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One


‘Ask him AGAIN where the goddamn Serb paras are! Don’t look at me like that! That’s a fucking ORDER!!’


‘He doesn’t know anything! How many times do I have to tell you – he’s just a farmer! Give it up you SICK SON OF A BITCH!!’


The two men shouting at each other had been on opposite sides of the interrogation issue from the moment they’d met three months ago. Harry Miller thought you could beat the truth out of people, and after the defeats at the Marine barracks in Lebanon and then again at Mogadishu, he was the first one to point out the military annex to the Balkan peace accord. ‘We have the authority,’ he would remind anyone daring to question his brutality, ‘to use deadly force if necessary to carry out our responsibilities.’ For Harry that meant coming down like a ton of bricks on anyone who got in his way.


As a civilian interpreter, Nick Mirovic hadn’t signed on to watch someone beat the hell out of people. Not only did he disapprove of torture on principle, too many of Harry’s interrogations ended badly – like with dead bodies and no information. Pretty much like now if he couldn’t blast through Harry’s one-track psycho mentality. ‘Isn’t the point to get information? Let up a little, dammit. This poor guy is choking on his own blood … Oh fuck.’ Nick shut his eyes and inhaled deeply. Opening his eyes a second later, he said bitterly, ‘I hope you got your rocks off, you murderous motherfucker. You killed another one.’ Then he hauled off and slugged Harry Miller so hard, he heard Harry’s jaw crack before he dropped to the basement floor like the sack of shit he was. Standing over the unconscious man, fists clenched and breathing hard, Nick was so filled with loathing for the CIA agent that if two PFC grunts hadn’t been upstairs guarding the building, he would have put a couple of 9mm rounds into Harry’s worthless head.


Instead, he knelt by the farmer’s bloodied, broken body, gently closed his eyes, and murmured a totally inadequate prayer. Frustrated and pissed, the dank smell of the basement closing in around him, he felt as though he was sinking into a bottomless pit of depravity. He’d been caught up in Harry’s cold-blooded cycle of violence too long. He hardly knew himself anymore. Although one thing he did know – he was going to hell for his part in these off-the-record operations.


*

He always came awake with a start as he found himself plunging into the flames of hell. Dripping with sweat, yet chilled to the bone, he’d try to shake off the horror of those months in Kosovo.


Then he’d reach for the bottle he kept by his bed or think about calling Lucy, who liked to fuck, not talk. After a few stiff shots to blur the most corrosive of his memories, he’d usually pass on the Lucy idea, though, because even with Lucy there was bound to be complications somewhere down the road. He’d generally flick on the TV instead and watch whatever dreck was on until the sun came up the next morning.


The rising sun had become his salvation.


There were times when he’d just sit in the dark on the porch watching the horizon like a besieged trooper in some western movie waiting for the cavalry to come riding over the hill. As the first rays of the morning sun rose above the lake and hit his retinas he’d feel his muscles relax and he’d know he’d made it through another bad night.


A lot of years had passed since that NATO peacekeeping mission in Kosovo, and his nightmares were less frequent. But they weren’t completely gone. He could have used pharmaceuticals for his post-traumatic stress disorder, but he didn’t like what they did to his head. For better or worse, he preferred living in the real world. Although some days it was definitely not for the better.





Two


This is the reason I rented this place, Zoe Chandler thought, walking barefoot down her sandy driveway to the mailbox on the narrow dirt road that serviced the cabins on the lake.


Peace and quiet.


No neighbors in sight.


Total seclusion.


Okay – so she’d also rented the cabin because she’d always been fond of the old Skubic place and it was only two miles to Ely and one of the best baristas she’d ever run across. When one had a serious caffeine habit, that distance factor trumped lesser issues like say, pretty much everything else.


She smiled at the beauty of the sunny landscape before her, at the memory of Janie’s super triple espresso that morning, at the thought of Joe’s call from Trieste last night that had filled in another piece of the puzzle. She was feeling smugly self-satisfied. This was the perfect spot to finish her book. She was far away from the usual interruptions of her life in the city, and if she didn’t get her ass sued by one of the major art collectors in the world as a result of her research – really, life couldn’t get much better.


