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      What if this was the rest of his life?

      Sweaty, covered in grime, reeking of frustration, rooting around the dungeon of his father’s workshop, hunting for, well, in this case, a battery.

      But Steinbeck might as well have been hunting for his future. For hope. For anything that could jostle loose a fragment of a lead as to where⁠—

      “You find it yet?”

      His brother Jack stood in the open doorway, an outline against the bright light of the hot August day, the scant breeze off the lake not enough to stir the heat of the old shed. Humidity sheened Jack’s skin, plastering to it the sawdust and woodchips that also littered Stein’s slickened skin. The place smelled of its vintage, humble beginnings as a wooden garage built in the thirties.

      Stein longed for the fresh, salty breezes of the ocean. “No. Are you sure Dad kept the extra battery in here?”

      In here might have been a vague term, given the mess of tools that were scattered across the worn, chipped workbench, intermingling with old gum wrappers, rusty nails, oily bolts, crumpled sandpaper, and tangled wire.

      “He said it’s here.”

      Steinbeck shook his head, pushing against the old drawer until it groaned against its runner, caught, and wedged sideways.

      He gave it another shove, but it only jerked and stuck again, and he bit back a word as he lifted his hands in surrender.

      “For the love. I don’t know how he can find anything in this disaster.” He pulled the drawer back out and reworked it in. Then opened the one below it. “This is like walking into a time warp. Grandpa’s been gone for years, and still”—he pulled out an aftermarket service manual of a 1973 Alfa Romeo Spider, the pages coffee stained and wrinkled, as if the old man had set one of his cracked I Love Minnesota mugs on it while studying the schematic of the dual side-draft carburetor that had endlessly plagued him—“it smells like stale coffee and old oil in here.”

      “And varnish and dirt. Grandpa must have spent thousands of hours in here. Wow, I miss him.” Jack came into the room, shirtless, wearing a pair of paint-stained khaki shorts and beat-up runners. “Forget the battery. We’ll recharge the one we have.”

      “I wanted to get the table done today.” Steinbeck closed the drawer and shoved past Jack into the sunlight and beyond, to the shade of the towering cottonwoods and birch that arched over the maintenance area of the King’s Inn compound.

      A twelve-foot table, handmade, stained white, awaiting a second layer of sanding, stood on the cracked concrete driveway.

      The story of Steinbeck’s life—another unfinished project.

      Finally a breeze, and he stopped, hands on his hips, staring out across the impossibly lush, meticulously kept back lawn—good job, Jack—to the deep indigo lake, where a handful of guests sat on the long dock or in lounge chairs on the sandy beach.

      The perfect getaway. Or prison, depending on your view.

      The wind skimmed over his body, the scent, just barely lifting from the lake, carrying with it not only the white pine but the aroma of his mother’s fresh-baked bread in the kitchen of the nearby Victorian home-slash-inn.

      Steinbeck’s stomach growled.

      “You’re a real peach today,” Jack said, turning his ball cap around. Stein’s brother needed a haircut and maybe a shave, but he’d been spending long hours at a nearby rented garage, working hard remodeling a city-bus-turned-mobile-home, so maybe he didn’t care about his appearance. Stein could nearly smell the wanderlust emanating from his older brother.

      “No word on your missing friend?” Jack asked.

      Missing. Friend. Two words that didn’t exactly describe Phoenix. First—not missing but captured. Imprisoned, and yes, missing because, according to his contacts, no one had seen her since she landed in Cuban custody nearly a month ago.

      His gut tightened. She was valuable. And tough. And would hold out⁠—

      Nope. He blew out a breath. “She’s not my friend. We worked together.”

      Jack had walked over to the table, started to wipe off the last layer of sawdust with a clean rag. “Yep.”

      “Really. We knew each other—well, in a different life.”

      “When you were active duty.”

      Steinbeck grabbed a thermos of water, took a drink. It went down cool in his throat, loosened the simmer in his chest. “Yeah. Met her on an op in Poland.”

      Jack stood up. “Wait—not the⁠—”

      “Yes. That one.” Stein capped the bottle. “The one with the bomb and where I woke up in Germany, my knees blown out.” Only when his body soaked in the sun, like now, could anyone see the straight-line scars down both knees.

      “Was she there?” Jack had stood up, shaking out the rag. “At the bombing?”

      “Yep.” Stein ran his hand along the tabletop. It needed at least two more coats of stain, plus sanding, but his mother would have the outside table she’d hoped for when she’d plunked down the plans to her oldest sons last weekend.

      Maybe he’d finish one project. And he was determined to finish it today, if he could just find that battery in all this mess.

      Jack had retrieved his water too. He had spent the last few years as a hero, searching for the lost, before returning home last winter. And now he was sticking around to take over maintenance duties at the inn while their younger brother Doyle found a fresh wind down in the Caribbean, finally restarting his life.

      Out of all of them, Doyle deserved a happy ending.

      “So you ran into her again?” Jack said after taking a drink.

      “Down in Mariposa when I was working for Declan, and then yeah, a month ago when I went to visit Austen.” Not entirely true, but he had seen Austen. Well, more than seen her. He’d helped rescue her from Cuban pirates, and maybe gotten in over his head in said country, an escapade that had ended poorly.

      And landed Phoenix in Cuban custody. It wasn’t his fault, maybe, but . . . “Let’s just say . . .”

      “No man left behind.” Jack met his gaze. “She means something to you.”

      “No. She’s . . . Like you said, I don’t leave people behind.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Jack said.

      “I just need to find her. Make sure she’s safe. That’s all.”

      “That’s all.” Jack smiled. “So, you’re right. Not a friend.” He took another drink.

      Stein shook his head, but for a second, he stood in the shadows of a Spanish-style hotel in Old Havana, Phoenix’s voice soft. “I think you should kiss me.”

      No, no, he should not⁠—

      “You okay, bro? You look like you just got bodychecked.” Jack was staring at him.

      Right. “Yeah. The fact is, I’ve run into a dead end. I can’t find her. And I know . . . just know she’s in trouble.”

      Jack’s mouth tightened. “Okay, let me see what you’ve got.”

      Stein stilled. “Yeah?” And maybe he shouldn’t turn to his brother with so many secrets—but it wasn’t like trouble, as in any of the Russians he suspected of taking her, would show up in Minnesota, at the door of the King’s Inn.

      “Okay. My computer is back at the Norbert.”

      Jack’s house, a.k.a. private family quarters, a.k.a. part of the family parcel of four homes that encompassed the entirety of the King’s Inn property. All Victorian homes built by their great-great-grandfather, a newspaper baron back in the Gilded Age.

