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Th e Tw elv e Lies of Ch r istm a s

 
 
 

Kate Johnson



Dedica t ion
To Su g a r  a n d Spike,  th e best  pr esen t  I ev er  h a d.



Pr olog u e
“ So w h a t  th e h ell a r e y ou  g oin g  to do w h en  y ou

r et ir e,  old m a n ?”
I ig n or ed th e “ old m a n ”  fr om  m y  pa r tn er ,  w h o

w a s less th a n  ten  y ea r s m y  ju n ior ,  a n d sa id,  “ I
du n n o. I fig u r e som eth in g  pea cefu l.”

“ Like Cor n w ell? He tea ch es PE n ow .”
I sta r ed in  h or r or .  “ Wh a t ,  a r e y ou  kiddin g ? I

m ea n t ,  like…a llig a tor  w r est lin g  or  som eth in g . Sh a r k
div in g .  You  kn ow , som eth in g  tranquil.”

Lu ke la u g h ed. “ Gotch a . How  a bou t  lion  ta m in g ?”
“ It ’s on  m y  list .”
I st ir r ed m y  coffee a n d sta r ed ou t  th r ou g h  th e

m isted w in dow  a cr oss th e squ a r e.  It  w a s Decem ber ,
a n d bloody  fr eezin g .  Dir ty ,  iced-ov er  ch u n ks of sn ow
piled u p in  cor n er s,  a g a in st  la m p posts a n d th e ba se of
th e sta tu e in  th e cen ter .  Som e du de on  a  h or se.  I
didn ’t  kn ow  w h o. No dou bt  Lu ke w ou ld a n d be a ble to
deta il th e du de’s en t ir e life h istor y ,  too.

Th e squ a r e w a s sw a m ped in  m ist ,  th e fr eezin g
kin d th a t  tu r n ed y ou r  ey ela sh es in to icicles a fter  ten
m in u tes ou tside.  Too cold for  m or e sn ow , th e fr eezin g
fog  ju st  descen ded a n d sh r ou ded th e w h ole city  in
m iser y .

“ I bloody  h a te Ru ssia ,”  I g r u m ped.
“ Don ’t  w e a ll?”
I g a v e h im  a  sidew a y s look. A  spy  fr om  th e old

sch ool,  Lu ke w a s th e on e w h o h obn obbed w ith  th e big
m en , th e a r m s dea ler s a n d polit icia n s.  He looked



per fect ly  a t  h om e in  a  desig n er  tu x edo, m ix ed a
deliciou s m a r t in i,  spoke Ru ssia n  fla w lessly  a n d w a s a
ter r ific ba llr oom  da n cer .

Wh er ea s I look per fect ly  a t  h om e w ith  a n  A K-4 7
slu n g  ov er  m y  sh ou lder ,  ten d to g et  a ssig n ed a s
som eon e’s body g u a r d, h a v e a  ter r ible a ccen t
w h a tev er  la n g u a g e I spea k—En g lish  in clu ded—
r esem ble a  bou n cer  w h en ev er  I w ea r  a  su it  a n d h a v e
spen t  m ost  of m y  ca r eer  tr y in g  to a v oid killin g
people.

“ A n y w a y , y ou ’r e g oin g  h om e soon ,”  Lu ke lit  u p a
Fr en ch  cig a r ette.

“ Th ose th in g s’ll kill y ou ,”  I sa id m ildly ,  a n d
m ost ly  fr om  h a bit .

“ Well,  th ey  ca n  ta ke a  n u m ber .”
I w a fted th e sm oke a w a y  a n d toy ed w ith  m y

coffee cu p. Hom e. Th a t  w a sn ’t  to sa y  th e m ission  w a s
ov er ,  bu t  bein g  ba ck in  a  cou n tr y  w h er e it  w a s
possible to ta ke a  piss ou tside w ith ou t  g ett in g  a
fr ostbit ten  pen is w ou ld be a  defin ite plu s.

“ Lookin g  for w a r d to it?”  Lu ke a sked.
“ Hom e, or  r et ir em en t?”
“ Both .”
“ Su r e,”  I sa id,  bu t  I w a s on ly  tellin g  th e tr u th

a bou t  on e of th em .



Ch a pter  On e
My  n a m e is Na te Kelly .
For  y ea r s,  I w a s a  spy  w ith  a  t in y  Br it ish

g ov er n m en t  a g en cy  kn ow n  a s SO1 7 . Bu t  on ly  u n t il
th e en d of th is m ission . A fter  th a t  I’d be fr ee.
Won der fu l fr eedom —n o m or e lies a n d plots a n d
polit ics a n d g u n s.  I’m  t ir ed of g ett in g  sh ot  a t .

God kn ow s w h a t  I’d a ctu a lly  do w ith  m y  t im e,
th ou g h . Ma y be I’d ta ke u p pa in t in g ,  or ,  er ,  r ea d th e
cla ssics or  som eth in g . I fig u r ed War and Peace  sh ou ld
ca r r y  m e w ell in to m y  fift ies.

Rig h t  n ow , I w a s lookin g  for w a r d to g oin g  h om e.
Oh  God, w a s I.  For  fou r  m on th s,  I’d been  ou t  in  th is
g odfor sa ken  con cr ete ju n g le,  per petu a lly  cold,  pissed
off a n d th or ou g h ly  sick of pr eten din g  to be som eth in g
I w a sn ’t .  Pa ddy  Mu r ph y , th ick-a s-sh it  Ir ish m a n ,
v a g u e a llu sion s to IRA  th u g g er y ,  g r ea t  body g u a r d
a n d a ll-r ou n d m u scleh ea d, ju st  n eeds or der s.  Of
cou r se,  I w a s h er e to fin d ou t  w h a t  I cou ld a bou t
A n a tole Sim on ov , a r t  collector ,  footba ll en th u sia st
a n d a r m s dea ler .

It  w a sn ’t  ou r  u su a l field of oper a t ion s.  SO1 7  h a d
been  set  u p to pr otect  a n d obser v e Lon don ’s th ir d
a ir por t ,  Sta n sted, w h ich  is a  big  g a tew a y  to n or th er n
Ir ela n d. Tim e w a s,  th e IRA  posed a  con tin u ou s th r ea t ,
a n d SO1 7  w a s a  pr etty  big  oper a t ion .

Now , th e secr et  ser v ices h a v e oth er  th in g s on
th eir  m in ds.  Cea sefir es h a v e h eld,  a n d th e ter r or ist
th r ea t  is com in g  fr om  a  differ en t  dir ect ion . A n d w h ile



w e w er e st ill su pposed to be w a tch in g  th e a ir por t ,
w a sn ’t  n ot  u n com m on  for  SO1 7  oper a t iv es,  like m e
a n d m y  pa r tn er ,  to be len t  to oth er  g ov er n m en t
a g en cies.

Wh ich  w a s h ow  I en ded u p in  Ru ssia .  A n a tole h a d
been  on  th e w a tch -list  for  a  w h ile,  a n d Lu ke, w ith  h is
specia l skills of bein g  u pper  cla ss a n d in defin a bly
br illia n t  a t  ev er y th in g , w a s sen t  to in filtr a te h is
or g a n iza t ion  a t  a  h ig h er  lev el.  Bu t  sin ce A n a tole
didn ’t  tell a ll h is people ev er y th in g  or  ta ke th em
ev er y w h er e w ith  h im , w h en  w or d g ot  ou t  th a t  h e
w a s pla n n in g  a  ja u n t  to m er r y  old En g la n d, I g ot  sen t
in  to a ccom pa n y  h im .

Ru m or , a  lit t le w h ile ba ck, w a s th a t  A n a tole
w a n ted to bu y  a n  En g lish  footba ll tea m . My  people
didn ’t  th in k th is w a s a  v er y  g ood idea .  Especia lly
sin ce th e tea m  h e w a n ted to bu y  w a s cu r r en t ly
ow n ed by  a n  Ea st  En d du n -g ood-boy  ca lled Da r r en
Kin g , “ Kin g  Da z”  to th e ta bloids,  on e of th ose
ir r ita t in g  self-m a de m en  w h o w or ked h is w a y  u p
fr om  r a g s to u n believ a ble r ich es,  m ost ly  th r ou g h  h is
m obster  con n ect ion s a n d plen ty  of illeg a l a ct iv ity .

Scot la n d Ya r d h a d been  a fter  Da z Kin g  for  a  w h ile.
Th ey  ju st  n eeded a n  ex cu se.  My  r ole? To pr ov ide th a t
ex cu se.  A n d to keep A n a tole-th e-a r seh ole ou t  of m y
g odda m n ed cou n tr y .

Un for tu n a tely ,  th a t  w a s ex a ct ly  w h er e w e w er e
h ea ded.

 
* * *



 
“ Lon don  ca llin g ,  eh ,  Pa ddy ?”  A n a tole cla pped m e

on  th e ba ck a s th e pla n e bu m ped to a  la n din g . “ Is
g ood to be ba ck h om e?”

“ A h , sir ,  su r e it ’s n ot  m y  h om e,”  I sa id,  u ppin g
th e Ir ish  a  n otch  or  tw o. Wh y , I w a sn ’t  su r e,  sin ce
n eith er  A n a tole n or  h is r ig h t-h a n d m a n , Yu r i,  h a d
a n y  clu e w h a t  a n  Ir ish  a ccen t  sou n ded like.  St ill,  th e
m or e t’be sure  I pu t  in to it ,  th e th icker  th ey  th ou g h t  I
w a s,  th e m or e th ey  let  slip w h en  th ey  ta lked in
Ru ssia n .

Pa ddy  didn ’t  u n der sta n d Ru ssia n . Bu t  I did.
Lon don  w a s cold,  bu t  a  n or m a l,  bea r a ble sor t  of

cold,  n ot  th e blood-fr eezin g  ch ill of St .  Peter sbu r g ,
w h er e a fter  fifteen  m in u tes y ou r  ja w  w a s locked a n d
y ou r  br ea th  h a d fr ozen  in  y ou r  th r oa t .  A  h ea v y
dr izzle fog g ed th e ta r m a c a s w e stepped off th e pr iv a te
pla n e, a n d I h a d to ph y sica lly  r estr a in  m y self fr om
cr y in g  w ith  joy .  A ll r ig h t ,  cr y in g  a t  dr izzle is a  lit t le
ex tr em e, bu t  com e on . It  r ea lly  h a d been  a g es sin ce
I’d been  h om e.

A n d n ow , plea se God, I w a s h om e for  g ood.
A n a tole la u g h ed a n d tossed h is fu r  h a t  in to th e

a ir .  It  skit ter ed a w a y  u n der  th e pla n e a n d I w in ced,
beca u se m y  ba sic a ir field tr a in in g —n ot  to m en tion
Lu ke’s sn ooty  RA F kn ow -h ow —told m e th a t  a n y
for eig n  objects or  debr is on  th e ta r m a c cou ld destr oy
a  pla n e’s en g in e or  ca u se a  cr a sh  on  ta ke-off.

Bu t  I kept  qu iet  a n d pla ster ed a  g r in  on  m y  fa ce.
Th e g r in  of th e stu pid.  Pa ddy ’s g r in .



Lon don  w a s decked ou t  for  Ch r istm a s, dr essed u p
like a  lit t le g ir l g oin g  to a  pa r ty .  Su ch  a  differ en t  city
fr om  St .  Peter sbu r g .  It  felt  like a  pa r ty .  People looked
h a ppy . Lig h ts tw in kled in  ev er y  sh op w in dow ,
festoon ed ev er y  h ou se,  str etch ed a cr oss ev er y  str eet .
It  w a s m a dly  ta cky ,  bu t  for  on ce I didn ’t  m in d.
Ch r istm a s ch eer  a n d a ll th a t .  Ev er y  t im e I sa w  a
str eet  sig n  in  En g lish  I sm iled. Well,  u n t il I sa w  th e
on es w h ich  sa id “ r oa d closed”  a n d h a d to r em em ber
m y  Lon don  g eog r a ph y  in  a  pin ch .

“ Is v er y  br ig h t ,  n o? Lon don  is tow n  w ith  lot  of
m on ey ,”  A n a tole ch eer ed a s I m a de a  m ildly  illeg a l U-
tu r n .

“ A h  sir ,  does m y  h ea r t  g ood, it  does,  to see a ll th e
Ch r istm a s ch eer .”

Yu r i,  w h ose En g lish  w a s m u ch  better  th a n  h is
boss’s,  sa id w ith  a  sn eer ,  “ It ’s ca pita list  ex tr a v a g a n ce.
Th ey  w a ste th eir  m on ey  on  it .”

“ Is West ,”  A n a tole sa id.  “ Th ey  w a st in g  m on ey  on
ev er y th in g !”

I pu lled u p ou tside th e br a sh ly  ex pen siv e pr iv a te
m em ber s clu b w h er e w e’d a r r a n g ed to m eet  Da r r en
Kin g . A  v a let  ca m e for w a r d to ta ke th e ca r  fr om  m e,
bu t  I declin ed. Th a t  ca r  con ta in ed som e pr etty  h ea v y
h a r dw a r e,  a n d I didn ’t  w a n t  h im  r u n n in g  to th e
police a bou t  it .

In side th e clu b, w h ich  h a d fu r n ish in g s so u p-to-
th e-m in u te th ey  w er e a lm ost  u n u sa ble,  w e w er e
sh ow n  to a  pr iv a te r oom  w h er e Da r r en  Kin g  w a s
dr in kin g  v odka  a n d w a tch in g  h is tea m  on  a  h u g e



fla t-scr een  TV . With  h im  w a s a  g u y  w h o h a d
“ a ccou n ta n t”  w r it ten  a ll ov er  h im  a n d a  w om a n
w ea r in g  a  few  v er y  ex pen siv e-lookin g  in ch es of pin k
sa t in ,  a  pa ir  of h ig h  h eels,  a  lot  of jew elr y  a n d n ot
m u ch  else.

On e of Da z’s ch ea p w om en , I fig u r ed, a lth ou g h  sh e
su r e w a sn ’t  dr essed ch ea ply .

Her  g a ze flicker ed ov er  th e th r ee of u s,  cool,
a ssessin g .  Oka y , sh e w a s h ot ,  bu t  I w on der ed h ow
m u ch  of th a t  w a s g r oom in g , a n d h ow  g la m  sh e’d be
in  r a tty  old pa ja m a s w ith  bu n n y  slipper s on  h er  feet .

Th e th ou g h t  m a de m e sm ile,  a n d m y  sm ile m a de
h er  fr ow n .

Sh e h a d a  pr etty  sex y  fr ow n .
“ A n a tole,  m e ol’ m u cker ,”  Da z lea pt  to h is feet  a n d

g a v e th e Ru ssia n  a n  ex u ber a n t  h a n dsh a ke. “ How  w a s
y er  flig h t?”

“ My  flig h t ,  it  w a s g ood,”  A n a tole sa id.  He g la n ced
n er v ou sly  a t  Yu r i,  th en  a dded to Da z,  “ My  En g lish ,  is
n ot  so g ood. Yu r i tr a n sla te for  m e.”

“ Rig h t ,  r ig h t ,  sm a sh in ’.”  Da z’s g a ze flicker ed ov er
m e, dism issed m e a s h ir ed m u scle a n d m ov ed on  to
Yu r i.

“ Lem m e in tr odu ce Peter ,  h e’s m e a ccou n ta n t ,  top
g eezer —”

A n d a  cr ook, I th ou g h t ,  w a tch in g  Peter ’s n er v ou s
ey es.  A  pr etty  u seless cr ook, bu t  a  cr ook n on eth eless.

“ A n d th is is th e lov ely  Na ta ly a ,  tr ea t  for  y ou ,
A n a tole,  sh e’s Ru ssia n  too.”

He sa id it  “ Na ta w y a ” .  Ugh. It’s  called an L,  idiot,



learn how  to pronounce it.  And your H’s  too,  w hile
you’re at it.  And Th’s ,  and—

“ Told y ou  I’d g ot  a  su r pr ise for  y ou , eh ,  Na ta ly a ?”
Da z n u dg ed h er  for w a r d.

A n a tole’s fa ce lit  u p, especia lly  w h en  h e took in
th e len g th  of leg  a n d m ou n ta in s of clea v a g e Na ta ly a
w a s displa y in g .

Bu t  Na ta ly a ,  in ter est in g ly ,  looked like a  deer
tr a pped in  h ea dlig h ts.  On ly  for  a  m om en t  or  tw o, bu t
it  w a s th er e.  Ma y be sh e’d h ea r d th e r u m or s a bou t
A n a tole,  I th ou g h t ,  a ppr ecia t in g  in  a  pu r ely  object iv e
w a y  h ow  h er  lon g , g lossy  da r k h a ir  sw u n g  ov er  h er
sh ou lder s a n d fr a m ed h er  ex qu isitely  m a de-u p ey es.

Th en  A n a tole g r a bbed h er  sh ou lder s a n d kissed
h er  sou n dly  on  both  ch eeks a n d cr ied,  in  Ru ssia n ,
“ How  w on der fu l to see a n oth er  of m y  cou n tr y m en !
Wh er e in  Ru ssia  a r e y ou  fr om ? How  lon g  h a v e y ou
been  in  Lon don ? We m u st  dr in k to th is.  V odka !”

Som eth in g  a bou t  h er  sm ile both er ed m e. Clea r ly ,
n o on e else in  th e r oom  h a d n ot iced, bu t  h er  lips
looked slig h t ly …fix ed to m e. A s if sh e’d r ea d a bou t
sm iles,  bu t  n ev er  a ctu a lly  tr ied on e ou t  befor e.

“ It ’s v er y  n ice to m eet  y ou ,”  sh e sa id,  a n d I n ea r ly
ch oked, beca u se sh e w a s spea kin g  En g lish  w ith  th e
sor t  of cod-Ru ssia n  a ccen t  m y  n a n ’s w h iskey -sodden
br idg e fr ien ds w ou ld a ttem pt  w h en  h er  fa t  w h ite ca t
lea pt  on  th eir  la p.

I n ea r ly  ex pected h er  to sa y ,  “ So, Mister  Bon d,”
bu t  of cou r se sh e didn ’t .  Sh e ju st  sm iled th a t  slig h t ly
in a ccu r a te sm ile a t  ev er y on e a n d a n n ou n ced, in  th a t



a ccen t  of h er s,  th a t  sh e w a s g oin g  to th e ba r  for  th e
v odka .

“ Na h , n a h , lov e,  y ou  sit  dow n , som eon e’ll br in g
it ,”  Da z sa id.

“ I don ’t  tr u st  th e w a iter s h er e,”  sh e sa id
h a u g h tily .  “ Th ey  w ill spit  in  ou r  dr in ks.”

So sa y in g , sh e sta lked off on  h er  v er t ig in ou s h eels,
a n d a ll fou r  of u s w a tch ed h er  g o.

Yep, sh e w a s g or g eou s,  bu t  a bou t  a s a u th en tic a s
Pa m ela  A n der son ’s br ea sts.

 
* * *

 
Som eh ow , “ Na ta ly a ”  m a n a g ed to a v oid

con v er sa t ion  in  Ru ssia n  for  th e r est  of th e m eet in g .
Wh en ev er  Yu r i or  A n a tole a sked h er  som eth in g  in
th a t  la n g u a g e, sh e r espon ded th a t  sh e pr efer r ed to
ta lk in  En g lish .  Her  speech  w a s pepper ed w ith  lit t le
Ru ssia n -ism s, a  da h er e,  a  niet th er e,  w h ich  w er e n ice
tou ch es,  a n d sh e w a s a  fa n ta st ic a ctr ess w h o n ev er
on ce let  slip th a t  sh e ba r ely  u n der stood a  w or d th e
Ru ssia n s w er e sa y in g .

Bu t ,  w ell.  Ba sica lly ,  I’m  a  su spiciou s ba sta r d. It ’s
m y  job to be a  su spiciou s ba sta r d. A n d I w a s
su spiciou s of h er .

“ Na ta ly a  h er e r u n s a  ch a r ity ,  don ’t  y ou , ba be?”
Da z r a tt led h er  g olden -ta n n ed sh ou lder s,  a n d sh e
g a v e ev er y  im pr ession  th a t  sh e didn ’t  m in d.

“ Da.  Da r r en  is g iv in g  h a lf th e m on ey  fr om  th e
footba ll sa le to m y  ch a r ity .”