Or maybe it could. Was that gorgeous man wearing cargo shorts and nothing else taking his mail out of the mailbox next to hers for real or was she hallucinating? Lengthening her stride, she quickly closed the distance between them. Not that she was necessarily on the make, but seriously, someone who looked like he could press three hundred pounds without breaking a sweat was at least worth a polite hello.


‘Morning,’ she said, approaching the rickety stand that supported the two old mailboxes, thinking ‘tall, dark, and handsome’ didn’t begin to do him justice.


Nick Mirovic stopped flipping through his mail and looked up. ‘Mornin’.’


While his response wasn’t what you’d call friendly, it wasn’t exactly hostile. ‘I just moved in a couple weeks ago,’ Zoe said, figuring what did she have to lose. ‘Are you vacationing here, too?’


He’d been half turning to leave and swung back. ‘Nope, live here,’ he said in a gruff tone clearly meant to deter further conversation.


As he’d swivelled back, Zoe noticed a ragged scar that ran from under his armpit to his waist. For someone who was known for her nosiness, who made a living investigating things people didn’t want investigated, a scar like that screamed for an explanation. Was it a hunting accident? Everyone up here hunted. But before she could conjure up a tactful query, he was walking away.


Not that the view from behind wasn’t worth watching. Broad, muscled shoulders, long, lean torso, slim hips, strong legs, and either a nice tan or a natural swarthiness. Whoever her neighbor was – he was real easy on the eyes.


*

Nick had heard the Skubic place had been rented for th summer, but enough acreage separated their cabins that he’d not seen the new occupant before. Nice green eyes, nice blonde hair, and nice everything else, too. Not that he was interested. In fact, the last thing he was looking for was company. He liked his hermitage. He actually needed it, and if he ever was in the mood for something more, there was always Lucy. She and her husband played around. They had one of those modern marriages. But hey, it worked for them and occasionally for him.


It might be a good idea to pick up his mail after dark; that way he’d avoid anymore questions.


Although his new neighbor did have damned nice legs, her little pink shorts barely covering the essentials. Big-city girl, he’d say, from the look of her. The locals didn’t wear shorts like that. And they didn’t much go for bikini waxes either.





Three


Later that day, Zoe drove into town to get her afternoon caffeine fix.


Janie Sims, owner of the Front Porch Coffee Company, was reading a magazine at a table near the window. This wasn’t a busy time of day, not to mention the week before Memorial Day was pre-tourist season. Looking up as Zoe walked in, she flipped back a lock of black hair from her eyes. ‘Cute shorts.’


‘Thanks. It’s too hot today for jeans.’


Janie slapped her magazine shut. ‘The usual?’


‘Please.’


Coming to her feet with a graceful spring – the result of hours of yoga and considerable caffeine – Janie walked toward the counter. ‘How’s the book coming?’


‘Good. Very good, in fact. I might actually be finished with the first draft by the middle of next month.’ Janie was one of those people you felt you knew after five minutes. Genuinely friendly, non-judgmental, and not to be discounted – the Holy Grail of gossip for the entire town. ‘I met my neighbor this morning.’ Zoe’s pale brows lifted into perfect arcs. ‘He’s definitely movie star material.’


‘You must mean Nick. He’s to lust after, isn’t he? Not that he goes out much. He’s kind of a hermit. If I was a little younger’ – Janie grinned – ‘I might think about giving him a shot.’


Janie was a well-preserved late forties, divorced, her kids grown and out of the house. ‘The older woman-younger man thing is alive and well, Janie,’ Zoe said with a smile. ‘Go for it.’


Janie’s gaze narrowed faintly. ‘Actually, it’s probably more about timing than age.’ She smiled. ‘Mitch has decided to get possessive.’


No matter Zoe had only been in town two weeks, it was impossible to miss Mitch Janisek. First, he was in Janie’s place a whole lot, and second, he had to be six feet six if he was an inch, three hundred pounds, and definitely younger than Janie. ‘Sounds like you’re set. No sense rocking the boat.’


‘That’s what I was thinking. Want me to put in the sugar?’


‘Sure. So tell me about this Nick. Is he like a Unibomber kind of hermit or a pipe-smoking, sherry-drinking recluse who reads Keats?’


‘Neither. He’s just been keeping to himself since he came back.’


‘Came back from where?’


‘Dunno. Europe I heard, then some military hospital or military something or other, and a marriage that went bad somewhere along the way. He’s not exactly dishing out details.’


