







I don’t believe this, Sydney thought as she arrived at a West Hollywood safe house maintained by Sloane. It’s bad enough that I have to take orders from Arvin Sloane again. Now I have to make nice with another ruthless killer from my past?

She found Maya Rao in the living room, watched over by a pair of armed guards employed by APO. The Indian assassin was sprawled on the sofa reading the latest issue of Wired when Sydney entered. Her lustrous black hair and flawless brown skin gave Maya the look of a lounging Bollywood movie star. Unlike Sydney, who had changed into her most severe black suit for the occasion, Maya was dressed casually in a midriff-baring tank top and loose sweatpants.

The cozy domestic setting struck Sydney as profoundly wrong. She would have preferred to conduct this meeting in a CIA interrogation cell. Then again, she didn’t work for the CIA anymore…officially.

“Sydney Bristow!” Maya greeted her, rising from the couch. The guards tensed for action, just in case, but Maya was careful to avoid any sudden movements. Perverse amusement gleamed in her dark eyes. “Long time no see, as you Americans say.”
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Prologue

White Sands Missile Range

Las Cruces, New Mexico




A solitary tank rumbled across the desert. Dunes of sparkling white gypsum sand reflected the sunlight beating down upon the Tularosa basin, a desolate valley ringed by rocky gray mountains. Stubborn stalks of yucca sprang up around the fringes of the ever shifting dunes, defying the harsh, inhospitable conditions.

The sun beat down on Hayden Chase as well, making her pine for her air-conditioned office back in Langley. A middle-aged black woman in a severe but stylish business suit, the senior director of the Central Intelligence Agency refused to let the oppressive heat and glare compromise her steely demeanor. Let’s just hope today’s demonstration proves worth the trip, she thought.

Chase peered at the tank through a pair of binoculars. She stood at the foot of four rows of bleachers stacked at a safe distance from the testing range. A vinyl canopy provided a degree of shade for the seated observers, which included a number of top Pentagon brass, a smattering of senators, a few nervous Boeing executives, and other dignitaries. No press, though; attendance for this particular demonstration had been granted on a strictly need-to-know basis.

“I’m glad you could make it today, Madam Director,” a hearty voice addressed her.

Chase lowered the binoculars and turned to face Gen. Josiah “Hot Rod” Harrison. A stocky man with a florid red complexion, Harrison was a few inches shorter than Chase herself. Four brightly polished stars adorned the epaulets of the man’s dress uniform. A successful test today was his ticket to a fifth star.

“I think you’ll be very impressed by what you’re about to see,” he enthused, talking up the project. “Kestrel represents the next generation in UCAV technology.” Chase recognized the acronym for “uninhabited combat air vehicle.” “Properly deployed, it could allow us to carry out multiple air strikes on enemy targets without putting a single American pilot at risk.”

“The CIA has been using unmanned drone planes for some time now,” Chase reminded him politely. A gust of hot, dry wind blew against her face, and she took a sip from a plastic water bottle before continuing. “I’m certainly familiar with the concept.”

“Ah, but Kestrel is absolutely state-of-the-art. Unlike early unmanned aircraft, which required an operator to be in the line of sight of the drone, Kestrel has a unique cybernetic brain that allows it to adapt to changing conditions in pursuit of its mission. It can engage or evade enemy air defenses, use both air-to-air and air-to-surface missiles, and penetrate areas contaminated by either biological or chemical weapons. And because there’s no need to accommodate a human pilot, Kestrel can fly faster and farther than any manned aircraft.” Harrison beamed with pride, as though extolling the accomplishments of his favorite child. “It’s capable of vertical or horizontal takeoffs. It’s practically impervious to the elements…trust me, Ms. Chase, you’re about to witness the future of military aviation.”

“I certainly hope so,” she said, fully aware of just how much time and money the Pentagon had put into developing Kestrel. “The last thing we need is any American fighter pilots taken hostage by the enemy.”

“A thing of the past,” the general assured her. He pointed toward a fortified concrete blockhouse several yards away from the bleachers. This, Chase knew, was the command center for Kestrel, packed full of technicians and costly computer equipment. “That’s where the UCAV is piloted, so to speak. You can’t get much safer than that.”

“Perhaps,” Chase conceded cautiously. She hadn’t gotten to where she was by making rash assumptions. Still, the initial reports on Kestrel had been promising.

The roar of an approaching aircraft intruded upon the conversation. She glanced at her wristwatch. In theory the prototype had taken off a few moments earlier from a runway elsewhere within the sprawling test facility.

Right on time, she thought.

An expectant hush fell over the spectators. Raising a hand to shield her eyes from the glare, Chase scanned the sky for a first glimpse at today’s featured performer.

“Here she comes,” the general said redundantly.

A second later Kestrel emerged into view. The soaring delta-winged prototype resembled a stealth fighter, only smaller and more streamlined, with no need for a cockpit. About the size of a small Cessna, roughly thirty feet in length, the UCAV circled once above the sunbaked basin in order to give the audience below a good look at the aircraft. Like its avian namesake, Kestrel had blue-gray wings and one wide black band on its tail.

Pretty sleek looking, Chase thought, recognizing the basic design from various classified reports, but can it live up to the hype? The prototype alone, she knew, had cost more than fifteen million dollars.

