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CHAPTER ONE


The Pacific Pearl, Taipa Island, Macau

Wednesday, 27 June 16:22:51 GMT +0800




“Everything is now better,” Quan said, turning over another page of blueprints. A slight man in his mid forties, rather formal in manner, with high cheekbones and saffron-colored skin, he was dressed in a custom-tailored linen suit and soft leather brogues. “Much better.”

Better! Patience was not one of Jake Rynerson’s virtues and it took all his willpower just to remain seated at the table while Li Quan methodically recounted everything that was being done to accelerate the pace of construction. Better wasn’t good enough, not when a new world order hung in the balance.

As he continued, Quan delicately smoothed down the large dappled sheet of paper. “Interior work should be back on schedule within ten days.” He spoke with an unusual accent, not quite Chinese, not quite English, a by-product of his Oxford education. “As you see—” His voice echoed through the cavity of unfinished space, a revolving cocktail lounge two hundred feet above the casino floor. “We have tripled our workforce.” He motioned toward the teakwood balustrade, an intricately carved serpentine of dragons.

Though Jake hardly needed anyone to point out the obvious, he realized his attention was expected, and glanced down at the beehive of workers and craftsmen swarming over his masterpiece, and what he now feared would be his albatross. The main tower was a typical John Portman design—a huge open atrium with plants hanging off the indoor balconies—except nothing about the Pacific Pearl was typical. Every suite offered two breathtaking views: outward, over the Pearl River Delta, and inward, over five acres of green felt tables. It was by far the most spectacular of all the new resorts in Macau, exceeding even his own lofty expectations, but he was already late to the party, the last of the large gaming corporations to open in what was predicted to be the new Mecca of gambling. If he hoped to lure the high rollers away from the other resorts, he needed to open with a splash…and if he hoped to save the Pacific Rim Alliance, he needed to open on time, something that no longer seemed possible. Holy mother of Texas!—he couldn’t imagine the ramifications. The hotel booked to capacity…Streisand coming out of retirement to open the showroom…the collapse of a yearlong secret negotiation between China, Taiwan, and United States.

“Three shifts,” Quan continued, “working twenty-four hours a day.”

Nothing Jake didn’t already know. He would have cut the man off, but the Chinese were different from Westerners, they didn’t understand his mercurial temperament, and he couldn’t afford to offend his general manager a month before the scheduled opening. Billie, sitting between the men like a bridge between East and West, dipped her chin, acknowledging her husband’s unusual restraint, her subtle way of telling him to keep his yap shut. He took a deep breath, then let it out long and slow, all the way to the bottom, trying to control his anxiety. How could he have been so confident? The secret was too big, the time too short. All those bigger-than-life headlines must have turned his brain into bullcrap.

 

BIG JAKE RYNERSON, BUSINESSMAN AND BILLIONAIRE,

TAKES ON SOCIALIST CHINA.

 

VEGAS COWBOY RIDES INTO MACAU—CAN HE DELIVER?

 

Yup, that was it, his balls had finally outgrown his brain. He had clearly succumbed to the myth of his own infallibility. What did he know about Chinese politics? About Chinese superstition? How was a dumb ol’ West Texas cowboy supposed to appease the Gods, blow away the bad spirits, and sooth the sleeping dragons? Of all the stupid things he’d done in his life, this had to be the worst—not counting wives two, three, and four—three acts of lunacy he preferred not to think about. At least he’d been smart enough to marry his first wife twice—he gave Billie a little wink—the best decision he ever made.

“Of course,” Quan went on, “much depends on the weather.”

Jake swiveled toward the windows—a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree panorama overlooking the Chinese mainland, the islands, and the South China Sea—a spectacular view if not for the onslaught of rain hammering away at the glass, a two-day downpour that showed no signs of retreat.

“It won’t last,” Billie said, sounding more hopeful than confident. “We’re going to make it.”

Jake nodded, trying to put on a good face, but he didn’t believe it; it was the beginning of typhoon season, the time of black rain, and the onslaught could last for days. Weeks maybe, and if the problems continued…they were already $82 million over budget…but that was only money, that he could handle…it was all the political bullshit…the set-in-stone timetable established by some feng shui master…that’s what he couldn’t handle.

Li Quan stared at the rivulets of water streaming down the glass, then turned over his hands, a gesture of helplessness. “Very bad joss.”

Jake kept his eyes fixed on the gray horizon, barely able to restrain his desire to grab the man by the shoulders and shake some sense into him. Quan was an excellent administrator, but his Chinese mind-set, his propensity to blame all problems on bad joss, was almost too much. Luck had nothing to do with it. Too many things had gone wrong. Big things: a crane buckling under the weight of an air-conditioning unit and crushing two welders; a misplaced wrench tearing out the guts of the hotel’s grand escalator, a curving triple-wide mechanical marvel that cost over eight million dollars; the sudden collapse of a construction elevator that killed four workers; and two days ago—only hours after the security netting had been removed from the tower—a building inspector had somehow gotten past the retainment barrier and fallen off the roof. Problems that were costing him a fortune to keep out of the press, and far too many to be written off as bad joss. “No, Mr. Quan, I don’t believe luck has anything to do with it. Someone’s behind this.”

A wave of confusion rolled across Li Quan’s face. “Behind this…?” He turned to the window, obviously wondering how someone could control the weather. “I don’t—”

Billie, who had an aggravating and somewhat mystic insight into exactly what her husband was thinking, interrupted. “Excuse me, Mr. Quan—” She glanced at her watch, a gold, wafer-thin Gondolo by Patek Philippe. “But I think it’s time for the uniform review.” She nudged Jake’s boot with her foot, a reminder that Li Quan knew nothing about the secret negotiations, the proposed alliance, or the true significance of the opening date.

“Right,” Jake said, more in answer to Billie’s unspoken warning than to what she had said. “Let’s get that over with.”

“Hai,” Quan responded, a relieved lift in his voice. “We should not keep them waiting.” He snatched up his two-way radio and began chattering away in rapid-fire Cantonese, the most common dialect within the province. It was that single talent—Li Quan’s ability to communicate with the Macanese staff—that kept Jake from making an immediate management change.