Hello.
“ Wh a t  kin d of ch a r ity ?”  a sked A n a tole.
I bet  it ’s th e kin d th a t  in v olv es g u n s.
“ It ’s ca lled Wa r Dog s,”  Na ta ly a  sa id in  h er  br isk

a ccen t .  “ We r escu e a n d r e-h om e a n im a ls w h o h a v e
been  left  h om eless by  w a r s.”

Th e in for m a tion  w a s r ela y ed to A n a tole v ia  Yu r i,
w h o looked pu t-ou t  th a t  h e w a s h a v in g  to m ess
a r ou n d w ith  th is ch a r a de w h en  th e g ir l spoke
per fect ly  g ood Ru ssia n .

“ A h ,”  A n a tole sa id.  “ Is g ood ch a r ity .  Is g ood for
m y  fr ien d Da z Kin g , for …”  He tr a iled off a n d a sked
Yu r i h ow  to sa y  it  w a s g ood for  Da z’s im a g e.

Da z,  of cou r se,  a g r eed w ith  h im , a n d th er e w a s a
lon g , tediou s session  of on e-u pm a n sh ip w h er e th ey
both  tr ied to ou t-do th e oth er  w ith  th eir  pu blic do-
g oodin g .

I r a n  m y  ey es ov er  Na ta ly a  a n d sm iled. Sh e
blin ked a t  m e slow ly ,  th en  dism issed m e fr om  h er
sph er e of a t ten t ion . Fin e,  oka y .  I kn ew  m y  pla ce.  Bu t  I
a lso kn ew  w h en  som eon e’s fa kin g  it .

A n a tole a n d Da z su r e w er e.  It  w a s n a u sea t in g ,
a ctu a lly .  Both  of th ese m en  w er e n a sty  pieces of w or k
w h o tr ea ted h u m a n  bein g s like belon g in g s a n d
th ou g h t  n oth in g  of g u n n in g  th em  dow n  for  m in or
offen ces.  A n d y et  both  of th em  h a d cu lt iv a ted im a g es
of ph ila n th r opy , g iv in g  m on ey  to ch a r it ies a n d
bu ildin g  w in g s on  h ospita ls a n d bein g  ph otog r a ph ed
w ith  sm a ll flu ffy  a n im a ls.

My  dislike of A n a tole h a d r ocketed, ir r a t ion a lly ,



w h en  I sa w  h im  kick on e of th ose sm a ll flu ffy
a n im a ls.  It  pr oba bly  h a d som eth in g  to do w ith  m y
n a n ’s a for em en tion ed w h ite ca t ,  w h o w a s a  w h ole lot
n icer  to m e th a n  sh e ev er  w a s.

Bu t  don ’t  g et  m e sta r ted on  m y  ch ildh ood. Rea lly .
Ev en tu a lly  Yu r i r em in ded A n a tole of h is oth er

a ppoin tm en ts,  w h ich  a s I u n der stood it ,  con sisted of
ch eckin g  in to h is sw a n ky  h otel,  bu y in g  som e
ex pen siv e ca r s,  lookin g  a t  pr oper ty  in  Ma y fa ir  th a t
cost  m or e th a n  som e sm a ll Eu r opea n  cou n tr ies a n d
h a v in g  h is h a ir  cu t  by  som eon e w h ose h ou r ly  w a g e
ex ceeded m y  y ea r ly  on e.

“ Yea h  y ea h , r ig h t ,”  Da z sa id,  w h ich  seem ed to be
h is equ iv a len t  of a  con v er sa t ion a l seg u e. “ Pa r ty  on
Sa tu r da y , y ea h ? You  com in g ?”

“ Of cou r se,”  A n a tole r eplied.  “ I w ill—h ow  y ou
sa y ?—br in g  a  bott le,  y es?”  He la u g h ed lou dly  a t  th is
h ila r iou s joke,  a n d Da z join ed in .  So did Peter  a n d
Yu r i,  a lth ou g h  I n ot iced Na ta ly a  declin ed.

I m a de a  m en ta l n ote to g et  m y self in to th a t
pa r ty ,  n ot  on ly  to dig  a r ou n d Da z’s per son a l effects,
bu t  to fin d ou t  w h a t  th e h ell w a s g oin g  on  w ith  th e
delig h tfu l Na ta ly a .



Ch a pter  Tw o
Sa tu r da y  da w n ed, a s g r a y  a n d dr izzly  a s a n y

fest iv e da y  in  En g la n d. A fter  a  da y  of m eet in g  th e
footba ll tea m ’s m a n a g er ,  coa ch  a n d sta r  pla y er s,  w e
set  off in  A n a tole’s n ew est  a cqu isit ion , a  fu lly  pim ped-
ou t  BMW X5 , for  deepest  da r kest  Ch esh ir e a n d Da z’s
cou n tr y  sea t .

It ’s a  tr u th  u n iv er sa lly  a ckn ow ledg ed th a t  th e
a v er a g e Br it ish  footba ller  h a s th e ta ste a n d
r efin em en t  of a  dea d g n a t .  Da z,  w h o ow n ed a n  en t ir e
tea m  of su ch  a esth etes,  w a s n o ex cept ion . Th e
cou r ty a r d of h is la r g e,  iv y -cov er ed h ou se h eld a
sta tu e of th r ee w om en  w ith  en or m ou s br ea sts,
pou r in g  w a ter  a ll ov er  ea ch  oth er  a n d leer in g .  Th ey
w er e su r r ou n ded by  so m a n y  su per ca r s it  looked a s if
th ey ’d been  br eedin g . Wh ole fa m ilies of Fer r a r is
clu ster ed tog eth er ,  ba lefu lly  ey ein g  u p th e
con tin g en t  fr om  La m bor g h in i.

In side,  th e h ou se w a s th e u su a l footba ller ’s in su lt
to a ll th a t  is ta stefu l a n d eleg a n t .  Th e r equ isite sh a g
pile ca r pet  squ idg ed u n der foot ,  a n d I felt  a bsolu tely
su r e th a t  som ew h er e th er e w ou ld be a  libr a r y  fu ll of
u n r ea d lea th er -bou n d cla ssics.

“ A n a tole,  m a te,”  Da z g r eeted h im
en th u sia st ica lly .  His pu pils looked a  lit t le u n ev en . So
it  w a s on e of th ose pa r t ies,  eh ?

His ey es w a n der ed ov er  m e a n d h e sa id
dism issiv ely ,  “ Ser v a n ts a r e dow n sta ir s,  m a te.”

Yu r i g a v e m e a  su per ior  look. I doffed a n



im a g in a r y  ca p a n d a m bled tow a r ds th e kitch en  to
fin d m y self som e beer .

I w a sn ’t  pla n n in g  on  dr in kin g  th e beer .  Bu t  it  w a s
a  h ell of a  u sefu l pr op.

A  w eek or  tw o befor e,  a n  SO1 7  oper a t iv e,  posin g
a s a  g lossy  g ossip m a g  jou r n a list ,  h a d obta in ed a ccess
to Da z’s h om e a n d secu r ity  sy stem s. Sh e’d pr ov ided
m e w ith  a  floor  pla n  a n d com pu ter  codes for  th e
sy stem  w h ich  r a n  ev er y th in g  fr om  h is a u tom a tic
lig h ts to th e bu r g la r  a la r m .

Beer  in  h a n d, I pa ssed a  cou ple of r oom s w h er e
ta ttooed pr em ier  lea g u e footba ller s da n ced, sh ir t less,
on  ta bles w h ile th eir  pa in fu lly  th in ,
blea ch ed’n ’ta n n ed, ov er -m a n icu r ed, ov er -ex posed
w iv es a n d g ir lfr ien ds lolled a bou t  dr in kin g  Cr ista l
a n d g ossipin g  a bou t  ea ch  oth er s’ boob jobs.  Da z’s office
w a s on  th e u pper  floor ,  w h ich  w a s officia lly  off lim its
to th e pa r ty -g oer s.  Th is r u le w a s en for ced by  a  door
h idden  by  th e tu r n  of th e g r a n d sta ir ca se,  w h ich
cou ld on ly  be open ed by  m ea n s of a  sw ipe ca r d a n d
key pa d code.

Bu t  I w a sn ’t  h ea ded th er e y et .  Secu r ity  ca m er a s
w h ir r ed in  ev er y  r oom , a n d it  occu r r ed to m e th a t  if I
cou ld sell th eir  con ten ts to th e ta bloids,  I cou ld m a ke
a  for tu n e.

I m a de m y  w a y  in to th e u n for g iv in g  n ig h t ,
br ea th  m a kin g  clou ds in  th e cold,  da m p a ir ,  to th e
g u a r ds h u t  a t  th e en tr a n ce to th e g r ou n ds. Th er e
w er e a  cou ple of m en  on  du ty  th er e,  ch eckin g
in v ita t ion s a n d w a tch in g  C-list  celebs m a kin g  fools of



th em selv es on  th e CCTV . In  th e cor n er ,  a  ta cky  soa p
oper a  w a s a ir in g  y et  a n oth er  Ch r istm a s specia l on  a
TV  so sm a ll a n d t in n y  it  w a s a lm ost  u n w a tch a ble.

I clin ked tog eth er  a  cou ple of beer  bott les.  Th ey
w er e u n open ed, bu t  th e sleepin g  pills in  m y  pocket
cou ld be a dded in  th e blin k of a n  ey e.

“ Hey , la ds,  th ou g h t  y ou  m ig h t  fa n cy  a …”  I
pu sh ed th e door  open  a n d tr a iled off.  Both  m en  w er e
fa st  a sleep, lollin g  in  th eir  ch a ir s,  sn or in g  lou dly .  On e
of th em  w a s cov er ed in  tea  fr om  th e m u g  h e’d
dr opped on  th e floor .

Som eon e h a d a lr ea dy  been  h er e.
Sh it .
I sn iffed a t  th e spilt  tea ,  bu t  it  didn ’t  y ield a n y

specia l secr ets to m e. Th er e w a s a  sw eet  sm ell in  th e
a ir ,  bu t  it  w a sn ’t  a n y th in g  th a t  h a d been  a dded to
th e g u a r ds’ dr in ks.  Sett in g  dow n  m y  bott les,  I
g la n ced a r ou n d for  a  secu r ity  ca m er a  a n d sa w  on e
poin ted a t  th e com pu ter  ba n k.

Well,  th a t  w a s h elpfu l.
Ta ppin g  in to th e sy stem , I sta r ted to ch eck th e

r ecor ds of th e g u a r ds h u t  ca m er a , on ly  to discov er
th a t  it  h a dn ’t  r ecor ded a n y th in g  for  th e la st  h a lf
h ou r …a n d th a t  th e pr ecedin g  ten  m in u tes h a d been
w iped fr om  th e sy stem ’s m em or y .

Wh en  I ch ecked th e r est  of th e cir cu it ,  I fou n d
th a t  w h ile ev er y  ca m er a  w a s displa y in g  a n  im a g e on
th e scr een s,  n on e of it  w a s bein g  r ecor ded.

Cu r iou ser  a n d cu r iou ser .  I log g ed in to th e sy stem
m em or y  to see w h o h a d sw itch ed off th e r ecor din g .



A n d discov er ed th a t  it  h a d been  don e by  Da z Kin g .
Or ,  a t  lea st ,  som eon e w ith  Da z’s secu r ity  code.
I sn iffed th e a ir  a g a in .  Th a t  sw eet  sm ell w a s a

lit t le bit  like per fu m e. A ctu a lly ,  a  lot  like per fu m e.
Well,  w ell,  I th ou g h t .  Looks  like w e have a fem m e

fatale on our hands  here,  Nate.  And three guesses  as  to
w ho it is .

* * *
 
Lu ke th in ks it ’s h ila r iou s th a t  I n a m ed m y  g u n ,

bu t  I kn ow  for  a  fa ct  th a t  h e ta lks to h is.  A n y w a y , I
like m y  g u n . It ’s been  v er y  h elpfu l to m e in  t ig h t
spots.  It ’s ca lled Belin da , a fter  th e g ir l w h o h elped m e
pa ss En g lish  w h en  I w a s six teen .

I h a d Belin da —th e g u n , th is t im e, n ot  th e g ir l—in
a  br a ce u n der  m y  ja cket ,  a n d m y  h a n d h ov er ed
r ea dy  to dr a w  h er  a s I m a de m y  w a y  to Da z’s stu dy .
Bu t  th e r oom  a ppea r ed em pty ,  th e on ly  lig h t  com in g
fr om  th e com pu ter  scr een  w h ich  m a de ev er y th in g
look g r een  a n d r a th er  spooky .

Bu t  bein g  a  big  str on g  sca r y  spy ,  I w a sn ’t  sca r ed.
Mu ch .

A  qu ick sw eep of th e r oom  r ev ea led n o on e h idin g
in  a  da r ken ed cor n er ,  so I set  dow n  m y  g u n  a n d
ch ecked ou t  th e com pu ter .  Th er e w er e n o pr og r a m s
open , so if a n y on e h a d been  h er e befor e m e, I didn ’t
kn ow  w h a t  th ey  w er e lookin g  for .  A n d I w a sn ’t  su r e I
h a d th e lu x u r y  of h a n g in g  a r ou n d to fin d ou t .

I stu ck a  USB st ick in to th e com pu ter  a n d sta r ted
dow n loa din g  files.  I didn ’t  ch eck th eir  con ten ts,  ju st



g ot  ev er y th in g  fr om  th e h a r d dr iv e,  a s w ell a s a n
in ter n et  ca ch e a n d list  of bookm a r ks.  I cou ld ch eck
th em  a ll ou t  la ter .  It ’d be ea sier  if I cou ld ju st  lift  th e
w h ole h a r d dr iv e ou t ,  bu t  th en  Da z m ig h t  g et
su spiciou s.

Dr u m m in g  m y  fin g er s on  m y  th ig h —so a s n ot  to
cr ea te a n y  n oise th a t  m ig h t  a ler t  a n y on e else to m y
pr esen ce,  or  h ide th eir s fr om  m e—I w a tch ed th e
tr a n sfer  ba r  cr eep u p, lit t le by  lit t le.

A n d beca m e a w a r e of a  n oise.
A t  fir st  I th ou g h t  it  w a s h ea v y  br ea th in g  a n d

m a de a  fa ce of disg u st .  No dou bt  Da z h a d lu r ed som e
y ou n g  lov ely  u psta ir s for  a  qu ickie.  Hopefu lly ,  th ey ’d
be h ea din g  to on e of th e bedr oom s, a n d n ot  in  h er e.

Bu t  I m a de r ea dy  to sn a tch  th e USB st ick fr ee a n d
lea p in to th e sh a dow s, ju st  in  ca se.

Th en  I r ea lized th e n oise w a s n ot  com in g  fr om
ou tside th e r oom . It  w a s com in g —I listen ed ca r efu lly —
fr om  a  sm a ll cu pboa r d on  th e fa r  side.

A  cu pboa r d I’d dism issed w h en  I en ter ed a s fa r  too
sm a ll for  a  per son  to h ide in .

Stu pid Na te.  I picked u p Belin da  a n d cr ept  a s
silen t ly  a s possible tow a r ds th e cu pboa r d, pr a y in g
th a t  th e floor  w ou ldn ’t  squ ea k. It  didn ’t ,  a n d I m a de it
ov er  th er e w ith ou t  m a kin g  a  sou n d—a t  lea st ,  n ot  on e
th a t  cou ld be picked u p ov er  th e w h eezin g  com in g
fr om  th e cu pboa r d.

It  sou n ded to m e like som eon e h y per v en tila t in g .
Ma y be h a v in g  a n  a sth m a  a tta ck.  Ma y be su ffoca t in g .
Th er e w a s a  str on g  possibility  th a t  Da z h a d locked



som eon e in  th er e on  pu r pose to die.  It  w a s a  h or r ible
idea ,  bu t  th en  h e w a s a  h or r ible m a n .

I took a  br ea th , cou n ted to th r ee a n d y a n ked open
th e door  w ith  on e h a n d w h ile a im in g  m y  g u n  w ith
th e oth er .

A n d sta r ed.
“ Hu h ,”  I sa id.



Ch a pter  Th r ee
Hu ddled in side th e t in y  cu pboa r d, folded u p like

or ig a m i,  w a s Na ta ly a .  Sh e w a s sh a kin g  a n d
h y per v en tila t in g ,  h er  ch eeks sta in ed w ith  m a sca r a ,
h er  fa ce g lea m in g  w ith  a n  u n h ea lth y  pa llor .  Wh en
sh e sa w  m e, in stea d of m a kin g  ex cu ses or  tr y in g  to
r u n  or  h u r t  m e, sh e th r ew  h er  a r m s a r ou n d m y  leg s
a n d clu n g  to m e.

In ter est in g .
“ Uh , Na ta ly a ?”  I sa id,  a n d sh e sh u dder ed a n d

looked u p a t  m e.
“ I n eed a ir ,”  sh e w h isper ed, v oice tr em blin g .  “ I

n eed…”
“ Yes?”
“ I n eed to g et  ou t ,”  sh e sa id a n d m a de a  lu r ch

tow a r ds th e w in dow .
I follow ed, a  lit t le u n cer ta in ,  g u n  st ill in  h a n d,

bu t  a ll sh e r ea lly  seem ed to w a n t  to do w a s g u lp in
som e fr esh  a ir .  Bein g  Decem ber ,  of cou r se,  sa id a ir
w a s bloody  fr eezin g ,  a n d sh e sh iv er ed a ttr a ct iv ely  a s
sh e h u ddled by  th e w in dow .

“ Cla u str oph obia ?”  I a sked, w a tch in g  h er  ta ke
deep br ea th s.  Th e fa ct  th a t  th is en ta iled w a tch in g
h er  br ea sts w a s of lit t le to n o con sequ en ce to a
pr ofession a l like m e.

Sh e n odded, sh u dder in g .
“ In  th a t  ca se,”  I sa id,  “ I ca n ’t  h elp w on der in g

w h a t  y ou  w er e doin g  in side a  cu pboa r d.”
Na ta ly a  r u bbed h er  a r m s, w h ich  w er e pr ickled



w ith  g ooseflesh . Th ey  w er e ba r e,  like a  lot  of th e r est
of h er .  Her  dr ess w a s ba ckless,  sideless,  a n d v er y
n ea r ly  fr on t less,  too.  It  w a s lon g , bu t  th er e w er e h ig h
slits u p ea ch  side.

Sh e h a d g r ea t  leg s.  I n ot iced th a t  pu r ely
object iv ely ,  in  ca se I sh ou ld,  y ou  kn ow , h a v e to m a ke
a  descr ipt ion .

“ I w a s h idin g ,”  sh e w h isper ed, pu llin g  th e
w in dow  sh u t .  “ I th ou g h t  y ou  w er e Da z.”

“ I’m  n ot ,”  I sa id,  a n d sh e g a v e m e a n  u p-a n d-
dow n  so sw ift  I n ea r ly  m issed it .

“ No,”  sh e sa id soft ly ,  “ y ou ’r e n ot .”
I didn ’t  m iss th e look sh e g a v e m e th is t im e,

h ow ev er .
Wh en  I w a s a  kid,  m y  n a n , a s I th in k I m en tion ed,

h a d a  h u g e w h ite ca t .  He u sed to sta lk loca l v er m in ,
m ice a n d bir ds a n d th in g s,  a n d w h en  h e spotted
som eth in g  h e w a n ted to kill,  h e’d cr ou ch  dow n  low
a n d h is ey es w ou ld fix  on  th e ta r g et ,  a n d th e m ost
ca lcu la t in g  ex pr ession  w ou ld com e ov er  h is fa ce.

I w a s seein g  th a t  sa m e ex pr ession  on  Na ta ly a ’s
m a keu p-str ea ked fa ce.

“ Ca n  I g et  y ou  a  g la ss of w a ter ?”  I sa id a br u pt ly .
“ I’m  feelin g  m u ch  better ,”  sh e sa id,  slidin g

sin u ou sly  to h er  feet .
“ Yea h . Bu t  h y dr a t ion  is im por ta n t ,”  I sa id.  “ I

th in k th er e’s a  bedr oom  n ex t  door .  I’m  su r e it  h a s a
ba th r oom  a n d I ca n  g et  y ou  som e w a ter .  Ma y be y ou
sh ou ld lie dow n .”

