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CHAPTER ONE

Cesaire Girard jumped at a sharp thump and the protest of
splintering wood and rattling metal. He had just enough time to
realize the racket came from his south loading dock before the men
in black invaded.

"On the floor!" the lead man shouted. He stormed in from the
back in a slight crouch, a terror in combat boots, fatigues, and body
armor, all black, and wielding an assault rifle. He had blanked out his
face beneath a black ski mask and tinted goggles. Half a dozen men
followed, fanning out over the warehouse floor, each a copy of their
leader. One drew up to a stack of pallets and steadied his rifle along
the top flat of wood, looking for someone to shoot. Another halted
alongside the van, crouching and searching the room with his
weapon. Several others searched the van, the stacks of pallets and
crates, and the administration office, all in a matter of seconds. They
herded Girard's men into the open center of the floor and shoved
them to their knees.

Not a man of Girard's contingent thought to draw a weapon,
thank God. The invaders were too good for that, and quick.

"Stay down!" the intruders ordered in local French, their
weapons scanning for heroes. "Hands behind your heads! Don't
move and you'll get through this!"

Girard realized that, like his men, he knelt on the dirty concrete
floor. When had that happened? He glanced at the digital tablet in his
left hand, the one on which he had reviewed the current manifests as
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his uninvited guests invaded. He had to get that spreadsheet off the
screen; the information there would incriminate him.

The thought was not his wisest, nor was it smart to reach for the
tablet's button, but the raid had rattled Girard, so mistakes were
inevitable.

So were the consequences. Four rifles pivoted to cover his
movement, and multiple screaming voices warned him to freeze or
die. Lead Man took two bounding steps toward Girard and kicked
him square in the chest.

The attack hurt like hell, a crushing impact that knocked the
breath out of Girard and made his ribcage scream. The tablet flipped
end over end for a moment, then clattered onto cement.

"Freeze, shithead! What the hell's the matter with you!"

"I'm good! I'm good! Don't shoot!" Girard shouted, on his back
on the floor.

"I ought to perforate your ass, dipshit! Don't you move! Nobody
move!"

Nobody did. The dim warehouse became an echo chamber of
heavy breathing and the occasional keening whine of fear. Girard's
fifteen people huddled on the concrete floor, surrounded by dark,
cobwebbed walls, poor lighting from the dirty, high up, tilt-in
warehouse windows, and the van that represented the only going
business concern amid the props of pallets and mostly empty crates.
Nobody moved, neither predators nor quarry, except the constantly
scanning sentries at the pallet pile and the van.

"Beta team, clear," came a faint electronic voice bracketed by
clipped radio squelches. "Perimeter secure."

The men in black didn't so much relax as reorient. They
shouldered their rifles and moved in among Girard's people,
stripping them of weapons, bullying them face down onto the floor,
and trussing them up with zip cord. Lead Man grabbed Girard by the
front of his shirt and wrestled him to his feet. He forced his prisoner
backwards across the open space until they crashed into a wooden
crate. The impact raised a cloud of stale, mold-laced dust. Girard
hacked and sneezed.

Lead Man trained his ski goggles on Girard. It was impossible to
tell if he studied his prisoner or daydreamed of lunch. Girard saw
only his own reflection in the lenses.
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"Alpha team, clear," the man said, then shoved Girard once more
against the crate before releasing him.

Girard collapsed against his dusty wooden support, barely
maintaining his footing on wobbly legs. He had just pulled himself
erect when another clutch of armed men entered the room from the
loading dock, where they had undoubtedly defeated the security
there. A black man marched at the head of this new contingent,
standing out due to his lack of a mask, his absent rifle, and the
single-minded trajectory that brought him to Girard's crate.

"I guess you must be the top man," Girard said, then reeled from
a punch to his gut. The man snatched him up by the shirt and
punched him again, this time in the ribs.

"Where is she, you son of a bitch?" he yelled in English. "Tell
me or you're dog food!"

"My God! I don't know who--" The black man punched Girard
again, but his shots were wild. Rage made him imprecise.

"I don't need that bullshit! Tell me where she is!"

"I'm an innocent businessman!" Girard returned in his assailant's
language. "I have rights!" The argument made no sense, but what
was Girard to do but deny, deny, deny?

The man, an American by his English, twisted his face into even
more of a mask of fury. Sweat touched his cheeks and his polished
bald pate. He grabbed Girard by the neck and drew his fist back to
deliver a massive punch to the face.

But it didn't come. A hand reached to squeeze the angry black's
shoulder, a small, pale hand with manicured, lacquered nails.
Girard's attacker hesitated at that touch. He looked unsure, but
refocused on his quarry and drew his fist back farther.

