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        COLD TRUTH

        Cold Justice® – Most Wanted (Book #6)

      

      

      Rowena Smith may be a top-shelf librarian, but solid investigative skills won’t keep her safe after her newest research project—tracking down her biological father—leads her to a brutally murdered body. The scene offers up one hope for assistance: the card of FBI Supervisory Special Agent Kurt Montana. Alone and terrified in a foreign country, Rowena places the call.

      

      About to board a flight home after a failed mission, Kurt can’t ignore the plea in Rowena’s voice. She could be the killer or she could be an innocent bystander—either way, he senses she holds information vital to his case. When Kurt’s flight takes off without him—only to crash into the African savanna killing everyone onboard—he knows it’s no coincidence. Rowena saved his life.

      

      On the run from powerful enemies, he and Rowena pose as a couple—never mind that she’s much too young for him. As danger escalates and they inch closer to the secret someone is trying desperately to prevent them from revealing, their fake relationship spirals into something far more perilous. And deeply personal.

      

      The game gets deadlier with each and every step toward the truth. But there’s no turning back and they’ll need to rely on their skills and their wits—and each other—if they hope to survive.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cold Truth is the sixth book in the Cold Justice® – Most Wanted series, featuring agents from FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team.

      

        

      
        All books standalone.

      

      

      

      
        
        Want to read an exclusive bonus scene from this book, featuring Ryan Sullivan and Meghan Donnelly? Sign up for my newsletter via this link (https://dl.bookfunnel.com/g13nqi36j7) and you’ll receive it when it is available to my subscribers!

      

      

      Content Advisory: This book contains common tropes found in the Romantic Thriller/Romantic Suspense genre, including violence, sex, and strong language. If you are sensitive or easily triggered, please take that into consideration and read responsibly. For more details check out my website (https://www.toniandersonauthor.com/books/cold-justice-most-wanted/cold-truth/)
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      Monday, January 11. Harare, Zimbabwe

      Kurt Montana caught the playful smile of a young, pretty, Black woman as she danced nearby. She crooked her finger, beckoning him to join her and her friends on the dance floor. He shook his head ruefully. She looked about the same age as his daughter and made him feel every second of his nearly forty-six years.

      Even though it was a Monday night, the place was packed. He’d arrived early and managed to secure a table under the giant outdoor awning. Red bricks formed a wavy booth around his table—the next best thing to having a wall at his back. The man he was expecting, an old friend from his Army days, walked in and Kurt climbed to his feet to greet him.

      “Bjorn. How was your trip?”

      He’d first met Bjorn Anders in Afghanistan where the man had been working for the NGO he now owned, clearing remnants of war—landmines and munitions discarded after conflicts ended. It was good work, righteous work, but Bjorn didn’t do it out of the kindness of his heart. There was always money to be made from war.

      “Can’t complain, man. Can’t complain.” The guy was originally from Norway and his accent had a decidedly wonky lilt.

      “Take a seat. What are you having? My treat.”

      They ordered pints of Zambezi beer and stacked burgers accompanied with mounds of fresh french fries. They ate and enjoyed the party atmosphere with the deep throb of African pop intermixed with the iconic sounds of the ’80s playing in the background.

      The back of Kurt’s neck itched as if he was being watched, but he’d had that feeling on and off ever since he’d arrived in Africa.

      After the server removed their plates, Kurt eased back in his seat and shook his head when Bjorn offered him a cigar. “Did you discover anything of interest for me?”

      “Nah, man.” Bjorn shook his head. “Nothing, sorry.”

      He’d delayed his return to the US specifically for this meet. Having spent nearly two months traveling in some of the most dangerous hot spots on the continent, Kurt was ready to go home. He was tired. Really fucking tired. His bullshit meter was honed to the sharpness of a samurai sword and his patience reduced to a cigarette stub. “Liar.”

      Bjorn gave him a rueful look and his mouth curved into an easy smile. “Nothing I can confirm from a reliable source.”

      “At this point, I’ll take gossip from your kids’ school friends. Shit, I’ll take gossip from kids they don’t even like.”

      Ten days ago, one of his men had died trying to save a young woman who was being tortured by a serial killer, and it had gutted him and his men. Kurt should be in Quantico helping his team deal with the grief. He needed something to show for his time here. Going home without advancing the mission would be the ultimate topping on the shit sandwich this op had become.

      He should have been there.

      Maybe, if he had, Scotty would still be alive. Which was nonsense, but the guilt was real, and he knew every man—and woman—on the team would be feeling the same way.

      Instead, he’d been stuck in Africa chasing leads about an enemy who was proving to be as elusive as the smoke Bjorn drew into his lungs and exhaled in a cloud of toxic vapor. Thankfully, they were far away from any other diners.

      “Like I told you at the Falls, it might take a while to hear back from my sources.”

      “Where are they that they don’t have cell service?” Kurt crossed his arms as he leaned back against the rough brick.

      “Phone numbers change. People move.” Impatience leaked from the other man. “The man I knew who said he knew…your friend.” Bjorn glanced around without saying the name, as if afraid someone might be listening in. “He’s been dead for a long time. I reached out to a couple of people I thought hung out with him back in the day, but most of them also seem to be dead. I have feelers out with a few other buddies but, oddly enough, being a mercenary is not a job where people get to enjoy old age.”

      “No shit.” Kurt smiled, the skin around his mouth and eyes pulling tight. Bjorn wasn’t telling him everything. “Give me the name of this guy who knew my friend. I’ll have him run through the system.”

      Bjorn laughed uneasily. “The FBI has fewer resources than my kids have at school when it comes to these sorts of connections. It’s not like what we talk about around campfires turns up in some CIA report.”

      You’d be surprised.

      Kurt held Bjorn’s gaze. His patience was at an end, and Bjorn was hiding something. “What harm can it do to tell me his name? At least then I can go home with another lead rather than the bust I’m currently sitting with.” He softened the demand. “Don’t forget, there’s a hundred thousand US-dollar reward for any information that leads to an arrest…”

      Bjorn’s cynical blue gaze sparked at the size of the not-so-subtle carrot Kurt was dangling.

      “On the other hand, concealing information from the FBI won’t endear you or your NGO to the US government.” He was done with pretending to be Mr. Nice Guy. Not about this. “Would hate for any issues to come up in relation to applying for, or renewing, US contracts.”

      Bjorn’s jaw tightened at the threat.

      “Just give me the name. An address. What can it hurt? You already said most of the people from back then are dead.”

      Bjorn scrunched up his face in defeat. “Fine, but it’s probably a waste of time. That’s why I don’t want to tell you. You have to remember, things were different back then, and maybe this fellow was full of bullshit, you know? Most ex-soldiers are.”

      As they were both ex-soldiers, Kurt kept his mouth shut. Ironically, something he’d learned from his negotiator counterparts.

      Bjorn leaned closer. Cleared his throat. “The guy I knew was called Dougie Cavanagh. Scottish guy. Said he knew the person you’re looking for from his university days. Talked about doing some kind of business together—your friend wasn’t a wannabe despot back then, so it wasn’t a big deal or secret. He was just another guy looking to score some money in a place that didn’t have too many rules.”

      “Dougie Cavanagh?” The name wasn’t familiar to Kurt. The fact he was Scottish reinforced the possibility this story might be legit.

      “Correct. A nice guy, Dougie.”

      A nice guy who hung around with terrorists.

      Kurt’s mission was helping to track down the current whereabouts of a shitball who was #1 on the FBI Most Wanted Fugitive list, a High Value Target named Darmawan Hurek.

      Hurek had attended the University of St. Andrews at the tender age of eighteen under the name David Hurek. He’d studied political science while socializing with the children of the British upper-crust and wealthy elite. Little was known about Hurek’s friends during that time. Email had barely been a thing, social media non-existent with Zuck still too young to be thinking about rating the hotness of his fellow students. Photographs were on film rather than digital. The FBI and NSA had scoured everything they could get their hands on and found nothing. Rental contracts were on paper, with few official records being kept beyond a year or two. The FBI knew what courses Hurek had taken, his classmates, his teachers, and his grades, but little else. It was as if Hurek’s history from that time had been scrubbed off the face of the earth.

      “Thank you. If it leads anywhere, I’ll make sure the authorities know where to send the reward.”

      Bjorn waved the offer away and glanced around. “It might be more trouble than it’s worth. I’m not sure I want anyone knowing I’m in league with the FBI.”