‘A military hospital; that explains that really long scar.’


‘Could be. He didn’t have it when he left town.’


‘He must have been in the army.’


‘God, no, not Nick. He’s not a joiner. His work with whatever this military stuff was – like I say, he’s not giving up much – had to do with his linguistic background. He taught Slavic languages in a college somewhere out east. Then last winter when old Frank Mirovic was dying, he came back to take care of his grandpa and stayed on after Frank died. He’s working on making himself a canoe. I hear it’s his therapy of choice.’


‘So there is something wrong with him.’


‘Not that I know of. He just likes to be alone. Could be his divorce – it was nasty, apparently. Although there’s nothing particularly strange about liking to be alone up here. We have lots of people who live by themselves in the bush.’


Zoe had been raised partly in the Cities, but her grandparents had had a vacation cabin in the area she’d visited as a child. It had been sold long ago, but she understood the penchant for solitude that was a way of life in the North Woods. ‘I don’t have to worry about some screwball living next door, then.’


‘Nah. Nick’s as normal as anyone. Hunts, fishes, camps – you know, does guy things.’


‘That’s reassuring. I’d hate to think of all that gorgeousness going to waste.’


‘Don’t get your hopes up, darlin’. He’s locked up pretty tight – except for Lucy Chenko, who pays him a visit from time to time. Otherwise, no one’s been able to get near him.’


‘Who’s Lucy Chenko and what does she have that interests him?’


‘No-strings availability, I’d say. Lucy’s our local Paris Hilton. Came from money, married money, and she and her husband, Donnie, like to sleep around.’


‘So this Nick doesn’t like his solitude sex-free.’


‘Nope. Although, believe me, a guy like him could have it twenty-four seven if he wanted it. He comes in here for an espresso once in awhile.’ She grinned. ‘He’s not addicted like you. Anyway, he politely brushes off all the females who hit on him. Real nicely, mind you. He’s not an ass. There you go, sweetie,’ Janie said, sliding the triple espresso with ice toward Zoe. ‘That should crank you up.’


‘Thanks.’ Zoe handed Janie a few bills and picked up her coffee. ‘See you tomorrow.’


Her cell phone rang as she reached her car. Flipping it open, she said, ‘Hey, I thought you were flying back today.’


‘Forget about that. I’ve got big news, babe. Listen to this.’


Zoe’s researcher-slash-investigator, Joe Strickland, began to explain how he’d made contact with one of the men who had actually been involved in the illegal excavation of the Roman site on the Adriatic. Suddenly, any thoughts about neighbors, gorgeous or not, available or not, screwball or not, became irrelevant.





Four


Nick looked up as the door of his grandfather’s workshop opened. Taking the brass tacks out of his mouth, he smiled. ‘You’re early.’


‘My composition class was cancelled. You must have started at the crack of dawn. The planking’s almost finished.’


‘Yeah. I couldn’t sleep. You can do the rest of the straight ones if you want. I’ll work on the wedge-shaped pieces.’ Chris Smith was a young Ojibway who’d started hanging out in the shop, wanting to learn how to build a canoe. It hadn’t taken long to get used to having him around. Chris had a quietness about him that was soothing.


Or maybe it was that Chris reminded him of himself. Nick had started out as a gofer for his grandpa, learning the craft little by little, doing the easy stuff first, graduating to more difficult tasks, eventually building his first canoe from start to finish when he was seventeen. He was still using that canoe. Nothing tracked as well even in three-foot waves or glided through the water as smoothly or paddled as easily. If he needed religion, that was it – him alone on a lake somewhere in that old canoe.


Picking up the hammer with the curved handle Frank had designed to get into corners, Chris shot a look at Nick. ‘Your new neighbor in her Porsche convertible turned into her driveway just ahead of me. She’s definitely sweet – so’s her ride. Where’s she from?’


‘Don’t know.’


Chris grinned. ‘Someone like that – it might pay to find out.’


‘She’s all yours.’


‘As if I want to piss off Dee Dee. Besides, the lady’s too big-city for me.’


‘And not eighteen either,’ Nick said, drily.


‘Okay, that, too. Although you know what they say about older women.’


‘To anyone but you, she’s not an older woman.’


‘At least you noticed.’ Chris couldn’t understand why Nick didn’t take advantage of all the women who were after him.


‘She’s hard not to notice.’


