so.” Adriana glanced back over her shoulder at the exuberant curator. He was already busily making phone calls. “I’d guess he’s reaching out to every promotional outlet he can find.” 
 
   Diego leaned sideways and looked beyond her. The frail old man with circular black-rimmed glasses, a thin nest of hair, and sagging features looked more alive than he probably had in years. He was waving a hand around wildly as he spoke to someone on the other end of the phone. 
 
   “He looks excited,” Diego said, turning his attention back to his daughter. “You sure he’ll keep your identity a secret.” 
 
   “An extraordinary donation from an anonymous donor,” she answered. “That’s his line, and he knows to stick with it.” 
 
   “And if he doesn’t?” 
 
   “He doesn’t know my name or anything about me. I used an alias.”
 
   “Smart.” 
 
   The two started for the exit, strolling by priceless works of art from various Old Masters. Adriana stared at them as they passed, admiring the collection. 
 
   “You know,” Diego interrupted her thoughts, “those three paintings were probably worth close to a quarter of a billion. It’s not surprising he’s excited. You sure he won’t just take them for himself?” 
 
   She shook her head. “He has a good reputation as an historian and curator. And he’s honest.” 
 
   “How do you know that?” 
 
   Adriana snorted. “Papa, it’s almost like you think I don’t do my research.” 
 
   He blushed a little. “I’m sorry. It’s just…it would be a shame if he simply took them and sold them on the black market.” 
 
   “He’s fine. Besides, I warned him against such things.” 
 
   “Warned him?” 
 
   The two reached a turn in the corridor and headed toward the exit. Outside, the bright sun pierced through patches of gray and white clouds, spraying rays of light down on the city. 
 
   “Yes. I told him if he tried anything like that, I would find him.”
 
   Diego let out a booming laugh. “I have no doubts you would.” 
 
   They pushed through the glass doors and stepped out into the cold fall day. People loitered around the ticket window, waiting to gain entrance to the museum. Others, most likely tourists, posed for photos in front of the building and some of the sculptures on the terrace. 
 
   “What will you do now?” Diego asked after a minute of relative silence. 
 
   Adriana watched a young couple get their photo taken in front of a sculpture of a nude woman with no face. 
 
   “I’m heading back to the States for a while. I need a little rest, and I’d like to see Sean. I feel bad. During this whole ordeal, I left him in the dark.” 
 
   “I understand, dear. You didn’t want to get him involved because you didn’t want him to get hurt.” 
 
   It was her turn to laugh. “Papa, Sean can handle himself. He’s a former government agent, remember? It’s not that. I just…I don’t want to depend on someone else to save me. That’s not how you raised me.” 
 
   “That’s true,” he nodded. “But it’s not always a bad thing to have someone come to your aid. Having people you can depend on is the most valuable commodity in the world. And it’s a rare gift.” 
 
   She thought about what he said. Adriana knew he was grateful for all she’d done and everything she’d been through over the last month. It was a harrowing experience to say the least. 
 
   After another moment of reflection, she broke the silence. “Where will you go, Papa?” 
 
   He smiled and looked down at the pavement, pulling his hat down snug against his scalp. Then he folded his hands behind his back. “I’m not sure. Obviously, the safe house won’t do. We’ll need to find a new location for that.” 
 
   She nodded her agreement. 
 
   “I have a few places I can hide out,” he said. “Istanbul is my first choice. I love the food there. But I also have a little place in the Spanish countryside. It’s off the grid, and no one will think to look for me so close to where I grew up. Would be the last place they’d check.” 
 
   He was right. And she liked the idea. But something was still bothering her. “How long until you think you can stop running and hiding?” 
 
   He shrugged. “Who knows? I angered a lot of people during my espionage career. Most of them are incarcerated or are dead. Not many remain. The few that do, I can handle on my own. I did once already. Now they are old men like me. I doubt they’ll make a fuss to dig around looking.” 
 
   They walked by a newspaper stand. The headline on the front page read in German, Billionaire Stefan Martens Dies in Boating Accident.
 
   There was a photo of the Belgian accompanying the headline. The body, according to the article, was yet to be found. 
 