"Gary. Stand down." A British accent, upper crust and in
English.

"This bastard knows where Sally is! He's gonna tell me with
teeth or without!" He shook Girard like a rattle.

"No, Gary. He's going to tell me."

That settled it. The black man's face twisted even more, a
contour of anguish rather than hate, and he flung Girard away like a
temptation he could not afford. He turned his back then, stalking a
few meters away among his shadow compatriots. Girard steadied
himself against the crate, which creaked in protest. He no longer
feared the man with no mask; there was someone worse in the room.
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That someone stepped a few strides away from him. She sized up
Girard even as he did the same to her. She showed him angular,
strong features marked by piercing, wolfish grey eyes, her short,
brown hair framing a serious, uncompromising face. As she stood
there cradling her sub-machine gun, combat boots set wide apart, she
left Girard with the terrifying notion that she hadn't smiled in years,
if ever.

Lead Man lifted the tablet from the floor and handed it to her.

There goes the baffled innocence play.

She looked at the screen. She stared at it far longer than
necessary, probably for effect.

"So," she said, "a trafficker in human cargo."

Girard took one last shot. "It's not what it seems."

The black man stared at him, but stood as still as a post.

"Beta team's already located the holding cells," Lead Man said to
the lady. "They'll release the people on your say."

The woman stepped close to Girard and held up the cracked
screen of the tablet. "Not what it seems? It 'seems' you're a
middleman in the white slavery trade, shipping Eastern European
girls through Morocco to the United States and Brazil. That's what it
seems like to me."

"I'm just a businessman. I don't--"

She slammed the tablet against the side of his face. He found
himself on his side on the floor, shaking his head to clear spots from
his eyes. His temple and ear felt wet, and stung.

"I haven't a care about your business, Cesaire Girard." The
woman straddled him, fingering the handgrip of her sub-machine
gun as if from sexual pleasure. "I care about one thing and one thing
only. Are you listening, Girard? Are you paying close attention?"

"Y-yes." Girard ran a shaking hand along his cheek. It came
away red.

"[ care about one manifest item. One girl. Where is Sally
Reiser?"

"I[-I don't know--"

"Way wrong answer." She charged her weapon and took one step
away. Her gun muzzle flashed and released a baritone cough.

Girard heard screaming. Then he realized two things: his left
knee poured blood over his pant leg, and the screaming came from
him.
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His men mewled on their stomachs. The invaders flinched as one
when the gun went off, but did not intervene.

"Where is Sally Reiser?" the woman asked again.

Girard tried to control himself, tried to tamp down screams and
wide-eyed stares at his knee. He wondered from some armored place
in his soul, the place that made him such a fine criminal, when his
mind would realize that his body had been shot. He felt no pain; he
felt only panic.

"You still have one good leg, Girard. Where is Sally Reiser?"

The black man stared, and did not move.

"They'll kill me! They'll kill me!"

"And I won't?" The woman pressed her weapon's muzzle hard
against Girard's remaining knee.

"No! Germany! She's in Germany!"

The woman pulled the trigger. At that moment, as her weapon
belched, Girard's body caught up with itself. His other knee, the one
wounded first, sent terrible, howling agony to his brain. Slow-assed
response, he noted in his armored place. He no longer had any legs.

"Jesus, you shot me! Again?"

"Germany's a big place, Girard."

"I'm going to die!"

She still held the muzzle of her gun on him. She hunched over
him with a face as the floor beneath his back. She cocked her head.
"And why shouldn't you die, you burk? You run a rape parade. You
help your friends in Bosnia or perhaps Romania snatch girls off the
street and sell them to perverts. Maybe they think they're going to
England, or to Hollywood in America to become a cinema star.
Thanks to you and so many like you, all they ever achieve is getting
bum-fucked by degenerates. So, there it is, Girard. I'm highly
motivated to gut-shoot you right now, to empty a magazine into
your--"

"You'll get nothing if you kill me! I never did anything to you!"

"Don't interrupt! Now, where was 1?"

Lead Man glanced at his wrist. "Umm, empty a mag, and so
on..."

She nodded to him. "Thank you. Anyway, Girard, you get the
point. I very much wish to murder you and all your little minions, but
there's this matter of Sally Reiser. I'm motivated in her regard, too.
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Despite your low station in humanity, I'm willing to grant you life for
information leading to her."

"But I don't know anything! Just that they took her to Germany!"

"He lies!"

The voice came from an unexpected quarter, from among the
trussed-up prisoners. The murderous woman curved her lips up at
Girard. She didn't grin; no humor escaped her eyes. She rose to her
full height.

Lead Man and his cronies glanced around for who had spoken.