‘So invite her over for a drink.’


‘If only I was looking for female company.’


‘You’re crazy not to – oops – sorry, but you know what I mean.’


Chris always treaded lightly when it came to Nick’s reclusive lifestyle. ‘Yeah, kid, I know what you mean. Look, maybe I’ll invite her over sometime,’ he added to assuage Chris’s embarrassment. ‘You and Dee Dee come over, too.’


‘How about Saturday? We’re not doing anything.’


Nick smiled at Chris’s youthful enthusiasm. ‘I’ll let you know.’ Not that he had any intention of inviting the blonde next door over for a drink. As if he needed more problems in his life; for all he knew she was married anyway. Yeah, right – practiced at noticing details, he’d seen that she’d worn neither a wedding nor engagement ring. And she had come on to him – not overtly, but she would have kept talking if he had. ‘What say we break early and see how the fishing is in the north bay?’ Nick suggested, wanting to change the subject, not wanting to think about the good-looking blonde next door.


‘Sounds like a plan.’


‘Let’s try those old Forselius lures. We had good luck with them last time.’ Back on safe ground, Nick wiped the glue off his hands with a turpentine rag. ‘Five bucks says I catch the first bass.’


Chris grinned. ‘No way.’


*

While the men in Frank’s workshop had been discussing her, Zoe had been busy composing an e-mail to her source in the Tutela Patrimonio Culturale (TPC), the arm of the carabinieri charged with protecting Italy’s cultural heritage. She was hoping to corroborate some of Joe’s new findings. Roberto Fiorilli was willing to exchange information with her in a mutual quid pro quo so long as she didn’t publish anything that might jeopardize the TPC’s ongoing operations.


In the case of the book she was currently working on, he was more than willing to cooperate since the major American collection she was investigating consisted almost exclusively of looted artifacts from Italy. Museums could be persuaded to return illicit objects in exchange for long-term loans of equal rarity. In the case of an individual collector, however, the Italian government couldn’t offer anything more to the collector than the satisfaction that he’d acted ethically in returning the items.


As if that was a good argument for people who had a reputation for dubious purchases in the art market. Like the billionaire couple she was investigating, for instance.


Zoe sent Roberto a list of the items Joe’s intelligence had unearthed. At least a dozen pieces from the Adriatic site matched ones in the Willerby collection.


She always felt a real thrill of elation at times like this, when a trail of assumptions and deductions finally brought conclusive results.


Not that she could do her work without Joe. He was her man on the ground who could disappear into a crowd without anyone recalling him. Joe was middle-size, middle-weight, of indeterminate age with a face as malleable as rubber. That he’d started out as an actor off-Broadway was a definite advantage in his line of work.


Zoe’s disadvantage was that people remembered her. A tall blonde didn’t melt into a crowd with the same anonymity. On the other hand, she knew the gallery scene inside out, not to mention her previous exposés of the underbelly of the art market were advantageous. She had a multitude of contacts in the art world: with law enforcement, for instance, if she needed entrée into custom manifests or IRS documents, or with private collectors, who were an incestuous, jealous lot. She was often the recipient of sniping comments apropos of a rival’s new acquisition that may or may not have a legitimate provenance.


Closing her e-mail with thanks and best wishes to Roberto on the birth of his first child, she hit the Send key and sat back with a contented smile.


Really, this investigation was falling into place without a hitch.


Maybe she’d been doing this so long now that she’d finally gotten the hang of it. Or maybe Joe had just lucked out in Trieste.


She quickly crossed her fingers, just in case. She never willingly pissed off Lady Luck. Call her irrational, but those childhood impulses were tough to break.





Five


At the same time Zoe was congratulating herself on her smoothly running research effort, a woman with enough diamonds on her fingers to illuminate Times Square at midnight was tapping her blood-red nails on the arm of a white brocade sofa. Seated beside her was an elderly man who appeared to be perfectly composed. Opposite the couple dressed in casual elegance was an attorney from a prominent New York law firm nervously perched on the edge of an azure silk settee. He looked out of place in the Hamptons in his pinstripes and polished wing tips. But then visitors often did in this world of wealth and privilege.


Or perhaps he appeared out of his element for other reasons.


In contrast to the summer sun sparkling off the ocean outside, the mood in the lavish drawing room was decidedly unsunny.