Within minutes people began streaming out of the crystal-domed glass elevators that ascended silently along one side of the atrium. There was a male and female employee from each department: bellhops and parking valets, hosts and hostesses, janitors and maids, dealers and croupiers, bartenders and cocktail servers, and at least a dozen more. As Li Quan began lining everyone up along the front of the balustrade, Billie leaned over and whispered, “You have to be careful, Jake, you can’t afford to offend the man. We need him.”

He nodded, not about to argue, but knowing what he really needed was a hard-charging ballbuster like Caitlin Wells to get the place open.

“And,” Billie added, “you can forget about Caitlin. She can’t speak the language.”

Damn woman, he was starting to think she could read his mind. “Give me a little rope, darlin’, I ain’t senile yet.”

“Besides, you need her in Vegas. She’s got enough to handle with the expansion of the Sand Castle.”

As if he needed to be told. “I know that, Billie.”

“I know you know, but you look a bit short on patience.” She gave him a teasing smile, the kind that could still make his old heart giddy-up and gallop. “So, I’m reminding you.”

“Well I don’t need remindin’,” he whispered back, though they both knew that wasn’t true. “But if I hear bad joss one more time, that boy’s gonna be wearing one of my boots up the backside of his fundament.”

She chuckled and patted his knee as Li Quan began his fashion parade. Though Jake smiled and nodded to each team as they paraded past the table, nothing registered, his mind struggling to find some way to speed up the construction process. He wanted to pick up a hammer, do something with his own hands, but that would look desperate, and all it would take for the press to unleash their bloodhounds. That’s the way it worked—one minute he was that loveable Vegas cowboy, and the next just another dumbass cowpoke from West Texas—but either way, up or down, Big Jake Rynerson made good copy for the tabloids, and their minions were always watching. So he was stuck, hoping Mother Nature would turn her wrath elsewhere, hoping the contractor could finish before anything else went wrong, hoping the press…

“What do you think?” Billie asked as a casino hostess in a micro-short dress of shimmering gold stepped forward.

He felt like a lecher just looking at the girl, who couldn’t have been more than eighteen, with perfect golden brown skin and sparkling black eyes. “About what?”

“The dress. You think it’s too flashy?” Billie pointed toward the heavens and made a circling motion with her finger. The girl executed a graceful pirouette, her pixie-cut black hair spiking outward as if charged with electricity.

Jake tried to concentrate on the dress but couldn’t move his eyes beyond the hemline. “It’s awful damn short.”

“These girls don’t have breasts, Jake, and they’re not very tall. They need to show some leg.”

“I got no problem with legs, Billie. We just don’t want ’em flashing their fannies around, that’s all.”

Billie tilted her head, a look of amusement. “Jake, honey, you’re blushing like a schoolboy.”

And feeling like one. Embarrassed, he pushed himself back from the table. “It’s almost nine o’clock in Vegas. I promised Caity I’d call before breakfast.”

“What about the dress?”

“Whatever you think.” He grabbed his cellular and started toward the back of the room, but before he could punch in Caitlin’s number, the tiny unit began to vibrate. The number on the display, a Macau prefix, was not one he recognized. “Hello.”

“Mr. B. J. Rynerson, this I presume?” Despite the awkward syntax, the soft feminine voice was both confident and seductive, with only a hint of Cantonese accent.

Jake hesitated, moving deeper into the room. Only three women knew his private number, and this was not one of them. “And who is this?”

“My name Mei-li Chiang. Perhaps you have heard this name?”

“It’s possible,” he answered cautiously, though he knew the woman by reputation: a well-known power broker, and one of the few Macanese who had managed to maintain influence in the new Special Administrative Region—the SAR—that guaranteed Macau a “high degree of autonomy” when Portugal turned the province over to China in ’99. “What can I do for you, Madame Chiang?”

“It is more what I can do for you, taipan.”

He hated the title—big boss—and tried to discourage its use. “Please call me Jake.”

“Jake,” she repeated, turning his hard-edged name into something soft and provocative. “I understand you are having problems.”

Was she guessing—he knew the Macau grapevine was healthy and well entrenched—or did she really know something? “The usual construction delays.”

“Not so usual, I am told.”

He wanted to know exactly what she had heard and who had said it, but was positive she would never divulge a source or any details of what she knew. That was the crux of her power—secrets—and she would know how to keep them and use them. “Nothing we can’t handle.”

“That is most gratifying to hear, taipan. I thought perhaps I could be of some small service…” She paused, her voice a teasing mixture of promise and provocation.

He could already feel her hand in his pocket and knew he was being sucked toward a vortex of Chinese graft and corruption. Given a choice, he would have told her to take a flying leap off the Taipa Bridge, but if she did know something, he needed to quash the story before it spread. “Yes, it’s true, we’ve had a few unfortunate accidents.” Nothing, he was sure, she didn’t already know.

“Accidents,” she repeated, as if the word amused her. “I think it is more than that, taipan.”

“And you could help?”

“Perhaps. I have some small experience in these matters. There are people I could speak with about these…unfortunate accidents.”

“And what’s this here ‘small experience’ going to cost?”

She made a little sound, a disapproving exhale of breath, offended that he should be so blatant and boorish. “This is not about money, taipan.”

He knew better. Once a person acquired that ludicrous title of businessman and billionaire, it was always about money. “Please excuse my ignorance, Madame Chiang. I’m just a simple qai loh, and a cowboy to boot.”

“A foreigner, yes, but we both know you are neither ignorant nor simple, taipan. You misunderstood my offer.”

“Which was?”

“To welcome a new friend into the colony. To provide assistance. Your problems are my problems.”

He didn’t believe a word of it. “That’s much appreciated, ma’am. Sure is.”

“We should discuss these problems.”

Or more accurately, the cost of eliminating them, a situation he could see no way to avoid. If he went to the police—who cared nothing about the problems of a rich qai loh—the story would leak out; and if he didn’t pay, the accidents would continue. The only question was the amount it would take to make the problems go away. “Yes, ma’am. I’m listening.”

“These are not matters to be discussed over the phone.”

Right, you don’t discuss bribes and offshore bank accounts over the airwaves. “What do you suggest?”

“A private meeting.”

And you don’t discuss such matters in front of witnesses, which was perfectly fine with him. “When and where?”

“I am at your service, taipan.”

He glanced at his watch—4:51—realized the day was rapidly slipping away, and the Alliance that much closer to dissolving. “Is today convenient?” He tried not to sound as desperate as he felt, but could hear it in his own voice. “Say nine o’clock?”