She turned her attention back to the distant tank, which, like the UCAV itself, was being navigated by remote control. Any moment now Kestrel was supposed to fire a Hellfire missile at the tank; if things went according to plan, the surplus vehicle would soon be history.

The crowd held its collective breath as Kestrel swooped in toward its target. At the last minute, however, the prototype suddenly deviated from its course. Executing a hairpin turn at a g-force that would have killed any human pilot, the UCAV accelerated toward the open sky above the San Andres mountain range.

What the hell? Chase thought. All around her the other observers reacted in confusion and alarm. Startled gasps sounded from the bleachers, while a few panicked attendees began running for shelter, just in case the AWOL aircraft turned around and targeted the spectator area. Chase briefly considered making a break for the blockhouse herself.

Next to her, Harrison had completely lost it. “What do you mean you can’t control it?” he shouted into a walkie-talkie, oblivious to Chase’s presence. His outraged face went from red to purple in about thirty seconds. “Scramble the fighters! Shoot it down if you have to, but don’t let it get away!”

But it was already too late. Chase watched grimly as Kestrel disappeared into the horizon. If nothing else, the general had clearly not exaggerated the aircraft’s speed and maneuverability. Given its head start, she sincerely doubted that any manned aircraft would be able to catch up with Kestrel before the rogue UCAV vanished completely.

The top secret prototype had just been stolen right before their very eyes.









Chapter 1

Los Angeles




“I still can’t believe you’d never seen the dancing alligators before!” Michael Vaughn teased Sydney as they rode the subway together. With her sister out of town on a mission, he had spent the night at her place, where, among other things, he had been shocked to discover this gaping hole in her cultural literacy.

“Hey, can I help it if I didn’t exactly have the archetypal American childhood?” she defended herself. “You’ve met my parents. Can you really imagine Jack Bristow at a Saturday matinee of Fantasia?”

“You’ve got me there,” he admitted.

They sat side by side on the speeding subway train. Rush hour was over, so finding seats together had not been a problem. Sydney basked in the tranquil moment, knowing better than to take it for granted. If there was one thing her career in espionage had taught her, besides being very careful about whom one trusted, it was to savor such cozy respites when they arose, because you never knew how long they would last. This time tomorrow, she reflected, I could be in a firefight in Madagascar—or a torture chamber in Beirut.

Vaughn must have been thinking along the same lines. “So, what do you think Sloane is calling us in for?” he asked her. A slender young man with wavy brown hair, he was dressed casually in a sport jacket, T-shirt, and jeans. A hint of a five o’ clock shadow gave him a slightly raffish look.

“Nothing good,” Sydney predicted. Like Vaughn, she wasn’t exactly dressed for the office. She’d thrown on a cream-colored tank top, khaki shorts, and sneakers. Her straight brown hair fell loosely past her shoulders. “This is Sloane we’re talking about, not the prize patrol.”

Despite her glib tone, her mood darkened. The last thing she wanted to do on a sunny Saturday afternoon was deal with Arvin Sloane and whatever dire emergency had prompted his summons. She exchanged an apprehensive look with Vaughn. “I guess we’ll find out what’s up soon enough.”

The train slowed to a halt, and Sydney glanced out the window at the platform outside. This is our stop, she confirmed, rising from her seat. Together she and Vaughn exited the train, along with a handful of other passengers. The air-conditioned Metro station, located along the system’s Red Line, held only a modest crowd of pedestrians waiting to board the train.

As the rest of the exiting passengers headed left for the stairs and escalators at the far end of the platform, Sydney and Vaughn hung back until they had the platform to themselves, then headed briskly in the opposite direction. Their footsteps echoed in the subterranean station, while the wind from the departing train stirred up the candy wrappers and Styrofoam cups littering the platform. Loudspeakers conveyed service information through a buzz of static.

At this end of the platform, the farthest point from the entrance, was a reinforced metal door bearing the inscription AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. An overhead security camera kept watch over the scuffed, unprepossessing door, which appeared to guard nothing more exciting than a maintenance closet or service tunnel. The average commuter passing through the station would never give the door a second thought.

Which was precisely the idea.

“Care to do the honors?” Vaughn asked.

“I don’t mind if I do,” Sydney replied lightly, trying to hold on to their relaxed mood for a little while longer. She hoped it didn’t sound too forced.

A grubby-looking card reader was mounted to the wall next to the door. Sydney reached into her purse and fished out a white plastic key card. The blank card bore no corporate logos or any other identifying marks, only a black magnetic strip on its underside.

She automatically looked around to make sure no one was watching, then slid the card through the reader. A locking mechanism clicked open. Sydney pushed open the door and stepped quickly inside. Vaughn followed her, closing the door behind them.

They proceeded into what appeared to be an electrical junction room, approximately ten square feet in dimension. At least two dozen brightly painted fuse boxes lined the dingy concrete walls. A printed sign warned: CAUTION! HIGH VOLTAGE.

Sydney barely noticed the sign anymore.

Working in unison, she and Vaughn each approached a different fuse box, one firehouse red, the other a lurid shade of green. Without fear of electrocution Sydney opened the red box, exposing two columns of switches inside. She flicked three of the switches in exactly the right order; at this point she knew the sequence by heart.