   Adriana couldn’t help but laugh inside. If the body hadn’t been found, how did they know it was an accident? The media always made assumptions and then looked for facts to back them up later. At least it seemed that way. 
 
   Diego interrupted her thoughts. “So no new adventures for you for a while?” 
 
   She shook her head. “I hope not. I think I’ve had enough to last me for a few months.”
 
   He stopped walking and turned to face her. There was admiration in his eyes. Diego’s obvious pride in Adriana radiated from his smile. “I’d say you have earned it, Daughter.” 
 
   “I have to wonder, though, about the Syndicate. I can’t shake it from my head. Who are the other members?” 
 
   He kept grinning and patted her on the shoulder. “With those types of secret groups, you never know who might be involved. My advice? Let it go. I doubt they’ll bother you anymore.” 
 
   She nodded. “I guess you’re right.” 
 
   “Of course I am. Those kinds of people are everywhere. The world is full of wicked men and women who only want to hurt people or will do anything for personal gain. What’s important is that when we encounter them, we are always ready.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Bonus Chapter
 
   London
 
   Two Weeks Later
 
    
 
   Frank Shaw sat in his plush office, surrounded by dozens of first editions he’d never read and smoking a fat cigar. He pinched the stogie with his thumb and index finger and let a long slow puff of bluish smoke escape his lips, blowing it into the hazy air around him. A snifter of warm brandy sat next to his black square ashtray. 
 
   It had been a little over two weeks since he’d heard from any of his assets. Evan’s fate was unfortunate and no doubt, painful. Word from Paris was that he’d been burned alive outside the home of a man who was later found shot dead in his car along with one other person. It was unclear what exactly happened. 
 
   The man called the Eraser had been found shot to death in a church in Amsterdam. Based on the reports, it had been a gruesome scene. Frank was disappointed. The Eraser was someone he called in to finish things. He was Frank’s closer, a highly trained, cold-blooded killer who never failed. He’d failed this time, and in a huge way. 
 
   The last report from the Dutch city was that a blonde woman, name unknown, was also found dead at the scene. Just another woman of the night caught in a deadly crossfire was how the authorities described it. She was at the wrong place at the wrong time with the wrong people. It was unclear who the killer was, but police claimed the manhunt was ongoing despite lacking any leads.
 
   Frank doubted they would find the person responsible. He knew the Belgian's thief would disappear like a ghost in the mist, never to reappear. Shame, he thought. He could use a good person like that. Deadly. Precise. Frank had lost a few of those during the debacle. It would take some time to find more. 
 
   He reached over to the desk and picked up the snifter, drew a short sip of the warm golden brown liquid, and swallowed. He let the soft burn ease its way down his throat before placing the glass back on the desk. 
 
   Martens could have been difficult to fend off. If he’d suspected Frank used another asset to intervene during their friendly competition, it would have been disastrous. The Syndicate didn’t take kindly to such dishonorable action. Cheating in a high stakes game such as that would have meant removal from the club and quite likely, significant loss of assets. Fortunately, Frank had a little nest egg he always kept safe. 
 
   Ever the watcher of trends, Frank had spent tens of millions over the years to acquire gold bullion. No one knew it, but behind the bookcase over his right shoulder, a fortune worth over seventy million in gold bars was hidden in a vault. Only he knew the combination. And only he knew it was there. If things ever went south, he would get by. Sure, seventy million would be a step down in the grand scheme of things, but he’d be okay. He’d survive. He always did.
 
   A slow, methodic tap of footsteps echoed from the adjacent hallway, rousing him from his thoughts. His brow creased in his confusion. Terry, his butler, should have retired for the evening more than an hour ago. It was unlike him to work so late. The man was as methodical as a Swiss train station. He was always on time and always worked the same number of hours every day. Perhaps he’d forgotten something during his duties and returned to get it. 
 
   “Terry? Is that you? Did you forget something?” Frank stood up from his plush chair, still holding the cigar. The hot orange ash trickled a thin stream of smoke into the air. 
 
   He stared into the darkness of the hallway beyond his study. The single desk lamp that burned cast a dim corona of light just a foot beyond the doorframe before evaporating into shadow. The footsteps kept clicking, one after the other, like the rhythm of a heartbeat tapping on the wooden floor. 
 