      Stein climbed into the driver’s seat of the golf cart, and Jack hopped in on the other side, and they rumbled over to the Norbert, smaller than the main house, but with the same charming apron porch, a turret, five bedrooms, and a small top-floor ballroom, of course.

      They pulled up, and Stein headed inside, then up the stairs to his room, the one with the alcove window that overlooked the lake, and grabbed his computer from the writing desk. He went back downstairs to the kitchen with the oval oak table, where Jack was slathering mayo on bread, making himself a ham sandwich.

      “I’ll take one of those,” Stein said and sat at the table, booting up his computer. Then he got up and pulled an ice pack from the freezer, wrapped it in a towel, and set it on one of his knees. The cold seeped in and eased the swelling.

      He pulled up his latest scan of the Havana port shipyards, looking like a grainy 1970s movie scene, complete with swarthy dockworkers, old Russian GAZ trucks, and ragged palm trees. He half expected Hemingway to saunter onto the screen.

      Jack came over, leaned down over his shoulder. “What’s that?”

      “I have a hacker friend who got me into a feed of the port. I’ve been going over footage, trying to find a glimpse of her.”

      “Why?” Jack returned to the counter.

      “I thought she was arrested by Cuban officials, but there’s no record of her arrest.” He opened another file, clicked on the video feed of the few days after she was detained. “Declan used all of his political power, and I even tapped”—well, maybe Jack didn’t need to know that their cousin Colt worked for an off-the-books government agency—“a friend who has connections. She’s not in the system, period.”

      “So where is she?” Jack set a sandwich on a napkin in front of Stein.

      “Thanks. Not sure. She might have escaped, but my gut says she was taken by the Russian mob. Maybe put on a ship.”

      Silence, a whole beat, and he glanced at Jack as he picked up the sandwich.

      “To Russia?” Jack said. “The mob? Really?”

      “Mm-hmm.” Stein took a bite, let the video scroll. Grainy and black-and-white. Mostly forklifts moving crates down the long pier, another shot of cranes lifting shipping containers onto cargo ships.

      Please, God, don’t let her be in one of those containers.

      “We ran into mob-types in our escape from Cuba, and they even pirated Declan’s ship⁠—”

      “Your life is like an action movie.”

      He glanced at Jack. “You do see me in the kitchen, eating lunch, icing my knee, covered in sawdust?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s a time-out.”

      “My entire life reduced to waiting for a battery to charge.” He glanced at the screen. “She’s gone. Vanished into the cogs of the Russian Mafia and . . . I’m sitting here eating a ham sandwich.”

      “Wow. You’re a head case. But I get it. You run into a dead end and you start circling the drain. The key is to keep trying leads, no matter how desperate.”

      “I thought about trying to find her sister, but frankly, Phoenix isn’t even her real name, so . . .” He lifted a shoulder.

      “Okay, let’s think. Where are those ships going?” Jack had opened a can of pop and now handed another to Stein, who held it against his other knee for a second before opening it.

      It frothed out over his hand, and he sucked off the foam. “I don’t know. Anywhere.”

      Jack sat across from him. “Probably an international port. And if it’s a Russian ship and they carry ‘illicit’ cargo”—he finger quoted the word—“they’d want a country friendly to Russian interests.”

      “Like?”

      “Well, Russia and Brazil are part of BRICS, so . . .” He lifted a shoulder, took a drink. Set it down. “And on the European side, you have the Baltic states.”

      Stein studied the port video. “What about Portugal?”

      “Why Portugal?”

      Stein pointed to the screen. “I think that cargo ship is flying a Portuguese flag.” He didn’t know why he hadn’t seen it before. He turned the computer toward Jack, who peered at it.

      “Yeah, maybe. Not a lot of countries have the coat of arms in the middle of their banner. Spain. Albania. But Spanish flags have horizontal stripes. And Albania has the two-headed eagle. This flag has two sections, with the coat of arms in the middle. You’re right. That’s definitely Portuguese. And Portugal has been pretty friendly with the Russians in past years.”

      “I don’t know how you know these things.” Steinbeck turned his computer back. Paused the video and searched for the IMO number.

      “Maybe your hacker friend could find the ship’s log, or a bill of landing. See where it ended up.” Jack finished his sandwich.

      “How long does it take to cross the ocean?”

      “In a cargo ship? I don’t know. Eight, ten, twelve days? Depends on how often it stops.”

      Which meant she was probably long gone into the labyrinth of the Russian gulag system.

      If she was even still alive.

      “What did you say her name was?” Jack got up, pulling out his cell phone to retrieve a text. He threw his pop can into the recycling bin.

      “Phoenix. But again, that’s not her real name⁠—”

      Jack looked at his phone.

      “I got a ping from our King’s Inn website contact form. It has a booking request for a woman named Firebird. Except the dates are all wrong. It’s for December 14, 2005.” He turned the phone around. “Twelve, fourteen, two-zero-five. It’s missing a year digit.”

      “Or not.” Steinbeck took the phone. “Maybe it’s European dating. Fourteen, twelve, two-zero-five. Which would be one, four, one, two, two, zero five. Seven digits.” He studied the screen. “The IMO number on the ship is seven digits.”

      “The IMO?” Jack said.

      “International Maritime Organization. They have a global shipping information system that keeps a record of all the locations of ships at sea by their number.”

      “And you know this⁠—”

      “SEALs don’t just bang down doors,” Stein said. He opened a new tab and did a search. “Found it. It’s a container ship. Registered to . . . bam, Portugal.” He held up a fist, his gaze still on the screen.

      Jack bumped it.

      “It’s a Panamax. Big ship—about nine hundred feet long, a hundred plus feet wide. Draft maybe forty feet.” He leaned back, made a wry face. “She’s about 190 feet tall above the water.”

      “Hard to board a ship like that at sea, in case you’re thinking like a SEAL.”

      Stein nodded. “She’s still at sea, port of call, Lisbon.” He didn’t want to think of where they’d kept Phoenix for the past month. “ETA, three days from now.” He ran a hand over his mouth. “If this message is from Phoenix, then . . .”

      “Then you’re all done sanding, bro.”
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      Her prison even came with a view. And if Emberly looked long and hard enough, maybe she could even make out her apartment on the hills above the Tagus River, in the Santa Catarina neighborhood of Lisbon. Students would be basking in the grass of the nearby Miradouro park with the Adamastor, the epic literary sea-monster statue, maybe watching as her container ship churned into port.

      Over a month off the grid—Nimue would be crazy with worry.

      Please let her plan work.