“Your turn,” she instructed Vaughn.

“Right on it,” he said.

He opened the green box and flicked four more switches in sequence, then nodded at Sydney, who continued the process by walking over to a blue box and performing a similar operation. She hesitated briefly before flicking the final switch, knowing that once she did so, her romantic weekend with Vaughn was officially over.

Duty calls, she acknowledged reluctantly, whether we like it or not.

She flicked the last fuse.

K-klang-ksshh!

A harsh metallic ring emanated from behind the fuse boxes, followed by a hiss of compressed air being released. A seemingly solid wall swung open, revealing an open doorway.

Open sesame, Sydney thought. There was always something inherently cool about a secret door, no matter how many times you had occasion to operate one. And to think that this particular passageway was only a few yards away from a public subway platform….

Not exactly as chic as Credit Dauphine, she thought of the dingy junction room, but effective camouflage nonetheless.

“Excellent teamwork, Ms. Bristow,” Vaughn said, a boyish grin on his face. He chivalrously stepped away from the doorway to let her pass. “Ladies first.”

“Thank you, Mr. Vaughn,” she replied. “Your cooperation, and courtesy, are greatly appreciated.”

Their playful banter brought a smile to her lips. At moments like this she really believed that she and Vaughn could make things work this time, despite everything that had come between them over the past few years.

Lauren, for example.

Sydney forced herself to concentrate on the present.

In contrast to the run-down appearance of the junction room, the corridor beyond was sleek and pristine, all polished reflective surfaces and expensive fixtures. Only a few rusty pipes and concrete buttresses betrayed the underground passageway’s humbler origins, from before the abandoned tunnel got its extreme makeover.

They walked down the hallway, passing an elevator and another closed metal door, until they reached the end, where yet another reinforced steel door awaited them. This one swung open readily, admitting them into a cavernous chamber abuzz with activity.

Serious-looking men and women wearing dark business suits moved purposefully through a maze of cubicles and workstations, while their seated colleagues manned computer terminals and secure phone lines. The hum of urgent conversations greeted Sydney’s ears. The air-conditioning made her shiver, and for a second she longed for the summer heat outside.

The scene reminded Sydney of a busy day at the L.A. offices of the CIA, except on a much smaller scale. At most, no more than twenty-five employees peopled the general bull pen area of the underground sanctuary, which had started out as a class-five bomb shelter back during the bad old days of the Cold War. Thoroughly refurbished and updated, the bunker now served as the top secret headquarters of a covert intelligence unit code-named APO, short for “Authorized Personnel Only.” Organized along the lines of the now defunct SD-6, APO was a secret black-ops unit accountable only to themselves—and Hayden Chase of the CIA.

A unit that, officially, did not exist.

A transparent wall separated the bull pen from Arvin Sloane’s personal office. Sydney braced herself as she and Vaughn approached the door of the office. Although she didn’t know what the subject of today’s briefing was going to be, she knew who was going to be in charge. And she didn’t like it.

Back into the serpent’s lair…

 

“Okay, as far as we can tell,” Marshall Flinkman began, “somebody hacked into Kestrel’s navigational system and reprogrammed its CPU once it was in the air…which is supposed to be impossible, but since when has that stopped anyone?” He grinned sheepishly and shrugged his diminutive shoulders. “I have to admit, at first I was kind of hoping that the UCAV’s cybernetic brain had achieved self-awareness and rebelled against its creators, ’cause that would have been extremely cool. Like in the Terminator movies or even Short Circuit. You know, ‘Number Five is alive!’ ” he chirped, doing his best impression of a chatty robot. “But the hacker scenario is a little more plausible, since true artificial intelligence is still a couple of decades away at least. Although there’s been some interesting progress in the development of quantum processing and parallel—”

“Thank you, Marshall,” Sloane interrupted. The older man’s slight frame belied his air of authority. He had close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair and a neatly trimmed white beard that was almost invisible against his narrow face. “That will be all.”

Marshall gulped and sank back into one of the plush chairs occupying the lounge area in Sloane’s spacious office. Sydney gave him a consoling smile from her own chair a few feet away, hoping to take away some of the sting from Sloane’s brusque dismissal. Marshall is always so eager to please, she thought. So what if he tends to ramble sometimes?

Along with her and Vaughn, most of APO’s major field agents had gathered in the lounge for a briefing on the stolen experimental aircraft. Glancing around the room, Sydney spotted her father and Dixon. As was usually the case, the older men, including Sloane, were dressed less casually than Sydney and Vaughn; APO had a looser dress code than the CIA, but Jack Bristow and his contemporaries still preferred dark, conservative suits and ties. Marshall tried for the same look but ended up with a more rumpled effect.

A couple of familiar faces were missing, since Nadia and Weiss were in the final stages of a mission in Guatemala at the moment. Sydney took a second to hope that both agents would be safely back in Los Angeles before long.

Having Nadia move in with me was a good idea, she mused, looking forward to her sister’s return. We should do something fun together when she gets back.

Her smile evaporated as Sloane began to speak. “Naturally, the CIA, as well as military intelligence, are making their own efforts to locate Kestrel,” he told them, “but Director Chase has also instructed us to make this our number one priority. It is vital that we recover the prototype—or, at the very least, keep it from falling into the hands of America’s enemies.”