   Concern began to well inside his gut. Terry wasn’t a young man. He’d been serving Frank for nearly thirty years. It was entirely possible that the butler had a stroke or was getting dementia. Come to think of it, he had been acting a little strange lately. Hadn’t he? 
 
   “Is everything all right, Terry?” Frank asked, stepping around the corner of his desk. 
 
   A pair of black high heels appeared in the lamp’s searching glow. They were attached to a lightly tanned pair of smooth, toned legs. 
 
   Frank frowned. He hadn’t ordered an escort this evening. Or had he and just forgotten about it? The lamplight reflected in the woman’s eyes, but her face remained in the shadows. He could barely see the outline of her curly hair. 
 
   Not one to ever turn down a good time with a pretty woman, Frank relaxed a little. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember ordering a lady for the evening. Not to worry, my dear, I’ll pour you a drink, and you can make yourself comfortable. I suppose Terry must have let you in. Is he still here?” 
 
   “Yes. He’s still here, Frank. And I’ll take a whiskey. Straight up.” 
 
   Frank froze. His face drained of color, turning a sickly shade of pale. He frowned again and leaned forward to see better. The woman’s right foot moved toward him and then to the left. Inch by inch, her legs were revealed in the light, then her black dress, pearl necklace and shoulders, and then her face. 
 
   “Allyson?”
 
   “What’s the matter Frank? You never seen a dead person before?” 
 
   “Allyson, I…you’re alive!” He fumbled his words to recover. “I’m so glad you’re okay! I thought you were dead!” 
 
   She stepped fully into the light and crossed her bare arms. Allyson was dressed as if she was about to attend a banquet. Or a funeral. 
 
   “Now why would you think that, Frank?” She cocked her head to the side. 
 
   He swallowed. He’d already noticed the pistol in her hand, a subcompact with a suppressor attached. “Because…” He stumbled trying to find the right thing to say. “I thought the other thief had killed you. I hadn’t heard from you in two weeks. I was worried sick.” 
 
   “Is that what this is?” She motioned to the cigar and the brandy. “Mourning my death?”
 
   He half nodded. “Yes. Yes, I’ve not been myself the last two weeks, knowing it was my fault. I heard the news out of Amsterdam and…well, I wasn’t sure how I was going to forgive myself. Let…let me make you that whiskey. We should celebrate! You’re back!” 
 
   Frank spun around and made his way over to the bar in the corner. He tripped over the floor rug and almost fell to the floor but managed to keep his balance. Allyson sidestepped toward the desk, finding a chair directly across from the bar where he hurriedly opened a decanter and emptied a significant portion of the contents into a short glass. She eased into the seat, crossing one leg over the other and letting the pistol level with her employer.
 
   When he turned back to her, he saw the gun aimed in his direction. He shuddered at the sight. His sudden movement sloshed a little of the brown liquid over the edge of the glass, spilling it to the floor. 
 
   He tried to put on a disparaging face. “Now what are you going to do with that, Ally? Put that thing away. It might go off.” 
 
   “You spilled some of my drink, Frank. Are you okay? You seem…tense.” 
 
   “Just…just happy you’re alive, my dear.” He walked cautiously over to her, handed her the drink, and then stepped back. After a long drag of his cigar, he waved his hand at the weapon. “Now please, put that thing away before someone gets hurt.” 
 
   She calmly raised the glass to her lips. The rim barely passed between them, and she tilted it back, dumping the entire contents of the vessel into her mouth. With a single swallow, the whiskey was gone. Her eyes narrowed slightly as the burn streamed down her esophagus, dissipating as it fell. She stole a short glance at the glass. 
 
   “You always have the best, Frank.” Her fingers let the glass slide downward. The glass crashed on the floor, shattering into a hundred pieces. “Oops.” 
 
   He shook his head and shrugged awkwardly. “Don’t worry about that. Terry will clean it up in the morning. Would…would you like another drink?” 
 
   She sniffled and shook her head slowly. “No. I think I’m good. Besides, I have a long drive ahead of me.”
 