      Sunny blue skies, a cloudless day, the distant Serra da Arrábida a sleeping hunchback in the far southern horizon. Across the gray-blue of the water, the city of Lisbon climbed up the hillside, with ocher and whitewashed buildings, red clay roofs, streetcars motoring up the cobbled streets, the sidewalks lined with slick and shiny black basalt. Ahead of her, the 25 de Abril Bridge spanned the river, golden sun turning the metal to blood red, now glistening on the water. That same sunset splashed over the rebuilt limestone Tower of Belém at the seashore, a reminder of the explorers who left the shores, along with the resilience of a rebuilt city.

      Maybe that’s why she’d picked Lisbon and her tucked-away two-room flat. She loved to sit on the balcony that caught the salty winds off the sea, winds that stirred into the city air the scent of lush stone pine, fragrant eucalyptus, and even hints of the cork oak that had once overrun the city.

      So close, and yet so far.

      Staring out the window of her bare crew-quarters cell, Emberly nearly groaned for a taste of a fried bifana or a beefy prego. Maybe a plate of crispy-rice paella with shrimp, mussels, and crab—and now she was just torturing herself.

      Most likely, her captors would shove her onto a plane headed for some remote Siberian gulag. With a stopover in Moscow just so they could have another go-round of interrogation.

      She’d have the same nothing to say this time around. She didn’t have the jump drive that contained the Axiom program, and in the bonus round, no, she didn’t know where the shipment of obsidite had ended up.

      Didn’t know anything except that the thugs who’d taken her belonged to the Petrov Bratva. A piece of information she tucked away to tell her boss.

      If she ever escaped.

      Stay calm. Think.

      Emberly sat back on the twin bed and drew up her bare feet—she should have scored better shoes back before . . .

      Well, before her foolish heart had decided to defect from her brains and stick around to help a guy who’d abandoned her.

      “I’ll be right behind you! I promise!”

      Aw. Her stupid words.

      She touched her forehead to her knees even as the boat’s horn sounded, alerting the harbor of their arrival. She couldn’t blame Steinbeck for abandoning her—he had his own life, his sister’s life, even Declan’s life to protect.

      She was an afterthought, at best. So maybe she shouldn’t have put so much hope into her desperate shout for help.

      If only the stupid cell phone she’d taken off one of the crew who’d delivered her dinner four days ago had had more than a wink of juice left, she might have been able to make a call to her boss when they got closer to port. Instead, in the fading life of the battery, Emberly had connected to the Internet and taken a chance.

      A drastic, reckless chance.

      She’d left a message on the contact form of the King’s Inn. Because of course she couldn’t dredge up Steinbeck’s cell number—had she even gotten it? And the idea of connecting with Nimue and maybe having some Russian hacker trace the connection put a fist in her gut. So yeah, she hoped Stein was still the savvy SEAL he’d once been.

      Probably hoped too much. Steinbeck Kingston wasn’t going to be waiting with some magnificent plan as the Bratva dragged her off the ship and into the trunk of some old Lada. He wasn’t going to overpower Igor and Boris, the rather grumpy men who had guarded her at the home of some Cuban official, or any of the other Ivans who’d watched over Prisoner 24601 in the crew cabin in the aft superstructure of the boat.

      Steinbeck wasn’t a superhero. Just . . .

      Well, he was her only hero. And even that might be going too far.

      He had too many reasons not to rescue her, not to trust her, and if it weren’t for his response to her words I think you should kiss me . . . Her words shifted again in her head, but really, she’d probably lived too long on and read too much into the way his mouth had curved into a smile, the way his blue eyes had roamed her face. His sardonic words before he’d taken her up on her suggestion.

      “Really? I feel like we’ve been here before.”

      Oh, they had. Once, in an alleyway in the city of Krakow. Quickly in a mine tunnel on a Caribbean island. And over and over and painfully over in her head for the past three years.

      But in real life, she’d ghosted him. Also over and over . . .

      No. Steinbeck wouldn’t come for her.

      Still, her entire body seemed to thrum with a sort of radar, an anticipation, when the door to her quarters opened and Boris stood there. “Poydem.”

      Right. “Let’s go.”

      His beefy hand gripped her upper arm, the mouth of a gun pressed to her spine as he marched her down the portside gangway.

      They hit the dock, a long concrete pier that jutted into the water, and she glanced at the IMO number on the hull of the ship. Please let her have typed it right.

      The sun baked her skin through the worn clothing she’d stolen from some liveaboard trawler over a month ago. Thankfully, her cabin had come with a shower, but please let her not die in a pair of salt-soaked, baggy, and ripped cargo pants and a white T-shirt that said Stay Positive.

      Good life advice, maybe. Especially for a woman heading to the tundra.

      She couldn’t help, however, scanning the wharf for a tallish, scruffy blond sailor, maybe in sunglasses, and perhaps pretending to be one of the dockworkers who drove forklifts and trucks or operated any of the giant cranes overhead. The redolence of diesel fuel and the briny tang of the rusty, bleeding metal fouled the salty air and bored into her bones.

      Run.

      Mooring lines snapped, and the growl of machinery overhead could mask a small scuffle, probably, but Boris’s hand viced her arm, the handgun still burrowed into her spine, and now Igor flanked her other side.

      She was a thief, not a fighter.

      So she walked and hoped, and jerked when a container landed on the wharf with a thunderous boom, and even then⁠—

      No hero.

      Another ship sat docked beside them, its shadow cool as she walked into it, the darkness momentarily blinding her⁠—

      Now, Stein! And she even tensed in Boris’s grip, just in case.

      He yanked her, hard, against himself and laughed. “They said you were a fireball.”

      Firebird, hello. The name she’d left burned a trail through her throat and into her chest. Oh, she’d been too full of hope. Too⁠—

      Gunshots.

      She flinched, looked⁠—

      A barrel rolled across the pier, a sailor chasing after it—dark hair, skinny.

      Not gunshots—just her head, her heart, hoping.

      A Ford Kuga sat at the end of the pier, motor running, and instead of throwing her in the back, Boris opened up the rear passenger seat. “Get in.”

      No handcuffs? This she could work with.

      She slid in.

      Stilled.

      A man sat in the opposite seat. Lean, not overbearing, he looked at her with green eyes that seemed more amused than lethal. Sharp Slavic nose, trimmed brown hair, he wore a pair of khakis and a short-sleeved seersucker shirt, a pair of white boat shoes.

      Hardly the mafioso she’d expected of the man named Tomas, head of the Petrov Bratva, at least here in Europe.

      “You know me,” he said quietly, and smiled.

      “Of course.” Pictures, surveillance, and a file sent from Mystique, her boss at the start of her op nearly a year ago. Up close, he smelled of aftershave, as if this were a date.

      “I suppose you would.” He drew in a breath. “Where is it?”

      She shrugged. “I left it on Declan’s ship.” Surely he knew what ship she meant.