      “Fair enough.” Kurt would see what they could do about keeping the recipient anonymous. The Dougie Cavanagh name was a thread for analysts to pull—or a carefully constructed lie designed to tie up the FBI for the next few months while Hurek continued to evade authorities.

      “What happened to Cavanagh? Do you know?”

      Bjorn’s expression turned into a frown. “He disappeared off the scene. It happened a lot back then. People took off traveling or went home. I assumed he’d get in touch eventually. He’d left some of his belongings at my place. Nothing much. A bag of gear and some books and shit.”

      “You still have it?”

      “Nah.” Bjorn licked his lips before he shook his head. “About a year after he disappeared, I heard from someone that he’d drowned in a river somewhere in the Congo. I got rid of everything then.”

      Kurt had no reason to believe Bjorn would deliberately lie to him, but he wasn’t stupid enough to take everything at face value either. Hopefully, this clue would give the task force another angle to pursue, although how it could lead to where Hurek was now was beyond him. He sipped his beer, then caught the eye of a white woman, an attractive brunette, who sat alone at the cocktail bar.

      Bjorn looked over his shoulder, but the brunette had turned away and the dancers from earlier were once again beckoning Kurt to join them on the dance floor.

      Did they want to humiliate the old white guy and laugh at what passed for his attempts at dancing?

      Probably.

      Not that he blamed them.

      If his men could see him now.

      “Maybe your last night in Africa holds a little more excitement than dinner with an old fart, huh?” Bjorn’s smile softened.

      “I don’t think so.”

      The brunette at the bar had also been watching him at The Lookout Lodge in Vic Falls when he’d first tracked down Bjorn, who’d been attending an ethical diamond-mining conference on the Zambia side of the river.

      Kurt didn’t think it was coincidence. Nor did he think it was his rugged good looks that had captured her attention. The fact Bjorn didn’t remember that pretty face or mention seeing her at the Falls last week meant either the guy was losing his edge, or they were colluding in some way. Trying to set him up in a honeytrap, perhaps?

      Or maybe she worked for Hurek?

      “She’s a little young for me.”

      Bjorn scoffed. “She looks legal.”

      Kurt wasn’t sure which of the two women Bjorn was referring to, but both were in their early twenties and had more in common with his kid than with him.

      “If I weren’t happily married, I’d definitely be chatting her up, and I have a decade on you.”

      More than. “Yeah, well, you’re a dirty old man.”

      “So my wife tells me, but she’d also cut my balls off if I so much as thought about it.” The guy was married to a much younger woman, and they had kids still in elementary school.

      Kurt struggled with it. If a guy Bjorn’s age tried to date his daughter, he’d probably want to take him out to the woods with a shotgun and a nice shiny shovel. But it was up to Daisy who she dated.

      Didn’t mean Kurt wouldn’t have opinions about the whole thing. Lots of opinions.

      Maybe he was the old fart.

      Loneliness pressed in on him. There was no wife waiting for him back home—she’d given up on him long ago. And while he had his daughter, whom he adored, and his colleagues, he missed having someone to hold at night, to laugh with, to confide in. But he had no desire to dive into the stormy seas of the dating pool. Not at his age.

      Some days, Kurt felt twice his years. Especially right now.

      The fact he was here, wasting his time on what had turned into a wild goose chase when his team needed him, pissed him off. If the target had been anyone except Darmawan Hurek, whose brutality he’d witnessed on that tiny island in Indonesia last summer, he’d have left with the DEVGRU boys eleven days ago. Instead, he and his right-hand man, Jordan Krychek, had been ordered to stay on so they could hit up a couple more potential sources of information. They’d struck out, and Krychek had left for home yesterday.

      The Israelis had tipped off the US that Hurek had apparently been sighted in the DRC in November. By the time he’d arrived with what the public liked to refer to as SEAL Team Six, the terrorist had disappeared into the ether. The fact the guy was on the FBI’s Most Wanted list had only brought in more leads that had gone absolutely nowhere.

      Being grumpy and frustrated wouldn’t endear him to his old pal though. He forced himself to relax, or at least to pretend to. “When is an old fart like you planning to put your feet up and retire?”

      “As soon as I can afford it. Unfortunately, Zim doesn’t offer much in the way of a pension plan.” Bjorn stared thoughtfully into the bottom of his glass.

      “A hundred grand could help with that.” Kurt wiggled his eyebrows.

      A reluctant laugh seemed to catch Bjorn by surprise. “It would.”

      “You wouldn’t go home?”

      “Back to Norway?” He shuddered. “Africa seduced me a long time ago, and I’ve no desire to freeze my balls off every winter.”

      “You’ve gone soft,” Kurt joked.

      “And I’m not too proud to admit it.” The guy finished the cigar and stretched his arms wide in a yawn. “I need to head back. The missus wasn’t too happy I was going out on my first night back in town.”

      “You’ll have to make it up to her. I appreciate you meeting with me.”

      Bjorn laughed loudly and clapped him on the back. “As if you gave me much choice.”

      “Get in touch if you hear anything.”

      “Sure.” Bjorn hesitated. “Watch your back, ya? The man you’re looking for… he’s very dangerous. No one will want to admit ever having associated with him.”

      “That’s why I’m looking for him. So he can’t hurt anyone else.”

      “You Americans, so full of righteous optimism.” Bjorn laughed again and shook his head. “Let’s hope you find him. Goodbye, old friend.” Bjorn walked away.

      Kurt grunted and asked for the bill. He paid, leaving a healthy tip, stood, and tucked his wallet into his pants pocket.

      The brunette was nowhere to be seen. Whatever she was up to, he was grateful for the pistol he had unofficially strapped to his ankle. He strolled out of the front door of the restaurant and walked over to where he’d left his rental vehicle in the gravel parking lot.

      And there she was, swearing colorfully at an old beater 4X4 with a flat tire. She kicked the deflated black rubber and then, hearing his deliberately loud footsteps, looked over her shoulder. She turned away, shoulders slumped in defeat.

      Kurt hesitated by his SUV. There was no one else around, not even the red-shirted security guys who usually patrolled the lot.

      He sighed. Was he about to get jumped?

      “Need a hand?” he called out.

      “No. Thank you.”

      Her crisp British accent surprised him.

      MI6? What was their angle?

      She opened the cargo area and started digging around. Kurt climbed into his 4X4 and pulled the Glock 26 out of the ankle holster and laid it on his thigh as he started the engine.

      She removed a tire iron and began fighting with the rusted-on wheel nuts.

      Was this a setup?

      Did she have friends in the shadows who planned to jump him when his back was turned? Was she going to pull a gun on him if he helped her out? Could she lead him to Hurek?

      She glanced at him nervously and then back toward the bar where the music blared loudly.

      She seemed nervous.

      What if she wasn’t an operative but instead a sex worker or simply a tourist caught in a predicament that could go from inconvenient to terrifying in the space of a few seconds? What if he’d become cynical to the point of paranoia, losing his humanity along the way?

      What if it were Daisy?

      Thoughts of his daughter made him take a deep breath. He didn’t spend as much time with his kid as he wanted. He’d missed out on her growing up because her mom had moved to Denver after they’d split, and he’d thrown himself into his new career at the FBI. They’d reconnected after she’d gone to college, and he was working his way slowly back into her life.

      Daisy was a petite blonde whereas this woman was tall and willowy, but she didn’t look that much older than his kid. And if she was an operative working for MI6 or for Hurek, maybe he could use her.

      If she wasn’t, then maybe this would be his good deed for the day.

      He turned off the engine, got out of the car, slipping his weapon into his waistband at the small of his back and covering it with his shirt.

      He scanned the shadows and nearby cars, but he didn’t see anyone lurking. The night was still young for the partygoers.

      The woman looked up warily as he approached.

      “I said, I don’t need any help. Thank you.” The bite in her tone could have sliced meat.

      He stopped about ten feet away as she struggled with the tire iron.

      “What happened?”

      “I must have run over a nail.”

      “You have a spare?”

      “Of course, I have a spare.” The expression on her face wasn’t convincing.

      Kurt circled to the back of her SUV and glanced inside. A blanket had been shoved to one side. The dirty gray felt base of the cargo area was pulled back to reveal a dubious-looking spare, but at least it appeared to hold air.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” She jumped to her feet and took a step toward him.