Sh e g a v e m e a  slow , sen su ou s blin k. “ Th a t  sou n ds



like a  g ood idea ,”  sh e pu r r ed.
Ju st  like th e ca t .
Her  h a n d slipped in to m in e a n d I cou ldn ’t  h elp

bu t  n ot ice h ow  cla m m y  h er  pa lm  w a s.  Sh e’d
r ecov er ed qu ickly ,  bu t  it  w a s m y  g u ess th a t  th e
cla u str oph obia  w a s r ea l.

Th er e w a s in deed a  bedr oom  n ex t  door ,  a n d it  did
in deed h a v e a  ba th r oom  a tta ch ed. Na ta ly a  a r r a n g ed
h er self bea u t ifu lly  on  th e edg e of th e bed, toein g  off
h er  sh oes a n d r u bbin g  on e ba r e foot  a g a in st  h er  ca lf.

I w on der ed h ow  fa r  sh e’d g o w ith  th is.  Sedu ce m e
a ll th e w a y , or  ju st  t ie m e to th e bed a n d lea v e m e
th er e?

I w a sn ’t  a bou t  to fin d ou t .  Mor e’s th e pity .  I filled a
tooth br u sh  m u g  w ith  w a ter ,  a dded on e of th e pills I’d
ea r m a r ked for  th e g u a r ds a n d h a n ded it  ov er .
“ Bottom s u p,”  I sa id ch eer fu lly  a n d w a tch ed h er
dr in k.

If sh e’d kn ocked ou t  th e g u a r ds,  ch a n ces a r e sh e’d
been  pla n n in g  th e sa m e for  m e. A h  w ell,  g ood job I
w a sn ’t  g oin g  to let  h er  sedu ce m e.

Da m m it .
 

* * *
 
Tw o n ig h ts befor e Ch r istm a s, a n d a ll th r ou g h  th e

h ou se,  n ot  a  cr ea tu r e w a s st ir r in g .  Most ly  beca u se I’d
dr u g g ed th em  a ll.  Ha v in g  slipped a  lit t le som eth in g
in to A n a tole a n d Yu r i’s dr in ks,  I r olled m y  ey es a t  th e
r est  of th e pa r ty g oer s a n d lu g g ed th e tw o Ru ssia n s



ou t  to th e X5 . Cu ffin g  th em  in  th e ba ck sea t ,  I
ca r efu lly  pla ced Na ta ly a  in  th e fr on t  sea t ,  a n d w e set
off ba ck to Lon don .

It  w a s kin d of cr eepy , a ctu a lly .  I w on der ed idly  if
A n a tole a n d Yu r i h a d been  pa r ta kin g  of th e oth er
su bsta n ces on  offer .  If so,  m y  sleepin g  pills m ig h t  kill
th em . Yea h , a n d see m e cr y  a bou t  it .

A n a tole h a d r en ted a  sw a n ky  pla ce in  Belg r a v ia ,
so I dr opped h im  a n d Yu r i off th er e,  secu r e in  th e
kn ow ledg e th ey ’d be ou t  like lig h ts u n t il a t  lea st
m idda y . Nev er th eless,  I set  u p su r v eilla n ce on  th em
w h ile th ey  slept ,  so if a n y th in g  h a ppen ed, I’d kn ow
a bou t  it .

Th en  I g ot  ba ck in  th e X5 , ch ecked on  Na ta ly a
a n d dr ov e to Ha m m er sm ith .

It ’s a  fu n n y  th in g  a bou t  Lon don . Geog r a ph ica lly
spea kin g , Belg r a v ia  a n d Ha m m er sm ith  a r e n ot  th a t
fa r  a w a y  fr om  ea ch  oth er .  A ctu a lly ,  th e Lon don
bor ou g h s a r e r ig h t  n ex t  door  to ea ch  oth er .  Bu t
w h er ea s th e plea sa n t  str eets of Belg r a v ia  a r e lin ed
w ith  Por sch es a n d Ma ser a t is a n d ev er y  h ou se costs
m or e th a n  th e a n n u a l bu dg ets of m a n y  la r g e
m u lt in a t ion a l cor por a t ion s,  cr oss in to Ha m m er sm ith
a n d y ou ’ll fin d it ’s u su a lly  on  fir e.

Ha s ch a r a cter ,  th ou g h . A n d a ppa r en t ly  it ’s “ u p-
a n d-com in g ” ,  w h ich  m ea n s th a t  a t  lea st  th e fir es g et
pu t  ou t .

I liv ed th er e,  a t  lea st  w h en  I w a sn ’t  off sa v in g  th e
w or ld a n d w h a tn ot .  I’d been  r en t in g  n ea r er  to SO1 7 ’s
ba se,  w h ich  w a s a  cou ple of h ou r s a w a y , bu t  th e



Ha m m er sm ith  fla t  w a s a ll m y  ow n .
I u n locked th e door ,  ca r r ied Na ta ly a  in side a n d

tr ied to fig u r e ou t  w h a t  to do w ith  h er .  Clea r ly ,  sh e
w a s g u ilty  of som eth in g , w h ich  m ea n t  I didn ’t  feel too
ba d a bou t  h a n dcu ffin g  h er  to th e bed. Bu t  on  th e
oth er  h a n d…

I on ly  h a d on e bedr oom , a n d I w a n ted to sleep,
too.

I looked a t  th e deliciou s h a n dfu l in  m y  a r m s.
Well,  da m m it ,  I cou ldn ’t  v er y  w ell h a n dcu ff h er  to
th e sofa ,  cou ld I?

Scow lin g ,  I stom ped in to th e bedr oom , du m ped
h er  in  m y  bed a n d cu ffed h er  h a n ds to th e h ea dboa r d.
Sh e cou ld da m n  w ell sta y  in  h er  cloth es.  Th e la st
th in g  I n eeded w a s a  n a ked w om a n  in  m y  bed.

Well,  a ctu a lly ,  it  w a sn ’t  th e la st  th in g  I n eeded a t
a ll.  It  w a s pr oba bly  th e fir st .  Da m m it .

I la y  on  th e sofa  for  th e r est  of th e n ig h t ,  a n d
didn ’t  sleep a  bit .

 
* * *

 
By  th e t im e m or n in g  a r r iv ed, a  cou ple of th eor ies

h a d for m ed in  m y  h ea d. Well,  w h a t  w ith  th e
sca n tily -cla d tem ptr ess n ex t  door ,  th er e w a sn ’t  m u ch
else to do. A t  lea st ,  n oth in g  I’d be pr epa r ed to tell y ou
a bou t .

Fir st  u p, m y  th eor y  w a s th a t  sh e w a s a  spy ,  sa m e
a s m e. Well,  clea r ly  n ot  sa m e a s m e, beca u se su r ely
sh e’d h a v e h a d better  in tellig en ce a n d w ou ld h a v e



kn ow n  th a t  A n a tole w a s g oin g  to fig u r e ou t  h er  la ck
of Ru ssia n  lin g u ist ic skills.  Besides,  w h o w a s sh e
w or kin g  for ? Cou ld be A m er ica n , I su pposed, bu t  th en
I st ill didn ’t  bu y  th e ter r ible a ccen t .

Un less…m a y be th e ba d a ccen t  w a s a  blu ff to pu t
m e off.  Ma y be it  w a s a ll som e ela bor a te sch em e—a
dou ble blu ff.  Ma y be sh e spoke per fect  Ru ssia n , bu t
w a s tr y in g  to kid A n a tole th a t  sh e didn ’t .  Ma y be, like
m e, sh e w a s plea din g  ig n or a n ce.

Bu t  th a t  w a s a  lit t le r isky ,  sin ce m en  like A n a tole
a n d Da z w er en ’t  kn ow n  for  th eir  sen se of h u m or .
Th ey  w ou ldn ’t  fin d it  a m u sin g  th a t  sh e w a s
pr eten din g .

So, ba ck to squ a r e on e a n d th e a ssu m ption  th a t
sh e r ea lly  didn ’t  spea k Ru ssia n . Th a t  sh e w a s
pr eten din g , beca u se…w h a t? Sh e’d seen  too m a n y
Bon d film s a n d th ou g h t  it  sou n ded g la m or ou s?
Gr a n ted, th er e w er e cer ta in  ty pes of m en  w h o fou n d
th a t  sor t  of th in g  a ttr a ct iv e.  Th er e w a s defin itely  a
m a r ket  for  m a il-or der  br ides fr om  th e Ea ster n  bloc.

Bu t  w h y  w a s sh e pr eten din g  in  th e fir st  pla ce?
A n d w h y  w a s sh e in  Da z’s office? How  h a d sh e g ot  h is
com pu ter  codes?

Wh a t  w a s sh e doin g ?
Oka y , so I lied a bou t  h a v in g  a  cou ple of th eor ies.  I

decided ea r ly  on  th a t  sh e cou ldn ’t  be a  spy ,  w h ich  left
m e w ith  th ief a n d jou r n a list ,  ba sica lly .  Sin ce Da z w a s
a ppa r en t ly  g iv in g  h er  m on ey  for  h er  ch a r ity ,  I
fig u r ed—

Wa it .  Her  ch a r ity .



I booted u p m y  com pu ter  a n d sea r ch ed for
Wa r Dog s a n d g ot  ev er y th in g  fr om  ca n in e h a n dler s to
spor ts tea m s. Sea r ch in g  th a t  in  con ju n ct ion  w ith
Na ta ly a ’s n a m e st ill didn ’t  g et  m e a n y th in g  u sefu l.  I
didn ’t  ev en  h a v e a  su r n a m e to g o on .

I sig h ed, g ot  som e coffee a n d sett led in  for  a  lon g ,
lon g  sea r ch . A bou t  sev en  a .m .,  th e old la dy  ov er  th e
r oa d plu g g ed in  h er  m u sica l Ch r istm a s lig h ts,  w h ich
su r e a s h ell didn ’t  fill m e w ith  g oodw ill tow a r ds h er .
Bin g le bon g , bin g le bon g , bin g le bin g le bon g … Ba h .

Hu m bu g .
Wh y  don ’t  old people sleep? My  n a n  u sed to g et  u p

a bou t  th r ee in  th e m or n in g  som etim es.  Dr ov e m e
m a d. Of cou r se,  I g et  u p a t  th r ee in  th e m or n in g  n ow ,
bu t  a t  lea st  I h a v e r ea son . Sh e u sed to ju st  stu m p
a r ou n d th e pla ce,  sw ea r in g .

I n a r r ow ed m y  ey es.  Spea kin g  of sw ea r in g ,  w a s I
becom in g  h a llu cin a tor y  fr om  la ck of sleep, or  w a s
som eon e in v en tin g  n ew  cu r se w or ds in  m y  bedr oom ?

I g r a bbed th e pot  of coffee,  n u dg ed open  th e door
a n d fou n d m y  la dy  tw isted u p in  th e cov er s,  sh ow in g
qu ite a  lot  of th ig h .

Sh e g low er ed a t  m e.
“ Good m or n in g ,”  I sa id,  lea n in g  in  th e door w a y .
“ Is it?”
Sh e looked like h ell.  La st  n ig h t ’s m a keu p w a s

sm u dg ed a ll ov er  h er  fa ce,  h er  h a ir  w a s a  tr a in -w r eck
a n d h er  lov ely  dr ess w a s cr ea sed a n d cr u m pled.
A bov e h er  h ea d, h er  h a n ds w er e st ill ch a in ed to m y
bedstea d. Th e str etch  m a de h er  ba ck a r ch , h er



br ea sts r ise.
Sh e looked like h ell,  bu t  a n  a ttr a ct iv e h ell.
Sh e licked h er  dr y  lips.  “ You  w a n t  som e w a ter ?”  I

a sked, a n d sh e g a v e m e a  filth y  look.
I sm iled.
“ Com e on , I h a d to,”  I sa id.
“ Did y ou .”  It  w a sn ’t  a  qu est ion . Her  w or ds w er e

like sla bs of g r a n ite.  Bu t  I’d been  h it  w ith  h a r der
th in g s.

“ Wh a t  w er e y ou  doin g  in  th a t  cu pboa r d?”  I a sked.
“ Pla y in g  h ide a n d seek. I w a s a bou t  to w in .”
“ Did y ou  sw itch  off Da z’s secu r ity  ca m er a s?”
“ Som eon e sw itch ed th em  off?”  Sh e w iden ed h er

ey es in  fa u x  in n ocen ce.
I ig n or ed it .  “ Som eon e did.”
“ Is th a t  so.”  On ce a g a in ,  it  w a sn ’t  a  qu est ion .
“ A r e y ou  r ea lly  cla u str oph obic?”
“ Yes.”  A  flicker  of—fea r ? r ev u lsion ? ter r or ?—

cr ossed h er  fa ce,  th en  it  w a s g on e, a n d h er  m a sk of
disda in  w a s ba ck.

“ So w h y  w er e y ou  in  th e cu pboa r d?”
Sh e g a v e m e a  n a r r ow -ey ed look. “ I don ’t  like

y ou ,”  sh e sa id.
“ Feelin g ’s m u tu a l,  sw eeth ea r t ,”  I r eplied,  w h ich

w a s a  lie,  beca u se I w a s sta r t in g  to like h er  a  lot .  I
didn ’t  tr u st  h er  a n  in ch , bu t  I liked h er .  I g u ess th a t
sa y s som eth in g  a bou t  m e, h u h ?

Sh e str etch ed, w h ich  w a s distr a ct in g ,  a n d r a tt led
th e h a n dcu ffs.  “ A r e y ou  g oin g  to lea v e m e like th is a ll
da y ?”



“ I m ig h t .  V iew ’s pr etty  g ood fr om  w h er e I a m .”
“ Per v er t .”
I g r in n ed.
“ Com e on ,”  sh e sa id.  “ My  a r m s a r e bloody  killin g

m e.”
I con sider ed th is.  Rig h t  n ow , I’d n o idea  h ow

da n g er ou s sh e m ig h t  be.  Of cou r se,  in  th a t  dr ess it ’d
be pr etty  h a r d to con cea l a n y  w ea pon r y ,  a n d I’d
r em ov ed h er  sh oes a n d jew elr y  la st  n ig h t .

“ Oka y ,”  I sa id.  “ Bu t  n ot  w ith ou t  Belin da .”
Sh e fr ow n ed, w a tch ed m e lea v e th e r oom . I r a n  a

g la ss of w a ter  for  h er ,  g r a bbed a n  ex tr a  coffee m u g
a n d m y  g u n  br a ce a n d w en t  ba ck in .

“ So w h er e’s th is Belin da ?”  sh e a sked a s I kn elt  on
th e edg e of th e bed a n d u n fa sten ed th e cu ffs.

I ta pped th e SIG-Sa u er  h a n g in g  u n der  m y  a r m .
“ Rig h t  h er e.”

Sh e g a v e a  ch oked la u g h . “ You ’r e kiddin g  m e.”
I g a v e h er  a  lev el look. “ I n ev er  kid w h en  I’m

a r m ed.”
Sh e sw a llow ed, a n d I sm iled in ter n a lly .  Th en  I

sa w  th e g en u in e fea r  in  h er  ey es a n d r ea ssessed.
Th e g u n  sca r ed h er .  Rea lly  sca r ed h er .  I’v e seen

fea r  befor e,  a n d sh e w a sn ’t  pr eten din g . Wh ich  m ea n t
sh e w a sn ’t  a  spook—pr oba bly  w a sn ’t  ev en  a  cop. You r
a v er a g e bea t  copper  in  Br ita in  doesn ’t  ca r r y  a  g u n ,
a n d n eith er  does y ou r  a v er a g e cit izen . We don ’t  h a v e
th e r ig h t  to bea r  a r m s. Well,  g en er a lly  spea kin g . I
per son a lly  h a d lots of r ig h ts.

Da z Kin g , on  th e oth er  h a n d, didn ’t .  Th is didn ’t



stop h im , h ow ev er ,  fr om  bea r in g  lots a n d lots of a r m s
a n d h a n din g  th em  ou t  like ca n dy  to h is fr ien ds a n d
follow er s.  It  w a s on e of th e r ea son s w e w er e so keen  to
keep A n a tole ou t  of th e pictu r e.  A n y on e w h o su pplied
Da z w ith  m or e w ea pon r y  w a s to be discou r a g ed
a lm ost  a s str on g ly  a s Da z h im self.

Th e g ir l on  th e bed in  fr on t  of m e h a d seen
fir ea r m s u p close a n d per son a l.  A n d seen  w h a t  th ey
cou ld do. Sh e w ou ldn ’t  be so sca r ed oth er w ise.

I kicked som e cloth es off a  ch a ir  a n d pu lled it  u p to
th e bed.

“ Wh a t ’s y ou r  n a m e?”
Sh e n ev er  took h er  ey es off m y  g u n . “ Na ta ly a .”
“ You r  r ea l n a m e.”
“ I—”
“ If y ou ’r e r ea lly  ca lled Na ta ly a  th en  m y  n a m e is

Dm itr i,”  I sa id.
“ Bu t—”
“ A n d didn ’t  y ou  u sed to h a v e a n  a ccen t?”
Her  m ou th  open ed. Th en  it  closed.
“ Cr a p,”  sh e sa id.



Ch a pter  Fou r
 
I let  h er  g o in to th e ba th r oom  to w a sh  h er  fa ce,

beca u se h er  ey elids w er e sta r t in g  to st ick tog eth er
w h en  sh e blin ked. My  bed w a s a  m ess fr om  a ll th a t
m a keu p, bu t  th a t  w a s th e lea st  of m y  w or r ies.

I didn ’t  ex pect  sh e’d tr y  to esca pe fr om  th e
ba th r oom , m ost ly  beca u se th e w in dow  w a s th e size of
a  posta g e sta m p, a n d I’d h a v e been  su r pr ised if sh e
tr ied to com m it  su icide w ith  a n y th in g  sh e fou n d in
th er e.  A bou t  th e m ost  h a za r dou s th in g  sh e cou ld do
w ou ld be to sw a llow  a  bott le of sh a m poo; I kept
m edica t ion  in  th e kitch en , a n d m y  r a zor  w a s h a r dly
cu tth r oa t .

Sh e em er g ed, clea n er ,  fr esh er ,  y ou n g er  w ith ou t
a ll th a t  cr a p on  h er  fa ce.  St ill pr etty ,  in  fa ct  m a y be
m or e so.

“ You  kn ow  w h a t  w ou ld be r ea lly  n ice?”  sh e sa id.
“ Som e r ea l cloth es.”

I g a v e h er  a  slow  on ce-ov er ,  w h ich  sh e didn ’t
seem  to a ppr ecia te,  th en  h a n ded h er  a  sw ea ter .  Sh e
tu g g ed it  on , th en  cu r led ba ck u p on  th e bed a n d
pu lled th e du v et  ov er  h er  leg s.  Sh e looked sm a ll a n d
a dor a ble.

“ Go on , th en ,”  sh e sa id,  a n d I sa t  in  th e ch a ir  by
th e bed a n d r eg a r ded h er .

“ Let ’s sta r t  w ith  y ou r  n a m e,”  I sa id,  a n d sh e
sig h ed.

“ Let ’s sta r t  w ith  w h o y ou  a r e befor e I tell y ou



a n y th in g .”
“ I’m  th e on e w ith  th e g u n  h er e,”  I r em in ded h er .
“ Yes,  w h ich  is w h y  I w a n t  to kn ow  w h o y ou  a r e.”

Sh e pa u sed, a n d th is t im e sh e looked m e ov er .  “ You ’r e
n ot  w or kin g  for  Da z.”

Sh e sou n ded like sh e w a s con v in cin g  h er self.
“ Wh a t  m a kes y ou  sa y  th a t?”

“ Well,  y ou ’r e a  lot  m or e plea sa n t  th a n  a n y on e h e
kn ow s.”

I sm iled. “ I th ou g h t  y ou  didn ’t  like m e.”
“ I don ’t .  Bu t  y ou ’r e…y ou ’r e n ot  like h im .”
I took th a t  a s a  com plim en t .
“ A r e y ou  a  cop?”
“ I w or k for  th e g ov er n m en t,”  I told h er ,  w h ich

w a s tr u e en ou g h .
“ Ou r  g ov er n m en t?”  sh e a sked, sh r ew dly .
“ Yep. I’m  n ot  g oin g  to h u r t  y ou .”
“ Ha h .”  Sh e g a v e Belin da  a  poin ted look.
“ I’m  pr oba bly  n ot  g oin g  to h u r t  y ou ,”  I a m en ded.

“ Look. I th in k y ou  ca n  h elp m e, a n d I ca n  h elp y ou
too.”