Which, up till a few months ago, would have included you, Sydney thought bitterly. Even after all these weeks she still couldn’t get used to the idea of working for Sloane again. Not that she wanted to; the day she forgot what a murderous SOB Arvin Sloane really was would be the day her soul died beyond all hope of resuscitation. She owed it to Danny and Francie and all of Sloane’s innumerable other victims never to get too comfortable dealing with the man, no matter how useful he might be when it came to running black-ops units like APO.

“Captured electronic chatter,” Sloane continued, “reveals that whoever stole Kestrel intends to sell the prototype to the highest bidder.” Dapper as ever, in a tailored black suit, he strolled around the lounge handing out briefing folders to Sydney and the other agents. She repressed a shudder as he walked behind her chair. “Needless to say, we cannot allow this transaction to take place.”

He came to a halt directly across from Sydney. “Fortunately, we already have a lead. Via some of my more dubious contacts I’ve been approached by an individual who claims to have been involved in the theft of the UCAV.” He smiled cryptically at Sydney in a way that made her skin crawl. “An old acquaintance of yours, Sydney, who insists on dealing with you alone.”

Uh-oh, Sydney thought. I don’t like the sound of this. Whom was Sloane referring to—Sark? Allison Doren? Aunt Katya? She tensed in anticipation of whatever bomb Sloane was about to drop. “Who?”

He didn’t even bother trying to conceal his amusement.

“Maya Rao.”









Chapter 2

Rajasthan, India

Ten Years Ago




The annual Pushkar camel fair was in full swing, transforming the small temple town, nestled on the fringe of the Thar Desert, in northwestern India, into the site of an enormous and almost overwhelming spectacle. The yearly event, timed to coincide with the religious festival of Kartik Poornima, drew more than two hundred thousand people, not to mention some fifty thousand camels, for five days of furious trading, racing, and festivities. Hundreds of tents and stalls dotted the barren plain west of Pushkar, which teemed with native tribesmen, traders, and tourists. The brightly hued turbans and colorful tie-dyed garments of the people gathered for the event added to the festive nature of the scene.

Disguised as a local Rajasthani woman, Sydney strolled through the fair in a deceptively casual manner. Makeup darkened her usually fair complexion, while an ornate veil, embroidered with dozens of tiny mirrors, helped conceal her features. A brilliantly red scarf, the same color as her pleated, ankle-length skirt, covered the long black wig she wore over her own hair. Ivory bangles circled her arms from her wrists to her shoulders. A delicate silver anklet tinkled with every step. Good thing I’m not trying to sneak up on anybody, she thought; the jangling jewelry served to help her blend in with the local women, who had donned their best clothes and finery for the occasion.

Rows of stalls, selling everything from perfume to pots, lined a dusty path leading through the fairgrounds. Food vendors hawked chai, pakoras, and freshly squeezed sugarcane juice, along with numerous other enticing treats. All strictly vegetarian and nonalcoholic, of course, given the religious nature of the festival. The smoke from dozens of cooking fires rose toward the clear blue sky.

The tantalizing aromas made Sydney’s mouth water as she worked her way through the crowded bazaar, feigning interest in the various goods on display. In truth, there was so much to see and hear that Sydney had to make an effort not to be distracted by the sheer sensory overload. Acrobats and musicians performed for the fairgoers milling around, along with roaming mystics and magicians. A sacred cow wandered freely through the fair. A bony, half-starved fakir, wearing only a saffron loincloth, meditated while standing immobile upon one leg; a horizontal metal spike transfixed his cheeks. Sydney winced just looking at him.

Keep your mind on the job, she reminded herself, doing her best to focus on the mission at hand. She whispered into her mirrored veil, which contained a concealed microphone, “Little Princess to Taj Mahal. Do you read me?”

“Roger that, Little Princess,” a familiar deep voice spoke into her ear. “I have you in sight.”

She glanced around the crowded bazaar. In the bustling confusion she couldn’t immediately locate the other agent. “Okay, I give. Where are you?”

“Look behind you. Roughly seven o’ clock.”

Pretending to examine a pair of embroidered slippers, she paused and sneaked a peek to her left. Sure enough, she quickly spotted the exotic figure of what appeared to be a sadhu, an ascetic Hindu holy man. A matted white beard fell halfway down the man’s chest, contrasting sharply with the figure’s saffron robe. A thick layer of gray ash was smudged over his face, hands, and feet. A serene expression upon his face, he roamed the bazaar holding out a clay begging bowl before him.

Sydney grinned behind her veil. Dixon certainly looked convincing in the role of a wandering sadhu. “How are the offerings going today?” she teased.

“Not bad.” He shook his bowl so that she could hear the coins rattling inside. “Not quite enough to cover our expenses, but it should make a nice donation to the nearest temple.” His voice took on a more businesslike tone. “So far, so good. You don’t seem to have picked up a tail.”

Music to my ears, she thought. Although she and Dixon had been partners for only about six months now, she had already learned to rely on his judgment and skill. She couldn’t think of anyone she’d rather have watching her back.

Except, maybe, for Noah…

A pang of emotion stabbed at her heart, but she forcefully pushed the feeling aside. Now was not the time.