      He eyed the metal bar and slipped his hand closer to his weapon. “Would you like my help, or would you prefer to spend the night stranded in this parking lot?” Although he suspected she might be sleeping in the vehicle, which wasn’t exactly safe for a woman alone.

      She licked her lips, and Kurt felt a bolt of attraction that took him by surprise. He immediately felt like a sleaze. He was definitely old enough to be her father, which might not bother some guys, but it was a line he wouldn’t cross.

      “Why would I accept help from a stranger?”

      Kurt crossed his arms. “I wasn’t aware you were waiting for a friend to arrive to save the day. Forgive me.” He took a step back.

      Uncertainty painted her features as she examined his face, clearly looking for some assurance she was safe with him. She appeared to come to a decision and held the bar out to him which was foolish as hell.

      “The nuts are stuck. I don’t think you’ll be able to shift them unless you have one of those fancy Formula 1 tools in your boot.”

      He grabbed hold of the bar, and she took a nervous step back, balancing on the balls of her toes, ready to run. At least she had some sense of self-preservation. He could be a serial killer for all she knew. He kept his awareness wide but hunkered down beside the tire that was almost bald and had a big-ass nail stuck in the wall. No way did she drive over that.

      “Who are you?” She feigned casual interest.

      Kurt wasn’t in the country on official business, although his presence had been okayed by the regional Legat—the legal attaché. Still, he didn’t need to advertise his position, especially to a potential threat. The last thing he wanted was a target on his back.

      “People call me Joe.” That had been his nickname on and off for years.

      “Joe?” She snorted then looked embarrassed.

      He found himself answering her honestly, which was how he generally operated. “Yeah. Joe Montana.”

      Her brows hiked. “Like the state?”

      “Yeah.” He smiled. “Like the state. And the quarterback.”

      “Huh?”

      “Nothing.” She was both too young and too British to have heard of the famous 49ers’ Super Bowl triple MVP. He slotted the head of the tire wrench over the dirt-encrusted, orange-colored wheel nut and prayed that was African dust rather than pure Iron Oxide. His pride was at stake now. He pushed down on the metal bar with all his might, and the damned thing didn’t budge. Damn. The young woman moved beside him, the bare skin of her arm brushing his with a jolt of electricity.

      Together their combined weight forced the nut to give, and she fell against him a little but quickly pulled away. He moved on to the next nut and again, it took the both of them to break the rusted seal. Her hair was soft against his shoulder, her scent tropical and floral, like hibiscus and sunshine.

      Only a foot separated them now, and he noticed the color of her eyes in the lamp light. They were an unusual shade of green, like moss on the shadowy side of a tree.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Row.”

      “Row like the boat?”

      She laughed. “No, Row as in Rowena. Rowena Smith.” She wiped her dirty hands on the back of her jeans and held one out to shake.

      Smith? Probably the most common surname in the UK and pretty common in this part of the world for whites too.

      He ignored the lick of lust that traveled along his nerves as he took her hand, the frisson of connection he did not want to acknowledge.

      She was way too young for him. Way too young. And even the idea he found her attractive made him feel like a slime ball. He quickly let go.

      “What’s a Brit doing here all alone?”

      “Who says I’m alone?”

      Kurt turned to look pointedly around the parking lot.

      She didn’t respond.

      He bent down and loosened the remaining nuts thankfully without her help. “Fetch me the jack, will you?”

      She dragged it out and slid it under the jacking point beside the wheel arch. At least she knew how to change a tire if she had to. She ratcheted the thing until it began to lift the car.

      “Thanks for your help. I can take it from here.”

      He ignored her and went to the rear, pulled out the spare, and wheeled it around to the side of the car. “You are British though, right?”

      “The accent is a bit of a giveaway.” She inclined her head.

      “What are you doing in Africa, Rowena Smith? Sightseeing?” Or just following FBI agents around.

      “Row.”

      He frowned.

      “I prefer Row.” She pressed her lips together as if annoyed with giving him information. “I have family roots here that I wanted to explore.”

      Kurt’s brows hiked. “Your family used to live here?”

      Her brow furrowed with uncertainty. “Yes.”

      “Were they evicted from one of the farms?”

      She shook her head, but didn’t elaborate.

      He jiggled her damaged tire off the bolts and leaned it against the fender. “If you’re here exploring your roots, why are you following me around the country? Looking for a sugar daddy?” He taunted her with something deliberately offensive, hoping for a reaction. “I hate to break it to you, darlin’, but I can’t afford a girl like you.”

      “You think I’m a prostitute?” Her voice was pitched so high he thought the windows might shatter.

      He suppressed a smile and kept his expression stern. “Pretty thing like you. Turning up in all the places I’m at? Catching my eye at the bar?”

      “Are you out of your mind?” She rolled her eyes and planted her fists on her waist. “I wasn’t following you anywhere.”

      “I saw you in The Lookout Lodge.”

      Her gaze narrowed. “So what? It’s a free country.”

      He took a step closer and frowned down at her. They were almost nose-to-nose. Up close she smelled even better. The skin under the soap. He dropped his voice. “What’s going on, Rowena? Who are you working for?”

      Her eyes widened in alarm, and she took a quick step away. “I was at the Falls, but I don’t remember seeing you there.”

      Liar.

      Or maybe that was his ego talking.

      He silently considered her. Was a man like him all that memorable to a woman like her? Both restaurants were on the tourist map. But he couldn’t afford to believe it was coincidence. Not when he was hunting one of the most dangerous men on the planet.

      “I’m definitely not looking for a sugar daddy but thanks for the suggestion should my current career not pan out.” Amusement infused her tone, but he refused to be distracted or charmed by the fact she had a sense of humor.

      He tilted his head. “If not me, then Bjorn Anders. Why’re you interested in him?”

      She blinked rapidly. “My activities are none of your beeswax and I don’t know anyone called Bjorn Anders.” She pushed past him to lift the spare onto the axle. Her arms shook from the effort, but she managed. “Anyway, thanks for your help, Joe, but having suggested I’m both a sex worker and a stalker you can definitely go now.”

      She took the tire iron from his grip and began replacing the nuts.

      “Don’t over-tighten those, or you’ll run into the same issue next time.”

      “Yes, Daddy.” Her sarcasm turned into something else, and they both looked away from one another uncomfortably.

      He didn’t even remember the last time he’d felt this intrigued before.

      Intrigued. That’s what the cool kids were calling it nowadays.

      He rolled his eyes at himself.

      He backed away. If she was a lure for a honeytrap, then the Russians or Chinese or certain corrupt officials within the country had tapped into a weakness he hadn’t even known he possessed—although he suspected she’d appeal to most guys.

      “You take care of yourself, Miss Smith. And get that spare replaced ASAP. You don’t want to get caught out in the middle of nowhere without one. Too many predators lurking in the shadows.”

      He didn’t wait for a reply, instead he headed to his vehicle as a small but vocal group of diners left the restaurant and climbed into their car, before quickly driving away. He pulled his head out of his ass and took a photo of Rowena Smith and her SUV and sent it to the task force at SIOC with a request for a background check, then sat and watched her replace the jack, kick the new tire a few times, and maneuver the damaged one back into the cargo space. She sent him a fulminating look before climbing into the driver’s seat, well aware he was watching her.

      He raised a hand in acknowledgement and grinned when she raised her middle finger back.

      The single men in Gold Team would have been lining up to ask her out.

      He pulled a face at his thoughts. Right now, the men on his team were likely reeling with no time for romance. And poor Grace… Scotty had been a good man. A very good man. His heart broke anew for the widow who was expecting her third child in a few months.

      It had been bad enough to have his wife leave him. Kurt couldn’t imagine how he’d have coped if she’d died and made him a single parent.

      He followed Rowena’s car to the entrance of the restaurant. She indicated right, and he considered following her home to make sure she had somewhere safe to stay. But that risked freaking her out or walking right into the trap he’d so far avoided.

      Instead, with an odd sense of wrongness, he let her go and headed left, taking the long way back to his hotel to spend another night alone in his bed—with just the memory of a pretty brunette for company.
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      Bjorn Anders sat outside his gated home and called a number. Waited impatiently for the man to answer. He was balancing on a delicate tightrope with crocodiles beneath him and vultures circling overhead. Either one would tear him apart if they thought he was holding out on them.

      He didn’t know who the woman who’d been following him worked for. Maybe Montana had paid her to watch his back, but it didn’t seem like his style. She looked vaguely familiar. He’d stopped her amateur antics with a large nail he’d spotted in the car park. Now he needed to confront a much larger problem.