“Ten,” she answered instantly, obviously aware she had him on the hook, and could reel him in at will. “You are familiar with the Leal Senado?”

“The old senate building?”

“Hai. From there you must walk.”

He pressed the RECORD button on his smartphone. “Give me directions, I’ll find you.”

 

Billie leaned forward over the white tablecloth, her whispered voice as tight as the string on a new guitar. “This isn’t like you, Jake. You’ve never paid a bribe in your life.”

He shrugged, trying to keep it casual, nothing he couldn’t handle. “I’ve never done business in China.”

“It’s too dangerous,” she snapped back, her voice rising, the words echoing through the dimly lit bistro. “Forget it, Jake. Please.”

He gave her his best good ol’ boy smile, trying to dampen the fire in her eyes. “You sure do look spectacular when you’re angry, darlin’.”

“Don’t you try and sell me with that cowboy bullshit. Don’t even try. I’m too old to buy, and too smart to believe.”

“I mean it, Billie.” And he did. She might have acquired a few wrinkles around the eyes and mouth, but it was a face built on a magnificent superstructure of bones that didn’t depend on makeup and perfect skin. “You look as good as the day we got married.”

She frowned in mock disgust, though her eyes sparkled with affection. “Like that’s a big whoop. We’ve only been married two years.”

“I meant the first time.”

“You’re so full of bullshit, I’m surprised those baby blues haven’t turned brown over the years.” She dropped her voice another notch. “What else did he say?”

She assumed it was a man and he saw no reason to say otherwise. That would only exacerbate the problem, her thinking he was meeting some Chinese seductress in the backstreets of Macau. “That was it. The person who called was just a go-between.”

“You don’t know that.”

No, but he believed it. Mei-li Chiang was a political parasite; she didn’t create problems, she lived off them. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It does matter. You’re one of the richest men in the world; you can’t start paying bribes to everyone who tries to shake you down. For all you know it’s the Triad.”

“The Triad hasn’t operated in Macau since ’98. These are just some local yahoos trying to score a few bucks from the newest qai loh wanting to play in their sandbox.”

“I don’t think so.”

That was the problem with Billie, too damn smart. They both realized the accidents were too severe for a bunch of local yahoos. “Why?”

“If this was just about money,” she answered, “they would have made a try after the escalator got trashed and before a bunch of innocent people got killed.”

He shook his head, but that was exactly his thinking. There was something else going on, something he didn’t understand. “There’s no reason to worry, they just want to be sure nothing is being recorded. They’ll give me an amount and the number of some offshore account and I’ll be back at the hotel in less than an hour. Besides—” He glanced around, making sure no one was eavesdropping on their conversation. “—I don’t really have a choice. If these accidents continue we’ll never get the place open in time. The Alliance will fail.”

“That’s not your problem.”

“The President made it my problem. I gave my word.”

“Don’t do it, Jake.” She reached out and clutched his hand, the way a person does at thirty thousand feet in bad weather. “Please, I’ve got a very bad feeling about this.”

“I’ve got to, honey. You know I do.” He gave her fingers a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll be careful.”

She cocked her head toward the three-man security team near the door. “At least take one of them.”

“Can’t do it. The instructions were very specific. Private. If I don’t show up alone there’ll be another accident tomorrow, you can bet on it.”

She released his hand and slumped back into her chair, resigned.

Ten minutes later he was on the Avenida de Almeida Ribeiro, the main thoroughfare dividing the narrow southern peninsula from northern Macau. Despite the late hour and the rain, there was still an abundance of foot traffic, a combination of tourists and locals. Jake pulled the collar of his Gore-Tex jacket up around his neck and hunched over, trying to conceal his massive frame, but it was hopeless, like trying to hide Paul Bunyan in a land of midgets, and he gave up the effort. Guided by street names etched onto azulejos—the distinctive blue-enameled tiles of Portugal—he turned north on Rua de Camilo Pessanha, then west toward the inner harbor, moving deeper into old Macau: a maze of narrow, cobbled streets offering a colorful mixture of shops, churches, and small cafés.

After twenty minutes of back and forth and around, he was thoroughly confused, blindly following Madame Chiang’s directions into the hodgepodge of alleyways and backstreets, away from the tourists and pedicabs. From time to time he had the feeling of being watched, eyes following his every move, but saw nothing and dismissed the apparitions as the fruit of an over-stressed imagination.

Another few turns and he found himself in a dimly lit area of closed shops, the foggy street empty of people. Though the rain had eased to a drizzle, the humidity was thick enough to chew, and his shirt was now soaked with sweat. He stepped into the covered entryway of a Chinese apothecary and checked his notes in the reflected glow of his cell phone. Almost there. He leaned into the misty rain, checking the street for any sign of activity. Nothing, but he could feel something, or someone, and didn’t like it. The place was too dark and remote, the whole scenario too much like an old Charlie Chan movie the moment before everything went bad. But what choice did he have? If he didn’t show up, there would be another accident, more innocent people dead. And that’s all it would take, one more accident and they would miss that magic feng shui timetable; and then the dominos would fall, Taiwan would blame Beijing, Beijing would blame the United States, and the President would have no choice but to blame that dumb ’ol West Texas cowboy. Shit.

He stepped back into the narrow street, moving cautiously toward the hazy glimmer of a streetlamp about a hundred yards ahead. It was like moving underwater, the fog softening the harsh lines of the shops into muted shades of gray, the sound of his own footsteps muffled and distant. At exactly ten o’clock a woman stepped out of the fog and into the yellow cone of light beneath the streetlamp. She was dressed in a shapeless silk chemise, as garishly colored as a macaw, a cream-colored shawl draped over one arm. “Good evening, taipan.” Her soft, sensual voice dissolved into the heavy air, barely spanning the short distance between them.

“Nei ho ma?” he answered, the standard Hello, how are you? greeting of the province. She was a short woman, not more than five foot, early forties, with black hair pulled back into a bun at the back of her head, and thick black eyebrows that arched together like bat wings over sharp, black eyes—ugly as a Komodo dragon. “Madame Chiang?”

She smiled coquettishly and dipped her head. “Hai.”