      “Too bad said ship blew up.”

      She stilled. What?

      Oh—she hadn’t considered . . .

      What if Steinbeck never got the message because he’d—and her chest squeezed—been lost at sea?

      “But we’re not stupid. We know you made a copy, parked it somewhere for safety.”

      Yeah, that would have been smart but, “When would I have done that? I was trapped on an island without Internet, and then on a boat that was boarded by pirates. I barely escaped. So?” She held up her hands.

      He stared at her so hard she put her hands down and braced herself.

      He didn’t need to know that she’d worn the drive strapped to her body in a waterproof case for most of her crazy trip.

      Until she’d taken a header off a Cuban fishing boat.

      Right now, the world’s most dangerous hard drive lay in the silt of the Havana harbor. So, that was nice.

      “We’ll see,” he said then and motioned to the driver.

      We’ll see what? But Tomas got out and Boris slid in next to her, Igor in the front, and the locks clicked.

      And still, Steinbeck didn’t show up.

      They drove through the city, up the Avenida da Liberdade, past cafés and shops, through the dappled sunlight as it cast through the tall Canary Island date palms and fan palms, waiting for streetcars, and maybe she didn’t care about the gun anymore.

      She tried the handle. Child locks. “Where are we going?”

      Silence from her captors.

      They left the city, passed small villages and patches of forest, heading toward . . .

      Sintra. The palace city of Portugal, perched on a mountain, shot round with twisty roads and lush pine and cork oak trees. A mist hung below the protruding towers of the tallest castle, almost a mystical protection for the kings who once resided there, like in an old-time fairy tale. The old town nestled into the side of the mountain, locals who hawked porcelain tile, lace, and pottery and baked the delicious pastel de nata.

      Her mouth nearly watered with the memory of the sweet pastry. As they drove closer, she spotted the jutting ocher cupola and battlements of Pena Palace. Rising out of the greenery to perch atop the mountain, a wall with proper crenelations surrounded the former monastery, and a burnt-red cathedral with a central tower rose from the compound against the fading sunlight.

      Glorious, breathtaking, and . . . impenetrable.

      They drove through the cobblestone town, the side streets too small for even a European car, and past the National Palace, a white Moorish building with two gnome-hat parapets that sat in the center square.

      They pulled up behind a small building, one of the village houses embedded in the hill, and the doors unlocked.

      Run. This time the urge swept her up and turned to fire in her veins, but Igor got out and opened her door and grabbed her arm, and even a well-placed kick would have netted her nothing in the narrow space.

      She gave a fight nonetheless as he wrestled her out and shoved her against a plastered building. He leaned low, his cigarette breath on her neck, his words in Russian. “Stop. Or I will make you stop.”

      She didn’t scare easily, but . . .

      Then he led her up the narrow street to a door in the stone wall of the battlement. The white stone rose three stories, maybe more, and the door opened to a tunnel, the cool, musty breath eking past her, darkness beyond.

      Her skin raised gooseflesh.

      Boris stepped inside and flicked on a light. A wire ran across the ceiling, like some old-time mine or catacombs, and she became the dead, walking to some underground tomb. Igor pushed her from behind, not gently.

      “Where—” But the stone ate her words, the chill seeping into her skin. Tiny alcoves were etched into the walls, many of them with bars, and the cold now ran all the way to her bones.

      A real dungeon.

      They reached a wider room, this one circular, and facing the center was a collection of cells, all scraped out from the outer ring. They each held nothing but darkness, a bucket, and a drain in the pitted stone floor.

      Except for one.

      A man sat in the shadow of one of the cells. He wore a dark beard, shaggy hair, didn’t even glance at her. She looked away as Boris stopped before the neighboring cell.

      No.

      Boris opened the door and Igor pushed her in. She stumbled and turned just as the door closed with a clang, a knell that nearly collapsed her. Dampness rose off the floor. An odor she couldn’t place permeated the walls. Despair, perhaps. “Wait⁠—”

      Boris smiled. Igor stood at the entry. “Do svidaniya.”

      Goodbye?

      She rushed the cell door. “Wait—I⁠—”

      Boris stopped. “You will wait. Until you are ready.”

      “Ready for what? I don’t have the program!”

      Boris walked down the tunnel and she closed her eyes.

      He didn’t come.

      Steinbeck hadn’t stepped out of the shadows to yank her away from her captors. Hadn’t forced his way into the car, hadn’t . . .

      Maybe he hadn’t even gotten her message.

      Because he was dead.

      And if not, probably he simply didn’t care.

      She stepped back, found the wall, and slid down against it, the dampness and chill of the stone seeping into her flimsy clothing.

      Then the lights went out and left her in darkness.

      Don’t cry.

      Black Swans didn’t cry. Didn’t⁠—

      “Took you long enough, Phoenix,” said a male voice, soft, almost gentle, a bit of laughter on the end, as if . . .

      And her heart jolted, jump-started, exploded inside her.

      “Steinbeck?”

      “Who else do you think? Wanna get out of here?”
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      It worked.

      Steinbeck’s crazy, thrown-together, call-it-chance, good-luck, not-to-mention-decent-intel plan had actually worked.

      The tremor in her voice in the pitch darkness, the way Phoenix’s breath caught at his words . . . Clearly she hadn’t believed he’d actually show up.

      “Seriously?” The voice on the other side of the wall seemed almost frail, nothing of the woman he’d met three years ago while on an op in Poland—tough, in control. Although, when she added a snarky “I hate to mention this, but you’re locked in here with me.” Yeah, it sounded like Phoenix.

      He gave a laugh, a spark, the heat of it a warm flame igniting inside. “Please.” Then he reached into the pocket of the ratty pants he couldn’t wait to get out of and pulled out a key.

      A helpful souvenir from the guard outside the tunnel door, currently snoozing in Stein’s rented Fiat Panda.

      He moved over to the lock, inserted the key. The door whined open. Then he pulled on a headlamp and flicked it on. The beam cast over her cell, over her.

      She stood at the ready, her hands clutching the bars. She wore the same baggy green cargo pants and a grimier version of the same white T-shirt as a month ago. Bare feet, so clearly she’d lost her flip-flops along the way. Her hair glowed, copper red under his light, and her green eyes settled on him, wide. “It really is you.” Her voice had cut to almost a whisper, as if he were an apparition, or maybe just a dream, losing all sense of her earlier bravado.

      He swallowed back the same ethereal feeling, found words as he approached her lock. “Who else would deliberately sneak into a dark tunnel, get trapped in a cell, and show up smelly and dog tired to rescue a woman who might only get him into trouble?”

      She cocked her head. “So many feelings for a guy whose biggest response is usually a grunt.”

      And she was back.