   “Oh? Going on a trip, are we? I thought you’d want to rest after your…you know…your recent journeys.” 
 
   “Oh, I plan on catching up on some R&R. I just have to make a few stops first.” 
 
   “Stops? What…where would that be?” His hand shook nervously as he put the cigar to his lips again and drew in a short breath of smoke. He started to ease his way backward around the other side of his desk, but Allyson stopped him. 
 
   Her tone sharpened. “Stay where you are, Frank.” 
 
   He froze immediately. “What’s wrong with you? You are acting very strangely, and to be perfectly honest, I don’t like it.” 
 
   “Maybe you shouldn’t have tried to kill me, Frank.” 
 
   He was incredulous. He shook his head defensively, the little patch of loose skin on his neck jiggled when he did. “Kill you? Why would I do that? That is preposterous. I’m insulted you would even suggest such a thing. What would make you—”
 
   “I saw Evan in Paris. He was shooting at me. Unfortunate, the way he died. I imagine it must have been pretty painful. You know, burning to death like that.” 
 
   Frank’s face turned grave. The pale pallor flushed red. “Yes. He was there in Paris, but he was shooting at the other thief. I received word that she had taken you hostage. Evan was trying to rescue you.” He waited for a few anxious moments to see if the lie worked. 
 
   It didn’t. 
 
   “I suppose the guy with the shaved head was there to help me too? Is that why they call him the Eraser? Because he helps people?” She laughed and recrossed her legs. The gun remained trained on him. “Of course, I guess you heard he’s no longer with us. I have to say, Frank, if he’s your closer, you could do much better.” 
 
   He swallowed. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.” 
 
   She smiled. It was a polite, satisfied grin like someone would give a child who was proud of brushing their teeth. “Frank, I appreciate the expensive whiskey. And don’t get me wrong, I truly appreciate everything you’ve done for me in my life. You’ve made me a lot of money. I mean, a lot of money. Of course, I had to use some of that money to pay off the cops in Amsterdam. Finicky lot, those. Took a few million out of my accounts to make that little disappearing act happen. And of course, there were the papers and all the reporters that had to get their story. They were easy enough to take care of since the police were the ones giving them the news. Then there was the hospital staff. They weren’t too bad. Honestly, I think I overpaid the police a little. But as you know, cops can be greedy.” 
 
   Allyson raised the weapon, pointing it straight at his chest. “Thanks for everything, Frank. I’m gonna miss little talks like this one.” 
 
   Her finger rested on the trigger. It retracted slightly at the pressure. Frank’s hands went up in the air. 
 
   “Wait. Just wait. We can talk this out. Just don’t shoot me.” 
 
   “I’m done talking Frank. It’s time for you to go and for me to retire to a beach somewhere. I’m thinking Serbia sounds good.”
 
   “Just hear me out!”
 
   “So you can tell more lies? Like I said, I’m getting real tired of those.” She stood up and took a menacing step toward him. There was no chance she’d miss her target at this range. 
 
   “Please! Don’t! I…I have money! I can pay you!”
 
   “But I have money, Frank. You’ve been good to me in that regard over the years.” 
 
   She thought she saw a tear forming in one of his eyes as he begged like a frightened animal. He was less a man to her now than ever. “I have more. More than you could imagine. I’ll give it to you. Please, just don’t kill me.” 
 
   “Oh? You’re going to give me more money? Just to let you live?”
 
   He nodded frantically. “Yes. Yes. How about…twenty million?” 
 
   She looked up at the ceiling, pretending to consider his offer. “Hmmm. Twenty million. That’s a pretty good offer, Frank.” 
 
   Allyson stepped to the left. She drifted around behind his desk and slid into his seat. “But it’s not good enough. Besides, like I said, I already have plenty of money.” Her left hand reached under the desk into the chair recess and pressed a hidden button. 
 
   Behind her, the bookcase suddenly pushed out and then slid sideways to reveal a giant metal door with a nine-digit lockpad on the left. A black box with a clear window and a digital screen was attached to the security system’s keypad. 
 
   She watched his shocked reaction as the vault was revealed. 
 