He returned the bow and stepped forward into the light. He wanted to get straight to the point, the money—the how much, the when, and the where—but that was not the way of business in China. “It is generous of you to meet me on such a night.”

She smiled again, the cryptic grin of a gambler with aces in the hole. “It is my honor to serve the great taipan.”

Honor. Great taipan. The bullshit and exaggerated politeness made his skin crawl. “And it is my—” From the corner of his eye he saw a man step from the shadows, not more than ten yards away, his skin so white it seemed transparent. Dressed in a dark jogging suit and black running shoes, he had the broad shoulders and narrow hips of an athlete, and the steady hand—which contained a black machine pistol—of a professional. Before Jake could react there was another sound, from behind, someone light on their feet, coming fast, emerging out of the fog, arm outstretched, a small chrome-plated automatic waving erratically with each step.

Twisting his body to avoid a direct hit, Jake shoved Madame Chiang out of the way, but he was too slow and too late, a lightning bolt of fire burning through his chest as both guns fired simultaneously. He felt the air leave his lungs, the blood draining from his legs, the earth rising to meet him as he pitched forward onto the wet cobblestones. You dumbass cowboy!

He landed with a hard, dull thud, but felt nothing, his body already numb. He could see the hem of Madame Chiang’s dress, her booted feet as they peddled backward out of the light.

“Billie…” He gasped her name with his last bit of air, knowing it would be the final word to cross his lips.








CHAPTER TWO


Manhattan Island, New York City, New York

Wednesday, 27 June 10:53:32 GMT-0500




Lara dropped the deli bag onto the small glass table next to the window, and pulled the mouthpiece of her head-mike down below her chin. “Let’s eat.”

Simon glanced over at the wall-mounted clock—a new two-thousand-dollar global time indicator—located above Lara’s equally new twelve-thousand-dollar, ultramodern, ultra high-tech desk. Her command center. In fact, everything in the place was new and expensive and high-tech: his blatant attempt to overcome her resistance to their new office. Despite her assurances that she never thought of Eth Jäger and what happened, he didn’t really believe it and wanted the added protection of a building with full-time security. “It’s not even eleven o’clock.”

“I don’t care. We’ve been moving this crap around for hours.” Though dressed in a lightweight tank top and loose-fitting khaki shorts, her tan skin glistened with perspiration. “I’m hungry and tired and I need a break.”

He wanted to point out that the moving around was her doing, that no matter where he put things, she wanted them somewhere else. That was the problem with having your sister manage your business: she felt an inherent right to bitch, and he felt a familial obligation to let her get away with it. “Okay, we’ll take an early lunch.”

She pulled out two of the unborn chairs, still wrapped in their thick plastic membranes, but before she could peel away the covering, a tall man with broad shoulders and brown curly hair stepped through the open hallway door. His coffee-colored eyes made a quick sweep of the room, lingering for an extra microsecond on Lara’s slim figure. “Excuse me.” Dressed in tan slacks and a blue blazer, he was holding a clipboard in his left hand. “Is this a bad time?”

“Of course not,” Lara answered, her voice suddenly perky and full of energy. “What can I do for you?”

He reached inside his coat—exposing the butt end of an automatic pistol holstered beneath his left arm—and pulled his identification: a laminated PVC card with photo ID, and an embedded hologram of the building. “I’m Bill Rapp, head of security. I just need a few more details for our records. Number of employees, that kind of thing.”

“Sure, no problem,” she answered, as her tiny hand disappeared into his large one. “I’m Lara. Lara Quinn.”

He flashed a boyish grin. “Nice to meet you, Ms…. I’m sorry, is that Ms. or Mrs. Quinn?”

“It’s Ms.” she answered. “But call me Lara.”

“I will, thank you.” He released her hand and turned to Simon. “And…?”

Simon stepped forward and extended his hand. “Simon Leonidovich.” He pronounced his name slowly and distinctly—Le-on-o-vich—letting the man know the d was silent. “That’s L-E-O-N-I-D-OV-I-C-H.”

Rapp recorded the information on his clipboard. “I’ve got you listed here as Worldwide SD. What’s the SD stand for?”

“Special delivery,” Simon answered. “We’re a courier service. Most of our work is international.”

Rapp’s pupils expanded with interest, as if he had just stumbled across the Playboy Channel on his television. “You ever transport valuables? Jewelry or bonds, that sort of thing?”

Simon smiled to himself, thinking of Lara’s common refrain: At ten thousand a pop, you don’t hire the man who can deliver anything, anywhere, to haul toilet paper. “Sometimes.”

“Will valuables ever be stored here on the premises?”

“Never.” Almost never. He wasn’t about to divulge that kind of information to a stranger—security service or not.

Rapp recorded the information on his form. “And your position with the firm, Mr. Leonidovich?”

“He’s one of our delivery people,” Lara answered before Simon could speak up, “and a general pain in the ass.”

Rapp’s gaze bounced back and forth between them, clearly wondering what kind of weird relationship he had just stepped into.

“She’s my sister,” Simon explained before the man became overly confused, “and I own the company.”

“Aaah.” Rapp expelled a faint sigh of relief and turned his attention to Lara. “So you’re…?”

“My secretary,” Simon answered in quick retaliation. Of all his sister’s self-anointed titles, secretary was most decidedly not on the list. “But you might want to put her down as the office manager. She’s very sensitive about job titles.”

“Thank you, Boris.”

Though tempted to strike back, he realized that’s exactly what she wanted—an excuse to embarrass him with the story of how Boris Leonidovich Pasternak Simon became Simon Leonidovich—and he wasn’t about to step into that trap. “You’re welcome, Sissie.”

Rapp took a step back, as if wanting to extract himself from a situation he didn’t understand. “That’s all I need.” He pulled a couple of business cards from the breast pocket of his blazer. “Any questions or concerns about security—” He leveled his eyes on Lara, his tone going from helpful to inviting. “I’m the man to call.”

 

Eating her lunch—a footlong Italian sub that miraculously disappeared into the confines of her tiny stomach—Lara stared out the window and tried to hide her interest in the handsome Bill Rapp. “This really is a nice view.”