      He grunted and opened her cell.

      And then she stood there, in the opening, three feet from him, just . . . staring. As if⁠—

      “Phoenix?”

      She launched herself at him. A full-on, legs-around-his-waist, arms-around-his-neck embrace, holding on as if he were a pillar in a flood, her only hope.

      His arms went around her, and he had to take a step back to keep from falling, his knees hurting just a little from all the ruckus a few hours earlier, but he held her.

      Held on to her. He’d never realized, really, how petite her frame felt against his. Small, strong, a bobcat more than a tiger, but also broken maybe—because her body shook a little, belying her tough demeanor.

      “You okay?”

      She leaned her forehead into his shoulder; then her entire body exhaled and she let go, first her legs, then her arms releasing.

      He lowered her to her feet and met her eyes. They seemed to be—“Phoenix, are you crying?”

      “What? No. Just . . . I’m cold.” She wrapped her arms around herself, then looked away. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Mm-hmm. “Good idea. I don’t know how long we have until the Russians figure out that their guy at the door isn’t on a chai break.”

      She frowned, and he resisted the urge to pull her back into his arms.

      Even kiss her.

      Yeah, shoot, he’d been harboring that version of their reunion for the last seventy-two hours.

      Clearly, relief was not the same as “Oh Steinbeck, I’ve missed you so much.” This was an op, one still very much in peril.

      Still, he grabbed her hand, put it on his belt behind him, and said, “Hold on. It’s dark.”

      “That’s a newsflash.”

      Ah, the woman was coming back to herself. He headed down the tunnel toward the entrance, some thirty feet away.

      “I don’t understand—how did⁠—”

      “No. You first. What happened in Cuba?” Because he’d woken up too many times over the past month with her words—“I’ll be right behind you”—in his head. Words that he’d let himself believe. And then he’d spend the rest of the night wrestling away the what-ifs and please, no’s of the terror that he imagined befell her.

      “The scooter wouldn’t start, and the cops caught up to me on foot.”

      He felt her hand on his belt. If she let go, even once, he was taking her hand.

      “They didn’t even bother to take me to the Cuban police, though, so I’m not sure they were official cops. I ended up locked in the guest room of the home of a government official.”

      “The guy from the consulate?”

      “No, someone else. Cuban. With Russian friends. They were after the program.” Her voice dropped a little then, and even as he kept them moving, his light dragging over the rutted, scarred rocky surface, his chest tightened. He didn’t want to ask⁠—

      “They didn’t hurt me.”

      He couldn’t speak.

      “Much.”

      He credited himself for not stopping, not turning and giving in to the urge to again pull her to himself. Never let go.

      And okay, maybe that was overstated, but he was tired, cold, grimy, and lacking sleep.

      “Where is the program?”

      “You were there. It drowned.”

      He did stop then. “Seriously?”

      “Keep going, and yes. I didn’t get a chance to upload it—I know, stupid, but this entire op has been a comedy of chaos. I’m back to zero. They put me on a boat; I swiped a cell phone with low battery and got a message out. Bam, your turn. What happened after you got away? I heard—” Her voice hitched then.

      Interesting.

      “They said the yacht blew up.”

      Who was they? But he just nodded, then, “Tactical error. The Russians hadn’t left the ship, so we had a small shootout on the boat. Dec and I disembarked into the cool waters of the gulf.”

      She snorted. “Pre-explosion.”

      “Sort of. And to be clear, I looked for you in Cuba. Good job with the message. Jack, my brother, got it and asked me about it, and I knew it was from you. Clever, giving me the IMO number.”

      “Clever, you figuring it out.”

      With that, the old dance, a sort of camaraderie, settled into his bones.

      They just might make it out of here.

      “But that’s a long way from you showing up in a dungeon in Portugal.”

      “I called my cousin Colt. He works with the Caleb Group.”

      “That’s convenient.”

      “About as convenient as the fact that, apparently, your sneaky little group of Black Swans occasionally works with the Caleb Group.”

      “Sometimes they just need a woman’s touch.”

      “Please. You’re all highly trained thieves.”

      “Covert specialists in retrieving hard-to-obtain items.”

      He let out a grunt. “Yeah, well, Colt’s boss, Logan, hooked me up with intel and a guy on this side of the pond named Roy. Apparently, he knows the Petrov Bratva and especially their hideouts. Once we figured out where your ship was heading, Roy put a tail on Tomas, their leader. He owns an estate near here with an airstrip. Our best guess was that they were going to move you.”

      “And what—the dungeon in Sintra is the international lounge? It needs a buffet, maybe drink service.”

      They reached the door, and he glanced back at her, again casting the light upon her. “Roy and I put a tracker on the Petrov car, and his hacker, Coco, tapped into the camera on the wharf. They picked you up getting into Petrov’s car, and when you headed out of the city, Roy stayed on your tail while I took a shortcut to Sintra. I found the dungeon, tranqed the guard—left him in my car—and sneaked into the prison.”

      “Lots of what-ifs there, Ethan Hunt. I could have ended up on a plane.”

      Her words only tightened the coil in his gut. “I took a chance.” He kept out the part where he and Roy nearly had a throwdown in the hotel room where Roy told him the plan.

      He’d wanted to storm the wharf, but with too many sailors on the Russian dole . . . “This plan had the best odds for survival.”

      Then he opened the door.

      The twilight streamed in, and his eyes blinked hard against it. He cupped a hand over his eyes and eased into the cobblestone alleyway.

      Phoenix still gripped his belt.

      He pulled out a handgun, secreted to him by Roy. Steinbeck had a whole list of questions for the spy, but he’d pocketed them in favor of a thanks and a what-I-don’t-know-can’t-hurt.

      They came out of the alley to a set of stone stairs, and he pulled off his grimy wig. Then he grabbed her hand and a baseball cap that he shoved onto his head.

      “What look are you going for, there, Tom Hanks? Because you look like you’ve been on a desert island for half a decade. Nice wig and beard.”

      He glanced at her. “I think there are things crawling in it. But I’m not the only one who needs a shower.”

      Her mouth opened.

      He smiled and found his Panda at the bottom of the stairs, secluded in another tiny alleyway.

      Opening the back door, he grabbed the Russian, still zonked—so hopefully still alive—and pulled him out, leaving him propped in a corner.

      “How much sleepy juice did you give him?” Phoenix got into the front passenger side.

      “The entire shot,” Stein said as he slid into the driver’s seat.

      “He’s breathing, right?”

      “Had a pulse, so yes.” The engine turned over. “You ready to get out of here?”

      She looked at him, blinked hard, her mouth opening, and shoot, he flashed back to the words he’d spoken to her three years ago as they’d left their safe house in Krakow.