   “How did you…no one knew about that.” He pointed at the door. 
 
   She frowned sarcastically. “Really, Frank? The old safe behind a bookcase gag? I’ve known about it for years. Of course, until recently, I never really considered breaking into it and taking all that gold. As I said, you were good to me. But then you sent that bald guy to kill me. After that, I figured why not?” 
 
   “Allyson. Please. I don’t. I mean…I didn’t send—”
 
   “Save it, Frank. You really don’t want to sound like a sniveling idiot before you die, do you? I mean, really. You sound like such a wanker.” 
 
   She was right, and he knew it. He straightened his back and flattened out his shirt. His voice escalated rapidly. “Fine. I sent him. I heard you were collaborating with the other thief. I was told you were planning on taking the paintings for yourselves and disappearing. You would have reacted the same way!” He pointed an accusing finger at her. “You betrayed me, you self-righteous little street rat! I pulled you out of the gutter, and this is how you repaid me! If you’re going to kill me, you might as well do it because I will never give you the code to that vault. And if you enter the wrong one even twice, the police will be crawling all over this place within ninety seconds!”
 
   Allyson snorted a short laugh and stood up. She whirled around and stepped over to the vault, keeping an eye on Frank as she moved. “Oh. In that case, I hope it’s already open.” 
 
   She hit a button on the keypad, and the safe swung open. Automatic lights flickered on inside, displaying a room with thick steel walls, floor, and ceiling. Shelves lined each side, including the back. And it was completely empty. 
 
   Allyson put her fingers over her mouth, feigning surprise. “Uh oh! It’s empty. Frank, what happened to all your gold?” 
 
   His eyes went wide in an instant. He rushed toward the vault, but she raised the weapon threateningly. 
 
   He stopped in midstep, bracing his hand on the desk. His voice trembled as he spoke. “What did you do?” 
 
   “Oh. That’s right. Yeah, I have this little tool I lifted from a friend. I doubt she’ll care. It’s really handy at bypassing systems like yours. Anyway, I gave Terry a few of your gold bars to let me in. I think he’s earned it, working for you for so long. You never treated him that well.” She leaned forward a little with a just-between-us-girls look on her face. “Personally, I think he’s kind of losing it. If he’s gonna go, he might as well do it in style.” 
 
   He rushed at her. “You ungrateful little—”
 
   “Okay, I think we’ve had enough here.” 
 
   The weapon popped four times, piercing his chest with each round. He slowed to a stop. Terror washed over his face as he looked down at the crimson stains already soaking through his shirt. He took a staggering step back and put his hand out on the desk again. 
 
   He winced at the pain coming from so many places in his body. Breathing became difficult as fluid started seeping into a lung. He wobbled but balanced himself defiantly, staring hard at Allyson with fire in his eyes. 
 
   “It’s been real, Frank.” 
 
   With a last gasp, he shouted at her. “I’ll see you in—”
 
   The gun popped again, opening a small black hole in his forehead. His eyes crossed a little and then grew vacant as he collapsed to the floor. Allyson cocked her head to the side and looked down at him with a distant curiosity. Then she spun around and grabbed the device, tucked it under her arm, and returned to the desk. After hitting the button again to close the secret vault, she headed back toward the door and into the welcoming darkness of the hallway. 
 
   Down in the courtyard, Allyson opened the passenger door to a white moving van and hopped in. Rain spattered against the windshield and pecked away at the cab’s metal roof. An old man in a butler suit looked over at her and smiled absently. 
 
   “Where to, Miss Allyson?” 
 
   She closed the door and stuck the device on the floor. After taking a deep breath through her nose, she released it and smiled. “Let’s go somewhere sunny.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thank You!
 
    
 
   I just wanted to say thank you for reading this story. I know there are millions of other books out there but you chose to spend your time with mine and I appreciate that. I hope it was worth your while. 
 
   If you enjoyed it, swing by Amazon and leave a review. Reviews help other readers decide on what books to read, and they help support authors at the same time. 
 
   Be on the lookout for more Adriana Villa in the future with her friends in the Sean Wyatt series. 
 
    
 
   Thanks again,
 
   Ernest
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