‘You aren’t required to return any of your collection,’ the attorney reiterated, smiling in an attempt to mitigate the obvious displeasure of his client’s trophy wife. ‘The Italian government can’t do more than ask. They have no leverage. None at all.’


‘We understand all of that, George,’ the woman snapped, waving her be-ringed fingers in a dismissive gesture. ‘We’re not novices in this field.’ Her voice rose in anger. ‘We have the largest collection of ancient artifacts in the world for heaven’s sake!’


‘What Gwyneth means,’ the elderly man interposed, reaching over to place his hand on his wife’s in either affection or deterrence, ‘is that we don’t wish to be the object of scandal. As you know, Zoe Chandler is investigating this matter. As you also know, since you defended Letitia Rankle, Miss Chandler’s last book embarrassed Bothwell’s immeasurably. If not for her, the world would have been ignorant of those behind-the-scenes machinations at the auction house. I need not tell you how much we abhor the thought of being the subject of scrutiny. I expect you to do something to stop this probe. Is that clear?’ He spoke with the authority that a ten-billion-dollar fortune conferred.


‘Yes, of course.’ George Harmon hesitated. Dare he ask what the parameters might be in terms of stopping Zoe Chandler?


Bill Willerby had not amassed his wealth without a formidable intellect. ‘Pay any price. I’m sure she has one.’ He smiled tightly. ‘Certainly, the sum Miss Chandler realizes from a book like this is manageable.’


‘For my part, I wouldn’t give her a dime!’ his wife heatedly countered, tossing her head in a little dramatic gesture that flaunted her black tresses as well as her umbrage. ‘That Chandler bitch is nothing but a scandalmonger! It’s time someone informs her in no uncertain terms that her meddling is unwelcome!’


Bill Willerby held his attorney’s gaze for a telling moment. ‘Why don’t we begin politely.’ Turning to his wife, he touched her flushed cheek. ‘George will take care of everything, darling. Don’t worry your little head another minute.’


Gwyneth Willerby, who had once been the celebrated face of Estée Lauder, pursed her lips in a sultry pout. ‘If you’re sure she won’t say terrible things about us.’


‘I’m sure.’ The CEO of numerous international corporations glanced at his attorney. ‘Tell her you’re sure, George.’


‘Yes, absolutely, Mrs. Willerby. You needn’t worry.’


‘Thank you for coming out.’ Bill Willerby nodded at his attorney. ‘Keep us posted.’


Rising from his chair, George Harmon took his dismissal with good grace. The Willerby account was not only worth the journey to the Hamptons, but worth a certain degree of subservience. ‘I’ll let you know as soon as I make contact with Miss Chandler.’


‘With all speed if you will,’ Bill Willerby gruffly noted.


‘Yes, of course.’


‘I don’t wish for this – er – matter to be left hanging.’


‘I understand.’ Since the large drawing room had been designed to display a number of their classical sculptures, Willerby’s meaning was plain. Nevertheless, George Harmon swallowed hard as he exited the sumptuous room. Zoe Chandler was known for her dogged investigative skills. She might very well be a woman of principle – an old-fashioned concept in his estimation, but one not to be underestimated.


She could present problems.


He grimaced, understanding his plans to spend the weekend sailing were ruined.


It wouldn’t be wise to delegate responsibility for this matter to a subordinate.


He would have to deal with Miss Chandler himself.





Six


Two days later, Nick was eating breakfast and reading the paper, the morning TV news playing softly in the background. At the sound of the name Harry Miller, his gaze shot up, his full attention suddenly focused on the small TV sitting on top of the fridge. ‘This is breaking news from the White House. We’ll give more details on the short list for CIA director as they reach us.’


Reaching for the remote, Nick began flipping through channels, hoping to hear more information on the possible appointment of the man who most likely had a hand in his near-death experience in Kosovo. If Harry was picked for CIA director that meant congressional hearings, and that meant Harry would be covering his tracks any way he could. So much for his current life of relative peace and quiet.


Not finding anything more about the CIA directorship on the other channels, Nick pushed away from the table, came to his feet, and moved toward his office. Alan Levaro kept up with the Washington rumor mill. If Harry was about to become a problem, he’d know it.