Simon suppressed a smile. He would have teased her about the obvious attraction, but the last thing he wanted was to dampen any possible relationship. It had been seven years since Jack’s death, Allie and Jack Jr. would soon be teenagers, and she deserved to have a life beyond work and kids. He followed her gaze down to the small community park, eight stories below. The patch of green, a pleasant little garden surrounded by ornamental wrought iron, offered a welcome respite from the surrounding towers of steel and concrete. Under the watchful eyes of mothers and nannies, children scampered back and forth through the playground, a pinball movement of colorful little bodies bouncing from swings to slides to climbing bars. “Yeah, sure is.”

“It looks hot.”

“Sure does.” He could see the heat shimmering off the hot cement; could almost smell the hydrocarbons through the glass.

“Bill seemed nice.”

He forked another scoop of salad into his mouth, trying hard to conceal his amusement. “Mmm-hmm.”

“This place might not be so bad.”

Not so bad! The building was newly remodeled with plenty of underground parking, the offices were light and airy, the security chief handsome and friendly—what more did she want? “If you decide you don’t like it, we’ll move.”

She gave him a suspicious look, realized he was yanking her chain, and immediately changed the subject. “What’s with you and the salad? You lose any more weight, you’ll need a new wardrobe.”

Wardrobe. He could barely keep from laughing. “Men don’t have wardrobes, Sissie. As long as we’re covered and comfortable, we’re good to go.”

“Yeah, well…” She leaned to the side, giving his ratty T-shirt and paint-spattered gym shorts the evil eye. “That’s probably the reason you keep getting dumped.”

“I didn’t get—” The sharp buzz of the phone saved him from once again having to explain his breakup with Caitlin Wells.

Lara pulled the tiny head-mike up from under her chin and toggled the switch on the wireless receiver attached to her belt. “Worldwide SD. How may I help you?” As she listened, her expression mutated from happy recognition to puzzlement. “Yes, he’s right here.” She pressed the HOLD button on her controller. “It’s Billie Rynerson. She sounds…odd.”

“Odd?” Simon was already up and moving toward his office. “What do you mean by ‘odd’?”

“I think something’s wrong.”

He leaned over his desk from the front side and snatched up the phone. “Billie, what’s up?”

“Jake’s been shot.”

The unexpected words hit like a gut punch, and for several eternity-in-an-instant heartbeats he couldn’t muster a response. Without conscious thought, he reached over and pressed the INTER-LINK button on the phone, automatically recording the call on his computer. “Is he okay?”

“No,” she answered, in what sounded like a major understatement. “He can’t breathe. They’ve got him on a ventilator.”

This time he noticed the distinct intercontinental hiccup between question and answer, and remembered they were in Macau. “Is he conscious?”

“No, but he’s hanging on. He’s fighting.”

Of course he was fighting; she was talking about Big Jake Rynerson, a man who didn’t know the meaning of quit. “Then he’ll make it, Billie. Jake’s got the heart of an elephant.”

“Absolutely,” she answered with a confidence that failed to hide the truth: hope mixed with fear, mixed with panic. “That’s exactly what I told the doctor.”

“What happened? Tell me everything.”

As she started into the medical details, Simon printed four words on a scratchpad—JAKE SHOT, HANGING ON—and handed it to Lara, who had followed him into his office and looked ready to burst with questions.

By the time Billie finished, her voice was edgy with impatience. “That’s everything.”

But it wasn’t, not even close. She hadn’t said anything about the shooting, and Simon could think of a dozen unanswered questions. How did it happen? Where did it happen? Was the shooting random or intentional? What happened to Jake’s security? But Billie Rynerson was a tough old West Texas broad, and he knew better than to push too hard or too fast. “What can I do?”

“I need you to pick something up in D.C.,” she answered instantly, “and bring it out here. Jake was going to call, but…well, anyway, it’s very important. All the arrangements have been made. They’ll be expecting you.”

“Sure. No problem. What—”

“And I need you to stay here awhile. We need your help.”

Of course he would go, as a friend, someone to hold her hand and help her through, but there was something in her voice, the way she said help that told him it wasn’t moral support she had in mind. “Is there something…” He didn’t know how to say it, didn’t want to sound reluctant. “Something specific…?”

“We need you at the Pearl. The grand opening is less than a month off and we’re having problems.”

“What kind of problems?”

“Never mind that,” she responded, her tone impatient. “We’ll talk about that when you get here.”

He hesitated, trying to read some meaning into her reluctance to say more. Were the problems and the shooting connected? “Billie, I’ll come, of course I will, but if you’re having problems at the Pearl, you need to get Caitlin out there.”

“No,” she answered without a moment’s consideration, “we need Caity in Vegas.”

“But—”

“We’re at a chokepoint.” She hit chokepoint hard enough to make it echo over the line, a warning ping that had nothing to do with Jake’s current state of health. “We need someone we can trust.”

“But—”

“Kyra is already on the way. She’ll have all the details about the pickup in D.C. She’ll be at Teterboro Airport in two hours.”

He realized it was useless to argue. Hurricane Billie was at full blow, her mind made up, and nothing he could say would alter her path. “Sure, I’ll be there. You just take care of—”

She interrupted a third time, clearly wanting to end the conversation. “Gotta go, Simon. I’ll tell you everything when you get here.”

Before he could respond, there was a soft click and the line went silent. Something about the way she said it—tell you everything—reverberated with innuendo. Billie Rynerson was not the kind to mince words, and she didn’t lie, which meant there were things she wouldn’t, or couldn’t, say over the phone.








CHAPTER THREE


Central Macau, northern peninsula

Thursday, 28 June 02:01:16 GMT +0800




Thirty years of battles and skirmishes—big wars, small wars, and more hand-to-hand encounters than Bricker Mawl cared to remember—and never once in all that time had he been hit. Until now. It was ridiculous, more embarrassing than painful, and a blow to his image of invincibility.

Robert Joseph Kelts, known to everyone on the five-man team as “Robbie” or “Jocko” or “the kid,” ripped another strip of camouflage tape off the roll. “A little more, sir. I’m almost done.”

Mawl raised his arm another couple inches, trying but failing to ignore the explosion of heat that spread down the side of his abdominal wall. Bloody hell!

Robbie leaned forward, carefully smoothing the tape along the top edge of the trauma bandage, then stepped back and smiled, admiring his handiwork. “That should do it.”