      “What is it?” Leo Spartan, the Zimbabwean ambassador to the United Nations snapped. “You know I can’t be linked to you.”

      “I met with the FBI agent.” Something Spartan would already know from his large network of spies.

      There was an interested silence.

      Sweat broke out on Bjorn’s brow. “I gave him Dougie Cavanagh’s name.”

      The voice hissed dangerously in his ear. “You did what?”

      Trying to keep all these powerful people happy was going to be the death of him. “He put pressure on me, insisting he wasn’t going to leave the country until he had some new piece of information. You said you wanted him gone.”

      He heard muffled sounds as the man presumably gave orders to one of his minions.

      Spartan came back on the line. “If you told him anything else, I’ll⁠—”

      “I didn’t. I wouldn’t.” Sweat rolled down Bjorn’s temples, and he wiped it away. “But it’s not a bad thing, surely? Cavanagh has been dead for years. If Dougie told anyone about his relationship with you, someone would have come forward by now, and it would be public knowledge. Even if someone claimed to know something, there’s no proof. Not anymore.”

      After Dougie’s death, Bjorn had been ordered to go through the man’s belongings, send everything non-incriminating back to his family in Glasgow, and burn everything else.

      Almost everything else.

      Bjorn had saved one thing—a single photograph. If Spartan knew about it, he’d already have been dead.

      “He’s definitely leaving tomorrow? The FBI agent?”

      “In the morning.”

      “Good.”

      “There’s nothing to worry about. Most of the people from back then are gone. The ones who are left would never say anything, especially if they get that contract they tendered for last month for the work in Ukraine.” He laughed, making it a joke rather than a bribe. His company needed that contract. It would allow him to sell up and retire. He was too old to be chasing around the armpits of the world, clearing up other people’s messes. As tempting as the FBI’s one hundred thousand dollars was, there was no guarantee it would be enough, nor that he’d live to claim it.

      “Hmm.” Spartan sounded thoughtful now.

      “Kurt Montana will head back to the US, and the FBI analysts will have no more luck discovering what happened to Dougie than they did Hurek. Cavanagh’s family are all dead. You have absolutely nothing to worry about.”

      The silence went on for longer than was comfortable. Spartan had put him on mute and was probably talking to one of his goons.

      Finally, “I’ll contact someone in that department tonight. Expect Sabelo at your office tomorrow morning with a contract for you to sign.”

      Bjorn grimaced at the thought of having to be pleasant to Spartan’s head of security, but the contract would make it worthwhile. And being able to retire would make his wife very happy.

      “If anyone else finds out…” The man’s voice got hard.

      Spartan was not someone to fuck with. “No one will. I’ll send the managers and office staff for coffee. My treat.”

      “Make sure you do. I don’t want any witnesses.”

      Bjorn grinned and dabbed his forehead with a cotton handkerchief. He didn’t want any witnesses either. Backdoor deals weren’t uncommon, but they left a sour taste in his mouth. His people risked their lives and did good work.

      “Not a problem. Not a problem at all. Thank you, sir. For your business and your trust.”

      He hung up and climbed outside his vehicle, feeling as if a heavy weight had lifted. He headed inside, greeted his beautiful, patient wife, and hugged his kids. Their life was finally coming together the way he’d promised when she married him, and he hadn’t even needed to play the ace hidden up his sleeve.
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        * * *

      

      Row drove slowly back to her uncle’s house, making sure she wasn’t followed before entering the code for the gates and driving inside. Frustration ate at her. She’d learned almost nothing after three weeks of searching for answers. “Joe”—highly doubtful that was his real name—had turned up twice now with Bjorn Anders, and she’d taken his photo in the hope of figuring out his identity. He was American from the cute accent, and good-looking with it, in that confident, casually macho way some men had.

      She’d always had a weakness for a little danger, always watched the bad boys in school with rapt fascination even if she was too reserved to ever act on it.

      Not that it mattered.

      She rolled her eyes at herself. He thought she was a prostitute, and while she respected workers in the sex trade, she wasn’t sure her jeans and black blouse quite fit the bill even if it did have some very cute cutout netting details.

      Perhaps “Joe” wasn’t the best judge of character.

      She was grateful he’d assisted her with the tire because the nuts had been fused solid, and she had not wanted to call her uncle to admit she needed help. Uncle Gamba already disapproved of her traveling alone around the country.

      Joe had helped her as much to glean information as to be kind. He’d spotted her watching him talking to Anders, which was sloppy on her part, but it wasn’t as if she had a lot of experience with this sort of thing.

      Bjorn Anders hadn’t seemed to notice her or care about being followed from his home. Tomorrow, she was going to have to confront the guy face-to-face and see if he actually knew anything. It was entirely possible he didn’t have the answers she needed or would refuse to tell her if he did. But she had less than a week of vacation left before she had to be back at work.

      She was out of time.

      She’d discovered Anders was attending the diamond conference from her online research, same way she’d figured out where he lived and worked. She’d tried to gather the courage to talk to him there but had failed miserably.

      She headed through the locked back door and into the kitchen and straight into Uncle Gamba who stared at her with disapproval and a pointed look at his watch.

      She grimaced. “Sorry. It took longer than I expected. I had a flat tire.”

      The disapproval vanished. “Are you all right? You managed to change it okay?” His skeptical frown annoyed her, and yet she wouldn’t have managed alone.

      “I was still at the restaurant. Someone there helped me change it. I can go to the garage and get it replaced tomorrow.”

      He waved her offer aside. “I’ll get Charles to do it.” He shook his head as he poured himself some water out of the refrigerator. “I was worried.”

      “I’m fine.”

      His dark eyes narrowed. “You know I love you, Row, but you’re up to something and that makes me nervous. What’s going on?”

      Her mouth went dry. She hated deceiving him even by omission, but he wouldn’t approve of her quest. Unlike Uncle Gamba, Row was white and had no real roots to this beautiful land. She’d been conceived here, but she didn’t fit in, and she didn’t fit in back home either.

      She needed answers. So did he.

      “I wanted to revisit some of the places Aunt Anoona and Uncle Peter said mom stayed.”

      “Hmm.” He turned away and put the kettle on.

      Her mother had spent twelve months in Africa prior to Row being born. Originally her mom had been visiting her brother, Peter, who worked as a doctor in remote areas all over Africa. He’d met Anoona, Gamba’s little sister, who’d been a nurse, and they’d immediately fallen in love and gotten married. Meanwhile, her mom had gone traveling with some people she’d met while backpacking.

      Rowena wasn’t sure who her father was, but she suspected it was one of those traveling companions—that’s what her Uncle Peter and Aunt Anoona had let slip before they’d clammed up like a couple of, well, clams. Thoughts of her aunt and uncle brought on another intense wave of grief. They’d died in a fire late last August, and she’d been struggling to deal with their deaths and the stark reality she had no known blood relatives left alive anywhere in the world.

      So she’d decided to try to track down her father.

      The main contender was a man named Dougie Cavanagh who’d written letters to her mother that Row had found in a box in her grandmother’s attic. Unfortunately, Cavanagh had also passed away, not long before her mother. Row had been unable to track down any of his living relatives—yet—in order to run a DNA comparison to verify. In the letter, she’d found a photograph of a handsome young white guy who had dark brown hair just like hers. He’d been standing in the bush somewhere next to a much younger Bjorn Anders, whom she’d identified using facial analysis software she’d bought off the web.

      Hence her trying to get up the nerve to speak to the guy for the past few weeks.

      Was Dougie Cavanagh the reason her mother had run home to England without even letting her brother know she was leaving Africa? Had he broken her heart? Had Dougie known Allie Smith was pregnant? The letters suggested not. Her mom had died not long after Rowena was born. Peter and Anoona had immediately returned to England and settled down in Shropshire, where Peter found a job as a GP and Anoona as a nurse in the NHS. They’d raised her as their own, and she’d loved them fiercely. They’d been the most amazing stand-in parents she could have asked for, but she’d never stopped wondering about her biological parents.

      Uncle Gamba finished making the pot of tea, then cleared his throat and raised two thick brows. “I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead, but some of your mother’s choices were a little…reckless by all accounts. It does no good to dwell on the past.”

      Her uncle and his family were pretty conservative, although he was probably right about the dwelling on the past. Dwelling had done her no good at all.

      Hence the action she was trying to take, if only she could get up her nerve.