Their mission today was to extract one Nasir Azad, a chemist employed by Zero Defense, an international terrorist organization. Through intermediaries Dr. Azad had convinced the CIA of his desire to defect, and it had fallen upon SD-6 to bring the man to safety—in exchange for whatever information he could provide regarding the internal workings of Zero Defense. The sprawling camel fair, which attracted visitors from all over the world, had seemed like the perfect opportunity to snatch Azad under the cover of the raucous celebrations.

At least that’s the plan, Sydney thought apprehensively. While the swarming hordes offered a welcome degree of anonymity, she was only too aware that the crowd could also hide a multitude of enemies. Let’s hope that everything goes just as smoothly as anticipated.

“Good to know,” she acknowledged, resuming her leisurely trek through the fair. An elderly tattoo artist called out to her, aggressively trying to lure her into his stall, but Sydney raised her hands to reveal that both her palms were already covered with elaborate henna designs. “I haven’t spotted any sign of the opposition either,” she informed Dixon.

With luck, Zero Defense had no idea that Azad intended to defect. Still, Sydney had been in the spy game long enough to know that sometimes even the most elaborate covers could be blown; for all she knew, the fairgrounds had already been infiltrated by assassins determined to keep Azad from spilling the terrorists’ secrets.

“Not even Maya?” Dixon asked.

Sydney frowned at the name. Maya Rao was Zero Defense’s top agent—and a cold-blooded killer second to none. Born an untouchable in an obscure Indian village, she had defied her lowly roots to become a notorious bandit queen, preying on the rural countryside, before being recruited by Zero Defense two or three years ago—about the same time that Sydney was enlisted by SD-6. She and Sydney had clashed numerous times over the past few years—in Calcutta, Zurich, Rio, and Nepal—with inconclusive results. Sydney looked forward to bringing her down someday, but not right now. Her mission this afternoon was to get Azad out of here in one piece, not to settle scores with a dangerous adversary.

“Especially not Maya,” she assured Dixon.

Several yards ahead, beyond the overflowing bazaar, a rickety steel Ferris wheel towered above the plain. The spinning amusement park ride, which was dwarfed in turn by the rocky mountains lying to the north, was Sydney’s ultimate destination: her rendezvous point with Azad, assuming that Maya and her murderous cohorts hadn’t gotten to him first.

Time to find out.

Confident that Dixon was not far behind her, she headed slowly but surely toward the distant Ferris wheel. Reaching the end of the merchants’ aisle, she stepped out of the relative shade of the canopied stalls into the clear November sunshine. Mercifully, the cool season was upon them, so it was only seventy-five degrees out; Sydney was silently grateful that the festival did not take place during the sweltering heat of the Indian summer, when the temperature might well have exceeded one hundred degrees.

The arid field between her and the Ferris wheel was jam-packed with both people and livestock. Countless camels occupied the open plain, squatting on the ground or grazing on whatever scant greenery was available. Rajasthani tribesmen, sporting prodigious black mustaches, watched over their herds while extolling the virtues of individual camels to prospective buyers. Sydney noted with amusement that, if anything, many of the camels were even more extravagantly groomed and ornamented than the bejeweled and bangled women dressed in their holiday best. Gleaming mirrors, beads, and cowries adorned the beasts’ intricately embroidered saddles, reins, and back covers, which flaunted a variety of brilliant colors in the true Rajput style. Jewelry and perfume, intended specifically for the camels themselves, were laid out on blankets by another battalion of eager salesmen. The contrast between the homely pack animals and their gaudy trappings could not have been more extreme; the camels looked to Sydney as though they were decked out for Mardi Gras.

Cattle and sheep were also being traded, she observed, but they could hardly compete, in either numbers or ostentation, with the humpbacked stars of the festival.

In general, the menfolk seemed more interested in the camels and their accoutrements than the women were. Must be a guy thing, Sydney concluded, which gave her a good excuse not to linger amid the growling and spitting camels as she closed in on the Ferris wheel. Wincing at the sight of a young camel getting its nose pierced, she glanced at a wristwatch tucked in between her bracelets. Almost there, she thought. Right on schedule.

She kept her eyes peeled for Maya Rao but quickly realized that the odds were against her. Trying to spot one particular Indian woman in the middle of the Pushkar camel fair was like looking for a specific drag queen at a gay-pride parade. Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea after all.

Searching for Maya, or any other suspicious activity around her, Sydney found her gaze drawn to a young couple ambling hand in hand a few yards away. Their baseball caps, khaki shorts, and souvenir T-shirts marked them as American tourists. They were smiling and laughing and clearly very much in love. On their honeymoon, Sydney wondered, or just a romantic vacation abroad?

A fresh pang of heartsickness got past her defenses. It had been more than six months since Noah Hicks had disappeared into a deep-cover assignment without even saying good-bye. She had waited avidly for him to contact her somehow, to let her know that what they’d had together still mattered, but…nothing. If he wanted to reach me, she thought woefully, he would have found a way by now. Her throat tightened at the thought that she might never see Noah again, which was apparently just the way he wanted it. Serves me right for falling for a fellow agent. Remind me never to do that again….