“ Oh  y ea h , y ou ’v e a lr ea dy  been  a  g r ea t  h elp,”  sh e
sa id,  foldin g  h er  a r m s.

“ I ca n  pr otect  y ou ,”  I sa id.
“ I don ’t  n eed y ou r  pr otect ion ,”  sh e sa id,  a n d I h eld

m y  ton g u e. Her  g a ze fell to th e du v et ,  a n d I cou ld
a lm ost  see th e cog s tu r n in g  in  h er  h ea d.

“ It ’s Da z,  isn ’t  it?”  sh e sa id,  h ea v ily .  “ He’s…y ou ’r e
g oin g  to…”

“ You  a lr ea dy  kn ow  h e’s ba d n ew s,”  I sa id qu iet ly .



“ Yes,”  sh e n odded w ith ou t  h esita t ion , “ h e is.”
Her  fin g er s pu lled a t  th e du v et  cov er .  Sh e st ill

didn ’t  look a t  m e.
“ Wh en ?”  sh e a sked.
“ Soon ,”  I told h er .  “ V er y  soon , if y ou  h elp m e

ou t .”
Sh e ch ew ed h er  lip.  I let  h er  th in k a bou t  it ; a fter

a ll,  sh e didn ’t  kn ow  m e fr om  A da m , didn ’t  kn ow  if I
w a s ly in g  to h er  or  m a kin g  sh it  u p a s I w en t  a lon g .
Didn ’t  kn ow  if I w a s g oin g  to kill h er  a s soon  a s I h a d
w h a t  I w a n ted. Didn ’t  ev en  kn ow  w h a t  I w a n ted.

“ Oka y ,”  sh e sa id ev en tu a lly ,  a n d qu ite br a v ely ,  I
th ou g h t .  “ Wh a t  do y ou  n eed?”

“ Fir st  off,  w h o a r e y ou ?”
Sh e picked a t  a  n a il.  “ I’m  a  con  a r t ist .”
“ …oh ,”  I sa id,  a n d sh e looked u p, sm ilin g  for  th e

fir st  t im e.
Sh e h a d a  kn ockou t  sm ile,  a n d w eir dly  en ou g h ,

th a t  r ev iv ed m e. Beca u se a  sm ile like th a t  cou ld on ly
com e fr om  a  con  a r t ist .

“ Sa m ,”  sh e sa id,  h oldin g  ou t  h er  h a n d.
“ Sa m a n th a  Ta y lor .”

I took it .  “ Plea sed to m eet  y ou ,”  I sa id.
“ Th is is th e pa r t  w h er e y ou  tell m e y ou r  n a m e,”

sh e pr om pted, a n d I ju st  sm iled.
“ Fin e,  Paddy,”  sh e sa id,  losin g  h er  sm ile.
“ A n d y ou ’r e con n in g  Da z?”  I sa id.  Sh e n odded.

“ Risky .”
“ Well,  du h .”  Sh e sta r ed ou t  th e w in dow  a t  th e

sa n dw ich  sh op a cr oss th e str eet .  “ I didn ’t  kn ow …n ot



ev er y th in g . I m ea n , I looked in to h im , of cou r se I did.
I’m  n ot  stu pid.  I kn ew  h e h a d som e sh a dy  dea ls g oin g
on . Th a t ’s w h y  I decided on  h im .”

“ Er ,  beca u se h e w a s sh a dy ?”
“ Of cou r se.”  Sh e looked a t  m e like I w a s sim ple.
“ You  don ’t  th in k con n in g  som eon e…str a ig h ter …

m ig h t  be sa fer ?”
“ No,”  sh e sa id.  “ Fir st  r u le,  y ou  ca n ’t  con  a n

h on est  m a n . For  on e th in g , it ’s a  sh it ty  th in g  to do,
a n d for  a n oth er ,  th ey  w on ’t  let  it  g o.  Som eon e like
Da z? Well,  h e’s g ot  so m a n y  fin g er s in  so m a n y  pies,
h e ca n ’t  possibly  g o cr y in g  to th e police a bou t  m e.”

“ Bu t  h e cou ld g iv e y ou  con cr ete boots a n d
in tr odu ce y ou  to th e bottom  of th e Th a m es.”

“ Well,  y es.  Th is w a s th e pa r t  I didn ’t  fin d ou t
u n til… Well,  it  w a s too la te.”  Sh e sh r u g g ed.
“ A n y w a y , I’m  n ot  g iv in g  u p n ow . Ev en  if…”

Sh e h esita ted, a n d w h en  n oth in g  m or e seem ed to
be for th com in g , I pr om pted h er .  “ Ev en  if?”

“ Ev en  if I pr oba bly  w on ’t  g et  m u ch . Th e dea l…”
A g a in  sh e h esita ted, sig h ed, bu t  th is t im e sh e w en t
on . “ Th e dea l w a s h e’d g iv e h a lf th e pr oceeds of th e
sa le of th e clu b to m y  ch a r ity .”

“ Wh ich  is,  pr esu m a bly ,  a s fa ke a s y ou r  a ccen t .”
Sh e g la r ed a t  m e. “ Yes,  it ’s fa ke.  A lth ou g h  I a m

g iv in g  som e of th e m on ey  to ch a r ity .”
“ How  sw eet  of y ou .”
Sh e ig n or ed th a t .  “ Bu t  th e th in g  is… Well,  y ou

w er e g ett in g  stu ff fr om  h is com pu ter ,  didn ’t  y ou  fin d
it  ou t?”



I g estu r ed for  h er  to r em in d m e. It  w a s a  g estu r e
I’d per fected, m or e fa cia l th a n  a n y th in g . In  a
n u tsh ell,  it  m ea n t  “ I could kn ow  th is,  bu t  ba sica lly
I’m  fa r  too bu sy  to r em em ber  it .”  Tr u th  w a s,  I’d spen t
so m u ch  t im e th in kin g  a bou t  “ Na ta ly a ”  la st  n ig h t ,  I
h a dn ’t  r ea lly  ev en  g iv en  Da z’s files m u ch  th ou g h t .
Ch r ist ,  th a t  w a s ba d of m e.

“ A n a tole isn ’t  pa y in g  Da z in  ca sh . He’s h a n din g
ov er  a  cou ple of g r a n d in  stocks a n d in v estm en ts,
leg it im a te stu ff,  so Da z ca n  pr eten d to th e w or ld it ’s
a ll com in g  in  in sta llm en ts.”

“ A n d h ow  is it  r ea lly  com in g ?”
Sh e w a s silen t  a  w h ile,  th en  sh e n odded m iser a bly

a t  Belin da .
“ Gu n s?”
“ Of a ll sh a pes a n d sizes.  Wea pon s a n d a r m a m en ts

—stu ff like body  a r m or  a n d boa t loa ds of a m m u n it ion .
A r m ou r -pier cin g  bu llets.  Ex plosiv es.  A n d Da z is
sett in g  u p bu y er s in  th e Middle Ea st .”

Yea h . We kn ew  th a t .  Kn ew  Da z’s con ta cts w en t
ou tside Lon don . We a lso kn ew  th a t  th ese da y s,
ev er y on e w a s sellin g  w ea pon s to ev er y on e. Da z
pr oba bly  w ou ldn ’t  be su ch  a  pr oblem , bu t  th e
su spicion  w a s…

“ I th in k h e’s sellin g  th em  to ter r or ist  g r ou ps,”
Sa m  sa id in  a  sm a ll,  fr ig h ten ed v oice,  a n d w ith ou t
r ea lly  th in kin g  a bou t  it ,  I w en t  ov er  to th e bed a n d
pu t  m y  a r m s a r ou n d h er .

Sh e sh iv er ed, th en  r ela x ed a g a in st  m e, soft  a n d
w a r m , h er  ch eek a g a in st  m y  n eck. I could get used to



this ,  I th ou g h t ,  a n d th en  sh e br u sh ed a g a in st  Belin da
a n d st iffen ed. Pu lled ba ck.

“ Spea kin g  of g u n s,”  sh e sa id,  a n d th e m om en t
w a s lost .

“ I’m  n ot  a  ter r or ist ,”  I sa id,  fir m ly .
…a  spr a y  of bu llets,  a  scr ea m ed or der ,  blood

spa tter in g  th e str eet…
“ I’m  r ea lly  n ot ,”  I r epea ted, per h a ps a  lit t le m or e

v eh em en tly  th a n  I n eeded to.
Sa m  n odded, w a r ily .  “ Wh o a r e y ou ?”
“ I…ca tch  ba d g u y s.”
“ So y ou  are  a  cop.”
“ Not  ex a ct ly .  Look, Sa m . I n eed to kn ow  a n y th in g

else y ou  ca n  tell m e.”  Wh en  sh e h esita ted, I sa id,  “ I
ca n  pr otect  y ou . I sw ea r  it .”

“ Ca n ,”  sh e sa id,  “ or  w ill?”
“ Will,”  I sa id.  “ I pr om ise.”
Th er e w a s a  silen ce.  Sh e w a s st ill v er y  close,  a n d I

cou ld feel th e h ea t  com in g  fr om  h er  skin .
“ I don ’t  tr u st  y ou ,”  sh e sa id,  a n d I th ou g h t ,  I don’t

blam e you.
 

* * *
 
Na ta ly a —da m n , I m ea n  Sa m —took a  sh ow er ,  a n d

I ja m m ed th e USB st ick in to m y  com pu ter  a n d
dow n loa ded it  a ll,  sen din g  it  to th e office,  a n d to Lu ke,
too.  Idly ,  sin ce sh e w a s spen din g  so m u ch  bloody  t im e
in  th e sh ow er ,  I Goog led Sa m a n th a  Ta y lor .  I didn ’t
fin d a n y th in g —or  r a th er ,  I fou n d a  m illion



som eth in g s.
Goog le w a s a ll decked ou t  for  Ch r istm a s. Toda y

w a s Ch r istm a s Ev e,  I r ea lized w ith  a  jolt .  Da m n , if I
h a d a n y  kin d of life I’d h a v e kn ow n  th a t .

Nex t  y ea r ,  I pr om ised m y self.  Nex t  y ea r ,
Ch r istm a s Ev e w ill be a  h a ppy , ch eer fu l da y  filled
w ith  la st-m in u te decor a t ion s or  sh oppin g  or
w h a tev er  th e h ell it  is people do th e da y  befor e
Ch r istm a s. Sin g  ca r ols or  w h a tev er .

On  th e th ir d da y  of Ch r istm a s m y  tr u e lov e g a v e
to m e…th r ee pieces of in fo,  tw o a r m s dea ler s a n d a
con -a r t ist  in  m y  sh ow er .

Yea h . Th e or ig in a l w or ds w or ked better .
Sa m  em er g ed, w et  h a ir  br u sh in g  h er  sh ou lder s,

st ill in  la st  n ig h t ’s dr ess.
“ You  ca n  keep th e sw ea ter ,”  I told h er ,  beca u se

sh e w a s m ig h ty  distr a ct in g  in  th a t  t in y  scr a p of
fa br ic.

“ Th a n ks,”  sh e sa id.  “ I w a s g oin g  to.”
Sh e a sked m e to ca ll for  a  ca b, bu t  I w a sn ’t  fa llin g

for  th a t .  “ I’ll dr iv e y ou ,”  I sa id a n d ig n or ed h er
pr otests.  I n eeded to see w h er e sh e liv ed. Needed to
kn ow .

Sh e dir ected m e to Ma y fa ir ,  w h ich  I w a s pr etty
su r e w a s a  lie,  bu t  th en  sh e g ot  a  key  fr om  th e t in y
ba g  sh e’d been  ca r r y in g  la st  n ig h t  a n d u n locked a
door  in  a  sw a n ky  tow n h ou se.

I follow ed h er  in .
“ I didn ’t  in v ite y ou ,”  sh e sa id.
“ I kn ow .”



Sh e g la r ed a t  m e, a n d I sm iled ba ck. I w a sn ’t
lea v in g  u n til I w a s su r e th is w a s h er  pla ce.

In side w a s a  com m u n a l h a llw a y , w h er e sh e
collected h er  m a il a n d sifted th r ou g h  it  a s sh e
clim bed a  w ide sta ir ca se,  m u tter in g ,  “ Bill,  bill,  ju n k,
bill… How  do I g et  on  th ese m a ilin g  lists?”

“ For g ot  to t ick a  box ,”  I sa id.
Sh e stopped a t  a  door  pa in ted r ed a n d fit ted a

secon d key  to th e lock.  “ I sw ea r ,  th e oth er  da y  I g ot  a
‘Sa v e Th e Tr ees’ lea flet  in  th e m a il,  a n d I w a s like,
‘How  m a n y  tr ees w er e felled to pr in t  th a t ,  h u h ?’”

I sm iled, so distr a cted th a t  I a lm ost—a lm ost
m issed th e la r g e pa cket  in  h er  oth er  h a n d.

It  w a s a ddr essed by  h a n d, a n d th e sta m ps w er e
stu ck on  w ith  ta pe.

“ Ooh , som eon e likes m e,”  sh e sa id a s sh e pu sh ed
open  th e door ,  a n d I sn a tch ed th e pa cket  fr om  h er .
“ Hey !”

I r a n  m y  h a n ds ov er  it .  La r g e,  pa dded en v elope,
fest iv e st icker s on  it .  Un ev en  con ten ts.  Bu m py . Soft
spots.  Oil sta in s on  th e w r a ppin g .

Postm a r ked th r ee w eeks a g o.
Tim e seem ed to cr y sta llize for  a  m om en t.  Th en  I

r ecov er ed.
“ How  lon g  h a s th is been  th er e?”  I sa id.
“ Wh y  is th a t  a n y  of y ou r  bu sin ess? A n d w h y  a r e

y ou  st ill h er e?”
“ A n sw er  m e, Sa m ,”  I sa id,  pu sh in g  th e door  closed

beh in d m e so th e n eig h bor s w ou ldn ’t  h ea r .  “ Wa s th is
h er e y ester da y ?”



“ I don ’t  kn ow , I w en t  to Ch esh ir e ea r ly —”
“ Ha s it  been  h er e th r ee w eeks?”  I dem a n ded.
“ Th r ee—? No. Look, Pa ddy —w h a tev er  th e h ell

y ou r  n a m e is—”
“ Doesn ’t  m a tter ,”  I sa id,  feelin g  u n der  th e

en v elope fla p.  Yea h . Wir es…tr ig g er s… “ You  n eed to
g et  ou t .”

“ Wh a t?”
“ Is th is y ou r  fla t?”
“ No, it  belon g s to a  fr ien d. Wh a t ,  y ou  th in k I

cou ld a ffor d a  pla ce like th is?”
“ Do y ou  h a v e n eig h bor s? A r e th er e people in  th e

oth er  fla ts?”
“ Yes,  I th in k—”
“ Get  th em  ou t .  Now .”
Th a t  sa m e g u n -sh y  fea r  fla sh ed a cr oss h er  fa ce,

bu t  sh e h eld stea dy . “ Not  u n t il y ou  ex pla in —”
I w a v ed th e pa cka g e a t  h er .  “ Th is,”  I sa id,  “ is a

bom b. Tr ig g er ed to g o off w h en  y ou  open  it .”  I w a sn ’t
a  h u n dr ed per cen t  su r e,  bu t  n in ety -n in e w a s en ou g h .
“ I don ’t  kn ow  h ow  big  th e ex plosion  w ill be.  I don ’t
kn ow  h ow  m u ch  of th is bu ildin g  it ’ll destr oy .  So I’d
a dv ise y ou  to g et  ev er y on e ou t .  Now .”

Sa m  h a d g on e pa le.  “ Or ,”  sh e sa id,  “ w e cou ld ju st
not open  it .”

No. Wh oev er  h a d sen t  th is w a n ted Sa m  dea d, a n d
I w a s pr etty  su r e I kn ew  w h o th a t  som eon e w a s.  A n d
th a t  if h e fa iled,  h e’d tr y  a g a in  u n til h e su cceeded.

No.
“ If th is doesn ’t  kill y ou ,”  I sa id qu iet ly ,



“ som eth in g  else w ill.  Now  g o. Get  ev er y on e ou t  of th is
bu ildin g . Tell th em … Hell,  tell th em  a n y th in g , bu t  it
h a s to be som eth in g  th a t  m ea n s y ou ’ll be ba ck in side.
It ’s v er y  im por ta n t  th ey  believ e y ou ’r e in side w h en  it
g oes off.”  I ch ecked a r ou n d for  ca m er a s,  a n y th in g
th a t  m ig h t  be w a tch in g  u s.  Noth in g , a n d m y
a u tom a tic sca n  of th e h a llw a y  h a d r ev ea led n oth in g ,
too.  Wh ich  m ea n t  th er e w a s a  per son  ou t  th er e,
w a tch in g  th e pla ce.

“ Is th er e a  ba ck door ?”
“ Yes,  bu t—”
“ Good. Now  g o a n d ta lk to a ll y ou r  n eig h bor s.”
“ Bu t  w h a t  if th ey  don ’t  a n sw er ?”
“ Br ea k dow n  door s if y ou  h a v e to.”
“ With  w h a t?”
I h esita ted. “ Oka y , I’ll br ea k dow n  th e door s,”  I

sa id.  “ Bu t  g o n ow .”
Sh e fled,  a n d I sta r ed a t  th e pa cka g e in  m y  h a n d.
“ Da z Kin g ,”  I sa id,  “ I bloody  h a te y ou .”



Ch a pter  Fiv e
 
In  th e en d, it  w a sn ’t  a  h u g e ex plosion . Sa m ,

clev er  g ir l th a t  sh e w a s,  h a d told th e on ly  oth er
r esiden ts of th e bu ildin g  st ill in  th eir  h om es—a  y ou n g
m oth er  a n d a  r a th er  lou ch e g en t lem a n  of m ea n s—
th a t  sh e h a d to fix  th e dr a in s in  h er  fla t ,  w h ich
m ea n t  th a t  th e sm ell of sew a g e w ou ld be com in g  fr om
a ll th e sin ks a n d toilets in  th e bu ildin g .  Sh e a dv ised
th em  to g o ou t ,  w h ich  th ey  did,  h u r r iedly .  Wh en  I
a sked h er  if sh e’d ch ecked th e oth er  fla ts,  sh e sa id,
“ Yes,  bu t  don ’t  a sk m e h ow .”

I fig u r ed th a t  m ea n t  sh e’d u sed a  lock pick,  a n d
kept  qu iet .

Th e pa cka g e w a sn ’t  big ,  pr oba bly  n ot  en ou g h  to
do a  lot  of da m a g e. We pr oba bly  h a dn ’t  n eeded to
ev a cu a te th e bu ildin g ,  bu t  I w a sn ’t  ta kin g  a n y
ch a n ces.

“ A n y  a n im a ls?”
“ It ’s a g a in st  th e lea se,”  sh e sa id,  “ bu t  I ch ecked

a n y w a y . Th er e w er en ’t  a n y .”
A s soon  a s th e y ou n g  m oth er  h a d str a pped h er

ba by  in to h er  Ra n g e Rov er  a n d dr iv en  off,  Sa m  a n d I
slipped ou t  th e ba ck door  a n d clim bed a  tr ee in  th e
lea fy  sh a r ed g a r den . Fr om  h er e I h a d a  v iew  of h er
liv in g  r oom , a n d th e tr ig g er  I’d r ig g ed u p.

Th e pa cka g e w a s ta ped to th e top of h er  CD
pla y er .  V er y  ca r efu lly ,  I’d a t ta ch ed th e en v elope fla p
to th e CD dr a w er .



“ If th is tu r n s ou t  to be m itten s fr om  m y  m oth er ,  I
w ill la u g h  so h a r d,”  Sa m  w h isper ed.

“ Me too,”  I sa id a n d a im ed th e r em ote con tr ol a t
th e w in dow .

I pr essed eject.
Th e bom b w en t  off.
It  set  off ca r  a la r m s a ll dow n  th e str eet  a s bits of

pla ster ,  g la ss a n d th in g s flew  ou t  th e br oken  w in dow s
of Sa m ’s fr ien d’s fla t .  Not  a  ba d ex plosion , bit  of
r edecor a t in g  a n d it ’d be a ll r ig h t ,  bu t  if a n y on e h a d
been  sta n din g  n ea r  th a t  CD pla y er  w h en  th e bom b
w en t  off,  th ey ’d h a v e been  th e on es r edecor a t in g .  In
lit t le pieces,  a ll ov er  th e r oom .