Mawl nodded once, showing his approval, but careful not to make too much of it. “Thanks, Jocko.” The nickname had nothing to do with the kid’s athletic ability—they were all athletes, or former athletes—but everything to do with his gung-ho, buddy-up enthusiasm. At twenty-four he was the newest and youngest of the group, and still thought being a commando mercenary the most crackin’ job on the planet. Mawl knew better, and taking a bullet in the side had been a good reminder. Though he was still in excellent shape, he suddenly felt every one of his fifty years, and realized he was pushing the envelope of a young man’s game.

Robbie held up the tiny lump of gray metal. “Aye, you’re lucky it was small-caliber.”

Mawl nodded again. Damn lucky. Another inch to the right and…

“I’m thinkin’ you should have taken backup.”

Mawl took a deep breath and counted to five, fighting to control his anger. Of course he should have taken backup. That was obvious—now! He should have worn body armor. He should have had the gun set to semi instead of single shot. Lots of mistakes. And if Rynerson survived, such mistakes could magnify themselves into a full-blown catastrophe. Getting to such a man twice would not be easy, and making it look like an accident would be impossible. “It was supposed to look like a bungled nick. A snatch job that went bad.” He realized he was explaining his actions, something he made a habit of never doing. “He was supposed to be alone.” Which didn’t excuse his lack of foresight; he could have taken at least two members of the team without jeopardizing the mission.

The furrow between Robbie’s eyebrows deepened to a trench. “Aye, but—”

Mawl never allowed backtalk, but let it go with a look. The look was always enough.

Robbie took a step back, finally realizing he had ventured into a minefield. “I mean…I—”

Mawl held up a hand, cutting off the words. “You’re dismissed.”

Robbie started to salute, then remembered that such displays of military protocol were never allowed—a dead giveaway of the team’s background—and quickly retreated into the adjoining room, closing the door behind him. Mawl smiled to himself. Jocko was a good kid, fearless and blindly loyal, but like most pumped-up and puffed-up young men, his ability to think was hampered by an overabundance of testosterone. Assets and liabilities, Mawl thought, the yin and yang of his high-risk profession.

He pushed himself away from the cheap wooden table and stood up, a fresh jolt of pain pulsating down his side and into his groin. Bloody hell, it felt like he had just taken a hard kick in the goolies. He waited, letting the fire dampen, then crossed to the single window and carefully peeled back the curtain. The guesthouse was old and shabby, only six rooms, located in a run-down neighborhood near the border that separated the Macau province from the rest of socialist China—well away from the casinos and tourist hotels, and well away from their private security and the notice of local police. The street was dark and quiet, not a whisper of movement. Confident that no one had followed—that the police would never look for a qai loh in such an out-of-the-way flea trap—Mawl dropped the curtain back in place, then stepped into the bathroom: nothing more than a dimly lit corner, separated from the main room by a thin parchment partition.

The meager facilities were old and limited—a squat toilet, a cold-water sink, a cracked mirror—and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust, and a moment longer to mentally block out the pungent odor of stale urine that embedded the floorboards. Breathing through his mouth, Mawl slowly raised his arm, gently probing the area around the dressing for any swelling or other signs of internal bleeding. The kid had done a good job, the bandage dry and tight, the skin tender but not swollen. Very lucky.

Satisfied, he studied himself in the mirror, measuring himself against the memory of his youth. On the outside he looked as tough and toned as any of his men, but below the surface he could feel a bit of softness, the subtle changes of age that couldn’t be held back no matter how much he exercised. It would start to show soon enough, and he hated the thought of it, the loss of his warrior edge. Though only five-ten, he was tall for that part of the world and the teahouse girls still found him attractive. They liked his shaved head, his pale-blue eyes, his washboard gut, the protection and warmth of his strong arms. That too would change. It was time to find a new profession. But what? There weren’t many choices in the New Territories for old soldiers, especially ex-Brits, who had ruled the area for nearly a century. Unfortunately, after thirty years, Mawl couldn’t imagine living anywhere other than Hong Kong, a city of magic and mystery.

He took a deep breath, the pungent odor stinging his eyes, and forced himself to focus on a more immediate problem: the client. Returning to the main room, he quickly calculated the time difference to the States, attached a digital micro-recorder to his scrambler phone, and punched in the number. As the call worked its way around the planet, Mawl carefully lowered himself into one of the molded plastic chairs and prepared his mind for what he knew would be a very uncomfortable conversation. It wouldn’t take long for word to slip out that Rynerson had been shot, and was clinging to life—not the kind of news Mawl wanted the client to receive secondhand.

Calm. Center. Focus.

The phone rang four times, followed by a faint click as the call was automatically routed to another location, followed by another click, followed by the client’s familiar voice and code name. “This is Trader.”

“And this is English,” Mawl responded.

“Is it over?”

“Yes,” Mawl answered, “but not done.”

There was a long pause, far beyond the normal hesitation of global long-distance. “What…do…you…mean…by…that?” Each word came slow and hard, verbal bullets searching for a target.

Determined not to lose control, Mawl waited a good five seconds before responding. “It means things went bad.” He could have said more, but wanted to wait for the right moment, to save the only positive news until it would do some good.

“What happened?”

“He didn’t follow instructions,” Mawl answered, trying to deflect some of the blame without making it sound like an excuse. “His security team showed up before I could close the deal.” From what he had seen—though it was difficult to be sure in the fog—there had been no team, but with one bullet in his side and others flying, he wasn’t about to hang around and count heads.

Trader’s voice dropped to a lockjaw growl, his tone accusatory. “You said he would be alone.”

“That was our mistake,” Mawl admitted, “thinking we could trust him.”

“I was assured—” He accentuated the word, a climbing sarcastic drawl. “—you people don’t make mistakes.”

Mawl took a deep breath, long and slow, suppressing the urge to snap back. “We guarantee our work.”

“Guarantee.” Trader snorted, as if the word gave him a bad taste. “You missed your chance. You’ll never get close to him again.”

It was time, Mawl realized, to play his last card, the only good-news card he had in what was otherwise a busted hand. “There’s an excellent chance we won’t need to. He may already be dead.”

“You hit him?”

“That’s affirmative,” Mawl answered, keeping his voice matter-of-fact. “I saw him go down.”

“You’re quite sure?”

Mawl found the question insulting—he always hit what he aimed at—but realized this was no time to make the point. “I have a source at the hospital. I should know something soon.”