"I know where they took her," one of the bound men said. "I
know and so does he. Let me go, and I tell you." He held his head off
the floor to speak, looking like a trained seal there on his stomach
with his hands and feet tied at his back.

"Tell me now," the woman said, her tone flat.

Girard glared at his man, but what could he do, legless, bleeding
to death? If he spoke, the woman would kill him.

The talkative one seemed ready to bargain, but an invader
stepped over and put a boot in his back. He did so with slow
insistence, suggestion rather than demand. He brought the muzzle of
his rifle to the squealer's cheek, just in sight.

"All right. They took her to Germany, to an old army base, a
place called Wildflecken."

"How long ago?" the woman asked.

"Ten, maybe twelve hours. They went by van."

"Why Wildflecken?"

The man faltered. He looked unsure. Girard hoped their
interrogators took that as a sign of unreliability. As if punishing him
for the thought, his other knee suddenly flooded his brain with
knifing, urgent pain.

"[-- I don't know," the pigeon continued, his eyes darting to
Girard writhing beneath the woman. "There was an airfield. They
were flying her out."

"When and to where?"

"I don't know!"

Except for Girard grunting and thrashing, the warehouse fell
silent for a moment. Then the woman stooped close to Girard. She
grabbed his chin and turned his face to catch her eyes. "See? You
were right. I'd get nothing by killing you. Torture is much more
effective. It's your lucky day, you monster. You live."
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Live? For how many minutes? Bleeding to death, his legs blown
apart? Girard couldn't help it; he burst into hysterical giggling.

EY

Wendy dropped the bastard's chin and stood. She took in the
assembly of tac troops and slavers and wondered at her next step.
She also wondered how pissed Girard would be to find his legs were
perfectly fine but for lacerations from a few shards of concrete from
where she'd blasted the floor beside him. She looked at Gary, poor
Gary, wound tight enough to burst from worry over his girl. Wendy
hoped he'd see her alive soon, but knew how such things turned out.

Her alpha team leader stepped up to her, holding a smartphone
out for her inspection. "It's eleven and a half hours to Wildflecken by
van. They just got there. What are your orders?"

They had just gotten there. They could be loading her onto a
plane. They could be shipping her out for murder, torture, dissection,
who knew? The one sure thing was that Sally Reiser would not be
afforded the suspect pleasures of getting gang-banged by Arab sheiks
or western millionaires. She was too old. Whoever had taken her
wanted her special.

"Order beta team to release the hostages. Throw this garbage out
onto the street. Torch the place."

"Oui, mademoiselle.” He turned away and signaled to his men.
"Okay, you heard the lady. Quickly now, we've been exposed too
long as it is."

Wendy stepped over Girard and headed for the front exit. She
grabbed Gary on the way.

She slammed open the thin metal door and stepped into bright
morning sunlight and an expansive parking lot. It was crowded with
tractor-lories and a few cars, probably owned by the bad guys.
Cranes peeked above the lories, made toylike from distance. The
sounds of the harbor were muftled.

"You scared the shit out of me when you shot him," Gary said.
"Part of me wished it was real."

"You're a good Christian boy. You'd be wracked with guilt for
years."

"And you wouldn't."
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"No." She fumbled in a vest over her Kevlar and extracted a
cigarette from a bulging pouch. "I won't kid you, Gary. They've
maintained their head start. If they're really running for an airfield,
they may have disappeared Sally already. She may be lost to us."

"That's not a factor. We can't allow it to be."

Wendy lit her cigarette. "It's a tactical probability. Your
emotional involvement--"

"Fuck that, Carlisle. My 'emotional involvement' aside, you
know good and well we can't give up Sally. She's more important
than you, more important than me. Your boss made that clear.”

"The network is exposed. It gets more and more exposed every
time we pull a stunt like this."

As if on cue, a muffled whoomp! sounded from the warehouse,
and the windows high on the wall rattled. Men began pouring from
the doorway, many of them hobbled by zip cords at their ankles.

Gary didn't seem to notice the commotion. He was focused.
"You know that doesn't matter. The network ain't shit compared to
Sally. Besides, they haven't shipped her off. There must be twenty
airfields between here and Germany. If they were so keen on
transport, they would have used one of them. Your orders are to get
Sally back, even if that means driving the network into the ground."

Wendy Carlisle took a long drag on her cigarette. "Yes," she
said, "and we are doing that, aren't we? Team leader!"

The tac officer drew to her side immediately. "Mademoiselle."

"Pull in your contingency. We need air support soonest, to
Wildflecken."

"Of course. I'll set up refueling in Lyon."

"No time. [ want a straight insertion."

"You'll refuel in Lyon. That trip into Germany is over a thousand
kilometers. Without refueling, you'll insert yourself on dry tanks.
Gravity's a bitch."