A s it  h a ppen s,  th er e w a s a  bit  of m ess,  g or e a n d
blood a n d th in g s,  cou r tesy  of th e m ea t  I’d h u r r iedly
defr osted in  th e m icr ow a v e a n d pu t  on  top of th e
pa cka g e.

I ca lled th e fir e br ig a de a s w e r a n . By  th e t im e
th ey  a r r iv ed, w e w er e on  th e Tu be r a tt lin g  w est .

“ How  did y ou  kn ow ?”  Sa m  a sked a s w e ch a n g ed
lin es a t  Sou th  Ken sin g ton .

“ Yea r s of tr a in in g ,”  I r eplied g r im ly .
“ I m ea n —did it  sm ell fu n n y  or  som eth in g ?”
“ No.”
“ So h ow  did y ou  kn ow  it  w a s a —”
I g r a bbed h er  h a n d, t ig h t ,  a n d sa id in  a  low  v oice,

“ Do y ou  r ea lly  w a n t  m e to ex pla in  a bou t  bom b
disposa l on  th e Lon don  Un der g r ou n d th e da y  befor e
Ch r istm a s?”

Her  ey es w iden ed a  lit t le a n d sh e sh ook h er  h ea d,



for cin g  a  sm ile.
“ Wh er e a r e w e g oin g ?”
“ Hotel,”  I sa id.  Wh ile I r ig g ed u p th e bom b, Sa m

h a d pa cked a  ba g .  Sh e’d a ssu r ed m e sh e h a d sev er a l
fa ke IDs, a n d I’d told h er  to ta ke th em  a ll,  plu s som e
r ea l iden t ifica t ion  sh ou ld sh e n eed it .

I didn ’t  let  g o of h er  h a n d. I don ’t  kn ow  w h y .
We em er g ed in to th e da y lig h t  a n d Sa m

disa ppea r ed in to th e La dies in  a  sm a ll ca fé w h ile I
bou g h t  coffee.  Rig h t  n ow , I n eeded it .

By  n ow , th e n ew s sh ou ld h a v e r ea ch ed Da z th a t
th e bom b h a d g on e off.  Wh oev er  w a s w a tch in g  th e
pla ce—a n d I w a s su r e som eon e h a d been —w ou ld h a v e
seen  u s g oin g  in ,  a n d th en  tw en ty  m in u tes la ter ,  th e
bom b g oin g  off.  Th e fir em en  w ou ld fin d bits of flesh
a n d cloth  a ll ov er  th e pla ce,  n oth in g  big  en ou g h  to
iden tify .  Th e police w ou ld h a v e to w a it  for  la b tests
befor e th ey  fou n d ou t  th e on ly  biolog ica l m a tter  in
th a t  fla t  h a d been  bou g h t  in  a  su per m a r ket .

It  didn ’t  g iv e u s m u ch  t im e. I ca lled Lu ke w h ile I
w a ited for  Sa m , bu t  g ot  v oicem a il.

Th en  I ca lled m y  boss a t  SO1 7 , kn ow n  ju st  a s On e,
a n d told h im  to r ea d th e files I’d em a iled h im . “ Get
som e people in  pla ce r ig h t  n ow  to br in g  dow n  Da z a n d
A n a tole,”  I sa id.  “ Bu t  don ’t  m a ke a  m ov e u n til I’m
th er e.”

Wh en  Sa m  em er g ed, I a lm ost  didn ’t  r ecog n ize
h er .  I w a s beg in n in g  to see h ow  sh e’d m a ke a  g r ea t
con  a r t ist .  Sh e h a d on e of th ose ch a m eleon  fa ces th a t
cou ld be a n y th in g  fr om  u g ly  to stu n n in g , a n d



ev er y th in g  in  betw een .
Rig h t  n ow , w ith  h er  h a ir  loose a n d str a g g ly ,  h er

com plex ion  du lled,  specta cles per ch ed on  h er  n ose
a n d h er  sh ou lder s h u n ch ed, sh e looked older ,  dr ea r y ,
bor in g .  Not  u g ly ,  ju st  n ot…n oticea ble.  Sh e’d sw a pped
th e dr ess a n d h eels for  loa fer s a n d ba g g y  cor ds,  a n d
m y  sw ea tsh ir t ,  a cr es too big  for  h er .  Ov er  th is,  sh e
w or e a  sh a peless m a c.

“ Nice,”  I sa id,  a n d sh e g a v e m e a  bla n d sm ile.
“ Wa tch ,”  sh e sa id.
A n d I did w a tch . I w a tch ed in  a w e a s sh e ca lled u p

a n d m a de a  r eser v a t ion , th en  ch ecked in to a  la r g e
ch a in  h otel in  Ken sin g ton  a s a  Dr .  A n n a  Miller ,  a sked
w h ich  w a s th e qu ickest  w a y  to th e Br it ish  Mu seu m
a n d w en t  u p to h er  r oom  w ith ou t  a n y on e g iv in g  h er
a  secon d g la n ce.

I follow ed, a t  a  dista n ce,  h a v in g  ea v esdr opped
w h ile br ow sin g  som e tou r ist  pa m ph lets in  th e lobby .
Bu t  a s I w a ited for  th e elev a tor ,  m y  ph on e r a n g . It
w a s Lu ke.

“ Da m n , it ’s n ice to be in  a  cou n tr y  w h er e y ou
don ’t  fr eeze th e secon d y ou  w a lk ou t  th e door .”

“ You ’r e ba ck in  En g la n d?”
“ Ju st  stepped off th e pla n e. Wh a t ’s a ll th is a bou t

g oin g  in  ton ig h t? Ca n ’t  it  w a it  u n t il a fter
Ch r istm a s?”

“ Wh y ? Ha v e pla n s,  do y ou ?”
I kn ew  fu ll w ell th a t  Lu ke h a d a s m u ch  lov in g

fa m ily  a s I did,  i.e. ,  n on e. He didn ’t  for m
r ela t ion sh ips,  n on e of u s did.  We cou ldn ’t  a ffor d to.



Ch r istm a s w a s a  t im e for  w or k, sa m e a s a n y  oth er
da y  of th e y ea r .

“ I cou ld h a v e pla n s,”  h e su lked. “ Listen , ca n  y ou
ta lk?”

“ Not  r ea lly ,”  I sa id,  beca u se I w a sn ’t  sa fe u n t il I
w a s ou t  of th e pu blic ey e.  Th e h otel lobby  w a s too
cr ow ded. “ I’ll ca ll y ou  la ter .  On e ca n  fill y ou  in .”

I pa u sed ou tside Sa m ’s r oom . Wh a t  I w ou ldn ’t
g iv e to g o in  th er e a n d g et  som e da m n  sleep!
A ctu a lly ,  if it  w a s m e, Sa m  a n d a  bed, I cou ld th in k of
oth er  th in g s I’d r a th er  be doin g .

Bu t  w h ile I pr ocr a st in a ted, tr y in g  to dr edg e u p
m y  pr ofession a lism , m y  ph on e r a n g . It  w a s On e.

“ Na th a n iel,”  h e g r eeted m e ch eer fu lly .  On e’s
su pposed to ca ll u s by  ou r  ca ll sig n s—n u m ber s,  like
h is—bu t  h e ca n  n ev er  r em em ber  th em . He’s ter r ibly
ta lly -h o, sou n ds like a  dim m er  v er sion  of Pr in ce
Ch a r les,  bu t  h e’s a  g ood g u y , m u ch  sm a r ter  th a n  h e
sou n ds, a n d a  decen t  boss.  “ Wh a t  h o?”

“ Hi,”  I sa id.  “ Ha v e y ou  r ea d th ose files?”
“ Well,  I’v e r ea d en ou g h  to in dict  y ou r  fr ien d

A n a tole.  Best  br in g  h is h en ch m a n  in ,  too.”
“ Yu r i?”
“ Th a t ’s th e blig h ter .  I ta ke it  y ou ’r e n ot  w ith

th em  n ow ?”
“ No. Th ey ’r e—”  I g la n ced a t  m y  w a tch . “ Th ey

sh ou ld st ill be tr a n q’d.”  Bu t  I’d h a v e to g et  a  m ov e on
befor e th ey  w oke u p.

“ Th in k y ou  ca n  h a n dle it  by  y ou r self?”
“ Yep. Su r e.  Wh a t  a bou t  Da z?”



“ Da z? Oh , Da r r en  Kin g . Yes,  I h a v en ’t  g ot  th a t  fa r .
Bu t  I su spect  w e m a y  n eed to g et  con fir m a tion  of a ll
th e sh ipm en ts fr om  A n a tole befor e w e ca n  m a ke a
m ov e on  Mr . Kin g . A n d I’d r a th er  h a v e th em  a ll in
fir st .”

Sh it .  “ Wh en  a r e th ey  du e?”
“ Sh ou ld be toda y , I th in k. Ch r istm a s pr esen ts,

h a h .”
“ Ha h ,”  I sa id,  g r im ly .
“ Let  m e fin ish  g oin g  th r ou g h  th ese files.  I’v e g ot

Lu ke on  h is w a y , sh a ll I sen d h im  to ta ke ch a r g e of
th e sh ipm en ts?”

Wh y  w a s h e a skin g  m e?
“ Yea h . Good pla n . I’ll g o a n d fetch  A n a tole,  let

y ou  kn ow  if I n eed ba ck-u p.”
“ Of cou r se,  bu t  y ou  w on ’t  g et  a n y  fr om  m e.

Ma r ia ’s t ied u p w a tch in g  som e m on ey  la u n der er s a n d
Lu ke’s n ot  ev en  th r ou g h  cu stom s y et .  Ca ll th e police,
or  ca ll Fiv e if y ou  n eed th em .”

Fiv e w a s MI5 . I’d pr efer  th e police—ju st  on e of
th ose in ter depa r tm en ta l th in g s.  Riv a lr ies.  SO1 7
cou ld h a n dle th is w ith ou t  Fiv e’s ba cku p.

“ Rig h t .  I’ll keep y ou  posted,”  I sa id a n d sig n ed off.
I ta pped on  Sa m ’s door ,  a n d sh e open ed it  too

qu ickly .  Sh e’d been  ea v esdr oppin g . Well,  I cou ldn ’t
bla m e h er .

“ I h a v e to g o,”  I sa id,  w h ich  w a s a  pr etty  stu pid
th in g  to sa y  seein g  a s sh e’d ju st  open ed th e door .

Sh e n odded. “ Wor k?”
“ Yea h . Got  a  m obster  to br in g  dow n .”



“ Good lu ck.”
I open ed m y  m ou th , w a n tin g  to sa y  m or e.

Wa n tin g  to tell h er  I’d g et  th e ba sta r d w h o’d tr ied to
kill h er ,  w a n tin g  to sa y  I w a s sor r y  sh e’d been  ta n g led
u p in  th is,  w a n tin g  to tell h er  m y  r ea l n a m e a n d th a t
a s soon  a s w e’d g ot  Da z,  I w a s ou t  of th e spy  g a m e.

Bu t  in stea d a ll I sa id w a s,  “ You  sh ou ld sta y  h er e.
I’ll g et  th e h otel to sen d u p som e books a n d m a g a zin es
or  som eth in g . Wh a tev er  y ou  n eed. Ch a r g e it  to th e
r oom .”  I w in ced. I w a s g iv in g  a  con  a r t ist  ca r te
bla n ch e. “ Don ’t  g o ou tside.  It  w ou ldn ’t  do for  som eon e
to see y ou  w h en  y ou ’r e su pposed to be dea d.”

Sh e w a s qu iet  a  m om en t.
“ A s soon  a s w e’v e g ot  Da z a n d th is is a ll sor ted,

th en  y ou  ca n  be a liv e a g a in ,”  I told h er  a n d tr ied to
sm ile.

Sa m  n odded a n d g estu r ed to th e TV  in  th e h otel
r oom , w h ich  w a s sh ow in g  silen t  n ew s foota g e.

“ It ’s a lr ea dy  ou t ,”  sh e sa id.  “ Th e n ew s. Not  m y
n a m e or  a n y th in g , bu t  th e n ew s of th e ex plosion  is
ou t .”

“ Good,”  I sa id.  “ Da z w on ’t  be lookin g  for  y ou .”
“ My —”  sh e beg a n , th en  stopped. “ Ca n  I ca ll m y

pa r en ts?”
Th er e w a s a  lon g  m om en t  du r in g  w h ich  I felt

r ea lly  h or r ible.  Sa m  h a d pa r en ts,  of cou r se sh e did.
A n d it  w a s Ch r istm a s Ev e,  a n d th e br ea kin g  n ew s a ll
ov er  th e cou n tr y  w a s th a t  a  bom b h a d g on e off in  a
tow n h ou se in  Ma y fa ir .  Th ey  m u st  be g oin g  cr a zy .

A n d I w a s a bou t  to m a ke it  w or se.



I r em em ber ed, w h en  I w a s v er y  sm a ll,  on e of th e
few  occa sion s m y  g r a n dm oth er  m en tion ed m y
m oth er .  “ Ba sta r ds didn ’t  ev en  teleph on e m e,”  sh e
sa id.  “ I fou n d ou t  fr om  th e bloody  telly .  My
da u g h ter ’s fa ce on  TV , ju st  a n oth er  ca su a lty .  Bloody
ter r or ists.”

Da m n .
“ Not  y et ,”  I sa id.  “ Not  w h ile Da z is st ill ou t  th er e.  I

don ’t  w a n t  h im  tr a cin g  th e ca ll or  a n y th in g .”
Pa n ic fla r ed in  h er  ey es.  “ You  don ’t  th in k h e’d g o

a fter  th em ?”
“ No,”  I sa id,  a lth ou g h  I w a s ly in g .  “ Bu t  g iv e m e

th eir  a ddr ess,  a n d I’ll g et  som eon e to w a tch  th e pla ce.
Ju st  to be on  th e sa fe side.”

Sa m  w a tch ed m e w a r ily .  “ How  ca n  I tr u st  y ou ?”
I pin ch ed th e br idg e of m y  n ose.  “ You  ca n ’t ,”  I

sa id a n d w a lked a w a y , feelin g  like h ell.



Ch a pter  Six
 
Ch r istm a s, a s I m a y  h a v e pr ev iou sly  sta ted, w a s

n ot  ex a ct ly  a  fu n -filled t im e for  m e, bu t  th is
pa r t icu la r  Ch r istm a s Ev e r ea lly  took th e biscu it .  I
spen t  m ost  of it  in ter r og a t in g  a  bellig er en t  A n a tole
a n d w h in g in g  Yu r i,  r eceiv in g  spor a dic u pda tes fr om
Lu ke a n d fr om  On e a n d w or r y in g  a bou t  Sa m .

Th er e w a s a  pr etty  str on g  ch a n ce Da z didn ’t
believ e sh e w a s r ea lly  dea d. A fter  a ll,  h e cou ld h a v e
h a d som eon e w a tch in g  th e ba ck of th e h ou se,  n ot  th e
fr on t ,  a n d th en  h e’d kn ow  ev er y th in g .

I don ’t  kn ow  w h y  I w a s so desper a te to pr otect  h er .
Yea h , I’d pr om ised, bu t  w h y  h a d I pr om ised?

Sh e w a s tr y in g  to em bezzle m on ey . I ou g h t  to be
tu r n in g  h er  ov er  to th e police.

By  th e t im e it  h a d tu r n ed da r k,  I w a s r ea dy  to
dr op dea d. I w a s t ir ed. I w a s dir ty .  I w a s coa ted w ith
blood, som e of it  m in e, beca u se w h en  I w en t  to pick u p
th e Ru ssia n s,  A n a tole w a s ou t  cold bu t  Yu r i w a s
a w a ke, a n d h e h a d a  g u n . His spr a y s of a u tom a tic fir e
h a d m issed m e, bu t  th e foot  h e kicked a t  m y  n ose
h a dn ’t .  It  h a d spr ea d to a  n ice bla ck ey e a n d h u r t  like
h ell.

I left  th e sta t ion , w a lkin g  in to a  w in ter
w on der la n d of ex cited ch ildr en  a n d tw in klin g  lig h ts,
a n d th ou g h t  a bou t  g oin g  h om e to ju st  sleep u n til I g ot
th e ca ll fr om  Lu ke to m ov e in  on  Da z.

Bu t  th er e w a s som eth in g  I h a d to do fir st .



How  can I trust you?
I g ot  in  th e ca r  On e h a d a r r a n g ed for  m e, w en t  to

West  Ken sin g ton  a n d fou n d m y self sta n din g  ou tside
Sa m ’s h otel r oom , w on der in g  w h a t  th e h ell to sa y .  Hi,
m y  n a m e’s Na te,  a n d I’m  a  spy .  Yea h , fa n ta st ic.  Sh e’d
lov e th a t .

I pa ced u p a n d dow n , w or kin g  it  ou t  in  m y  h ea d.
Ch r ist ,  I w a s su pposed to be g ood a t  th in kin g  on  m y
feet .  It  w a s m y  bloody  job. A n d h er e I cou ldn ’t  ev en
tell a  g ir l m y  n a m e, w h a t  w a s w r on g  w ith  m e?

I ba n g ed on  th e door  befor e I pr ocr a st in a ted
m y self to dea th  a n d th e h otel billed m e for  th e g r oov e
I w a s pa cin g  in to th e floor .  Th er e w a s a  pa u se befor e it
w a s open ed, a n d th en  Sa m  w a s sta n din g  th er e in  a
h otel ba th r obe, a  for k in  h er  h a n d, r a ised to sta b. Her
skin  seem ed qu ite da r k a g a in st  th e w h iten ess of th e
r obe, a n d v er y  sm ooth . Her  da r k h a ir  w a s loose a n d
h er  fa ce w a s ba r e of m a keu p. Sh e sm elled like r oses.

“ Oh , it ’s y ou ,”  sh e sa id a n d low er ed th e for k.
Me. Na te.
“ Yes,”  I sa id,  “ it  is.”
I h u st led h er  in side a n d sh u t  th e door  beh in d m e,

lea n in g  on  it  for  a  secon d, m y  ey es closed.
“ A r e y ou  oka y ?”  Sa m  a sked. “ You  look—y ou ’v e

been  h u r t…”
I open ed m y  ey es,  looked str a ig h t  in to h er s.
“ Na te Kelly ,”  I sa id.
Th is clea r ly  w a sn ’t  w h a t  sh e’d been  ex pect in g .

Sh e g a v e m e th e sa m e fa cia l g estu r e I’d g iv en  h er
th a t  m or n in g . It  sa id,  “ Wh a t?”



“ Na th a n iel Kelly .  Na te.  My  n a m e,”  I a dded.
Sa m  looked a t  m e for  a  m om en t,  h er  ey es slig h t ly

n a r r ow ed.
“ I’m  a  spy ,”  I sa id.  “ I w or k for  th e g ov er n m en t.

Th e Br it ish  g ov er n m en t.  Th is is m y  la st  a ssig n m en t.
I’m  r et ir in g  soon . I-I w a s bor n  in  Nor th er n  Ir ela n d.
My  m oth er  w a s killed by  th e IRA . I u sed to be in  th e
a r m y . I…”

I r a n  ou t  of th in g s to sa y .  Sa m  w a s st ill silen t ,  st ill
w a tch in g  m e, st ill sm ellin g  g or g eou s,  st ill lookin g  so
in cr edibly  desir a ble.

“ I h a v e n o idea  w h y  I’m  tellin g  y ou  th is,”  I
con fessed, a n d th en  sh e sm iled.

“ Na t  a n d Na te,”  sh e sa id,  a n d h er  ey es spa r kled.
“ We sou n d like fu ckin g  ca r toon  ch a r a cter s.”

I’m  r ea lly  n ot  su r e w h a t  h a ppen ed n ex t .  Well,
th a t ’s a  lie,  I’m  tota lly  su r e of w h a t  h a ppen ed n ex t ,
it ’s im pr in ted in  m y  br a in  for ev er  a n d ev er ; bu t
w h a t  I m ea n  is I’m  n ot  su r e h ow  it  h a ppen ed. On e
m in u te w e w er e sta n din g  th er e lookin g  a t  ea ch  oth er
a n d tr y in g  n ot  to la u g h , a n d th e n ex t  w e w er e
kissin g .

Sh e ta sted like ev er y th in g  I’d ev er  w a n ted.
Ma y be it  w a s th e fest iv e sea son  m a kin g  m e
sen tim en ta l,  bu t  th er e it  w a s.  Sa m  Ta y lor ,  con  a r t ist ,
th e opposite of w h a t  I should w a n t .