“I’ll expect a call the minute you do. The very minute.”

“Of course. And what about the hotel?” Mawl hated having to ask; it made him feel like a lackey. “Is it time for another problem?”

“No! Absolutely not. After the shooting, that would be too suspicious.”

“That’s not a concern. It’ll look like an accident.”

“No! The press is going to be all over this. I don’t want to draw any kind of negative attention.”

The man was half a world away, clearly beyond “attention,” but Mawl made it a rule never to argue with a client, especially those with deep pockets and shallow tempers. “So what do you want us to do?”

“Do?” The answer came hissing back over the line. “I want you to finish the fucking job! That’s what I want you to do!”

There was a faint click and the line went silent.








CHAPTER FOUR


Teterboro Airport, Teterboro, New Jersey

Wednesday, 27 June 13:26:21 GMT-0500




Simon watched as the small jet completed its rollout and turned onto the taxiway, directly toward his courtesy car parked at the edge of the tarmac. Though nowhere near the size or opulence of Jake’s whale taxi—used to ferry high-rollers to his gaming Mecca in the desert—the Gulfstream G550 was no less impressive. Sleek and fast, with skin the color of champagne, it only whispered of the power and wealth it represented.

The cabin door was open and the stairway extended even before the twin Rolls-Royce turbofans quit spinning. Looking no less impressive than her father’s plane, Kyra Rynerson stepped into the doorway and waved. “Hiya.” Dressed in a white button-down oxford shirt and khaki wash pants, she looked both stylish and casual, a woman in her mid thirties with the body of a college athlete.

Forcing a cheerful smile, Simon scrambled up the steps with his luggage. “Hiya to you.”

She gave him a peck on the cheek and stepped back. “Thanks for coming.”

It never occurred to him that he had a choice. “Thanks for picking me up.” He stepped inside, she punched a button next to the door, and the stairs instantly began to fold up and retract into the fuselage. He dropped his bags and leaned forward, giving her the eye-to-eye. “You okay?”

“Oh sure.” She glanced away. “I’m fine.”

But what he saw was a little girl playing brave soldier, and what he heard was: Hell no, I’m not okay—my father’s been shot and I don’t think he’s going to make it. He reached out and pulled her into his arms. “Don’t worry, kiddo, your dad’s the toughest guy I know. He’s going to be fine.” And he believed it; to think of Big Jake Rynerson losing a battle, even a battle with the Almighty, was inconceivable.

Her stoic resolve seemed to crumble, her body melting into his, silent tears dripping onto his shirt. He waited, saying nothing, letting her get it out. After a minute, maybe two, he felt her body stiffen and grow taller as she gathered herself, drawing on that deep genetic pool of Rynerson strength. Finally she stepped back, took a deep breath, and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “Sorry.”

“No need. If you can’t shed a few tears when—”

She cut him off, clearly not trusting her emotions to talk about it. “Hey, what’s with you?” She gave his belly a playful jab. “You’ve shrunk.”

Embarrassed, though he didn’t know why, he had certainly worked hard enough to shed the pounds. He gave a little shrug, as if the dramatic change to his physique had snuck up without notice. “You think?”

“Don’t play coy with me, Leonidovich—”

For some reason, all the women he had ever been intimate with, called him Leonidovich. Kyra, of course, was not one of those women, but the two of them had shared an experience that seemed to exceed even the most intimate emotions, bonding them in a way that most people could never understand.

“—you look really good.”

And he felt it: stronger and more energetic, at least a decade younger than his forty-three years. “Thanks.”

“Great in fact.”

Even better, and hearing it from a beauty like Kyra Rynerson was almost enough to make him forget all the rabbit food and all the sweaty hours at the gym. “I’ve been watching my diet a bit.”

She rolled her eyes and turned toward the back of the plane. “Yeah, right, a bit.”

A young man dressed in the blue uniform of a flight steward suddenly materialized from the galley. “I’ll take your bags, sir.”

“Thanks.” Simon grabbed his security case, empty except for his laptop, and followed Kyra through the cabin. The Gulf 5 was Jake’s personal toy, the colors and fabrics done in shades of brown mustard, everything solid and warm and masculine, like the man himself. They settled into one of the conversational areas near the back, away from the galley and flight steward, who had taken a seat directly behind the cockpit. Kyra swiveled her recliner toward the communication console and pressed the FLIGHT-DECK button. “We’re all set, guys. Let’s get this thing back in the air.”

A tiny indicator light marked CO-PILOT flashed green, the man’s crisp reply pulsing through the overhead speaker. “Roger that, Ms. Rynerson. We’ve already gotten clearance. Flight time to Washington is ninety minutes.”

Simon buckled his seat belt and leaned back into the soft calfskin. “I’m surprised you’re not up there yourself.”

“It’s a twenty-plus hour flight,” she answered. “I’ll take a shift after we leave D.C.” She gave him a little smile. “You can take the right seat.”

“I hope you’re kidding.” But he knew better, could see it in the flashing glint of her sea-green eyes.

“Why not? This thing isn’t any harder to fly than that Beech King turboprop you used to get your multiengine.”

“I’ll tell you why not. It’s—”

“That was rhetorical,” she interrupted. “It’ll be a good first lesson.”

“Yeah but—”

“No buts, Leonidovich. This thing is easy to fly.”

“That’s what you told me the first time.” He regretted the words instantly, knowing it would conjure up memories of her dead husband: a day and place neither of them wanted to revisit.

Her eyes seemed to drift, the way a person does when they look back, remembering things both sad and pleasant, then she shook her head, as if to amputate that dangling appendage of her past. “We survived.”

He nodded. That was the quality he admired most about her, her indomitable will to survive. Not many people could have endured such an experience and kept their sanity.

“So what’s the deal?” she asked, making a rather clumsy effort to change the subject. “You’ve got a new friend?”

“What?” He hesitated, not expecting the question. “Why would you think that?”

“Isn’t that why most people our age lose weight?”

The words surprised him, the fact that she thought of him as a contemporary. “Not in my case.” If anything, he suspected it was exactly the opposite, that he was using diet and exercise as a substitution, at least a diversion, from the reality of his celibate and solitary life. “I haven’t had a date in months.”

“Really?” She raised an eyebrow, inviting a response, then saw she wasn’t going to get one and pressed harder. “You’re not seeing anyone?”