Turning on his computer, Nick quickly pulled up his e-mail and scrolled past the inevitable spam that got through no matter how much security was in place. He wasn’t expecting much correspondence; very few people had his e-mail address. Oh, crap – there it was … just when he’d thought he was home free. Clicking on Alan’s acronym, snafu, he opened the encrypted message based on the Croatian alphabet, a language they both spoke. Nick swiftly translated: Watch your back, buddy. Harry’s gonna be cleaning up his resume if his name is put forward for CIA director. I’m in Vegas. Which didn’t actually mean he was in Vegas. Alan, an ex-CIA agent, didn’t even trust encryptions. ‘Vegas’ meant he was holed up at his place near Vancouver. Sending a brief reply, Nick thanked Alan for the heads-up, and asked him to keep him current on Harry’s progress toward big-time status. Then, shutting down his computer, Nick leaned back in his chair and swore a blue streak.


He should have squared the scales of justice with Harry years ago. Not that being laid up in the hospital for sixteen months after that incident with friendly fire on his last day in Kosovo hadn’t forestalled his more lethal instincts. But still, he could have offed Harry that day in that basement outside Pristina. The world would have been a better place – not to mention, his life wouldn’t be at risk now.


Nick knew too much about Harry Miller’s penchant for torture. And while it might not have mattered before – after all, CIA covert activities were not white-glove affairs – if distasteful details about torture were to emerge in a congressional hearing, it wouldn’t be good for either Harry’s or America’s image.


On the other hand, maybe there was no need to get all bent out of shape right now. Harry was just on the short list for CIA director. He might not make the cut. If he did, though, Harry was sure to look him up. Nick knew too much about all those accidental deaths in Kosovo.


Calm down; take it easy. Nothing’s a done deal yet. Time enough to sharpen his survival skills. Right now, after checking his man traps, he was going to head out on the lake. Being alone on the water always helped to clear his mind; the solitude made it easier for him to put things into perspective. For instance, he probably shouldn’t do anything rash.


Although, if Harry came after him – well, then, that was another matter. Killing him would be justifiable self-defense. Nick smiled faintly at the prospect. Finally, he might have payback for being dragged into Harry’s circle of hell. A further bonus would be the satisfaction of settling the score for all his fucked-up years since Kosovo.


After finding all his trip wires intact, Nick walked toward the dock, his thoughts focused on how to best counter or neutralize Harry. Not that getting out of Dodge might not be a temporary alternative. If Harry sent out hit men, he’d prefer they come to him somewhere less populated.


A few moments later as Nick entered his boathouse to pick up his canoe paddles, he heard his neighbor’s voice echoing crystal clear across the stretch of water separating their docks.


‘Who the hell do you think you are coming out here and threatening me!’


That was definitely a pissed-off tone. The answering male voice was less clear; it was low, controlled, mildly insistent with that don’t-fuck-with-me false courtesy he’d heard many times before. From intelligence agents.


His adrenaline kicked in big-time, his pulse picked up speed, and quickly moving to the other side of the boathouse, he stopped at the door that faced Skubic’s dock. Silently easing it open a crack, he surveyed the scene on the neighboring dock.


‘Go back from wherever you came from and leave me alone! Go, dammit!’


‘Be sensible. We can talk about it, come to some agreement,’ the shorter of the two overdressed men said.


No way those guys are tourists in those sport coats, slacks, and shiny leather shoes, Nick thought, his paranoia spiking. Law enforcement, he decided, or CIA. They had the look.


The tall blonde was standing with her back to the water, facing the men with the same bold assertion as her uncompromising statements. That courageous posture only added to Nick’s unease. Most women would be intimidated by two good-sized men who apparently had threatened her. Not her, though. She looked about ready to fling her coffee cup at them.


‘I’m telling you my answer won’t change – not tomorrow, or the next day, or ever! There’s no agreement to come to! Now get the hell out or I’ll call the sheriff!’


One of the men took a step toward her and Nick saw the woman draw in a deep breath. But she stood her ground. Either she didn’t scare easily or she was seriously naive. A third possibility leaped into Nick’s mind: Could Harry have staged this event? Is the gorgeous blonde a plant, he cynically wondered?


Was this a setup?


She couldn’t have seen him enter his boathouse from the opposite dock, but it didn’t matter. She was visible from his cabin and her voice was loud enough to carry up the hill to his place.