"Whatever. Make it happen. And get me the cell in central
Germany. I need them combat outfitted and pulling reconnaissance
before I'm on station."

She read his concern through his hesitation; his mask and
goggles revealed nothing of his face.

"That's more exposure," he said. "England, Portugal, here. At
this rate, the Euro network will be entirely compromised."

"The win is strategic. We can take the tactical hit."
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"Yes, of course," and he stepped away.

Carlisle flicked her cigarette into the parking lot. "Okay, Mr.
LaMonte," and she turned her eyes on Gary. "We're in play again. I
hope your girl's in this Wildflecken place, because we can't keep this
up forever."

Gary stared into the lot, his face sullen. Once, Wendy might have
sneered at him, a boy though only a year or so younger than she. A
boy due to inexperience and wide-eyed optimism. She might have
snorted derision at him in battle dress. She might not have trusted
him with a weapon. That was over a year past. It was then, not now.

"Car!" she called to no one in particular. "And give me an LZ for
air support!"

The tac officer jumped to her commands, his men to his. They
were French. They didn't know her, except by reputation. They owed
her nothing. They were not her cell. But their boss -- ser boss --
demanded they cooperate, so they ruined secrecy, destroyed their
sleeper status for her sake. No, that wasn't true. As the Renault
Koleos SUV came around to halt in front of her, Wendy corrected
the focus of her assault team's loyalties. If she had been shot dead by
Girard, none of her men would have cared a whit. They did nothing
for her.

They did everything -- everything -- for that woman named Sally
Reiser.
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CHAPTER TWO

As Wendy Carlisle and Gary LaMonte piled into the Koleos and
took instruction from their anonymous masked tac officer, Sally
Reiser lay cramped and bruised on the cargo floor of yet another
vehicle, a van whose make or model she could not have identified for
money or life. She struggled against the zip cords binding her wrists
and ankles, against the nylon strap joining the two so that she could
not extend her legs or reach above her waist. She breathed hard
against the duct tape wound about her head at the mouth, feeling its
gummy adhesive against her lips and its vicious pulls at the hair it
pressed to her skull. Sally knew she was dead. The two men in the
front seats fully intended to end her life. They avoided speaking to
her, avoided looking at her. They hadn't offered her water, food or
rest. She was a package they were charged to deliver, or, more likely,
to dispose of.

Why was she bound like an animal? What had precipitated this
horror? That meeting on the bridge in London, brought on by a call
from John Bennington, her benefactor and partner over the last
several months. It hadn't been from him after all. She had been
unwise to dismiss the cautions of her security team. They had tried to
warn and protect her, and now every one of them lay dead in some
London morgue.

What would her kidnappers do with her? Where did they take
her? Her only thread of hope was that they hadn't killed her on the
spot, but what kind of thread was that?
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She could think of all manner of ghastly reasons they might keep
her alive.

What about Gary, who undoubtedly fretted to get her back? Gary
hadn't been there, had worked a mission she herself had given him.
Now she wondered if that mission, too, had been a ruse, a fiction to
get him away from her side.

Sally squeezed her eyes shut until they watered. She opened
them again and tried to think straight. Every thought, every decision
she had made that day, came back to her under a light of suspicion.
She knew nothing of her captors except that they spoke French. They
had shown themselves devious enough to ensnare her in a
complicated trap. But maybe they had been lucky. She clung to that
idea. If they were dumber than she allowed, she might stand a
chance. If they weren't...

Eulie, she tried to cry, and it came out as a mumble through the
tape. So sorry, so sorry. Her little boy was lost to her, and she to him.
Gary would have to tell him. Please let Gary be the one. Gary loved
Eulie and would guard him. He would be a father to her poor, broken
son. Eulie endured too much. He endured life with a scrambled brain
and uncooperative muscles. He endured the knowledge that he was
not whole. He should not be forced to endure his mother's death
unless Gary could hold him and help him through it.

God, protect Eulie. Keep him safe. Make him forget.

God is a little busy right now.

Sally darted her eyes about. She craned her neck to see the men
in the van, but neither of them looked at her. Neither laughed at his
clever joke. They carried on the same sporadic French small talk
they'd maintained all along.

So ... who had spoken?

It isn't so important who says what, but what they say. Mind
yourself- Keep your wits. He moves events into your favor.

She breathed hard. Her nostrils flared. She knew what this was.
It was not her first time.

Daddy? she thought.

You're going to hyperventilate.

She struggled against her bonds.

Don't. You'll cut yourself on the cords.

She ceased her fighting immediately. She closed her eyes, tried
to calm down, tried to slow her breathing to normal.
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Why are you here? she wondered.
Because you need me, whispered through her head.
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