      Gamba was a good man. A kind man who loved her despite her lack of blood connection and despite her many flaws. And she loved him. She owed him an explanation, but he wouldn’t approve of her trying to track down her father this way.

      “No one ever really talked about her, and now everyone who knew her is gone…” She’d always thought there’d be more time to badger Anoona and Peter for answers.

      “Her death was tragic, especially as she left you behind, a tiny baby.” Gamba swallowed thickly. “No one wanted to remind you of your loss. Anoona and Peter tried to do what was best for you.”

      “And I appreciate that so much.” She rubbed her cold arms. “I don’t mean to be a burden.”

      He looked at her sharply and took her by her upper arms. “You have never once been a burden. My sister loved you as her own child, and you know we all feel the same.” His eyes grew glassy with unshed tears.

      Row blinked to hold back the emotion. “I do know. I guess losing Aunt Anoona and Uncle Peter hit me pretty hard.”

      “It hit us all hard.” Gamba visibly struggled. His wife had also died two years ago. It was a lot to deal with. “But we have to accept God’s will.”

      She nodded but silently disagreed. She didn’t have to accept anything.

      He let her go. “I have a proposition. I have to go to Jo’burg for the week. I leave first thing tomorrow. After my meetings, I plan to meet Amara and Faith for a few days’ vacation and take them shopping. Why don’t you come with me?”

      She’d love to spend more time with her vivacious cousins, but she still needed answers. Except what happened if Bjorn Anders refused to see her or, worse, didn’t know anything? Who knew better than she that life was short and that she should enjoy what was left of her family while she could? “I have plans to meet someone tomorrow. I could fly down after that?”

      He looked like he wanted to ask questions about who she was meeting but he held back. “Promise?”

      “I promise.”

      He smiled then turned serious. Squeezed her arm again before handing her a mug of tea. “I worry about you.”

      She put the mug down and embraced him in a fierce hug. “I’m okay.”

      She wasn’t. Once she found the answers she was looking for, then she would be.
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      Tuesday, January 12. Harare, Zimbabwe

      Row got up early the next morning and waved her uncle off on his trip with the promise to join him and her cousins soon. Perhaps some beach time and shopping were exactly what she needed. She’d gained nothing from following Anders around Zimbabwe. Now was the time to confront him. Then she needed to go back to the job she loved where, as frustrating as it was, she could at least still search for answers.

      She found herself sitting in her uncle’s old SUV, down the street from Anders’ office. A small complex of previously residential buildings surrounded by a high wall and closed gates on the western edge of town. A few minutes after she’d arrived, a big, shiny-black SUV had driven inside the electronic gates, but no one had come or gone since. She hadn’t been able to see the driver’s face because the glass windows had been darkly tinted.

      She memorized the license plates though. That was one of her superpowers.

      She gnawed on her bottom lip, trying to figure out the best approach. What if Anders refused to talk to her? Or claimed he didn’t know the man she believed to be her father? Did she show him the photo? What if he wasn’t at the office today? Should she go to his home again? Actually knock on the door this time?

      She didn’t want to drive up to the gates because then they might spot her uncle’s license plate, and she didn’t want him involved. She needed a story to get in the door, but saying she was searching for her as-yet-unidentified father would probably freak Anders out.

      She needed to move but was frozen to the seat.

      Suddenly, the gates opened, and the black SUV sped quickly out of the compound. She ducked, pretending to search through her bag. She wore a green canvas hat pulled low over her unruly brown hair which she’d tied into a loose bun at the nape of her neck. Long sleeves and trousers helped disguise the fact her skin was painfully white. Not that anyone who really looked would be fooled but perhaps she might not stand out quite so much to the casual observer.

      When the SUV was out of sight, she sat back up and realized the gates remained open.

      Not questioning her good luck, she grabbed her handbag, climbed out of the car, dashed across the street, and strode confidently up the driveway that was lined with mature shrubs and tropical flowers.

      Three vehicles were parked off to the left. Excitement hit as she recognized the one that belonged to Anders. A glass door led to a small reception area, and she pushed inside, but no one sat behind the desk.

      “Hello?”

      A radio played in some distant office, and she poked her head through the doorway and looked both ways down a long corridor covered with framed posters about landmines and the organizations that tried to combat them.

      “Hello? Anyone here?”

      No answer. Perhaps they were all in a meeting, or wearing headphones?

      Gathering her courage, and the memories of acting classes she’d taken at uni, she walked down the corridor with a half-smile of greeting pasted firmly to her lips. She passed room after empty room. Perhaps all the people who worked here were out on assignment or something.

      The main office building was an extended and converted old family home. At the end of the hallway, she saw Anders’ name etched onto a fancy nameplate. He was clearly the boss.

      Steeling her spine, she knocked firmly on the door and placed her hand on the knob.

      No one answered.

      They must all be in a meeting.

      Pursing her lips, she came to a decision. She’d wait in his office. He couldn’t avoid her then, could he?

      She opened the door and took a step inside. Found herself in a space that looked more like someone’s colonial front room with a deep-red tiled floor, large stone fireplace, a couple of hunter-green, leather, wingback chairs. A wide window overlooked a pretty back yard filled with greenery and a stone bird bath.

      Her brain refused to register the scene at the other end of the room.

      Then her stomach caught up with her brain. She clapped a hand over her mouth as gore rushed up her throat. She forced it back down, grimacing at the bitter taste.

      Bjorn Anders was tied to a chair beside a huge mahogany desk and had clearly been savagely beaten.

      His head lolled to one side, and blood ran down his neck and drenched the front of his shirt. He looked dead.

      Her knees shook as she glanced quickly down the corridor but saw no one.

      Was everybody else in the building also dead?

      Another terrifying thought struck her. Is the killer still here?

      She eased the door closed, her heart pounding so loudly she couldn’t hear a bloody thing. If the killer was still here, then hopefully they hadn’t heard her come in, thanks to the blaring radio.

      She gingerly turned the lock. And stood there trembling in shock, not knowing what she should do next.

      The lock wasn’t much protection, but it might give her time to escape via the back door. She ran across the room and undid the bolts, top and bottom of the door, and turned the large old-fashioned key that sat in the lock. Then she hesitated. What if it was alarmed? Or what if the killer was in the garden? She relocked it and made her way to the edge of the window and stared out cautiously. Multiple birds were feeding on the millet and bread that someone had placed in a basin. She didn’t think the birds would be there if a person lurked in the bushes. Her gaze was drawn inexorably back to the grisly figure in the chair.

      Bjorn Anders had been viciously beaten and the office ransacked. Pieces of paper littered the floor.

      A robbery? Who’d do something like this?

      She couldn’t not try to help him—even if he didn’t know who her father was, she owed it to both of them to try to help him.

      She’d had first-aid training.

      She stepped carefully over to him, avoiding the mess on the floor, the broken glass of a family photograph that showed his beautiful wife and young kids. She cautiously touched the side of his neck where the pulse should be strongest. His skin was warm, but there was no beat of blood beneath her fingertips. Most of it was spread over his body and pooled on the floor beneath the chair, the scent metallic and cloying.

      She jerked her fingers away and took a sharp step back.

      He was definitely dead.

      Her insides twisted as she fought nausea. She ran for the back door again but hesitated. She glanced at Anders’ desk. She wanted to get out of here as fast as possible, but once she was gone, she’d never be able to come back. This would be her last chance to find the answers she so desperately needed.

      Someone had dumped the contents of the drawers on top of the desk, the items scattered everywhere as if they’d been searching for something. The wooden drawers themselves were tossed against the wall.

      She glanced over the items on the desk and saw nothing more exciting than a stapler and paperclips, the usual office clutter. The stuff in the file folders looked like invoices, receipts, contracts. Nothing earth shattering, and she didn’t have time to read them all.

      Was this a robbery gone horribly wrong? The computer hard drive was missing though a monitor remained.

      A flash of gold caught her eye, and she crouched to the floor, sliding aside an envelope. Her fingers closed around the edges of a fancy business card. She frowned at the blue and gold embossed seal.

      United States Department of Justice.

      Federal Bureau Of Investigation.

      Supervisory Special Agent Kurt Montana.

      Montana.

      Shock filled her. The American from the bar last night.

      An FBI agent?

      She’d assumed he was some sort of military contractor.

      A drop of what was presumably Bjorn Anders’ blood marred the textured card, partially obscuring the cell number and reminding her of the carnage beside her.