Harry could have arranged this little scene – having the beautiful blonde move in next door in order to get close to him. Harry had to have known that he was being considered for CIA director. After all, he’d spent his entire career kissing ass and covering up his mistakes for exactly this moment.


Unfortunately, Nick could confirm a number of those mistakes in bloody detail – including the one that nearly killed him the day he’d left Harry’s employ. On that last mission for NATO, he and his driver had been en route to Macedonia to deliver instructions to an observer team in the mountains. The shoulder-fired missile that had struck the Hummer, killed his driver, and tore him to shreds was American. There was never any doubt in Nick’s mind who had ordered the hit.


So bottom line, he wasn’t going to get involved in the scene next door.


Unless the lady was seriously threatened.


And even then, he’d debate his options.


Since Kosovo, he’d developed a healthy cynicism when it came to trusting anyone and anything. And that was especially true today with the news about Harry Miller.


The two well-dressed men abruptly turned and walked away, and Nick exhaled a sigh of relief. He supposed it would have been neighborly to go over and see if the lady was okay. In another lifetime, he might have.


Instead, he waited until she walked up the stairs to her cabin and disappeared inside.


Closing the door, he moved to pick up his paddles and exited the boathouse on the opposite side. Walking down the dock, he stepped into his canoe, loosened the moorings, and pushed away from the dock.


As he paddled out to the middle of the lake, he contemplated his vulnerabilities and risks.


Harry had contacts who would dispose of anyone for a price.


Not that he was the only person on Harry’s enemy’s list.


But he was up there, he figured, after threatening to expose Harry for his ruthless, cold-blooded killings during the Kosovo operations. The day he’d left for the Macedonian assignment, he’d told Harry he was done with interrogations; he hadn’t signed on for that kind of shit. He’d told Harry he could shove it all up his ass and anyone else’s clear up the line who didn’t like him bailing. And if they had any questions about why he was leaving, he’d be glad to explain.


First approached by the CIA because of his linguistic skills the previous year, he’d reluctantly agreed to help out the NATO effort. He’d dutifully performed his job, not begrudging the long, tedious hours listening to intercepts and translating for the intelligence agencies. But he’d never agreed to team up with an executioner. So Sayonara, he’d said to Harry that day in Kosovo. I hope you rot in hell.


Christ, the lake was peaceful in the morning.


It almost made one forget the brutality of people like Harry.


Almost…


Slipping his paddle under the center thwart, he leaned back on the mahogany gunwales he’d cut, boiled, varnished, and screwed into place all those years ago before he’d become a cynic. When he’d still thought the world was full of hope.


When his body hadn’t been held together with steel pins.


When he wasn’t always looking over his shoulder.


Shit.


So he’d run into bad luck, bad karma – whatever – it wasn’t going away.


Now then, if Harry made a move on him, how exactly would he kill him?





Seven


‘Where have you been? I’ve been trying to reach you for over an hour.’ It was a rhetorical question; Joe didn’t get a chance to answer. ‘You won’t believe who came to buy me off,’ Zoe indignantly rapped out.


‘Let me guess,’ Joe said, a smile in his voice. ‘Does the last name begin with a W?’


‘Can you freaking believe it?’


‘Darling, don’t be so naive. Why wouldn’t they try to buy you off? You’re about to screw up their lives and more to the point, screw with their precious collection.’


‘I told them no, of course.’


‘They’ll be back with a better offer. Willerby can buy off God.’


‘I don’t want to be bought off.’


‘I know. But people like Willerby think everyone has their price. Seriously, though, he’s not above other means if money doesn’t work. I wonder if you should get out of there.’


‘Jesus, Joe! Don’t say things like that! This isn’t a movie. This is me you’re talking to. You’re not suggesting that Bill Willerby might actually harm me, are you?’


‘It’s a possibility. Men like him don’t make the kind of money he’s made by playing nice. He travels with bodyguards for a reason.’


‘Jeez, now you tell me.’


‘So would you have given up your book project if I’d told you before?’ Joe asked, drily.


‘Okay, okay. So maybe I’ll get a bodyguard, too. Christ, how do you do something like that? Look one up in the Yellow Pages?’


‘You won’t find any agencies in that little burg you’re in. It might be wise to go back to the Twin Cities. You’ll find security agencies there. Although with this Iraq stuff going on and the big money in the Middle East, the security firms are struggling to fill their ranks.’