We br oke a pa r t  w h en  h er  n ose h it  m in e a n d I
w in ced, n ea r ly  bit in g  h er  ton g u e off.

“ Ow ,”  sh e sa id.
“ Rig h t  ba ck a tch a ,”  I r eplied,  g in g er ly  pr oddin g



m y  in ju r ed n ose.
“ Wh a t  h a ppen ed?”
“ I h it  Yu r i in  th e foot  w ith  m y  n ose.”
Her  ey es w iden ed. “ A n a tole’s Yu r i?”  I n odded.

“ A r e th ey …did y ou …?”
“ Th ey ’r e in  cu stody ,”  I sa id.
“ A n d…Da z?”
“ Tom or r ow ,”  I sa id.  I g la n ced a t  m y  w a tch , for

th e fir st  t im e w a n tin g  to h ide u n der  th e cov er s
in stea d of g oin g  ou t  th er e a n d n a ilin g  th e ba d g u y . Of
cou r se,  th a t  m ig h t  h a v e h a d som eth in g  to do w ith
w h o else m ig h t  be u n der  th e cov er s w ith  m e. “ Ma y be
soon er .”

“ Sh ou ldn ’t  y ou  be…som ew h er e else?”
I tou ch ed h er  fa ce.  “ Yes.”
Sa m  took a  deep br ea th , a n d I w a tch ed h er  ch est

r ise a n d fa ll w ith  in ter est .
“ I’m  g la d y ou ’r e n ot ,”  sh e sa id,  a n d pr oceeded to

dem on str a te to m e w h y .
 

* * *
 
Sh e la y  soft  a n d w a r m  in  m y  a r m s a s th e clock

t icked ov er  pa st  m idn ig h t .  Th e best  Ch r istm a s
pr esen t  I ev er  h a d.

“ So,”  I sa id in to th e qu ietn ess,  “ w h a t ’s y ou r
ex cu se?”

Sh e tu r n ed to fa ce m e. “ Ex cu se?”
“ For …n ot  liv in g  like a  m or a l a n d h on est  cit izen .”
“ Hey , I’m  m or a l.”



“ Bu t  n ot  h on est ,  Na ta ly a .”
Sh e sm iled la zily .  “ I do w h a t  I do to g et  by ,”  sh e

sa id.
“ Ha v e y ou  ev er  con sider ed, I du n n o, g ett in g  a

job?”
Sh e sh r u g g ed. “ No. I’m  n ot  tr a in ed for  a n y th in g .

Bein g  a  g r ifter ’s th e on ly  th in g  I kn ow  h ow  to do.”
“ Bu t  w h y ?”
Sh e w a s silen t  a  w h ile a n d th en  sh e sh ifted

posit ion , tu r n in g  on  h er  side a n d lea n in g  h er  h ea d on
h er  h a n d, lookin g  a t  m e ea r n est ly .

“ My  pa r en ts,”  sh e sa id.  “ Th ey ’r e decen t ,  h on est
people.  Th ey ’v e a lw a y s don e ev er y th in g  by  th e book,
ju st  th e w a y  th ey ’r e su pposed to.  A lw a y s pa id ev er y
bill on  t im e, ta x es a n d m or tg a g e pa y m en ts a n d
ev er y th in g . A n d n ow  th ey ’r e both  a ppr oa ch in g
r et ir em en t  w ith  n oth in g  to liv e on , u n less th ey  sell
th e h ou se a n d g iv e u p ev er y th in g  th ey ’v e ev er
w or ked for .”

“ No pr iv a te pen sion s pla n ?”
Sh e sn or ted. “ My  da d w a s su pposed to h a v e on e,

bu t  h is fir m  w en t  bu st .  Ju st  like h e w a s su pposed to
h a v e a n  en dow m en t  m or tg a g e th a t ’d pa y  th e w h ole
th in g  off for  h im  a n d g iv e h im  ca sh  in  h a n d. Bu t  th a t
w en t  sou th  too.  Th ey  filed a  cla im  a n d a ll,  bu t  y ou
kn ow  h ow  it  is.  Stor y  of th eir  liv es.  Th ey  do
ev er y th in g  th ey ’r e su pposed to a n d g et  stu n g .”  Sh e
sig h ed. “ You  kn ow  w h a t  th ey  sa y ,  if y ou  w a n t
som eth in g  don e pr oper ly …”

“ Don ’t  r ely  on  th e sta te to do it  for  y ou ,”  I filled in ,



a n d sh e sm iled.
“ Yea h , pr etty  m u ch .”
“ So y ou  decided to con  y ou r  w a y  to r ich es,  is th a t

it?”
“ Look,”  Sa m  sa id,  “ I fig u r ed ou t  w h en  I w a s a

teen a g er  th a t  n o on e ev er  g ot  a  pen n y  a h ea d by  bein g
h on est .  Wh en  I w a s fou r teen  or  fifteen , m y  sch ool
or g a n ized a  tr ip to Ru ssia ,  a n d I r ea lly ,  r ea lly ,  r ea lly
w a n ted to g o,  bu t  of cou r se m y  pa r en ts cou ldn ’t  a ffor d
it .  So I did th e h on est  a n d decen t  th in g  a n d tr ied to
g et  spon sor sh ip,  did odd jobs,  y ou  kn ow , a n d I r a ised
a bou t  th ir ty  qu id,  w h ich  w ou ldn ’t  h a v e ev en  g ot  m e
to th e a ir por t .”

“ So y ou  sta r ted sca m m in g ?”  I pictu r ed a
fou r teen -y ea r -old Sa m , a ll skin n y  leg s a n d big  br ow n
ey es,  con n in g  m on ey  off people.  Th e im a g e w a s kin d
of a dor a ble.

“ I did.  A n d I g ot  m y  m on ey , a n d I w en t  to Ru ssia —
w h ich , in ciden ta lly ,  is w h y  I picked th a t  for  Na ta ly a
—a n d th a t  w a s it .  A n d a fter  seein g  w h a t  h a ppen s to
y ou  w h en  y ou  w or k like a  dog  a ll y ou r  life a n d n ev er
g et  a  pen n y  a h ea d, I decided th a t  w a sn ’t  g oin g  to
h a ppen  to m e.”

“ Th a t ’s v er y  tou ch in g ,”  I sa id.  “ Let  m e g u ess,
y ou ’r e sa v in g  u p to bu y  y ou r  pa r en ts a  decen t
r et ir em en t?”

“ I’m  sa v in g  u p to bu y  th eir  h ou se off th em ,”  sh e
sa id,  “ so th ey  ca n  liv e in  it  for  fr ee.”  Sh e pa u sed a n d
looked em ba r r a ssed. “ A n d y es,  set  u p a  r et ir em en t
fu n d too.”



“ A n d n ot  a  pen n y  w ill ev er  g o in  y ou r  pocket?”
Sh e g a v e m e a  kn ow in g  look. “ I’m  n ot  stu pid,”  sh e

sa id.
“ I n ev er  for  a  m om en t  th ou g h t  y ou  w er e,”  I sa id,

w h ich  w a s a lm ost  tr u e.
I pu lled h er  ba ck in to m y  a r m s, w h er e sh e felt

sa fe a n d w a r m  a n d r ig h t ,  a n d en joy ed feelin g  h er
skin  a g a in st  m in e, h er  h ea r t  th u m pin g  in  h er  ch est ,
th e scen t  of th a t  r ose sh a m poo fillin g  m y  br a in .

“ A r e y ou  r ea lly  r et ir in g ?”  sh e a sked.
“ Yep. Soon  a s th is is ov er .  La st  m ission , bosh , I’m

ou t .”
“ Wh a t  w ill y ou  do?”
Th e pr ospect  of lon g , em pty ,  bor in g  da y s

str etch ed a h ea d of m e.
“ I’ll th in k of som eth in g .”
“ Go ba ck to th e a r m y ?”
“ God, n o.”
Th er e w a s a  silen ce,  du r in g  w h ich  I cou ld a lm ost

feel Sa m  w or kin g  u p to a sk m e som eth in g .
“ Na te…”
“ Yes?”
“ Wa s it… Did y ou  becom e a  spy …beca u se of y ou r

m oth er ?”
I closed m y  ey es.  “ No,”  I sa id.  “ A n d y es.  Th a t ’s

pa r t ly  w h y  I join ed th e a r m y , bu t  th en  I a lso join ed
u p beca u se th e kids’ h om e w a s kickin g  m e ou t  a n d n o
on e else w a s offer in g  m e th r ee squ a r es a  da y .”

Th en  I h ea r d w h a t  I’d ju st  sa id a n d w in ced,
br a cin g  m y self for  th e w a v e of sy m pa th y .



“ Kids’ h om e?”
“ Yea h . My  n a n  died w h en  I w a s n in e,  a n d sin ce

som e tr ig g er -h a ppy  ter r or ist  h a d a lr ea dy  sh ot  m y
m oth er ,  th er e w a sn ’t  a n y on e else.”

“ You r  fa th er …?”
“ Bu g g er ed off befor e I w a s bor n .”
A n oth er  silen ce.
“ Wow ,”  Sa m  sa id.  “ You  m u st  th in k I’m  su ch  a

br a t  w a ilin g  m y  pa r en ts h a v e been  ba dly  tr ea ted.”
“ Th ey  h a v e,”  I sa id.  “ A t  lea st  th ey  w er e sm a r t

en ou g h  to sta y  a w a y  fr om  ter r or ists.”
My  h ea r t  bea t .  I sig h ed.
“ A n d th e a r m y ,”  I sa id.  “ It ’s ea sier  to bla m e th e

IRA , bu t  n o on e r ea lly  kn ow s w h o sh ot  h er .  Wr on g
pla ce,  w r on g  t im e. Let ’s ju st  sa y  I h a v e a  str on g
dislike of people w h o kill oth er  people to m a ke a
poin t .”

“ Like Da z?”  Sa m  a sked soft ly .
“ Yea h ,”  I sig h ed a g a in .  “ Like Da z.”
I listen ed to h er  br ea th e a  w h ile lon g er .  Th e n ig h t

befor e cou ld be r ea lly  r ou g h , n o sleep, n er v es,  th e
su r e a n d cer ta in  kn ow ledg e th a t  th er e w a s a  r ea lly
big  ch a n ce y ou  m ig h t  die in  th e m or n in g . A n d y ou
kn ow , r ig h t  n ow , th a t  both er ed m e w a y  m or e th a n  it
ev er  h a d don e befor e.

“ I don ’t  w a n t  to ta lk a bou t  Da z,”  I sa id.
“ Wh en  a r e y ou  g oin g  in ? Tom or r ow ?”
“ Wh en ev er  th ey  ca ll m e.”
“ Like a  dog .”
“ Yep,”  I sa id.  Dog s g et  pu t  to sleep if th ey  bite.



Ch eer fu l th ou g h t .
“ Will y ou  h a v e to kill h im ?”  Sa m  a sked.
“ I don ’t  kn ow .”  Pr oba bly .  “ I don ’t  w a n t  to ta lk

a bou t  it .”
Sa m  sn u g g led closer .  “ Hell of a  w a y  to spen d

Ch r istm a s,”  sh e sa id,  a n d I cou ld on ly  a g r ee.



Ch a pter  Sev en
 
Lu ke ca lled m e ju st  befor e da w n  to sa y  th e la st

sh ipm en t  h a d a r r iv ed a n d th a t  h e’d g ot  sev er a l of
Da z’s m en  in  cu stody .

“ Tim e to m ov e in ,”  h e sa id,  “ befor e Kin g  Da z
h ea r s h is sh ipm en t  h a s been  con fisca ted.”  He
h esita ted a  t in y  secon d. “ You  don ’t  h a v e to com e—”

I th ou g h t  of th e let ter  bom b a n d sa id,  “ I do.  I’m  on
m y  w a y .”

I r olled ou t  of bed in to th e cold a ir ,  a w a y  fr om
Sa m , a n d sta r ted pu llin g  on  m y  cloth es.  Sh ir t  w ith
bloodsta in  on  it .  Kev la r .  Gu n  br a ce.

Sa m  w a s st ill in  th e bed w h er e I’d left  h er ,  a ll
w a r m  a n d soft  a n d deliciou sly  r u m pled. Sh e w a tch ed
m e silen t ly .  Wh en  I slotted Belin da  in to h er  h olster ,
Sa m ’s g a ze n ev er  left  th e g u n .

“ I—”  I beg a n , bu t  sh e sh ook h er  h ea d
im m edia tely .

“ Don ’t ,”  sh e sa id.  “ You  ca n ’t  sa y  a n y th in g  th a t
w on ’t  sou n d like g oodby e.”

I h eld h er  g a ze for  a  m om en t.  “ Mer r y  Ch r istm a s,”
I sa id,  a n d sh e ju st  sa id,  “ Is it?”

So I tu r n ed to g o,  feelin g  like h ell,  h a t in g  Da z a n d
m y  job a n d th e w or ld in  g en er a l,  a n d w h en  m y  h a n d
w a s on  th e door kn ob, Sa m ’s v oice ca lled ou t  to m e.

“ Na te.  Com e ba ck, oka y ?”
I g la n ced ba ck a t  h er ,  sa w  th e fea r  in  h er  ey es a n d

n odded. A n d left .



 
* * *

 
Da z’s Lon don  pa d w a s on ly  a  sh or t  dr iv e fr om

Sa m ’s h otel.  A t  lea st ,  it  w a s in  th e ea r ly  h ou r s of
Ch r istm a s m or n in g . Pa r ked dow n  th e str eet ,  ou t  of
sig h t  of Da z’s bu ildin g ,  w er e a  cou ple of v a n s
con ta in in g , I g u essed, big  m en  in  bla ck body  a r m or
w ith  v er y  la r g e g u n s.

“ Mer r y  Ch r istm a s,”  Lu ke g r eeted m e sou r ly  a s I
g ot  ou t  of th e ca r .

“ Yep, sea son  of g oodw ill,  bla h  bla h . Mu st  be a  qu ip
th er e som ew h er e bu t  I’m  r ea lly  n ot  in  th e m ood,”  I
sa id a s w e m ov ed tow a r ds th e a pa r tm en t  bu ildin g .

“ Tim e to fin d ou t  w h o’s n a u g h ty  a n d n ice?”  Lu ke
su g g ested.

“ Yea h , th a t ’ll do.”
Beh in d u s,  th e bla ck ops tea m s spr ea d ou t  a n d did

th a t  com m a n do th in g  th ey  do. Lu ke n odded to a  few
of th em ; h e u sed to be SA S. Pr oba bly  w en t  to boa r din g
sch ool w ith  th em , pla y ed r u g by  or  som eth in g .

Th e secu r ity  g u a r ds w er e ta ken  ca r e of w ith
tr a n qu illizer  da r ts a s w e pa ssed th r ou g h  th e silen t
lobby  a n d took th e sta ir s to Da z’s pen th ou se,
w h er eu pon  th e ea r ly -m or n in g  silen ce died a  dea th .

Th e bla ck ops tea m s cr a sh ed in to th e a pa r tm en t
a n d im m edia tely  took it  ov er ,  sca tter in g  like a
sw a r m  of bees.  Th er e w er e th u m ps a n d y ells a s w e
follow ed th em  in  a n d m a de for  Da z’s bedr oom . He kept
a  sta ff,  plu s v a r iou s sh a dy  ty pes,  liv in g  w ith  h im . For



pr otect ion , I g u essed.
Th ey  w er en ’t  pr otect in g  h im  m u ch . Sh ou ts of

“ Clea r !”  r a n g  fr om  ev er y  r oom —in clu din g  th e
bedr oom  w h er e Da z ou g h t  to h a v e been .

Lu ke a n d I g la n ced a t  ea ch  oth er ,  sw or e
in v en tiv ely  a n d m ov ed in  to see for  ou r selv es.  Th e
bedr oom  w a s em pty ,  th e sh eets th r ow n  ba ck, th e
cu r ta in s billow in g  in  th e br eeze fr om  th e open
ba lcon y  door s.

“ Shit,”  Lu ke sa id.
“ Yea h ,”  I a g r eed. I tu r n ed to th e bla ck ops g u y

beh in d m e. “ Ser iou sly ,  w a s n o on e w a tch in g  th e ba ck
of th e pla ce?”

He looked a s sh eepish  a s on e ca n  w h ile w ea r in g  a
h elm et  w ith  v isor .

“ La ptop,”  Lu ke sa id,  seein g  it  open  on  th e desk.  I
w en t  ou t  to th e ba lcon y , ju st  to ch eck if Da z w a s
h a n g in g  fr om  th e fir e esca pe, bu t  h e w a s n ow h er e to
be seen . Fr esh , cold a ir  blew  in  m y  fa ce,  a  br eeze
str a ig h t  off th e r iv er ,  a n d a cr oss th e w a y  I cou ld see
in to a n  a pa r tm en t  decked ou t  w ith  a  v er y  ta stefu l
a n d ex pen siv e-lookin g  Ch r istm a s tr ee.

“ Been  ch eckin g  ph on e r ecor ds,”  Lu ke ca lled.  “ Ha d
a  ta p on  a  lin e in … Lin coln sh ir e.  Ca ll r eceiv ed fiv e
m in u tes a g o fr om  a  cen tr a l Lon don  n u m ber ,  a
n etw or ked—Na te? Wh er e’r e y ou  g oin g ?”

“ Sou th  Ken ,”  I y elled a s I skidded ou t  of th e
a pa r tm en t.  “ Sam .”

If I’d dr iv en  fa st  on  m y  w a y  to Da z’s,  I w a s g oin g
a t  w a r p speeds on  th e w a y  ba ck. Da m m it ,  da m m it ,



da m m it! How  cou ld I h a v e n ot  r ea lized h e w a s
ta ppin g  th eir  ph on e? Wh y  didn ’t  I g et  a n y on e to
ch eck? Wh a t  th e h ell w a s Sa m  doin g  ca llin g  h er
pa r en ts in  th e m iddle of th e soddin g  n ig h t ,  a n y w a y ?

A s soon  a s I tu r n ed m y  ba ck…a s soon  a s I w en t
a fter  Da z.  Da m m it ,  cou ldn ’t  sh e h a v e w a ited u n til I
g ot  ba ck?

Th e h otel lobby  w a s deser ted a pa r t  fr om  a  sleepy
cler k w h o w a tch ed m e fly  by  w ith  v a g u e in ter est .
Th e elev a tor  took bloody  years  to a r r iv e.  Th ou g h ts,
im a g es,  h or r ible fa n ta sies of blood, Sa m ’s blood,
flicker ed th r ou g h  m y  br a in  like a  h ideou s zoetr ope.
By  th e t im e I lu r ch ed a lon g  th e cor r idor  to h er  r oom ,
m y  h ea r t  w a s h a m m er in g  in  m y  th r oa t  a n d m y  h ea d
w a s lig h t  w ith  fea r .

I’d n ev er  felt  like th is befor e.  I su r e a s h ell n ev er
w a n ted to feel like it  a g a in .

Her  door  w a s open . Ju st  sta n din g  open . Th e fr a m e
w a s splin ter ed a n d br oken . I sa id a  sw ift  pr a y er  to
ev er y  g od I’d ev er  h ea r d of a n d sw u n g  r ou n d in to th e
r oom , Belin da  fir st ,  r ea dy  to sh oot  Da z on  sig h t .

Bu t  I h a d a bsolu tely  n o n eed to,  beca u se Sa m  h a d
a lr ea dy  sta bbed h im  in  th e cr otch  w ith  h er  tr u sty
for k,  w r a pped th e ph on e cor d a r ou n d h is w r ists a n d
w a s sta n din g  ov er  h im , a im in g  Da z’s ow n  g u n  a t  h is
h ea d.

I stood. I sta r ed.
Sh e w a s com pletely  n a ked.
I stood. I sta r ed.
“ I a sked Fa th er  Ch r istm a s for  a  pon y ,”  Sa m  sa id,



kickin g  Da z w ith  h er  ba r e foot .  “ I g ot  a n  a ss.”  Sh e
tu r n ed to look a t  m e. “ Gu ess I sh ou ld h a v e been  n icer ,
h u h ?”

I stood. I sta r ed.
“ Na te?”  Sa m  sa id,  a n d I slow ly  pu t  Belin da  a w a y ,

sh ot  Da z w ith  a  tr a n qu illizer —I’d h a v e pr efer r ed a
bu llet ,  bu t  th ey  g et  r ea lly  pissy  a bou t  th a t  sor t  of
th in g  w h en  y ou ’r e g iv in g  ev iden ce—a n d stepped ov er
h im  to Sa m .