      She turned her head away from Bjorn Anders’ mutilated corpse, then frowned. There, on the underside of the dark wood, in the far back corner was an envelope taped to the surface.

      Why had Anders hidden it?

      She reached inside and scratched at the aged Sellotape until it peeled off and she ripped the envelope away.

      She carefully opened it up and pulled out a photograph. A photograph very like the one that had brought her on this quest in the first place, showing a group of men sitting around a fire, including the man she believed to be her father.

      Was it what the killers had been looking for? Why? Should she take it with her? She took a quick snap with her phone then hesitated. It was clearly important enough for Bjorn to hide. If she left it here, chances were it would be destroyed or lost. She could take it now and send it to Bjorn’s family when she got somewhere safe and figured everything out. With numb fingers she slid it back into the envelope and into a notebook inside her large canvas handbag that doubled as a rucksack.

      The FBI agent’s card vibrated in her trembling fingers.

      Maybe he could help her.

      Or maybe he was the killer…

      No. She didn’t believe that. He’d been intimidating on many levels last night, but he hadn’t struck her as a killer.

      Not that she was an expert.

      She hesitated, heart racing, uncertain as to what to do.

      Call the police? Or the FBI?

      Or run?

      She knew she should call the local police, but why would they believe she didn’t have anything to do with Bjorn’s murder? And could she trust the authorities after all the tales of corruption she’d heard from her aunt, uncle, and family? She had no desire to spend her life in prison for a crime she didn’t commit.

      Bjorn’s suit jacket hung on the back of the office chair. Deciding she was already in too deep to balk at rifling through his pockets, she pulled a clean tissue from her own pocket and covered her fingers as she pulled out Anders’ wallet and his cell phone.

      Checking on the garden through the window she opened his phone, relieved he didn’t have a passcode. She scrolled quickly through the last few calls he’d made and saw two to Montana’s number yesterday.

      An FBI agent would know what to do…

      He’d probably tell her to stay put and wait for the cops. The lump at the back of her throat grew as her anxiety mounted.

      She didn’t want to go to jail. She wasn’t sure what to do.
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        * * *

      

      Kurt sat slouched at a bar in Robert Gabriel Mugabe International Airport, the low murmur of servers and passengers humming in the background. The Legat had been in Nairobi, so Kurt had dropped the weapon he wasn’t supposed to have with a contact from the US Embassy—one Martin “call me Marty” Sinclair.

      Marty was officially a clerk, but it was obvious to him that Sinclair was a wet-behind-the-ears CIA officer with a too-white smile that didn’t quite reach his puppy-bright eyes and an agenda that was way above Kurt’s pay grade. Kurt had worked with the type many times before. He was gonna have words with one of his good buddies who now ran The Farm about the caliber of intelligence officers the CIA was putting out these days.

      Marty had indicated the embassy was eager for him to get out of the country, which suggested Kurt had maybe rattled some cages with his questions about Hurek.

      Who though?

      He wished he knew.

      Despite everything, he still didn’t have any goddamned answers as to the potential whereabouts of Darmawan Hurek.

      Someone was helping him. Someone powerful.

      Or maybe Hurek was sitting alone in a mud hut in the middle of nowhere, living off the land.

      It pissed him off.

      All the resources of the US government and its allies, but they couldn’t find one guy? At least he had this new lead to pass on. Dougie Cavanagh.

      However, Kurt’s stint on this task force was at an end. His bosses wanted him back at HRT.

      He’d spoken to Jordan Krychek briefly before he’d fallen asleep last night. His colleague had been stuck in Frankfurt airport and called for an update on the meeting with Anders, but the connection had been shitty, so they hadn’t spoken for long.

      He’d see him soon enough.

      He downed the last of his coffee, gathered his stuff then headed to his gate. He was looking forward to getting home, despite the failed mission. He wanted to see Daisy, who’d promised to come visit, and to catch up with the guys. Convey his personal condolences to Grace over the loss of her husband. Make sure she had all the support he and the guys could provide.

      Someone was going to have to be in that delivery room. Someone was going to have to be prepared to sleep over at Grace’s and help out with the newborn every so often to let Grace get some rest and recover from the birth. He knew from experience that the first three months was a sleep-deprivation nightmare comparable to Selection, minus the long runs, heavy loads, and tests of marksmanship.

      He narrowed his eyes.

      They’d take turns.

      They’d set up a schedule that worked for the team and for Grace.

      By all accounts, Payne Novak had turned out to be a hell of a team leader, and Kurt knew it was time to step aside for the younger man to permanently take up his position as Gold Team leader. He needed to accept the promotion he’d been avoiding for so long because he preferred getting his hands dirty to overseeing operations. Ackers wanted to retire, but he didn’t want to go until Kurt was willing to step into his shoes. Whether the new FBI Director accepted that was another matter entirely.

      This op had been a disaster and not how he’d wanted to leave his active-duty roles at HRT. His mind drifted back to the woman with the flat tire last night. He hadn’t heard back on his request for more information about Rowena Smith.

      If she was a player, she was a good one.

      If she was innocent…she was going to get eaten alive.

      Why was she following Bjorn? Kurt didn’t believe it was a coincidence she’d turned up at the Falls and then at the restaurant last night. Was Bjorn dirty? Or had the inquiries he’d been making on Kurt’s behalf stirred up the attention of someone protecting Hurek? Had he put his friend in danger?

      On the surface, Bjorn’s business dealings had always been squeaky clean, but you couldn’t thrive in an unstable environment without greasing a few wheels. Kurt knew Bjorn had attended the diamond mine conference in order to schmooze with some of the big international firms that sometimes wanted to venture into areas that had landmines left over from various conflicts—new and old.

      Kurt was all for getting rid of landmines. It was innocent civilians who lost the most when deploying that type of ground warfare. But sometimes the people footing the bill weren’t doing so for humanitarian reasons. Another fucked-up fact of life.

      He ambled slowly to the gate with his dusty hand luggage.

      He and Krychek had sent their bigger bags and equipment back to the States from DRC with a buddy from DEVGRU who’d promised to drop them off at Quantico. Wanting to travel light, they’d then made their way to Rwanda and flown down to Lusaka, then driven to Vic Falls, and from there to Harare.

      There were large blank spots in Hurek’s background and whereabouts for several years after he’d graduated from St. Andrews. Kurt believed Hurek had spent some, if not all, of that missing time in Africa. After weeks of subtle inquiries in the DRC, Kurt was convinced Hurek was, or at least at some point had been, involved with the illegal diamond trade.

      Blood diamonds.

      Despite efforts to clean up the diamond-mining industry, there were still concerns about violence, forced labor, child labor, and environmental issues. Seeing that Russia and China were now the heavy investors throughout the region, those things weren’t likely to improve any time soon—not that the West had any moral high ground to stand on with regards to those issues.

      Frustration gnawed at him, but there was nothing he could do about global politics. Fuck, he couldn’t even track down one Indonesian terrorist with all the might of the US government stacked behind him.

      They called for general boarding to commence, and he stood, letting a woman and her baby go ahead of him in the queue. This first flight to Lusaka was packed. From Zambia, he’d fly to Dubai and then overnight to Dulles.

      He showed his passport and boarding card to the gate agent and headed out onto the tarmac. It was a beautiful day. The sun was bright, sky a clear crystalline azure. Temperature a perfect 77°F, although it was climbing fast, and the afternoon forecast was for monsoon rains.

      ’Twas the season.

      The weather back home in Quantico was far different so he slowed to absorb a few more solar rays. He wasn’t looking forward to being jammed into coach for the next thirty hours.

      Unfortunately, the FBI refused to spring for business class even though he’d more than earned it. He’d bet a month’s salary Ackers never traveled coach. Another reason to take that promotion.

      His cell rang.

      Bjorn.

      The flight attendant waved him forward, and he thought about ignoring the call. He was tired of being here, tired of being jerked around, and wanted to go home.

      But if the guy had something for him, the least he could do was take his call. “Bjorn?”

      “It’s n-not Bjorn.”

      Rowena Smith. The girl from the bar last night. He frowned, hesitated, then wheeled around to stand in the shadows of the terminal building. He narrowed his gaze across the shimmer of the airport runway. “What are you doing with Bjorn’s cell phone?”

      “H-he’s dead.” It sounded as if her teeth were chattering.

      Shock?

      “Where are you?”

      “Standing in your friend’s office looking at his dead body.”