Arriving at the foot of the Ferris wheel, she looked around for Azad. In the crush of the crowd it took her a second to zero in on a pudgy, middle-aged man standing to one side of the line for the ride. Eyeglasses rested on the man’s nose, above a neatly trimmed black beard lightly flecked with gray. His tan Nehru jacket coordinated with the cap on his head.

The man, who matched her description of Azad, appeared to be waiting for someone. He glanced repeatedly at his watch, while anxiously searching the mob around him. Unlike the other fairgoers, he seemed disinterested in the festival’s diverse attractions.

Bingo, Sydney thought, moving in for a closer look. Her eyes focused on the bright red ribbon wrapped around the man’s left wrist. Such ribbons, humorously referred to as Pushkar passports, testified that the stranger had already paid for a priest’s blessing at nearby Pushkar Lake, known throughout the world for its sacred waters. Unlike the many other pilgrims attending the festival, however, the bearded man wore the ribbon on his left wrist instead of the right—just as arranged.

Taking no chances, Sydney carefully scoped out the crowd before approaching Azad. The would-be defector didn’t appear to be under surveillance, although it was hard to tell, given the thronging humanity. It seemed as though the entire subcontinent had descended on Pushkar.

Here goes nothing. Weaving her way through the crowd, she walked up to Azad. “Namaste,” she greeted him in Hindi, holding her palms pressed together before her.

He blinked in surprise, as if not expecting his CIA contact to take the form of a veiled Rajasthani beauty. “Vanakkam,” he replied in Tamil, completing the exchange of passwords. So far, everything was going according to plan.

To further confirm her identity, she pressed her palm against Azad’s, transferring the henna design to his own flesh. He inspected his new tattoo through the thick lenses of his glasses, then drew a folded piece of paper from the pocket of his jacket. Opening the paper to reveal a printed pattern, he compared the tattoo with the illustration.

Sydney winced at the sight of the paper; Azad was supposed to have memorized the design, not kept a copy of it. Obviously the man was a better chemist than field agent. This is what happens when you deal with amateurs, she thought, sighing inwardly. Politely but firmly she plucked the paper from Azad’s fingers and ripped it to shreds before his eyes. She could only hope that the scientist’s carelessness had not fatally compromised her mission.

Satisfied that the tattoo patterns matched, he looked at Sydney imploringly. “Now what?” he asked with a tremor in his voice; she could tell that he was extremely frightened. I don’t blame him, she thought. If Zero Defense knows what he’s up to, they’ll never let him leave Pushkar alive.

“Not here,” she instructed him, raising a finger in front of her mirrored veil. Despite the general hubbub of the fair, there were too many ears nearby. They needed a more private place to confer. She pointed at the towering Ferris wheel, whose highest car wobbled more than one hundred feet above the crowd. “Up there.”

After purchasing tickets, they waited in line until an empty car stopped in front of them. Sydney eyed the creaky apparatus warily; the entire ride looked as though it had seen better days. Its faded paint job was chipped and peeling. Duct tape covered gashes in the padded seats, prompting Sydney to wonder how often the decrepit Ferris wheel was inspected for safety. It would be pretty ironic if, after surviving umpteen battles with enemy spies and terrorists, she was ultimately done in by a broken-down carnival ride. That wasn’t in the SD-6 training manual!

Then again, the ride had already conveyed hundreds of delighted fairgoers without incident. Taking her life in her hands, Sydney got into the car with Azad. She swallowed hard as the Ferris wheel lurched into motion. Metal struts squealed alarmingly as their car rocked gently above the fairgrounds. An Indian pop song blared over the growl of the ride’s straining engine.

She waited until they were a quarter of the way through their first revolution before addressing Azad again. “There’s a jeep waiting outside the fair that will take us into the desert, where a helicopter will fly us to Jaipur. From there we can catch a plane to the States. You’ll be safe in Los Angeles in a little more than thirty-five hours.”

Azad nodded nervously. He was perspiring heavily, and not from the heat. Bloodshot eyes with dark shadows underneath hinted at many sleepless nights. “Are you positive it’s safe?”

Too late for second thoughts now, Doctor. “That depends,” she answered. “Do you have any reason to believe that you were followed here? Or that Zero Defense suspects you might be planning to defect?”

She didn’t want to scare the jittery scientist, but it was important to know where they stood. If there was any chance that Maya Rao or her associates were nearby, she needed to be ready for them.

“No! Of course not!” Azad insisted. “I’ve taken every precaution.”

Except for shredding that tattoo design, Sydney thought, but she kept her mouth shut. There was no point in scolding Azad about that now.

“Please,” he entreated. “You have to protect me. I’m taking a terrible risk here!”

“Don’t worry,” she assured him. “You’re in good hands.”

Just as they reached the top of the Ferris wheel, however, a gunshot rang out, refuting Sydney’s confident assertion. She looked down to see two armed strangers manning the platform below, in lieu of the ride’s operator, who now lay on the ground with a bullet hole in his skull. Blood streamed from the dead man’s head, turning the dusty ground into crimson mud. Screams rose from panicked fairgoers, who fled from the scene as fast as their legs could carry them. Trapped on the revolving Ferris wheel, the other passengers found themselves caught in the middle of the attack, with nowhere to go except straight down.