He suddenly realized where she was heading—an excursion into Caitlin Wells territory—a journey he had no intention of taking. “Nope.”

“So what happened between you and Caitlin?”

He gave a little shrug, as if the reasons were too obscure to quantify. “You’ll have to ask her.”

“I did.” She leaned forward, curious and friendly, like a dog sniffing out a new treat. “Now I’m asking you.”

Caitlin Wells was not a subject he cared to discuss, least of all with one of her friends, but he couldn’t resist the bait. “What did she say?”

She drew a finger across her lips, like closing a zipper. “I want to hear your side.”

“There is no side.” It came out harsher than intended, and he quickly dialed back the emotion, a little surprised that it still bothered him after ten months. “Things happen.”

“Like what?”

Like he wanted children and she didn’t. Like she cared more about the House of Rynerson, than making one of her own. Like…hell, he couldn’t even remember all the reasons, and didn’t want to. “Little things, nothing special.”

“Oh, right, little things.” She smiled, a knowing, heavy lidded look. “Like she’ll always put you second to my father?”

And that, another issue he wasn’t about to discuss. “Like who cares? It’s over.”

“Okay, okay.” She held up her hands, palms out, as if to physically push the issue away. “I get the picture. You don’t want to talk about it.”

“Exactly.”

“Sorry.” She swiveled toward the window just as the plane hit rotation. “I forgot, the male species doesn’t like to talk about feelings.”

“Okay, smartass, what about you? Have you been dating?”

“I’ve got a man,” she answered, not taking her eyes off the receding runway. “And I miss him already.”

He knew, of course, who she was talking about—Tony Jr.—but suspected she was also avoiding a sensitive issue. “TJ doesn’t count.”

She swiveled around, trying but failing to look offended. “Of course he counts.”

“You know what I mean, Kyra.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Touché. “Okay, let’s talk about TJ. How is he? Where is he? What’s his latest trick?”

She smiled at the thought of her son; a smile not conveyed solely by the curve of her lips, but by her entire being, which seemed to glow with affection. “He’s great. He’s with Tony’s mother, and he’s just starting to talk in sentences.”

“Wow, that’s impressive. Watching his progress must be a neat experience.”

“More than you could imagine. You should get yourself one, Leonidovich.”

He nodded and forced a smile. Unfortunately, though he couldn’t imagine anything better, he had reached that stage in life when a man must face the possibility that love and family might never happen.

 

Exactly ninety minutes later the Gulf 5 rolled to a stop at the end of a remote taxiway at Ronald Reagan Airport. Simon peered out at the Wells Fargo armored truck, at the four uniformed and well-armed guards standing post at each fender, and wondered what he was picking up that demanded so much security. “You know what this is about?”

Kyra shook her head. “Mother just said there would be someone here with a package. I was too upset about my father to ask questions.”

Simon grabbed his security case, which he now had a feeling wouldn’t be large enough, and stood up. “This shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”

As he stepped onto the tarmac, one of the guards unlocked and opened the truck’s interlocking rear doors. “This way, sir.”

Except for a slight, pinched-faced man sitting in a bolted down chair just inside the door, the interior of the truck appeared to be empty. “Mr. Leonidovich?”

Simon stared up at the man, who looked decidedly out of place with his red bow tie, dark business suit, and round wire-frame spectacles. “That’s me.”

“I’m George Hulburt, Assistant Director of Antiquities for the Smithsonian.” He paused, clearly wanting Simon to take note of his importance. “May I see your identification, please?”

Simon handed over his passport and driver’s license, plus a business card. The man carefully inspected all three, then returned the first two, keeping the business card. “Please step inside.”

Simon grabbed the steel handrail and pulled himself up into the interior, which was cool and well lit. The walls were lined with lockers of various sizes, the fronts covered in steel mesh. Not until the doors closed, did Hulburt finally stand and extend his hand. “I believe you’ve done work for us in the past, Mr. Leonidovich.”

“Many times,” Simon answered. “The Smithsonian is one of my best customers.”

“Though I have no idea what this is all about, I want you to know that I strenuously disapprove.”

“Is that so?” Simon responded, trying to hide his confusion.

“This exquisite treasure is the property of the Smithsonian Institution, and by extension, the citizens of the United States. It should not—” He hammered the word. “—under any circumstances, be removed from this country.”

Simon still had no idea what the man was talking about, or why he felt compelled to share his opinion. “Mr. Hulburt, with all due respect, I suggest you take that up with the person who authorized the transfer.”

The little man puffed out his chest, the look of a banty rooster just spoiling for a fight. “Don’t you think that I wouldn’t. That’s exactly what I’d like to do.”

“So why don’t you?”

The man’s eyes widened behind his thick glasses, almost as if he were unable to blink. “I’m hardly in a position to question the President.”

Simon almost asked, President of what? then realized if you worked for the Smithsonian, there was only one president. “Mr. Hulburt, if it makes you feel any better, I have no idea what you’re talking about. I was told when and where, nothing more. Until this moment, I had no idea who authorized this consignment, or what I was to pick up. I can only assume from the size of this truck, that whatever this ‘exquisite treasure’ is, it’s not going to fit in my security case.”

Hulburt’s autocratic outrage dissolved like quicksand beneath his tiny feet. “Oh…I’m sorry…I assumed…I’m so sorry. Please accept my apology. I should not have spoken so…it was not my place to—”

“Apology accepted.”

But Hulburt realized he had overstepped his position, that such imprudent remarks could return to bite his bureaucratic ass, and was not quite ready to let it go. “I would very much appreciate…you understand…if you would consider my remarks as confidential.”

“Of course.”

Clearly wanting to put the conversation behind him, Hulburt glanced down at Simon’s security case. “Yes, that will do nicely. No problem at all.” He smiled obsequiously. “May I ask…you understand…the deterrents?”

Though it was not the kind of information Simon would normally provide, the client did in fact, have a legal right to know. “It’s got all the typical bells and whistles. The shell is reinforced with titanium mesh and lined with aramid fiber. Both waterproof and fireproof, of course, and loaded with antitheft deterrents.” He pulled his key ring and showed the man his electronic controller, designed to look like a car-door remote. “With this, I’m able to control all functions: homing transmitter, antitheft siren, dye bomb, etcetera, etcetera.”
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