      Right before his world had blown up.

      And right before she’d betrayed him.

      She nodded, and he ignored the terrible stone lodged in his chest.

      That was then. This was now. Him—oh no—trusting her. Again. Please, please . . .

      “Let’s go back to my place,” she said as he pulled out. “They don’t know I’m gone yet. We have time, and I have security.”

      “I think we’re living on borrowed time, but if it has a shower and grub, I’m in.” He held up a fist.

      She bumped it.

      He drove them off the mountain, past the lush estates and wineries, to the farmlands on the outskirts of Sintra. Postcard country.

      “Why Lisbon?” He glanced at her. She’d ridden in silence since they’d left Sintra. He noticed a fading bruise on her cheek and didn’t want to ask about it.

      “It’s off the radar. Whenever people think about clandestine hubs, the last place they think is Lisbon. It’s all London or Berlin or even Paris. Besides, I love the smell of the ocean.”

      “You live on the Tagus River.”

      “Close enough.” She glanced at him. “For a girl who grew up in South Dakota, the ocean is any decent body of water.”

      He said nothing to her revelation about the life she’d had before joining an international spy ring. Once upon a time, she’d mentioned a single mom, moving around a lot. “Why didn’t you contact your sister?”

      Heavy sigh from the passenger seat. “I was afraid they’d trace the signal and . . .”

      “And find her. And use her.”

      She nodded. “I mentioned the fading cell signal too, right? I had to make a choice.”

      “Harder to track an Internet search than a cell call.”

      “I didn’t think they’d make any connection to you. You’re still scrubbed from the Internet, thanks to your SEAL past.”

      “Maybe. Hopefully.”

      They’d reached the outskirts of Lisbon. “How do we get to your place?”

      “Have we been followed?”

      He glanced in the rearview mirror again. “Nope.”

      “I live near Bairro Alto.” She directed him off the highway, into a neighborhood. They passed milky white stone and red-brick apartment buildings, the streets lined with olive and linden trees that bordered boulevards and parks. As they drove toward the center, the roads turned to cobblestone and the architecture went from modern to historic, the buildings more Renaissance and classical.

      “I love the ancient architecture of Europe.”

      “Don’t be fooled. These buildings are only two or three hundred years old. An earthquake and a tsunami wiped out the entire city back in the late seventeen hundreds. It’s not Rome or anything.”

      “You talk like you’re not from America. Admit it—everything in Europe is old.”

      She smirked, and he didn’t know why the smile hung on to him, took root. Hello. Just. An. Op.

      As in Operation Free Phoenix and Make Sure Declan’s AI Program Hasn’t Fallen into the Wrong Hands.

      “Maybe that’s why I like Lisbon. The city was completely destroyed and they rebuilt it from nothing. I like fresh starts.”

      Interesting. She directed him deeper into the city, finally pulling up to a creamy white Renaissance-style building with narrow Romanesque balconies and a clay-tile roof. A streetcar rang as it rumbled by them. The night arched high, cloudless, a thousand stars watching them.

      He shut off the car. “You sure this is a good idea?”

      She keyed in a code to a gated door. “My sister is a security expert. I promise—anyone tries to break in, we’ll know. We’ll be safe here.”

      He grabbed his burner phone, then a backpack from the back, and followed her inside a narrow entry, then up three flights of stairs to an apartment with a keyless entrance.

      The inside was exactly like what he’d expect from a woman who lived out of a suitcase. Or a backpack.

      Not a big place—the kitchen attached to the main room, with two tall balcony doors that let in the darkness through sheer white linen drapes. A hallway with a door at the end, and one near the front. Wood floors, a black leather sectional, a round Formica table with two chairs, faux plants, and a bookcase. He set his backpack on the floor and walked over to the bookcase. It took up the entire wall, jammed full of books. “You read fantasy?”

      “It’s epic. And not real. And maybe I’d like a world where you could time travel or conjure up magic or even fly.” She walked over to the kitchen and picked up a hot pot. “I’m making tea. I think there are probably biscuits in the pantry.”

      He picked up a book, paged through it. It was about a slave trying to reclaim his kingdom. That might be a story he could read. “You sound British.”

      “I’m anything I need to be.” She set the pot on to boil. “Except clean. I’m going to hop into the shower.” She pointed to the nearest bedroom. “There are two bedrooms, two bathrooms. Make yourself at home.”

      Just like that? “You sure one of us shouldn’t stand watch?”

      She pointed to a flat-panel screen on the wall in her kitchen. It showed four camera views—one from the balcony, one in the hallway outside her landing, one in the alleyway below her balcony, probably, and one near the front door. “I’ll set the alarm. Don’t worry—if it sounds, you’ll have two minutes to grab a towel before anyone can get in.” She winked.

      Clearly, she’d shaken off the tremble from the dungeon on their drive into the city.

      She headed down the hall to the bedroom in the back.

      Okay then.

      He found the room spare but clean, a double bed with a cotton blanket, a side table, a reading lamp, a wooden chair. And a full bathroom.

      The heat of the shower turned his bones from brittle to revived. He pulled off the itchy fake beard, washed his face, shampooed out the itch from his hair, then pulled out his kit and shaved. He dumped the clothes in the garbage can, then found a clean pair of cargo pants and a T-shirt in his duffel.

      Pulling them on, he stepped to the window and surveyed the view. The lights of the city burned, and he eased open the balcony door, let in the ocean—er, river—smells.

      He could like it here. And maybe, once this was over⁠—

      Stop. So what if she’d clung to him? Of course she had—he would have been freaked out too if he’d been shoved into an underground hole on his way to Russia.

      But it stayed with him, the shape of her body against his, the sense that she’d needed him.

      Had reached out to him, thank you very much, in her hour of need.

      He was brushing his teeth when he heard the beeping.

      He spat and ran out into the hallway in his bare feet, his heart thundering.

      Phoenix’s door hung open at the end of the hall, the scent of a shower lingering in the air. The beeping emitted from the panel in the kitchen, and he walked over.

      He’d triggered the alarm when he opened the balcony door, it seemed. “Phoenix!” No answer. He pressed reset.

      The beeping died. And that’s when he read the panel alert. Street entrance accessed.

      “Phoenix?”

      He turned, headed back to her room. Pushed the half-open door.

      The bedside light splashed over a double bed, a canvas picture of the ocean on the wall. The scent of lavender lifted from the bathroom. He took a chance and looked inside.

      Nothing except a wet towel hanging on a warmer, and her grimy clothing in the garbage can too.

      He rounded and headed back to the flatscreen and rewound the feed.

      And watched as Miss Thank You for Saving Me strolled right up to the door, keyed in her code, flung a backpack over her shoulder, and walked out into the night.
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        * * *

      

      He wouldn’t even notice she was gone.