Damn! Sydney stared at the gun-wielding intruders on the platform. There were two of them, a man and a woman. She didn’t recognize the man, a burly, steroid-enhanced goonda who struck her as hired muscle, but she had a pretty good idea who the woman was. Wrapped in a vibrant lime green sari, the woman took control of the Ferris wheel while her thuggish partner stood guard over the platform, clutching a smoking automatic pistol. Tipping her head back, the female invader grinned up at Sydney. Dark eyes, strikingly rimmed with kohl, gleamed from an exotically beautiful face worthy of a fabled Rajput princess. A crimson bindi dot adorned her smooth brown forehead, and her sleek black hair was pulled away from her face, held back by a golden chain. Silver hoops dangled from her earlobes, matching a silver stud in her nose. Her pearly white teeth flashed with malicious glee.

Maya Rao, in the flesh.

No, Sydney thought, reaching for the Beretta concealed beneath her skirt. Not her. Not now.

“Allah preserve me!” Azad shrieked. He grabbed on to Sydney, interfering with her efforts to draw her gun. His terrified eyes bulged from their sockets. Spittle sprayed from his lips. “You’ve got to stop her! She’s here to kill me!”

“Not if I can help it,” Sydney muttered. She shoved Azad away from her in order to get at the Beretta. Her fingers closed on the grip of the weapon.

Their car had already begun its descent. Maya took hold of the brake lever and yanked it hard, causing the gigantic wheel to come to a sudden, jarring halt. The car rocked back and forth wildly, halfway between the ground and the top of the Ferris wheel. Sydney realized that they were stuck hanging in midair, just the way Maya wanted them.

“Hello, Sydney!” she shouted. “Ride’s over!”

She took aim at Azad while Sydney was still trying to adjust to the motion of the car swaying beneath her. The muzzle of Maya’s Glock flared, and Sydney threw herself in front of Azad, determined to take the bullet instead. A vicious impact slammed into her ribs, knocking the breath from her body.

Thank God for Kevlar, she thought. The body armor beneath the tie-dyed fabric had saved her life, if only for the moment. We’re way too exposed up here.

“Help! Somebody help us!” Azad screamed, too consumed with mortal terror to thank Sydney for saving his life. He dropped to the floor of the car and buried his head beneath his hands. He tried to get as low as possible, sprawling across Sydney’s feet. “I knew this was a mistake! I’m going to die!”

Ignoring Azad’s hysterics, as well as the pain from her bruised ribs, Sydney fired back at Maya, but the rocking of the car sent her shots astray. Ducking behind the far side of the loading platform, Maya exchanged fire with Sydney, missing her intended target but wounding an innocent passenger in another car. Sydney heard the unlucky victim cry out, fueling the horrified screams of the other stranded passengers.

Time to get my feet back on the ground.

Turning her aim away from Maya, she targeted the abandoned braking lever instead. She squeezed the trigger, and nine millimeters of hot lead slammed into the lever, blasting it free.

The wheel started turning again. Sydney felt her car drop toward the platform below with precipitous speed. “Get ready to bail!” she shouted at Azad, unhooking the safety bar in front of them. A bullet ricocheted off the back of the car, striking sparks from the rusty metal, and Sydney fired back at Maya to keep her busy.

C’mon, Dixon, she thought urgently. Where the heck are you?

Maya’s nameless accomplice turned to fire at Sydney as well, only to stiffen as a bullet ploughed into his back. He crumpled to the ground, not far from the body of the murdered ride operator. Sydney saw a gun-wielding sadhu force his way through the crowd running from the Ferris wheel. “Hang on, Sydney!” he called out. “I’m coming!”

Maya realized she was outnumbered. She peeled off her sari to reveal a tight-fitting Lycra bodysuit underneath. She raced toward the merchant stalls, firing back over her shoulder.

Sydney’s car neared the loading platform. With no way to stop the ride, she grabbed on to Azad and threw them both out of the moving car. They hit the platform with a bump, then rolled onto the dirt below. Sydney sprang instantly to her feet, while Azad cowered in a fetal position. “Merciful Allah!” he prayed feverishly. “Spare your unworthy servant!”

Dixon rushed to her side. “Are you all right?” he asked, yanking off his fake white beard. “It was difficult to get a clean shot with so many people in the way.”

“I’m okay,” she said quickly. She nodded at Azad, still sprawled in the dust beside them. “You take care of him. I’m going after Maya!”

He didn’t argue with her. “Be careful!”

Sydney felt a twinge of sympathy for the unfortunate people still stuck on the spinning Ferris wheel, but they were no longer in any immediate danger; presumably somebody would be along to take charge of the ride soon. In the meantime Maya was getting away.

Bangles jangling and ribs aching, Sydney sprinted after the Indian assassin. Her head scarf went flying behind her, exposing her faux black hair. No way are you giving me the slip again, Sydney vowed, her heart and legs pounding. This time you’re going to pay for your crimes.

With her American rival hot on her heels, Maya dashed into the heart of the overpopulated camel market, where a number of lavishly festooned animals were preparing to take part in the traditional camel beauty festival. Provoking startled shouts from onlookers, she leaped onto the sequined saddle of a squatting dromedary and took hold of the reins.