Th en  I kissed h er ,  lon g  a n d h a r d, lig h th ea ded
w ith  r elief.

“ Mer r y  Ch r istm a s,”  sh e sa id a g a in st  m y  m ou th ,
a n d I sm iled.

“ You  kn ow ,”  I sa id,  “ it  a ctu a lly  m ig h t  be.”



Epilog u e
 
“ You  st ill h a v en ’t  told m e w h er e w e’r e g oin g ,”

Sa m  sa id,  sca n n in g  th e depa r tu r es boa r d.
“ It ’s a  su r pr ise,”  I r epea ted for  th e h u n dr edth

t im e.
“ A  su r pr ise like y ou  bein g  a  spy ?”
“ You  sa id y ou ’d a lr ea dy  w or ked it  ou t!”
Sh e cu t  h er  ey es a t  m e. “ Plea se,  I w a s blu ffin g .”

Sh e looked ba ck a t  th e boa r d. “ Ooh , Tel A v iv .”
“ You  really  w a n t  to g o to Tel A v iv ?”
“ Hell n o.  Bu t  I don ’t  kn ow , y ou  spies a r e w eir d.

You  n a m ed y ou r  g u n .”
A  w om a n  pa ssin g  by  g a v e m e a  v er y  n er v ou s

look.
“ Th a t ’s a  eu ph em ism ,”  I told h er ,  a n d Sa m

con v u lsed w ith  la u g h ter .
In  a ctu a l fa ct  w e w er e g oin g  to V er bier  in

Sw itzer la n d, w h er e I’d booked a  lu x u r iou s ch a let  a t
g r ea t  ex pen se for  New  Yea r ’s Ev e.  I’d n ev er  ta ken  th e
t im e to lea r n  to ski—despite w h a t  th ey  tell y ou  in
th ose Bon d film s, it ’s n ot  a ctu a lly  com pu lsor y —a n d
th e th ou g h t  of cozy  n ig h ts in  by  a  log  fir e w h ile
sn ow fla kes w h ir led a g a in st  th e da r k sky  a ppea led
v er y  m u ch . Especia lly  if Sa m  w a s th er e too.

A n d it  h a dn ’t  esca ped m y  n ot ice th a t  V er bier  w a s
th e r esor t  of ch oice for  a n  a w fu l lot  of v er y  r ich
people,  m a n y  of w h om  h a d ev er -so-slig h t ly -sh a dy
r epu ta t ion s.  Sa m  w ou ld be in  h er  elem en t.



“ So h a v e th ey  fou n d a  r epla cem en t  for  y ou  y et?”
sh e a sked a s w e stepped on to th e tr a n sit  tr a in  to ta ke
u s to th e g a te.

“ You  m a ke it  sou n d so ea sy ,”  I com pla in ed, a n d
sh e la u g h ed.

“ I’m  sor r y .  Ha v e th ey  beg u n  th e lon g  a n d
difficu lt  jou r n ey  th a t  m a y  on e da y  en d w ith  th e
in cr edible r ew a r d of fin din g  som eon e, a  specia l
som eon e, w or th y  of fillin g  y ou r  m a n ly  sh oes?”

“ Wa tch  it ,”  I sa id,  tr y in g  h a r d n ot  to sm ile.  A n d
fa ilin g .  “ A ctu a lly ,  th ey  sta r ted w h en  I h a n ded in  m y
n otice.  Bu t  n oth in g  so fa r .  Pa y ’s n ot  g r ea t ,  a n y on e
w h o’s qu a lified w a n ts to w or k for  th e big  g u y s.”

“ Ca n ’t  th ey  g et  a  n ew bie a n d tr a in  th em  u p?
Gr ea t  v a lu e for  m on ey .”

“ I th in k th a t ’s th e pla n .”
I kn ew  m y  w a y  a r ou n d th e a ir por t  pr etty  w ell

a n d h a d con sider ed th e v a r iou s w a y s of g ett in g  Sa m
on  th e pla n e w ith ou t  h er  fin din g  ou t  w h er e w e w er e
g oin g . If I st ill h a d m y  secu r ity  pa ss,  it ’d be m u ch
ea sier ,  bu t  I’d h a n ded it  in ,  h a ppily ,  a  few  da y s a g o.

Th is m ea n t ,  u n for tu n a tely ,  th a t  sh e’d
u n dou btedly  fin d ou t  befor e w e g ot  th er e,  u n less I
blin dfolded a n d g a g g ed h er .  Wh ich  th e a ir por t
a u th or it ies u su a lly  fr ow n  on .

Sen din g  Sa m  off to th e coffee sh op, I sidled u p to
th e blon de g ir l a t  th e n ea r est  depa r tu r e g a te a n d
g a v e h er  m y  best  sm ile.

Sh e g a v e m e a  su spiciou s look.
“ Hi.  I’m  fly in g  to Gen ev a  w ith  y ou , a n d I’m  ju st



w on der in g  if it ’s a t  a ll possible to g et  m y  g ir lfr ien d on
th e pla n e w ith ou t  h er  fin din g  ou t  w h er e it ’s g oin g
to?”

Sh e r a ised h er  ey ebr ow s.
“ It ’s a  su r pr ise,”  I ex pla in ed.
“ Well,  w e h a v e to m a ke a n n ou n cem en ts r ela t in g

to th e a ctu a l dest in a t ion ,”  sh e sa id.  “ People ten d to
g et  con fu sed oth er w ise.”

“ Rig h t .  Cou ld w e pr e-boa r d? You  kn ow , befor e
ev er y on e else? Befor e y ou  m a ke th e
a n n ou n cem en ts?”  I u pped m y  Ir ish  a  lit t le bit  a n d
sm iled a g a in ,  bu t  sh e seem ed to be ch a r m -r esista n t .

Sh e sig h ed. Sh e looked t ir ed, h er  h a ir  h a d m ost ly
esca ped its clip a n d h er  sca r f w a s cr u m pled.

“ Sor r y ,”  sh e sa id.  “ We h a v e to m a ke a n
a n n ou n cem en t  w h en  th e in bou n d pla n e la n ds.  It ’s
com pa n y  policy .”

Da m m it .  “ Oka y .”  I g a v e h er  a n oth er  sm ile,
w h ich  sh e r etu r n ed th is t im e, r elu cta n t ly .  “ Nev er
m in d. Th a n ks for  y ou r  h elp.”

I r etr ea ted, th ou g h t  for  a  m in u te a n d g ot  ou t  m y
ph on e. Ma y be Lu ke cou ld sm u g g le h er  th r ou g h ; h e
h a d ju st  en r olled u n der cov er  a t  th e a ir por t  on  th e
tr a il of som e for g er  or  som eth in g . I sh ou ld h a v e
th ou g h t  a bou t  th is m or e in  a dv a n ce,  bu t  Sa m ’d h a d
m e…sh a ll w e sa y ,  pr eoccu pied.

Lu ke tu r n ed u p w h ile Sa m  w a s ch a r m in g  fr ee
biscu its ou t  of th e w a iter ,  w h o r u sh ed a w a y , m oon -
ey ed, to br in g  ba ck pla tefu ls of th em .

“ You  m u st  be Sa m ,”  Lu ke sa id,  a n d sh e tu r n ed



h er  sm ile on  h im  like a  sea r ch lig h t .  He blin ked, bu t
w a s oth er w ise im per v iou s.  Like th e blon de g a te
a g en t .

Hm m . In ter est in g  th ou g h t .  I g la n ced ov er  a t  h er ,
boa r din g  a  flig h t  to Pr a g u e com plete w ith  tw o h en
pa r t ies a n d a  la ir y  g r ou p of la ds off in  sea r ch  of sev er e
dr u n ken n ess.  Sh e w a s bein g  a ssisted by  a  sw a r th y
tr a in ee w h o kept  m a kin g  ey es a t  h er  ov er  th e cr ow d,
a n d a  g u y  w h o w a s so lim p-w r istedly  ca m p I w a s
a m a zed h e m a n a g ed to h old on to th e bu n dle of
boa r din g  ca r ds.

Pu llin g  m y  a tten t ion  ba ck to m y  for m er  pa r tn er ,
I in tr odu ced h im  a s,  “ A  fr ien d of m in e, Lu ke Sh a r pe.”

“ Wh en  y ou  sa y  friend,”  Sa m  sa id,  lookin g  h im
ov er ,  “ y ou  m ea n  y ou  w er e in  th e…civ il ser v ice
tog eth er ?”

“ Yep.”
“ A h . Oka y . So y ou ’r e th e g u y  w h o h a s to fin d a

r epla cem en t  for  Na te?”
“ Ca n ’t  be don e,”  Lu ke sa id sm ooth ly .  “ He’s

ir r epla cea ble.”
“ See,  h e g ot  th e h a n g  of it ,”  I sa id to Sa m .
“ Bu t  I g iv e y ou  so m u ch  m or e,”  sh e sa id,  a n d Lu ke

r olled h is ey es.
I h a n ded h im  th e Fr en ch  cig a r ettes I’d bou g h t  in

Du ty  Fr ee,  a s a  br ibe for  h elpin g  m e ou t .
He w a v ed th em  a w a y . “ Don ’t  tem pt  m e.”
“ You ’v e g iv en  u p?”
Lu ke sta r ed m oodily  ou t  of th e w in dow . His g a ze

r ested br iefly  on  th e blon de g ir l.  “ A ppa r en t ly  th ey ’r e



ba d for  y ou .”
I r a ised m y  ey ebr ow s a t  Sa m , w h o sh r u g g ed a n d

offer ed Lu ke a  fr ee biscu it .  I w a tch ed th e blon de a g en t
fin ish  h er  g a te r epor t ,  th en  tu r n  to h er  tw o
collea g u es.

“ Tim e for  a  br ea k,”  sh e sa id.  “ I r ea lly  n eed coffee.
You  g u y s w a n t  a  dr in k?”

Th ey  looked a t  ea ch  oth er  in  h or r or ,  Nea n der th a l
to Fa ir y .  Th e blon de sig h ed.

“ Oka y , h ow  a bou t  you h a v in g  a  dr in k w ith  m e,
a n d you h a v in g  a  dr in k w ith  m e?”  sh e sa id in stea d.

I sm iled in to m y  coffee.
“ Wh a t?”  Sa m  sa id,  a n d I in dica ted th e blon de,

w h o w a s g a th er in g  u p a  pile of boa r din g  ca r ds.  Sh e
a ttem pted to sh u ffle th em  like pla y in g  ca r ds,  a n d
th en  a s Lu ke tu r n ed ba ck to look a t  h er ,  sh e dr opped
th em  a ll ov er  th e floor .

Lu ke h a s th a t  effect  on  w om en .
“ You  sh ou ld h ir e h er ,”  I told h im , a n d h e sta r ed a t

m e a s if I’d ju st  su g g ested h e h a d sex  w ith  a  ch icken .
“ Sophie? A r e y ou  nuts? Sh e’s a  m a n ia c.  Sh e ca n

ba r ely  w a lk in  a  str a ig h t  lin e,  let  a lon e th in k in  on e.
A n d y ou  sh ou ld see h er  dr iv e,  it ’s like a  com edy
sketch …”

He stopped a br u ptly ,  per h a ps a w a r e h e w a s
pr otest in g  too m u ch .

“ Bu t  on  th e u pside,  sh e is h ot ,”  Sa m  sa id.
“ Sh e’s a  m a n ia c,”  Lu ke r epea ted, bu t  h e w a s

w a tch in g  Soph ie’s bu tt  a s sh e picked u p th e boa r din g
ca r ds.  “ Com e on . You  h a v e a  pla n e to ca tch .”



We g a th er ed u p ou r  stu ff a n d Lu ke stom ped off
a h ea d, scow lin g .

“ Did y ou  r ea lly  m ea n  th a t?”  Sa m  a sked a s w e
tr a iled beh in d.

“ A bou t  th e g ir l?”  I g la n ced ba ck. “ Be fu n ,
w ou ldn ’t  it?”

“ It ’d be a  disa ster  m ov ie,”  Sa m  sa id.
“ It ’d do h im  g ood,”  I sa id.  “ Get  a  w om a n  w h o’d

g iv e h im  a  r u n  for  h is m on ey , stop h im  th in kin g
a bou t  w or k tw en ty -fou r /sev en , h e m ig h t  lig h ten  u p.”

“ Hm m ,”  Sa m  slu n g  h er  a r m  a r ou n d m y
sh ou lder s,  “ th a t  sou n ds fa m ilia r .  By  th e w a y ,”  sh e
a dded a bsen t ly ,  “ did y ou  r em em ber  to book ski
equ ipm en t?”

I sta r ed a t  h er .
“ Com e on ,”  sh e sa id,  “ y ou  kn ow  y ou ’r e n ot  th e

on ly  on e w h o ca n  h a ck in to a  com pu ter  sy stem .”
I sh ook m y  h ea d. Th en  I sm iled. Th en  I la u g h ed.
Lu ke w a s h oldin g  open  th e door  for  u s.  “ Ha v e a

n ice tr ip,”  h e sa id.  “ A n d tr y  n ot  to con  a n y on e.”
“ Wou ldn ’t  dr ea m  of it ,”  I told h im .
I m a y  h a v e been  ly in g .
Well,  y ou  w ou ldn ’t  w a n t  m e to be bor ed, w ou ld

y ou ?
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The night before Chris tm as, a deadly blizzard traps  a
law m an and a m adam  w ith a price on her head in a

deserted tow n w ith a sadistic outlaw  hell-bent on
revenge.
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© 2006 Janette Kenny

 
Hig h -cla ss m a da m , Ka th er in e Win ter ,  ca ter s to

w ea lth y  m en  a n d v ow s n obody  in  h er  Ka n sa s bor dello
w ill su ffer  th e a bu se sh e en du r ed in  th e h or r ific
m a r r ia g e sh e’d esca ped. Sh e ca n  ch oose h er  lov er s,
bu t  lon g s for  on e w h o ca n  m a tch  h er  in  bed a n d ou t .
Her  sen ses tell h er  Da n iel Cr eed is th e m a n  sh e’s
lon g ed for —a  m a n  w ith  a  da r k secr et  like h er self,  a
m a n  w h o’d do a n y th in g  to pr otect  w h a t ’s h is.  Bu t  h e’s
a  la w m a n , a n d da lly in g  w ith  h im  is pla y in g  w ith
fir e.

Sh er iff Da n iel Cr eed h a s kn ow n  Ka th er in e Win ter
is th e h u sba n d-killer  on  th e w a n ted poster  sin ce sh e
ca m e to h is tow n . Th e r ew a r d h e’d g et  for  tu r n in g  h er
in  w ou ld m a ke h im  r ich ,  bu t  som eth in g  a bou t  th e
a loof bea u ty  st ir s lon g in g  in side h im . Bu t  th er e’s n o
fu tu r e for  a  h a lf-br eed g u n slin g er  h idin g  beh in d a
ba dg e a n d a  w a n ted w om a n  ex cept  life on  th e r u n . So
h e keeps h is m ou th  sh u t ,  fig u r in g  th e m ost  h e ca n
ev er  h ope for  is to lov e th e la dy  fr om  a fa r —a n d
pr otect  h er .

He n ev er  ba n ked on  th e bou n ty  h u n ter  fr om  h is



pa st  h u n tin g  dow n  Ka th er in e,  th en  sett in g  th e tow n
a bla ze to for ce Da n iel in to a  fier y  sh ow dow n .

 
En joy  th e follow in g  ex cer pt  for  Christm as

Show dow n.
“ Th is is th e fir st  t im e y ou ’v e v isited m e,”  sh e

sa id.  “ Wh y  is th a t?”
Da n iel m et  h er  g a ze,  r espect in g  h er  too m u ch  to

feed h er  lies.  “ Non e of y ou r  la dies a ppea led to m e, a n d
I n ev er  cou ld a ffor d y ou .”

Hell,  Ka th er in e’s pr ice w a s too h ig h  for  m ost  m en
in  th ese pa r ts.  Sh e w a s th e qu een  of h er  ca st le,  a n d
Da n iel w a s n oth in g  m or e th a n  a  low ly  ser v a n t .  Ev en
h er  pia n o pla y er  Fin  w a s a  step a bov e h im , sh a r in g  a
fa m ilia r ity  w ith  Ka th er in e th a t  m ost  m en  cou ld on ly
dr ea m  of.

Ka th er in e sa sh a y ed tow a r d h im , a n d Da n iel h eld
h is br ea th . Th e lig h t  fr om  th e fir e g ilded h er  h a ir  a
v ibr a n t  r ed a n d kissed th e cr ea m y  bosom  th a t
sw elled a bov e a  bla ck la ce cor set .  God h elp h im  if sh e
tou ch ed h im —

“ A h , bu t  I’m  n o lon g er  in  bu sin ess a n d it  is
Ch r istm a s Ev e.  Sta y ,  Sh er iff,  a n d w e’ll celebr a te
tog eth er .”

Da n iel cou ldn ’t  r eca ll ev er  ta kin g  pa r t  in
Ch r istm a s, a n d th e m a kin g  m er r y  h e’d dr ea m ed of
doin g  w ith  Ka th er in e su r e a s h ell didn ’t  in clu de th e
pia n o m a n . “ I don ’t  kn ow .”

“ I m a de stew ,”  Fin  sa id,  a s if th e pr om ise of a
h ea r ty  m ea l w ou ld t ip th e sca les in  Ka th er in e’s fa v or .



Da n iel didn ’t  n eed a n y  m or e en cou r a g em en t  on
th a t  scor e.  Bu t  th ey  w er e r ig h t ,  a n d th er e w er e th r ee
people in  th is h ou se.  Wa sn ’t  like Ka th er in e w a s
a im in g  to g et  cozy  w ith  h im .

Th e tow n  w a s deser ted, a n d Ka th er in e w a s
offer in g  food, sh elter  a n d com pa n y . He’d be a  fool to
tu r n  th a t  dow n  in  fa v or  of scor ch ed bea n s.

He n odded on ce.  “ Mu ch  oblig ed for  th e in v ite,
th en .”

“ Ex cellen t .  Now  let ’s g et  y ou  ou t  of th ose w et
cloth es.  Fin  ca n  h a n g  th em  by  th e fir e to dr y .”

“ Don ’t  a im  to sit  h er e in  m y  dr a w er s,  m a ’a m .”
Th ou g h  th er e w a sn ’t  a  st ick of fu r n itu r e in  th e
pa r lor .

Sh e la u g h ed a n d m otion ed to Fin  w h o sca m per ed
off.  “ A s if I h a v en ’t  seen  m y  sh a r e of n a ked m en . Bu t
a s y ou  w ish , Sh er iff.  Ha n g  y ou r  coa t  to dr y  a n d join
m e u psta ir s w h er e it ’s w a r m er .”

“ Da n iel.”  He blu r ted h is n a m e ou t  a s h e h ooked
h is soppin g  w et  coa t  on  a  peg  a n d pr opped h is r ifle by
th e door .

“ Da n iel.”  Sh e sm iled, a n d th e oddest  jolt  of
sa t isfa ct ion  sh ot  th r ou g h  h im . “ Plea se,  ca ll m e
Ka tie.”

“ Ka t ie,”  h e sa id,  test in g  it .  “ I like it .”  It  didn ’t  fit  a
pa in ted la dy ,  or  a  m u r der er .

“ My  pa  ca lled m e th a t  w h en  I w a s y ou n g .”
He n odded, w on der in g  if th e n ickn a m e took h er

ba ck to a  t im e w h en  h er  life h a d been  g ood. If
th in kin g  of h er self th a t  w a y  took a w a y  w h a t  sh e’d



en du r ed w ith  Dow d.
Wh a tev er  th e r ea son s,  th e w a y  h e sa w  it ,  th e

on ly  th in g  a g a in st  Ma r y  Ka y e Dow d w a s a  pr ice on
h er  h ea d. Th e bou n ty  h e’d g et  fr om  tu r n in g  h er  in
w ou ld m a ke h im  a  r ich  m a n . Ma y be ev en  m a ke h im
a  h er o.

Yep, if Da n iel h a d believ ed Ka t ie w a s a s cold-
blooded a s th a t  w a n ted poster  cla im ed, h e’d h a v e
locked h er  u p y ea r s a g o. Bu t  h e h a dn ’t ,  so h e’d don e
th e on ly  th in g  h e cou ld do th ese pa st  tw o y ea r s—
pr otect  h er .