      What the fuck? Was she telling the truth or was this some elaborate trap designed to get him to stay in Africa? For what purpose?

      “I don’t believe you.”

      A notification on his phone indicated a photo coming through. He opened it and winced as he took in the ugly state of his friend. Emotions welled up inside. Bjorn had multiple knife wounds and was tied to a chair so he wouldn’t have been able to fight back. Blood soaked his shirt.

      “Did you check his pulse?”

      “Y-yes. In his neck.” The words were shaky and low. “He doesn’t have one, but he is still warm.”

      Sadness rushed through him. Bjorn had been a good man who’d spent his life making the land and people safer. His wife and children now had to mourn a husband and a father.

      Who’d killed him? This woman? Why?

      Kurt glanced around. The attendant was urging him forward, but there were plenty of other passengers still queuing up to get on.

      He waved in acknowledgment and turned away. “Did you kill him?”

      “No!”

      Did he believe her?

      Why should he?

      “Why are you there then, especially as you claimed not to even know him yesterday?”

      “I don’t know him. But I needed to ask him some questions about my father.”

      “Who’s your father?”

      “I don’t know.” She sounded as if she were crying.

      Dammit.

      Sincere or bait?

      He couldn’t tell.

      He shifted his weight. “Why call me?”

      “I found your card on his floor. You work for the FBI.” That her tone was accusatory was rich. “I figured you’d want to know your friend had been murdered but maybe that’s my naivety showing through again. Apologies if I interrupted your morning.”

      “Why are you using his phone?” But he already knew the answer to that.

      “Because that way I thought you’d pick up.”

      “Who are you working for?”

      “Working for? I don’t understand.” The confusion sounded real.

      “Come on. You’ve been following Bjorn for at least ten days that I know about. And now you claim he’s dead.”

      “Claim?” Her voice crackled with emotion. “You think this is some kind of elaborate ruse?”

      Kurt didn’t trust her one iota, but he was torn. Bjorn certainly looked dead. He stared at the aircraft. “Who’s paying you?”

      “Paying me? For what?” She sounded astounded by the suggestion, her English accent growing stronger with each word. “Forget it. I thought you’d know what I should do, but I’ll just call the police⁠—”

      “Wait,” Kurt warned sharply. If she was innocent, and God help him he couldn’t help believing she might be, the local police were the last people she should contact. Not that they were all corrupt, but some of them definitely were. “If you didn’t kill him, do you know who did?”

      “No. Well, I’m not sure.” Her voice dropped even lower. “I was building up my courage to talk to Mr. Anders when I saw a black SUV drive inside the gates. It drove away about thirty minutes later, and they left the front gate wide open. I took the opportunity to walk right in—I never imagined… I didn’t see anyone else. I don’t know if anyone else is alive in the whole building. I’m too chicken to look and worried the killer could still be here…” That explained why she was speaking in a low, terrified whisper.

      That did not sound good. Had Bjorn been killed because of the questions he’d been asking on Kurt’s behalf? Was Rowena Smith telling the truth? He had the feeling that even if she was innocent, she was connected in some way to what had happened.

      “Did you touch anything?”

      A sob tore out. “A few things. I didn’t realize it was a crime scene until it was too late.”

      “Wipe down anything you can easily reach and then get the hell out without anyone seeing you.” It didn’t sit well with him that he was telling her to interfere with evidence, but until he knew who was involved, he was following his gut. “You have a vehicle?” He’d eased back further into the shadows and, when the flight attendants were distracted, strode quickly around the corner of the building and headed around the terminal.

      “I have my uncle’s car. The one from last night.”

      She needed to get out of the country ASAP. He should tell her to go to the British Embassy, but they might throw her to the wolves if they thought she was guilty or if they didn’t want to disrupt their fragile relationship with a former colony over one young woman who may or may not be guilty of murder.

      She could be stuck there for years.

      Whereas the US would be thrilled he was about to possibly cause an intentional incident. But only if he was caught. And he had no intention of being caught.

      He had a feeling Rowena Smith had information that might prove useful to the FBI. And that information was all he cared about. That, and finding out what had happened to his old friend, Bjorn, and whether or not Darmawan Hurek was involved.

      “Meet me at the front entrance of the Epworth Balancing Rocks. Pull up on the side of the road and wait for me there. You know where that is?”

      “I can find it.”

      “Bring Bjorn’s cell phone and wallet if you see it. Keep your head down. Don’t talk to anyone. I’ll be there as fast as I can.”
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      Row carefully wiped down the doorknobs and locks, then fled Bjorn Anders’ office via the back door, scattering the birds into a frenzy of wings. She ran her sleeve over the front door handle on the way past, then drove away feeling as if she had a giant neon sign flashing over her head that screamed “Murderer!”

      She followed the directions from her cell, careful to obey the speed limits and traffic laws so she wasn’t pulled over by a member of the all-too-enthusiastic police force. It took her about twenty-five minutes to get across the city, and panic made her feel as if she couldn’t catch a proper breath. The entrance to the Epworth Balancing Rocks appeared up ahead, and she pulled over onto the side of the road. Cut the engine.

      Sweat scored an uneasy path down her spine.

      There was no sign of FBI Supervisory Special Agent Kurt Montana. Maybe he’d called the cops or planned to arrest her himself. Earn himself some brownie points. She had sent him a photograph of his dead friend. Why wouldn’t he assume she’d done it? He was already highly suspicious of her motives and a law enforcement officer to boot.

      She gnawed her lip as she rolled down the window then regretted it as the growing heat and humidity of the day flooded inside.

      A few locals were selling arts and crafts on one side of the road and watched her with curiosity.

      What was she going to do? The idea of going to prison terrified her but, even if they didn’t arrest her for murder, she had interfered and run away from a crime scene without reporting it.

      Her mouth went dry as she tried unsuccessfully to swallow. She wouldn’t survive prison. She wasn’t strong or brave. She liked reading books and eating cupcakes and drinking hot chocolate with lashings of whipped cream.

      She squeezed her fingers around the steering wheel as her pulse pounded through her ears. Should she make a run for the border? How long would it take to drive to South Africa? Should she call her uncle and tell him what had happened? He’d know a good lawyer. But then he’d be implicated after the fact, and she wouldn’t do that to him.

      She stared around her. What was she doing here?

      No way would an FBI agent help her no matter what he’d claimed, although he was the one who’d told her not to call the police.

      Could he be involved in Bjorn Anders’ death…?

      No. Of course not. That was ridiculous. Unless he turned up in a black SUV, then she’d know she’d been foolishly naive.

      She felt sick with indecision. This sort of thing didn’t happen to people like her. She put the car in gear, and then spotted the FBI agent jogging up a side road toward her, a work bag slung over his shoulder along with a rucksack. A wave of relief rushed over her. He’d come. Apparently alone. Not in a black SUV with a license plate she recognized. The relief was short-lived, squashed by the unsmiling stare he sent her through the windscreen.

      Crap.

      She put the car back in neutral. She’d forgotten how intimidating he was in person. Maybe it was a mistake to trust a man like this? Why would he believe her or help her when he worked for the FBI?

      He tried the passenger door, but it was locked, and she floundered, searching for the release. Finally, she found it.

      He tossed his bags into the back seat and climbed in beside her. His face was tanned, eyes an inky blue that were deeply cynical as he stared intently at her face.

      She ran her hands around the steering wheel. “Hello.”

      “Drive.” He didn’t smile.

      “Where to?”

      “You have an airline ticket?”

      “It’s booked for the end of the week, but I was going to change it and fly down to visit my uncle and cousins in South Africa today or tomorrow.” Her eyes filled with tears because she should have left the past alone and traveled with her uncle. Had a little fun for a change. She blinked away the tears. Self-pity was a waste of time and energy. “Now, I don’t know what to do or where to go.”

      His gaze never left hers, but she didn’t know what he was looking for.

      “I wouldn’t fly anywhere if I were you. You might be flagged at the airport. Head out of the city.” He pointed southeast so she put the car in gear again and pulled onto the highway.

      “Keep to the speed limit, and stop if the police tell you to.”

      Roadblocks were common in this country.

      She swallowed the thickening ball of anxiety wedged at the back of her throat. “Why are you helping me?”

      He wiped a light sweat off his forehead. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m a sucker for a damsel in distress.”

      “Ha.” Her voice cracked. “Somehow I don’t think that’s it.”