‘Actually,’ Zoe murmured, ‘I might have someone here who would fit the bill.’


‘Then go for it. I don’t want to alarm you, but it wouldn’t hurt to be cautious, at least until your publisher has your manuscript. Willerby could be notified at that point and then he’d have to deal with bigger fry than you. If there’s really some dude up there who could watch your back, hire him. Otherwise, you’d better head back home.’


‘You’re sounding way too ominous, Joe.’


‘You know how many objects in Willerby’s collection are pirated. Even more than we thought. The guy has a lot to lose. Do not take any chances.’


Zoe softly sighed. ‘Remind me to stay away from billionaires next time I take on a project.’


‘You blew me off when I mentioned it, babe, if you recall. Is this where I say, “I told you so”?’


‘You’re right – you’re right. I was wrong. But not to worry, I’ll deal with it. This guy next door looks like he could stop a Mack truck. I’ll talk to him.’


Zoe’s audacity always amazed Joe; she wasn’t easily intimidated. Maybe it had to do with being raised in the Amazon by parents who were studying indigenous tribal cultures. She’d learned to cope with unusual situations. ‘Let me know whether you stay there or head back home,’ Joe said. ‘And I’d suggest moving quickly on this. If Willerby sent out two representatives from New York, right now they’re back in their hotel room asking him for further instructions.’


‘Cripes,’ Zoe muttered. ‘And I was looking forward to a peaceful summer at the lake.’


‘Then maybe you should think about some other line of work.’


‘If I was looking for sarcasm, sweetie, I’d call my ex, who by the way just married his third wife.’


‘There’ll be more,’ Joe bluntly noted. ‘It doesn’t matter I hope.’


‘God no … Max is ancient history.’


‘Then first things first. Get yourself some defense or pack up and drive back to the Cities. Consider this my professional opinion.’


His stern tone of voice was not to be ignored. ‘Yes, sir, right away, sir.’


‘Cute. Now go do it – talk to your Mack truck. Call me back and let me know if he said yes or no.’





Eight


Having come up with contingency plans in what passed for his therapist’s office out on the lake, Nick was nearing his dock when he heard the sound of the alarm going off behind his cabin. Driving his paddle deep into the water for a surge of speed, he gave Harry points for not wasting any time. The instant his canoe slid alongside the cedar pilings of the dock, he jumped out, secured the craft with a quick knot on the mooring ring, then ran full out toward the noise.


The entire perimeter of his cabin was booby-trapped – a skill he’d picked up in the Balkans, where walking into a village was a tricky affair. Everyone had had to stay alert for that hairthin wire attached to a grenade behind a door, or a stack of strategically placed debris blocking a path, or a thousand other traps that could be devised by the human mind. After having searched the seventeenth village, the team he’d been with had become textbook proficient. There wasn’t a crawl space or attic or barn loft that hadn’t offered up a quick trip to the grave for the unwary. He still couldn’t enter his house without automatically ticking off his safety list.


He saw her before she saw him. But then that was the point.


She must have come through the woods because she’d stopped just west of his cabin when the alarm had gone off. She didn’t have that deer-in-the-headlights look he’d expected – which was not reassuring.


But time enough to brand her as Harry’s proxy when he had all the facts.


Or – realistically if he was dealing with Harry – some of the facts.


Slipping his combat knife back into its sheath, he silently circled around, approached her from behind, and disengaged the trip wire to the alarm.


She spun around as the blaring stopped. ‘How did I set off your car alarm from here?’


Her gaze was direct: not assertive, just straight and unswerving, as though someone had taught her to look people in the eye. ‘That damned thing goes off at the weirdest times,’ he said with a polite smile. He’d deliberately chosen a sound that wouldn’t cause undue comment, although no one had set off his alarm before. ‘Most people come down the driveway,’ he added, watching her closely for her answer.


‘I took the lazy person’s way. Sorry.’


No blink, no twitch. Nothing. ‘Not a problem,’ he said. ‘What can I do for you?’


His voice was flat; he so obviously didn’t want to know what he could do for her that Zoe blushed. ‘I probably shouldn’t have come.’ Her lashes drifted downward in embarrassment for a millisecond before she met his gaze once again and, taking a breath, said in a spilling-the-beans rush, ‘Actually, I have a problem I thought you might be able to help me with.’
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