      Emberly stood in the shadows, breathing in the city, the smell of simmering oil and seasoned pork seeping out into the darkness, the scents of pastries fresh from the ovens of late-night bakeries, and even the savory treats of prego and the chouriço assado ablaze at a vendor across the square. The city sang after dark—music from local cafés, streetcars clanging, people laughing at nearby bistros.

      “Calm down, Nim. I’m fine.”

      Really. The shaking had stopped, mostly, and after a shower that loosened all the damp grime and potential crawlies from her hair and pores, she wasn’t lying.

      Mostly. Because in her apartment right now was trouble. Big trouble.

      What had she been thinking, inviting Steinbeck, the man who only complicated—that should probably be in all caps—her life, into her . . . well, her domain?

      Her secret flat.

      Her safe space.

      “Two months, Emberly. Two. Months since you went dark. I was out of my mind.” Nimue’s voice pinched tight and low, the way she got when life felt too big, when she had to find a way to corral it and reduce it to ones and zeros. To a computer program she could manipulate and control. The skills she’d acquired being a world-class white-hat hacker.

      “I’m sorry. The Internet on the island cut out after the earthquake⁠—”

      “Not an earthquake,” Nimue said, a little more calm in her voice. “A landslide triggered by an explosion on the island. I looked into it.”

      Her sister was probably sitting on the porch of her beach house in Florida, the small cottage nestled in the seagrass and sand dunes, overlooking a silver-tipped ocean, the scent of salt in her shoulder-length brown hair. Dark freckles kissing her sandy-hued skin. And wearing a pair of cutoff jeans and a T-shirt that read sudo rm -rf /*.

      “Right. Well, then I hopped on a yacht. It belonged to Declan Stone and, of course, was attacked by Russian pirates,” Emberly said as she walked toward a nearby food vendor.

      “I don’t think I can hear this.”

      “We got away—but then while I was rescuing Declan from Cuba⁠—”

      “Seriously?”

      “I’ve been held for the last month by the Russian Mafia. But I’m okay. Steinbeck rescued me.”

      Silence. So long that—“Nim?”

      “Steinbeck. Declan Stone’s bodyguard. The Navy SEAL from Krakow. The guy you left for dead⁠—”

      “Yes, him. Okay. We sort of . . . became friends?” Yeah, that sounded weird, even to Emberly’s ears.

      Nimue echoed it. “Friends?”

      “I don’t know what we are,” Emberly said as the man at the prego counter nodded at her, holding a couple of greasy wrapped pregos in papo seco rolls, slices of cheese melting from the ends. She had popped in an earbud and now dropped her phone into her pocket, paid and took the sandwiches. “It’s a long story, but . . . listen, he rescued me. And he didn’t have to, so I guess, yes. Friends.” She garnished the sandwiches with mustard and garlic, then wrapped both of them in napkins and set them inside her backpack, along with the two cold bottles of pineapple Sumol.

      “So now what?”

      Now Emberly tried not to jump back into his arms, tried to put her head on straight and untangle the mess of this mission. “I still need to get Declan’s program. For all I know, the Russians have it, and if they don’t . . . well, it won’t be long before some rogue nation gets their hands on it and uses it for their own nefarious purposes.”

      “Which means you need to develop the virus.”

      “Yes. In other words, back to the mission.”

      “And your next step?”

      She sighed, waiting to cross the road. Lamplight puddled on the dark volcanic rock that lined the streets, and around her, from the cafés in the square, jazz spilled out, turning the night magical.

      “I don’t know. My guess is that the program is still with Declan. Maybe back in Mariposa. Maybe somewhere else.”

      The streetcar passed and the light changed, and she crossed the street, hugging the shadows as she walked up to her gated door. “I should have uploaded it directly to you when I broke into his safe on the island⁠—”

      “Hard to do when you’re trapped underground.”

      “Details.” She laughed. “I promise, when this is done, I’m coming to Florida.”

      “Good, because I’m learning how to surf. And I want to teach you too.”

      She punched in the code to her apartment entrance. “I don’t know. You always loved the ocean more than I do.”

      “No, Em. You were the one who put this dream inside me. We’d lay in our tiny little bed and you’d tell me stories of how someday we’d have the sand in our toes, the salt on our lips.”

      She took the stairs up. “I blame that book I stole from the library⁠—”

      “Island of the Blue Dolphins. I still have it. Come and get it.”

      Emberly laughed. “I miss you.”

      “You can fix that. There’s a bedroom here that’s unused, just for you.”

      “Roger that. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Don’t make me wait another two months. I . . . was really scared.”

      Me too. Emberly stopped at the door. “I’ll be okay, Nim. You know me. Survival over smarts.”

      “Em—”

      “Gotta go. Love you.” She clicked off before her throat tightened. Then she keyed in the code and opened the door.

      An arm snagged around her waist, whisking her back from the door, which slammed behind her. Then Steinbeck pushed her against the wall. Clearly she was still off her game, because he had her cornered, just like that.

      Stormy blue eyes, a grim slash to his mouth, and his breaths escaped as if⁠—

      “Wait. Were you worried?”

      “Where were you?” He stood, one arm over her shoulder, his hand braced against the wall.

      The other held his handgun.

      “Um.”

      He was terribly close, the smell of his shower lifting off his skin. He’d shaved too, and cleaned up from that wretched beard, his hair tousled and dark blond again. He wore a white T-shirt that outlined his shoulders and his trim torso, and the way he looked at her turned her entire body into a snarl of . . .

      Oops. Friend, friend, friend!

      Except, why not? She’d kissed him before and⁠—

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      She blinked at him, her gaze on his lips, then back on those intense blue eyes.

      He seemed to notice, because his eyes roamed her face too. Then he swallowed, blew out a breath, and stepped back.

      Because, friend.

      Even frenemy, if he stood in her way of getting what she needed from Declan. To her knowledge, Stein didn’t work for the billionaire anymore, but things could change while a girl was locked up on a ship.

      “You . . .”

      “I scared you?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “No.” His mouth tightened along the edges as he put the gun into his belt, in the back. “I thought . . .”

      She stilled. Oh. “You thought I’d ditched you.”

      “It’s happened before.” He raised a shoulder. “Let’s see, there was the ocean⁠—”

      “That was panic.”

      “And the shooting in Mariposa⁠—”

      “I dragged your body to the hospital!” She walked over, put her pack on the table.

      “And—oh wait, the running part in Barcelona.”

      Her mouth pinched.

      “And what about the dance floor at Boo’s wedding?”

      She grinned. “Who knew you were such a good dancer?”

      “You took Declan’s phone and slipped it into my pocket.”