      “I’m wounded. I helped change your tire last night, didn’t I?” He opened the glove box and started rifling through the paperwork there.

      “You did.” But he’d done that to confront her. She frowned at him. “What are you looking for?”

      “Trying to figure out who the hell you really are.”

      “I told you who I am.”

      “Maybe I want proof, considering I’m in a car with a potential murderer who’s on the run from the local authorities.”

      She pressed her lips together. As much as she hated the accusation, she also couldn’t blame him for being suspicious. “The car belongs to my uncle. His name and address are on the documents. And you’re the one who told me not to call the local cops.”

      His expression remained impassive as he took a photo of the license and registration documents.

      “Please don’t get him involved in all this. He has no idea what I was doing.”

      “If you’re his niece he’s already involved. Did you call him?”

      “No. Just you. From Mr. Anders’ phone.” Row’s eyes stretched wide. “They wouldn’t detain my uncle because of me, surely?”

      “Depends on who killed Bjorn and why. Give me your phone and his.”

      Obviously, he didn’t trust her, and why should he? He seemed willing to help her though, and she was woman enough to admit she needed help. She fished her mobile out of her pocket. Handed it over along with Anders’ and the man’s wallet.

      “Look at me.”

      Rowena turned to face him, keeping one eye on the road ahead as he unlocked her cell with facial recognition.

      “You can see the last call I made was to Uncle Gamba when he was at the airport early this morning to fly to South Africa to visit his daughters, my cousins. Like I said, I was planning to join them.”

      He grunted. “Maybe I passed him in the airport.”

      “You were at the airport?”

      “About to board my flight home.”

      She blinked at him. “And, what, you just left?”

      “Bjorn looked dead, and you sounded as if you were in trouble. That or you’re his killer. At least this way I can keep an eye on you.” He stared at her as if trying to read her secrets.

      “I’m not a murderer, but I can understand why you might be apprehensive.” The idea was so ridiculous she had to force down a laugh. Then she sobered because she was neck-deep in quicksand, and he was the only one who might be able to throw her a line. “I am grateful for your help. Assuming you didn’t kill Anders.”

      He gave her a quizzical look. “Me?”

      She rolled her shoulders. “I didn’t see the killer. Could be anyone.”

      “You saw someone exit the premises in a vehicle, and then called me as I was about to board my flight several miles away.”

      “So you say.”

      His expression looked respectful rather than scathing. He dug into his pocket and pulled out a boarding pass. “I didn’t kill Bjorn, and if I had, I certainly wouldn’t have made such a damned mess of it.”

      She shivered. He sounded as if he knew what he was talking about. “Did you walk from the airport to Epworth Rocks?”

      “Ran. It’s only 5K and I could use the exercise. Plus, I didn’t want a cab driver knowing where I went.”

      She didn’t know what to say to that. She came to a major junction and took a right on R5 heading away from Harare. Her mouth went dry knowing she was on the run from a situation she didn’t understand with a strange man.

      Montana went back to searching through her calls, texts, and emails but there weren’t that many, and they weren’t very interesting. She watched him through her peripheral vision.

      Finally, he looked up. “You didn’t contact anyone at all afterward?”

      She shook her head. “Like I said, just you on Anders’ mobile.”

      “Good girl.”

      She should resent being called a girl at twenty-seven years of age, but in truth it didn’t bother her. He checked through Anders’ mobile and deleted the image of Bjorn’s dead body that she’d sent to his cell. Then he forwarded the same image to someone else and then deleted it from his own phone.

      “Why are you deleting it?”

      “Because when the authorities realize his cell is missing, they’re gonna check his call history with the phone company. Maybe deleting it will slow them down long enough not to consider me a person of interest—considering someone sent me a photo of his dead body from his cell after his death.” A frown formed between his heavy brows. “Have to admit I don’t know enough about cell phone companies in Africa to know if they store a deleted image on some sort of server or not.”

      “Why delete it off your own phone?”

      “Because if the authorities here stop me and somehow manage to open my phone, the last thing I want them to find is a picture of a friend of mine, tortured to death, and me trying to flee the country with the prime suspect. The FBI should have a copy on their server by now anyway.”

      “Oh.” She shivered and swallowed nervously. In reaching out to Montana she’d involved not just this man, but the entire organization in a murder investigation in which she was a major suspect. The realization was daunting even though she hadn’t had anything to do with Anders’ death.

      They passed a long line of stalls on the side of the road where vendors sold baskets upon baskets of vermillion tomatoes. The vivid red reminded her of the blood dripping down Bjorn Anders’ body.

      She kept her eyes on the road as her hands gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Why did someone torture him, do you think?”

      “Are you sure he was tortured?”

      “No, but he was tied up and covered in wounds.”

      “Some people enjoy others’ pain.”

      She shuddered.

      “What do you think they wanted?”

      She lifted her hair from her neck and fanned her warm skin. “I have no clue. I didn’t know him. I’ve never even spoken to him.”

      “So why follow him around Africa? You some sort of private investigator?”

      She laughed in astonishment. “I wish. No, I was hoping he could tell me something about my father.”

      He shifted to face her. “You said you didn’t know who your father was.”

      “Exactly.” They were heading past fields of red earth. The heat had started to climb, and the clouds began to boil in the sky above them, building for an afternoon storm. The SUV’s A/C was iffy at best.

      Row licked her dry lips and felt his gaze follow the move. Probably assessing her body language for lies.

      “I don’t know who my father is. Not for sure. That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” The tendons in her hands stood proud against the skin as her grip tightened. She couldn’t see what harm it would do to tell him the truth now—except make her look pathetic. “I found a photograph of a man who was writing letters to my mom before I was born. It showed him and Bjorn Anders together, so I decided to come to Zimbabwe and ask Anders about the other man and see if he’d ever mentioned my mother. But I couldn’t gather my courage enough to approach him. What if he couldn’t remember anything? What if he refused to talk to me?”

      “Why not ask your mom?”

      “She died when I was a baby.” Row fought the familiar pain.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She nodded. Nothing to say beyond that really. “My mom’s brother, Peter, and his wife, Anoona, raised me back in England in the town where mom and Peter grew up. They met here, in Africa in their early twenties. Anoona is Uncle Gamba’s sister. Was.”

      “Your uncle and aunt know what you’re up to?”

      She sucked in her lips to suppress the emotions that wanted to swamp her. The last six months had been rough. “They died in a caravan fire while on holiday in North Wales last summer.” It still seemed surreal.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She exhaled noisily. “It was difficult to lose them both so suddenly and so violently. They weren’t old, and they were both fitter than I am.”

      “You said your Uncle Gamba flew to South Africa this morning. Any other relatives in the country?”

      She shook her head. “Gamba has cousins in the countryside near Bulawayo, but I don’t really know any of them. We drove through once, years ago on holiday but I didn’t visit any of them this time.”

      “Good. Hopefully your uncle is smart enough to stay out of the country should Bjorn’s death be linked to you.”

      “Do you really think it might be?”

      “Depends on what trace they find or plant. And why he was killed.”

      Her eyes whipped to his.

      “Did you see any security cameras when you went inside?”

      Her eyes bugged as she looked at him. Montana grabbed the wheel briefly, but she had it under control.

      Relief hit her. “If there was a security camera that will show the real killer!”

      Montana’s expression grew darker. “Depends on who killed him.”

      “What do you mean?” Rowena sagged in her seat. “Oh my God. You think they wiped the tapes or turned off the cameras?”

      “Or they aren’t worried about the police seeing them. Or perhaps they turned them off and back on again after they left, and you’ll be seen sneaking onto the property around the time of the murder providing the perfect scapegoat.”

      Nausea rolled inside her.

      She felt his eyes on her face again and realized he genuinely didn’t know if he could trust her. The idea anyone would think she could kill another human being was absurd.

      She felt a little dizzy.

      “So you came to Africa searching for your father. Why not contact him directly? Why the need to go through Bjorn? If you have these letters presumably you have a name and an address to start searching?”

      “I have a name, but that’s all. He died before I was born.”

      “Jesus.” He rubbed his face.

      Yeah, she’d always considered herself a bit of a bad luck talisman. “Dougie Cavanagh.”

      “What?” he said sharply.

      “The man I believe is my biological father was a man called Dougie Cavanagh.”

      “What makes you think he’s your dad?”

      “The timing mainly. Mom probably became pregnant when she was in Africa. And why else would she keep his letters?”
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