The surprised camel clambered to its feet, and Maya dug her heels into its sides. “Hut-hut!” she hollered, striking its flank with the butt of her gun for emphasis. Realizing that the crazy woman on its back meant business, the camel took off with surprising speed. An irate desert nomad shouted in protest as Maya absconded with his precious livestock.

Great, Sydney thought sarcastically, watching her nemesis get away from her. She glanced dubiously at another nearby camel, whose sandy brown hide was decked out with spangles and polished seashells. The truculent beast spit a disgusting wad of brownish glop onto Sydney’s feet, as if sensing her intentions. Oh, well, she resolved, when in Pushkar…

Following Maya’s lead, she hopped onto the back of the noxious spitter. The camel’s owner ran forward angrily, until he spotted the metallic black Beretta in Sydney’s hand, at which point he backed away in a hurry. He held up empty hands as he pleaded for his life in Hindi.

“Kshamaa kijiyeh!” she apologized hastily with more than a touch of guilt; a good camel was worth tens of thousands of rupees. Ending Maya Rao’s murderous career was worth even more, however, so she seized the camel’s reins, which were attached to a peg going through the animal’s nostrils, and urged the camel to its feet. It rose with a sudden swaying motion that nearly threw Sydney from the saddle, but she managed to hang on by clamping her legs around the camel’s ribs. “Giddyup!” she commanded, and fired her gun into the air.

The Beretta’s sharp report startled the camel, which bolted for the desert at top speed. Sydney bounced atop the embroidered saddle, tossed from side to side by the camel’s rolling gait. My butt is never going to be the same, she thought wryly, but at least the pain in her posterior helped to distract her from her bullet-bruised ribs. The things I do for SD-6…

Pulling on the camel’s reins, she galloped after Maya, who was creating a trail of havoc as she drove her own mount headlong through the teeming festival. Men, women, and children ran for safety as Maya’s camel barreled into the crowd, trampling over blankets spread with pots, shoes, textiles, and other wares. A trio of musicians dropped their instruments and dived out of the way barely in time; the camel’s hooves reduced the fragile drums and sitar to splinters. A second later the animal’s shoulder clipped the corner of a jewelry stall, toppling it over. Hairpins, chains, nose rings, and anklets spilled onto the dusty ground.

“Give it up, Maya!” Sydney yelled, hoping to end this before anyone else got hurt. “It’s over!”

A gust of cool wind carried Maya’s mocking laughter back to Sydney, making her blood boil. “I’ve heard that before!”

Sitting atop the rushing camel was like standing on the deck of an ocean liner being tossed about by heavy waves. Grasping the reins with one hand, Sydney succeeded in firing off a couple shots from her Beretta but missed Maya by a mile. Damn it, Sydney thought in frustration as the turbulent ride forced her to take the reins with both hands again. She couldn’t risk shooting an innocent bystander by mistake.

Like Maya had.

The Pushkar valley was bordered by hills on three sides and sand dunes on the fourth. Maya seemed to be heading for the desert. The shifting dunes beckoned on the horizon. The golden sand shimmered beneath the sun. The vast Thar Desert, Sydney knew, was full of small villages and ruined Rajput fortresses, into which Maya could easily disappear if she got the chance.

Forget it, Sydney thought. I’ll chase her all the way to the Pakistani border if I have to.

She jabbed her heels into the camel’s sides, intent on keeping Maya in sight. Adrenaline pulsed through her veins as the camel let loose with a fresh burst of speed. That’s it, she thought, exhilarated by the camel’s competitive spirit. We’re gaining on her!

Maya must have heard the camel’s hooves closing in on her, because she glanced back over her shoulder and gave Sydney a dirty look. The delicate chain holding Maya’s hair back had been shaken loose by the bumpy ride, so her flowing black locks blew freely in the wind. She reached up and snatched one of the silver hoops dangling from her ears. Ripping the earring free, she hurled it at Sydney like a throwing star.

Uh-oh, Sydney thought, ducking her head to avoid the lethal accessory. But Maya hadn’t been aiming at her at all; instead the razor-sharp metal hoop sliced into the foreleg of the racing camel beneath Sydney. The beast let out a yelp of pain and toppled forward at a perilous angle. Sydney tried to jump free, but her foot got caught in the stirrup. The camel crashed to the earth, taking her with it. Fifteen hundred pounds of wounded camel landed on her left leg.

Bone snapped loudly and Sydney screamed in agony. Trapped beneath the weight of the thrashing camel, she could only bite down on her lip and watch in chagrin as Maya vanished into the desert, leaving a cloud of dust and sand behind.

Sydney lay on the rocky ground for what seemed like centuries, until she heard bare feet running toward her. “Sydney!” Dixon called out, his face still partially caked with gray ash. He dropped to her side and immediately checked her vital signs.

Fighting off shock and unconsciousness, Sydney looked up at him anxiously. “Azad?” she asked.

“Safe,” he assured her. He offered her a sip of water from a plastic bottle, then started looking around for some way to get the fallen camel off Sydney’s leg. “You saved his life—and completed our mission.”

But Maya got away…again. She glared angrily at the boundless desert, blaming Maya for every spasm of pain that shot through her broken leg. Just one more thing she owes me for, Sydney thought vengefully. And one of these days I’m going to collect.

You can count on it.
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