Da n iel m ou n ted th e steps beh in d Ka t ie,  a ch in g  to
step in to th e cir cle of lig h t  ca st  by  h er  lon e ca n dle a n d
kn ow in g  h e h a d n o r ig h t .  Bu t  it  didn ’t  stop th e
lon g in g . Th e w on der in g  h ow  it ’d feel to lov e a  fin e
w om a n  like h er .

Sh e g lided in to h er  r oom  w ith  u n h u r r ied g r a ce to
th e sm a ll ta ble a n d ch a ir s set  u p by  th e ca st  ir on
stov e.  He br oke ou t  in  a  sw ea t  th e secon d h e stepped
ov er  th e th r esh old,  a n d it  h a d n oth in g  to do w ith  th e
w a r m th  r a dia t in g  fr om  th e fir e.

Nope, Ka t ie h ea ted h im  in  w a y s n oth in g  else
cou ld.  Bein g  a lon e w ith  h er  ju st  pu t  m or e th ou g h ts in
h is h ea d, idea s th a t  cen ter ed a r ou n d th a t  big  bed
w ith  h er  a n d h im  in  it .  Da m n , w h a t  w a s keepin g  Fin ?

“ Do join  m e, Da n iel.”  Sh e took h is h a t  a n d h u n g  it
on  th e bedpost ,  br in g in g  a n oth er  dr ea m  to life for
h im . “ It ’s been  a  lon g  t im e sin ce I’v e sh a r ed a  din n er
w ith  a  g en t lem a n  ca ller .”

Th a t  dr edg ed a  la u g h  fr om  h im . “ Don ’t  r eca ll m y



n a m e ev er  bein g  t ied w ith  g en t lem a n  befor e,  a n d
don ’t  r eckon  I’ll h ea r  it  a g a in .”

“ You  do y ou r self a  disser v ice.”  Sh e sa t  a t  th e
ch a ir  n ea r est  th e stov e,  w h ich  w a s fin e by  h im  sin ce
h e w a s sm older in g  in side.

“ I kn ow  m y  pla ce.”
“ A s in  th e socia l la dder ? Wom en  of m y  r epu te

r eside a t  th e bottom  r u n g , per h a ps low er .”  Sh e
a dju sted th e sh a w l a r ou n d h er ,  a n d h e en v ied it
w r a ppin g  a r ou n d th ose silken  sh ou lder s a n d g r a zin g
h er  r ipe bosom . “ Wou ld y ou  look a t  th e cr y sta l doilies
th e w in d h a s cr och eted on  m y  w in dow s?”

He tor e h is g a ze fr om  h er .  “ Ca n ’t  see ou t .”  Or  in .
Like bein g  ca u g h t  in  a  silky  w eb, a n d th a t  g ot

h im  th in kin g  a bou t  bla ck w idow s. Da m m it ,  w h y
cou ldn ’t  h e for g et  th a t  w a n ted poster ?

“ It ’s a s if Moth er  Na tu r e is bu r y in g  Ca m pa ig n
u n der  a  bla n ket  of w h ite w h ile th e w in d m ou r n s its
dea th .”

“ Nev er  th ou g h t  of it  th a t  w a y .”
“ Do y ou  su ppose folks w ill set t le h er e ev en tu a lly ?”
“ Don ’t  kn ow . You  th in kin g  of sta y in g ?”
“ No, it ’s t im e for  m e to m ov e on . I liked

Ca m pa ig n , a n d I believ e w e cou ld h a v e w ea th er ed
Pr oh ibit ion , bu t  th e da y  th ey  stopped dr iv in g  ca tt le
th r ou g h  h er e to th e r a ilh ea d in  A bilen e is th e da y
th is tow n  sta r ted to die.  Tell m e, Da n iel,  w h a t  w ill
y ou  do n ow ?”

Da m n  if h e kn ew , w h ich  w a s w h y  h e w a s st ill
h er e.  Like h er ,  Ca m pa ig n  h a d been  a  h a v en  for  h im ,



too.
“ Hea d w est ,  I ‘spect .  Wh a t  a bou t  y ou ? Wh er e a r e

y ou  g oin g ?”
“ Ca lifor n ia .  I’v e h ea r d it ’s w a r m  th er e y ea r -

r ou n d.”
“ Lon g  w a y  off.”  Fr om  h er e,  a n d th e pa st  h a n g in g

ov er  h er  h ea d in  Illin ois.  He folded h is a r m s on  th e
ta ble a n d lea n ed for w a r d. “ Is th a t  w h er e y ou r  g ir ls
a r e h ea ded?”

“ I don ’t  kn ow  th eir  pla n s.  Som e w ill fin d a  n ew
h ou se to ply  th eir  tr a de,  som e w ill m a r r y ,  a n d som e
w ill do like m e a n d qu iet ly  r et ir e.”

“ You  g ot  som eon e specia l w a it in g  for  y ou  in
Ca lifor n ia ?”

“ Not  a  sou l.”
“ Don ’t  y ou  h a v e a n y  fa m ily ?”  Like th e lit t le boy

sh e’d r u n  off w ith  a fter  sh e’d killed h er  h u sba n d.
Sh e slid h im  a  sa d sm ile,  a n d th is t im e h e kn ew

h e w a sn ’t  im a g in in g  g r ief flicker in g  in  h er  ey es.
“ No.”

Da m n , h a d th e ch ild died? Or  h a d h e been  w r on g
a bou t  h er  a n d sh e’d killed h er  son  a s w ell?



When she breaks  free from  the bondage of her past,  he’ll
be w aiting

 
Un der stood

© 2006 Maya Banks
 
Ja ke Tu r n er  com m itted th e u lt im a te m ista ke of

fa llin g  in  lov e w ith  h is best  fr ien d’s w ife.  Th e dista n ce
h e pu ts betw een  th em  costs both  h im  a n d Ellie
Ma tth ew s dea r ly .  Ja ke w ill n ev er  for g iv e h im self for
n ot  seein g  w h a t  a  ba sta r d h is fr ien d w a s.  Now  th a t
Ellie is fr ee fr om  h er  n ig h tm a r e,  Ja ke w a its,  n eedin g
a n d w a n tin g .  He’ll be th er e w h en  Ellie is r ea dy  to
spr ea d h er  w in g s.

 
En joy  th e follow in g  ex cer pt  for  Understood.
Ja ke Tu r n er  g la n ced a r ou n d a t  th e g a u dy

Ch r istm a s decor a t ion s a dor n in g  th e in ter ior  of Za ch ’s
Ba r  a n d Gr ill a n d su ppr essed a  g r im a ce.

He m otion ed for  a n oth er  beer  a n d ig n or ed w h a t
h is bu ddy  n ex t  to h im  w a s y a m m er in g  a bou t .  Th in g s
w er e a lw a y s liv ely  a t  Za ch ’s close to Ch r istm a s. Ja ke
cou ld n ev er  fig u r e ou t  if people w er e g ett in g  ou t  to
celebr a te th e sea son  or  if th ey  w er e a ll ju st  lon ely  a n d
lookin g  for  a n oth er  h u m a n  bein g  to con n ect  to.

“ Ea r th  to Ja ke.  Com e on , m a n , y ou ’r e in  a n oth er
w or ld ov er  th er e.”

Ja ke blin ked th en  scow led a t  h is fr ien d, Colin .
“ Wh a t  th e h ell do y ou  w a n t?”



Colin  n odded tow a r d th e door .  “ Isn ’t  th a t  Ra y ’s ex
com in g  in ?”

Ja ke’s pu lse qu icken ed, a n d h e y a n ked h is g a ze
tow a r d th e en tr a n ce.  A ll h is br ea th  left  h is body  in
on e h a r d r u sh . Wh a t  th e h ell?

His g a ze ca m e to r est  on  Ellie Ma tth ew s a s sh e
stood ju st  in side th e door w a y . On ly  it  w a sn ’t  Ellie a s
h e w a s u sed to seein g  h er .

Sh e took a  h esita n t  step for w a r d th en  stopped a n d
sca n n ed th e r oom , h er  ey es w ide.  Her  bottom  lip
w or ked betw een  h er  teeth ,  a  su r e sig n  of h er
n er v ou sn ess.

Lon g  soft  cu r ls spilled ov er  h er  sh ou lder s,  h a ir
th a t  a  m a n  w ou ld itch  to th r u st  h is fin g er s in to a s h e
th r u st  in to oth er  pa r ts of h er  body .

Bu t  w h a t  h a d h is blood pr essu r e soa r in g  w a s h er
g et-u p. Despite it  bein g  th e m iddle of Decem ber ,  sh e
w or e a  top ba r ely  h eld u p by  th e spa g h ett i str in g s
ov er  h er  sh ou lder s.  Th e n ecklin e plu n g ed, a n d th e
m a ter ia l cu pped h er  br ea sts in  a ll th e r ig h t  pla ces.

Her  m in i skir t ,  if y ou  cou ld ca ll th e scr a p of
den im  ba r ely  cov er in g  h er  a ss a  skir t ,  r ode so h ig h  u p
on  h er  th ig h s th a t  Ja ke kn ew  if sh e m ov ed w r on g , th e
en tir e ba r  w ou ld g et  a  g lim pse of h er  pu ssy .

Sh e h a d a  “ fu ck m e”  en sem ble g oin g  on  com plete
w ith  “ r ide m e h a r d”  sh oes.  He’d n ev er  seen  h er  in
h ig h  h eels on ce,  a n d y et  sh e teeter ed u n stea dily
tow a r d th e ba r  in  th r ee-in ch , fir e-en g in e r ed h eels.

“ Jesu s,  I h a d n o idea  sh e w a s so da m n  h ot ,”  Colin
m u tter ed.



Ja ke r ou n ded on  Colin  w ith  a  fer ociou s g la r e.
“ Sh u t  th e h ell u p,”  h e g r ow led.

Colin  r a ised a n  ey ebr ow  in  su r pr ise bu t  r em a in ed
silen t .

Ja ke tu r n ed h is a t ten t ion  ba ck to Ellie,  w h o stood
a t  th e ba r .  Th e ba r ten der  plu n ked dow n  a  sh ot  w h ich
sh e pr om ptly  dr a in ed befor e m otion in g  for  a n oth er .

Th er e w a sn ’t  a  sin g le m a le ey e th a t  w a sn ’t
r iv eted on  h er .  Tw o m en  sa u n ter ed u p to th e ba r  a n d
stood close to Ellie.  Sh e sm iled a t  th em  flir ta t iou sly ,
a n d Ja ke w a s str u ck w ith  a  su dden  r ea liza t ion .

Sh e w a s ta kin g  th e plu n g e.
A  su r g e of r ed h ot  jea lou sy  spilled ov er  in to h is

g u t .  Sh e w a s fin a lly  br ea kin g  fr ee of th e h old Ra y  h a d
on  h er ,  on ly  th is w a sn ’t  th e w a y  it  w a s su pposed to
h a ppen . Ja ke h a d w a ited a  lon g  t im e for  h er .  He’d
th ou g h t  sh e n eeded m or e spa ce.  He w a s su pposed to
be th e on e sh e ca m e to w h en  sh e w a s r ea dy  to ta ke
th a t  lea p.

He g r ipped h is beer  bott le u n t il h is kn u ckles w en t
w h ite.  Wh a t  th e h ell did sh e th in k sh e w a s doin g ? His
ey es n a r r ow ed w h en  sh e dow n ed a n oth er  sh ot .  Wh en
sh e tu r n ed h er  a t ten t ion  ba ck to th e cr ow d of
a dm ir er s a t  h er  elbow , h e sa w  th e fea r  in  h er  ey es.

It  w a s th en  h e u n der stood w h a t  it  w a s cost in g
h er .  Th is w h ole “ ta ke m e h om e a n d fu ck m e”  w a s a ll
a  br a v e a ct .  Sh e w a s sca r ed to dea th , a n d th e on ly
w a y  sh e h a d a  h ope of ca r r y in g  th r ou g h  w ith  it  w a s
by  g ett in g  th or ou g h ly  dr u n k.

Ov er  h is dea d body .



He w a s str idin g  a cr oss th e r oom  ev en  befor e h e
r ea lized h e’d g otten  u p fr om  h is ta ble.  In  tw o secon ds
fla t ,  h e sh ov ed by  th e g r ou p of m en  a ll pa n t in g  ov er
Ellie a n d stood beside h er  a t  th e ba r .

Sh e tu r n ed u n focu sed blu e ey es u p a t  h im , th e
fea r  th a t  sh a dow ed h er  g a ze disa ppea r in g  a s sh e
r ea lized w h o h e w a s.

“ Wh a t  th e h ell do y ou  th in k y ou ’r e doin g , Ellie?”
h e dem a n ded.

Pa n ic flit ted a cr oss h er  fa ce,  a n d th e fea r
r etu r n ed.

With ou t  w a it in g  to h ea r  w h a t  sh e h a d to sa y ,  h e
ben t  slig h t ly ,  pu sh in g  h is sh ou lder  in to h er  belly .  He
stood ba ck u p, slin g in g  h er  ov er  h is sh ou lder .  His
h a n d r ested possessiv ely  on  h er  a ss.

He tu r n ed to g la r e a t  th e m en  w h o’d su r r ou n ded
Ellie.  “ Sh e’s m in e,”  h e sa id in  h is m ost  m en a cin g
v oice.

Th ey  ba cked off qu ickly .
He sta r ted for  th e door ,  Ellie’s u pper  body

sw in g in g  a g a in st  h is ba ck.
“ Ja ke?”  sh e sa id in  a  sm a ll v oice.  “ Wh er e a r e w e

g oin g ?”
God, h e h a ted th a t  sou n d. Th e fea r  in  h er  v oice.

Th e u n cer ta in ty .  It  m a de h im  w a n t  to pu t  h is fist
th r ou g h  th e w a ll.

“ Hom e,”  h e bit  ou t .
He w a lked ou tside,  th e br isk a ir  r a isin g  g oose

bu m ps on  h er  ba r e leg s.  Leg s h e a ch ed to tou ch ,
spr ea d a n d g et  betw een . His h a n d lin g er ed ov er  th e



sw ell of h er  a ss,  ju st  w h er e it  belon g ed. His cock w a s
r ea dy  to bu r st  ou t  of h is jea n s a t  th e m er e idea  of
cu ppin g  h er  sw eet  beh in d a s h e fu cked h er  n ice a n d
slow .

Bu t  h e’d w a ited, a n d by  th e looks of th in g s,  h e’d
w a ited too lon g .

He ca r r ied h er  ou t  to h is tr u ck a n d pr om ptly
deposited h er  in to th e pa ssen g er  sea t .  He ca r efu lly
bu ckled h er  in  befor e cir clin g  a r ou n d to th e dr iv er ’s
sea t .

Wh en  h e g la n ced ov er  a t  h er ,  sh e w a s sta r in g  ou t
th e w in dow , bu t  h e sa w  th e tea r  th a t  r olled dow n  h er
ch eek. He sw or e u n der  h is br ea th  a n d sta r ted th e
en g in e.  Secon ds la ter ,  h e r oa r ed ou t  of th e pa r kin g
lot .

He clen ch ed a n d u n clen ch ed h is h a n ds ov er  th e
steer in g  w h eel a s h e h ea ded for  h er  h ou se.  Da m n  Ra y .
Da m n  h im self for  n ev er  seein g  a  m a n  h e’d cou n ted a s
a  fr ien d for  w h o h e r ea lly  w a s.

Ja ke ca r r ied a  lot  of g u ilt  for  n ev er  seein g  th e
w a r n in g  sig n s,  for  a llow in g  Ellie’s h or r or  to g o on
w h ile th e r est  of th e w or ld sa w  w h a t  Ra y  w a n ted
th em  to see.  A  n ice,  su ccessfu l g u y  w ith  a  g or g eou s
w ife a n d a  per fect  life.

Th e n ig h t  Ja ke h a d fou n d ou t  th e tr u th  w a s a
n ig h t  h e’d spen t  in  h ell.

He pu lled in to th e dr iv ew a y  of th e sm a ll h ou se
sh e r en ted a n d tu r n ed off th e ig n it ion . Ellie r ea ch ed
for  h er  door  h a n dle,  a n d Ja ke pu t  h is h a n d ou t  to stop
h er .



“ Sta y  th er e a n d don ’t  m ov e.”
Sh e tr em bled a g a in st  h is fin g er s bu t  obey ed.
He g ot  ou t  a n d w a lked a r ou n d to h er  side.  He

open ed th e door  a n d r ea ch ed for  h er .
“ I don ’t  tr u st  y ou  n ot  to kill y ou r self in  th ose

da m n  sh oes,”  h e m u tter ed.
Sh e didn ’t  pr otest  w h en  h e cu r led h is a r m s

u n der n ea th  h er  a n d lifted h er  fr om  th e sea t .  He
sta lked to h er  door  a n d fu m bled w ith  th e h a n dle.
Da m n  w om a n  h a dn ’t  ev en  locked h er  door .

He sh ou lder ed h is w a y  in side bu t  st ill didn ’t  pu t
h er  dow n . He flipped a  sw itch , floodin g  th e sm a ll
liv in g  r oom  w ith  lig h t .  His g a ze focu sed on  th e coffee
ta ble a n d th e bott le of liqu or ,  th e h a lf em pty  bott le of
liqu or ,  sit t in g  th er e a n d sw or e a g a in .

“ Ju st  h ow  m u ch  h a v e y ou  h a d to dr in k ton ig h t ,
Ellie?”

Sh e w en t  st ill a g a in st  h im . “ Ja ke?”  sh e a sked.
He sig h ed. “ Yes,  sw eeth ea r t?”
“ I th in k I’m  g oin g  to be sick.”
He spit  ou t  sev er a l m or e cu r ses a s h e r a n  for  th e

ba th r oom . He th r ew  open  th e door  a n d m a n a g ed to
deposit  h er  in  fr on t  of th e toilet  befor e sh e sta r ted
r etch in g .

Th e sou n ds sh e m a de w er e g od-a w fu l a s sh e r id
h er  stom a ch  of a ll th e a lcoh ol.  He cr in g ed a n d
h ov er ed a s h e w a ited for  h er  to fin ish .

He bu sied h im self w ett in g  a  w a sh cloth  th en
g en tly  w iped a t  h er  for eh ea d a s som e of th e h ea v in g
su bsided. Sh e let  ou t  a  low  g r oa n  of m iser y .



“ Bet  y ou ’ll th in k tw ice befor e pu llin g  a  stu n t  like
th is a g a in ,”  h e ch ided.

Sh e open ed h er  ey es a n d sta r ed u p a t  h im . “ Don ’t
lectu r e,  Ja ke,”  sh e plea ded.

He soften ed. He cou ldn ’t  h elp it  w h en  sh e sta r ed
u p a t  h im  w ith  th ose ba by  blu es.  He cu pped h er
ch eek in  h is h a n d a n d str oked lig h t ly  ov er  h er  skin
w ith  h is th u m b.

“ Wh a t  did y ou  th in k y ou  w er e doin g ?”  h e a sked.
Sh e looked dow n  a n d a  tea r  spla sh ed on to th e

toilet  sea t .  Th en  sh e ben t  h er  n eck u n til h er  for eh ea d
tou ch ed th e r im .

He r ea ch ed dow n  to pu ll h er  to h er  feet .  Sit t in g
h er e n ex t  to a  com m ode fu ll of m ix ed a lcoh ol a n d on ly
God kn ew  w h a t  else w a sn ’t  h is idea  of a  g ood t im e. He
r ea ch ed ba ck to flu sh  th e toilet  th en  sw u n g  h er  ba ck
in to h is a r m s.

Sh e h iccu pped soft ly  a g a in st  h is ch est .  “ Wh er e
a r e y ou  ta kin g  m e?”

“ To bed,”  h e r eplied.
He w a lked in to h er  bedr oom  a n d deposited h er  on

th e bed. A s h er  h ea d fell ba ck, sh e m oa n ed a n d closed
h er  ey es.

“ Ellie,  don ’t  y ou  pa ss ou t  on  m e n ow ,”  h e w a r n ed.
“ Ellie?”

He r a n  a  h a n d th r ou g h  h is h a ir  a n d sw or e for  th e
h u n dr edth  t im e sin ce sh e’d w a lked in to th e ba r .  Hell
of a  n ote.  Pa ssed ou t  cold.
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