      He was just now figuring that out?

      “And we haven’t even mentioned Krakow.”

      “Do we have to?” She opened the pack. “We’ve been over this. I had a mission to complete. Not to mention, I tried to get you away from danger.”

      Silence, and she glanced at him.

      He stood in the dim light of her under-cupboard kitchen lights, a tired and raw expression darkening his face. She’d taken out the drinks and now set them on her table. Turned to him.

      Swallowed.

      He took a breath, and the look in his eyes matched the urge inside her, the woman who really just wanted to eat a prego with the man under a star-strewn Lisbon sky and forget . . .

      “I’m sorry.”

      He blinked, raised an eyebrow. “What?”

      “I’m sorry I, uh . . . left you. I had to call my sister. And I got us steak sandwiches.” She pulled out the napkin-wrapped street food. “Except they’re a little flattened, thank you so much, Jason Bourne.”

      He frowned, then took the proffered sandwich. “You got food?”

      She grabbed a bottle opener and her own sandwich, then opened the balcony door. “Of course. I know you.”

      He made a little grunt, which made her smile as she stepped over the doorframe onto the narrow space and sat on the concrete on one end.

      He came out and squeezed himself down on the other end, his legs crossed in front of him.

      She crossed her legs on the other side of his and spread out their dinner. “I hope you like mustard.”

      He bit into the sandwich, made a sound of hunger and delight that did strange things to her insides. “This is fantastic. Reminds me of a panino con la salamella—it’s a sandwich with onions and peppers made from salamella, a sort of sausage⁠—”

      “From northern Italy. I’m familiar with it.” She took a bite. “And you’re right. Although it’s not as good as manti from⁠—”

      “Kazakhstan.”

      “Almaty?” She lifted her bottle of Sumol in a toast.

      He met her bottle with a clink. “Astana.”

      “While you were on the teams?”

      He lifted the bottle to his mouth and said nothing. But his blue eyes sparked.

      Oh, maybe this was a bad, very bad idea. They couldn’t be teammates, especially not friends. She did not have room in her life for Mr. Devastating Blue Eyes. “I remember you saying you missed being an operator, back in Cuba, when we were staking out the embassy.”

      He cocked his head.

      “I had a lot of time to think while I crossed the deep blue sea.” She took another bite.

      His mouth tightened. “It’s going to kill me, but I have to know, Phoenix. How badly⁠—”

      She held up her hand. “Listen. After they figured out I didn’t know anything—or wasn’t going to give them anything—they locked me in a room at the estate and left me alone. Same with the boat. I just had the one scuffle, during which I grabbed the phone.”

      He considered her, the slightest pull in his jaw. But he nodded. Set his sandwich down. “I should not have left you in Cuba.”

      “You need to let that go. I told you to leave. You had Declan and your sister to protect. I knew I could take care of myself.” She swallowed when she said it, however, because⁠—

      “I know.”

      She looked up at the stars, sighed. Looked back at him. “Listen. You didn’t have to come for me. And I don’t know why you did, but . . .” She nodded. “This isn’t over, Steinbeck. I need that program. And⁠—”

      “I know.”

      She stilled.

      “I get it. After . . .” His mouth tightened. “After we left you in Cuba, we got back on the yacht only to have it be overrun with Russians⁠—”

      “Tomas said it exploded.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “The Petrov boss and I had a chatty-chat down at the wharf. You might have caught it on video.”

      “Right. And yes. Declan and I blew up his yacht. Got lost at sea for a day or so.”

      “Austen?”

      “Safe.”

      She leaned back. Exhaled.

      “What you don’t know is that Declan wasn’t a bad guy, just like I said.”

      She eyed him.

      “He was working with the Caleb Group.”

      Her mouth opened. “No. No, he wasn’t⁠—”

      Stein held up a hand. “Absolute truth. He hijacked the ship with the obsidite the Russians stole from the island and routed it to a processing plant in America.”

      “Not a terrorist.”

      “Not. A terrorist.”

      She gave him a wry smile. “Okay, but we still need that program. It can still fall into the wrong hands, including the United States’. I can’t let the US be the only country that has access to the virus that can shut down his AI program.”

      “Agreed.”

      She stared at him. “Okay, did you get hit in the head when the yacht blew up?”

      He met her gaze then, and under the velvety dark sky, the stars shining in his eyes . . .

      A beat of silence fell between them, thunderous. She swallowed.

      Friends. Maybe comrades in arms.

      His voice turned a little rough when he finally spoke. “I came for you because I couldn’t . . . because the thought of something happening to you⁠—”

      “Stop, Stein. Just—” She shook her head. “It can’t work.” Oh, now her voice roughened. “In a different life . . .”

      He stared at her for so long that she thought maybe he hadn’t heard her. Then, softly, “What kind of different life?”

      His gaze made her entire body ache. “A life where . . . when I look at you, I don’t see my mistakes. The things I’ve done. And where you don’t look at me and see . . . regret. And anger. And . . . the truth is, I’m just not built for anything real, Stein. I’m not a team player. I’m a solo act. And I’m built to survive. That’s all. I should have told you that from the beginning. But⁠—”

      “But in the beginning, you were just trying to survive.”

      She nodded.

      He swallowed, sighed, his chest rising and falling, the lights of the city sparkling around them. “So was I. But . . . I don’t know. Maybe we can figure out how to get past survival together?”

      Did he not hear her?

      “Stein—”

      The alarm shrieked, a blaring shot into the night, and she jumped to her feet.

      “Two minutes,” he said and took off for his room.

      She looked down into the alleyway. Nothing amiss. Sweeping up her pack, she took off for her room.

      From a shelf in her closet, she retrieved her go bag and a tactical vest, then climbed onto her bed, pushed aside the canvas picture, and sprung open the latch that revealed the compartment behind it.

      She grabbed one of the two Glock 19s and a SIG Sauer P226. Shoved them into her tactical vest.

      Stein came charging in. “You have a bunker above your bed?” He snatched up the other Glock. “You do realize how sexy that is, right?”

      She stared at him, her eyes wide, and he grinned, winked. “One survivor to the next.” He grabbed a radio from her stash in the compartment and tossed it to her, then the other. “Let’s roll.”

      He took off down the hallway, stopped at the door while she checked the monitor. A man stood in the hallway. And he was armed.

      “C’mon. We’ll take the balcony.” She headed for the doors, opening her ottoman on the way.

      “You have a fire ladder.”

      She nodded, turned, and headed outside. Hooked the ladder on the side of the rail and let it fall.

      “Let’s—”

      He wasn’t behind her.

      She stepped back inside and stilled as she watched Steinbeck unlatch the door, stand back, and let the enemy into her home.
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